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As we are bound to recognize the hand of God in controlling the nations of the earth, we 
naturally inquire what was His purpose in permitting these people first to be brought to this 
country, and then, after a season of discipline to be set free? To my mind it does not seem 
presumptuous to infer that the Benignant Being had in view, first, the salvation of a vast throng 
of benighted souls, who would not otherwise have been saved, and then to send them and their 
descendants, properly qualified to illumine the two hundred millions of Africans yet in darkness 
with the light of the gospel.  

Robert Ryland writing in 1897 of those who were once enslaved, in The Colored People (1898) 
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“A SEASON OF DISCIPLINE”: ENSLAVEMENT, EDUCATION 
& FAITH IN THE LIFE OF ROBERT RYLAND  

SUMMARY 
In Fall 2019, following the July 8, 2019 release of Making 
Excellence Inclusive: University Report and Recommendations, 
and supported by the findings of the Presidential Commission 
for University History and Identity, the University of Richmond 
established a research initiative organized by Dr. Amy Howard 
and led by Dr. Lauranett L. Lee. The Inclusive History Project 
was tasked with the study of three subjects: the burying ground 
on the campus of the University of Richmond; the first 
president of the institution, Robert Ryland; and former trustee 
and rector, Douglas Southall Freeman. The considerations of 
Robert Ryland and Douglas Southall Freeman were prompted 
by the joint resolution of the Westhampton College and 
Richmond College Student Government, “On Changing the 
Narrative: Regarding Building Names.”1 In undertaking this 
research, the University of Richmond is committed to providing 
a more holistic narrative of its own history, one that is more complete and accurate. The reports are 
not intended to reach any conclusions nor are they meant to offer recommendations. They are 
designed to provide a thorough and accurate record that will augment existing accounts of 
institutional history and further future conversations centered on these subjects.   

Robert Ryland (1805-1899), for whom a portion of Ryland Hall is named, was one of the 
institution’s earliest leaders. After serving as principal/superintendent of Virginia Baptist Seminary 
from 1832-1840, he became the first president of Richmond College and the president of the Board 
of Trustees. Both the seminary and the college were precursors to the University of Richmond. 
Ryland continued to lead the institution until his resignation in 1866 and over those decades he 
exerted a singular influence on its growth. His early efforts to stabilize and develop the seminary 
and the college have been recognized as largely responsible for the existence of the university. 

                                                      

1 [“On Changing the Narrative: Regarding Building Names”], The Collegian, [n.d.], web, link. The Joint 
Resolution was passed by the Richmond College and Westhampton College Student Government 
Associations on April 3, 2019. It was sent to the Interim Coordinating Council and to the Vice President for 
Student Development, Student Development Division. The resolution was co-authored by A. J. Polcari 
(class of 2021) and Caroline Schiavo. 

Shelby M. Driskill, Research Coordinator, University of Richmond Inclusive History Project, 
January 29, 2021 

Submitted with Lauranett L. Lee, Ph.D., Historical Consultant, University of Richmond Inclusive 
History Project, January 29, 2021 

https://president.richmond.edu/inclusive-excellence/index.html
https://president.richmond.edu/inclusive-excellence/index.html
https://www.thecollegianur.com/article/2019/04/joint-statement-by-wcga-and-rcsga-on-renaming-of-buildings
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Ryland was also a Baptist minister and a major figure in the history of Virginia Baptists. Between 
1841 and 1865, he was pastor of Richmond’s First African Baptist Church, and he served in 
leadership roles in numerous Baptist organizations.  

Education and ministry were Ryland’s twin commitments. From his earliest association with what 
would become the university, he believed that the strength of the institution was drawn from its 
commitment to a robust liberal arts education. His spiritual life and pastoral work were animated by 
his belief in equal access to biblical teaching and the equality of souls. These convictions were 
central to his work at First African Baptist Church, where he was and is credited by some with 
preserving a space for the self-governance and religious expression of the church’s Black 
congregants despite what historian and University of Richmond President Emeritus Edward L. Ayers 
describes as a “compromised form of the church.”2 Ryland’s convictions regarding spiritual equality 
did not extend to a belief in racial equality. He was, in the words of an 1867 item in the Religious 
Herald a “divine right of slavery” Baptist, and he, like a number of antebellum religious figures, 
viewed enslavement as an instrument of God.3 Despite antislavery leanings in his college years, 
when he once referred to enslavement as “legalized crime,” by the time Ryland became affiliated 
with the institution he was both enslaving people and hiring them out, leasing them to others for 
profit. Virginia Baptist Seminary and Richmond College were among the entities that paid Ryland 
for the labor of those he enslaved. He and others working on behalf of the institution also paid 
“hire” for other enslaved people who worked on the campus, and enslaved laborers were vital to the 
day-to-day operations there. The institutional use of hired enslaved laborers who worked on the 
campus for faculty and students was also under the oversight of the Board of Trustees. No evidence 
has been located in the course of research for this study indicating that the institution itself enslaved 
people. Instead, it regularly used enslaved labor by, in effect, renting men and women from 
individual enslavers or hiring agents. 

The Robert Ryland Study was charged with providing 1.) a comprehensive biography of Robert 
Ryland, with particular attention paid to the ways that his academic and ministerial work intersected 
with enslavement; 2.) a determination of the degree to which he used the labor of those he enslaved, 
or the enslaved labor of others, in the running of the institution; and 3.) an overview of his 
contributions to a.) the formation of the University of Richmond, b.) Virginia Baptists, and c.) 
religious freedom in Virginia. This report,“A Season of Discipline”: Enslavement, Faith & 
Education in the Life of Robert Ryland, provides the requested information. This summary provides 
an overview of the report findings. 

EARLY YEARS TO 1832 
Robert Ryland’s family was deeply connected to the local Baptist congregation at Bruington Baptist 
Church in King & Queen County, Virginia, and his parents also held daily worship in their 
household. His father, Josiah Ryland, often hosted Baptist leaders in his home and Robert Ryland 
recalled that it was “a common resort for preachers whose discourse, in the private circle, often 

                                                      

2 Edward L. Ayers, “The Trials of Robert Ryland,” Baptist History & Heritage 48, no. 2 (2013), 13. 

3 “Anti-Slavery Baptists,” Religious Herald, October 17, 1867, Virginia Baptist Historical Society (VBHS).  
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turned upon spiritual topics.” This environment, and the pastoral influence of Bruington Baptist 
Church pastor, Robert Baylor Semple, established a spiritual path for Ryland that would eventually 
lead him to the ministry. When he was sixteen, Ryland felt he had missed a calling from God when 
he chose to attend school rather than a week-day spiritual meeting. His regret over his choice was a 
pivotal moment and for “three years, without any change of purpose” he prepared for his baptism at 
the age of nineteen.4  

Ryland was raised at Farmington, his father’s plantation in King & Queen County, which was 
operated using the labor of both enslaved and free people. According to the 1820 Federal Census, 
Josiah Ryland enslaved thirty-five people who were forced to provide domestic, agricultural, and 
other labor to the family. Nineteen free Black people also worked on the Ryland property.5 Ryland 
later recalled “about forty negroes of all ages between infancy and decrepitude” at Farmington, and 
he detailed his playing with enslaved children and being cared for by enslaved adults.6  

Inspired by Robert Baylor Semple, Ryland attended boarding school at Humanity Hall in Hanover 
County where he studied the classics and other subjects. Thomas Nelson, the teacher who ran the 
school in the vein of Peter Nelson, Semple’s former instructor, enslaved thirty-one people in 1820. 
That number is likely reflective of the number who were there when Ryland attended the school.7 In 
1823, Ryland wrote an emotional letter to his father, building a variety of arguments for why Josiah 
Ryland should send him to Columbian College in Washington, D.C. rather than establishing him 
with a farm or other means of income: “I can not [sic] value money so highly,” Robert Ryland 
wrote, “as to prefer it to education.”8 

At Columbian College, Ryland at times felt out of place socially and spiritually. He found the 
students there to be “extravagant & indiscreet young men,” declared his own class standing “not 

                                                      

4 Robert Ryland, “My Experience and Call to the Ministry,” The Colloquium, clipping dated 1889 in 
appended document, Robert Ryland Papers (RRP), 51.044-045, VBHS. 
5 United States, Federal Census of 1820, St. Stephens, King & Queen County, Virginia, “Ryland, Josiah,” 
19; National Archives and Records Administration, Roll: M33_142; Image: 49. Nineteen people were 
included in the category “All other persons except Indians not taxed” which was added to distinguish 
between “the number of free colored persons and of slaves,” See “1820 Census Instructions to 
Enumerators,” United States Census Bureau, link.  
6 Robert Ryland, The Colored People, Baptist Mission Rooms: Baltimore, Maryland, 1898, 4-5, RRP, 
3.059, VBHS. While Ryland does not use the word “slaves” here, he described “sympathizing with the 
young under their [his family’s] discipline” and not being allowed to “treat the old servants with any 
disrespect,” indicating that he was referring to enslaved people. Ryland’s overall focus in The Colored 
People was a consideration of the post-emancipation lives of formerly enslaved people and their 
descendants.  
7 United States Federal Census, 1820, “Thomas Nelson,” Hanover, Virginia; 63, National Archives and 
Records Administration Roll: M33_138; Image: 78. While there are several entries for Thomas Nelson and 
Thomas Nelson, Jr., that which shows thirty-one enslaved people also shows thirty-eight “Free white 
persons – Males,” indicating the student population at the school. 
8 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, April 19, 1823, RRP, 11.005-006, VBHS. 

 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-census/technical-documentation/questionnaires/1820/1820-instructions.html
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respectable,” and wrote that, “[a]mong the students I am unpopular.”9 Ryland eventually cultivated 
friends and acquaintances who were “pious” and who, he wrote, did not “retard me in my religious 
course.”10 Among them was Rollin H. Neale of Connecticut, who described Ryland as having given 
“the first anti-slavery speech I ever heard.”11 

Ryland’s antislavery leanings in his college years were captured in a college address he that gave on 
the subject of the American Colonization Society in 1824. The society was formed to transport free 
Black people to Liberia. Historian Samantha Seeley describes the organization as having 
“accommodated the varied interests of white slaveholders, ministers, reformers, and anti-slavery 
men who made up its founding members.”12 Ryland was moved by the society’s work and, at the 
time, by the effect it might have on ending enslavement, ridding the United States of what he then 
called “legalized crime.” He only articulated full-throated antislavery sentiment a few times in his 
early adulthood, and his “Colonization Society” speech is the clearest example. In it he likened 
enslavement to a “devouring insect” that “continually riot[ed]” at the tree of liberty. He also hailed 
the role of education in marking an end to “this evil,” insisting that “the beam of science will chase 
away the gloom of ignorance, [and] peace & happiness will reign in the land.”13 Ryland’s vision of 
an ideal end to enslavement was contingent on the removal of Black people from the United States.  

Throughout this period, Ryland honed his rhetorical skills and his ministerial thought by asking 
friends and family members to share their private religious struggles with him so he could guide 
them to a stronger relationship with God. His letters were sermon-like responses to deaths and other 
challenges they faced.14 He often expressed concern over the spiritual state of his mother and 
siblings, who at the time had not been baptized.15 After missionary work in eastern Virginia, Ryland 
had expected to teach at a school in Nashville, Tennessee. When the position promised to him was 
instead given to a friend who offered to accept a lower salary, Ryland shifted his focus to ministry.16 
While his father offered him a farm and “all the appliances for its culture” if he would remain in 
King & Queen County and work under Semple, Ryland was concerned at operating in the pastor’s 
shadow and being limited to part-time ministry. He instead sought a church in Lynchburg, Virginia.17 
                                                      

9 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, February 25, 1824, RRP, 11.008-010, VBHS. 
10 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, October 20, 1824, RRP, 11.011-013, VBHS. 
11 [Rollin H. Neale] R.H.N., “Reminiscence of College Days,” RRP, 10.010, VBHS.. 

12 Samantha Seeley, "Beyond the American Colonization Society," History Compass, 14 (3), 93. 

13 Robert Ryland, “The Colonization Society,” RRP 26.026, VBHS. 
14 Letter, Robert Ryland to “Baylor Semple, Jr.” [Robert Baylor Semple, Jr.], November 2, 1825, RRP, 
14.004, VBHS. 

15 Letter, Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, October 20, 1824, RRP, 11.011, VBHS. 
16 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, December 9, 1826, RRP, 11.017, VBHS; Ryland, “Call to the Ministry,” 
[1889?]; Robert Ryland, [Timeline], Ledger 1, 11, RRP, 55.1.011, VBHS.  
17 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, August 1827, RRP, 11.024, VBHS; Robert Ryland, “An Historical 
Address,” 1886, RRP, 51.027, VBHS.  
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He began leading a small congregation that had broken away from the existing Baptist church there 
and also reached out to “poor families” in the city.18 After beginning his ministry by holding 
services in the Masonic Hall, Ryland was well positioned to capture the religious enthusiasm of the 
Second Great Awakening, and his congregation grew quickly, expanding enough to justify the 
construction of a permanent church. Ryland preached before white and Black congregants during his 
Lynchburg years. One of his most vivid accounts of the period focused on York Woodson, a 
formerly enslaved Black minister, whom Ryland recalled being an extraordinary man and a talented 
speaker. When Woodson was forbidden from preaching after Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 
Southampton, Virginia, Ryland went to the city’s mayor on his behalf, hoping to ensure that 
Woodson could continue to preach freely.19 While the mayor said police would look the other way, 
he also made it clear that he would have to impose the “penalty” if Woodson were officially 
reported. The penalty was being whipped, “not exceeding thirty-nine lashes,” and this risk prevented 
Woodson from resuming his ministry. Ryland was convinced that Woodson’s loss of ministerial 
purpose resulted in the man’s early death “of a broken heart.”20   

Ryland married Josephine Norvell in 1830 after a courtship that was often focused on her 
spirituality. Their purchase of a home coincided with the appearance of enslaved people in Ryland’s 
highly detailed ledger of expenses and receipts. His expenses of 1831 show the purchase of shoes 
for an enslaved woman named Mary. A letter he wrote refers to her behavior being unacceptable and 
his hope that an enslaved man his father was sending to him would behave differently than Mary.21 
Ryland’s February 1832 entries showed that Mary had been joined by two other enslaved people, 

                                                      

18 Robert Ryland, “An Historical Address,” 1886. 
19 Nat Turner’s Rebellion began in Southampton County, Virginia on the night of August 21, 1831. Turner 
was an enslaved man driven by what were described as religious visions and potentially his reaction to his 
child being used by his enslaver as collateral on a debt (David Allmendinger, Nat Turner and the Rising in 
Southampton County, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press (2014), 63-67). Nat Turner enlisted a 
group of enslaved men in a plan to execute a targeted revolt, focused on killing white people “with their 
own weapons.” From the night of the 21st to the afternoon of the 23rd, the men killed fifty-five white 
people (Patrick H. Breen, “Nat Turner’s Revolt (1831),” Encyclopedia Virginia, Virginia Humanities, June 
18, 2019, accessed Dec. 14, 2020). One of the key results of the rebellion was the crackdown on gatherings 
of free and enslaved Black people. Some believed that Black ministry was the heart of the rebellion, and 
when the Virginia General Assembly passed laws in response to it on March 15, 1832, constraints on 
preaching were mentioned first. Even ordained ministers were no longer allowed to assemble for religious 
purposes, whether free or enslaved. The punishment was “stripes… not exceeding thirty-nine lashes” 
(Commonwealth of Virginia, Acts Passed at a General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia, 
Richmond, Virginia: Thomas Ritchie, 1832), 20–22). 
20 Robert Ryland, “York Woodson: The Colored Preacher,” in “The Co-Worker,” a column in unnamed 
publication, handwritten note from Robert Ryland, “Published by the First Baptist Church[,] Lynchburg, 
Va,” RRP, 08.033, VBHS; Commonwealth of Virginia, Journal of the House of Delegates, 1831-1832, Bill 
no. 18, Richmond: Thomas Richie (1832), 1 [printed page number; 759 in digital version of Journal]], 
Hathi Trust Digital Library, link; Virginia, Laws Passed, March 15 1832, Chapter XXII, Nat Turner 
Project, link. 
21 Robert Ryland, Ledger 1, RRP 55.1.021, VBHS; Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, November 7, 1831, 
RRP, 11.044, VBHS. 

 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=nyp.33433014925501&view=1up&seq=759&q1=%22in%20the%20night%20time%22
https://www.natturnerproject.org/laws-passed-march-15-1832
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Sam and Maria.22 All three of them relocated with Robert and Josephine Ryland when he accepted 
the position of Principal at Virginia Baptist Seminary in Henrico County, Virginia. 

  

                                                      

22 Robert Ryland, Ledger I, RRP 55.1.021-023, VBHS. 
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INSTITUTIONAL BEGINNINGS  
While the Virginia Baptist Seminary began at Spring 
Farm in Henrico County, it grew out of two home-
based education centers. One was at Dunlora plantation 
in Powhatan County, which was operated by Edward 
Baptist on the land of his sister, Ann Hickman. 
According to the 1830 Federal Census, Hickman 
enslaved fifty-seven people on the property.23 The other 
center was operated in Henrico County by missionary 
and minister, Eli Ball.24 Spring Farm was purchased to provide education to potential ministers, but 
Ryland’s emphasis was on the liberal arts, which he believed would “prepare the student for those 
sacred subjects.”25 The seminary was established on a manual labor system which required students 
to contribute three hours of labor a day to the farm, and they were then paid out of the proceeds 
from the sale of farm yields.26 The labor of students did not substitute for the use of enslaved labor. 
Before the arrival of the first seminary students, Ryland had agreed to serve in an additional role as 
steward of the institution, overseeing its buildings and operations and managing the board of the 
students. As part of his employment agreement with the Baptist Education Society he provided the 
labor of Sam, an enslaved child who had been given to him by his father. Ryland described Sam as a 
“boy” at the time, and census data indicates that he was fifteen at the oldest.27 At the seminary, both 
Sam and Ryland’s furniture would be “used… as common stock” by the institutional community.28 
The next year, Ryland asked his father to give him more “servants” to labor at the seminary. In a 
letter to his wife, who was then staying with her Ryland in-laws, he wrote,  

I wish you to ask Papa to let me know distinctly and as soon as possible how many servants 
he can let me have at the beginning of next year. He did not say positively that he would not 
give me any at all, so I will thank him to say what servants he will give, that I may make my 

                                                      

23 United States, Federal Census of 1830, “Ann Hickman,” Powhatan, Virginia; Series: M19; roll: 193; 
page: 258; Family History Library Film: 0029672. 

24 Reuben E. Alley. History of the University of Richmond: 1830-1971, Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia [Published for the University of Richmond] (1977), 14. 
25 Robert Ryland, A Sermon Delivered Before the Baptist Education Society of Virginia, July 4, 1836, 
Richmond: Wm. Sands (1836), 15, VBHS. 
26 Robert Ryland, The Society – The Seminary – The College: An Address, Library: Richmond College 
(1891), 11-12; Ryland, Ledger I, RRP, 55.1.06.  
27 United States, Federal Census of 1840, “Robt Ryland,” Henrico County, Virginia; Series: M704; roll 561 
of 580 rolls; page 264; Family History Library Film: 0029687, Ancestry.com. Among those Ryland 
enslaved in 1840, there were two males, one under the age of 10 and one between 10 and 23. That 
information only narrows Sam’s age to being between 2-15 years of age in 1832 when Ryland wrote of his 
use at the seminary. Research has not yet yielded additional means of specifying his age. 
28 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, July 7, 1832. RRP 11.048-049, VBHS. 
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arrangements accordingly - i.e. hire others if necessary. Ask him to say the same as to the 
cows. I can’t think he will decline giving me some servants and some cows.29  

By 1835, Ryland was recording “Sam’s hire” and that of 
Fanny in the expenses of the institution’s Boarding 
Department and the payments for their “hire” in his personal 
receipts.30 Three years later, Ryland attributed the stillbirth of 
one of his children to his wife’s exhaustion caused, he wrote 
his father, by “several of the negroes pretend[ing] to be 
sick.”31 It appears that Mary was the caregiver for his 
youngest child. Mary was never indicated in Boarding 
Department expenses, so she was evidently not formally 

hired out to the seminary. She died in 1837.32 Recalling his time as a student at the seminary, 
Charles Lewis Cocke, who was later a professor at Richmond College as well as the campus 
steward, described the very early seminary students as not receiving the sort of “attendance” they 
would later be provided, and wrote that at the time the “servants” only entered students’ rooms to 
fill the lamps “with an inferior grade of oil.”33 

Ryland’s thoughts on enslavement during the seminary period were distilled in an open letter 
published in the Religious Herald and republished in the Christian Watchman in 1835. He had 
written it in response to the publication of Francis Wayland’s textbook, The Elements of Moral 
Science in which Wayland devoted a section to questioning the morality of enslavement. Ryland 
wrote that he found parts of Wayland’s thoughts on enslavement to be “manly and just,” and that he 
himself considered enslavement wrong “in the abstract;” however, he then outlined what he believed 
to be three “difficulties” associated with manumission and an end to “domestic slavery”:  

1. Some enslaved people could not care for themselves and “benevolence” required that they 
remain enslaved; 

2. Virginia law demanded that freed people leave the state and “servants of humane masters… 
prefer their present bondage to expatriation and freedom;” 

3. The labor most often done by enslaved people had always been done by them. Referring to 
“the drudgery of domestic business,” Ryland wrote, “slaves have always performed it.” It 
would be “impossible to find white persons among us who can be obtained on wages to do 

                                                      

29 Robert Ryland to Josephine Ryland, October 7, 1833, RRP 16.069, VBHS. 

30 Robert Ryland, “Boarding Department of 1835,” Ledger I, RRP, 55.1.033; “Receipts on Private account 
for 1836” Ledger I, RRP, 55.1.041, VBHS. 

31 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, July 17, 1835, RRP, 11.055, VBHS. 
32 Robert Ryland to Elizabeth Ryland Willis, December 26, 1838, typescript, RRP, 15.044, VBHS. 
33 Charles L. Cocke,“‘Incidents in Early Life,’ The Richmond College Messenger, March 1900,” Charles L. 
Cocke Papers, Hollins University. 
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this work” because “respectable” white people were “too high-minded” for this sort of labor 
and the “indolent and vicious will come and receive the wages but will not do the work.”34 

At the institution, the seminary’s “farm 
experiment” had not succeeded. Spring Farm was 
at a significant distance from the city and the 
crops planted there had not thrived. In 1835, 
Virginia Baptist Seminary relocated to the 
Columbia estate formerly owned by the Haxall 
family, and it remained there until 1914 when 
Richmond College moved to the current site of the 
University of Richmond. At the new location, 
Ryland and his family lived in the main college 
building along with members of the faculty. Crops 
were planted around the property and enslaved 
people continued to work at the seminary, both 
those who were enslaved by Ryland and those who 

were hired from other enslavers or agents. For some people recorded on the ledger pages showing 
expenses of the Boarding Department, Ryland used the term hire, as in paying “Caroline’s hire,” 
while for others he simply noted a payment or a wage. Among those for whom he used the term 
“hire” were the people he himself enslaved, Sam and Fanny. Others for whom he paid “hire” during 
the seminary period were Caroline, Isabella, Nancy, Celia, Albert, Abby and Christian.35  

Between 1836 and 1837, Ryland spent one year as the Chaplain of the University of Virginia. There 
he advocated for temperance among university students and, while a congregant at Charlottesville’s 
Baptist Church, he waded into a doctrinal controversy. He was referred to as a “young hero” by 
Peter Fossett, a man formerly enslaved by Thomas Jefferson, for his leadership during a reform 
crisis in the church.36 During this period Ryland’s wife and his mother-in-law ran the boarding 
operation at the seminary. In 1837, the child of a woman who was hired out to the institution visited 
his mother there and brought smallpox to the campus. In an item placed in the Religious Herald by 
Ryland and other members of a Virginia Baptist Education Society committee, the child was 
described as having been hired out to “one of the factories” in Richmond.37 No information has been 
found on who enslaved the mother and child and hired them out to the seminary and the factory. 

                                                      

34 Robert Ryland, “To Dr. Wayland,” Christian Watchman, August 21, 1835, Early American Newspapers, 
Newsbank. 
35 Robert Ryland, Ledger I, “Boarding Department of 1835 (second term),” RRP, 55.1.039; “Expenses of 
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The use of enslaved labor on the campus continued after the institution’s charter as Richmond 
College in 1840. 
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AT RICHMOND COLLEGE (1840-1861) 
1840-1849 

AD M IN IST RAT ION   

Following the charter of the college, Ryland was president of both the institution and its Board of 
Trustees. He worked as the General Agent, seeking funds for the college, and wrote frequent items 
in the Religious Herald sharing news of the institution and reaching out to potential students and 
their parents.38 In his fundraising role, he recorded financial gifts to the college in regular items 
placed in the newspaper. In 1845, he contributed a series of letters to the Religious Herald detailing 
a combination vacation/fundraising tour, and in one he wrote of the contribution of a Black man 
named Ralph Perry. He also noted the contribution of twenty-five cents given by an enslaved 
woman named Sophy. Ryland wrote that she gave him the money saying, “‘Take this – I have no 
learning myself but I want others to have it.’” He then described her as being “among the founders 
of Richmond College.”39 

Ryland recruited new faculty members, including the proslavery writer George Frederick Holmes, 
who only spent two years at Richmond College but was viewed as a highly significant hire.40 
Holmes was awarded an honorary doctorate by the institution in 1859.41 During the 1840s, Ryland 
was often a parental figure to students, encouraging self-reliance and discouraging the consumption 
of alcohol. Former students recalled him as blunt at times, but kind. One remembered often seeing 
Ryland through his office window at night and thinking, “[I]f I had to live the life he is leading, life 
would hardly be worth the sacrifice he is making.”42 

EN SLAVE MEN T 

Students and faculty at Richmond College would have interacted with enslaved people on campus in 
almost every aspect of daily life. They performed domestic labor including cooking and cleaning. 
They attended to students in the dining room, worked in the garden, tended their fires, filled the 
lamps in their rooms, and also cultivated and harvested the crops that were grown on the campus in 
its earliest years. At Richmond College, Ryland continued to fill the role of steward between 1840 
and 1842 and recorded the names of additional people for whom the college paid “hire”: Nathan, 
Abbey, Rachel, Miles, Peter, and Hannah. These men and women were enslaved by unknown 
people. One woman who worked on the campus, Aggy Cooper, is known to have been a free Black 
person. Others referred to in the ledgers by first name only but without the “hire” distinction may 

                                                      

38 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, June 7, 1842, University Archives, VBHS.  
39 Robert Ryland, [Letter to the Editor], Religious Herald, December 4, 1845. The details Ryland provides 
on Sophy include a description of her family and the name of the man who enslaved her which aligns with 
the federal census and other data. Details are included in the body of the report.  
40 “Southern Quarterly Review,” Richmond Whig, April 3, 1846, Early American Newspapers, Newsbank. 
41 Alley, 40; Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, October 7, 1845 and March 2, 1847. 
42 William F. Fleet to Robert Ryland, March 10, 1889, RRP, 40.128, VBHS. 
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have been paid a direct wage. Some of these people could have been free. It is just as possible that 
they were “self-hired” enslaved people.  

In the census of 1840, Ryland was recorded as the 
“head of the family” for the campus. His entry shows 
the students, his own family, and the teachers, totaling 
seventy-one “Free White Persons.” It also enumerates 
two “Free Colored Persons” and nine “Slaves.”43 
Ryland’s records indicate that he stopped hiring Fanny 
and Sam out to the institution in 1840. The two were 
instead hired out “in town.” By 1842, Sam was working 
in a tobacco factory while Fanny and Matilda were 
hired out to homes.44 He was also hiring out the labor of John, Matilda, Lucy, Maria, Thom/Tom, 
and Louisa between 1840 and 1849. In 1849, Ryland recorded that Sam had died of pneumonia after 
he had been unable to “get a home in town,” indicating that he may have been self-hired at that 
time. Ryland had brought him to Richmond College to work in the dining room and in the garden. 
After detailing Sam’s death, Ryland relayed that a man named John had also died. He had purchased 
John to prevent his being separated from his wife and the man was then attempting to purchase his 
freedom from Ryland. Ryland wrote that he had previously bought people in such situations but had 
decided to stop because he saw such purchases as an investment, expecting repayment with interest, 
and found that he was not repaid.45  

In 1842, Charles Lewis Cocke was hired as College Steward and took over the management of the 
enslaved and free workers on the campus. After handing the stewardship to Cocke, Ryland wrote 
that he was now relieved to “have less money to handle, less to do with Negroes, less collecting, 
less vexation of the spirit, but more leisure, more time to read & visit with friends.”46 From a letter 
that Cocke wrote following his departure from Richmond College to assume the administration of 
what would become Hollins College, it appears that he was using those he enslaved or controlled in 
the operations of Richmond College: “I do not know yet whether I shall bring any of the servants 

                                                      

43 United States, Federal Census of 1840,” “Robt Ryland,” Henrico, Virginia, National Archives Records 
Administration, Roll: 561, 264, census page 29, National Archives, Washington, D.C., Family History 
Library Film: 002968, Ancestry.com. 
44 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, January 4, 1842, RRP, 11.066, VBHS.  
45 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, May 5, 1849, RRP, file 11.074, VBHS; Robert Ryland to unknown 
recipient, January 11, 1848, American Colonization Society, American Colonization Society Records, 
Library of Congress; also accessed through Fold3.com. The date of the Ryland’s letter to his father relating 
the details of Sam and John letter appears to be 1849, however the last digit is incomplete. “1849?” was 
written at a later date on the outside of the letter. Details such as the pending graduation of Ryland’s 
nephew Josiah Ryland (1830-1903) and Poindexter S. Henson align with events in 1849. 
46 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, January 4, 1842, RRP, 11.066, VBHS. This excerpt appears in Alley, 
University of Richmond, 33, which was cited by Jennifer Oast in Institutional Slavery: Slaveholding 
Churches, Schools, Colleges, and Businesses in Virginia, 1680-1860 (2016). 
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from Richmond College or not. I had much rather do so but the expense of getting them here will 
not justify my bringing them.”47 

On May 19, 1844, when the campus was still quite isolated and considered to be “in the country,” an 
enslaved infant was killed at Richmond College at 2:00 a.m. The child’s mother was accused of the 
murder. She was enslaved by “Mrs. Fox,” of King William County, formerly of Henrico County. 
This appears to be Mary Fox, the aunt of Charles Lewis Cocke. A member of the Richmond College 
Board of Trustees headed the inquest in the absence of the coroner, and another Board member was 
also on the panel.48  

In the recollections of Ryland’s nephew, Josiah Ryland (1830-1902), he detailed some of the Black 
people on campus: a woman he referred to as “Aunt Aggy,” who was likely Aggy Cooper, a man 
named Tom, who worked in the dining room and “serve[d] fifty hungry men at once,” and Cleber, 
who “kindled our morning fires.”49 Robert Ryland enslaved a man named Tom who appeared in his 
records and ledger between 1848 and 1864. 

PE RS ONAL  LIFE 

During this period, Ryland suffered the deaths of five of his children and, in 1846, that of his wife, 
Josephine Ryland. His grief for her was acute, and he was initially overwhelmed by the 
responsibility of caring for his young children. He married Betty Thornton Ryland in 1848 and the 
two remained together for the rest of his life. Ryland’s four surviving children from his marriage to 
Josephine Ryland and the three children he had with Betty Thornton Ryland all lived to old age. 

  

                                                      

47 Charles L. Cocke to James Cocke, July 1, 1846, Charles L. Cocke Papers, Wyndam Robertson Library 
Special Collections, Hollins University. This excerpt is also quoted in Oast’s Institutional Slavery (2016). 
48 “Unidentified: Coroner’s Inquisition,” May 3, 1844, Virginia Untold: The African American Narrative 
Digital Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia. Note, in some browsers the document and 
transcription is only visible when “Page turner” is selected from the pull-down menu. Mary Fox’s 
connections to Richmond College and Robert Ryland: Robert Ryland, “Acknowledgements,” March 14, 
1844, Religious Herald, VBHS. Federal Census, 1860, King William County, Virginia, 34-35, 
Ancestry.com – note this is not Mary E. Fox whose property with Richard Fox adjoined William Ryland’s 
property; Virginia Marriages, 1700-1850, via ancestry.com, 645: Mary Burton of Henrico married James 
Fox of King William County in 1824. James Fox was the brother of Charles L. Cocke’s mother, Elizabeth 
Fox. 
49 Josiah Ryland (1830-1902), “Recollections of an Old Boy,” The Messenger 18, no. 4, 1894, 121, link. 
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1850-1859 

IN STRU CT IO N  & ADM IN IST RAT ION 

In 1856, Robert Ryland was accused of using his position as professor of 
Moral Philosophy to promote abolitionist ideas to his Richmond College 
students. An anonymous writer to the Richmond Enquirer wrote that Ryland 
was using a textbook written by a “violent fanatical abolitionist,” a reference 
to Francis Wayland, the author of The Elements of Moral Science. The letter-
writer continued that Wayland’s book included “strong abolitionist 
doctrines.”50 The following year, a similar accusation was published in The 
South and was more focused on Ryland himself. It stated that Ryland occupied 
“an influential and responsible office” and “devote[d] all his time and talents 
to the accomplishment of his fiendish purposes.” The writer also accused 
Ryland of indoctrinating students incrementally, “carefully feel[ing] the pulse 
of his patient ere he repeats his dose… until finally, when his class is so 
thoroughly imbued... taking the Bible in his hands, proceeds to gather from its 
pages a recognition of his detestable doctrines.”51 The Richmond College 
Board of Trustees defended Ryland and declared the body’s confidence in his 
support for slavery. To satisfy the public, however, it launched an 
investigation into the charges that he was an abolitionist, eventually finding 
them to be without merit.52 Ryland’s students published their own defense, 
writing that he had encouraged them to skip the offending passage of the 
textbook and to read proslavery writers in its place. They concluded by 
writing, “Dr. Ryland is an owner of slaves, and, so far as we have means of 
ascertaining, has always been.”53 

The next year, Ryland thought he had been accused of abolitionist leanings 
again, and while the rumor appeared to grow out of his work at First African 
Baptist Church, he believed it to have resulted in three prospective students 

                                                      

50 “Northern Books – Wayland's Moral Science,” Richmond Enquirer, September 23, 1856, link. 
51 “Beware of ‘Traitors!,’” The South, clipping hand-dated “12/12/1857,” RRP, file 10.003, VBHS. 
52 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, December 22, 1857. 
53 “Vindication of President Ryland: I. Graduating Class,” Religious Herald, December 24, 1857, 203, col. 
1., VBHS. Also clipped in RRP, 10.006, VBHS. The Religious Herald was a bi-weekly Baptist publication 
that regularly published the writing of area Baptist leaders, including Robert Ryland. Its articles were often 
reprinted by newspapers outside the region, as was the case when the information contained in Ryland’s 
“Card” which was referenced in the abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator (Boston, MA). Other 
newspapers that republished items or excerpts from the Religious Herald during the antebellum period 
included The Boston Recorder, The Christian Watchman (Boston), and Frederick Douglass’ The North 
Star.   

 

"Vindication of President 
Ryland, II. Board of 
Trustees," Religious Herald, 
December 24, 1857, RRP, 
10.006, 10.004, VBHS 

https://virginiachronicle.com/?a=d&d=RE18560923.1.4&srpos=1&e=


 xv 

being discouraged from enrolling at Richmond College. His response to what he called “slander” 
was an unequivocal statement of his support for enslavement: 

I feel it is my duty to say that I was born and raised in Virginia, have always lived, and 
expect to continue to live, in my native State, and to feel heartily identified with her 
interests; that I own about a dozen slaves; that I have never manumitted one, and do not 
design doing so; that I do not think emancipation safe or humane to either master or servant; 
that I have no sympathy or correspondence with the abolitionists; and that I do not think it 
morally wrong under existing circumstances to hold slaves. The Providence of God has 
made it my duty to preach the gospel to the people of color, but I do not see why this 
relation to them should annoy me with vague suspicions, or affect my standing among right-
minded men.54 

Ryland later discovered that he had been misinformed about the rumor, and he retracted the 
accusation of slander.55 

In his administration of the campus, Ryland oversaw the conversion to a gas system that was 
designed to centralize the distribution of heat. An enslaved man named Martin was referred to as the 
“gas maker” and was responsible for its operation. Ryland found that the gasworks did not provide 
enough work to fill Martin’s time, so he hired him out to someone outside the campus. The payment 
for his hire was collected by Ryland and turned over to Richmond College, “less commissions.” 
This indicates that someone, possibly Ryland himself, was paid a portion of the hire amount for 
facilitating the arrangement. In the same list that included money paid by Ryland on behalf of 
Richmond College and collected for the institution, he also noted paying “College svts [servants]” a 
total of ten dollars for ringing the bell.56  

Ryland was actively raising funds for Richmond College during much of his tenure, despite the 
designation of other “General Agents” for that purpose.57 During this period Ryland also led the 
faculty, taught, and promoted the interests of the college. He managed conflicts with professors, 
oversaw student progress, and published items on the college’s development. The financial stability 
of the institution grew along with its reputation during the 1850s.  

EN SLAVE MEN T 

According to the Federal Census Slave Schedule of 1850, Robert Ryland enslaved thirteen people 
on the day of enumeration: a man, age 48; a boy, age 14, a boy, age 10; a boy, age 8; a woman, age 

                                                      

54 Robert Ryland, “A Card,” Religious Herald, September 14, 1858, 147, col. 3, VBHS.  
55 Robert Ryland, “Another Card,” Religious Herald, Nov. 18, 1858, 3, col. 4, VBHS. 
56 Funds Paid For Richmond College… Funds Received for Richmond College, President's Account, July 7, 
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55; a woman, age 36; a woman, age 37; two girls, age 10; a girl, age 6; a woman, age 60 (described 
as “mulatto”); a girl, age 12; and a woman, age 58.58 

On December 21, 1850, after the death of his father, Ryland wrote a letter to his mother providing 
information on his father’s grave marker and asking her to send him the “servants” that came to him 
after the settlement of Josiah Ryland’s estate: “They can walk part of the way. They will have to be 
hired out, and it is better for them to come before New Year's Day.”59 The census enumeration of 
those Robert Ryland enslaved took place before he wrote this letter to his mother and it is not 
known how many enslaved people were transferred to him in the settlement of his father’s estate. 
Ryland’s ledgers of the time show his extensive use of the “hiring out” system. During the years 
1850-1859, he hired out Sally/Sallie, Ellen, Matilda, Thom/Tom, Louisa, Judy, and Walker Lee. 
Their labor provided a significant portion of his income.60  Combined invoices and receipts in 
Ryland’s personal papers show his payments to doctors for visits to some of those he enslaved in 
1854 and 1855 and his purchases of their shoes. Those named in the medical care receipt are 
Matilda, Sally, and Violet. Ryland purchased shoes for Lucy, Ellen, Violet, and Judy and heavy work 
shoes for Tom.  He paid taxes on specific properties and the enslaved people, carriages, and other 
items associated with them.61 

CA M P US  “HIR E”  OF  ENS LAVED  PEO P LE 

Ryland described the college “servants” as “frequently changed” which was typical of the system of 
“slave hiring” used in many businesses, institutions, and homes in antebellum Richmond.62 An 1854 
Richmond College advertisement in the Religious Herald included the provision of “servants’ 
attendance” to students.63 Two advertisements placed in the Daily Dispatch by a campus steward 
indicate the plan to “hire” a number of people. Both stipulate that a “liberal price will be paid for” 

                                                      

58 Federal Census Slave Schedule, 1850, enumerated December 12, 1850, “Robert Ryland,” Henrico, 
Virginia, National Archives and Records Administration, ancestry.com. Robert Ryland’s brother in-law 
H.F. [Henry] Thornton was acting as the college’s steward at this time (Federal Census, 1850, “H.F. 
Thornton,” Henrico, Virginia, National Archives and Records Administration, ancestry.com).  
59 Robert Ryland to Catherine Peachey Ryland, December 21, 1850, typescript, RRP, 22.004, VBHS. New 
Year’s Day, and at times the days around it, were “hiring days” when enslaved people hired for one year 
terms would either seek new work (if they were “self-hired”) or were placed in new homes or at new 
businesses where they would be under the control of an overseer or, in the case of colleges, the campus 
steward. 
60 Robert Ryland, Ledger II, [Receipts 1850-1859], pp. 120-139, RRP, 55.2, VBHS. 
61 “State Taxes 1855,” “Robt Ryland,” RRP, 34.024; “County Taxes, 1857,” “Robert Ryland,” RRP 34.072, 
VBHS. 
62 Robert Ryland, President’s Report, January 9, 1860, Trustees’ Records, University Archives, VBHS; 
Oast, Institutional Slavery, 101-102. 

63 Advertisement, “Richmond College,” Religious Herald, August 17, 1854,127, col. 5, VBHS. 
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those who were hired, rather than wages being paid to them.64 The timing of the advertisements was 
likely aligned with the coming “Hiring Days” at the first of the new year.  

Institutional records of the time contain a number of references to enslaved labor and the work of 
“servants”: 

• Ryland complained to the Board of Trustees that the professors were relying too heavily on 
the labor of those “servants” attached to the Boarding Department, writing that the number 
of fires that they were already attending were significant and professors should pay the cost 
of “hire” for a “servant” to maintain the five fires in their classrooms. It appears that he 
proposed the Boarding Department continuing to cover his/their food and clothes, but this 
separate “hire” would cover his/their “extra work.”65 

• The Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees from July 17, 1852 include 
Ryland’s summary of budget concerns related to the cost of “servants’ hire.” In the same 
report, Ryland included a line item, “Servants hire, extra work [etc].”66 

• In the Board’s minutes of July 16, 1856, the “hire” of a man named William is shown in a 
conflict over which budget should cover the cost of his labor: “Resolved that the hire of the 
servant William, for the session 1854 & 5, ought to have been paid out of the proceeds of 
the boarding department, as the Trustees assumed the payment of his hire, only on the 
condition that the Boarding department not involve them in loss.”67 This also indicates that 
cost of labor associated with the Boarding Department was expected to be covered by the 
amount students paid for room and board (“the proceeds of the boarding department”).68  

• Following the departure of the steward, C.A. Mayo, Ryland wrote to the Board of Trustees 
that among the items Mayo left in chaos was the accounting of the “hire of servants” during 
the previous session.69 

• After Mayo left his position as steward, a person he enslaved appears to have remained on 
the campus, still hired to the institution’s use. He or she was then hired out by the college 
for a short time or limited duties to James B. Taylor, a member of the Board of Trustees 
who was doing significant work on two projects: the shift to a “hotel” boarding system in 
which individuals leased buildings and assumed the cost of hiring laborers, and a large 
construction project consisting of a new main campus building and upgrades to the grounds 

                                                      

64 “Wanted. – To hire by the month or year,” Daily Dispatch, November 15, 1855, Virginia Chronicle, link; 
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Trustees Records 1851-1860, University of Richmond, University Archives, VBHS. 
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and other structures. Nine dollars was noted among “Funds collected for Richmond College 
by R. Ryland 1857”: “April 30 Jas. B. Taylor servant hired of C.A. Mayo.” In this context, 
“hired of” meant “hired from,” and indicates that the college was re-hiring out the labor of 
someone whom it had hired from Mayo. 

In the Fall of 1856, Richmond College attempted to address the ongoing financial losses associated 
with students’ housing and food by switching from the steward-based system to a “hotel” system 
like that at the University of Virginia.70 College owned buildings were rented to men known as 
“hotelkeepers” who were responsible for providing students with housing and meals. These 
operations remained under the oversight of the Board of Trustees. The Board dictated the duties of 
the “servants” in the buildings, and Ryland and other professors would at time inspect the 
“dormitories”: 

Attendance of Servants on Dormitories  
Daily {Bring water and clean towels, clean up the rooms, make up the beds} 
Wash the windows once in four weeks. 
Black students shoes, afternoon, daily.  

Carry water to each Dormitory twice during the day 
The duties which have no fixed hours must be performed after breakfast hour: as well as the 
cleaning up the grounds which must be performed daily by 10 o’clock. All the grounds being 
equally divided71 

Direct Board of Trustees intervention in the operations of the buildings centered on the financial 
collapse of two of the hotelkeepers. When the debt of one man mounted to the point that his 
personal possessions in the building were on the verge of seizure, the Board authorized Ryland to 
extend him eight dollars a day from college funds to keep the hotel operational. Ryland also paid 
“svts’ hire” [servants’ hire] for enslaved laborers working in the hotel.72  The next year, another 
hotelkeeper was in the same position, with an advertisement and legal notice of the auction of his 
possessions “at the Richmond College” appearing in the newspaper. Three enslaved people who 
worked in the hotel/dormitory were named in the notice: Sarah, Willis, and Little John.73  

At the start of the following decade, the Federal Census Slave Schedule enumerated twelve enslaved 
people in the college-owned hotels of William Lindsay and Anselem Brock, eleven of whom were 
                                                      

70 Information about the use of hotels at the University of Virginia can be found in Oast, Institutional 
Slavery, 173-174, Kindle. 

71 Regulations for Renting and Keeping Boarding Houses at Richd College,” Presented at the Meeting of 
Trustees Nov. 1. 1856, Trustees Records, VBHS. 
72 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, April 26, 1858, University Archives, VBHS; 
Robert Ryland, President’s Account, July 7, 1859, Board of Trustees Records, University Archives, VBHS.   
73 “Trustees’ Sale of Household Furniture,” Daily Dispatch, September 28, 1859, Virginia Chronicle; 
“Trustees’ Sale of Genteel Household and Kitchen Furniture,” Daily Dispatch, September 28, 1859, 
Virginia Chronicle.  
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hired from other enslavers.74 Brock had previously been a hotelkeeper on the campus of the 
University of Virginia, and in an announcement of the Richmond College hotels placed by college 
trustee James B. Taylor, Lindsay was described as having run a hotel at William & Mary.75 In the 
building managed by Brock, there were five “hired” enslaved people. In Lindsay’s building, there 
was one woman that he personally enslaved and six other enslaved people that were “hired out” to 
work there. They included a thirty-year-old woman who was enslaved by Richmond College 
mathematics and astronomy professor Lewis Turner, who had also filled the steward’s role in 
1854.76 

PE RS ONAL  LIFE 

Ryland’s personal financial records show his increased affluence over the decade, and by 1859, he 
had reached a point of personal and professional comfort. This brief period of stability and 
satisfaction reached its zenith in the late summer of 1859, when his son, William Semple Ryland 
(1836-1906) was ordained as a Baptist minister and Robert Ryland provided him his ministerial 
charge.77 Charges are given by senior Baptist ministers to those who are recently ordained and they 
communicate the gravity and importance of a lifelong commitment to ministry. 

 

1860-1861 

GROW T H  OF  T HE  CO LLEG E  

By 1860, the college was thriving and Ryland was approaching the end of his third decade as leader 
of the institution. When he wrote his son in October of that year, his feelings about the 
administration of Richmond College were among the most positive he ever expressed about his 
work there: “I am in decidedly good spirits concerning the college.”78 There were one hundred 
fourteen students attending in 1859-60. A Modern Languages department had been established in 
1859, and in 1860 Jeremiah Bell Jeter, a key Richmond College trustee, established a committee “to 
study the propriety of establishing a law department.”79 The Building Committee made up of three 
college trustees was accepting bids for the construction of the “Central Edifice,” which was to be a 

                                                      

74 “A. Brock” and “William Lindsay,” United States Federal Census of 1860, Slave Schedule, Henrico, 
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77 Richmond Whig, August 23, 1859, 2; Daily Dispatch, August 15, 1859. 
78 Robert Ryland to William Ryland, October 13, 1860, RRP 01.041, VBHS. 
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of History and Biography 83, no. 2 (1975): 134.  
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significant addition to the campus.80 The endowment had reached $100,000 and the institution 
“boasted an expanding curriculum.”81 After students initiated plans to organize a military company, 
the “Richmond College Minute Men,” and in anticipation of a session that never opened due to 
escalation of the Civil War, Professor of Greek, C.H. Toy was selected to provide military 
instruction in the Fall of 1861.82  

Prior to the closure of Richmond College before the 1861-62 session, the campus hotels/dormitories 
continued to provide room and board for students and enslaved men and women continued to labor 
in the college’s buildings. 

EN SLAVE MEN T 

The 1860 Federal Census Slave Schedule indicates that Robert Ryland enslaved fifteen people at the 
time of enumeration. They appear in three entries.  

Ryland’s primary entry shows nine individuals:  

Woman, age 75 
Woman, age 35 
Man, age 21 
Young woman, age 19 
Young man, age 18 
Girl, age 16 
Girl, age 6 
Girl, age 3 
Boy, age 1 

The second entry shows four individuals that he hired out to Agnass Cooper, the free Black woman 
who resided on the campus:  

Agness Cooper, Employer; “R. Ryland” (Henrico County) “owner”: 
Woman, age 24 
Girl, age 6 
Girl, age 4 
Girl, age 2 

The third entry shows a fifty-year-old woman and a one-year-old child enslaved by “Dr. Ryland” 
and hired to the use of a man named William Hendrick.  

                                                      

80 [Advertisement], Richmond Whig, July 10, 1860. 
81 Daniel, “Genesis of Richmond College,” 149. 
82 Alley, 44; Daniel, “Genesis of Richmond College,” 134; “Richmond College Minute Men,” Richmond 
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Of those enslaved by Robert Ryland in 1860, nine people did not appear in his 1850 Slave Schedule 
entry.83 

In an 1860 letter to his son, Ryland noted the illness of a man he enslaved named Walker, who was 
unable to work in “the Factory for 1½ months.”84 In June and October of 1862, Ryland was paid 
$36.60 and $16.50 for “Walker’s hire.” At the time, he was also hiring out two women: Ellen and 
Matilda, for whom he was paid $90.00 and $70.00 respectively. In Ryland’s record of receipts in 
1863, Ellen and Matilda are still shown as having been hired out, but Walker no longer appears 
there.85 He does appear, along with Sally, Lucy, Judy, Louisa, Ellen, and Tom, in the record of visits 
by two doctors to those Ryland enslaved.86 Walker’s last name was Lee. He was baptized by Robert 
Ryland at First African Baptist Church in 1859. Ryland kept careful records of those he baptized and 
who enslaved them. In the location of the enslaver’s name next to Walker Lee’s, Ryland wrote “Ro. 
Ryland.”87  
 
Ryland enslaved a man named Sam, age twenty-two, who was listed among those who died in 
Henrico County in 1862.88 In 1863, Ryland continued to hire out Ellen and Matilda. He earned $150 
for Ellen’s labor and $120 for Matilda’s. That year, he also hired out Tom and earned $31.45 for the 
man’s work.89 He hired out Matilda, Ellen, Tom, and Sally in 1864, earning $504.00. In 1864, 

                                                      

83 United States Federal Census of 1860, Slave Schedule, Henrico County, Western Subdivision, “Robert 
Ryland,” 44-45; “Agness Cooper,” employer, “R. Ryland,” Henrico County, owner; “Wm Hendrick,” 
employer, “Dr. Ryland,” owner, 28. In 1860, Robert Hill Ryland, M.D., the son of Robert Ryland’s brother 
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Robert Ryland’s prominence in Richmond, the enumerator’s use of “Henrico,” as his place of residence, 
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Page: 157; Family History Library Film: 803411; United States Federal Census, 1860, Slave Schedule, 
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86 “Expenses of Family for 1863 (War prices),” Ledger II, RRP, file 55.2.34, VBHS. 
87 First African Baptist Church (Richmond, Va.), Minute Books, 1841-1930, Accession 28255. Church 
records collection. The Library of Virginia, Richmond, Virginia Minutes of the Deacons of First African 
Baptist Church, July 30, 1859, Library of Virginia. 
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microfilm, Library of Virginia. 
89 “Receipts for the year 1863,” Ledger II, RRP, 55.2.34, VBHS. 
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Ryland sold two people, Maria and Parthena, for $2,400 in a partial exchange for Confederate stock 
coupons.90 
 
Ryland liquidated many of his assets and invested in the Confederacy. Ryland encouraged the 
Richmond College Board of Trustees to do the same. The board invested much of the college’s 
endowment in Confederate funds.91 

IN ST IT U T IONAL  “HIRE” 

The record of institutional hire prior to the close of campus at the outset of the Civil War is distilled 
in the 1860 Federal Census Slave Schedule in which the entries for the campus “hotelkeepers,” 
Anselem Brock and William Lindsay, flank that of Robert Ryland, indicating the enumerator’s 
movements on September 5, 1860: Brock’s building, then Ryland’s residence, then Lindsay’s 
building. 

Enslaved People “Hired” in Brock’s “Hotel”:  
Woman, age 40, enslaved by L. McRae (Henrico County) 
Woman, age 25, enslaved by Mrs. Cobbit (South Carolina)  
Man, age 20, enslaved by Mrs. Meade (Richmond) 
Young man, age 17, enslaved by Mr. Farish (Henrico County) 
Woman, age 30, enslaved by Mrs. Byrd (D – [illegible; possibly D.C. or Dla.])92 

Robert Ryland’s entry 

Enslaved People “Hired” in Lindsay’s “Hotel”:  
Man, age 50, enslaved by L. Taylor (James City County) 
Man, age 35, enslaved by Roy Temple (New Kent County) 
Young man, age 18, enslaved by Mr. Rawlings (Orange County) 
Boy, age 16, enslaved by Roy Temple (New Kent County) 
Boy, age 14, enslaved by Ann Mutter (Richmond) 
Woman, age 30, enslaved by Lewis Turner (Henrico) 

Lindsay also personally enslaved one woman, age 70.93 

CA M P US  CLO S U R E  A ND  CIV IL  WA R  HO S P ITAL 

The campus housed Confederate soldiers for a time following the closing of Richmond College in 
1861. It was then turned over to “a committee of Louisiana gentlemen” in August of that year and 
                                                      

90 “Receipts for the year 1864 (Bellum horrendum),” Ledger II, RRP, 55.2.035, VBHS.  
91 Robert Ryland, “Receipts for the year 1864,” Ledger II, RRP, 55.2.035, VBHS; Minutes of the Richmond 
College Board of Trustees, November 21, 1863, University Archive, VBHS.  
92 United States Federal Census of 1860, Slave Schedule, Henrico County, Virginia, Western Subdivision, 
“A. Brock, Employer,” 44. 
93 United States Federal Census of 1860, Slave Schedule, Henrico County, Virginia,” Western Subdivision, 
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became known as the Louisiana Hospital.94 Ryland and his family continued to live on the campus 
rent-free during the Civil War, and often visited the wounded in the hospital that occupied the 
Columbia mansion and other former college buildings.95 These visits were one part of his colportage 
outreach work, funded by the Baptist Colportage Board, through which Ryland would distribute 
“thousands of tracts, hymn books, spelling books, and religious newspapers” to wounded soldiers in 
the city’s many hospitals.96 

FIRST AFRICAN BAPTIST CHURCH 
In 1841, Robert Ryland was asked to lead First African Baptist Church by Jeremiah Bell Jeter, his 
longtime friend, Richmond College trustee, and pastor of Richmond’s First Baptist Church.97 
Because of the constraints on the assembly of enslaved and free Black people following Nat 
Turner’s Rebellion in 1831, Virginia law demanded that religious gatherings of Black people be 
supervised by a white pastor. Originally, First Baptist Church had held a racially mixed 
congregation where the white attendees were vastly outnumbered by Black people. Those enslaved 
and free Black congregants had previously attempted to establish their own church but had been 
“thwarted” by the Virginia General Assembly in 1821.98 By 1841, the white congregants were 

                                                      

94 “Richmond College,” Central Presbyterian, August 31, 1861, Virginia Chronicle; President’s Report, 
undated, Trustees Records, University Archives, VBHS. This document was later dated “1862?” although 
the description of Brock and Lindsay as current hotelkeepers and the plan to consider the use of the campus 
as a hospital indicates it was written before August 1861. 
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col. 7, VBHS. 
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were “uncongenial” to his “taste and habits.” He came to enslave people through one or more of his 
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(United States Federal Census, Slave Schedule, 1860, “Josiah Dabbs,” Henrico County, Virginia, 42-43). 
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planning to build a new church and according to Robert Ryland, “some very fastidious people don’t 
like to resort to a church… where so many colored people congregated.” Enslaved and free Black 
members raised $3,500 for the purchase of the original building from First Baptist Church. James 
Thomas, Jr., a member of the Richmond College Board of Trustees was a significant financial 
supporter of the effort.99  

Ryland’s decision to accept the position was driven in part by his deeply held belief that Black and 
white people deserved equal access to the teachings of the gospel. He viewed acting on this belief as 
his duty, although he wrote, “It is more congenial to my feelings to preach to whites, than to the 
blacks.”100 In a letter to the American Colonization Society in 1847, his description was positive and 
emotional. He wrote, “[M]y position as pastor of the Af. Ch. is one that accords well with my tastes. 
I feel honored with the privilege of preaching to them & of doing what little I can to aid them to 
heaven.”101 In 1898, Ryland wrote that “[o]ur bodies are diverse in color, but our souls, if they have 
any color, are by nature equally dark, and by the blood of the Lamb, may be made equally white.”102 
He was described by some members of First African Baptist Church with tremendous affection and 
by others with hostility.  

Ryland’s convictions regarding the equality of souls did not affect his approach to earthly equality. 
In a sermon he gave in response to an attack on an enslaving family by a member of First African 
Baptist Church which resulted in the death of a white woman and her child, Ryland emphasized that 

                                                      

Charlottesville, University Press of Virginia (1999), 2125, electronic version. 
99 James Thomas, Jr.’s fortune was centered on his tobacco business which relied on the labor of enslaved 
people. Historian Joseph C. Robert refers to Thomas as “the most famous of the mid-nineteenth century 
tobacco manufacturers” (Joseph C. Robert, The Story of Tobacco in America, New York: A.A. Knopf 
(1949), 82). Thomas personally enslaved fifty-five people in 1860 (Federal Census Slave Schedule of 1860, 
Henrico County, Richmond, Ward 3). In 1852, man named Frank was enslaved by Thomas and “received 
ten lashes at the public whipping post” for being in the city with an “improper pass” (“Improper Pass,” 
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Professor of History Samantha Seely have conducted project-based research on Thomas, his relationship 
with the institution, and his use of enslaved labor. 
100 Robert Ryland to Mrs. James Robert Fleet, December 5, 1866, RRP, 15.008, VBHS. 
101 Robert Ryland to the American Colonization Society, September 28, 1846, Papers of the American 
Colonization Society, Library of Congress and Fold3.com. 
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3.060, 7, VBHS. 
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the existence of the church demanded congregants’ adherence to a racial hierarchy: “God has given 
this country to the white people. They are the law-makers – the masters – the superiors. The people 
of color are the subjects – the servants – and even when not in bondage, the inferiors.”103 In the day-
to-day workings of First African Baptist Church, his belief in sharing the gospel meant that he 
facilitated aspects of spiritual expression and self-governance that made the church a key location of 
Black power in the South. At the same time, his efforts were aligned with the priorities of proslavery 
Christianity, showing critics of enslavement the “success of quasi-independent black churches” and 
emphasizing the effects that religion could have on maintaining enslavement while modulating what 
Ryland viewed as its most objectionable aspects: the separation of families and the limits on sharing 
religion with enslaved people.104 When a visiting journalist asked a Black Richmonder why 
proslavery people were encouraging him to visit First African Baptist Church, the man responded, “I 
thought they would tell you to go there. They [always] do. That’s an old game of theirs – Go to the 
African Church they [always] say to strangers, and see how happy our slaves our, and how well they 
dress.” When the same man was asked if Ryland always preached in a way “to suit the 
slaveholders,” he explained that “[h]e wouldn’t be allowed to preach at all if he didn’t.”105 

SERVICES 
Prior to Nat Turner’s Rebellion, Black ministry had 
thrived in Virginia and some of the most talented and 
significant ministerial voices in the region were among 
the members of First African Baptist Church. In what 
Ryland called “recompense for [the] slight” of not being 
able to preach, he established a pattern of church 
services in which men would be called to pray or to 
exhort the congregation in public religious addresses 
that were long, powerful, and evocative of sermons.106 
Numerous white visitors would note the enormity of the 
congregation – often 1,500 to 2,000 people – and detail 
the extraordinarily moving words of the enslaved and 
free speakers that Ryland would gesture to from the 
pulpit. These accounts provided the names of individuals in the congregation and detailed elements 
of Ryland’s sermons. They also described the choir and the congregational singing that began thirty 
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minutes before each service, when those assembled would sing “solemn old tunes,” “one after 
another join[ing] in until all seemed to be singing” in “strong, mellow tones, full of pathos.”107 

Ryland’s ministerial attention to Black congregants was, like Jeter’s before him, focused on 
“preach[ing] out of their minds their dreams and fancies, their visions and revelations, and all their 
long cherished superstitions.”108 Prior to the racial separation of the congregation into two churches 
and Ryland’s assumption of the role of pastor at First African Baptist Church, these beliefs had 
caused conflict for Jeter. Historian Midori Takagi describes the “horror” that white members of First 
Baptist Church had felt when they saw that “black members maintained a strong belief in spirits and 
witchcraft in addition to their unshakable faith in God and saw no conflict or contradiction between 
the two.”109 Ryland worked to address this, seeing it as one of the “peculiarities” of the 
congregation.110 In his sermons he drew on biblical passages to enforce white supremacy and the 
enslavement system. Former First African Baptist Church member Henry Brown, who orchestrated 
his escape from enslavement by having himself shipped in a box to Pennsylvania following the loss 
of his family after they were sold, remembered Ryland using his position as pastor to support the 
system of enslavement: “[H]e was not ashamed to invoke the authority of heaven in support of the 
slave degrading laws under which masters could with impunity abuse their fellow creatures.”111  

At times, Ryland would invite ministerial students from Richmond College to give the sermons at 
the church.112 

BAPTISMS,  MARRIAG ES,  DEATHS & FUN ERALS 
Ryland maintained careful baptism lists in the minutes of the deacons’ meetings that he recorded as 
their “moderator,” recording those who had been baptized and the men and women who enslaved 
them. For free members, he wrote the word “free.” He also shared the number of baptisms he 
performed at the church in newspaper items and in private letters. In 1859, two entries above his 
record of the baptism of Walker Lee, Ryland drew a line and wrote, “3153 to this,” meaning that 
Walker Lee was the 3,156th person he baptized there.113 Ryland took pains to explain to those outside 
of the church that these numbers did not indicate any willingness on his part to hurry congregants 
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through the decision to be baptized. Instead, he wrote, he saw it as his “duty to throw obstacles in 
the way,” and to “[hold] up the dangers of a premature confession.”114  

Ryland also performed marriages for enslaved congregants although there are limited accounts of 
this facet of his ministry.115 He was frequently at the deathbed of church members, and his 
recollections of these moments provide names and details of the dying in their final hours.116   

DEACON S 
As pastor of First African Baptist Church, Robert Ryland recorded the minutes of the church’s 
deacons, a decision-making body made up of mostly free members of the congregation. This 
disproportionate representation of free men caused tension in the church and resulted in one of the 
few instances when Ryland recorded his own efforts to sway the deacons’ decision making. After the 
exclusion of three men who objected to enslaved people not having a more proportional 
representation among the deacons, Ryland attempted to intervene on their behalf.117 He recorded 
other conflicts within the church and deacons’ decisions on those issues. The minutes also contain 
records of people who entered as members of the church, and those who left it. Ryland’s accounts of 
members who were sold to places in the Deep South and those who moved to the North provide a 
sense of what Gregg Kimball calls, “the church’s relative position in a world of faith that 
overlapped with Richmond’s place in the African diaspora.”118  

The deacons oversaw the church treasury, which was filled by the donations of members, proceeds 
from choir concerts, and the highly profitable renting of the church building, which was among the 
largest venues in the city. During the week and on Saturdays, the building was the site of political 
meetings, musical performances, art displays, and an array of other events often attended by largely 
white audiences. This included what was said to be the first display of the Confederate flag in 
Richmond and one of Jefferson Davis’ final speeches as President of the Confederacy.119 

Ryland admired many of the deacons and wrote vivid accounts of them in a series of essays on the 
church which he published in the mid-1850s. He recalled that Joseph Abrams, who was a significant 
minister before Nat Turner’s Rebellion, had once been whipped for preaching. After Abrams’ death 
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in 1854, Ryland offered to write the text for his grave marker, but was refused because, in Ryland’s 
words the following year, “his friends thought their own literary taste fully equal to the 
occasion…The result satisfies me that I ought to have waited, at least until I was invited.”120  

THE COLONIZATION MOVEMEN T 
Robert Ryland used his position as pastor at First African Baptist Church to advance the interests of 
the American Colonization Society. In 1846, he wrote to the society that he was “gradually bringing 
the whole subject of colonization before the minds of the people. At this time their minds are 
seriously agitating the matter. Some half dozen are about concluding to offer themselves.”121 He 
wrote to the society and described those he believed to be ideal prospective candidates for transport 
to Libera, individuals who were either already free or whose enslavers were willing to give them up 
to support the movement. He also noted those that he did not believe were well suited to be 
missionaries or colonists, either because of advanced age or, in the case of the enslaved man 
Burwell Mann, because he demonstrated “no special prominence either as to intellectual or moral 
worth.”122 Mann eventually secured his freedom, but it does not appear that Ryland or the American 
Colonization Society helped him. Ryland did assist a First African Baptist Church deacon named 
Thomas U. Allen. He purchased Allen on December 22, 1843 for the purpose of eventually freeing 
him and continued to legally own him until, it appears, Allen could repay the cost of his purchase.123 
Ryland recorded elsewhere that he charged interest when he acted as a purchasing agent for other 
people, and this may have been the case with Allen. Ryland held him for the following fifteen 
months as Allen sought contributions at First African Baptist Church and in other congregations.124 
Ryland also raised funds for the effort at a meeting of Baptists in Lowell, Massachusetts in 1844. He 
did not tell his audience that he was Allen’s legal enslaver, but instead described him as enslaved by 
his previous owner.125 Once Allen secured his freedom, he became the pastor of Second Baptist 
Church in New Bedford, Massachusetts and later pursued higher education in New Hampshire.  
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PRESSURES & CONTROVERSIES 
After the discovery of a clandestine operation to use Ryland’s regular distribution of mail to 
congregants as a means of communicating plans of escape from enslavement, Ryland was 
“mortified,” both by being used for the purpose by members of the church and by the request of 
“some white persons” that he use his position to help in efforts to capture others attempting to 
escape. Ryland viewed both accusations – that he was facilitating freedom and that he was acting as 
an impediment to it – as equally at odds with his role: “Be it mine to preach the gospel, to watch for 
souls, to make full proof of my ministry.”126 

Ryland’s position at the church placed him at a point of “tension” between his congregation and 
increasingly vocal proslavery interests in Virginia and in the region.127 In 1849, he discovered that 
there was a rumor that he was receiving an exorbitant salary as pastor. He was driven to locate the 
source of the story, and his frustration prompted him to share his feelings about his position at First 
African Baptist Church with his father: “I feel that I am disinterestedly and laboriously working for 
the welfare of the blacks & through their benefits, for that of the whites — and to be calumniated 
thus & charged with oppressing the blacks on the one hand and trying to [illegible: possibly 
“defraud”] their masters of their slaves on the other - is rather discouraging — However I am 
determined to try to do right and leave my character for God to de – [“decide” or “determine” – 
letter is torn].”128   

The 1852 murder of two members of the Winston family by Jane Williams, a woman they enslaved 
and a member of First African Baptist Church, was a threat to Ryland’s leadership and to the 
church’s survival.129 Williams’ motive for the brutal attacks on Virginia Winston, Joseph Winston 
(who lived but was gravely injured) and their infant may have centered on the possibility that she 
was to be sold away or separated from her own young child.130 Ryland visited Williams in her jail 
cell when she was still insisting that she was innocent and he “exhorted her to make her peace with 
God.” She confessed to Ryland and said that she alone had attacked the Winstons.131 Her husband, 
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John Williams, was also under suspicion. Ryland gave a sermon to the First African Baptist Church 
congregation centered on the biblical commandment “Thou shalt not kill,” and told them of the 
threats the murders had concentrated on the church and on its members. He urged the congregants to 
“keep your own place – the place of submission.”132 The enslavers of Richmond would now suspect 
all of the church members, he said, “the most innocent and deserving.” It was, he continued, their 
“duty to bear these reproaches with meekness, and to see to it that the suspicions resting on you 
shall prove, so far as you are concerned, to be unjust and groundless.”133 Following Jane Williams’ 
conviction for the murders, Ryland visited her again. She confessed that she had poisoned another 
Winston child weeks before the other murders and asked him to keep this a secret until after she was 
executed, “fearing that a mob would seize and destroy her.”134 Ryland did not alert the police, and 
only shared the confession with the press after she was killed. At the gallows, he stood beside Jane 
Williams and said a prayer for her.135 He continued to believe that John Williams was innocent, later 
lamenting that he had been executed unjustly and blaming the “infuriated state of the public mind” 
at the time of the murders.136 

In 1862, an editorial in the Confederate Baptist targeted “the African churches of Richmond” 
insisting that they were “the resort of insolent negroes, who desire to be exempted from control of 
their masters.” While the editorial writer did not name Ryland when he wrote that a white pastor 
leading a Black congregation “is always degraded...ruled by negroes, and as a direct consequence, 
loses all his manliness as a master, and his integrity as a Christian,” Ryland responded to what was 
clearly an attack on him. He defended the church, writing that it was made up of “staid, orderly, and 
obedient” people. He also defended himself. He acknowledged that he was the target of “sneers of 
the proud, ungodly and blaspheming men,” and wrote that he was “happy to be ‘degraded’ in their 
view” seeing it as “the price of the privilege of preaching Christ’s gospel to the poor.”137 

CATECHISM & LITERACY 
While Ryland believed that enslaved people should have access to “suitable” reading material and 
the legal limitations on reading instruction were one of his two objections to the enslavement 
system, providing direct reading lessons would have put him at odds with authorities and many in 
the white community. It appears, however, that he may have found a way to support the 
development of literacy among the congregants who were learning to read or improving their 
reading skills. In 1848, he published a catechism – questions of faith followed by answers from 
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biblical texts – under two titles, Scripture Catechism, for Coloured People and, a short time later, 
Scripture Catechism for the Instruction of Children and Servants. These may have operated, in the 
words of Charles F. Irons, as a “thinly veiled literacy program” that Ryland intended to be “a primer 
for his black congregants.” They were also constructed to support the tenants of proslavery 
Christianity. In addition to the “brief section on the mutual responsibilities of ‘Masters and 
Servants,’” – responsibilities that included submission to “masters,” even cruel ones – Irons writes 
that “through the very act of creating and disseminating a catechism, Ryland was making the case 
that a well-regulated system of paternalist instruction—not abolition—was the best way that owners 
could care for their slaves.”138 Ryland shared his beliefs about reading and his own strategy for the 
distribution of “suitable” reading material among members of the congregation in one of his 1855 
essays.139 

A single source also indicates that Ryland supplied the congregants who could read with a collection 
of hymns. He was said to have distributed fifteen hundred copies “but found he had not enough to 
supply a copy to each one who could read.”140  

SECTIONALISM, SECESSION & WAR 
Ryland’s feelings of allegiance to the South deepened in the years leading up to secession, however 
he hoped separation from the Union could be avoided while enslavement was preserved, a sentiment 
articulated by a number of his peers. Sectionalism had threaded through Ryland’s personal and 
public writing in the decades before the Civil War. In one of a series of essays he wrote for the 
Religious Herald in support of Richmond College, he detailed the risks posed by a reliance on 
“foreign” teachers, specifically teachers from the North, and he challenged potential students to 
show their loyalty to the region by becoming teachers themselves: “Do you deliberately consent to 
withdraw from all competition and allow the youth of other States to come in and supplant you?”141 
He was amused though, by a controversy that arose when a northern instructor was being considered 
for a position at Richmond College. Several members of the Board of Trustees left a meeting in 
protest, and the absence of their negative votes meant the candidate got the position.142 

In an 1857 speech before the Columbian College Alumni Association, Ryland spoke out on his fear 
of disunion in response to enslavement and the increasing calls for abolition from those in the 
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North, and he shared his hope that his listeners would “[r]ebuke those politicians… who are 
continually exasperating the public mind and urging measures to weaken the bonds of union.” After 
posing the question of why God would have allowed enslavement in the United States, Ryland 
offered the prospect of a possible end to the use of forced labor in “a few centuries.” After those 
hundreds of years, he argued, “free labor may supplant slave labor throughout our borders. As the 
country becomes filled up with people, the competition between laborers for employment will so 
reduce their wages that economy may induce capitalists to prefer voluntary operatives.”143 

As described in the summary section focused on the campus in the 1850s and detailed in section 
3.2.2.5 of the complete report, in 1858, Ryland responded to what he believed to be a rumor that he 
was an abolitionist by placing an item (“A Card”) in the Religious Herald in which he stated that 1.) 
he identified with the interests of Virginia, 2.) he owned “about a dozen” slaves, 3.) he had never 
manumitted one, nor did he see it as “safe or humane for master or servant” to do so, 4.) he did not 
sympathize with the abolition movement nor did he communicate with those aligned with it, 5.) he 
did “not think it morally wrong under existing circumstances to hold slaves.”144 

After expressing his dread of potential war to his son, Ryland’s support for the Confederacy 
deepened following Virginia’s secession, and he, like many, began weighing in on the strategies of 
generals: “It seems to me that we are giving up too much ground without fighting, but I yield to the 
powers that be… I am still not doubtful of the final result. We are contracting our circumference to 
thicken the line & when we make a stand, it will be a firm one! … Our reverses of late have given 
the Yankees great audacity but I trust as Genl. Whiskey shall cease to command our forces, the 
[illegible: possibly “scale”] will soon turn in our favor.145 In a letter written to one of his two sons 
who served in the Confederate army, Ryland wrote, “[O]ur beloved South having been threatened 
with invasion and subjugation, it seemed to me that nothing was left us but stern resistance or abject 
submission to unconstitutional power. A brave and generous people could not for a moment hesitate 
between such alternatives. A war in defence [sic] of our homes and firesides—of our wives and 
children—of all that makes life worth possessing is the result. While I most deeply deplore the 
necessity for the sacrifice, I could not but rejoice that I had a son to offer to the service of the 
country, and if I had a dozen I would most freely give them all.”146 
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Ryland’s strong support of the Confederacy was also 
demonstrated in an 1864 sermon given at Mount Olivet 
Church in which he spoke of the need to examine the sins that 
may have affected the South’s fortunes in the war – among 
them were alcohol, gambling, and prostitution – and called 
upon the congregation to rally behind the Confederate cause. 
Of enslavement, he said that, should the North win the war, 
“they [would] curse our servants with a really more intense 
slavery.” The South’s loss would upend the social order when 
the North “[would] turn out a brutal soldiery to insult & dishonor our high-toned women whom they 
would afterwards employ as cooks, & milk-maids, as washers & seamstresses.147 

POST-WAR RICHMOND & KENTUCKY YEARS 
Following the surrender of the Confederacy and the end of the Civil War, Ryland attempted to resign 
as pastor of First African Baptist Church in May of 1865, but “the majority refused to accept his 
withdrawal” in light of his years of service to the church.148 In June, however, Ryland resigned the 
position, writing later that he did so “from a belief that they would naturally and justly prefer a 
minister of their own color.”149  

Ryland’s personal wealth was wiped out due to his investment in Confederate funds. The 
endowment of Richmond College was practically destroyed due to the institution’s own Confederate 
investments which Ryland had encouraged. For months following the end of the war, Ryland 
followed the request of the Board of Trustees and prepared the campus for the arrival of students. 
He threw himself into the process, attempting to locate the contents of the college’s library which 
had disappeared after being removed by the military.150 Word reached Ryland before March of 1866 
that some key members of the Board of Trustees wanted him to resign his position. Feeling that he 
lacked the confidence of the full board, Ryland wrote a letter of resignation from his positions as 
president of Richmond College and its Board of Trustees on March 23, 1866. He was persuaded to 
remain on the board and was provided a house on the campus rent-free until September 1867.151  

Ryland found work at two city institutions: the Richmond Female Institute, where he and his family 
lived for a time, and at the Richmond location of the National Theological Institute, which provided 
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ministerial instruction to formerly enslaved men. He wrote that he saw the work there as an absolute 
necessity, and believed that “the colored people have recently been raised, not only to freedom, but 
to the dignity of citizenship… They ought to be educated. But that is not all. They will be educated.” 
He believed he should be the one to provide their education since he had “labored, on the Sabbath 
and in other spare hours, with honest zeal, for their spiritual welfare.” He wrote that he “still 
number[ed] among them a host of warm-hearted friends.”152 His decision to teach at the institute 
shocked the editors of the Religious Herald, but they appeared to note his extenuating financial 
circumstances, writing that there was “a more weighty reason which it was not proper for him to 
mention,” and they conceded that Ryland was “the best qualified for training colored men for the 
ministry.”153 Ryland’s time at the institute, which was located at the former Lumpkin’s Jail site, the 
notorious slave prison known as the Devil’s Half-Acre, was limited. While he wrote that he had 
resigned after realizing that two female teachers could be hired for what he was paid, his private 
letters indicate the work with the students did not satisfy him professionally: “My pupils were so 
unimpressionable that the work was almost purely mechanical. Did you ever fancy that turning a 
grindstone all day without sharpening the iron would be harder work than if it [should] sharpen it? 
(Oh darkeydom! forgive the insinuation).”154 The institution took the name Colver Institute in 1869, 
became the Richmond Institute in 1876, and Richmond Theological Seminary in 1886. In 1899, the 
seminary merged with the Wayland Institute to form Virginia Union University.  

Ryland accepted a position leading Kentucky Female College and resigned from the Richmond 
College Board of Trustees on May 25, 1868. He remained at the women’s college until 1871, then 
moved on to positions at Lexington College and Henry Male and Female College. Between 1893 
and 1897, Ryland served as Chaplain of the Southwest Virginia Institute. Throughout his over thirty 
years in Kentucky, he continued to work when he could as a guest minister, preaching before white 
and Black congregants. He was frustrated at not locating a permanent church during much of this 
period and attributed it to the “spirit of the age.” When he could, however, he relished 
“opportunities to labor among the destitute and among those who were willing to receive the gospel 
from the lips of an old man. My aim,” he continued, “has been and still is, to be found at work when 
the Master comes.” As for his personal spiritual journey, Ryland remained convinced of his own 
“great unworthiness,” writing at the age of eighty-five that, despite “many humiliating failures,” he 
had tried to “live a Christian life.”155   

Ryland continued to demonstrate the same contradictions on the subject of race that he had prior to 
emancipation. In 1885, he was deeply concerned for the Black domestic workers in Kentucky who 
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were on the verge of being displaced by workers from England. He wrote, “What will the colored 
women do after a while?”156 Six years later, however, he was amused by his wife’s surprise when 
she could not find a cook that suited her, writing that she was seeing  the difference between 
“antebellum & post-bellum times.” He continued, “The new generation of Negroes is far above hard 
work. The women are worse than the men. If you hire them, they study how little work they can do 
to avoid dismission, & as soon as they can get money enough…they are gone!157  A year before his 
death, Ryland wrote The Colored People, a small publication that included his thoughts on 
enslavement, colonization, and the lives of Black people following emancipation. In it he 
remembered those his father enslaved with fondness, painting an idyllic portrait of his childhood 
among enslaved children and the meals he shared with their families. Ryland wrote that after 
enslavement –  “a season of discipline” – the colonization of Africa by Christianized formerly 
enslaved people and their descendants would be a demonstration of the “hand of God.” Despite what 
he referred to as “a natural and mutual race-prejudice between whites and blacks” based on white 
“distaste for the black skin, the curly hair and the servitude so long associated with them” and Black 
people’s memories of “the hardships of slavery, and our reluctance to cut the tie that bound them,” 
Ryland asked his readers to remember that “[o]ur bodies are diverse in color, but our souls, if they 
have any color, are by nature equally dark, and by the blood of the Lamb, may be made equally 
white.”158 

Robert Ryland died at his daughter’s home at the age of ninety-five after suffering a brief illness.159 

  

                                                      

156 Robert Ryland to Samuel Ryland, March 15, 1885, RRP, 12.034, VBHS. 
157 Robert Ryland to Betty Ryland, December 10, 1891, RRP, 20.018, VBHS. 
158 Robert Ryland, The Colored People, 6-8, RRP, 3.060-061, VBHS. 
159 Obituary, “Robert Ryland,” RRP, 03.038, VBHS. 
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SOURCES 
The Virginia Baptist Historical Society provided access to thousands of pages of Robert Ryland’s 
personal papers. In early to mid-2020, University of Richmond Digital Engagement Team in 
Boatwright Library has digitally preserved this material resulting in nearly six thousand images, and 
their work facilitated research during the COVID-19 lockdown period when access to campus was 
limited. A significant portion of the material cited in the report has also been drawn from other 
sources located during independent research (Fall 2018-Fall 2019) and under the auspices of the 
Inclusive History Project (Fall 2019-Winter 2020/21): 

• Institutional records including the minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees 
(microfilm), records of the Board of Trustees (manuscripts), and digitized volumes of The 
Messenger 

• Hundreds of newspaper articles, including the Religious Herald (Virginia Baptist Historical 
Society), other Baptist publications, and contemporaneous local, regional, and national 
newspapers located in digital databases and on microfilm (Virginia Chronicle, Library of 
Virginia and the Virginia Newspaper Project; Chronicling America, Library of Congress; and 
Early American Newspapers, Boatwright Library at the University of Richmond through a 
gift of Edwin S. Snead, III, Class of 1951)  

• Biographies and autobiographies of Ryland’s friends, students, and colleagues 
• The minutes of deacons’ meetings at First African Baptist Church which Ryland recorded 

(Library of Virginia, provided by members of First African Baptist Church) 
• Henrico County and Campbell County tax records (Library of Virginia) 
• Data from the Federal Censuses of 1810 to 1890, particularly the records of enslavement 

within Population Schedules before 1850 and the designated Slave Schedules of 1850 and 
1860 

• Manuscript records and images from the Library of Virginia, the library of the Virginia 
Historical Society at the Virginia Museum of History and Culture, the Wyndham Robertson 
Library at Hollins University, the Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library at 
the University of Virginia, the Lynchburg Museum, Duke University (papers of George 
Frederick Holmes), and the Library of Congress (records of the American Colonization 
Society)    
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BRIEF PROFESSIONAL TIMELINE 
1827-1832 Pastor of Second Baptist Church, Lynchburg, Virginia 

1832-1840 Instructor, administrator, and steward – in charge of facility and “hired” labor – at Virginia Baptist 
Seminary 

1840-1866 Following Virginia Baptist Seminary’s charter, became President of Richmond College, President 
of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, and Professor of Moral Philosophy and other subjects; 
at times served as General Agent (fundraising) and performed steward’s duties 

1841-1865 Minister of Richmond’s First African Baptist Church, a position that legally had to be filled by a 
white man due to the constraints put into place following Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 1831; guest 
minister at many local and regional churches 

1867-1868 Instructor at the Richmond branch of the National Theological Institute, focused on the instruction 
of formerly enslaved ministerial students; Instructor at Richmond Female Institute 

1868-1871 Administrator of Kentucky Female College; guest ministry at local churches 

1871-1881 Administrator of Lexington College and Henry Male and Female College; brief pastoral position 
and guest ministry continued 

1893-1897 Chaplain of Southwest Virginia Institute 

 

SELECTION OF RYLAND’S PUBLIC STATEMENTS & WRITING ON ENSLAVEMENT  
1824 Ryland gave a public address while a college student focused on the work of the American 

Colonization Society in which he referred to enslavement as “evil” and “legalized crime,” 
envisioning the removal of freed Black people from the United States as a remedy, providing a state 
of “innocence” for the country and a Christianizing influence on Africa that he hoped would 
counter Islam (“The Colonization Society,” RRP, 26.026-.029, VBHS) 

1835 In an open letter to theologian and academic Francis Wayland, in response to Wayland’s textbook, 
The Elements of Moral Science, specifically a section focused on the immorality of enslavement, 
Ryland wrote of three “difficulties” with manumission and abolition: first, enslavers who freed 
those they enslaved would have to continue to care for those who could not care for themselves; 
second, in Virginia, those who were freed had to leave the state and “servants of humane masters… 
prefer their present bondage to expatriation and freedom” (here Ryland introduced the idea of 
“humane masters” who are “studying the subject of slavery candidly”); third, white people would 
not work for wages to do the work that enslaved people were doing, particularly the “drudgery of 
domestic business… slaves have always performed it.” Ryland concluded by writing that he hoped 
he would not be viewed as an advocate for enslavement, and that he felt “the perplexity of the 
subject.” (“To Dr. Wayland,” Christian Watchman, August 21, 1835)   

1852 In a sermon given in response to the murders of members of an enslaving family by a woman held 
by them who was a member of First African Baptist Church, Ryland emphasized why enslaved and 
free Black congregants must remain submissive to white people. In part, it would protect the 
existence of the church. Ryland also stated, “God has given this country to the white people. They 
are the law-makers – the masters – the superiors. The people of color are the subjects – the servants 
– and even when not in bondage, the inferiors.” (“Thou Shalt Not Kill”/ “Substance of a Sermon,” 
Daily Dispatch, August 6, 1852) 

1857 In a speech before the alumni association of his alma mater, Ryland spoke out on his fear of 
disunion in response to enslavement and calls for abolition, asking listeners to “[r]ebuke those 
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politicians… who are continually exasperating the public mind and urging measures to weaken the 
bonds of union.” After asking why God would have allowed enslavement in the United States, 
Ryland offered a possible end to the use of bondage in “a few centuries.” Then “free labor may 
supplant slave labor throughout our borders. As the country becomes filled up with people, the 
competition between laborers for employment will so reduce their wages that economy may induce 
capitalists to prefer voluntary operatives.” (“The American Union,” RRP, 51.020, VBHS) 

1858 Ryland issued a public response to what he believed to be a rumor that he was an abolitionist. This 
was a year following an anonymous accusation that he was spreading abolitionism through his use 
of Francis Wayland’s textbook. To quell the suspected rumor, which he thought was influencing 
parents of prospective Richmond College students, Ryland placed a “card” in the Religious Herald 
in which he states 1.) he identified with the interests of Virginia, 2.) he owned “about a dozen” 
slaves, 3.) he had never manumitted one, nor did he see it as “safe or humane for master or servant” 
to do so, 4.) he did not sympathize with the abolition movement nor did he communicate with those 
aligned with it, 5.) he did “not think it morally wrong under existing circumstances to hold slaves.” 
(“A Card,” Religious Herald, September 14, 1858, VBHS) 

1861 In a report from the Education Board of the Virginia Baptist General Association, Ryland wrote that 
the South can no longer accept ministers from the “corrupted region” of the North which had 
harbored a “long-cherished hatred…toward the institutions of the South.” (Report to the Virginia 
Baptist General Association, published in the Daily Dispatch, June 1, 1861, Virginia Chronicle)  

1864 In a sermon at Mount Olivet Church in Hanover County, Ryland called on listeners to rally to the 
Confederate cause and to imagine the social inversion should the Union prevail: the North would 
“curse our servants with a really more intense slavery. They [would] hire our private citizens to 
work as d.l. [likely “day labor” or “day laborers”] on the farms... once owned by them, & to crown 
all our miseries, they wd turn out a brutal soldiery to insult & dishonor our high-toned women 
whom they would afterwards employ as cooks, & milk-maids, as washers & seamstresses.” (Mount 
Olivet Sermon, April 1864, RRP, 54a.0157-.0158, VBHS) 

1880 In a history of First African Baptist Church, Ryland recalled his time there, his baptisms of 
members, his ministerial priorities, and other memories of the church’s early decades. He also 
addressed the belief among white people that “all negroes are alike,” praising specific members of 
his former congregation. Ryland concluded by sharing his feelings on emancipation, “The negroes 
are now all free, and I am heartily glad of it, though I say nothing of the agencies and methods by 
which the event was accomplished. They are our fellow-men— our fellow-citizens— and many of 
them our fellow-Christians.” Ryland then called for recollection of the “leading doctrine” of 
Christianity: “Love worketh no ill to his neighbor, therefore love is the fulfilling of the law.” (“The 
Origin and History of the First African Church” in The First Century of the First Baptist Church of 
Richmond, Virginia, 1780-1880, 272) 

1898 Just a year before he died at the age of ninety-five, Ryland’s thoughts on enslavement were 
recorded in his work, The Colored People, in which he fondly recalled those enslaved by his father, 
urged an end to “all prejudice and indifference,” called for a focus among white readers on the 
“temporal and spiritual interests” of Black people, and again addressed why God would have 
allowed enslavement. His answer is aligned with the priorities of the colonization movement, to 
which he remained committed for most of his adult life. After the enslavement era, “a season of 
discipline,” Ryland wrote, “it does not seem presumptuous to infer that the Benignant Being had in 
view, first, the salvation of a vast throng of benighted souls, who would not otherwise have been 
saved, and then to send them and their descendants, properly qualified to illumine the two hundred 
millions of Africans yet in darkness with the light of the gospel.” (The Colored People, RRP, 3.059, 
VBHS) 

TERMINOLOGY 
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“SERVANTS” 
The term “servant” was the “standard euphemism” for enslaved 
people in the antebellum South, and like most white Virginians at 
the time, Robert Ryland generally defaulted to this term in his 
letters and other writing.160 “Servant” is also a frequent designator 
used in the records of the Board of Trustees and other institutional 
documents. Historian Christopher L. Tomlins describes “unfree” 
labor becoming the assumed synonym for “servant” and writes 
that “what was differentiated was free labor.”161 Jeffery Kahana 
summarizes Tomlins in his own examination of the term, writing 
that “Americans in the early republic, [Tomlins] argues, bristled 
at the word servant to describe working people who were not black slaves.”162 Midori Takagi also 
addresses the use of the word in relation to the work of enslaved people: “Throughout this period 
household servants were mostly slaves and generally women.”163 A significant amount of the labor 
needs at Virginia Baptist Seminary and Richmond College fell into the category of household work. 
In 1835, Robert Ryland was clear that he defaulted to viewing domestic labor as being performed by 
enslaved people. On “[t]he drudgery of domestic business,” Ryland wrote, “slaves have always 
performed it.”164 This is also one of the rare instances in which Ryland used the term “slaves.” 

Some examples of Robert Ryland’s own use of the term “servants”:  

1. An essay he wrote describing efforts of enslaved members of First African Baptist Church to 
use mail distribution as a means of organizing escape efforts: “About this time several 
servants escaped to the North, from their masters, and wrote back to their former comrades, 
here, detailing the manner of their escape, and proposing to them facilities and information 
for the same experiment.”165 

2. Ryland treated “servant” and “slave” synonymously in an 1858 statement declaring his 
commitment to the institution of slavery in Virginia: “I own about a dozen slaves... I have 
never manumitted one, and do not design doing so... I do not think emancipation safe or 

                                                      

160 Elizabeth Pryor, in “Book Discussion on Reading the Man: A Portrait of Robert E. Lee,” C-Span, May 
19, 2007, link. 
161 Christopher L. Tomlins, Law, Labor, and Ideology in the Early Republic, New York: Cambridge 
University Press (1993), note 30, 268. 
162 Jeffrey S. Kahana, “Master and Servant in the Early Republic, 1780-1830,” Journal of the Early 
Republic, Spring 2000, 28. 
163 Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction,” 34. 
164 Robert Ryland, “To Dr. Wayland” [Open Letter to Francis Wayland], Christian Watchman, August 21, 
1835, Early American Newspapers, Newsbank.  
165 Robert Ryland, “Reminiscences of First African Church… No. 3,” 323.  

 

Typical classified section in the 
Richmond Daily Dispatch (May 2, 1860) 

https://www.c-span.org/video/?c4563634/user-clip-clip-book-discussion-ireading-man-portrait-robert-e-leei
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humane to either master or servant.”166 

3. His description of how enslaved people were able to donate money to First African Baptist 
Church: “My own servants, when we were about to furnish their fall or spring clothing, 
would often say that, by patching their old garments, they could do without new ones, and 
would ask us for the money instead. Of course, we had no objection to this plan, unless we 
suspected a vicious use of the money. I suppose other families pursued the same course.”167 

4. In an 1864 sermon at Mount Olivet Baptist Church, when speaking of the prospect of 
Northern victory and the freeing of enslaved people: “they wd [would] curse our servants 
with a really more intense slavery.”168 

5. In Ryland’s papers, there are more than a dozen references to the purchase of “servants’ 
clothes,” both as personal expenses and as expenses of the Virginia Baptist Seminary and 
Richmond College Boarding Departments.169 The required purchase of enslaved people’s 
clothing was typically made explicit in hiring agreements.170  

6. In his receipts year to year, Ryland notes the money he received for hiring out those he 
enslaved including “Servts hired at Semy [Seminary] 1834 80.[00].”171  

“HIRIN G OUT” 
Given the institution’s use of hired enslaved labor, and Ryland’s regular hiring out of those he 
enslaved, a familiarity with the “slave hiring” system and associated terminology is necessary. The 
system of enslavers leasing those they enslaved to others formed a significant part of Richmond’s 
antebellum society and economy. The practice was referred to as “slave hiring,” “negro hire,” 
“servants’ hire,” or simply “hiring” and covered a range of forced labor, from household work for 
families who may not have enslaved anyone personally to the large-scale hire of enslaved men to 
work in the area’s coal pits and factories. Takagi writes, “Bondmen who were hired out were 

                                                      

166 Robert Ryland, “A Card,” Religious Herald, September 14, 1858. 
167 Robert Ryland, “Origin and History of the First African Church,” The First Century of the First Baptist 
Church of Richmond, Virginia, 1780-1880, Richmond: Carlton McCarthy, 1880, 271. 
168 Sermon, “Mt. Olivet Ap 8 64, Judges 6:24,” RRP, 54.0150, VBHS. 
169 Examples of “Servants’ clothes” purchases in the ledgers maintained by Ryland include Ledger I, RRP, 
“Expenses of the Boarding Department of VBS 1834,” 55.1.032; “Expenditures of the Boarding 
Department 1835, 1st Session,” 55.1.037; “Expenditures of the Boarding Department, 1837,” 55.1.051; 
“Expenses of the Boarding Department” 1838, first and second sessions, 55.1.55-57; Ledger II, “Expenses 
of the Board.g Department, 1840 Second Sess.n,” 55.2.007; “Expenses of the Boarding Department 1841 
1st Session,” 55.2.009, VBHS. 
170 John J. Zaborney, Slaves for Hire: Renting Enslaved Laborers in Antebellum Virginia, Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press (2012), 12, 14. 
171 Robert Ryland, “Receipts on Private Account of 1835,” Ledger I, RRP, 55.1.036, VBHS. 
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temporarily employed away from their owners as skilled artisans, house servants, fire fighters, road 
pavers, and factory hands.”172  

In his records of Boarding Department expenses, Ryland frequently noted the payment of “hire” 
(Ex: “Fanny’s hire”) and in the case of his hiring out those he himself enslaved, he recorded his own 
receipt of the associated amount of their “hire.”173 Hirers would often enter into agreements of a 
one-year hiring period which ended each December. “Self-hired” enslaved people would seek new 
employment during “Hiring Days” on and around New Year’s Day. Historian John Zaborney writes 
that, “[i]n Virginia, those who hired by the year executed a slave-hiring bond for the transaction.”174   

The full version of this examination of terminology is included in Appendix A of the report. 

 

 

  

                                                      

172 Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction,” location 115-116, Kindle. 
173 Robert Ryland, Ledger I, RRP, 55.1.036, .039-040, VBHS. 
174 Zaborney, Slaves for Hire, 12. 
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“A SEASON OF DISCIPLINE:” ENSLAVEMENT, EDUCATION & FAITH IN 
THE LIFE OF ROBERT RYLAND 
 
Shelby M. Driskill, Research Coordinator, University of Richmond Inclusive History Project,  
January 19, 2021 

Submitted with Lauranett L. Lee, Ph.D., Historical Consultant, University of Richmond Inclusive 
History Project, January 29, 2021 

In Fall 2019, following the July 8, 2019 release of Making Excellence Inclusive: University Report 
and Recommendations, and supported by the findings of the Presidential Commission for University 
History and Identity, the University of Richmond established a research initiative organized by Dr. 
Amy Howard and led by Dr. Lauranett L. Lee. The Inclusive History Project was tasked with the 
study of three subjects: the burying ground on the campus, Robert Ryland, and Douglas Southall 
Freeman. The considerations of Robert Ryland and Douglas Southall Freeman were prompted by the 
joint resolution of the Westhampton College and Richmond College Student Government, “On 
Changing the Narrative: Regarding Building Names.”  

Robert Ryland (1805-1899), for whom a portion of Ryland Hall is named, was a central figure in 
two antebellum institutions: Virginia Baptist Seminary/Richmond College and First African Baptist 
Church. After serving as principal/superintendent of Virginia Baptist Seminary from 1832-1840 he 
became the first President of Richmond College. Both were precursors to the University of 
Richmond. He was the public face of the institution in the first decades of its history, exerting 
singular influence during the Virginia Baptist Seminary era and Richmond College’s pre-1868 
period, and was largely, if not entirely, responsible for the institution’s sustained existence. He 
remained the president of the college until his resignation in 1866. He led the Board of Trustees 
until 1868. Ryland was also a Baptist minister and a major figure in the history of Virginia Baptists. 
Between 1841 and 1865, he was pastor of Richmond’s First African Baptist Church, and he served 
in leadership roles in numerous Baptist organizations.  

The Robert Ryland Study was charged with providing 1.) a comprehensive biography of Robert 
Ryland, with particular attention paid to the ways that his academic and ministerial work intersected 
with enslavement, 2.) a determination of the degree to which he used the labor of those he enslaved, 
or the enslaved labor of others, in the running of the institution, and 3.) an overview of his 
contributions to a.) the formation of the University of Richmond, b.) Virginia Baptists, and c.) 
religious freedom in Virginia. This resulting report contains findings that detail Ryland’s roles at 
what became the University of Richmond; his work as a minister; his enslavement of men, women, 
and children; the profit he derived from “hiring” them to others, including the seminary/college; and 
the frequent use of the labor of enslaved people hired from other enslavers or agents by the 
seminary/college, which was under the overall supervision of the Board of Trustees during the 
Richmond College period. 

“A Season of Discipline”: Enslavement, Faith & Education in the Life of Robert Ryland contains 
the findings of Shelby M. Driskill during a period of independent and course-based research 

https://president.richmond.edu/inclusive-excellence/index.html
https://president.richmond.edu/inclusive-excellence/index.html
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between October 2018 to August 2019, and her work while Research Coordinator of the University 
of Richmond Inclusive History Project led by Dr. Lauranett L. Lee between August 2019 and Spring 
2021.  

REPORT ORGAN IZATION 
Part One provides an overview of Robert Ryland’s life before he assumed the leadership position at 
Virginia Baptist Seminary. Particular attention is provided to enslavement, education, his spiritual 
development, and his early years as a minister.  

Part Two examines the years 1832 to 1840 when Ryland worked as administrator, instructor, and 
steward of Virginia Baptist Seminary, the institution that was chartered as Richmond College in 
1840. This portion of the report includes information on Ryland’s personal enslavement, the 
institution’s use of those he enslaved, his shaping of the educational priorities of the seminary and 
his role in its day-to-day operations. It also includes the institution’s move to the Columbia estate 
(where it remained until 1914) and Ryland’s brief position as the chaplain of the University of 
Virginia.  

Part Three covers Ryland’s life and work at Richmond College the years between 1840 and 1861 
when the campus closed during the Civil War. Included are details of Ryland’s enslavement of men, 
women, and children and his ongoing use of the “hiring out” system, leasing those he enslaved to 
others. It contains details of the institutional use of “hired” enslaved people for the daily operations 
of the campus, specifically those who were hired or owned by campus stewards and managers of 
dormitories. Also included are details of Ryland’s administration of the college, his work on the 
Board of Trustees, his role as a professor, and his personal life. An additional section contains 
excerpts of Ryland’s private financial ledgers focused on those he enslaved and hired out. 

Because Ryland spent much of the antebellum period living on the campus, details of his personal 
life and institutional work are covered together in Parts Two and Three. While general institutional 
history is drawn upon for the purposes of context, this report is not intended to be a comprehensive 
history of the institution’s early years. Ryland’s own history of Virginia Baptist Seminary and 
Richmond College, The Society, the Seminary, the College: An Address, and W. Harrison Daniel’s 
“Genesis of Richmond College: 1843-1860” are available online. Reuben E. Alley’s History of the 
University of Richmond (1977) is available at Boatwright Library.    

Part Four is dedicated to Robert Ryland’s work at First African Baptist Church in Richmond. It 
includes Ryland’s role as pastor there, the services he conducted at the church, controversies 
centered on his work, the connection between his ministerial role and his work on behalf of the 
American Colonization Society, and his relationships with congregants.   

Part Five details Ryland’s approach to sectionalism, secession, and war. It provides an overview of 
his writings and addresses on those subjects and describes his activities during the Civil War.  

Part Six spans Ryland’s years in post-war Richmond, his work for the Richmond Female Institute 
and the National Theological Institute, his departure in 1868, and his later life – including his 
educational and ministerial work – before his death in 1899.  

Appendix A: An examination of the use of the terms “servants” and “hiring out” 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.hn2ule&view=1up&seq=5
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/4247937.pdf
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Appendix B: Details of two of Ryland’s significant Baptist influences, Robert Baylor Semple and 
Andrew Broaddus 

Appendix C: 1849 newspaper item detailing the brief life of Thomas U. Allen, a formerly enslaved 
man whom Robert Ryland purchased in 1843 as an agent for manumission and freed in 1845  

Appendix D: “Vindication of Dr. Ryland,” (1857), items from the Richmond College Board of 
Trustees and the graduating class defending Robert Ryland against accusations of teaching 
abolitionism 

Appendix E: Selected Sermons of Robert Ryland 

Appendix F: “To Dr. Robert Ryland,” a poem by Reverend Walter Henderson Brooks, a formerly 
enslaved congregant at First African Baptist Church 

Appendix G: A late life letter from Robert Ryland to Jeremiah Bell Jeter 

OVERVIEW  OF SOURCES 
Robert Ryland’s papers – thousands of pages of letters, ledgers, sermons, and other items – were 
critical to the research on his life and thoughts on enslavement, spirituality, and also other aspects of 
his biography. This collection of resources also provided much of the material related to the people 
he enslaved and other enslaved people who were “hired out” to the institution. The papers are held 
by the Virginia Baptist Historical Society and, over the course of the last year, have been digitally 
preserved in cooperation with the University of Richmond Digital Engagement Team in Boatwright 
Library. The coordinated efforts of Dr. Nathan Taylor of the Virginia Baptist Historical Society, and 
Kimberly Wolfe, of the Digital Engagement Team, resulted in over six thousand pages of material – 
handwritten letters, ledgers, and sermons; examples of Ryland’s published work; newspaper 
clippings; and other records being available for research during the COVID-19 lockdown period. Of 
particular interest to this study were antebellum-era materials and Ryland’s recollections of his life 
and work before his departure for Kentucky in 1868: 

• Precise records of Ryland’s personal finances, 1824-1868 
• Equally detailed records of the institution’s Boarding Department 1832-1842175 

                                                      

175 The break in day-to-day institutional financial records is likely explained by a note Ryland added later in 
which he stated that the records he had been keeping of tuition collected ended when Charles L. Cocke took 
over the position of college steward. Boarding Department records would have been maintained by Cocke 
as well. Despite extensive searching, these later ledgers have not been located and may have been lost in 
the fire that burned the original Ryland Hall in 1910. There is a possibility that the only reason the 
information they contain survived was because Ryland was keeping institutional records on separate pages 
in the same ledgers as his personal accounts and therefore retained them rather than housing them at the 
institution. It is hoped the missing institutional ledgers may one day be found. For years not covered by 
available ledgers, information that relates to enslaved labor on the campus has been located in the records 
of the Richmond College Board of Trustees including board minutes, a Report of the Steward (1843), and 
Robert Ryland’s President’s Reports between 1851 and 1862. 
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• Hundreds of letters written by Robert Ryland between 1824 and his death in 1899 which 
provide biographical information, some details of those he enslaved, and his thoughts on 
enslavement, education, and other matters  

• Newspaper clippings and Robert Ryland’s published writing 

This material which constitutes the Robert Ryland Papers (RRP) was collected through the efforts of 
members of Ryland’s family, including his nephew, Charles Hill Ryland, who was the Librarian and 
Treasurer of Richmond College, and Garnett Ryland, a member of the University of Richmond 
faculty and head of the Department of Chemistry. Garnett Ryland was also one of two developers of 
the Virginia Baptist Historical Society.  

A significant amount of information in this report has been drawn from other sources as well: 

• Institutional records including the minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, 
manuscript records of the Board of Trustees including Robert Ryland’s quarterly reports, 
and digitized issues of The Messenger 

• The complete run of the Religious Herald held by the Virginia Baptist Historical Society  
• Hundreds of other contemporaneous newspaper articles and items from local, regional, and 

national newspapers that are located in digital databases and on microfilm 
• Reports and other items published by Baptist associations and organizations 
• Biographies and autobiographies of Ryland’s friends, students, and colleagues 
• The minutes of deacons’ meetings at First African Baptist Church which were largely 

recorded by Robert Ryland 
• Henrico County and Campbell County tax records 
• Data from the Federal Censuses of 1810 to 1890, particularly the records of enslavement 

within standard census records before 1850 and the designated Slave Schedules of 1850 and 
1860 

• Manuscript records from the Virginia Baptist Historical Society, the Library of Virginia, the 
library of the Virginia Historical Society at the Virginia Museum of History and Culture, 
Wyndham Robertson Library Special Collections at Hollins University, Albert and Shirley 
Small Special Collections Library at the University of Virginia, Duke University Libraries 
Special Collections and Archives, and the Library of Congress    

TRAN SCRIPTION  NOTES 
While the Robert Ryland Papers contain some published material, the majority of the documents are 
handwritten letters, ledgers, and sermons. Below are notes on the transcription process used for this 
report.  

• Across much of his writing, Robert Ryland used the plus symbol (+) for the word “and.” 
This was transcribed using an ampersand (&). 

• At times in his letters and sermons, and more often in his informal writing, Ryland used 
dashes for commas and periods. For clarity, these have been substituted for appropriate 
punctuation. Images of several letters appear in the body of the report. 
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• Ryland’s ledger entries often use “do” for “ditto” to indicate a repetition of an above or 
previous category. These have been replaced by bracketed words indicating the category to 
which he was referring. 

• For emotional emphasis in his writing, Ryland frequently underlined sections of text. In 
published items italics were used to represent those underlined sections. When handwritten 
manuscripts are quoted in this report underlining is retained. Italics are used in quotes drawn 
from published material. 

“SERVANTS” AND “HIRING OUT”  
“Servant” and “servants” were common euphemisms for enslaved people and were the preferred 
terms used by Ryland and most of his contemporaries. “Hire” and “hiring out” were used to denote 
the leasing of enslaved people by their enslavers to other individuals, businesses, and institutions. A 
full examination of the terms is located in Appendix A. 

1.0 EARLY YEARS TO 1832 
1.1 FAMILY & FAITH  
1.1.1 EN SLAVEMENT AT FARMINGTON 
Robert Ryland was the third child of Josiah Ryland (1767-1850) and his second with Catherine 
Peachy Ryland (1776-1858). Josiah Ryland was among the most significant landholders in King and 
Queen County, Virginia. He owned 1,146.5 acres of land in 1820 when Robert Ryland was fifteen 
years old. According to that year’s Federal Census, Josiah Ryland enslaved thirty-five people who 
were forced to provide domestic, agricultural, and other labor to the family. Nineteen free Black 
people also worked on the Ryland property at that time.176 Josiah Ryland’s aversion to being 
“dependent on foreign mechanics” meant that his properties held a number of cottage industries 
worked by the labor force bound to the family. Robert Ryland’s daughter, Josephine Ryland Knight, 
recalled that her grandfather has “learned the carpenter’s trade and trained his servant Tom in it” 
and in addition to the carpenter’s shop, his estate known as Farmington was the location of “a 
cooper’s shop, a gin house, [and] a rope walk, where they made ropes from cotton spun by the 
Negro women.”177 

                                                      

176 United States Federal Census of 1820, St. Stephens, King & Queen County, Virginia, “Ryland, Josiah,” 
Page: 19; National Archives and Records Administraiton, Roll: M33_142; Image: 49. Nineteen people were 
included in the category, “All other persons except Indians not taxed” which was added to distinguish 
between “the number of free colored persons and of slaves,” see “1820 Census Instructions to 
Enumerators,” United States Census Bureau, link.    
177 Josephine Ryland Knight, “Reminiscences of Farmington,” read at the Ryland Family Reunion, 1932, 
retrieved from ancestry.com. Emma R. Crump referred to Knight’s remembrance as “her ‘Reminiscences 
of Farmington’” in a letter to Mabel Ryland, August 17, 1961 (RRP 2.003-004). Details in the 
“Reminiscences” also correspond to Josephine Ryland Knight, “Sketches of Robert Ryland,” VBHS, and 
Robert Ryland, D.D., The Colored People, Baptist Mission Rooms: Baltimore, Maryland, 1898, 4-5, RRP, 
File 3.059,” VBHS. 

 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-census/technical-documentation/questionnaires/1820/1820-instructions.html
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In his 1898 publication, The Colored People, Robert Ryland recalled his childhood surrounded by 
“about forty negroes of all ages between infancy and decrepitude”:  

I was nursed by a kind woman of color whom I called ‘Mammy,’ and loved as such. I played 
with colored boys, rode on their backs, was drawn in a toy wagon by them as my horses; for 
the grown servants I was the constant intercessor with my father and mother for extra food, 
clothing and medicine. After eating in the “great house,” I have often gone into their 
quarters to partake by invitation of their food. It seemed to taste sweeter than what I had 
eaten with the family. Sympathizing with the young under their discipline, I was not allowed 
to treat the old servants with any disrespect. I called them, as was the custom, “Uncle” or 
“Aunt.” When I returned from boarding school or college, I was welcomed by the whole 
colored group with an affection that I honestly reciprocated.178   

According to Josephine Ryland Knight, an enslaved woman named Patience, referred to as Aunt 
Patience by the Ryland family, was one of Robert Ryland’s caregivers during his boyhood.179   

1.1.2 FAITH AN D  THE SEED S OF MIN ISTRY 
Many of the recollections of Farmington recorded by Robert Ryland and his children centered on the 
family’s deep associations with the Baptist church, which was central to the Rylands’ lives in King 
& Queen County. Josiah Ryland was a deacon of Bruington Baptist Church, an institution of 
profound significance to both Virginia religious history and the development of the Baptist 
denomination. Family worship was also a daily activity in the Ryland household. Robert Ryland 
described his own faith as having been rooted in his upbringing at Farmington where “morning and 
evening worship” was a “uniform habit.” The house was “a common resort for preachers whose 
discourse, in the private circle, often turned upon spiritual topics.”180 In later decades, Robert 
Ryland’s daughter recalled those enslaved by Josiah Ryland attending church with the family. A 
“farm wagon drawn by mules” with a “rag carpet and perhaps a dozen low, shuck-bottomed chairs” 
followed the two Ryland family carriages on Sundays, providing transportation for the “feebled and 
aged servants” while “[t]he vigorous preferred to walk across the fields and through the woods 
meeting friends along the way.”181  

Robert Ryland’s early ministerial inspiration centered on the influence of Robert Baylor Semple, a 
central figure in Virginia Baptist history. Ryland remembered “often shed[ing] secret tears, after 
praying I might not shed them” while listening to Semple preach. Despite participating in “boyish 
sports and worldly associations,” during his teenage years, Ryland returned to spiritual thoughts “at 

                                                      

178 Robert Ryland, D.D., The Colored People, Baptist Mission Rooms: Baltimore, Maryland, 1898, 4-5, 
RRP, 3.059,” VBHS. 
179 Letter, Josephine Ryland Knight to Garnett Ryland, undated, RRP, 42.062-076, VBHS. “Mrs. Josephine 
Ryland Knight’s Recollections of her father, Dr. Robert Ryland,” appears to have been added at a later 
date, possibly by Roberta Ryland Adkins who signed an appended note to Garnett Ryland on October 8, 
1932 (RRP, 42.076). Patience was also mentioned Josephine Ryland Knight’s “Reminiscences of 
Farmington.” 
180 Robert Ryland, “My Experience and Call to the Ministry,” RRP, 51.044, VBHS. 
181 Knight, “Reminiscences of Farmington.” 
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intervals, and with increased intensity.” He later located a key spiritual moment on a particular day 
in his sixteenth year, when he had resisted an impulse to attend a spontaneous mid-week church 
meeting and instead, “anxious to learn,” chose school over the spiritual gathering. That evening he 
was filled with deep regret, believing this to have been a moment of divine calling which he had 
missed: “I was immediately convinced that the impulse to attend the meeting was from God! That 
week was one of serious meditation.” Ryland wrote that the experience made him determined he 
“would become a better Christian.” He spent “three years, without any change of purpose, to get 
ready for baptism.” This period of preparation blended his scholarly and spiritual impulses, when he 
“read and heard attentively whatever religious thought came my way.” Ryland found himself 
“driv[en]… almost to despair” by the absence of a profound conversion experience, however, and 
was deeply disappointed that he was unable to “see my condition in its true light and to feel the 
horrors of a guilty conscience.” During his time of doubt, his belief that he was “so far short 
of…true godliness,” prevented him from seeking to be baptized. After witnessing a particularly 
moving immersion ceremony, however, Ryland was baptized in August of 1824 at the age of 
nineteen. Ryland never had the conversion experience he longed for. He eventually came to peace 
with its absence and wrote that he was “finally led to inquire whether the Spirit does not operate 
differently on different individuals.”182  

Two key figures in Baptist history were closely attached to the Ryland family and to Robert Ryland 
himself: Robert Baylor Semple and Andrew Broaddus. It appears that each man may have 
influenced key aspects of Ryland’s later approaches to education, ministry, enslavement, and the 
colonization movement. Details of Semple and Broaddus, and the influence of both men on Robert 
Ryland, appear in Appendix B. 

1.2 HUMANITY HALL  
While president of Richmond College, Ryland once compared 
the value of “self-education” versus work with a teacher. His 
thoughts were paraphrased in the Richmond Enquirer: “[I]f a 
man begins with a teacher, he can accomplish more in a short 
time than he could otherwise by a long effort.”183 His own 
family had a history of valuing education, including the 1771 
provision for Josiah Ryland to receive five pounds for 
schooling at the death of his father, Joseph Ryland (1716-
1772).184  It is likely that Bruington Baptist Church pastor and 
family friend Robert Baylor Semple also influenced Robert Ryland’s desire for education and may 
have led the way to his attending Humanity Hall in Hanover County, Virginia, the school which had 

                                                      

182 Robert Ryland, “My Experience and Call to the Ministry,” RRP, 51.045, VBHS.  
183 “Baptist General Association of Virginia,” Richmond Enquirer, May 10, 1859, Virginia Chronicle.  
184 Essex County, Virginia, Will Book 12, page 14, Joseph Ryland, August 17, 1772. The text of Joseph 
Ryland’s will is also included in RRP, 03.008, VBHS. 

 

[Richmond] Enquirer, December 30, 1809, 
Virginia Chronicle 
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been associated with Semple’s former teacher, Peter Nelson.185 Nelson was “known throughout 
lower Virginia as one of the most distinguished teachers in the state.”186  

Humanity Hall was located at Forks of Hanover, approximately thirty miles from Ryland’s home in 
King & Queen County. While Ryland described a religious awakening associated with school at age 
sixteen and letters indicate that he was studying and boarding in Hanover County in the spring of 
1823 at the age of seventeen, the precise date he began attending the school is not clear.187 
Instruction at Humanity Hall covered the standard subjects – Mathematics, Geography, and “the 
English language, with propriety” – and Peter Nelson’s brother, Thomas Nelson, who was running 
the school at the time, also provided Latin and Greek language instruction.188  As was the case at the 
Ryland family home, during Robert Ryland's time boarding at Humanity Hall he would have been 
surrounded by enslaved people, in this case those laboring for the Nelson family and, it is likely, for 
the school and its students. Thomas Nelson enslaved thirty-one people in 1820, and that number 
likely reflects the size of the enslaved community at the time that Ryland attended the school.189 

  

                                                      

185 Peter Nelson was a student of the classics, a graduate of the College of William and Mary and 
established a school focused on Latin, Greek, and ancient rhetoric (Tyler's Quarterly Historical and 
Genealogical Magazine, Genealogies of Virginia Families, 760, which draws heavily from information in 
Roswell Page's Hanover County History and Legends, 54). Like most schools in the area, Humanity Hall 
was operated out of a private residence. It stood about a hundred feet from the main house at Wingfield 
(Survey of Historic Resources, Hanover County, Phases I and II, 1992, Hanover County Planning 
Document, Prepared by Land and Community Associates, Charlottesville, VA., 63). 
186 Alfred James Morrison, The Beginnings of Public Education in Virginia, 1776-1860, Richmond: Davis 
Bottom (1917), 169, quoting James B. Taylor's Virginia Baptist Ministers, 306. 
187 Robert Ryland, “My Experience and Call to the Ministry,” RRP, file 51.045, VBHS; Robert Ryland to 
Josiah Ryland, April 19, 1823, RRP 11.005, VBHS. In the brief biography of Robert Ryland written by his 
granddaughter, Bessie Taliaferro Carter, she writes that Ryland attended two academies (Bessie Taliaferro 
Carter, “Robert Ryland” in “Miscellaneous Papers, Sketches, and Notes on Robert Ryland and Ryland 
Family,” in RRP, VBHS, 03-046). This may have been a reference Humanity Hall and Wingfield 
Academy, both run by the Nelsons on the same estate. 
188 The Enquirer (Richmond, Virginia), January 17, 1811. In 1809, before the attendance of Robert Ryland, 
Humanity Hall was advertised by Thomas Nelson while Wingfield Academy was advertised by Peter 
Nelson ([Nelson advertisements], The Enquirer, December 30, 1809). According to the 1820 census, Peter 
Nelson was not boarding students, so at that point, Robert Ryland's primary academic influence would have 
been Thomas Nelson, who was Peter Nelson’s brother according to available genealogical records: 
http://nelson-dna-project.tripod.com/docs2/Nelson_Of_Hanover.pdf. Charles Hill Ryland also noted that it 
was Thomas Nelson who taught Robert Ryland in his years at Humanity Hall (Charles Hill Ryland, note, 
December 11, 1881, RRP, file 42.024, VBHS). 
189 United States Federal Census, 1820, “Thomas Nelson,” Hanover, Virginia; 63, National Archives and 
Records Administration Roll: M33_138; Image: 78. While there are several entries for Thomas Nelson and 
Thomas Nelson, Jr., that which shows thirty-one enslaved people also shows thirty-eight “Free white 
persons – Males,” indicating the student population at the school. 

https://books.google.com/books?id=55I38FXWyPgC&pg=RA1-PA758&lpg=RA1-PA758&dq=%22Peter+Nelson%22+%22Genealogies+of+Virginia+Families%22&source=bl&ots=MnlL4pKbXK&sig=ACfU3U3CQH89vCJho9jzWX41KMQNBWVGbQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwir28SszPbtAhUxvlkKHbnsAPYQ6AEwA3oECAEQAg#v=onepage&q=%22Peter%20Nelson%22%20%22Genealogies%20of%20Virginia%20Families%22&f=false
https://www.dhr.virginia.gov/pdf_files/SpecialCollections/HN-019_Survey_Historic_Resources_Hanover_PH_I&II_1992_LCA_report.pdf
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1.2.1 “[T]HAT IS  IF  YOU W ILL SEN D ME” 

 

Detail, Letter, Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, April 19, 1823, RRP, file 11.006, VBHS 

At Humanity Hall in April 1823, Robert Ryland wrote a pivotal letter to his father, one that 
demonstrated his determination to receive further education. It also provides a glimpse of Ryland’s  
early rhetorical development. It appears he was answering a letter in which Josiah Ryland had 
inquired into his son’s plans for life after the completion of his studies at Humanity Hall. His 
questions or concerns for his son had apparently included matters of property and marriage, 
reflecting what Robert Ryland referred to as his father’s “anxious suspense about my future and 
eternal welfare.” He responded to Josiah Ryland’s position with sympathy at having to tolerate “his 
own offspring… still wandering in nature’s darkness, still destitute of Mary’s choice and still 
subject to the just vengeance of an offended God” and then made an abrupt shift to his recent 
reading of the classics. Here he finally reached the point of the letter: 

I am reading Xenophon the 2nd book in Mr. N's course which I shall finish before June and 
Greek next session[;] time enough to learn Euklid and a few other things necessary to enter 
the college at Washington next winter that is if you will send me. 

Ryland was referring to Columbian College, the institution that would become George Washington 
University. What followed was his attempt to convince his father of the merits of the institution and 
the value of extending his formal education. He was hoping to disrupt the pattern Josiah Ryland had 
established with his older children, that of providing a farm and enslaved laborers when they were 
of age. “I can not value money so highly,” Ryland wrote, “as to prefer it to education.” Ryland listed 
the expenses of Columbian College, and praised the school's reputation as a “literary & religious 
institution,” one that would prepare him for a life of the mind no matter what profession he chose. 
“[I]f I had a thousand dol[lars],” Ryland wrote, “I would spend it in going to school although I was 
to be a blacksmith afterwards.”  

Josiah Ryland had apparently raised the possibility of his son attending college, and then either 
reconsidered or shown some hesitation, prompting Robert Ryland to ask him to remember the offer 
and obliquely accusing his father of inconsistency: “[Y]ou first made the motion to send me to 
college and if you now alter your mind I shall, instead of thinking of you, as heretofore, as 
unanimous and fixed in your opinions, be obliged to think otherwise.” Here, Ryland turned again, 
this time drawing his father’s attention to the social approval of the “clever men you know”: “I’ll 
venture to say that nine out of ten will advise you to send me[;] and why? because they are men of 
education, have enjoyed its fruits, know its value and therefore are the best consultors.” As part of 
the proposition, Ryland asked his father to note “every cent I may expend and I promise to be very 
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abstemious and attentive.”190 Ryland repositioned his argument a final time, writing that he would 
“make an attack on [Josiah Ryland’s] pride”: “Do you wish to see the name Ryland as in England so 
also in Virginia celebrated for learning?” He made no promises that he could live up to his 
ancestors, but argued that there was no way to know for sure unless he was sent to Columbian 
College.191 

A Ryland family remembrance may have referred to this letter when it described Ryland writing to 
his father at the age of eighteen and saying “Give my brothers the farms and hands, but please give 
me an education. The world needs educated men!”192 No material located in this research process 
contains an original form of this quotation or has indicated that Ryland intended to entirely give up 
his interest in family land, wealth, and enslaved people, though the original may be located 
elsewhere. In 1838, after noting with pleasure the effect his father’s wealth was having at 
Farmington, Ryland wrote his sister indicating his expectation that he would be provided for as his 
siblings had since comparable money had not come to him when he was married.193 He also 
expected to receive a group of enslaved people from his father’s estate and planned to hire them out 
in Richmond.194 According to his ledger entry from July 1839, Ryland was paid two thousand dollars 
by his father “in past pay for Shooter’s Hill,” a farm adjoining Josiah Ryland’s main property at 
Farmington. In what appears to be a later addition, Ryland added in parentheses, “but gave no 
more.”195 While Ryland did not choose the life of a wealthy large-scale landowner and at times his 
commitments to education and ministry put him at a distance from some of the immediate benefits 
of his father’s wealth, evidence does not indicate that he renounced that wealth in his pursuit of both 
careers. 

  

                                                      

190 This may have set the stage for Ryland’s lifetime of carefully recording even the most minute expenses 
and receipts, a habit that has had a significant effect on the process of tracing his life and locating records 
of enslaved men and women during his years as a minister, seminary principal, and college president. 
191 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, April 19, 1823, RRP, 11.005-007, VBHS. 
192 Robert Ryland as quoted in “The Ryland Family,” Robert Ryland Biographical File, VBHS. 
193 Robert Ryland to Elizabeth Willis, December 26, 1838, RRP,15.044, VBHS. 
194 Robert Ryland to Catherine Peachey Ryland, December 21, 1850, RRP, 22.004, VBHS. 
195 Robert Ryland, “Memorandum of Moneys,” Ledger 1, RRP, July 1839, 119, VBHS. 
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1.3 COLUMBIAN COLLEGE  
Preliminary research conducted by George Washington University describes enslaved people being a 
part of daily life at Columbian College where they “had an almost constant presence on campus 
working as servants or laborers. Some of these enslaved men and women lived with presidents and 
stewards on campus while the college hired the labor of others from their masters.”196 The method of 
stewards paying hire for enslaved laborers would later be adopted at Virginia Baptist Seminary and 
Richmond College under Ryland’s leadership. 

As a student at Columbian College, Robert Ryland stepped into a sphere of spiritual and academic 
influence populated by key Baptist intellectual figures including Robert Baylor Semple, Luther 
Rice, and William Staughton. Ryland’s interest in the colonization movement may have been 
inspired or supported by his exposure to Rice, Staughton, and addresses by a founder of the 
American Colonization Society, Charles F. Mercer.197 While he was thrilled at the opportunity to 
study, at times Ryland was highly conscious of his academic weaknesses and the differences 
between he and the “extravagant & indiscreet young men” around him. He wrote his father that his 
class standing was “not respectable” and “[a]mong the students I am unpopular.” In Ryland’s view, 
his study of religion also placed him at a social disadvantage since there was “a most inveterate 
hatred” between many of the “classical” and “religious” students. In a declaration of ambition and 
with the emotional candor that often marked his writing, Ryland wrote that the judgements of his 
classmates formed “another spur to my ambition and makes me study more closely than perhaps I 
otherwise should.” He made it clear, however, that this was “not with a desire to gain their favor 
and… the reputation of a good scholar… but to deprive them the pleasure of triumphing over my 
weakness and to fill them with invidious surprise instead of a sneering contempt.”198 Ryland 
eventually cultivated friends and acquaintances whom he called “pious,” writing that they did not 
“retard me in my religious course.”199  

Among those friends were several Northern students including Rollin H. Neale of Connecticut. 
Neale and Ryland maintained a correspondence in the years following graduation and, in Neale’s 
words, “[d]uring the Abolition controversy…[Ryland] gave us Northerners hard hits.” Neale 

                                                      

196 George Washington University Library, “Slavery at Columbian College,” George Washington 
University, website: https://library.gwu.edu/scrc/university-archives/gw-history/slavery-at-columbian-
college.  
197 American Colonization Society, “Life Members of the American Colonization Society,” Thirty-Second 
Annual Report of the American Colonization Society, January 16, 1849, 55; Columbian College, [List of 
Columbian College faculty], https://www.loc.gov/resource/rbpe.19201500/?sp=2; “Baptist General 
Association of Virginia, Thirty-sixth Anniversary,” Richmond Enquirer, May 10, 1859, link. The layers of 
connections between the Ryland family, Semple, and Staughton are illustrated in Ryland’s March 1826 
letter to Josiah Ryland when he wrote, “Dr. Staughton called on me the other day and told me he had just 
received a letter from Uncle Semple and that he mentioned the declining health of Aunt Semple with much 
discouragement” (Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, March 18, 1826, RRP, 11.014, VBHS). 
198 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, February 25, 1824, RRP, 11.008-010, VBHS. 
199 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, October 20, 1824, RRP, 11.011-013, VBHS. 

 

https://library.gwu.edu/scrc/university-archives/gw-history/slave
https://library.gwu.edu/scrc/university-archives/gw-history/slave
https://www.l/
https://virginiachronicle.com/?a=d&d=RE18590510.1.4&srpos=27&e=--1830---1877--en-20--21-byDA-txt-txIN-%22Dr.+Ryland%22-------
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recalled, however, that in their college days, while they were working in the garden at Columbian 
College, “the first anti-slavery speech I ever heard was from my old and very dear friend, Robert 
Ryland of Virginia.” Ryland did not recall this “potato patch conversation,” but he wrote that he had 
not forgotten “my early scruples and subsequent trials and struggles on the vexed question of 
slavery.”200  

1.3.1 “THE COLON IZATION  SOCIETY” (1824) 
Ryland’s early antislavery leanings were evident in an 1824 address on the colonization movement 
that he gave at Columbian College, an impassioned description of what he then thought were the 
moral consequences of slavery for the country. Speaking of the United States as a living thing, a tree 
he referred to as “she” and enslavement as a “devouring insect,” he asked, “[D]oes not the eye of 
investigation discover some deformity in her character, some unpropitious omen of her future 
destiny? Does not some devouring insect continually riot at the root of that tree, on whose stately 
arms are inscribed equality & independence? … Our liberty is tarnished.” At this point in his young 
adulthood, Ryland viewed the slave trade as an “evil” leading to an “impending ruin” for the 
country. The solution, he argued, was in the work of the newly formed American Colonization 
Society, “the only method by which we can not only dissipate the gathering cloud but wipe away 
this ‘broadest foulest blot’ and thus complete the glory of our Republick [sic].”201  

While at Columbian, Ryland was at the conjunction of streams of enthusiasm for the colonization 
movement, surrounded by many of its leaders and most public proponents including Charles Fenton 
Mercer, a founder of the American Colonization Society who preached before the students, and 
William Staughton, president of Columbian College who “presided over a local chapter of the 
colonization society in 1823.”202 Ryland’s exposure to what the society extolled as its early 
successes may have combined with the influences of his younger years, particularly those of Semple 
and Broaddus, who had both supported early colonization efforts. In his Columbian address, Ryland 
was ready to evangelize the movement's goal of relocating formerly enslaved people to Liberia and 
to use this as an opportunity to provide Christian resistance to the influence of Islam and “idolatry” 
in Africa where, he said, “‘[d]arkness hath covered the earth & gross darkness the people’ [and t]he 
horrors of idolatry & the absurdities of mahometanism have an undisputed sway.”203 For Ryland, 
colonization presented an opportunity to spread Christianity by populating Africa – “this long 

                                                      

200 [Rollin H. Neale] R.H.N., “Reminiscence of College Days,” clipping in RRP, file 10.010, VBHS. The 
“Abolition controversy” to which Neale referred was likely the conflict among Baptists over the subject 
which led to the formation of the American Baptist and Southern Baptist Conventions. Ryland’s response 
to Neale also contained his oft repeated aversion to two aspects of enslavement, “permitting the separation 
of families and prohibiting their education” which he wrote were “always grievous” to him. The clipping 
containing both Neale’s recollection and 1867 Ryland letter to him were preserved by University of 
Richmond President, F.W. Boatwright who called it “a valuable record” (RRP 10.012). 
201 Robert Ryland, “The Colonization Society,” RRP, 26.027, VBHS. 
202 Ryland’s memories of Mercer appear in the Richmond Enquirer, May 10, 1859; Aaron Menikoff, 
Politics and Piety, Baptist Social Reform in America: 1770-1860, Wipf and Stock Publishers, 73. 
203 Robert Ryland, “The Colonization Society,” RRP, 26.028-.029, VBHS. 
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neglected continent” – with Christianized Black colonists. He wrote that “[t]his is not idle 
speculation” since “[t]en Africans have already been rescued from the chains of servitude” and 
“restored” to Africa, “their afflicted familiar.”204 In the speech, Ryland connected colonization and 
an end to what he referred to then as the “legalized crime” of enslavement: 

But when the slave trade, the cause of all this evil[,] shall have ceased, the work of 
Civilization will then be commenced. The door of legalized crime, will be forever closed, 
the dawn of innocence will rise to witness the expiring struggles of guilt, the beam of 
science will chase away the gloom of ignorance, peace & happiness will reign in the land, 
the horn of plenty will pour its abundant stars at the feet of the laborer, and the deserts of 
Africa will “rejoice & blossom as the Rose.”205 

Education as a “beam” that “will chase away the gloom of ignorance” remained a lifetime 
commitment for Ryland, as did colonization, although this is the only known instance of his linking 
it to the potential abolition of American slavery.206 At this point in Ryland’s thinking, while the 
country existed in a state of guilt, “innocence” was still possible, although he believed it demanded 
the removal of Black people.207 At nineteen, he was convinced that colonization could affect an end 
to enslavement, stating that if he were able to “ascend the mount of vision” and “open the mouth of 
prophesy,” he “would predict the total abolition of slavery within a hundred years.”208  

1.3.2 SHAPIN G OF MINISTERIAL THOUG HT AND  COMMUN ICATION  
Robert Ryland complained to his father that the Columbian College religious services were 
“conducted with too much formality and precision,” in contrast to what he had known at Bruington 
Baptist Church. While he was absorbing the classics and other subjects in his classes, the new 
influences did not alter his approach to worship which remained fixed on the methods he had 
learned in childhood: “I have been accustomed generally to do as the Romans do when at Rome but 
in matters of religious conscience I shall show the citizens of Washington how the Virginians do.” 
Ryland noted that the Columbian congregations stood rather than knelt during prayer, writing his 

                                                      

204 Robert Ryland, “The Colonization Society,” RRP, 26.028, VBHS. 
205 Robert Ryland, “The Colonization Society,” RRP, 26.029, VBHS. 
206 See “The Colonization Movement,” Section 4.4.  
207 Robert Ryland, “The Colonization Society,” RRP file 26.026, VBHS. While Ryland’s colonization essay doesn't 
mention Lott Cary by name, he would have known of him. Cary was a formerly enslaved man who was the first 
Black missionary to travel to Liberia and whose biography animated the next decades of the Colonization 
movement, particularly in its association with the Baptist church. Cary had saved enough money over years of being 
"hired out" to a Richmond tobacco warehouse to pay for his freedom and that of his young children in 1807 (“:ott 
Cary,” Philadelphia Recorder (1823-1831), Oct 29, 1825, 122). While he was enslaved Cary had begun to learn to 
read through self-instruction and then began evening classes taught at First Baptist Church by William Crane. He 
became a noted lay minister, was a founder of the Richmond African Baptist Missionary Society, and established a 
church in Liberia. At the time of his death in 1828, Cary was “one of the most famous black men of his day” (John 
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Humanities, Apr. 13, 2017, link). 
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father, “In praying the congregations stand: this is tolerable and perhaps preferable as it is a rule to 
which all will conform, whereas kneeling is not; but they stand up and look about while the minister 
is praying. I can not [sic] approve of this. I shall not follow it.”209 

Ryland viewed himself as the absent educational “overseer” of his family, and in letters he 
encouraged his father and family to read the newspaper he had delivered to Farmington.210 His 
correspondence with Josiah Ryland makes it clear that he saw his oversight role as a spiritual one as 
well. Ryland was deeply concerned with his family’s commitment to God and the personal salvation 
of his mother and siblings who had not yet been baptized. In his absence from Farmington, he 
encouraged his father to ask them how they “feel on the subject connected with eternity… You 
should converse with them on this awful subject.” Ryland feared that the elder Ryland was too easy 
on his children and his wife: “Your presence with them makes you forget the full worth of their 
souls.”211  

While he was away at Columbian, Ryland established a pattern of ministry through letters, 
entreating family and friends to view deaths of loved ones as opportunities to draw closer to God 
and asking them to share their private spiritual considerations with him. Following the death of 
Semple’s son, John, Ryland received word that John Semple’s brother, Robert Baylor Semple, Jr. 
was struggling with profound grief. Ryland wrote to the young man that he should use his loss to 
seek repentance for what Ryland viewed as his sinful state:  

[G]o to a throne of mercy & humble yr self & cry mightily for pardon (for indeed you need 
it) tell the Lord you are a poor helpless sinner, that you are tired of Satan’s service, that you 
are sick of sin…I wish you to answer this in a candid and extensive manner and open freely 
yr bosom, tell me yr exercises & desires and be assured that it will afford me the utmost 
pleasure to aid you all in my feeble reach… [B]elieve me to be interested in yr. eternal 
good.212 

Ryland’s overarching concern, however, was for his mother’s soul, and this worry deepened through 
his years at Columbian. In an attempt to influence her personal state of religion, he asked Josiah 
Ryland to “converse with Mama” about “the conversion of souls from darkness to light and from the 
power of Satan to the living God.”213  

1.3.3 MISSIONARY WORK AN D  FUTURE PLANS 
In 1826, Ryland was presented with two potential paths, that of a minister and that of a teacher. 
Over the summer of that year, he traveled with George Adams on a missionary trip between 
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Richmond and Hampton, Virginia, where they found the “State of religion” to be “generally fairly 
low.” Despite this inauspicious beginning, the two attended “forty-five meetings” during their 
journey, speaking before “large and attentive” congregations and taking up collections for the 
Virginia Baptist General Association. They found people “desirous of hearing the gospel” and “[i]t 
was not uncommon to see numbers weeping and apparently anxious to know what they must do to 
be saved.” The two men ended their work together with the hope that their “labor may not be in vain 
in the Lord.”214  

After returning to Columbian College, and as he prepared to leave as a graduate, Ryland secured a 
teaching position Nashville, Tennessee. According to his letter to Josiah Ryland in December 1826, 
however, a close friend he referred to only as “Armstrong” had travelled to Nashville and offered to 
take the position for less money, leaving Ryland without a job. While it appears he was initially 
overwhelmed by his friend’s betrayal and sought the input of a trusted professor who assured him 
that he had been “treated…very unjustly,” Ryland eventually shifted to a spiritual perspective on the 
situation, though not without some remaining animus: 

I sincerely wish [the school] may not repent of it in less than twelve months; for I know all 
about Armstrong [here Ryland’s underline became increasingly thick and dark], but I really 
believe a benevolent Providence (to be better understood hereafter) has superintended all 
this business. Perhaps my health might have been destroyed by so sedentary a life and 
perhaps God has some better work for me to do.215 

He graduated from Columbian College on December 20, 1826 and although he continued to note the 
feeling that he had not been truly called to ministry – that he lacked of the “sense of ‘necessity’ of 
which Paul speaks and to which the good old preachers alluded” – he committed himself to pastoral 
work and was ordained on April 21, 1827.216 

1.4 LYNCHBURG 
Josiah Ryland responded to his son’s changed plans with an 
offer to provide him with a farm and “all the appliances for its 
culture,” which would have allowed Robert Ryland ample 
financial stability as he acted as an occasional minister at 
Bruington Baptist Church. He found this scenario 
unacceptable because he could not conscience part-time 
ministry or the prospect of “being in Bro. Semple’s way.” 
Despite his father’s wishes that he remain in King & Queen 
County, Robert Ryland was determined to establish himself as 

                                                      

214 Geo. F. Adams and Robert Ryland, “To the Board of the Gen. Association of Virginia,” RRP, 14.001, 
VBHS. 
215 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, December 9, 1826, RRP, 11.017, VBHS. 
216 Robert Ryland, “My Experience and Call to the Ministry,” RRP, VBHS; Robert Ryland, Ledger I, RRP, 
55.1.011, VBHS. 

 

Detail of 1860 Blackford Map of Lynchburg, 
Lynchburg Museum. The Masonic Hall where 
Ryland began his Lynchburg ministry is shown 
next to the “Baptist Ch,” the church built 
while Ryland was pastor. 



 16 

a full-time minister, and that ambition demanded a new location.217 The city of Lynchburg, located 
at the foot of Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains, was a challenging choice. Just two decades before, 
the itinerant minister Lorenzo Dow described the city as “the seat of Satan’s Kingdom” and “a 
deadly place for the worship of God.”218 While the ensuing decades had seen the development of 
several churches in the city, there was no firm position awaiting Ryland. He later recalled riding a 
pony away from Farmington with only ten dollars and four sermons.219 It does not appear that an 
enslaved person accompanied him at this time.  

While he was driven to pursue ministry, Ryland remained unconvinced that he was properly called 
to it by God, and his determination to work in Lynchburg amplified his concerns. “I have not myself 
a sufficient quantity of personal holiness to recommend it effectively to others,” Ryland wrote his 
father. His own ambition deepened his worry over the “purity of [his] motives” in going to 
Lynchburg, and he was acutely aware of the “selfish and religious” drives that he found “grew 
together.”220 Upon his arrival in the city he discovered that “the Baptist cause” was “low, very low” 
and his prospects were dim: “All the leading families of the place were connected… with well-
rooted churches and there was little material for building up a new interest.”221 Despite the absence 
of an obvious congregation and the presence of anti-Baptist sentiment in the area, Ryland saw the 
promise of reaching out to “poor families” and a group of “godly, praying, working women” who 
had felt alienated by divisions in the Baptist church but “seemed to be enlivened by the coming of 
the young minister [here Ryland was writing of himself in the third-person as was his occasional 
style].”222  

A small congregation of nineteen, at least partially 
populated by a rupture in the existing Baptist Church, 
began gathering each Sunday at the Masonic Hall 
where Ryland had held his first meeting the day he 
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had arrived.223 The Masonic Hall at times functioned as the courthouse, a school, and “the early 
house of virtually every Protestant denomination in Lynchburg.”224 Ryland was provided a small 
salary, was given board in the home of John and Ann Hollins, and, because the clothes he had were 
not consistent with the leader of a congregation, was offered a new wardrobe which was to be paid 
for in preaching. Ryland wrote that he never knew “how many yards of theology the tailors got from 
their Baptist loom for their service.” He earned a total of $500.00 in his first five years in 
Lynchburg. His salary was raised to $300.00 per year and he was able to buy a house in the city six 
months before his departure to lead the Virginia Baptist Seminary in 1832.225  

In Lynchburg, he was welcomed into the city’s community and was described as someone 
“peculiarly adapted to his calling” whose “gentlemanly, winning ways [gave] him easy access to the 
hearts of those he wished to impress.”226 Ryland drove himself to extremes during his early months 
there through his “immoderate preaching, conversing, singing and walking over the hills of the 
city,” eventually suffering from “a violent hemorrhage from the lungs” that nearly killed him and 
kept him bedridden for a month. The attacks returned several times and Ryland learned to treat them 
with immediate rest that would allow his lungs to heal.227 As a minister, Ryland caught the rising 
wave of religious enthusiasm and revival that marked the Second Great Awakening and the summer 
of 1828 saw a rapid increase in his congregation. This resulted in the construction of a permanent 
church building on the lot next door to the Masonic Hall. Its architecture was considered unusual, 
with the entrances to the sanctuary on either side of the pulpit, and it was said that this was so the 
entire congregation would see any latecomers quickly and not have to remove their attention from 
the pulpit and the words of pastor.228 Ryland had been frustrated by late arrivals to services in 
Lynchburg, and it remained a long-term irritation that he mentioned decades later in the context of 
his ministry at First African Baptist Church in Richmond.229 He was described as having worked in 
“[g]reat harmony” with other denominations in the city” where ministers “help[ed] each other as far 
as possible.”230 This cooperation presented challenges to his growing and sustaining a church, 
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however, and both Ryland and the local Methodist minister found themselves losing members to the 
Episcopal church. Margaret Anthony Cabell recalled Ryland accepting this with “Christian love,” 
but in private correspondence he shared his frustrations with the pressure that denominations which 
practiced what he called “lazy religion” were placing on his efforts.231 

Lynchburg was the location of key moments in Ryland’s early ministry, including his first 
administration of baptism. In a letter to his father that was focused in part on persuading Josiah 
Ryland that the decision to establish himself in the city had been a good one, Ryland described his 
emersion of a “young lady” and his own “emotions of joy” at “administering the beautiful 
ordinance.” He wrote, “Never have I done any thing in which my [heart] was more delighted.”232  
Ryland became known for his sunrise services which “were the resort of all, and of many who had 
previously wasted their precious hours in sleep.” Margaret Anthony Cabell also remembered his 
1829 baptism of “three beautiful young girls” during a particularly moving twilight ceremony, when 
“their countenances, radiant with holy joy, were farther illuminated by the parting rays of the sun, 
and so tenderly impressive was the scene that a bird hovering over them… was pronounced a dove 
by one of that excited throng.”233  

Ryland’s congregation was racially mixed and he noted his baptisms of Black people, including one 
man named Martin: “Baptized three coloured persons this evening, among them was Martin, who 
promises to be a useful man.”234 In his ledger at the time, he recorded their financial contributions to 
him separately: “Cash from Coloured members 2.00.”235 He later recalled a man named Jack Best, 
whom he referred to as an “old colored member of high standing in the whole community” who was 
“an attendant at one of the warehouses.” Best had regularly “deposited” small amounts of money 
with Ryland’s wife, Josephine Norvell Ryland, who would often ask if he needed the money 
returned, to which Ryland said Best replied, “‘Keep it till I call for it.’” As Best suffered from what 
proved to be a terminal illness, he repeated that he would “call for” the money when it was needed. 
After Robert Ryland performed his funeral service “to a crowded audience of whites and blacks” on 
the verse from the Book of Luke which Best requested – “Fear not little flock, it is your Father’s 
good pleasure to give you the kingdom” – the Ryland family treated the money as a gift from Best, 
using the twenty dollars that had accumulated to purchase a set of silver spoons which they then 
referred to as “the ‘Best Spoons.’”236 Jack Best’s burial record indicates that he was interred on July 
10, 1831.237 
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Beginning in Lynchburg and extending through much of his professional life, Ryland’s ministry 
regularly took him away from home. In 1829 he described preaching to a group of enslaved people, 
“a large number of negroes on the farm of a Mr. Parnill, by moonshine.” He wrote that “they were 
all seated before the door of their master.”238 His descriptions of ministerial travels also detailed the 
strains within the denomination including the “hypercalvinistic” Baptists he found in Culpeper, 
Virginia who had previously resisted the typically “expository” sermons of Andrew Broaddus.239 
Ryland’s excessive travel and his tendency toward overwork frequently affected his courtship and 
marriage to Josephine Norvell Ryland. 

1.4.1 MARRIAG E 
While Ryland had proposed to Josephine Norvell of Richmond in September or early October of 
1829, their engagement had not been smooth. Word reached Ryland that she had soured on him, but 
he was reassured by a November 1829 letter from Henry Keeling, a prominent Baptist and later an 
editor of the Religious Herald. Keeling wrote to Ryland that his wife had inquired about Josephine 
Norvell’s feelings for him and that all was well. While Keeling had harbored initial concerns about 
her suitability as the wife of a minister, he wrote Ryland with confidence: “[I]f she is destitute of 
religion, it follows that some persons are much better Christians without religion than some others 
are with it.” Keeling gave assurances that the relationship was solid, writing, “She is a Jewel, get 
her … I promise you success.”240 Ryland’s subsequent romantic letters to her included poetry and 
strong efforts at religious persuasion. He asked her to meditate on questions of faith: “‘Are you a 
real Christian?’ … Do you inquire… how it can be ascertained that you are a believer?”241  

Following their marriage, and Ryland’s baptism of 
his wife in December 1830, their letters were 
marked by two topics that arose frequently in the 
coming years: their growing love for one another 
and his frequent travel away from her.242 Ryland 
grew increasingly comfortable with direct 
expressions of sentiment: “Is it childish for me to say I love you? — No! — I delight to cherish for 
you these kind emotions. As long as I have one cent, one mouthful of bread… you shall not suffer if 
I can relieve you. I feel that you are a part of myself.”243 Ryland longed for his wife to deepen her 
relationship with God writing, “My dearest one, I hope you will strive to enjoy the presence of 
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Jesus. There is great room for improvement in your spirit[.] You need more zeal, courage, & 
decision.” He encouraged her to develop spiritually through evangelism, “talk[ing] to sinners 
more.”244 He also believed that comfort would come for her through her support for his own spiritual 
commitment — “Don’t let yr. thoughts be occupied so much about future schemes & prosperity. 
Pray for me, talk to me and encourage me” — while he also implored her to challenge him on own 
spiritual growth, assuring her that she could “reprove [him] sharply” if she found that development 
wanting.245 

Separation introduced difficulty, with Ryland travelling for as many as forty days at a time, and he 
worried she might doubt his constancy: 

My frequent absences from you may sometimes tempt you to suspect my affections but you 
should cast such temptations away from you as calculated to mar yr. own happiness. If I did 
not love you, if I did not feel happy in my marriage relations you would easily discover it. It 
would appear in every feature of [damage from wax seal but appears to be “my face”] it 
would find its way into my sermons, causing them to be confused & poor indeed.  

He assured her that while he did not believe she “indulge[d] such suspicions” he wanted to state his 
happiness with clarity “because they may tempt you. I believe you have made up yr. mind to endure 
these inconveniences of absence ascribing them to a desire in me to do good to the perishing souls 
of men. And who would not make sacrifices in this cause? I know you are willing to do it.”246  

Josephine Ryland spent increasingly lengthy amounts of time with Robert Ryland’s family at 
Farmington, and he coached her on how to be happy in their presence.247 In his frequent letters, 
Ryland described his deepening love for her as a challenge to his complete faith and willingness to 
sacrifice everything to God: “[I]t really seems that I am too happy in the possession of yrself [and] 
long to keep you. My sins deserve chastisement & I fear never will be subdued until it comes, yea 
until scourging is inflicted. And on this point, yr.self, I am completely vulnerable. The question has 
been asked by my mind a dozen times, ‘Can I give her up?’ and answered ‘no! no! Lord! Take 
anything else, my health property, other friends, even my good name, but Oh! Spare my 
Beloved.’”248 The relationship he had described in measured tones to his brother less than two years 
before was a strong bond by August of 1831 when, as he socialized with friends, Ryland left the 
room to write to her, “[M]y friend. Yes! You are my special, bosom, darling friend, my other self.” 
In later years he recalled that their “acquaintance was very imperfect before marriage both from her 
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taciturnity and the remoteness of my residence. I used to tell her sportively that I fell in love after 
marriage.”249 

In their years in Lynchburg, Josephine Ryland taught Sunday school and she was often Ryland’s 
confidante as he planned his ministerial work and the operations of the small school he ran in the 
city between 1830 and 1832.250 
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1.4.2 PERSONAL EN SLAVEMENT 
Once Robert and Josephine Ryland established their home together, an enslaved woman named 
Mary began appearing in Ryland’s ledgers and correspondence. She may have been the single 
person noted in the “Slaves” column in his 1832 tax record.251 In a letter to his father in November 
of 1831 describing their preparations to move into their own house, Ryland referred to Mary and an 
enslaved man named Coffee who it appears Josiah Ryland had leant to the couple: 

I expect to go to house-keeping within 2 weeks, tho[ugh] it will be hard squeezing to get 
bread & butter. I will thank you, therefore, to send Coffee up as soon as you can spare him. 
He should be sent to Mr. Crane, who will direct him how to proceed here… I hope Coffee 
will behave better than Mary does. She promises to be a very bad girl. Don’t forget to give 
him a Pass, stating where and to whom he is coming.252 

No further mentions of Coffee have been located in Robert Ryland’s papers. Mary was joined by 
two other enslaved people that Ryland noted in February of 1832: a child named Sam who was 
given to Robert Ryland by his father, and Maria, the cost of whose transport to Lynchburg was noted 
in Ryland’s expenses (“Moving Maria 25”).253 It is possible that she, too, was originally enslaved at 
Farmington and was shifted from father to son, but available records do not offer any clarity on this 
question. Ryland purchased shoes for Sam in February and clothes and shoes for Maria in April and 
May, just before the family and the enslaved people who were bound to them moved to Henrico 
County. There Ryland assumed the role of principal at the newly formed Virginia Baptist Seminary, 
the institution that would eventually become Richmond College.254  
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During Ryland’s time in Lynchburg, his ledger also shows his occasional hire of people designated 
by only a first name or referred to as “servant.” As previously noted, Ryland defaulted to using the 
term “servant” for enslaved people and including surnames when referring to white and free people: 
Mr. or Mrs. [surname], Bro. or Sis. [surname], or [first name and last name].255 

1.4.3 YORK WOOD SON  & ROBERT RYLAN D 
Many years after his departure from Lynchburg, 
Robert Ryland recalled his time there in the 
context of his connection with a free Black 
minister named York Woodson. Woodson began 
life as an enslaved child in Portsmouth, Virginia 
between 1800 and 1810. There he was held 
along with his parents by the Woodson family. 
The Woodsons would routinely ask their 
children and those they enslaved to memorize 
long passages of the Bible. As a child, York 

Woodson showed an extraordinary affinity for the task, “commit[ing] to memory nearly all the 
striking passages of the Old and New Testament.” Ryland did not provide details of how Woodson 
“obtained his freedom” but in the following years he had settled in Lynchburg and was committed to 
preaching. In his remembrance Ryland called him “a devoted minister of the gospel” and “a natural 
orator, [who] drew large crowds of white and colored hearers when it was known that he was to 
preach.”256 Woodson’s reputation spread as far as New England. In 1828, the Boston Recorder noted 
a crowd of two thousand people who “listened to a sermon by Brother York Woodson, of 
Lynchburg” while attending the annual meeting of the Richmond African Baptist Missionary 
Society.257 In Lynchburg, because there was not a separate congregation for enslaved and free Black 
people, Woodson “occupied the position of evangelist, and often held meetings for prayer and 
preaching, and attended funerals among his people in and around the city.” His work drew him to 
the young Baptist minister, Robert Ryland, who remembered Woodson as a “humble, earnest 
Christian.” The two men would meet in Ryland’s study, forming a bond close enough that Ryland 
referred to him as his “brother beloved.” In December of 1827, Ryland recorded a twenty-five cent 
“Contribution to York” in his expenditures of the year.258 
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Throughout his life, Ryland was a careful, 
uncompromising critic of other ministers – not 
malicious, but never willing to hold back his opinion 
when he found a minister not up to the task.259 About 
Woodson, however, Ryland offered unalloyed praise. 
He recalled the man’s service at the funeral of “[a] 
pious girl” at the Presbyterian church, Lynchburg’s 
largest church at the time. The sanctuary was filled 
with Black and white mourners where, Ryland noted, “the colored people sat on the first floor and 
the white people in the gallery,” an inversion of the usual seating in churches which indicates that 
the child who had died was likely Black. Woodson shared the pulpit with the Presbyterian minister, 
William S. Reid, who “read the chapter and the congregation sang the voluntary” because Woodson 
could not read. When this portion of the service was complete, “[Woodson] then rose and, with his 
characteristic modesty, announced his text – ‘I am the resurrection and the life.’”  

Ryland took significant time to describe Woodson’s style that day, and what was likely a carefully 
calibrated beginning that built to an emotional and spiritual crescendo:  

At first he seemed timid and embarrassed. He held his right hand on the open Bible and 
scratched its pages with his fore finger, having a down-cast countenance. He then 
occasionally raised his eyes to look at the audience, and again turned them towards the 
Bible… Gradually he began to raise his head with more self-possession and to look 
piercingly into the eyes of his hearers. At length he seemed fully inspired by his subject and 
wholly oblivious of himself. He straightened up his tall, commanding person, expanded his 
broad chest, brought out his clear, strong, musical voice, employed natural and appropriate 
gestures, and quoted some of the sublimest passages of Holy Writ.  His eyes glistened with a 
strange lustre [sic]. His large mouth was opened to its fullest capacity. His white teeth 
seemed whiter by contrast with his raven complexion. In short, his voice, tremulous with 
emotion, was a continuous stream of genuine eloquence. For a time the packed audience was 
as still as death. Presently a suppressed sob was heard, and then another and another. 
“Parson” Reid…wept like a child… and there was a general breaking down over the whole 
house. The preacher, having become near inaudible, made a solemn pause, and looking over 
the scene, said in a subdued tone: “When God Almighty begins to preach, it is time for old 
York to stop.” Even this unique close tended to deepen the sense of Divine Presence, as no 
one for a time rose up to offer the concluding prayer or to pronounce the benediction. I have 
rarely witnessed an instance of deeper and more general impression on an audience.  

Ryland concludeed his memory of the day by contrasting Woodson’s sermon with what he viewed as 
the overemotional style that he observed in other Black ministers, “a tumultuous and an uncalled-for 
exhibition of feelings so common with our colored friends.” In Woodson he saw emotion 
“manifestly kept down until human nature could no longer endure, and then it overflowed.”260 
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In 1832, in the wake of Nat Turner’s Rebellion and the crackdown on Black ministry, when those 
who had once preached freely “were silenced over the whole state,” Woodson sought Ryland’s 
advice. Despite the belief of Ryland and others that the new laws “were not rigidly enforced,” 
Woodson was among the Black ministers who were “discouraged and mortified” by the threat to 
their ministry and to their safety: “[He was] not willing to violate the civil laws and yet burning to 
preach the gospel!” By this point, Ryland had risen in prominence in the city, and used his 
connection to the mayor, John H. Warwick, to advocate for Woodson. Ryland “inquired if some 
exception in his case might not be tolerated.” Warwick, familiar with Woodson’s ministry, said that 
he “would request the police to connive at his preaching,” turning a blind eye to the violation of the 
law. If, however, Woodson were to be “reported officially,” Warwick told Ryland that he would have 
to “impose the penalty.”261 The penalty for a “slave, free negro, or mulatto” who was discovered to 
have organized a meeting, religious or otherwise, was punishment with “stripes, at the discretion of 
any justice of the peace, not exceeding thirty-nine lashes.”262 

Ryland cautioned Woodson to “wait on the Lord, [and] to preach only where he was well known. [I] 
assured him that I did not believe the people of Lynchburg would allow him to be disturbed in his 
ministerial functions.” Woodson was not convinced, however, and Ryland wrote that “he seldom 
preached afterward.” He ended his remembrance of York Woodson with a description of the 
committed young preacher’s decline, when he “withered and sickened and died.” The precise date of 
Woodson’s death not known, but records record his burial on July 11, 1834.  Ryland viewed the 
forced end to Woodson’s ministry as responsible for the man’s death. He wrote, “I shall ever believe 
[he died] of a broken heart.”263 

1.4.4 RYLAN D AN D BAPTIST COLLEG ES 
On April 27, 1830, Robert Ryland wrote that he had received an extraordinary offer from Robert 
Baylor Semple, the towering figure in the Virginia Baptist church, as well as a Ryland family friend, 
the uncle of Ryland’s half-brother, William Ryland (1798-1861), and the administrator of 
Columbian College. The elder Baptist, who had so influenced Ryland as a child and a young man, 
had offered Robert Ryland a leadership position at Columbian College, and Ryland wrote that 
Semple was urging him “to go to Washington to live!” “What do you think of this,” Ryland asked 
his brother, and continued, “He says he wants to ‘cast off the four corners of the College’ on my 
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shoulders.” Ryland was hesitant, though, writing that since Semple was “weary of the burden” he 
feared that he, too, would be “press[ed] down to earth” by the responsibilities there. His growing 
church in Lynchburg and the reaction of the congregation should he accept the offer also gave him 
pause: 

The folks here would growl a little if they knew the contents of his letter. I don’t know what 
to say or do. It is my impression just now that I shall [not] leave [Lynchburg] until it appears 
that no more good remains to be done by my instrumentality. I hate to deny any request 
which the good old gentleman makes. Word from any other source, I could say “no!” 
without a pang… My attachment to my Ch[urch] here [is] strong and so the conflict is 
strong.264 

Ultimately, Ryland chose to remain in Lynchburg. Two years later, however, when the Baptist 
Education Society offered him the chance to lead a seminary in Henrico County, Ryland was drawn 
to the possibilities it presented. In 1832, despite misgivings over the risks of underfunding and 
prospect of subsequent debt, he left his new home and his position in Lynchburg and stepped into 
instructional, leadership, and operational roles at the newly formed Virginia Baptist Seminary.  
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2.0 INSTITUTIONAL BEGINNINGS: 1832-1840  
Virginia Baptist Education Society and Seminary 

The formation of the Virginia Baptist Seminary emerged from the belief among some Virginia 
Baptists that, despite the relatively close location of Columbian College in Washington, D.C., the 
state required a Baptist educational institution of its own.265  An earlier effort to develop a seminary 
in Virginia had been “abandoned” in 1809, but new interest in the idea formed after the prominent 
minister and missionary, Luther Rice, expressed concern that the lack of a pool of educated Baptist 
pastors would negatively affect missionary work.266 While some Baptists resisted the idea on 
biblical terms, arguing that an emphasis on ministerial education did not align with the biblical 
tradition of “unlearned” ministry, particularly that of Peter and John, four Education Societies were 
formed in 1820 which led to the creation of Columbian College in 1821.267 A formal institution in 
the state of Virginia remained the ideal for some state Baptist leaders, however, and the next ten 
years saw increasing enthusiasm for the idea. In 1830, the Virginia Baptist Education Society was 
formed for the purpose of “devis[ing] means for the improvement of our rising ministry.”268  

On June 8, 1830, the Society established a plan of home-based educational centers for ministerial 
students, “[a] sort of internship” that would provide both a “literary” education which would prepare 
for college entrance and theological instruction, or a “two year terminal course preparing for 
immediate service as a minister.”269 Robert Ryland did not support the plan, believing that money 
would be put to better use in support of “schools already established.”270 His was not the prevailing 
view. In 1890, he recalled raising the argument against the movement toward the “bricks and 
mortar” goal, but because he “was a young pastor of a weak church, and void of influence in Baptist 
councils,” he “was voted down.”271  

The efforts were centered briefly in Powhatan County, at Dunlora plantation which was owned by 
Ann Hickman. There her brother, Reverend Edward Baptist, began to teach a group of six students 
in 1831. According to the 1830 Federal Census, Ann Hickman enslaved fifty-seven people on the 
property.272 In early 1832, Edward Baptist continued to teach in Powhatan while the minister and 
                                                      

265 While an overview of the history of the Virginia Baptist Seminary and its transition to Richmond 
College is provided here, fuller accounts of that history can be found in several sources: Stewart Bowe 
Medlin, “The Founding of the Permanent Denominational Colleges in Virginia, 1776-1861,” thesis, 
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Seminary, 1832-1842” and “The Genesis of Richmond College, 1843-1860.”  
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270 Ryland, Society, 9 
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missionary, Eli Ball, “rendered similar services in his home” in Henrico County.273 A number of 
factors including the desire among some in the Education Society to make manual labor a part of the 
instruction process and Edward Baptist’s declining health resulted in the society concentrating its 
efforts at Spring Farm in Henrico County, which was purchased by society trustees for the purpose 
in 1832. This was followed by the selection of Robert Ryland as the principal of what was to be 
called Virginia Baptist Seminary. While Ryland had initially argued against the seminary out of 
concerns over potential debt and the belief that Virginia Baptists already had access to Columbian 
College, once he accepted the position he brought a commitment to the importance of a robust 
liberal arts education, convinced that “science, and literature, and language be taught first” because 
“[t]hey will prepare the student for those sacred subjects… [Liberal arts and theology] are 
desirable…[b]ut if one must be omitted, let it be the latter.”274 

Spring Farm was located in central Henrico County, four miles north of what were then the 
Richmond city limits. Of the 241 acres on the property, fifty were wooded and the rest were extolled 
in an advertisement as being a combination of “very rich low grounds” and portions at higher 
elevation that were “of good quality… adapted to corn, wheat, oats, rye, and clover.” The main 
house was described as accommodating “a large family,” and surrounding the house were 
outbuildings consisting of “an office near the house, a frame smoke house, and kitchen[, and] negro 
houses, with shingled roofs and brick chimnies [sic].”275 During the farm’s period as a seminary, 
Ryland, his family, and some students occupied “the plain farm-house” while others lived in “slab-
covered log-cabins.” The “unsightly barn… served for a chapel and school-rooms.”276 

If he was to run an educational institution, Ryland intended it to meet his own scholarly standards. 
When considering the academy operated by Edward Baptist at Dunlora, Ryland wrote, “[Baptist] 
was an educated minister and a competent teacher; but with the large farm and several important 
churches to supervise he found little time for training, systematic work.” The result was that the 
students at Dunlora had been “more occupied with prayer-meetings and revival services than with 
their books in the classroom.”277 With his assumption of duties at Virginia Baptist Seminary, Robert 
Ryland's personal hope was to eventually pursue a life of the mind, one focused on teaching while 
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being surrounded by educated men.278 As he was shifting his household from Lynchburg to Spring 
Farm and was temporarily focused on the details of boarding and the workings of the farm, he wrote 
his father that he was “anxious to have nothing to do but with the studies of the youths.”279 This was 
an echo of the hopes he had expressed months before when he had agreed to take the position and 
anticipated that leadership of the seminary would provide “an opportunity to cultivate my mind 
more extensively.”280 Two factors prevented Ryland from achieving this professorial ideal, however, 
the farm-based nature of the early seminary and the lack of a steward to oversee the Boarding 
Department. Despite the effusive descriptions of the richness of Spring Farm’s land in the 
advertisement, the private letters of the previous owners showed their own frustrated attempts to 
cultivate the poor soil there, which proved to be largely clay.281 Ryland found similar difficulties 
with the property. In 1834, as he was preparing for the seminary’s removal from the farm, Ryland 
wrote his father that it had been poorly suited to the purposes of the institution, a “low froggy 
place” that was “too far from town.”282  

While there had been an initial attempt on the part of the Board to hire a steward to oversee the 
boarding of students at the institution, Ryland was asked to fill the role in 1832, making him 
responsible for the facility at Spring Farm and for overseeing the enslaved laborers hired for its 
operation.283 The seminary began modestly, with only ten students, on Monday, July 9, 1832, the day 
Ryland described as having been “set apart… to begin.”284 As an instructor, Ryland continued with 
the “small class in the Greek testament” that Edward Baptist had begun at Dunlora, and he added 
the study of Latin, mathematics, and English grammar to the curriculum. While a number of 
teachers moved through the seminary, the educational load was generally carried by Ryland and two 
other instructors. As the student population began to grow, Eli Ball was added to the faculty as an 
assistant teacher, but Ryland found him prone to “short cuts” with the students’ learning, and Ball 
only remained for a year before he was replaced by Caleb Burnley.285 As an administrator, Ryland 
almost immediately began struggling with the early departures of students for ministerial posts in 
churches which were “alluring” students away before their studies were complete.286  In his duties as 
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steward Ryland also had to navigate the complaints of students regarding food and “neatness” of the 
seminary. He wrote, “I never had heard so much complaint as they exhibited.” Ryland called the 
early students “grown up children that need cow-hiding and common sense as much as theology.”287  

After attempting to run Spring Farm as 
the seminary’s campus for two years, the 
manual labor effort largely ended with 
the purchase of the Columbia estate in 
June 1834, which was, in Ryland’s 
words, “an onward stride to 
respectability and usefulness [that] 
brought us nearer to market, nearer to the 
post-office, nearer to medical aid, nearer 
to the book-stores, and nearer to spiritual privileges.”288 Most of Ryland’s surviving children were 
born in the Columbia mansion, the main building of Virginia Baptist Seminary and then Richmond 
College which also served as the family’s home.289 During the seminary period, Ryland’s personal 
life was marked by a series of deaths in his family. At the age of one, his first child with Josephine 
Ryland, Ann Peachey, called “sweet little Peachey” by her father, died eleven days after the birth of 
her brother, Robert Hall Ryland.290 Young Robert died three years later.291 In 1835, Josephine Ryland 
gave birth to a stillborn child, whose death Ryland attributed to his wife’s exhaustion after “the 
negroes pretended to be sick & she was imprudently exercised too much.”292 In 1838, the couple lost 
another son, John Hollins Ryland who was nearly four years old at the time of his death from 
croup.293  
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2.1 ENSLAVED LABORERS AT VIRGINIA BAPTIST SEMINARY 
Enslaved laborers were a critical part of the operations of the Virginia Baptist Seminary at Spring 
Farm and their use increased after relocation to the Columbia estate in 1835. Records show that 
those enslaved by Robert Ryland worked with other enslaved “servants” hired by the institution.294 
The entwining of Ryland’s personal enslavement and the use of enslaved labor by the institution 
began before the first students arrived at Spring Farm and continued for decades. 

2.1.1 SAM, FANNY, MARIA & MARY  

Sam and Fanny were two people enslaved by Robert Ryland whom he “hired out” to Virginia 
Baptist Seminary. Mary and Maria were enslaved in the Ryland household. Since the Ryland home 
was the institution, however, it is likely that these women also served faculty and students. 

Apart from a brief mention in the last months of Ryland's Lynchburg period, what is known of 
Sam’s earliest years of enslavement by Ryland is largely recorded in connection with the institution. 
Fragments of his life emerge from Ryland’s letters to both his father and his wife, Josephine Ryland, 
and from Ryland’s ledger containing institutional and family finances. They show Sam’s work at the 
seminary beginning in its earliest days. In two letters, Robert Ryland referred to Sam as being a boy 
when he was given to him by his father, Josiah Ryland, and came live and work for the family in 
Lynchburg.295 It was there that Ryland recorded the purchase of his shoes.296 After the family’s move 
to Spring Farm and just before the students arrived at Virginia Baptist Seminary, Sam was already a 
part of institutional operations. Robert Ryland was to be the seminary's principal and, in what he 
believed to be a temporary position, its steward, in charge of the farm and the boarding of the 
students. As he was preparing Spring Farm for their arrival, he wrote to his father, describing the 
place, his responsibilities there, and the “use” of Sam: 

The farm consists of 234 acres which cost $4000. [A] crop is now growing for which the 
Board paid $500. Servants are hired here, and many things are put here in the way of 
housekeeping… This is a pleasant place, said to be healthy… The Board has agreed to give 
me 200$ from now to Xmas besides boarding my family, for acting as steward & teacher & 
for permitting my furniture & boy Sam to be used here as common stock.297 

Sam’s work as “common stock” may have included both domestic and agricultural labor at the 
seminary. Additionally, Robert Ryland recorded receiving forty dollars for the hire of Sam to “JR” 
in 1833.298 It is possible that “JR” may have been an informal way of noting his father, Josiah 
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Ryland or one of his brothers, John or Joseph. This sort of exchange of enslaved people between 
family members for harvests and to exploit specific skills was common at the time.299  

That year, Ryland sought other enslaved people for institutional use. Writing to Josephine Ryland, 
who was staying with her Ryland in-laws at Farmington, Ryland described plans at the seminary, 
including the “employment of an overseer” and “get[ting] the woman Bro[ther] Crump spoke of.” 
Ryland then turned his attention to those enslaved by his father at Farmington, and the possibility of 
his father “giv[ing]” him “servants” and livestock for the seminary: 

I wish you to ask Papa to let me know distinctly and as soon as possible how many servants 
he can let me have at the beginning of next year. He did not say positively that he would not 
give me any at all, so I will thank him to say what servants he will give, that I may make my 
arrangements accordingly - i.e. hire others if necessary. Ask him to say the same as to the 
cows. If he gives them to me I shall not buy any. I can’t think he will decline giving me 
some servants and some cows.300 

In August 1834, Ryland expressed his 
concern for Josephine Ryland’s health 
under the stress of managing the farm and 
the seminary's boarding concerns while he 
was travelling, reassuring her that, “if 
things don't go exactly right, don't be 
distracted overmuch about it.” He 
continued, “I would rather have a little 
neglect on the farm & about the house 
matters than that [your] mind should be worn down with anxiety.” To alleviate her worry, he offered 
help with logistics as well as the overall strain she had expressed in an earlier letter. Saying he 
would repay her the cost, he asked that she use her own money to purchase more ice should the 
money he left for the purpose run out: “[T]ell Sam to try to buy from Mr. Young's ice-house in the 
best terms he can. If you should want a woman very much, you can hire one & I will pay for her. 
Sam can work in the house.” Ryland's language in this excerpt, that he would pay “for” the woman 
that Josephine Ryland might hire instead of writing that he would “pay her” or “pay her wages” 
indicates that this may have been an enslaved person and echoes later descriptions of similar 
hiring.301  
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Ryland was receiving money for hiring out both Sam and a woman named Fanny to the seminary in 
1835. On December 22nd he recorded “Sam’s hire” (80.00) and that of Fanny (30.00) in the expenses 
of the Boarding Department.302 In his private receipts in September of 1836, Ryland recorded 
receiving a payment of 110.00 for “Sam & Fanny’s hire last year.”303 During their period of “hire” to 
the institution, their clothes and shoes were often listed as Boarding Department expenses. 
Examples include “Shoes for Fanny 87 ½,” and “Sam’s clothes.”304 Ryland also noted the expenses 
he covered personally, among them were “Sam’s tooth drawn 50,” “Vest for Sam 50c,” and 
“Doctress for Fanny 3.00.”305 Ryland wrote to his sister in December of 1838 and described his 
hopes of giving up the stewardship at the seminary and his plan to hire out Sam and Fanny 
elsewhere: “Shall hire out my servants – Sam and Fanny.”306 At this point Ryland had already begun 
hiring Sam out to work on the construction of the James River and Kanawha Canal. There was a 
significant labor shortage on the canal due to the deaths of Irish workers from extreme heat and the 
resulting diminishment of the labor force when many remaining free workers left. The work there 
was reported to be particularly awful.307 A ledger entry shows that Ryland received three payments 
for Sam’s canal labor: “Sam’s work on Canal $20+27.75+15.60.”308  

 

Robert Ryland, Ledger 1, “Private receipts for the year 1838,” VBHS 
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In his personal expenses in 1839, Ryland noted his purchase of two hundred dollars’ worth of stock 
in the James River and Kanawha Canal Company.309  

Like Sam, Mary first appeared in Robert Ryland's accounts during his time in Lynchburg. In a letter 
to his father, Ryland had referred to her as a “bad girl,” contrasting her with an enslaved man named 
Coffee that he had asked his father to send to him.310 During that period, Ryland purchased shoes 
and clothes designated for Mary and hired her out to the use of someone named J. Cary, work for 
which he was paid 13.31 in December of 1832.311 Clothing purchases designated for her continue 
over the following years. In 1836, both Sam and Mary were mentioned in an accusation of theft. 
Josephine Ryland wrote her husband that “Sister Nelson,” likely the wife of faculty member William 
Nelson, had apparently named them both as suspects, then changed her mind and “declared in a very 
positive manner her belief of Sam’s innocence” but that “she would never believe that Mary had not 
taken [the items] till they were produced from another quarter.”312  

Mary is also mentioned in Ryland’s letter to his father in which he recorded the stillbirth of his 
child: 

Josephine was taken sick today about 1 o,clock, and suffered very acute pain till about a half 
hour ago (10 o,clock) at which time she was delivered of a child that had just died. This 
result has been caused by too much fatigue endured for several days past. We had to have 
the house cleaned up [illegible, possibly “today”] and several of the negroes pretended to be 
sick & she was imprudently exercised too much. She has been obliged to carry Johnny [John 
Hollins Ryland], in her arms as Mary is unwell and he is so fretful as to require her 
attention.313 

In March of 1837, Ryland recorded the payment of three dollars to a “Black Doctress” which aligns 
with the time of Mary’s death.314 In a letter to his sister in which he described his plan to hire out the 
labor of Sam and Fanny once he was no longer steward of the seminary, Ryland added a 
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parenthetical note: “I suppose you have heard that Mary - Beverly’s daughter is dead. She died last 
Spring.”315 
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2.1.2 “HIRE” OF OTHERS 

According to an item placed by Ryland (along with 
Jeremiah Bell Jeeter, Henry Keeling, James B. Taylor 
and William Sands – all members of a committee for 
the Virginia Baptist Education Society), an 1837 
smallpox outbreak at the seminary was the result of a 
visit from a “small negro boy,” who was hired out to 
“one of the factories” in Richmond. The child had 
visited his mother who was “hired to the seminary,” and 
brought the disease with him. He was infected with 
what the notice described as varioloid, the milder form 
of the disease. It then spread to “the woman in whose 
room the boy slept” but because she was already 
confined because of “another kind of sickness,” the 
notice assured the public that there was no danger to 
students and that “the family have been repeatedly 
vaccinated.”316 Several weeks later, Ryland wrote a 
letter detailing the woman’s full recovery, and the return to campus of both students and professors. 
He then provided the rates for tuition and board and asks for prayers for the seminary.317 This “all 
clear” was reinforced by a brief news item in the Religious Herald published on February 10, 1837. 
There was no further mention of the child whose illness sparked the issue.  

As with the entries for Sam and Fanny in 1836, Ryland continued to use the word “hire” to 
designate some people he recorded in his ledger: 

Servants clothes $28.37 1/2 Presents to [ditto: “Servants”] 2.50 Mrs Prichard 4.00, Sarah 
7.50, Josephine $8.80… “Nancy’s (cook) hire $62.00. Celia’s [ditto: “hire”] $40. Albert’s 
[ditto: “hire”] 80. Nelly 3.318 

In this example, “hire” was paid for Nancy, Celia, and Albert, while it appears that Nelly was simply 
paid. The cost of “Servants clothes” was also noted. Both categories appear numerous times in 
Ryland’s highly detailed records of Boarding Department expenses between 1832 and 1841. Other 
entries covering the seminary years (1832-1840) also show some individuals who were paid but not 
“hired.” At least one of them, Aggy Cooper, is known to have been a free Black person. Other 
names include Judy, Charlotte, Hardenia, “Agg–,” and Mary Crow.319 The status of these women is 
unclear. One cannot assume they were all free simply because “hire” was not paid for them. “Self-
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hiring” was common in Richmond and other cities in Virginia. These enslaved people “who hired 
their own time” were at times paid directly, and this may have been the case with some of those 
listed with amounts only.320 Ryland also recorded payments to woman he referred to as “Mrs.” or 
“Sister,” and it is likely that these were white women.  

Some individuals appear several times in the Boarding Department expenditures recorded in 
Ryland’s ledger. The table below shows typical entries for each person named during the Virginia 
Baptist Seminary years for whom the institution paid “hire.” Richmond College was chartered in 
March 1840, so it is possible Abby and Christian were hired during a portion of that period. 

Caroline “Caroline’s hire and rest of her 
clothes $21.50” 

“Boarding Department of 1835 (second 
term)” 

Isabella “Isabella’s hire $50” “Expenses of the Boarding Dept 1838” 

Sam “Sam & Fanny [ditto: ‘hire’]” “Expenses of the Boarding Dept 1838” 

Fanny “Sam & Fanny [ditto: ‘hire’] 
130.” 

“Expenses of the Boarding Dept 1838” 

Nancy “Nancy’s (cook) hire $62.00” “Expenses of the Boarding Department 
1839 2nd Session” 

Celia “Celia’s [ditto: ‘hire’] $40.” “Expenses of the Boarding Department 
1839 2nd Session” 

Albert “Albert’s [ditto: ‘hire’] 80.” “Expenses of the Boarding Department 
1839 2nd Session” 

Abby (a.k.a. 
“Abbey”) 

“Abby’s hire $20”… “Moving 
Abby 1.25” 

“Expenses of the Boarding Department 
1840 1st session” 

Christian “Christian’s [ditto: ‘hire’] 3.87 
½”  

“Expenses of the Boarding Department 
1840 1st session”321 

  

2.1.3 RYLAN D ON EN SLAVEMEN T: OPEN LETTER TO FRAN CIS  WAYLAN D  (1835) 
Three years after the opening of the seminary, Ryland's views on enslavement, both “in the abstract” 
and in its daily systems and applications, were distilled in an open letter to Francis Wayland which 
was reprinted in the Boston-based Christian Watchman on August 21, 1835 following its original 
publication in the Religious Herald. Wayland was the president of Brown University, the most 
prominent of the Baptist-affiliated institutions in the United States. Ryland shared his objections to 
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the portions of Wayland's book, Elements of Moral Science, that considered enslavement. In the 
“Personal Liberty” section of the 1835 edition, Wayland had provided reasons “slavery…violates 
the personal liberty of man as a physical, intellectual, and moral being” and examined enslavement 
over nine pages, ending with his conviction that God would act to end enslavement “without the 
delay of a moment” but that enslaved people should “bear their sufferings with patience, committing 
their souls unto him as unto a Faithful Creator.”322 Ryland resisted parts of Wayland’s approach and 
wrote that there were three “peculiar difficulties” the prevented an end to enslavement, though he 
makes it clear that he could provide more. The first two related to personal manumission decisions, 
while the third was focused on both the individual and overall effects of abolition.  

First, Ryland argued that some enslaved people would be unable to care for themselves, writing that 
“among even [a] family of servants, while some could maintain themselves, if emancipated, others 
could not.” “Benevolence,” he wrote, would force former enslavers to care for those who needed it 
and “surely justice could not demand this of him.” Second, Ryland briefly mentioned the law that 
required freed people to leave the state, and that “servants of humane masters… prefer their present 
bondage to expatriation and freedom.” Ryland included enslavers who were “studying the subject of 
slavery candidly” in the category of “humane masters.” Ryland’s final “difficulty” provides a 
window in the ways in which enslavement was ingrained into white society’s sense of social and 
economic stability in the South and Ryland’s own relative comfort with human bondage even as he 
acknowledged the moral issues surrounding it. His argument came down to a practical 
consideration, that the labor most often done by enslaved people had always been done by them and 
acceptable white people would not do it. Referring to “the drudgery of domestic business,” Ryland 
wrote, “slaves have always performed it.” It would, he continued, be “impossible to find white 
persons among us who can be obtained on wages to do this work” because “respectable” white 
people were “too high-minded” for that form of labor and the “indolent and vicious will come and 
receive the wages but will not do the work.” 

Ryland's concluding paragraph provides an indication of his stance over many of the years that 
followed. He considered enslavement wrong “in the abstract.” He questioned its morality, and yet he 
could see no way to free those in bondage without undermining the economic and social system that 
sustained all he knew. He hoped to not be categorized as “an advocate for slavery,” he wrote, 
“though I appear to be in the above remarks.” He continued, “I feel the perplexity of the subject, 
and am looking with intense interest on everything said and done in reference to it.” Ryland’s 
“intense interest” in the subject remained largely “abstract,” and did not alter his willingness to 
enslave others and to participate in the hiring out system.323  
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2.2 THE “MANUAL LABOR REQUIREMENT” AT VIRGINIA BAPTIST SEMINARY 
The Virginia Baptist Seminary was one of several institutions, including Wake Forest College and 
Mercer Seminary, that required students to devote some time to manual labor. At Virginia Baptist 
Seminary, the students were compensated for their work out of the proceeds from farm yields.324 
Robert Ryland described three goals of the manual labor requirement: “improving the health, 
diminishing the expenses, and perhaps 
guarding the humility of young preachers.” 
While at one time a superintendent was hired 
to oversee the three hours a day each student 
was required to contribute. Ryland described 
him as an “unsuitable” man who “afterwards 
fell into disgrace,” and he took over the role 
himself.325  

In the seminary’s 1833 listing in the 
Quarterly Register and Journal of the 
American Education Society, the manual 
labor requirement was included among the 
facts of the institution: “14 scholars, all 
preparing for the ministry; 30 students about 
to be admitted… No student under 16 years to be received. All to labor 3 hours a day, Saturday and 
Sunday excepted.”326 A later article by University of Richmond president, Fredrick W. Boatwright, 
associated the need for access to markets for the goods grown by the students as one factor in the 
decision to relocate the institution to the Columbia mansion on the former Haxall property in 1835. 
Boatwright described the requirement as “very unpopular with students.327 Ryland appeared to have 
felt similarly when describing the “abandoned” requirement in 1843, saying it was “inconvenient 
and unprofitable,”328 though in 1890 he did not associate the change with the feelings of students, 
who, he said, had “cheerfully submitted” to manual labor. He instead attributed its end to three 
factors. First, the students were inexperienced farmers. Second, the timing of labor and harvest 
which meant that the arrival of profits from the sale of farm yields would arrive after many students 
had gone and the most significant need for labor was in the summer when the students were not in 
residence.   
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The chief impediment to success, however, was “the cost of a suitable manager.”329 At times 
between 1836 and 1838, it appears Ryland relied on some oversight from a student. Charles Lewis 
Cocke was a student at the Virginia Baptist Seminary from 1836 to 1838. He was later an instructor 
and steward at the institution after its charter as Richmond College, and finally was President of 
what became Hollins University. Reflecting on his time as a Virginia Baptist Seminary student, 
Cocke described himself as having been the “superintendent” of his fellow students’ work in 
fulfillment of the manual labor requirement, “labor[ing] with great zeal” in the role. Cocke wrote 
that he “kept the grounds and garden in better order than ever they had been” and that this was 
actually was his “second lesson in management,” the first being his oversight of those who were 
enslaved on one of his family’s farms when he was a young teenager.330 Cocke noted “two features” 
of the early days of the institution “which in the lapse of years have dropped out, or been forced out 
by the increasing pressure of other and higher demands”: the manual labor requirement and what 
Cocke initially called an “absence of servants.” The details he provided in his recollection of his 
time as a student make it clear, though, that “servants” were present. Cocke was distinguishing 
between the level of attendance provided at the seminary and that which was typically provided at 
the college in later years: “Students were required to keep their private rooms in order – no servants 
entered these rooms save once daily, and then to fill our lamps with an inferior grade of oil.”331 

The manual labor system appears to have lingered after the move to the Columbia estate, but there 
were no significant remnants of the requirement after the charter of Richmond College in 1840.  

2.3 INTERRUPTION: CHAPLAINCY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA 
In 1836, Robert Ryland accepted a one-year chaplaincy position at the University of Virginia. 
During this period, Josephine Ryland oversaw the seminary’s Boarding Department. It appears she 
was assisted by her mother Ann Norvell.332  At the time, Robert Ryland’s finances had been strained 
exceedingly by the running of the seminary’s boarding department. He described himself as “in 
need of funds” in July of 1835, writing Josiah Ryland that, he was “obliged to borrow $400 to pay 
the debts of the boarding house” and he hoped his father would pay an outstanding bill. While the 
University of Virginia position may have been seen as an opportunity for some financial relief, 
Ryland’s primary motivation appears to have been a pursuit of emotional rest and intellectual 
stimulation. Although he had already chosen to accept the offer, he wrote to ask his father’s 
thoughts: “What do you think of my going to the University for a while? I have decided on going as 
it will improve me and give me time to rest, rest, rest. But how shall I be able to preach to those 
learned professors and giddy young men?... I will tell them the simple truth as it is in Jesus.”333 
Ryland described himself as not “competent to fill [the chaplaincy] acceptably” but stated that he 
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was driven to accept it by “the prospect it afforded of renewing my studies and improving my 
mind.” 

Temperance was a particular focus during Ryland’s year as 
the university’s chaplin. He exchanged letters with John 
Hartwell Cocke, a prominent Virginian who hoped to 
advance “the Temperance reform” at the institution. Ryland 
wrote that one option was to circulate a “pledge” among the 
students, “to abstain from drinking anything but water, 
except in private houses, until the end of the session.”334 
Among his sermons preserved from the period is a call to his 
congregation of “learned professors and giddy young men” 
to consider living with humility. After providing an analysis 
of the subject in the context of striving for greatness, he 
stated, “But if you would ever be saved you must come down 

in the dust before God.”335 While University Chaplain, Ryland also performed the funeral service for 
a student basing his sermon on, “Choose this day whom ye will serve.”336  

2.3.1 ROB ERT  RYL AN D  AN D  T H E INFLU E N C E  OF AL EX A N D ER  CA M P B ELL 
During his tenure as Chaplain at the University of Virginia, Ryland was a congregant at the city’s 
Baptist church. There he found himself at the center of a doctrinal reform movement that many 
Virginia Baptists believed posed existential challenges to their churches. Alexander Campbell was 
among the leaders of what is known as the Stone-Campbell movement or the American Restoration 
movement which, in part, sought to bring all Christian denominations together in a single body. 
Campbell and many of those moved by his message were members of Baptist churches and 
associations. Robert Ryland’s family had already encountered their influence at Bruington Baptist 
Church in King & Queen County. Ryland’s father, Josiah Ryland, later appeared to be concerned 
that his son might shift his own allegiance to the reformers, who stressed the education of ministers. 
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Years before, in 1827, Josiah Ryland had levelled strong criticism 
at one of Campbell’s followers. After a pastor at Bruington 
Baptist Church had spoken on matters of conversion that were 
points of contention, “he called on an old brother, Josiah Ryland, 
Sr. to pray. The old man prayed that the church might be 
delivered from such heresy as had been preached from the pulpit 
that day.”337 Shortly after Josiah Ryland’s stand against 
Campbell’s adherents in his own church, he evidently wrote to 
Robert Ryland in Lynchburg, worried that his son might be drawn 
to the reform movement. In his June 1830 response, Ryland tried 
to ease his father’s mind. Whatever his concerns about the power 
of his personal religious awakening, he would not be drawn to 
Campbell’s movement.338 He did share his concern over the 
appealing nature of the reform message – “The fact is he is talked 
about too much by far” [Ryland’s emphasis] – but also stressed 
his efforts to be diplomatic, an approach that was characteristic of some of his later writing on the 
subject of enslavement. He wrote that “[i]f I fall in with [Campbell’s] warm friends, I generally 
raise my objections to him… If I fall in with his ardent opposers, I endeavor to soften down their 
feelings by presenting… some of his unexceptionable sentiments… I shall not swallow down his 
errors merely out of a pliable politeness nor will I adopt any of his ideas because he is a great man. I 
must think for myself.”339 The pressure of Campbell’s reform effort grew, however, and Ryland 
wrote of his work to counter it in 1831. William Nelson, viewed by Ryland as a prospective 
congregant, was being drawn toward Campbell’s beliefs and away from joining his church. Ryland 
wrote that he had “walked with him, talked with him about joining our church. He is a Baptist in 
sentiment, but ‘loves all’ & so do I, but that phrase I am tired of. The Reformers are trying hard to 
get him.”340  

In 1834, prior to Ryland’s arrival in in Charlottesville, the Baptist church there had been visited by 
Dr. Benjamin Franklin Hall after a number of church members had been “disposed to reform” 
through their reading of Campbell’s Millennial Harbinger. Hall had “preached fifteen or sixteen 
sermons” where he “developed the ancient gospel and plead for a return to the primitive order of 
things.”341  In 1835, as a new attendee at the church, Ryland found a congregation deeply affected by 
Campbell, and, in the words of Disciples of Christ historian Frederick Arthur Hodge, the group was 
“favorable to the restoration” advocated for by those committed to reforming the church. Ryland 
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recognized the real possibility of the church being persuaded by the followers of Campbell, and 
responded by “denounc[ing] the reformers as heretics,” echoing his father’s language from the 
previous decade. A motion to divide the congregation was proposed.342  In January 1836, the motion 
was raised again, and it passed by a single vote. When the reformers asked the Baptists to “name 

one single sentiment or practice held to by the reformers that was 
not consistent with the Word of God” Ryland prevented any 
potential triumph by “stating that the reformation flourished by 
controversy.” This single action “cut off” the advantage of the 
adherents of Alexander Campbell, who included the Charlottesville 
church’s pastor among their number.343 The reformers eventually 
formed their own congregation in Charlottesville, and some Virginia 
Baptists credited Ryland with holding off their efforts in the city’s 
Baptist church. Among the members at the time was Peter Fossett, a 
man formerly enslaved by Thomas Jefferson.  Ryland’s role in the 
controversy appears in Fossett’s recollections of his life which were 
published in the New York World on January 30, 1898: 

I well remember the struggle they had in the great controversy with 
Alexander Campbell. Two eloquent young preachers – Lindsay 
Coleman and James G[oss] – the pride and hope of the Baptist 

denomination, took Campbell's side, and tried to take the church from them. The people 
belonging to the church had a church meeting which lasted for a week, day and night. Every 
time a vote was taken it was a tie. If it had not been for that young hero, Robert Ryland, who 
was chaplain at the University of Virginia, they would have succeeded.344 

By February of 1836, what had been an existential crisis in the Charlottesville Baptist congregation 
was reduced to Ryland describing Campbell’s followers as “pester[ing] me somewhat. They don’t 
hesitate (some of them) to say that I preach lies. This does not hurt me, but I am grieved to see the 
‘hurt of the daughter of my people[,]’ to see the wounds inflicted on the cause of Christ by his 
avowed followers. Poor Baptist! When will your sorrows end?”345  

2.3.2 RETURN  TO THE SEMINARY 
As Ryland prepared to return to Richmond and the administration of the Virginia Baptist Seminary, 
he wrote to one of the institution’s former teachers, Caleb Burnley, and candidly shared both his 
concerns over Burnley’s educational and spiritual state and his worries over the possibility of his 
accumulation of more personal debt associated with seminary’s Boarding Department. Ryland had 
considered Burnley undermotivated during the time they worked together and wrote, “while at the 
Seminary you might have improved yrself much more than you did (tho. you did to a considerable 
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extent) had you studied with more ardor.” His concern was that Burnley might have retained these 
habits, and recommended that, while Burnley was in his new capacity as “head of an important 
academy,” he might “employ much of yr. leisure time in cultivating yr. talents…”:  

The country needs sound & thorough scholars[;] our young men need examples of severe 
application to be set before them. Many of them dont [sic] know what it is to study, and 
example will show them. I should think you might devote at least 4 hours in every 24 to yr. 
private edification, besides light reading, such as newspapers, [etc.]. You need correction in 
yr. conversation, spelling & reading. You ought to review carefully the Latin and Greek 
Grammars and study every lesson before you teach it. You will thus grow in capacity and 
usefulness and yr. influence will increase in both extent & value.  

Ryland was also preoccupied with Burnley’s spiritual development, expressing worry over the 
younger man’s “personal piety” and writing, “I fear you have relaxed in yr. duties.” 

Do you pray in secret habitually? Do you read the Bible daily? Do you meditate on yr. ways 
candidly? The religion of the heart cannot thrive long, or even live long unless thus 
cherished. I feel my own defects in this particular and therefore know how bad it is to 
forsake the Lord. My dear Bro, you have made a publick confession of yr interest in Jesus. 
The vows of God are upon you. The world, the church, the Savior all expect much of you. 
Let us aim at a high standard of holiness. Let us try to be devoted, humble, active Christians. 
Time is short! Eternity is at hand! … You may be sure this is for yr. good. Be not wounded 
with me. 

The return to Virginia Baptist Seminary meant a return to the fears of debt in “the boarding 
concern,” and the need for austerity in its operations: 

I hear from Mrs. Norvell [Ryland’s mother-in-law] that we have at the Semy about 40 
students. This fully equals my anticipations, rather transcending them, as our cause operates 
strongly against them in increase of the number… Bro. N writes me that he despairs of 
making both ends meet in the boarding concern. I think it is probably it will bring me in 
debt, but I will [illegible] it up next Fall if I have to give them bread and water.346 

In the mind of at least one Virginia Baptist Seminary student, Ryland’s return brought with it a 
sense of renewed institutional stability. In his later years, H.W. Dodge recalled both the beauty of 
Josephine Ryland – “the loveliest being that has ever appeared on the horizon of my vision” – and 
the relief he and other students felt when Robert Ryland came back to lead the seminary. Ryland’s 
year at the University of Virginia had left them feeling “that we were ruined.”347 

In 1838, during a visit to Farmington, his family’s plantation in King & Queen County, Ryland 
wrote his sister, Elizabeth Willis, and shared his pleasure at seeing their childhood home (“the good 
old place”) and his admiration for its “good keeping.” Ryland also observed the marks of his 
father’s increased wealth, and the possibility of his sharing in it:  
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[T]he land [is] good – cornhouse full – smokehouse crowded – horses fat – house newly 
painted – a new carriage to ride in, and last but not least, money a plenty in the draw – 
Money! yes but the old man keeps the key – keeps it locked up I believe and then keeps the 
second key. He has set Joseph up as a merchant at Stevensville in a capital of $1500. John is 
about to start in Jeffersonton on the same capital… and I fully expect that in two more years 
it will be my turn to draw on the bank.348  

It is possible that his note of a July 1839 payment from his father in the amount of 2000.00 – “past 
payment for Shooter’s Hill” – marked the disbursal of these anticipated funds. In the last decades of 
his life, as indicated by his altered handwriting, Ryland added in a parenthetical note, “but gave no 
more.”349 

At the seminary, Ryland remained overwhelmed by the amount of work involved in his many roles 
at the institution. On March 7, 1839, he wrote to Elizabeth H. Miller of Powhatan County, “Time is 
gold to me. My business drives me so that out of 24 hours I sometimes only sleep 6.” Ryland 
recognized that the intensity of his work was affecting his relationship with Josephine Ryland: “My 
wife often complains that I don’t attend enough to her. I sit but seldom in her chamber and when she 
comes to see me, I am not agreeable. My mind is on other things. As I am not acting as steward this 
year entirely, I hope to have more leisure, but the time has not yet come.”350 

2.4 SEMINARY TO COLLEGE 
The year 1840 marked an institutional point of transition when Virginia Baptist Seminary was 
chartered as Richmond College. Ryland described the decision as largely driven by a need to 
“secure a legal title” to the Columbia estate where the institution was located: “[A]s the [Baptist 
Education] Society was not incorporated, its trustees, acting in their individual capacity, could not 
prevent the property from descending, at their death, to their own legal heirs”351 The “transformation 
of Virginia Bap Semy into the Richmond College” would resolve the issue of the Virginia General 
Assembly “grant[ing] no charter to any religious body.”352   

The name “Richmond College” was a point of contention for Ryland. He had hoped the institution 
would be named for an important Virginia Baptist, to “embalm the memory of [Robert Baylor] 
Semple or [Andrew] Broaddus and thus virtually ‘perpetuate’ the Baptist relation of the school.” 
The idea was rejected by members of the Board of Trustees which, Ryland recalled in 1884, “turned 
up its nose” at the suggestion. These “nominal & legal friends” on the Board “ridiculed [the 
suggestion] most heartlessly.” The subject evidently extended over several meetings, and Ryland 
lost his temper “on one occasion” when his “equanimity lost its possession of my proud heart.” It 
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that moment, “knowing the hard work done at the institution” with what he had felt was very little 
support from a number of the trustees, Ryland deployed sarcasm, saying that “for the money spent 
on the Seminary & the interest manifested by its trustees it was the biggest thing of the age!” While 
Ryland wrote that he did not seek confirmation on the “leading motivation” of the committee, he 
was convinced that it was related to “a desire to divest the college of sectarian prejudice.” Despite 
the official charter of Richmond College in 1840, Ryland had a personal hesitation about calling it 
by the new name, holding a “strong aversion to publishing catalogues, advertisements [etc.] under 
the name ‘Richmond College’ when we were de facto only the same concern.” While the name 
“Richmond College” did appear following the charter, Ryland himself did not feel comfortable 
using the name until 1844 “when things became ripe for action, or at least riper.”353 
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3.0 AT RICHMOND COLLEGE 
3.1 1840 TO 1849 
3.1.1 EN SLAVEMENT  
Robert Ryland’s personal enslavement of others continued in the decades after the charter of 
Richmond College in 1840. While he served as the college steward, Ryland “hired out” Sam and 
Fanny to institutional use, and the college continued to use “hired” enslaved people in domestic and 
agricultural work. The system of steward-centered use of enslaved labor was similar to that used at 
other institutions, including the College of William & Mary, Hampden-Sydney College, and 
Columbian College.354 Evidence of the practice at Richmond College appears in Ryland's records of 
the Boarding Department and his letters to family, as well as communications to the Richmond 
College Board of Trustees, and college advertisements placed in local newspapers.355 Responsibility 
for the hire and management of enslaved people described as “servants” and the supervision of at 
least one free Black person transferred from Ryland to Charles L. Cocke who served as steward 
between 1842 and 1846. After Cocke’s departure, Ryland again assumed the steward’s duties, and 
over the next years returned to the work several times when the position was unfilled. 

One Ryland letter of the period distantly echoed the antislavery feelings he had expressed in his 
1824 address and in his conversation with Rollin H. Neale at Columbian College. In May 1841, 
after witnessing conflicts over enslavement which would lead to the split between Baptists of the 
North and South just two years later, Ryland shared an account of the experience with his father. 
Writing that he was “far from an advocate of slavery” and that “to see [slavery] removed from our 
State and our country would be my highest joy,” he was also clear that “the abolitionists have the 
wrong spirit about the thing.”356 Despite this rare enthusiasm for a hypothetical end to enslavement, 
Ryland continued to enslave others and manage an enslaved workforce. Among his peers, Ryland 
was not alone in expressing this compartmentalized approach: discomfort with the idea of 
enslavement, resistance to the abolition of slavery, and day-to-day support for and participation in 
the slave system. He considered “removal” of enslavement an ideal, but continued to hire out those 
he enslaved and to oversee the use of enslaved labor at Richmond College. His comfort with the 
realities of the system showed itself in a number of other ways, including his off-hand judgment of 
another man's poor management of “servants” whom Ryland described as “idle & sloven” in an 
1839 letter to Josephine Ryland. “He is rich,” Ryland continued, but did not “keep up that order and 
discipline” that he once had. In the same letter, Ryland shared a frank explanation of his brother-in-
law’s absence during his recent visit to his sister’s home: “He had a servant that absconded last 
Friday, & he is gone to look for him.”357  
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In March 1844, Robert and Josephine Ryland endorsed the 
petition of Matilda “Tilla” Hunt, a formerly enslaved woman 
who sought to remain in Virginia after she was freed. Other 
supporters for her petition were Ryland’s mother-in-law, Ann 
Norvell, and Jeremiah Bell Jeter, Ryland’s friend and a 
prominent figure in the history of Richmond College and the 
Virginia Baptist church. Ryland wrote, “Having known Tilla 
Hunt for some time, I am prepared to say that I regard her 
influence on the colored population of Richmond as 
decidedly good, and that she ought to be allowed to remain.” 

Josephine Ryland and her mother both described knowing Hurt for decades and each supported her 
request to remain in Richmond with descriptions of their memories of her. Hurt’s petition was 
approved on April 1, 1844.358 

3.1.1.1 1840 FE DE RAL  CE NS U S 

According to the United States Federal Census of 1840, eighty-two people were in Robert Ryland's 
“household.” This is because the enumerator, Abner Holland, included those residing at the 
institution in the figures – students, faculty, any white staff, and enslaved and free Black people – 
along with Ryland and his family. The record provides a glimpse of the proportion of free to 
enslaved people working on the campus at the time. The 1840 census did not distinguish between 
those enslaved by the householder and hired enslaved people: 

“Free White Persons”: 71 “Free Colored Persons”: 2 “Slaves”: 9 

Of those described as “slaves,” four were children under the age of ten (one boy and three girls); 
two were aged ten to twenty-three years (one male and one female). The remaining three people 
were women, one between twenty-four and thirty-five, and two between thirty-six and fifty-four.359 

3.1.1.2 ENS LAVED  BY RO B ERT  RYL AN D 

SAM,  FA NNY  & MAT ILDA 

After Robert Ryland gave up the position of College Steward, he wrote to Josiah Ryland, detailing 
family news and his current finances including a brief record of his income from hiring out the labor 
of Sam, Fanny, and Matilda:  

Negroes are hiring for less in town this year than last – especially tobacco factory hands. I 
get $120 for Sam however, and that is $120 more than I fear I shall get for his last years 
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microfilm publication M704, 580 rolls). Records of the Bureau of the Census, Record Group 29. National 
Archives, Washington, D.C.; Year: 1840; Census Place: Henrico, Virginia; Roll: 561; Page: 264; Family 
History Library Film: 0029687. 

 

Matilda Hurt [Hunt],Virginia Untold, Library of 
Virginia 



 49 

work as the young man who hired him proves to be doubtful. Fanny has the same home for 
$45 – Matilda at $30[.]360 

For at least part of the decade, Sam was responsible for finding his own place to live, which may 
have meant he was “self-hired.” Ryland described Sam’s difficulty “get[ting] a home in town” in 
1849 when sharing the news of his final days and death:  

We are all in usual health at present, though we had the misfortune to lose our man Sam last 
night - (the boy that you gave me) - He was attacked with Pneumonia about 10 days ago — 
and after a fearful struggle, fell a victim last evening - He could not get a home in town, & 
after the spring opened, I took him here [at Richmond College] to work in the garden, & in 
the dining room - He was very obliging & we all felt quite affected at his death - I talked 
plainly with him during his last sickness on eternal things - he said he had not lived as he 
ought to have done, but had a hop[e] in God’s mercy[.]361 

Further details of Sam’s appearance in Ryland’s financial records can be found in Section 3.4. 
Information about “self-hiring” is included in Appendix A. 

MAR I A 

Maria had been enslaved by Robert Ryland since February of 1832, when he paid to have her 
transported to Lynchburg: “Moving Maria 25, Jug of molasses 75.” Two months later, Ryland noted 
paying $1.12 ½ for “Maria’s dress” alongside “Shoes for Sam,” and in May he paid $1.50 for her 
shoes. Maria was “moved” again in 1832, this time in the Ryland family transition from Lynchburg 
to Henrico County, as Robert Ryland was setting up his new home at the Virginia Baptist 
Seminary.362 On December 15, 1833, Ryland gave her 18 ¾ cents as a Christmas holiday gift (“sal. 
Aretas” from the Greek, arete, defined as excellence), recorded on the same line as his payment for 
tobacco and “Shoes for Mary 1.00”363 

In January 1842, Maria appeared in the letter that Robert Ryland wrote to his father in which he 
detailed his income from hiring out Sam, Fanny, and Matilda. Of Maria he wrote, “Maria expects to 
increase her family & what to do with her I know not. We have no room for her, and yet I can find 
no home for her. I wish she was away.”364 It is likely that Maria, mother of at least one child, was 
pregnant. There is no indication in the available records of any decision made about her or her child 
or children in the next three years. In the summer of 1845, Ryland's solution for “what to do with” 
Maria was shared in a letter he wrote to his wife, then staying with Ryland’s parents at Farmington:  

Should Papa express any displeasure at m[y] sending Maria home, tell him that my chief aim 
was to avoid exciting prejudice in the African Ch[urch] in Town & thus of weakening my 
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power to do them good. This would have been done by putting her up at auction. For while 
they all feel that owning slaves is no ground of objection to a preacher, I think they would 
generally hear the gospel less kindly from the lips of a minister who should sell one at 
auction.365 

Out of concern for how it would appear to his enslaved and free Black congregants at First African 
Baptist Church, Ryland did not auction Maria in 1845, instead sending her to Farmington, away 
from those she had known for at least the last thirteen years. It is not clear whether her child or 
children were sent with her. Additional information on Ryland’s hiring out of Maria can be found in 
Section 3.3.1.2 and details of his sale of her appear in Section 3.4. 

JO H N  & RY LAN D’S  “INVE ST M E N T” IN  EM A N C IPAT I ON 

The Ryland family had a history of purchasing enslaved people for the purpose of keeping families 
together. In Josephine Ryland Knight’s reminiscence, she described Josiah Ryland sending an agent 
to New Orleans to purchase a woman sold away from her husband, whom he enslaved. She wrote 
that “[Josiah Ryland] was a kind master. One of the Fleets [related to the Rylands through the 
marriage of Robert Ryland's sister] willed that his servants should be sold in New Orleans. Grandpa 
sent an agent there to buy Betty and bring her back to her husband, Tom. Tom was always devoted 
to his master.”366 

Robert Ryland appears to have intervened in a similar potential separation, although his approach 
was different than that of his father. He purchased an elderly man named John, who was then 
responsible for repaying Ryland, possibly with interest, to secure his freedom. In the same letter in 
which Robert Ryland described the death of Sam and rumors about his salary at First African Baptist 
Church, he detailed the situation and John’s death:  

A few days ago, we lost an old man, named John, who lived in the city & whom I bought 
some 4 years ago to prevent his being separated from his wife — He lacked about $150 — 
of paying back his purchase money — He is the last that I mean to relieve in this manner.367  

Ryland’s frustration at not being repaid the amount of the John’s purchase price echoes sentiments 
he expressed in a letter to the American Colonization Society on January 11, 1848: 

The truth is I have bought several slaves with the understanding that when they should 
refund the amount advanced they should be free[.] I have then given them up their time to 
make the money as fast as they could, but have found that they generally made about enough 
to pay the interest on the investment & support themselves, feeling little obligation to 
relieve me. I am, therefore, about settling down into the purpose of doing good in some 
other way[.] 
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Ryland viewed these purchases as “investment[s],” intending to free those he purchased only once 
he was repaid with interest. Describing those he had “relieve[d] in this manner” as “feeling little 
obligation to relieve me,” by the late 1840s he had decided to support the work of the American 
Colonization Society by seeking out already free Black people – “There are also many free persons 
meditating on a change of continent” – or those whose “masters are willing to give their slaves to go 
[to Liberia].”368 Ryland's focus had shifted to seeking enslaved people whose owners would be 
willing to give them away for the cause of Liberian colonization rather than facilitating the freedom 
of those in John’s position.369 

3.1.1.3 IN ST IT U T IO NAL  “HIRE” 

In addition to Sam and Fanny, records show a number of other enslaved people hired to the use of 
Richmond College. The available names of those for whom “hire” was paid between the 1840 
charter of the college and 1849 are Nathan, Abbey/Abby, Rachel, Miles, Peter, Hannah, and Nancy 
(it is not clear if she is the cook named Nancy in the 1839 expenditures). Additional names in the 
records of the early 1840s may correspond to enslaved people, though without the use of the word 
“hire” or a record of their needing a pass their status cannot be further clarified at this time.  

NAT H A N,  AB B EY,  RAC HE L,  MIL E S,  & PE T ER 

In the summer of 1841, Robert Ryland was visiting Washington, D.C. and Baltimore while 
Josephine Ryland was overseeing the facilities and preparations for Richmond College's second 
session of the year. In June, Ryland sent her a brief letter with instructions for the enslaved laborers 
on the campus as well as one person who may have been free:  

Nathan & Miles & Francisco will help about the oats - and as need may require will wait on 
Mr. Philips, as bringing him timber - lime, sand, making up mortar & carrying it up to him - 
Mr. P. will white-wash - unless you object - Let him do my room while you are visiting - or 
else you can sleep in the little room. When you start to K & Q give Nathan & Abbey a pass 
for 9 days — Sent to Winston & Beazley’s for groceries, to Bakins for meal - Rachel might 
go before you start & return so as to s— w— [illegible, likely “stay while”] Abbey is away. 
Ride out as often as you please. Visit yr neighbors[ – ] and when you go to K & Q don’t 
trouble with friends by being too much afraid of troubling them. Be cheerful & happy — 
pray for yr. husband, and write to him about the garden, the oats, the plastering & especially 
yrself — 

[postscript] Nathan & Abbey are to scour the upper rooms & Rachel & Miles the lower. Ask 
Francisco to feed the cows.370  

Josephine Ryland replied with worry and frustration:  

                                                      

368 Robert Ryland to unknown recipient, January 11, 1848, American Colonization Society, American 
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[Mr. Phillips, the plasterer] is obliged to hire a hand, as Nathan’s services are necessary in 
the oat field, and Miles is laid up, homesick I think. Francisco has had a great deal of trouble 
with the oats… He seems desirous to have them very good but needs direction.  

[Following day] 

… It is no use for me to stay here[.] I can manage nothing without you. Francisco is stacking 
oats today fine weather for it [sic]. Mr. Philipps did not succeed in hiring hands his work 
stops [sic]. I think it would be well to come home sooner than you designed. You know the 
Seminary should call you back if your wife cannot. The master’s eye will do more than hired 
hands.371 

While some of the labor was in rooms the family occupied, Josephine Ryland’s hope that the 
obligations of “the Seminary” might “call [Ryland] back” shows this was institutional work.372 That 
Nathan and Abbey would require “a pass” shows that they were both enslaved. They are also noted 
in Ryland’s ledger under “Expenses of the Boarding Department of 1841 1st Sess.” where Ryland 
wrote “Nathan’s hire $119” and “Abbey’s 15.00.” He also recorded “hire” for Rachel and Miles on 
the same ledger line, indicating their enslavement as well: “Rachel’s 45” and “Miles’ [ditto: ‘hire’] 
$80.” Francisco may have been free. He was remembered by Ryland’s daughter as being Portuguese 
and Ryland’s records show that he received payment rather than being paid “hire.”373 “Peter’s hire 
$30,” appears on the same ledger line as Francisco’s simple wage payment and an entry for 
“Servants’ clothes: $44.12.”  

The differences in hire amounts – 119, 80, 15, 45, 62.50, 30, and 2.00 – may have corresponded to 
specific skills, age, and long-term hires versus ad hoc hiring for specific jobs. The purchase of 
clothes for enslaved laborers hired from an agent or an individual was standard practice and was 
often part of hire agreements.374 “Servants’ clothes” were recorded as a Boarding Department 
expenses in the second Richmond College session of 1841 just as they were in the Virginia Baptist 
Seminary sessions and in Ryland's family expenses for those he personally enslaved. 

CO LL EG E  STE WA R D:  CHA R L E S  LE WIS  CO C K E  (1842-1845) 

After having managed the minutiae of campus operations while running the Boarding Department 
and the operations of campus, Ryland was anxious to shift his attention away from the duties 
associated with the College Steward position. He sought someone to operate the Boarding 
Department and other day-to-day operations of the campus, and ideal steward was found in the form 
of former Virginia Baptist Seminary student Charles L. Cocke, who was then serving as a tutor at 
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Richmond College.375 Despite his youth, Charles Cocke later described himself as already having a 
long history of “management” that extended to his childhood, when he operated one of his father’s 
farms and oversaw the labor of the enslaved people there.376 

In addition to his history with the earlier years of the institution, Cocke's family shared several 
connections to Richmond College and Robert Ryland. His aunt, Mary Fox, had once lived in 
Henrico County and moved to King William County when she married his uncle. She was a donor to 
Richmond College in the 1840s and, according to the enumeration pattern in the 1860 Federal 
Census, her property was close to that of Robert Ryland’s brother, William Ryland. Charles L. 
Cocke was also a relation of John Hartwell Cocke, Ryland's correspondent regarding temperance at 
the University of Virginia.377 Prior to his assumption of the role of College Steward, Cocke had been 
a mathematics tutor at the institution, and it was while he worked in this capacity that Ryland 
selected him to handle, in Cocke's words, “the entire management of [the college’s] business affairs 
– the keeping of the premises in order, the boarding of the pupils, and the settlement of the school 
accounts.” Taking advantage of a drop in food prices, Cocke credited himself with significantly 
improving the meals offered to the students during his time as steward: “In this business I gained 
considerable reputation as a manager… [A]ll articles of provision reached a low market value, 
which enabled me to give the boys fine fare and they sounded my praises throughout the state.”378  

After Cocke took over the College Steward duties, Ryland shared his pleasure with Josiah Ryland:  

I feel greatly relieved by thus getting such a mountain of care off my mind. I shall now have 
less money to handle, less to do with Negroes, less collecting, less vexation of the spirit, but 
more leisure, more time to read & visit with friends.379  

Cocke’s management and oversight is recorded in a report he submitted to the Richmond College 
Board of Trustees on December 1, 1843. Because of the “extreme old age” of “Agnas a free woman 
residing on campus” who had been doing the washing for the college, Cocke anticipated the need to 
“increase the number of apartments occupied by the servants.” The limited existing quarters had 
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been “a serious inconvenience” to him and he saw that increasing “when it becomes necessary to 
increase their number.”380 A letter Cocke wrote to his father from Richmond College describes the 
hire of an enslaved man named Randolph. His father was paid “$62 ½” for Randolph’s labor, either 
by Cocke or the institution.381 Following a period of frustration with the position, indicated by 
Cocke’s threat to leave the job in 1844 and his request to be relieved of some of his duties in 1845, 
he resigned on May 29, 1846.382  

A month later, Cocke had assumed a new role as head of Valley Union Seminary near Roanoke, 
Virginia, which would become Hollins College and eventually Hollins University. His plans there 
were complicated by the lack of available enslaved laborers in the area, and he wrote to his father 
that he had considered drawing on those he enslaved or controlled who were still at Richmond 
College:  

I find very great difficulty in obtaining suitable servants. They hire for about as much as 
they do in Richmond and at present there is an unusual scarcity. All hands are hired out to 
harvest. This however will soon be over and there will be an abundance. I do not know yet 
whether I shall bring any of the servants from Richmond College or not. I had much rather 
do so but the expense of getting them here will not justify my bringing them. If Randolph 
and Molly would be willing to stay up here for several years, I would not hesitate to bring 
them, but I fear they would not be satisfied.383 

Cocke’s ability to draw from the Richmond College enslaved labor force likely indicated that some 
of those who worked on the college grounds were enslaved by him or by his family. Randolph and 
Molly may have been among them, although Cocke’s phrasing is unclear. By October 1848, Cocke’s 
letters indicate that they were both with him at Valley Union Seminary and that his father and his 
“Aunt Fox” had some interest in their ownership and/or control.384 

  

                                                      

380 Charles L. Cocke, Report of the Steward, December 1, 1843, Trustees Records 1841-1850, University of 
Richmond, University Archive, VBHS. 
381 Charles L. Cocke to James Cocke, “Richmond College Dec. 11” “184” written above, Charles Lewis 
Cocke Papers, Hollins University. 
382 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, July 9, 1844, December 27, 1845, May 29, 1846, 
University Archives, University of Richmond, VBHS.  
383 Charles Cocke to James Cocke, July 1, 1846, Charles L. Cocke Papers, Wyndham Robertson Library, 
Hollins University. 
384 Charles L. Cocke to James Cocke, October 27, 1848, Charles Lewis Cocke Papers, Wyndham Robertson 
Library, Hollins University. 
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 RE S EA RC H & UN C E RTA I N TY:  FAN NY 

At two o’clock in morning on May 19, 1844, an enslaved 
infant child was found murdered on the campus of 
Richmond College. At the time, the college was still 
relatively remote, surrounded by fields and large estates. 
The child’s mother, an enslaved woman named Fanny, was 
accused of killing the child “at ‘Richmond College.’” 
Fanny was described as being the property of “Mrs. Fox of 
the County of King William late of the County of Henrico” 

and her child was referred to as a “female mulatto infant.” The coroner’s inquest conducted later 
that day was led by two members of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, Jesse Snead, who 
acted as coroner due to the unavailability of the Henrico County official, and Wellington Goddin, 
who was named foreman of the panel. Their report stated that Fanny had been “moved and seduced 
by the instigation of the devil,” and had beaten the child in the face with a “certain Brick or other 
weapon” causing her to die “instantly.”385 

Given the specifics provided on “Mrs. Fox,” it is highly likely this was Mary Fox, aunt of the 
college’s steward, Charles L. Cocke, and neighbor of Robert Ryland’s half-brother, William Ryland. 
Mary Fox had resided in Henrico County prior to her marriage to James Fox and her move to King 
William County, facts that correspond to the description in the Coroner’s Inquisition. Fox had made 
a donation to the Richmond College endowment between January 20 and March 14, 1844.386 The 
pattern of transfer of enslaved people between Cocke, his father, and Mary Fox preserved in 
Cocke’s records held at the Wyndham Robinson Library at Hollins University increases the 
likelihood that Fox hired Fanny out to Cocke for Richmond College’s use or she may have been 
hired directly to the college through him.387  

Information on the child’s murder and the accusation against Fanny is limited to the coroner’s report 
held by the Library of Virginia which can be viewed online in the Virginia Untold database. It is not 

                                                      

385 “Unidentified: Coroner’s Inquisition,” May 3, 1844, Virginia Untold: The African American Narrative 
Digital Collection, Library of Virginia, Richmond, Va., link. Note, in some browsers the document and 
transcription is only visible when “Page turner” is selected from the pull-down menu. 
386 Robert Ryland, “Acknowledgements,” March 14, 1844, Religious Herald, VBHS. Fox continued to 
enslave people in Richmond. In the September 5, 1855 record of a First African Baptist Church deacon’s 
meeting, Ryland recorded that Caroline Freeland had been excluded from church membership for 
“rejecting her husband.” Freeland was enslaved by Mary Fox (Minutes of First African Baptist Church, 
September 5, 1855, Library of Virginia).  
387 Mary Fox’s connections to Richmond College and Robert Ryland: Robert Ryland, 
“Acknowledgements,” March 14, 1844, Religious Herald, VBHS. Federal Census, 1860, King William 
County, Virginia, 34-35, Ancestry.com – note this is not Mary E. Fox whose property with Richard Fox 
adjoined William Ryland’s property; Virginia Marriages, 1700-1850, via ancestry.com, 645: Mary Burton 
of Henrico married James Fox of King William County in 1824. James Fox was the brother of Charles L. 
Cocke’s mother, Elizabeth Fox. 
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clear how the panel came to the conclusion that Fanny was responsible for the infant’s death. Their 
record does not indicate that she confessed.   

RE S EA RC H  & UN C E RTA I N TY:  AGGY  CO O P E R,  AGGY  MO RR I S,  AG NAS S,  AGGY 

The earliest record of a woman named Aggy appears in a Boarding Department ledger entry for 
March 27, 1835: “To Aggy for washing $8.50.”388 Aggy appears regularly among those paid for 
washing in Ryland’s records of the department’s expenses between 1835 and 1840. In the first 
session of 1841, there are two women with similar names in the department expenses: “Agg- Smith 
(washing) $11.50” and “Aggy Cooper $131.00.” That session, “Aggy’s house 52.75” is also paid for 
out of Boarding Department expenses. In the second session of 1841, Aggy Cooper is again paid for 
washing: “Aggy Cooper in full for washing $115.” Aggy Smith is not mentioned again.  

As noted in Section 3.1.1.3, in the report of the College Steward that was submitted to the 
Richmond College Board of Trustees on December 1, 1843, Charles L. Cocke wrote of the concern 
that “[t]he washing, performed up to this time by Agnas a free woman residing on the premises, 
cannot be done by her in the future in consequence of extreme old age.”  

She appeared as “Aunt Aggy” in the recollections of Josiah Ryland (1830-1903) who was Robert 
Ryland’s nephew and one of the first two graduates of Richmond College. He described her as “one 
of the characters of the college premises” who lived “[n]ear ‘Science Row,’ in a plain negro cabin” 
and would provide the students with “molasses cakes, her scrambled eggs, [and] her hoe-cakes made 
of flour.” Josiah Ryland remembered students tormenting her dog and her threats to complain to 
Robert Ryland. He also recalled students making a point of “taking formal leave of her… at the end 
of a session.”389    

Aggy Cooper was listed as a sixty-five year old free “Mullato” woman in the United States Federal 
Census of 1850. She was enumerated along with the Ryland family, students at Richmond College, 
and the steward at the time, Ryland’s brother-in-law, 
H.F. Thornton. In 1860, her entry has not yet been 
located in the Population Schedule, however that year 
she was listed in the Slave Schedule as the “employer” 
of four enslaved people – a twenty-four year old woman 
and three children between the ages of two and six – all 
of whom were enslaved by Robert Ryland.390 

Among Ryland’s last items published while he was 
president of Richmond College was the announcement 

                                                      

388 Robert Ryland, Ledger 1, “Expenditures of the Boarding Department 1835 1st Session,” RRP, 55.1.037, 
VBHS. 
389 Josiah Ryland (1830-1902), “Recollections of an Old Boy: Part 1,” The Messenger, v. 18, no. 5, January 
1894, 120, link.   
390 Federal Census of 1860, Non-Population Slave Schedules, Henrico, Western Subdivision, “Agness 
Cooper[,] Employer,” National Archives and Records Administration microfilm publication M653, 45. 

https://issuu.com/urscholarship/docs/msgr_1892v18n4
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of the death of “A Centenarian” that the “old students will remember as Aunt Aggy.” After Ryland 
compared “her childhood to various historic events” he placed her age at 103. “She retained her 
faculties to the last,” Ryland wrote, “and was always glad to see and converse with any of the 
former students, whom she called her ‘boys.’” In the announcement, Ryland gave her full name as 
Aggy Morris.  

It appears that Aggy Morris, Aggy Cooper, and Agness Cooper are the same woman, although 
further research may reveal additional clarifying information. In the deed records of the Goochland 
County Overseer of the Poor, “Sall child of Aggy Cooper” was among the “free negro children” 
bound to Thomas Pleasants between 1795 and 1796.391 It is possible that Sall’s mother, Aggy 
Cooper, is the same free Black woman who eventually lived and worked at Richmond College and 
died there seventy years later.  

Another woman named Aggy appears in Ryland’s private accounts as having been enslaved by or 
bound to him. He referred to her as “Little Aggy” in 1844, as the mother of a child in 1856, and of 
multiple children in 1863.392 

CL EB E R  & TO M 

In Josiah Ryland’s campus recollections noted in this section, his quotes of Aggy (likely Aggy 
Cooper/Morris), Cleber, and Tom relied on racist dialect, a device common among many white 
writers between the antebellum era and the early decades of the 20th century. Those quotes have not 
been used in this report. His essay can be read in its entirety here.   

Tom was among the enslaved people who appeared on an itemized list of shoes, boots, and a trunk 
purchased during the year 1855. Ryland purchased a pair of “Brogans” (heavy leather shoes that 
went above the ankle) for him on December 5, 1855. Tom told Ryland that he wanted to be baptized 
in September of 1859 and Ryland wrote to his son, William, that he had not yet questioned him 
about it, referring to Tom's spiritual readiness. Such questioning was typical of the Baptist approach 
to baptism and formed one part of the process at First African Baptist Church. Ryland referred to 
him as “[o]ur boy Tom” at the time of his request. Tom was hired out by Ryland, along with Ellen 
and Matilda, in 1863 and was one of two recipients of Ryland's “Gifts to servants” that year. He was 
also recorded as having received medical care in 1863. Ryland hired out Tom, Matilda, Sally and 
Ellen in 1864, as well.393  

                                                      

391 Goochland County, Virginia, Deed Book 1791-1795, p. 185. Held by the Library of Virginia. This 
information was located through “Virginia Slaves Freed After 1782” in Free African Americans of 
Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Delaware, web, link. 
392 Robert Ryland, “Private expenditures for 1844,” “Expenditures for 1856,” Expenses of 1863,” Ledger 
II, RRP 55.2, VBHS. 
393 Combination bill/receipt for trunk, boots, and shoes sold by W. [illegible] W. Taylor, 1855, Robert 
Ryland Papers, Virginia Baptist Historical Society; Robert Ryland to William Ryland, September 30, 1859, 
Robert Ryland Papers, 1.078; Robert Ryland, Family Expenses 1863; Robert Ryland family receipts 1863 -
1864. 
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In his recollections of his time as a student at the college in the late 1840s, Josiah Ryland described 
Tom serving the students and faculty in the campus dining room. He referred to him as “Tom, the 
cup bearer,” writing that he “flew up and down the table, trying in vain to serve fifty hungry men at 
once.” Ryland also remembered Tom “[p]icking up little snatches of Latin” at the college. In his 
essay published in 1894, Ryland wrote, “I think Tom is now selling potatoes and cabbages in the 
Second Market. If so, surely he ought to get a good share of the College trade, and the Professors 
and caterers should at once make his acquaintance. Doubtless he is a staunch friend of the College, 
and regards himself as one of the early graduates.” Further details of these people and others 
enslaved and hired out by Ryland can be found in Section 3.4. 

Of the man Josiah Ryland and Robert Ryland called Cleber, which may have been a variation of 
Claiborne, Josiah Ryland wrote, that he was “the Vulcan who kindled our morning fires.” He was a 
“tall” and “gaunt” man who the younger Ryland called “a philosopher” who “walk[ed] among a 
hundred and fifty boys and men at their most mischievous period of life” without saying “an unkind 
or impudent word.”394 Cleber was likely the man referred to as Clebo in the memories of another 
student, James E. Bell, who recalled him getting alcohol for students in Screamersville, the district 
between the campus and Richmond’s city limits.395 Robert Ryland recorded giving Cleber a payment 
of $1.50, likely an end of the year gift or ad hoc hiring, in 1849.396  

3.1.2 RYLAN D AS AD MIN ISTRATOR,  MENTOR,  FATHER & HUSBAN D 
Following the charter of Richmond College in 1840, and in addition to Ryland’s continuing role as 
steward and faculty member, he became both college president and president of the institution’s 
Board of Trustees. A brief concern over the “informality” of his occupying both leadership positions 
led to his offer to resign from his Board of Trustees office, but he remained its president for the next 
twenty-eight years.397  As college president, his leadership of the faculty included recruitment and 
hire during a time of “[f]requent changes… result[ing] from short tenures and irregular appointments” 
and teaching duties during this period generally fell to Ryland and two other men.398 At one point, in an 
attempt to grow the student body, Ryland offered to personally advance money for suitable students to 
fill available spots at Richmond College and he also recruited students while travelling.399 The 
institution grew despite challenges that included difficulties in securing funding, outbreaks of 
illness, and controversy with some Baptists over dancing.  

Ryland continued to act as a fundraiser for the college, at times formally as its General Agent, and at 
                                                      

394 Josiah Ryland (1830-1902), “Recollections,” Messenger, 1894, 121. 
395 James E. Bell to Robert Ryland, March 21, 1898, RRP, 01.011-012, VBHS. 
396 Robert Ryland, “Private Expenses of 1849,” Ledger II, RRP, 55.2.063, VBHS.  
397 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, December 15, 1843, University Archives, 
University of Richmond, VBHS. 
398 Alley, 39. 
399 Religious Herald, August 13, 1846, 130, 6; George Braxton Taylor, “Alfred Elijah Dickenson,” Virginia 
Baptist Ministers, 5th Series, Lynchburg: J.P. Bell Company (1915), 167. 
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others in his capacity as Richmond College’s president.400 
The Religious Herald routinely published Ryland’s 
summaries of donations to the college endowment and 
library. During this decade he also wrote several pointed 
requests for more support from Baptists and an increased 
commitment to the college from its trustees.401 One notable 
account of his fundraising efforts shows Ryland’s frustration 
at the limited donations from people of means and also 
provides a window into the life of an enslaved woman 
named Sophy. In an 1845 article in the Religious Herald, 
part of a series Ryland wrote detailing a combination vacation and fundraising tour with his family, 
he described a donation given by a Black man, Ralph Perry, a “subscription of one dollar” for 
Richmond College.402 Ryland referred to Perry as “a colored brother,” and praised his generosity in 
contrast “sons of millionary fortune who would condemn this poor man.” Perry was, Ryland wrote, 
“the second case of a colored person registered in my book [of donors].” The first was “Sophy,” a 
woman enslaved by “the family of Bro[ther] O.T. Mitchell of Louisa…who brought a spontaneous 
donation to the cause”:403 

                                                      

400 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, June 7, 1842. Reuben E. Alley’s History of the University 
of Richmond: 1830-1971 (1977) and W. Harrison Daniel’s “Genesis of Richmond College: 1843 - 1860)” (1975), 
provide additional details on these early fundraising efforts. A number of general agents were designated over the 
coming decades, most significantly A.M. Poindexter of Halifax County and Richmond, who was credited helping to 
establish the financial health of Richmond College and Columbian College. Robert Ryland published promotional 
articles, took fundraising tours, and operated as the college’s general agent a number of times over the coming 
decades. Between 1843 and 1859, funds were also sought from the General Assembly of Virginia, though none of 
these efforts were successful (Alley, 40-41). 

401 Robert Ryland, “Dear Brethren,” Religious Herald, January 5, 1843, 3, 2 (general need for funds); 
Robert Ryland, “Mr. Editor,” Religious Herald, April 27, 1843, 67, 4 (funds for student support through the 
Education Society); Robert Ryland, “Richmond College – No. 8,” Religious Herald, January 25, 1844, 15, 
1: “I will not say that any member of the Board who is not conscious of a sincere sympathy for the 
enterprise should resign, but that he should immediately rouse up to this state of feeling… giving liberally, 
praying habitually, and laboring faithfully in its behalf.”  
402 It is likely that Ralph Perry was a free man. In both Ryland’s personal life and in his oversight role at 
Richmond College he generally used last names when referring to free people and first names only when 
referring to those who were enslaved. In his “moderator” role in meetings of deacons of First African 
Baptist Church, however, Ryland recorded last names of nearly every enslaved person mentioned.  
403 The Federal Census of 1840 shows “O.T. Mitchels” living in Goochland County, and enslaving 
seventeen people, including two women 55-99, one woman between 24-35, and one woman or girl between 
10-23. These entries may represent four generations of Sophy’s family; see United States Federal Census, 
Year: 1840; Census Place: Goochland, Virginia; Roll: 559; Page: 404; Family History Library Film: 
0029686. Mitchell’s store and post office was between Gum Springs and Shannon Hill, Virginia, near the 
border of Goochland and Louisa Counties. See “Postroads,” Revised Statutes of the United States Relating 
to Postroads, Vol. 18, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1875, 310. 
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Giving me twenty five cents with a cheerful smile that bespoke the pleasure of the deed she 
said “Take this – I have no learning myself but I want others to have it.” In that family I saw 
five generations standing in the group – the child – the mother – the grand-mother – the 
great-grandmother – and the great-great grandmother. The donor of the twenty five cents 
was one of the links in this chain. Her name is “Sophy” – a name that is registered among 
the founders of Richmond College.404 

Searches of Ryland’s papers and early institutional records have not yet revealed these early 
notations of donations which Ryland said included Sophy’s contribution. It is possible these were 
among items lost in the Old Ryland Hall fire of 1910. Ryland’s account in the Religious Herald is 
the only known record of Sophy’s life and the lives of her family members. 

Ryland often operated as the public voice of Richmond College. After “an unusual quantity of 
sickness” in 1843, he began the new year with an essay focused on the institution, one of a series he 
wrote for the Religious Herald, and in it he stated that although “few thinking persons would form 
an estimate from the sickness of one fall… To allay the fears of the patrons, however… the Trustees 
have changed the time of the summer recess.”405  

3.1.2.1 RY L AN D AN D GEO RGE  FRE DE R I C K HO L ME S 

Ryland’s leadership as the president of the institution included recruiting 
new members of the college faculty. Among his most prominent hires 
was George Frederick Holmes.406 Holmes was a British writer and vocal 
defender of Southern exceptionalism, sectionalism, and enslavement, 
described by Harvey Wish as “[u]ndoubtedly the most brilliant and 
creative of the proslavery school.”407 Two years before his hire at 
Richmond College, an essay attributed to Holmes was published in the 
Southern Literary Messenger Review which argued the continued use of 
enslaved labor in the South:  

[T]he nature of a Southern climate forbids white labor for 
agricultural purposes; the cultivation of lands accordingly 
requires negro slavery; a great part of Southern property consists 
of slaves, and not only the property, but even the actual existence 
of the South depends upon their continuing in that state. Under 
these circumstances, any persons who agitate the question of 

                                                      

404 Robert Ryland, Religious Herald, December 4, 1845, VBHS. 
405 Robert Ryland, “Richmond College, No. 6,” Religious Herald, January 4, 1844, VBHS. 
406 William Preston to George Frederick Holmes, October 16, 1846, Letterbook, 169, Papers of George 
Frederick Holmes, Duke University Libraries, Duke University, Durham, North Carolina, link. Preston 
wrote of Ryland soliciting an opinion on Holmes’ suitability for employment at Richmond College.  
407 Harvey Wish, “Aristotle, Plato, and the Mason-Dixon Line,” The Journal of the History of Ideas 10, no. 
2 (April 1949), 260.  
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emancipation, or in any way endeavor to bring it about, are guilty of the Wildest and most 
wicked incendiarism.408  

Holmes’ hire was a significant one for the young college. The Richmond Whig congratulated the 
institution on “the valuable acquisition” and praised the “services which [Holmes] has already 
rendered in the service of literature and good morals.”409 

He served on the faculty for less than two years before departing for a similarly brief period at the 
College of William & Mary.410 In 1859, seven years after the publication of his blistering review of 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Holmes was awarded an honorary doctorate by 
Richmond College. In the years that followed, his association with the college was mentioned in 
institutional histories and student recollections.411  

  

                                                      

408 [George Frederick Holmes,] “On Slavery and Christianity,” Southern Quarterly Review, January 1843, 
253. 
409 “Southern Quarterly Review,” Richmond Whig, April 3, 1846, Early American Newspapers, Newsbank. 
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3.1.2.2 RY L AN D AN D RIC H M O ND  CO LLEGE  ST U DE NTS 

In his oversight of students during the decade, Ryland managed expulsions, sickness, and alcohol 
abuse.412 Ryland’s daughter, Josephine Ryland Knight, recalled the drama surrounding the expulsion 
of one particular student:  

After the luggage was put in the waiting hack, the family, the professors, students, and 
servants, were assembled in the yard to say a kind farewell, in pity for the young man. He 
turned toward his president and poured out a torrent of abusive language. I can see my father 
now, standing on the steps of the Columbia mansion fronting Grace [Street]. His mien was 
majestic and paternal, with a slightly amused smile at the senseless rage of the erring one. 
When the voice and the vocabulary of the excited youth were at last exhausted, the president 
made him a graceful bow, and waving farewell said “Is that your valedictory, Christian?” 
The angry boy whirled and rushed to the carriage without even a gesture.413  

An 1845 outbreak of scarlet fever on the campus resulted in an anonymous letter to the Richmond 
Enquirer signed “A Visitor” which described the college as having been “sorely afflicted” by the 
illness but that “Health has again resumed her sway, and the College is in a flourishing 
condition.”414 Ryland’s position as administrator and parental figure was also demonstrated in his 
response to the apparent overindulgence of alcohol by a student, James E. Bell, who wrote Ryland at 
least twice over the next fifty years, recalling the text of a “prophesy” Ryland had given to him: 
“Prophesy of R. Ryland in 1848 — This is to affectionately admonish my friend Jas. E. Bell the he 
abstain wholly from alcoholic stimuli that unless he does he will be an inebriate in ten (10) years.” 
Bell referred to Ryland as a “false prophet,” because he had managed to avoid becoming an 
alcoholic and he thanked him for “the incalculable benefit” of his “timely admonition and paternal 
advice.” Bell recalled that he and Ryland’s nephew, Robert “Bob” Ryland, had gotten “Clara” and 
“Clebo” to procure wine for them from Screamersville. “Clebo” likely refers to the man whom 
Josiah Ryland and Robert Ryland called “Cleber,” the “servant” at the college who was responsible 
for maintaining students’ fires.415 

In the spring and summer of 1848, Ryland navigated a controversy that he believed threatened the 
institution’s future funding. In February of that year, students had planned an event in the college’s 
“public rooms” where, in the words of “Elder C. Kendrick,” they “danced in good earnest… in the 
presence of the President!” Dancing was considered “worldly” by many of the Baptist supporters of 
the college and pointed complaints were raised in the pages of the Religious Herald and other 
publications. After what was felt to be an insufficient response from Ryland, and his use of the word 

                                                      

412 James E. Bell to Robert Ryland, March 21, 1898, Robert Ryland Papers, VBHS.  
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“amusement” in his explanation, some members of the Board of Trustees stated that Ryland “deeply 
wounded our feelings, and increased the evil which we fear may grow out of this affair.” Kendrick, 
editor of the Ecclesiastical Reformer, referred to the dance as a demonstration of the “sinful 
manners and customs of the world.”416  

Ryland responded to the outcry again, writing, “Since my baptism in 1824, I have never attended a 
ball – a theatre – a circus – a barbecue – or anything of the kind… My sense of propriety would 
forbid me to tolerate dancing at my own house.” Still, he viewed the event with far less concern 
than Kendrick. While he would not have approved the gathering had he known dancing was to take 
place, Ryland assured readers of the Religious Herald that “none of the pious students, and none of 
the ladies attached to any church joined in the amusement.” His consideration in allowing the 
dancing was “not whether Christians should dance – that had already been settled – but to what 
extent they should feel it incumbent upon them to denounce the practice in the gay dreamers of this 
world.” What worried Ryland most was the risk the controversy posed to the stability of funding for 
the institution due to the “withhold[ing]” of “promised contributions.” In the face of the criticism, 
he offered to resign, clearing the way for “a more trustworthy agent” if it was believed that “he who 
presides over the interests of the College has forfeited confidence of its friends.”417  

SE L E CT E D  ST U D E N T MEM O R I E S OF  RO BE RT  RYL AN D 

Reuben Baker Boatwright, father of University of Richmond President, Frederic William Boatwright 
recalled his own first “lesson” as a student at Richmond College. After arriving, he stood in his 
empty dormitory room and asked Ryland how he was to get furniture. “I don’t know,” Ryland 
replied. “You must see to that yourself.” Boatwright called it “a lesson of self-reliance, which I very 
much needed.” He remembered being “mad” with Ryland “only once for a short-time.” He wrote to 
Ryland that “[o]n speaking day, in presence of the whole school, you stood up, and mimicked my 
manner, and especially my eyes. I stopped winking them so fast, after that day. The deep impress of 
your character has remained with me.”418 Julian Broaddus recalled “with pleasure and gratitude” 
Ryland’s “uniform kindness” and in a letter to his former professor noted “one tender, affectionate, 
fatherly talk you once gave me at the College gate” calling it a “precious memory” which in later 
years had been an “incentive to earnest effort when the days were dark and I almost ready to 
despond.”419 In a March 1889 letter, John W. Cottrell remembered once mistaking Ryland for a 
fellow student and attempting to involve him a moment of “boyish pranks.” Ryland, he wrote, was 
“offended… & [you] ordered me to come your room next morning when you gave me a kindly 
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the repugnance of our brethren to dancing, and other similar amusements.”  
417 Robert Ryland, “Mr. Editor,” Religious Herald, June 29, 1848, VBHS. 
418 R.B. [Reuben Baker] Boatwright to Robert Ryland, January 1, 1889, RRP, 42.030, VBHS. 
419 Julian Broaddus to Robert Ryland, March 12, 1889, RRP, file 42.045, VBHS. 
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gentle reproof, which even now lingers in my memory like a ‘happy dream.’ I shall never forget 
your kindness & faithfulness.”420 William F. Fleet related a memory of the lamp in Ryland’s office 
“shining brightly at 12 (midnight)” and “six hours” later seeing Ryland “with red eyes” calling the 
morning roll. He recalled thinking, “[I]f I had to live the life he is leading, life would hardly be 
worth the sacrifice he is making.”421 

3.1.2.3 LO S S 

Of the nine children that Josephine Ryland had given birth to “in quick succession,” only four had 
survived early childhood. Robert Ryland drew on his grief during this period in considering death 
and spirituality. After the death of his daughter, Roberta, Ryland wrote to offer consolation to 
another grieving father, Samual Harris. Ryland described his experience of such loss “four times” 
and shared what he viewed as the spiritual lesson he found in the deaths of his children. He asked 
both Harris and his wife to “examine your hearts & see if that little boy had not risen higher in the 
throne than Jesus Christ, if he did not sometimes get right between your hearts & God… I have been 
called on four times to lose just such a child as yours, and I feel every time that it was just what I 
deserved.”422 

In the summer of 1846, Ryland’s household was again overtaken by sickness. When their young 
daughter, Kate, experienced severe convulsions that June, Ryland described his wife as “violently 
shocked” by the sight. Josephine Ryland was, in Robert Ryland’s words, already suffering with the 
“crushing weight” of the “domestic duties” at the college which had “imposed on her a species of 
self denial that was afflictive to her nature.” While Robert Ryland was away on a “preaching 
excursion,” three of their children had suffered a severe fever which he believed left her with an 
“anxiety of mind” that “impaired her already feeble constitution and brought her to the borders of 
the grave.” Ryland was with her when she died on October 28, 1846 at the age of thirty-nine. After 
her death, the Ryland children who had died over the previous years – Ann Peachy, Robert Hall, 
John Hollins, Roberta, and an unnamed infant – were disinterred and “laid upon her breast in one 
common tomb.”423 

While the newspaper obituary Ryland wrote for his late wife focused largely on her spiritual state, 
in a letter to his father, he recognized that he had “spoke[n]… coolly of her in the paper.” In his 
correspondence with family he wrote with more tenderness and candor:  

I have never known a purer character… I feel alone in the world! Still I do not want to be 
comforted. I desire to keep the wound open, to cherish a sense of my loss, to feel the vanity 

                                                      

420 John W. Cottrell to Robert Ryland, RRP, 42.081-082, VBHS.  
421 William F. Fleet to Robert Ryland, March 10, 1889, 42.128, VBHS. 
422 Robert Ryland to Samuel Harris, October 27, 1843, RRP, 14.022, VBHS. 
423 Robert Ryland, “Mrs. Josephine Ryland,” undated typescript, RRP, 3.080-081, VBHS. Ryland’s 
remembrance of Josephine Ryland provided an overview of her life, their relationship, her care of her 
children, and her role at the institution. Ryland and his second wife, Betty T. Ryland, named another child 
Roberta, Roberta “Bertie” Ryland Adkins. 
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of the world, & to labor for more inward holiness… I seem to realize that she is not far from 
me, just beyond a narrow stream… I seem to feel the delicate pressure of her gentle spirit on 
mine saying, “Be calm.” 

He closed his letter to his father by asking that family and friends not attempt to comfort him, but 
instead “pray for my sanctification” and signed it “Yr. afflicted son, Ro. Ryland.”424  

Two years later, on June 8, 1848, Ryland married Elizabeth “Betty” Thornton (1821-1905), and the 
two remained together for the next fifty-one years. During the decades of their marriage spent in 
Richmond they experienced far fewer long separations than Ryland had with Josephine Ryland, so 
there is less correspondence between them. Their available letters show a comfortable and loving 
relationship. They had three children who all survived to adulthood. 

  

                                                      

424 Robert Ryland to Josiah Ryland, November 2, 1846, RRP, 11.080-081, VBHS; Robert Ryland to 
Elizabeth Ryland Willis, October 28, 1846, RRP, 15.016, VBHS.  
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3.2 1850 TO 1859 
3.2.1 EN SLAVEMENT 

3.2.1.1 RY L AN D AS AN ENS LAVE R 

1850 FE D E R A L  CEN S U S 

In 1850, Robert Ryland was again the Head of Household for 
the college’s entry in the Federal Census. It named Ryland’s 
family, college faculty – Bennett Puryear and Lewis Turner – 
students, Ryland’s brother-in-law, H.F. “Harry” Thornton, who 
was College Steward for a short time, and Agnes Cooper, the 
free Black woman who lived on the campus.425 Beginning in 
1850, enslaved people were recorded separately on the Federal 
Census Slave Schedule. Entries provided enslavers names, the 
ages of those enslaved, their sex, and the designation for 
“black” or “mulatto,” but not names of enslaved people. 
Ryland’s entry in the Slave Schedule of 1850 shows thirteen 
people: a man, age 48; a boy, age 14, a boy, age 10; a boy, age 8; a woman, age 55; a woman, age 
36; a woman, age 37; two girls, age 10; a girl, age 6; a woman, age 60 (described as “mulatto”); a 
girl, age 12; and a woman, age 58.  

They were enumerated on December 12, 1850.426 

RY L AN D LET T E RS  AN D  RE CO R D S 

On June 9, 1850, the patriarch of the Ryland family, Josiah Ryland, died after a long illness. Robert 
Ryland arranged for a stone marker to be made for his father’s grave, and on December 21, 1850, he 
shared the news of its completion with his mother, Catherine Ryland. The letter also contained his 
request that she arrange transportation of “the servants that fall to me” after the “division” of the 
enslaved people in the elder Ryland’s estate:  

It has occurred to me that if there should be a division of the servants before you send your 
turkeys over, that you might find room in the wagon for the servants that fall to me. If so, 
you will oblige me by sending them along with Tunstal [the enslaved man who transported 
goods and family members]. They can walk part of the way. They will have to be hired out, 
and it is better for them to come before New Year's Day.427  

                                                      

425 United States Federal Census, 1850, “Robert Ryland,” Western District, Henrico, Virginia, 133-134, 
National Archives Microfilm Publication M432, 1009 rolls); Records of the Bureau of the Census, Record 
Group 29; National Archives, Washington, D.C, retrieved through ancestry.com. 
426 United States Federal Census Slave Schedule, 1850, United States of America, Bureau of the Census. 
Seventh Census of the United States, 1850. Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records 
Administration, 1850. M432, retrieved through ancestry.com. 
427 Robert Ryland to Catherine Peachey Ryland, December 21, 1850, RRP, 22.004, VBHS.  
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Ryland was hoping to have them in Richmond by the traditional “hiring out” period around New 
Year’s Day, when hirers would seek enslaved laborers and “self-hired” enslaved people would 
negotiate for new situations and homes. The census enumeration of 1850 took place before Ryland 
wrote this letter to his mother. Available records do not provide the number of people Ryland 
received from his father’s estate. 

By 1850, Ryland’s family would routinely travel with at 
least one enslaved person.428 Among Ryland’s papers held 
by the Virginia Baptist Historical Society are receipts 
indicating his payments for items and medical care for 
enslaved people along with local and state tax payments 
that reflect some those he enslaved who were associated 
with specific properties. During 1854 and 1855, he paid 
Dr. James Beale for a number of repeated visits to 
Matilda, Sally, and Violet, all women that Ryland 
enslaved. Matilda was seen three times between April 14th 
and 17th, 1854. Sally was seen five times between April 
26 and May 1, 1855. Beale visited Violet five times in 
May of 1855. Matilda was again seen multiple times in 
1855, visited by Beale three times between June 2nd and 

4th. While there is no indication of the nature of these visits, it is possible they were centered around 
pregnancy.429 There are two children between the ages of five and six in Robert Ryland’s 1860 Slave 
Schedule entry.430 

Several sources show Ryland’s purchase of shoes and clothing for those he enslaved including an 
1856 bill for shoes and other items purchased in 1855. Along with items for Ryland’s children (a 
trunk for his son, William, and shoes for his daughters, Kate and Josephine), the list includes shoes 
for four enslaved women or girls and one man or boy.  Ryland purchased “st. shoes” (servant shoes) 
for Lucy, Ellin/Ellen, Violet, and Judy, and heavy work shoes for Tom. A family anecdote indicates 
that Lucy was a caregiver for at least one of Ryland’s children, Ann Catherine “Kate” Ryland 
Taliaferro. Her daughter wrote that when her mother was a student at Richmond Female Institute, 
“[s]he was accompanied each day by Mammy Lucye, as she was afraid to go through Screamersville 
alone. That was a section between Richmond College and the City of Richmond where there were so 
many bar rooms and drunkards that it was not safe for her to walk alone.”431   

                                                      

428 Robert Ryland to Elizabeth F. Willis, May 4, 1850, RRP, 15.004, RRP.  
429 Dr. James Beale to Robert Ryland, [Invoice/Receipt for visits between April 1854 and June 1855], RRP, 
34.005, VBHS. 
430 United States Federal Census Slave Schedule 1860, Bureau of the Census. Eighth Census of the United 
States, 1860. Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration, 1860. M653, 1,438 rolls, 
44-45, retrieved through ancestry.com. 
431 Bessie Taliaferro Carter, “Robert Ryland,” RRP, 3.048, VBHS. 

 

Dr. James Beale to Robert Ryland, [Invoice/Receipt 
for visits between April 1854 and June 1855], VBHS 
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Tax receipts also reflect some of those who Ryland enslaved during this period. In 1855, for 
example, Ryland was taxed on property he owned in the City of Richmond including two pieces of 
real estate (improvements valued at 3,000.00 each), a gold watch and other items, and the enslaved 
people associated with the properties “3 slaves at $2.50.” In 1855 and 1856, Ryland also paid tax on 
“1 lot [o]n Broad Street 30 x 140.” This assessment included a tax of twelve dollars on “3 slaves.”432  

Robert Ryland baptized Walker Lee, a man he enslaved, on July 30, 1859. The record of the 
moment, written by Ryland, is found in the Minutes of the Deacons of First African Baptist Church, 
where Lee’s full name is recorded next to Ryland’s as his enslaver.433  

3.2.1.2 CAM P U S  HIRE   

CO LL EG E  RE CO R D S 

As the college grew during the decade between 1850 and 1860, 
evidence shows that there was a comparable growth in reliance on 
enslaved labor. At the end of the decade, Ryland noted in a report 
that the “servants” were “frequently changed,” which is consistent 
with the system of “slave hiring” in Richmond’s businesses, 
institutions, and homes.434  Students boarding at the college 
received “Servant’s attendance,” as indicated in an advertisement 
for the institution that appeared in the Religious Herald: “Board, 
including diet, fuel, room rent, bedding, and servant’s 
attendance,… $95.00.”435  While no institutional ledgers have been 
located that provide comprehensive detail comparable to 1832-1842 
period contained in Ryland’s combined personal/institutional 
records, the minutes of the Board of Trustees and Robert Ryland’s 
reports to the Board provide examples of the college’s use of 
enslaved people in its workforce. In his 1852 report, Ryland wrote 

that “bonds for servants' hire are not payable until January next” and he recommended that the 
examination of the Boarding Department accounts be delayed until those funds had been expended. 

                                                      

432 “Taxes 1855,” RRP, 34.017, VBHS. 
433 Ryland’s record of hundreds of last names of enslaved people in the Minutes of the Deacons of First African 
Baptist Church is a resource of tremendous significance. In addition to providing a trove of material for 
contemporary genealogists, it counters the belief that enslaved people did not have last names. In his personal 
records, Ryland only refers to Walker Lee as “Walker.” In the church record, however, where Lee, like other 
members of the congregation, could assert agency, he was “Walker Lee” (see section 3.3.1.1). In the FABC deacons’ 
minutes, enslaved people only rarely appeared without a last name. 
434 Robert Ryland, President’s Report, January 9, 1860, Trustees’ Records, University Archives, VBHS; 
Oast, Institutional Slavery, 102. 
435 Advertisement, “Richmond College,” Religious Herald, August 17, 1854, VBHS. 

 

Advertisement, “Richmond College,” 
Religious Herald , August 17, 1854, 
VBHS 
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As John Zaborney writes in Slaves for Hire: Renting Enslaved Laborers in Antebellum Virginia, “In 
Virginia, those who hired by the year executed a slave-hiring bond for the transaction.”436  

Ryland was once again managing the details of the Boarding Department in 1851 when he wrote in 
a report to the Board of Trustees that the professors were relying too heavily on the domestic 
laborers from that department:  

There being now five fires to be made & kept up in the recitation rooms, besides one or two 
hours daily service in the Laboratory, the Boarding Dept. is rather burdened with this class 
of duties imposed upon the servants. It has, therefore, insisted that the professors should hire 
a servant to attend on them, & it proposes to board & clothe that servant for his extra work. 
To this they have consented provided the Trustees will say that the demand is just & 
reasonable.437  

The details that the Boarding Department would “board & clothe” the “servant” and the professors, 
or their portion of the budget, would cover “extra work” likely indicates Ryland meant that this 
would be the “hire” of an enslaved person or persons already working in the Boarding Department. 
On July 17, 1852, the minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees show Ryland describing 
the amount spent on “servants hire” being more than during the period in the previous year and the 
increased cost was likely to absorb all the gains of the department once it was combined with the 
payment of “back debts.”438 

In a meeting of the Board of Trustees on July 16, 1856, a resolution was adopted regarding the labor 
of a man named William and the budget from which the amount of his hire should have been drawn: 
“Resolved that the hire of the servant William, for the session 1854&5, ought to have been paid out 
of the proceeds of the boarding department as the Trustees assumed the payment of his hire, only on 
the condition that the Boarding department not involve them in loss.”439 As was often the case, the 
Boarding Department showed a budget shortfall, and this apparently was in violation of the 
condition that the Trustees imposed; they would cover the cost of his hire on the condition that the 
Boarding Department not exceed the limit on expenditures for the session. Four months later, 
specific instructions for those who provided “attendance” to students housed in the “dormitories” 
also referred to as “hotels” and “boarding houses” were presented at a meeting of the Board of 
Trustees. In December 1856, Ryland wrote of the accounting chaos left in the wake of a departed 
steward, C.A. Mayo, noting that “the while business of last session” including “the hire of servants” 

                                                      

436 Zaborney, Slaves for Hire, 12. 
437 Robert Ryland, President’s Report, December 2, 1851, Trustees Records 1851-1860, University of 
Richmond, University Archives, VBHS. 
438 Minutes, Richmond College Board of Trustees, July 17, 1852, University of Richmond, University 
Archives, VBHS. 
439 Minutes, Richmond College Board of Trustees, July 16, 1856, University of Richmond, University 
Archives, VBHS. 
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was “all unsettled.”440 More details can be found in the “Steward of the College” and “Hotels” 
sections below. 

Robert Ryland’s personal papers contain a list of 
funds he collected for Richmond College in 
1857 and turned over to the Board of Trustees. 
This list includes payment to the college for 
“servants’ hire.” While no records have been 
located that indicate the college “owned” 
people, this shows that, by re-hiring out those it 
had hired, the institution was acting in the 
capacity of “owner” or agent. In January 1857, 
the two “hotel keepers,” those running the 
dormitories, paid Richmond College through Robert Ryland a total of $167.54 for an unspecified 
number of people the previous year: $79.77 (William T. Lindsay) and $87.77 (J. Pitman Tyler) for 
“servants’ hire in full.”  

Later that year, Ryland also collected nine dollars from James B. Taylor for what he wrote was a 
“servant hired of C.A. Mayo.”441 In the slave hiring terminology of the time, “hired of” generally 
preceded the name of the enslaver from whom the person was hired. Examples of this usage often 
appeared in financial records, court documents, and advertisements seeking escaped enslaved 
people.442 Mayo was no longer the steward at the college, but a person he enslaved had evidently 
remained there, hired out to the institution, then hired out again to “Jas. B. Taylor.” The amount 
indicates that this may have been a short hire or was a payment for specific duties. Rev. James B. 
Taylor was moderator of the Baptist General Association of Virginia, leader of the Baptist Foreign 
Mission Board, and a founding trustee of Richmond College. In his capacity as trustee in the mid-
1850s he was involved in establishing a committee focused on new campus construction.443 He was 
also overseeing the conversion of the Boarding Department to the management of “hotel keepers” 
who would manage two dormitory buildings.444 It is possible this hire was in relation to elements of 

                                                      

440 Robert Ryland, President’s Report to the Richmond College Board of Trustees, November 1, 1856, 
Trustees Records, University of Richmond, University Archives, VBHS. 
441 Robert Ryland, “Funds collected for Richmond College by R. Ryland 1857,” RRP, 34.059, VBHS. 
442 One example of the use of “hired of” in advertisements seeking escaped enslaved people appeared in the 
June 5, 1855, Richmond Enquirer, in which F. Mallory Sutherland advertises for the return of fifteen-year-
old Thomas Washington. Sutherland writes that Washington had “left with another boy I hired of Mr. 
Benjamin R. Lewis” (“Twenty Dollars Reward,” Richmond Enquirer, June 5, 1855, Virginia Chronicle, 
link.   
443 George B. Taylor, The Life and Times of James B. Taylor, Philadelphia: The Bible and Publication 
Society (1872), 233, 245. 
444 Taylor placed an advertisement describing the "boarding houses," later called hotels, for prospective 
“hotel keepers.” “According to a general bill of fare affixed by the Trustees…thirty-five to fifty boarders” 
would be in each dormitory and Ryland or Taylor would be available to show the buildings to potential 
applicants: “The houses and lots will be shown and all necessary information given by the Rev. R. Ryland, 
 

Robert Ryland, “Funds collected for Richmond College by R. 
Ryland 1857,” VBHS 
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that work or to a specific event or events on the campus. Ryland turned all the funds he collected 
over the Board of Trustees on July 11, 1857.445 

In 1858, Bennett Puryear, professor of science, made recommendations to the Board of Trustees on 
charges for board at Richmond College which he contrasted with those at the University of Virginia: 
“Board including diet, servants’ attendance and room furniture, costs at the Univ. Va. $130. Board 
here including only diet and attendance costs $120; so that board with us is really higher than at the 
University.” Puryear continued with suggestions regarding board including policies related to the 
“hotels.”446 That Puryear equated the “attendance” provided to students at Richmond College with 
the duties of “servants” at the University of Virginia is not surprising. A comparison of the labor 
requirements for Richmond College’s “dormitories” largely mirrors the duties of enslaved workers 
at the university. At Richmond College, the duties listed were “Bring water and clean towels, [c]lean 
up the rooms, make up the beds, [w]ash the windows once in four weeks, Black students shoes, 
afternoon, daily, [and] [c]arry water to each Dormitory twice during the day… cleaning up the 
grounds which must be performed daily by 10 o’clock.”447 At the University of Virginia, duties 
“began with lighting a fire by 6 a.m. and bringing fresh water at the start of the day. It was expected 
that the rooms be swept, the beds made, and firewood and/or ice delivered as appropriate for the 
season, in addition to the regular washing of sheets, windows, and so forth.”448 Research has not 
revealed evidence that Richmond College students brought enslaved people to the campus or 
“hired” those already working at the college to be their personal attendants, one possible distinction 
between the two institutions.449   

In 1858, the cost of the hire of a “servant” was appropriated to the Chemistry Department, headed 
by William G. Strange.450 In 1861, when Strange’s accounts showed a balance due, the Board of 
Trustees withdrew the budget allowance of twenty-five dollars, resolving that “the appropriation 
heretofore made of $25 for servants hired to attend the laboratory be here dispensed with.”451  

                                                      

now a resident at the College, or by application to Jas. B. Taylor, Chairman of the Committee” (“For Rent,” 
Richmond Enquirer, August 5, 1856, Virginia Chronicle, link).  

445 “Funds collected for Richmond College by R. Ryland 1857,” RRP, 34.059, VBHS. 

446 [Letter to Richmond College Board of Trustees from B. Puryear, 1858], Trustees Records 1851-1860,, 
University Archives, University of Richmond, VBHS. 
447 “Regulations for Renting and Keeping Boarding Houses at Richd College,” Presented at the Meeting of 
Trustees Nov. 1. 1856, Trustees Records 1851-1860, University Archives, University of Richmond, VBHS. 
448 Rector and Visitors of the University of Virginia, President’s Commission on Slavery and the 
University, Report to President Teresa A. Sullivan, 2018, 19, link. 
449 University of Virginia, President’s Commission on Slavery, 26. 
450 Report of the Auditing Committee… for session 1858-1859, Trustees Records 1851-1860, University 
Archive, University of Richmond, VBHS. 
451 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, August 18, 1861, University Archive, University 
of Richmond, VBHS. 
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An enslaved man named Martin was described as the “gas-maker” for the College during the period 
when a central gas-works was attempted. His enslaver is unknown. Richmond College hired him out 
at least twice during a period when there was not enough work for him. In his Presidential Account 
report of July 7, 1859, Ryland recorded the receipt of 5.75 on July 31, 1859 (from Martin’s hire to 
someone with the last name Allen) and on January 12, 1859 the receipt of 46.25 for “Martin’s hire 
less commissions.” This indicated that, in his role as President of the college, Ryland may have been 
acting as an informal hiring agent, placing Martin in situations outside the college and, at least once 
though probably multiple times given Ryland’s pluralization of the word, drawing “commissions” 
for it. 

In a summary of the President’s Account on July 7, 1859, Ryland noted the total payment of ten 
dollars to “College svts for ring.g bell.”452 This is consistent with small payments given to hired 
enslaved people for particular additional duties. 

3.2.1.3 CO L LEGE  ST EWA R DS  & “HOT E L KEEP ERS” 

While no evidence has been located that shows enslaved people coming to Richmond College with 
students, advertisements and institutional records make it clear that “servants’ attendance” was 
provided to the students by the college. Many of the enslaved laborers who served the students at 
the college were under the supervision of those referred to as stewards. Beginning in the mid-1850s, 
this role was filled by board-supervised “hotel keepers.” 

Following Charles L. Cocke’s departure in 1846, the duties of steward had once again fallen to 
Robert Ryland. He continued to step into the role when the position was vacant. During those 
periods, Ryland oversaw the facilities, including the enslaved and free labor force, while also 
Richmond College president and president of the Board of Trustees. In accounts he submitted the 
Board in March of 1852, he noted that one amount he collected was reduced by 49.97 “[because] no 
steward.”453 By 1853, Ryland’s frustration with filling the Boarding Department duties rose to the 
point that he tendered his resignation as president of the college on June 19, 1853 which was enough 
to prompt the Board of Trustees to “contemplate relieving him” of the Boarding Department 
duties.454 The prospect of Ryland’s departure may have resulted in more effort being directed toward 
the recruitment and hiring process and the mid-to late 1850s saw a string of stewards at the college. 
None, however, remained for very long. 

The Board offered Dr. A.G. Hudgins the steward position on July 17, 1852. At the same meeting, 
Ryland submitted his accounts for the boarding department which included the line item: “Servants 
hire, extra work [etc].”455 Hudgins died suddenly before March 1853 and while his wife was briefly 

                                                      

452 President's Account, July 7, 1859, Trustees Records, VBHS. For a description of payments to enslaved 
people for “extra work” see Oast, Institutional Slavery, 167, Kindle. 
453 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, March 2, 1852, University of Richmond. 
454 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, June 19, 1853, University of Richmond. 
455 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, July 17, 1852, University of Richmond. Ryland 
also submitted a meticulous list of $800.00 of supplies and provisions that he had purchased for the over 
 



 73 

considered for the position it was once again vacant by the end of that month.456 A professor at the 
college, Lewis Turner, took over the position and ran the boarding department for just over two 
years.  

On July 30, 1855, C. A. Mayo assumed the 
position of steward at Richmond College, and his 
duties included the hire and supervision of 
enslaved workers.457 That winter, he placed two 
advertisements in the Daily Dispatch, seeking 
“servants” for the college, and in both he used 
language that indicates that those who were being 
“hired” were enslaved people leased out by those 
who owned them or by agents. In the first, which 

ran in the Daily Dispatch on November 16, 1855, Mayo wrote that the “servants” would be hired 
“by the month or by the year.” He sought “a good cook, male or female… several good male house 
servants, and out door hands” and wrote that “[f]or such as are competent to discharge the duties 
required a liberal price will be paid.” He signed the advertisement, “C.A. Mayo[,] at Richmond 
College.”458 

The second advertisement, published the 
following month, was more detailed. This 
was likely because the general one-year 
slave hiring term was on the verge of 
ending, a transition coinciding with “Hiring 
Day” or “Hiring Days” on and around New 
Years Day, when enslaved people were 
hired by individuals, businesses, and 
institutions.459 In the second advertisement, 
Mayo wrote that the college was seeking “[t]o hire for the ensuing year, at the Richmond College, a 
good COOK and a BREAD-MAKER, male or female; a good WASHER and IRONER; several Men 
and Boys for Dining-room service, and others for housework generally. Also, a man who has some 
experience gardening.” The list provides a glimpse of the nature of the labor at the college. Like the 
November advertisement, Mayo again described payment “for” those hired rather than payment to 
them. This phrasing contrasts with Ryland’s own advertisement for a housekeeper for the college 

                                                      

the years for the Boarding Department. The list offers an extraordinary glimpse of daily life at the college.  
456 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, March 7, 1853; March 21, 1853. 
457 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, June 18, 1853, June 30, 1853, March 7, 1854, June 
13, 1854, July 30, 1855. 
458 “Wanted” [Advertisement], Daily Dispatch, November 16, 1855, Virginia Chronicle, link. 
459 “Wanted – Servants – to hire for the ensuing year at the Richmond College,” December 28, 1855, link; 
Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction,” 773. 
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that had previously appeared in the Religious Herald in which he wrote, “To one well recommended 
I will give liberal wages.”460 

Mayo left abruptly before the end of 1856, and Ryland once again stepped into the daily 
management of the college facilities. This included sorting out the unfinished business Mayo left 
behind. In a note to the Board of Trustees dated “Oct. 31,” Ryland wrote, “If Mr. Mayo has not yet 
submitted his accounts to the [Auditing] Committee they should be urged to call on him, as the 
persons to whom he owes money for the College are anxious to be paid and cannot be paid till he 
renders his account[.] Moreover the whole business of last session, including the proceeds of the 
sale of the horse[,]  the hire of servants…is all unsettled[,] and is likely to remain so unless looked 
after.”461 

“HOT ELS” 

The ongoing difficulty with keeping a college steward led to an alternate strategy for the 
management of dormitories and board. Using the system already in place at the University of 
Virginia, college-owned buildings referred to as “hotels” were placed in the hands of “hotel-
keepers” who would live in them with their families while providing room and board to students. 
Historian Jennifer Oast describes the system at the University of Virginia where buildings were 
leased to hotelkeepers who were often “economically disadvantaged gentlemen” motivated to “keep 
costs down.” They would provide “a staff of slaves” and “usually hire extra slaves to help cook 
meals, serve in the dining room, and clean the students’ rooms.”462  

At Richmond College, the terms “hotels,” “dormitories,” and “boarding houses” were used 
interchangeably in college records. As was the case with the stewards, the hotelkeepers’ overall 
management of “servants” was formally overseen by the Board of Trustees, which stipulated the 
daily duties of “servants” at the “dormitories.” As mentioned in a previous section, in November 
1856, after the first hotelkeepers were hired, the Board of Trustees detailed the duties of those who 
performed domestic work for the students: 

Attendance of Servants on Dormitories  
Daily {Bring water and clean towels, clean up the rooms, make up the beds} 
Wash the windows once in four weeks. 
Black students shoes, afternoon, daily.  

Carry water to each Dormitory twice during the day 
The duties which have no fixed hours must be performed after breakfast hour: as well as the 

                                                      

460 Robert Ryland, “A House-Keeper Wanted,” Religious Herald, December 18, 1851, VBHS. 
461 “Communication of President of Rich[mond] College,” Trustees Records 1851-1860, University 
Archive, University of Richmond, VBHS. 
462 Oast, Institutional Slavery, 179-180.   
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cleaning up the grounds which must be performed daily by 10 o'clock. All the grounds being 
equally divided463 

In the first years of the hotels, Robert Ryland collected the hotelkeepers’ rent twice a year and he 
inspected the buildings “from time to time.” Among a list titled “Duties of the President,” that was 
“printed by order of the Board” Robert Ryland was “required from time to time to visit the hotels 
and observe that that the [illegible, possibly “tables”] & fare & the conduct of the students are in 
accordance with the regulations of the College, and that he and the Professors as he may request, 
shall from time to time visit the rooms of the resident students with a view to their neatness & good 
order, and to the general behavior of their occupants.”464  

Additional details of the oversight of Ryland and the Board of Trustees and the work of enslaved 
people in these campus buildings can be found through an examination of the individual 
hotelkeepers. James P. Tyler and William Lindsay were the first men to hold the position, and were 
named in an announcement in the Richmond Enquirer on August 22, 1856. According to trustee 
James B. Taylor’s description of their hire, Lindsay had been a hotelkeeper at the College of 
William & Mary before accepting the Richmond College position.465 Two years later, both men’s 
management of the college dormitories were vouched for by the Board of Trustees in an 
advertisement directed at prospective parents: “Diet and attendance” were among the costs listed, 
with details of the “two hotels… under the management of Mssrs. Tyler and Lindsay -- who are well 
qualified for their posts.”466 

Major W.B.F. Hyde assumed the steward position beginning in 
August 1857 and within four months he was overcome by debt. 
The Board of Trustees authorized two members to intervene in 
his creditors’ plan to sell his furniture and other items, taking 

“any steps, legal or otherwise, that may be necessary to protect the college from any loss or 
inconvenience” resulting from a seizure of Hyde’s property contained in the college’s building.467  
In April, a meeting was called by Ryland to deal with Hyde’s situation. He had “no funds and no 
                                                      

463 Regulations for Renting and Keeping Boarding Houses at Richd College,” Presented at the Meeting of 
Trustees Nov. 1. 1856, Trustees Records, University of Richmond, VBHS. 
464 “Report of the Committee on Defining President’s Duties,” 1859, Trustees Records 1851-1860, 
University Archives, University of Richmond, VBHS. 
465 “Richmond College,” Richmond Enquirer, August 22, 1856, Virginia Chronicle, link. A later 
hotelkeeper, Anselem Brock, had previously run a hotel at the University of Virginia 
(https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/simile_timeline?content_id=8441; 
http://juel.iath.virginia.edu/public_person?person=43766#m1 ). Lindsay may have run a privately owned 
hotel in Williamsburg, rather than one owned by the institution as was the case at the University of Virginia 
and Richmond College. 
466 “Richmond College” [Advertisement], Richmond Enquirer, September 21, 1858, Virginia Chronicle, 
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467 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, August 4, 1857, University Archive, VBHS; 
Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, January 2, 1858, University Archive, VBHS. 
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credit” meaning he could not “keep up the Hotel.” This would have meant he could not provide food 
to students nor pay for the laborers in the building. The Board authorized Ryland to pull no more 
than eight dollars a day to provide to Hyde for the purpose of maintaining the operations of the 
building.468 That summer, Ryland was reimbursed for $386.05 he had advanced to Hyde.469 Prior to 
Hyde’s departure, Richmond College paid someone named Mr. Cook $18.33 for the “hire” of 
enslaved people for the hotel’s use: “Pd. svts’ hire to Mr. Cook for Hyde  18.33.” The amount 
appeared in the settlement of Ryland’s account for the year along with money paid for the hire of 
Martin, “the gas-maker.”470  

In 1859, one of the original hotel keepers, James P. Tyler, was also deeply in debt. As a result, an 
advertisement for the sale of his possessions and legal announcement appeared in the newspaper 
detailing the furniture that would be auctioned and the plan for the enslaved people who Tyler had 
hired to work in the building. The advertisement for the auction directed readers’ attention to the 
sale of Tyler’s furniture at the college building and “to the hiring out of the SERVANTS for the 
balance of the year.” The sale was to take place at ten o’clock in the morning “at the Richmond 
College.”471 The legal notice that appeared the same day went into more detail, listing individual 
items that ranged from a piano to cream pots. Also listed were the enslaved people who were to be 
hired out until their term ended, probably in December. They were named Little John, Willis, and 
Sarah. The original auction was postponed and it appears to have been averted entirely given that 
Tyler remained as hotelkeeper until June 27, 1859.472 In September, however, Ryland wrote to his 
son, William, describing his relief that “the trouble of getting Tyler away & Brock established in his 
hotel is over.”473 Given typical hiring practices, it is possible that Willis, Sarah, and the person 
referred to as Little John remained on the campus until at least the end of December. “Brock” refers 
to Anselem Brock, a former hotelkeeper at the University of Virginia.474 

The following year, William Lindsay and Anselem Brock’s hire of eleven enslaved people who 
worked in the buildings was recorded in the Federal Census Slave Schedule of 1860. See Section 
3.3.2.  
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3.2.2 ACCUSATION S AND  RUMORS 

3.2.2.4 WAYL AN D AND  ACC U SAT IO N/I N V ESTI GAT I O N  

Despite Ryland’s objections to Francis Wayland’s approach to slavery in The Elements of Moral 
Science (see Ryland’s open letter in The Christian Watchman, Section 2.1.3), he used the textbook 
in his own Moral Philosophy classes at Richmond College. As proslavery sentiment in Virginia 
deepened in the 1850s so did objections to the use of Wayland’s work at Richmond College and 
Richmond Female Institute. 

1856 AN O NY M O U S OB J EC T I ON 

There was at least one shot across the bow indicating public discontent with students at Richmond’s 
institutions of higher learning using Frances Wayland's textbook, The Elements of Moral Science. In 
September 1856, an anonymous letter writer signing himself “Vindex” wrote to the Richmond 
Enquirer voicing his objections to Moral Science and Wayland himself, taking particular issue with 
the use of the book in local institutions: “Every true Virginian and Southern man is now convinced 
that slavery is an institution of God and the Bible, and that it is neither ‘a moral nor a political 
evil.’” The writer continued that Wayland's work, “a Northern book,” was being “tolerat[ed] in high 
places… placed in the hands of our youth of both sexes as a text book in Richmond College and 
Richmond Female Institute.” Wayland, he wrote, “is known at home as a violent fanatical 
abolitionist” with a book that included “strong abolitionist doctrines.” After raising the concern that 
parents might not be aware of instructors’ use of the text, he concluded, “If the people of Richmond 
can tolerate such a book in the hands of their children, the people of Virginia and the South cannot 
and will not.”475  

1857:  ACC U SAT IO N  I N  TH E  SO U T H ,  BOA R D OF  TRU ST E E S  IN V E STIGATIO N,  & ST U DE N T  
DE F E N S E 

A year after the “Vindex” letter, another anonymous accusation centered 
on Francis Wayland’s work appeared in the proslavery publication The 
South. This time, Robert Ryland was directly accused of using Wayland’s 
textbook to teach students the tenants of abolitionism. In a letter titled 
“Beware of the ‘Traitors!,’” a writer declared that Ryland “has dared and 
still dares to use his most strenuous exertions for the overthrow of slavery 
– for sowing the seed of Abolitionism and implanting a spirit of Northern 
fanaticism in the minds of those entrusted to his care.” Ryland, he 
continued, “holds an influential and responsible office,” the care of “one 
to two hundred young men.” In that position, “he devotes all his time and 
talents to the accomplishment of his fiendish purposes.” The writer 
detailed Ryland beginning with Wayland and progressing from there, 
easing his students into antislavery and then abolitionist thinking: he 
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“does not advance too boldly, but carefully feels the pulse of his patient ere he repeats his dose… 
until finally, when his class is so thoroughly imbued... taking the Bible in his hands, proceeds to 
gather from its pages a recognition of his detestable doctrines.” The letter was signed Amicus 
Doulcias, Latin for “Sweet Friend.”476  

The Richmond College Board of Trustees reacted immediately. With Jeremiah Bell Jeter serving as 
President pro tem in Ryland’s place, the board published an item in the Richmond Enquirer stating 
that while they had complete confidence in Ryland’s “views on the subject of slavery, as privately 
and publicly expressed… for the entire satisfaction of the public” the board would continue with an 
investigation into the accusation “until we have arrived at as full a knowledge of the grounds of 
these charges as we can.” Trustees A.M. Poindexter, James Thomas, Jr. and L.R. Spilman led the 
investigation committee.477 Their findings were summarized in the minutes of the Board of Trustees 
a week later: “Resolved: That the charges made against Rev. Robert Ryland and the Students of 
Richmond College are without foundation and proven to be false.”478 

The statement of the Board of Trustees was published in the Religious Herald as the second section 
of an item titled “Vindication of President Ryland” which also contained a student statement signed 
by members of the graduating class. The eleven students conceded that Ryland used Wayland’s text, 
which “contains sentiments on the subject of slavery at variance with those of the Southern people.” 
They insisted, however, that Ryland, “has repeatedly expressed his reluctance to continue the use of 
said work, urging as the reason for his continuance that he considered it more clear and conclusive 
on the general principles of the science than any other work extant.” Regarding enslavement, Ryland 
“expressed in the most decisive manner, his disapprobation of the principles maintained by Dr. 
Wayland, and that he always spoke favorably of the institution of slavery.” The students described 
Ryland “omit[ing] that portion of Dr. Wayland’s work which embodied his views of slavery – not 
even requiring us to read it.” Instead, they wrote, he “recommended to our perusal and study the 
works of Dew, Stringfellow, Bledsoe, and others.” They concluded their portion of the “vindication” 
with the insistence that “Dr. Ryland has never, in a single instance, attempted to poison our minds 
with ‘Abolition principles.’ We would state, also, in this connection, that Dr. Ryland is an owner of 
slaves, and, so far as we have means of ascertaining, has always been.”479  

Among the writers that the students described Ryland recommending, it was Rev. Thornton 
Stingfellow of Culpeper County, Virginia who had the closest ties to Richmond College. 
Stringfellow was among the top donors to the Richmond College endowment between July and 
November 21, 1844 and was well known for his fervent defense of slavery in an essay centered on 
the biblical justifications for “hold[ing]” and “transmit[ing]” men, women, and children. It was first 
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published in the Religious Herald then separately as A Brief Examination of Scripture Testimony on 
the Institution of Slavery (1850).480 In it, Stringfellow marshalled biblical evidence to argue that 
enslaved people were their “master’s money.” He ended a section on biblical law and slavery with a 
summary of his overall approach to the subject: “Here is the authority, from God himself, to hold 
men and women, and their increase, in slavery, and to transmit them as property forever.”481 
Historian Beth Schweiger describes Stringfellow as “one of the foremost apologists for proslavery 
Christianity in the South.”482 

Stringfellow’s structure of religious support for enslavement had a 
significant effect on a number of his fellow Baptists, including Richmond 
College charter trustee, Jeremiah Bell Jeter, who described Stringfellow as 
responsible for shaping his own beliefs regarding human bondage and 
forced labor.  Jeter, once among those termed “reluctant slave owners,” 
reconsidered his stance in light of Stringfellow’s argument, writing that 
“[i]t was a plain, logical, and vigorous statement of the scriptural teaching 
on the subject. On reading it, I remember remarking that the Scriptures 
were more favorable to slavery than I had been.” Jeter wrote that although 
he had previously believed that “slavery in the South was allowable from 
the necessity of the case, and that its abolition would be fraught with more 
mischief than good,” Stringfellow’s pamphlet “placed the subject in a new 

light.”: 

Moses, under certain limitations, established slavery. It could not have been wrong. Christ 
and his apostles lived and labored in countries where slavery existed under Roman law; and 
though they dared to proclaim the most unwelcome truths, and reprove every kind of sin, at 
the peril of their lives, they neither spoke nor wrote a word in condemnation of slavery.483 
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Historical theologian Jeffrey P. Straub points out that, after Jeter wrote this reflection on 
Stringfellow and his own views during the enslavement era, his “next paragraph…went on to 
celebrate the end of slavery ‘by the overruling Providence of God.’”484  

In 1856, six years after the publication of his Examination of Scripture Testimony on the Institution 
of Slavery, Stringfellow was awarded Richmond College’s first honorary Doctorate of Divinity 
(D.D.)485  

The accusation that Ryland was an abolitionist and his subsequent “vindication” were followed 
closely in the regional press. In December, after the publication of the students’ defense of Ryland, 
the Alexandria Gazette described the related events to its readers and wrote that “the students 
deny… the truth of the allegation” and “Dr. Ryland stands high as a Christian, a scholar, and a 
gentleman; is himself the owner of slaves; and is, probably, as true and loyal to the State and any 
citizen within its limits. To attempt to injure him, will only make him friends.”486 

3.2.2.5 MAD IS O N CO UN TY  RU M OR  A ND  RYLA ND'S REL IG I O U S  HER AL D  CA RD S 

In September 1858, a year after Robert Ryland was accused of 
being an abolitionist by the anonymous letter writer in The South 
and cleared following an investigation by the Richmond College 
Board of Trustees, the accusation of his having abolitionist 
sympathies appeared to arise again. Word had reached Ryland that 
someone in Madison County, Virginia had discouraged three 
families from sending their sons to Richmond College. Ryland took 
out an item (“A Card”) in the Religious Herald on September 14th 
to address the matter. In it he wrote that he was used to the 
accusation of being an abolitionist (“I am somewhat accustomed to 
slander…”) but he felt that “for the sake of the College and my 

                                                      

In 1860, Josiah Dabbs had enslaved twenty-five people. Jeter noted that the “state forbade” their 
emancipation unless they left Virginia, but he said it was what he saw as their inability to support 
themselves that decided the question: “It was simply cruelty to free a mother with dependent children.” He 
considered sending them to Liberia but “none of them desired [it].” He was also concerned that if he sent 
away “the men who could support themselves and aid in the support of others, and retain the women and 
children to be supported by my own labors” he would be “stretching my humanity quite beyond the power 
of  its endurance.” Those he held “earnestly protested” being sold or given away and Jeter determined that 
“it was not only allowable for me, but my solemn obligation, to hold and rule them, for their interest and 
for my own.” (Recollections of a Long Life, 68-69).  
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associates in its management” he should provide a public declaration of his attitudes about 
enslavement.487  

Ryland began by affirming his loyalty to Virginia and “her interests.” While such phrasing was often 
used to communicate loyalty to the enslavement system without detailing it, Ryland did not remain 
in the realm of euphemism, but instead followed the statement with specifics. He wrote that he 
currently enslaved “about a dozen” people and that he had never freed anyone whom he enslaved. 
This indicates that Ryland distinguished his role as an enslaver from his having operated as a 
purchasing agent for Thomas U. Allen and the man named John who died in 1849. Regarding 
emancipation and the morality of enslavement, Ryland wrote that he did not believe “emancipation 
safe or humane to either master or servant” and asserted, “I do not think it morally wrong under 
existing circumstances to hold slaves,” echoing the beliefs he recorded in 1835 in the open letter to 
Francis Wayland (Section 2.1.3). The next portion appears to indicate what Ryland believed to be 
the genesis of the rumor and is followed by the effect it could have on his social position: “[t]he 
Providence of God has made it my duty to preach the gospel to the people of color, but I do not see 
why this relation to them should annoy me with vague suspicions, or affect my standing among 
right-minded men.” Unlike the accusation the year before, which focused on his role as a teacher, 
the inciting rumor in September of 1858 appeared to emanate from his work as pastor at First 
African Baptist Church.  

I feel it is my duty to say that I was born and raised in Virginia, have always lived, and 
expect to continue to live, in my native State, and to feel heartily identified with her 
interests; that I own about a dozen slaves; that I have never manumitted one, and do not 
design doing so; that I do not think emancipation safe or humane to either master or servant; 
that I have no sympathy or correspondence with the abolitionists; and that I do not think it 
morally wrong under existing circumstances to hold slaves. The Providence of God has 
made it my duty to preach the gospel to the people of color, but I do not see why this 
relation to them should annoy me with vague suspicions, or affect my standing among right-
minded men.488 

Two months later, on November 18th, Ryland placed another item in the Religious Herald 
addressing the Madison County rumor in which he wrote that “letters from Madison” had assured 
him that the person he accused of slander “said much less of me than I at first believed he did.”  
Discovering that what he had heard “was not dictated by malicious spirit” and that the source “did 
not ‘dissuade’ persons from sending their sons to Richmond College.”  Ryland concluded by stating, 
“I hereby revoke the charge of ‘slander’ implied in my former card.”489 On December 10, 1858, the 
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details of Ryland’s initial unalloyed statement on slavery, minus the slander accusation that was 
later retracted, was shared in the Boston abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator, which covered it 
under the headline, “Rev. Dr. Ryland Not An Abolitionist”: 

Rev. Dr. Ryland, President of Richmond (Va.) College, has felt called upon to publish a card 
in the editorial columns of the Religious Herald, denying the statement of an individual… 
who said he was an Abolitionist, thereby dissuading at least three gentlemen from sending 
their sons to the College. He says that he owns a dozen slaves – that he never has 
manumitted one, and, what is more, never intends doing so.490 

3.2.3 CAMPUS DEVELOPMENT 
The 1850s saw significant growth of Richmond College spurred by the successful fundraising led by 
several agents including Robert Ryland. This resulted in the construction of a large campus building 
and the upgrading of many other campus structures. Portions of the project were completed by at 
least one company that used the work of enslaved men. Two newspaper items describe men who 
were enslaved by Glenn & Davis, the masonry contractors, in the two years immediately preceding 
the company’s work on the “main edifice” and other campus improvements.491  

3.2.3.1 GAS SYSTEM 

The matter of heating thirty-seven rooms at the growing college took up a great deal of 
administrative attention. In addition to warming the students’ rooms, in 1851, Ryland wrote of the 
college’s frequent use of Boarding Department “servants” to tend five fires in classrooms and the 
laboratory, leaving the department “rather burdened with this class of duties imposed upon the 
servants.” The professors, he wrote, “should hire a servant to attend on them, & it proposes to board 
& clothe that servant for his extra work.”492  

At Robert Ryland’s urging, the college developed a “gas works” that produced the means of 
centrally serving much of the campus.493 The system, using “gas made of pine wood,” was described 
as “entirely successful” in the Alexandria Gazette, but was ultimately plagued by problems 
including student complaints about irregular heat distribution.494 Ryland was responding to 
dissatisfaction with the system when he wrote that he disagreed with the belief that the gas system 
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Archives, University of Richmond, VBHS. 
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was “detrimental to the growth & prosperity of the College.” Student complaints about comfort, he 
continued, had been with the institution since its beginning: “No single winter has passed without 
bringing more or less suffering on the students & more or less complaint against its management in 
this respect.” Ryland argued that the gas system was a necessary measure since it “requires more 
skill to make & keep fires & to distribute the warmth among the rooms than servants – frequently 
changed – possess.”495 

An enslaved man named Martin was “hired” by Ryland in 
his capacity as administrator and was the operator of the 
gas system. Ryland wrote to the Board of Trustees in 
1856 that one way to cut the costs of the gasworks was to 
draw on the “servants” at the hotels since there was not 
enough specialized work for the single dedicated worker 
who had been associated with it: “I think one of the hotel 
keepers can have gas made at the College more 
economically now than I can, as the man whom I 
employed may devote a part of his time to other work, 
which I am not able to furnish him.”496 This provides an 
important example of the Board of Trustees having ultimate control over those who were managed 
by the “hotel keeepers” and the background for the institution hiring out Martin to someone outside 
the college. As described in Section 3.2.1.2, in a report of the “President’s Account” dated July 7, 
1859, Ryland recorded his receipt of payment for the “hire” of Martin, “gas maker,” along with the 
hire of another man for W.B.F. Hyde’s hotel from “Mr. Cook,” who may have been an enslaver or an 
agent: 

1858 July 31. Martin’s hire [received] from Allen $5.75… 1859 Jny 12. Martin’s hire less 
commissions 46.25.”497  

The money earned for Martin’s hire was reported by Ryland as funds received for the institution and 
it appears that at least once Ryland either charged a commission himself for acting in the capacity of 
agent or hired and paid commission to an agent to handle the hire. The hire of an agent is less likely 
given what appears to be the ad hoc hiring out of Martin shown in the lower amount of $5.75.  

By January of 1860, the board capitulated to student comfort and authorized Ryland to have grates 
installed to “warm the rooms comfortably at the smallest expense to the college.” Ryland’s 

                                                      

495 Robert Ryland, “President's Quarterly Report, January 9, 1860,” Trustees Records 1851-1860, VBHS. 
496 Robert Ryland, “Communication of President of Rich College read Nov 1, 1856,” from Trustees 
Records 1851-1860, VBHS. 
497 Funds Paid For Richmond College… Funds Received for Richmond College, President's Account, July 
7, 1859, Trustees Records, VBHS. “Allen” may refer to “Win. C. Allen,” who owned a farm adjoining the 
college campus as indicated by his enumeration in the Federal Census Slave Schedule of 1850 and an 1850 
classified item ("Five Dollars Reward," Daily Dispatch, January 17, 1860, link). 

 

Funds Paid For Richmond College… Funds 
Received for Richmond College, President's 
Account, July 7, 1859, Trustees Records, VBHS 

https://virginiachronicle.com/?a=d&d=DD18600118.1.3&srpos=5&e=--1860---1865--en-20--1-byDA-txt-txIN-%22Richmond+College%22++++-------


 84 

President’s Report referred to in the minutes contained a substantial amount of information on 
“future arrangements in making fires in the students [sic] rooms and the Boarding Department.”498  

3.2.3.2.  FU N D RA IS ING  A ND  GROWT H 

Much of the fundraising for Richmond College during the decade was due to the efforts of Rev. 
Abraham “Abram” M. Poindexter. Poindexter, a prominent Baptist minister and fundraiser for 
Columbian College, enslaved at least forty-eight people in 1850.499 In 1852, his work to endow 
Richmond College with a hundred thousand dollars was described as “progressing with admirable 
success.” By April of that year, Poindexter had already raised $38,000 from contributions in the city 
of Richmond alone and was confident that “the amount will ultimately reach to $40,000 or more.” 
The selling of “subscriptions” to the college which began in the 1840s, as well as other efforts by 
Poindexter and others, led to increasing financial stability at the institution.500 In 1859, at a meeting 
of the Virginia Baptist General Association, Rev. J.L. Burrows called on the assembled group to 
support Richmond College in its effort to “secure an endowment” by helping to raise the quarter 
million dollars needed by the institution “within a few years.”501 While Poindexter was fulfilling the 
duties of the General Agent for the college and others were also helping to establish a significant 
endowment, Robert Ryland continued to solicit funds as well. On August 14, 1859, Ryland spoke at 
the annual session of the Baptists of the Potomac Association and “urged the claims of Richmond 
College.”502 

3.2.3.3 RY L AN D LEADIN G  TH E FAC U LTY  & PRO M OT IN G  TH E  COLLEGE 

Robert Ryland’s relationship with the faculty was, in the seminary and early Richmond College 
years, often intimate since a number of teachers and professors lived in the Ryland household. As 
the college and the number of faculty members grew, Ryland continued to provide his home to 
professors, and viewed the boarding of one man and his wife as a way to market the institution: 
“Professor Adkins & wife are to board with us! At $50 pr. month for everything except washing. 
They are plain - easy-to-please people and we thought it best to take them here as it wd tend to 
identify him with the College.” His relations with faculty members were not always smooth, 

                                                      

498 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, January 10, 1860, University Archives, University 
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499 Federal Census Slave Schedule, 1850, Virginia, Halifax, Northern District, “Abraham Poindexter,” The 
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however. Ryland described “disclosures” of George Dabney (Latin and French) and Sidney H. 
Owens (Greek) as “painful and humiliating,” writing his oldest son, William Ryland, that the 
situation, “caus[ed] me a deal of anxiety as to my future course.” In response to the conflict, Ryland 
had appealed to Jeremiah Bell Jeter to determine if “prominent Baptists were favorable to my 
continuance here.” The result was positive. After Jeter visited several Baptist associations, Ryland 
wrote that he had assured him that “almost the unanimous opinion of the brethren is in favor of my 
remaining here, not only as desirable, but as a necessary adjunct to the College, that 4/5 of the 
patronage for years past are due to my personal influence and that I must not resign!”503 Details of 
what sparked the conflict have not been located. 

At times, Ryland took a philosophical view of students’ scholarly focus – “Nothing new about 
college. Some boys studious others idle. Some good others bad” – but he continued to act as a vocal 
institutional advocate and recruiter.504 In 1858 he shared his frustration that prospective students 
were being drawn off by the University of Virginia: “[S]o many Freshmen go to the U. [University 
of Virginia]. That splendid humbug is killing all the Colleges in the state & ruining many of our best 
boys by taking them away from suitable instruction.”505  

3.2.4 PERSONAL LIFE 
As the college stabilized, so did Ryland’s personal life. His tax receipts show increases in his 
property including ownership of a carriage, real estate, and enslaved people associated with specific 
properties.506 His personal estate was valued at $53,000 by the end of the decade, which according 
to one estimate would have the present-day value of 1.7 million dollars.507 He was offered the 
honorary degree, Doctorate of Divinity by Shurtleff College (Illinois) in 1852, but declined it, 
writing that “such titles do not accord with the simplicity of the gospel” and he believed he was “not 
sufficiently learned to deserve them.”508 He self-published Lectures on the Apocalypse in 1858 and 
sold copies to individuals and churches including two copies to First African Baptist Church. He 
continued to derive significant income from hiring out those he enslaved (see Section 3.4). His 
family with Betty Ryland grew with the births of three daughters between 1850 and 1860, and by 
the end of the decade his letters reflected relative professional ease and personal happiness. 

                                                      

503 Robert Ryland to William Ryland, September 30, 1859, RRP, 01.078-.079, VBHS. 
504 Robert Ryland to William Ryland, January 29, 1859, RRP, file 01.063, VBHS. 
505 Robert Ryland to William Ryland, September 27, 1858, RRP, file 01.070, VBHS. 
506 “State Taxes 1855,” “Robt Ryland,” RRP, 34.024; “County Taxes, 1857,” “Robert Ryland,” RRP 
34.072, VBHS; United States Federal Census of 1860, “Robert Ryland,” Western Subdivision, Henrico, 
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507 Samuel H. Williamson, "Purchasing Power Today of a US Dollar Transaction in the Past," 
MeasuringWorth, 2020. 
508 “D.D. Declined,” Wheeling Daily Intelligencer, September 9, 1852, Virginia Chronicle, link. Ryland did 
accept the degree the following decade when it was offered to him by his alma mater, Columbian College 
(“Further Exercises at the Columbian College Commencement,” Evening Star [Washington, D.C.], June 
28, 1860, Chronicling America, link).  
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Following a holiday, Ryland wrote to his son, “This is the last day of the happiest vacation I ever 
spent.”509 

3.2.4.1 OR D INAT IO N OF  WIL L IA M RY LA ND  A ND  MIN I STER I A L ADV ICE  TO  CHA RLE S  HILL  
RY LA ND 

Ryland had developed a fond relationship with his adult son, William Semple Ryland (1836-1906), 
and his letters to him contain everything from advice on ministry to a teasing correction of his son’s 
spelling: “Be sure to write soon, and don’t spell “until” with two ls — untill!!”510 On August 23, 
1859, while attending the annual session of the Baptists of the Potomac Association, Robert Ryland 
stood with William Ryland and delivered his son’s ministerial charge, the solemn statement by a 
senior Baptist to a recently ordained minister. “[I]n the presence of 3000 persons, in a beautiful 
grove,” Ryland saw his son begin what would be a lifetime of ministerial work.511 Ryland advised 
him to help future congregations weather difficulty when “[c]ircumstances may call for the 
discussion of disputed points”: “Let it be done frankly and independently, but mildly and 
courteously.” Ryland was clear about this necessity, though he stressed that “[t]his peaceable temper 
is not at war with zeal and uncompromising fidelity to the truth.”512 The moment between father and 
son was described as “a most powerful and touching one” and there was “scarcely a dry eye” in the 
crowd. William Ryland would settle in Winchester to begin the process of developing a church there 
and Robert Ryland continued to offer him advice on the practical aspects of beginning his 
ministerial life, including approaches to securing a well-located church for his new congregation 
and the cheapest way to travel.513 

At the close of the decade, Ryland provided less formal advice to his nephew, Charles Hill Ryland 
as he left to begin his ministerial studies at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He  
encouraged Charles Ryland’s confidence and shared what he felt were the qualities a minister must 
project to a congregation: 

Hold up yr. head & stand on yr. legs when you go to preach, look the people right in the 
eyes, & let em have it. Whatever you may think of yrself out of the pulpit, when you are in 
it, consider yrself a man, yea a man of authority – a great man. Away with that mean, sneaky 
feeling that seems to beg pardon of all flesh… You are a preacher & cherish that you are, 
must be, have a right to be a preacher & that you mean to be heard — & felt.514  

                                                      

509 Robert Ryland to William Ryland, September 30, 1859, RRP, 01.078, VBHS. 
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511 Richmond Whig, August 23, 1859, 2; Daily Dispatch, August 15, 1859. 
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3.3 1860-1865  
By 1860, Ryland had reached a point of personal and professional stability and satisfaction. While 
he continued to take great care of his personal finances, and noted a lack of fluidity at times, as his 
son was beginning his own ministry, Ryland was able to offer William Ryland the funds to purchase 
a church building or to construct a new church in Winchester, Virginia.515  

His feelings about the administration of Richmond College were among the most positive he ever 
expressed about the institution, “The faculty is more active and more disposed to adopt my 
suggestions. My ‘plan of operations’ is going into effect and is to do good.” While it is not clear 
what his “plan of operations” was, Ryland was generally pleased with the faculty at this point. After 
previous difficulty persuading professors to attend daily chapel, he wrote in October 1860, “One 
professor attends prayers always with me.”516 As the president of the institution, Ryland continued 
his correspondence with parents of prospective students. In one letter, he detailed the qualifications 
of Richmond College professors to the father of potential student and noted that the college was 
well positioned to prepare the man’s son for a future course of study at the University of Virginia, 
much more so than “Dr. Harrison’s school.” Richmond College, Ryland continued, taught some 
subjects – “Nat[ural] Phil[osophy], & Chemistry & Moral Science” – “more thoroughly… than any 
private school can do.” Ryland also touted the “general culture” at Richmond College, a quality that 
was “rather ignored by the schools that ‘prepare’ youths for the U” and he highlighted the 
advantages of a “suburban college” which he believed “greatly superior to those of the U. or any of 
its rural preparatory schools.”517 

In 1860, one hundred fourteen students were enrolled at Richmond College and the institution was 
established enough that its alumni had regular meetings which “often resulted in recommendations 
to the administration or Board of [T]rustees.”518 It was a “reputable institution,” which “possessed 
an endowment of $100,000, boasted an expanding curriculum, and had plans for the establishment 
of a law department.”519 The institution’s future and Ryland’s own were pitched into uncertainty 
with start of the Civil War and the closure of the campus in 1861. Census records, Ryland’s personal 
ledgers and letters, and the records of the institution for years between 1860 and 1865 also provided 
many of the last known accounts of the enslaved people who were held by Robert Ryland and those 
who were bound to the college through “hire.” 

3.3.1 RYLAN D’S PERSONAL EN SLAVEMENT 
In the Federal Census Slave Schedule of 1860, Robert Ryland appears as the owner of fifteen people 
listed in three entries: his primary entry, which shows nine people; his hire of four people to Agness 
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Cooper, which appears directly below his main entry and indicates that her campus house was the 
next one visited by the enumerator; and the hire of two people to a man named William Hendrick. 

Robert Ryland: 
Woman, age 75 
Woman, age 35 
Man, age 21 
Young woman, age 19 
Young man, age 18 
Girl, age 16 
Girl, age 6 
Girl, age 3 
Boy, age 1 
 
Agness Cooper, Employer; “R. Ryland” (Henrico County) “owner”: 
Woman, age 24 
Girl, age 6 
Girl, age 4 
Girl, age 2 
 
William Hendrick, Employer; “Dr. Ryland” (ditto from entry above, “Henrico”): 
Woman, age 50 
Girl, age 1 

Nine people who appeared in the 1850 Slave Schedule entry do not appear in the 1860 version.520 

3.3.1.1 WA L KE R  LE E,  SALLY,  LU CY,  JU DY,  LOU I SA,  ELLEN,  TO M  & SA M 

A man named Walker began appearing in Robert Ryland’s personal letters and records in 1860. At 
that time, Ryland had been hiring him out to what he referred to as “the Factory.” Walker became ill, 
and Ryland wrote in a letter to his son that he was unable to work. After describing the illness of his 
wife, Betty Ryland, he wrote, “Walker too has not been to the Factory for 1 1/2 months.”521 While 
                                                      

520 United States Federal Census of 1860, Slave Schedule, Henrico County, Western Subdivision, “Robert 
Ryland,” 44-45; “Agness Cooper,” employer and “R. Ryland,” owner, Henrico County, owner, 45; “Wm 
Hendrick,” employer, “Dr. Ryland,” owner, 28. In 1860, Robert Hill Ryland, M.D., the son of Robert 
Ryland’s brother Samuel Ryland, was living in Louisiana and the seven people he enslaved were 
enumerated there. Given Robert Ryland’s prominence in Richmond, the enumerator’s use of “Henrico,” as 
his place of residence, and the frequent use of “Dr. Ryland” to distinguish him in other contexts long before 
he received the degree from Columbian College, it is most probable that “Dr. Ryland” refers to Robert 
Ryland, not his Louisiana nephew. United States Federal Census, 1860, Census Place: West Feliciana, 
Louisiana; Page: 157; Family History Library Film: 803411; United States Federal Census, 1860, Slave 
Schedule, “R.H. Ryland,” Louisiana, West Feliciana, Ward 8, The National Archives in Washington DC; 
Washington DC, USA; Eighth Census of the United States 1860; Series Number: M653; Record Group: 
Records of the Bureau of the Census; Record Group Number: 29). 
521 Robert Ryland to William Ryland, November 20, 1860, RRP, 01.039, VBHS. 
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Ryland’s own records do not provide Walker’s last name, the minutes that he maintained at First 
African Baptist Church record Walker Lee as among those baptized by Robert Ryland at First 
African Baptist Church on July 30, 1859. Ryland recorded the man’s full name and beside it, in the 
section where he routinely wrote the name of an individual’s enslaver, Ryland wrote his own name, 
“Ro. Ryland.”522 The ledger pages listing Ryland’s personal receipts between 1862 and 1864 show 
Ryland resumed hiring out Walker Lee during those years and received payments for his labor. He 
also appeared three times in Ryland’s personal accounts between 1862 and 1863. Ryland hired him 
out, along with Matilda and Ellen, though he does not record to whom.523 He appeared again in 
1863, this time on a list of family expenses, specifically line items that record visits from a Dr. 
Snead and Dr. James Beale. Over the year, he, Sally, Lucy, Judy, Louisa, Ellen, and Tom were 
visited by both doctors. Notations also appear for “Aggy & children” and “Sally & children.” Unlike 
others who were named in Ryland’s ledger entries in this period —Matilda, Tom, Sally, and Ellen — 
Lee no longer appeared in the receipts of 1864, indicating that he had either died, was unable to 
work, or was kept at the Ryland home rather than being hired out.524 Further details of these and 
other enslaved people who were named in Ryland’s personal ledger entries are included in Section 
3.4.   

In September of 1862, a man named Sam was 
recorded as having died in Henrico County. He died 
from “skrofula,” which refers to a glandular swelling 
that likely indicated tuberculosis. At the time of Sam’s death, he was enslaved by Robert Ryland, 
who was referred to as his “Master.”525 According to the Federal Census “Slave Schedule” of 1860, 
Ryland enslaved two young men at the time of enumeration, ages eighteen and twenty-one. His 
letters and records indicate that he already enslaved Tom and Walker Lee, so Sam may have been 
newly enslaved by Ryland between 1860 and 1862. As of this writing, no references to Sam (d. 
1862) have been located in Robert Ryland’s papers so this cannot be confirmed. 

3.3.1.2 MAR IA  AND  PART H ENA 

After Ryland sent Maria to Farmington in 1845 to avoid a possible negative reaction of congregants 
at First African Baptist Church should he have auctioned her, there were no further references to her 
until he noted his sale of she and a woman or girl named Parthena in 1864.  
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The records of Ryland’s private expenses and receipts for 1863 and 1864, on a page he subtitled, 
“Bellum Horrendum,” record details of the state of his finances in the last years of war. While he 
was liquidating some assets, such as his “parlour carpet,” he continued to invest in the Confederacy, 
purchasing bonds in June and August of 1863. Ryland’s entries also show that he was deriving 
income from his hiring out of Matilda, Sally, Ellen and Tom. The absence of Maria here and in 
Ryland’s expenses may indicate that she was still in King & Queen County and her labor was not 
profiting Ryland’s household. On January 22, 1864, however, as part of an exchange of Confederate 
bond coupons with his nephew, William 
Christopher Fleet, Robert Ryland sold 
Maria and a woman or girl named 
Parthena, writing “I disposed of Maria & 
Parthena to W.C. Fleet at $2400.”526 Fleet’s 
property was situated in King & Queen 
County, and it is possible that Maria and Parthena did not change locations. It is also possible that 
they did. 

No other records of Maria and Parthena have been located. 

3.3.2 EN SLAVED  PEOPLE “HIRED” ON  CAMPUS 
Robert Ryland’s 1860 Slave Schedule entry is flanked by those of the two campus “hotel keepers,” 
A[nselem] Brock and William Lindsay, an indication of the census enumerator’s journey from hotel 
to house to hotel. Brock hired five enslaved people for his boarding house. Lindsay’s entry shows 
one woman that he personally enslaved and six other enslaved people that he “hired” to serve 
Richmond College students and work for the portion of the boarding operation that he oversaw.  

The entries provide the ages of the hired people along with the names and locations of those who 
enslaved them and had leased them out for the use of those at the college:  

Enslaved People “Hired” in Brock’s Hotel/Dormitory:  
Woman, age 40, enslaved by L. McRae (Henrico County) 
Woman, age 25, enslaved by Mrs. Cobbit (South Carolina)  
Man, age 20, enslaved by Mrs. Meade (Richmond) 
Young man, age 17, enslaved by Mr. Farish (Henrico County) 
Woman, age 30, enslaved by Mrs. Byrd (D – [illegible; possibly D.C. or Dla.])527 

Enslaved People “Hired” in Lindsay’s Hotel/Dormitory:  
Man, age 50, enslaved by L. Taylor (James City County) 
Man, age 35, enslaved by Roy Temple (New Kent County) 
Young man, age 18, enslaved by Mr. Rawlings (Orange County) 
Boy, age 16, enslaved by Roy Temple (New Kent County) 
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Boy, age 14, enslaved by Ann Mutter (Richmond) 
Woman, age 30, enslaved by Lewis Turner (Henrico) 

Lindsay also personally enslaved one woman, age 70.528 

The last enslaver noted among those who hired people out to Lindsay’s oversight was Lewis Turner, 
a professor of mathematics and astronomy at Richmond College who had acted as college steward in 
1854.529 It is possible that a woman he enslaved and hired to the college while he was steward may 
have continued to labor there through the last half of the 1850s, but available records cannot 
confirm this. 

  

                                                      

528 Federal Census of 1860, Slave Schedule, Henrico County, Virginia, Western Subdivision, 45. 
529 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, March 7, 1854, University Archives, University of 
Richmond, VBHS; “Richmond College,” Morning Mail, May 3, 1853.  
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3.3.3 CAMPUS USE BY CONFEDERATE MILITARY 
After Virginia joined the Confederacy in May of 1861, the campus was used for “several months” 
by Confederate soldiers while the Board of Trustees formed a tentative plan to reopen Richmond 
College.530 According to board minutes, on August 18th, a motion was passed that “duties of the 
College be resumed on the 1st of October.” As president, Ryland was “requested to notify the 
authorities of the Confederate States to that effect, and also to have the usual advertisement made in 
the newspapers, and also to have the premises put in proper order.” Professor of Greek, C.H. Toy, 
was scheduled to provide military instruction to students.531 Ryland noted “soldiers on campus” in a 
report to the trustees. In it he detailed the condition of the campus following a period of occupation: 
“[M]uch injury has been done to the furniture, enclosures, shrubbery & buildings, yet I do not think 
the friends of the College will regret its appropriation to the use of our patriotic volunteers.” 
Included in the disruption and disarray was the disappearance of a portion of the college’s financial 
records. A ledger from the previous session which had been left in view was “destroyed or removed 
by the soldiers…Indeed the books for the last two sessions were lost, but that for session before last 
was recovered & placed in the hands of the Committee.”532 A search of institutional material at the 
Virginia Baptist Historical Society, in Boatwright Library’s Special Collections and Rare Books, 
and other locations have not yielded this ledger that Ryland saved and passed to other trustees. 

Ryland offered to give his thoughts on the possibility of a military hospital on college grounds, but 
he was also still thinking session by session, and anticipating a return to normal operations. He 
wrote of the search for a Greek professor for the coming session and the consideration of a school 
for younger boys in the future. Expecting students by the following session he wrote of storing coal 
and allowing “Hotel Keepers” to prepare and advertise. Ryland stressed that if this was not to be the 
plan, the professors needed to be notified so they could “seek other business, if they desire it.”533 On 
August 24th, however, the Daily Dispatch reported that the “directors” of the college had recently 
resolved to provide the campus to “a committee of Louisiana Gentlemen, to be used by them as a 
hospital for the sick and wounded soldiers of the Confederate States Army.”534  

3.3.4 FINANCIAL SUPPORT OF THE COLLEGE AND INVESTMENT IN THE 
CONFEDERACY 
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At a called meeting of the Board of Trustees in November of 1862, the board considered the sale of 
institutional investments to fund the purchase of Confederate bonds. After postponing action on the 
question for three days and on the motion of L.R. Spilman, the trustees voted that the Treasurer was 
“authorized to sell the Bonds held by the college of the City of Richmond, Petersburg, and 
Lynchburg and reinvest… in 8% Confederate Bonds.”535 On June 15, 1863, the Board of Trustees 
noted the receipt of two thousand dollars from the estate of James D. Witt for the education of 
students recommended by the Baptist General Association of Virginia.536 In response to a ten-
thousand dollar bequest from James Crane recorded on October 20th the board authorized Ryland to 
represent the board in a Chancery case centered on the settlement of the estate.537 In November, 
word of another gift of two thousand dollars, from the estate of William S. Nunn, was published in 
the Daily Dispatch and the Abingdon Virginian.538 Three weeks later, the board authorized the 
treasurer to “invest any funds he has or may have in hand belonging to the College in Confederate 
Bonds.”539 

Decades later, Ryland described his personal decision to invest in the Confederacy and the effect 
that may have had on the college endowment. He said his commitment to personally invest was 
spurred by the Vice President of the Confederate States of America, Alexander H. Stephens, who 
believed that “these bonds would be the best investment we could get” were the South to win the 
war.540 Ryland had liquidated parts of his wealth – selling a house, lot, and stock – and invested at 
least $13,499 in Confederate funds.541 Despite the objection of the trustee James Thomas, Jr., the 
college also liquidated the bulk of its investments in city and railroad stock “at great apparent 
profit,” and applied that profit to Confederate investments which were worthless after the war.542 
Ryland did not know “how far my counsel influenced the Board, but I confess that my firm 
conviction of the justice of our cause and my strong hope of its ultimate triumph induced me to 
invest my own means in the bonds, and to advise and to urge the trustees to the same policy.” 543 
Ryland described this enthusiasm for the Confederate investment and his effort to centralize the 

                                                      

535 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, November 27, 1862. 
536 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, June 15, 1863. 
537 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, October 20, 1863. 
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539 Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, November 21, 1863. 
540 Robert Ryland, Society, 23. 
541 Robert Ryland, Ledger 2, “Receipts for the year 1862,” RRP, 55.2.033, VBHS. 
542 John A. Broadus, Memorial of James Thomas, Jr., Richmond: Everett Waddey (1888), 70. 
543 Robert Ryland, Society, 23. 
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heating system with gas as his “two blunders” as President of the Richmond College Board of 
Trustees.544 The institution’s investment ultimately “destroyed most of its endowment.”545  

3.3.5 COLPORTAG E 
Ryland and his family continued to live in their home on campus “free of rent” during the Civil 
War.546 Following the closure of campus, Ryland derived income from a number of sources 
including his salary at First African Baptist Church, his hiring out of Walker, Ellen, Matilda, and 
others, rent from boarders that his family took in, the sale of Maria and Parthena, teaching students 
from the Richmond Female Institute, and his work for the Baptist Colportage Board.547 

As Richmond began to fill with soldiers – those housed at Richmond College and elsewhere and the 
wounded in the city’s many hospitals – Robert Ryland saw a ministerial opportunity. Colportage 
involved the distribution of what Ryland described as, “thousands of tracts, hymn books, spelling 
books, and religious newspapers.”548 In June 1861, Ryland “visited among the 500 soldiers stationed 
at the college, and had found it exceedingly pleasant to engage in such labors.”549 During the visits 
he also provided face-to-face ministry and education. Ryland organized and praised the colportage 
efforts of others and regularly visited the hospitals himself, at times in the company of his wife, 
Betty Ryland, where they would distribute religious newspapers including the Religious Herald, 
Central Presbyterian, Southern Churchman, and Christian Observer, and minister to the spiritual 
and practical needs of the wounded.550 

In July of 1861, Ryland was described as “laboring with commendable zeal for the spiritual good of 
the soldiers stationed at the College.” His pamphlet, Volunteers Wanted had been printed for the 
Colportage Board and was on the verge of publication. In the months that followed, mentions of him 
in the Richmond newspapers centered on this work.551 Ryland received $600.00 from the Colportage 
Board in 1862.552 In October of that year, A.E. Dickenson, a former student at Richmond College 
and later a major benefactor and supporter of the institution, shared Ryland’s account of his past 
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eight months of ministry among the wounded. Ryland wrote, “[w]herever I found the most 
destitution, there I made the most frequent visits.”  The response of the soldiers was a “deep and 
thrilling interest” in religion. Ryland saw among the men three classifications: those who were 
already deeply committed to the Christian faith, those who “were rejoicing in a recent hope of 
eternal life” and those who “exhibited a marked anxiety about their salvation” who “received with a 
docile spirit every suggestion made for their benefit.” Ryland viewed many of the men he spoke 
with as likely to “seek fellowship with the Churches of Christ immediately after their return home. 
Let pastors look out for them.” As was the case with so many subjects, Ryland’s detailed the 
opportunity for growing churches out of war with a tone of specificity and candor: “All these 
battles, with their hair-breadth escapes and terrible sufferings, have produced a softened state of 
mind which harmonizes well with our efforts to evangelize.”553 

Among those Ryland visited was a wounded Union soldier in Libby Prison Hospital named 
Columbus Cornforth who had attended school with one of Robert Ryland’s sons. In a letter written 
to Ryland seven months after the end of the war, Cornforth described his return to Pennsylvania, and 
his recovery from his wounds, although his arm was “to a great degree, useless.” He thanked Ryland 
for visiting him in prison, and extended his gratitude to Betty Ryland, as well, who had sent him 
“pickles and preserves” that “did me a great deal of good.” Cornforth also complimented Ryland’s 
views on the possibility of postbellum denominational reunion that had been published in the 
newspaper. While Ryland’s published thoughts on the reuniting of American Baptists and Southern 
Baptists have not yet been located, Cornforth’s letter indicates that Ryland may not have felt such a 
reunion possible in the months immediately after the end of armed conflict: “I read your recent 
communication in the Examiner and think your view of union [struck through twice] denomination 
union the correct one. Facts go to sustain your position, though we might wish it other wise [sic]. As 
far as myself, I feel no bitterness to any one [sic]; though I did all in my power to sustain the 
government, and take satisfaction in reflecting upon my course of action. This is a fact which goes 
to show that your views of denominational reunion are true.”554  
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3.4 PRIVATE LEDGER ENTRIES 1840-1864 
Robert Ryland’s ledger entries offer a highly detailed look at day-to-day life in antebellum 
Richmond. The pre-1841 pages provide a record of the seminary-college hire of enslaved people, 
and Ryland’s hiring out of those he enslaved both to the institution and, in the case of Sam in 1838, 
to the James River and Kanawha Canal. The entries that cover the next twenty-four years contain 
details of Ryland’s extensive personal use of the system of leasing out (and at times leasing) 
enslaved people. In this section, drawn from Ledger Number Two in the Robert Ryland Papers (RRP 
55.2), selected entries for the period 1840-1865 are organized beneath corresponding names of 
enslaved individuals. This provides the fragments of their lives that are revealed in Ryland’s 
accounting. They are listed by the year they first appeared in the record. Only Walker Lee’s last 
name is known (see Sections 3.3.2 and 4.1.1). 

In Ryland’s expenses he recorded allocations to individual enslaved people. These were likely the 
clothing allowances that he noted in his 1855 essay. They are therefore listed here as “clothing 
allowance” however they may have also included year-end gifts. There is a possibility that at times 
Ryland was simply itemizing his expenses, and some of the funds were not given directly to the 
people associated with the amounts. Beginning in 1859, this itemization largely stopped and an 
expense amount would follow the word “servants.” 

EN SLAVED  AN D  “HIRED  OUT” 

SA M 

1840 “Sam’s hire for 1840 $104.50” (Receipts, 101) 

1841 “Sam’s hire 1840 $110” (Receipts, 102) 

1842 “Feb 1 Sam’s hire $20” 
“Mar 23 Sam’s hire 10 + 10 + 10 + 10 + 10 + 10 + 10 + 30” (Receipts, 
104) 

1843 Clothing allowance: “Sam $5.10” (Expenses, 107) 
Likely for 1843 work “Jany 6 [1844]… Sam’s hire $55” (Receipts, 106) 

1844 “Editor Streeter owes $60 for Sam’s hire which he seems not disposed 
ever to pay_ [later addition “And never did?”] (Receipts, 108) L.R. 
Streeter was the editor/publisher of the Richmond Weekly Star.555 

1845 Nov. 20 “Sam’s [ditto “hire”] $30” … “Sam’s hire $11.23” 
(Receipts, 110); Clothing allowance: “Sam 4.70” (Expenses, 111) 

1846 “Nov 7 Sam’s hire $30” (Receipts, 112) 
“Jany 2 1847 “Sam’s [ditto “hire”] in full $23.50 [recorded in 1846 
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receipts] (Receipts, 112) 
Clothing allowance: “Sam 12.06” (Expenses, 113) 

1847 “July 28…Sam 30… Sep. 4. Sam 15… Sam’s [ditto “hire”] 10.50” 
(Receipts, 114) 
Clothing allowance: “Svt Sam $5.25” (Expenses, 115) 

1848 Clothing allowance: “Sam $1.50” (Expenses, 117) 

1849 “Jany 4 [1850]” “Sam’s hire 2 months to Republican $10” (Receipts, 118) 
Clothing allowance: “Sam 22.50” (Expences, 119) 

Sam died in 1849. 

FA NN Y 

1840  “Fanny’s [ditto: “hire”] 30+10” (Receipts, 101); “Fanny’s hire for 1840 
after paying doctors, commissions, [etc] $37.18” (Receipts, 102) 

1841 “Fanny’s hire 1841 $38.00” (Receipts, 102); “Fanny’s Doctor’s bill 
$5.00” (Expenses, 103) 

1842 “Fanny’s [ditto “hire”] $10. + 10 +10 + 10” (Receipts, 104); “Dr.s bill to 
Fanny $10” (Expenses, 105) 

1843 January 2: “Fanny’s hire $6.25;” July 3: “Fanny’s hire 6.25;” “Octo 15 
Fanny’s hire $6.25” (Receipts, 106); Clothing allowance: “Fanny $9.41” 
(Expenses, 107) 

1844 “Jany 6 Fanny’s hire $5.00” (Receipts, 106; Ryland wrote some 1844 
receipts on the 1843 page); Clothing allowance: “Fanny $28” (Expenses, 
109) 

1845 “Jany 7” possibly for 1844 work “Fanny’s hire $6.25;” January 18 
[Ryland may have added to this line through year] “Fanny’s hire $6.25 + 
$6.25;” November 20 “Fanny’s hire $6.25” Receipts, 110); Clothing 
allowance: “Fanny 4.37” (Expenses, 111) 

1846 “Jany 3… Fanny’s hire 6.25;” “Ap. 6 Fanny’s hire 6.25;” “July 20… 
Fanny’s [ditto: “hire] $6.25;” “Dec. 22… Fanny’s hire 6.25” (Receipts, 
112); Clothing allowance:  “Fanny 1.[00]” (Expenses, 113) 

1847 “Fanny’s hire $6.26 + 6.25 + 6.25 + 6.25” (Receipts, 114); Probable 
clothing allowance: “Fanny 1.25” (Expenses, 115) 

1848 “Ap. 5 Fanny’s hire $6.25;” (Receipts, 116); Probable clothing 
allowance: “Fanny $27; Unknown reason (after “Leeching $5.00. 
Cupping $3.”) “Fanny .38 [superscript “c”]  (Expenses, 117) 
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1849 Clothing allowance: “Fanny $20.01” (Expenses, 119) 

Fanny’s record stops in 1849. 

MA R IA 

1841 “Doctor’s bill (Maria) $10.72” (Expenses, 103) 

1842 [Likely doctor’s bill since this falls in a list after “Drs bill for Fanny” and 
before those of Ryland’s wife and children] “Maria $6” (Expenses, 105) 

1843 Clothing allowance: “Maria 2.10” (Expenses, 107) 

1844 May have been for 1843 work: “Jany 6 Maria’s hire $36.00” (Receipts, 
106); “Maria’s $23.12” (Receipts, 108); Probable clothing allowance: 
“Maria $10.50” (Expenses, 109) 

1845 “Maria’s hire $2.00” (Receipts, 110) 

In 1842, Ryland wrote that Maria “expect[ed] to increase her family & what to do with her I know 
not. I wish she was away.” In 1845, Ryland sent her to his parents’ plantation in King & Queen 
County rather than “exciting prejudice” against him at First African Baptist Church by auctioning 
her off. In 1864, he sold Maria and Parthena to a relative who lived in the area of his late parents’ 
former property.  

JO H N 

1842 “John’s hire 1841 $100” (Receipts, 104) — this is currently unclear since 
Ryland purchased an elderly man named John in 1844 for the purpose of 
allowing him to buy his freedom; may have been someone else named 
John. 

1844 “John’s [hire] + [“+” is subscripted under John’s name and links to note] 
45;” Note: “Bought John Jany 15 1844 at $250. he is to be free when he 
returns the money. He died in 1849 leaving $170.66 unpaid_ RR” 
(Receipts, 108); Clothing allowance: “John 15.37 1/2” (Expenses, 109) 

1845 “John’s [ditto “hire”] $55” (Receipts, 110); “Servant John $21.81 
(doctor’s bill)” (Expenses, 111) 

1846 “June 20 John’s hire $8”… “John’s hire 8.” [possible back payment]; July 
20 “John’s hire $7.00;” Dec. 22 “John’s [ditto “hire”] $8.” (Receipts, 
112) 

1847 “Feb 6 John’s hire $4.25;” “John’s [hire following “Fanny’s hire”] $2.00 
+ 1 + 6 + 8 + 4 + 4 + 5 + 5” (Receipts, 114) 

1848 “Ap 3 John’s hire $4.00 + 6.25 + 8 + 4+ 2 + 1.50” (Receipts, 116) 
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1849 Clothing allowance “John 15.25 +” Plus sign links to note below: “+ John 
died in the Summer leaving his debt unpaid by just $170.66_ [“just” is 
likely sarcasm] a dead loss. Be done with this plan!” (Expenses, 117) 

John died in 1849. 

MAT IL DA 

1842 “May 17, 1843 Hire of Matilda for last year $27.08” (Receipts, 104) 

1843 Clothing allowance: (“Matilda $4.24” Expenses, 107) 

1844 “Jany 6  likely for 1843 work “Matilda’s [ditto: “hire”] $20” (Receipts, 
106); “Dec. 3”… “Matilda’s hire $25” (Receipts, 108) 

1845 “Matilda’s hire $27” (Receipts, 110); Clothing allowance: “Matilda 2.50” 
(Expenses, 111) 

1846 January 2, 1847 “Matilda’s hire $30” (“Private receipts for 1846” RRP, 
55.2.060, 112); Possible clothing allowance but not on the same line as 
others: “Servant Matilda 1.25” (Expenses, 113) 

1847 “Dec 22… Matilda’s hire 30.” (Receipts, 114); Probable clothing 
allowance: “Matilda .75 [superscript “c”] (Expenses, 115) 

1848 “Jany 6 Matilda $30” (Receipts, 116) 

1849 “Jany 1 [1850]” likely for work the previous year, “Matilda’s hire: $35” 
(Receipts, 118); Clothing allowance: “Matilda $4.00” (Expenses, 119) 

1850 January 9, 1851: “Matilda’s hire $35.” (Receipts, 121); Clothing 
allowance: “Matilda $5.00” (Expenses, 121) 

1851 “Matilda’s [hire] 10” (Receipts, 122); Clothing allowance: “Matilda $11” 
(Expenses, 123) 

1852 November 27 “Matilda’s [hire] 50.” (Receipts, 124); Clothing allowance: 
“Matilda 1.[00]” (Expenses, 125) 

1853 “Matilda’s [hire] $60” (Receipts, 126); Probable clothing allowance: 
“Matilda 6.” (Expenses, 127) 

1854 January 1, 1855 “Matilda’s hire $30.00” (Receipts, 128) 

1855 “[July] 18 2 qrs [quarters] hire for Matilda $30” (“Receipts of 1855 on 
private account” RRP 55.2.069, 130); Clothing allowance “Matilda 1.88;” 
“Dr. Beale for Matilda $6” (Expenses, 131) 
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1856 “July 4… Matilda’s hire $30;” “Dec 19 Matilda’s hire in full $30” 
(Receipts, 132); Clothing allowance: “Matilda 1[.00]” (Expenses, 133) 

1857 July 3 “Matilda’s [hire] $35” (Receipts, 134) 

1858 July 3 “Matilda’s hire $35;” Dec. 29 “Matilda’s hire $35” (Receipts, 136) 

1859 June 10 “Matilda’s hire $35;” Dec 3 “Matilda’s hire $35” (Receipts, 138); 
“Dr. Beale $7.00 for Matilda” (Expenses, 139) 

1860 Feb 3: “Matilda’s half-year hire $35.00;” Oct. 7: “Matilda’s hire in full” 
(Receipts, 140) 

1861 July 3rd: “Matilda’s hire $35.00;” Dec. 2: “Matilda’s hire $35” (Receipts, 
142) 

1862 October 22: “Matilda’s hire in full $70” (Receipts, 60) 

1863 July 2: “Matilda’s [hire] $90” (Receipts, 60) 

1864 January 14: “Matilda $30 [possible back payment]… Matilda $30” 
(Receipts, 62) 

There is no further record of Matilda. 

LU C Y 

1842 “Jany 26 [1843]… Lucy’s hire $14.80” (Receipts, 104) 

1843 Clothing allowance: “Lucy $14.37 ½” (Expenses, 107) 

1844 Clothing allowance: “Lucy 14.53” (Expenses, 109) 

1845 Clothing allowance: “Lucy 18.53” (Expenses, 111) 

1846 Clothing allowance: “Lucy 21.44” (Expenses, 113) 

1847 July 28 “Lucy 20.”… Sep 4 “Lucy 10” “Lucy’s hire $7.00” (Receipts, 
114) 

1849 Clothing allowance: “Lucy 13.50” (Expenses, 119) 

1850 Clothing allowance: “Lucy $14.28” (Expenses, 121) 

1851 Probable clothing allowance: “Lucy $86.57” [amount may indicate 
children]  (Expenses, 123) 

1852 Clothing allowance: “Lucy 11.75” (Expenses, 125) 

1853 Clothing allowance: “Svt. Lucy 7.80” (Expenses, 127) 
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1854 Clothing allowance: “Lucy 10” (Expenses, 129) 

1855 Probable clothing allowance “Lucy 8.98” (Expenses, 131) 

1856 Probable clothing allowance “Lucy 5.12” (Expenses, 133) 

1863 “Dr. Snead… [visit] to Lucy $6” (Expenses, 61)  

Ryland’s financial record of Lucy ends in 1863. 

AG GY 

The name “Aggy” presents biographical/identity complications. An elderly free Black woman, 
whom Ryland and his nephew referred to as “Aunt Aggy” and later “Aggy Morris,” lived on the 
campus. In the 1850 Federal Census the name “Agness Cooper” aligns with details of her life and 
location. According to the Federal Census Slave Schedule of 1860, Ryland hired out a woman and 
three children that he enslaved to her, and he notes two donations “for Aunt Aggy” in his receipts of 
1864, presumably to offset her medical or funeral expenses. Entries in Ryland’s ledgers indicate that 
there was also a younger woman named Aggy, who was enslaved by or bound to Robert Ryland.  

1843 Clothing allowance for Aggy or possible gift for Aggy Morris/Cooper: 
“Aggy $1.00” (Expenses, 107) 

1844 Clothing allowance: “Little Aggy” (Expenses, 109) 

1846 Clothing allowance for Aggy or possible gift for Aggy Morris/Cooper: 
“Aggy 6.[00] (Expenses, 113) 

1856 Clothing allowance: “Svt Aggy 6.12” It is unlikely that Ryland would 
have referred to the free and very elderly Aggy Morris/Cooper as a 
“servant;” “Dr. Wortham for Aggy’s child $6.00” (Expenses, 133) 

1863 “Dr. Beale [visit to] Aggy & children $174.50” (Expenses, 61)  

LO U ISA 

Louisa, Tom/Thom, and Violet may have been enslaved by the family of Ryland’s second wife, 
Betty Thornton Ryland. Their arrival coincides with Ryland’s recorded expenses of their marriage. 

1848 Clothing allowance: “Louisa 1.75” (Expenses, 117) 

1849 Clothing allowance: “Louisa” $2.00 (Expenses, 119) 

1850 January 9, 1850: “Louisa’s [ditto “hire”] $18.50” (Receipts, 121); 
Clothing allowance: “Louisa 2.13” (Expenses, 121) 

1851 “Louisa’s [ditto “hire”] $23.12” Receipts, 122) 

1852 “Sep… Louisa’s hire $20” (Receipts, 124) 
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1853 “Dec 21… Louisa’s [hire] 37.00” (Receipts, 126) 

1854 “Aug 10… Hire of Ellen & Louisa $55” possibly indicating that they 
were hired out to the same place/person; “Jany 1 [1855]… Louisa’s [hire] 
25.00” (Receipts, 128); Clothing allowance: “Louisa 7.92” (Expenses, 
129) 

1855 “July 7… 2 quarters hire Louisa & Walker $46.25;” “Jany 12 [1856] 
Walker and Louisa’s hire from Hill in full 50.87” (“Receipts of 1855 on 
private account” RRP 55.2.069, 130); Clothing allowance:, “Louisa 1.25” 
(Expenses, 131) 

1856 “Nov. 14 … Mr. Ettinger for Louisa $20;” “Dec 26 Mr. Ettinger for 
Louisa $20;” “Jany 10 [1857]” likely for 1856 work “Louisa’s hire in full 
$11.60” (Receipts, 132); Clothing allowance: “”Louisa 7.30” (Expenses, 
133) 

1857 Oct. 3 “Louisa’s hire in vac. $12” (Receipts, 134) 

1859 Sep 23: “Louisa’s hire on vacn $13.00” (Receipts, 138) 

1863 Clothing allowance or other expenses associated with her: “Louisa $76;” 
“Dr. Beale to Louisa $30;” “Dr. Snead [visit(s) to] Louisa $76[.00];” 
“Louisa’s grave” (Expenses, 61) 

TO M/TH OM 

1848 Clothing allowance: “Thom 3.38” (Expenses, 117) 

1849 “Thom .75 [superscript “c”]. shoes” (Expenses, 119) 

1850 January 22, 1851 “Thom’s hire $20” (Receipts, 121) 

1851 “Tom’s hire $30” (Receipts, 122) 

1852 “Nov. 27… Thom’s hire for 1852 $35” (Receipts, 124) 

1853 “Thom’s work $15” (Receipts, 126) 

1854 “Thom’s hire .75 [superscript “c”], [ditto “Thom’s hire”] $5.25, ditto 
[“Thom’s hire] $8. from Ladd (“Receipts of 1854 on private account” 
RRP 55.2.068, 128); Clothing allowance: “Thom 7.48” (Expenses, 129) 

1855 Probable clothing allowance “Tom 21.38” (Expenses, 131) 

1856 “July 25… Thom’s hire in vac. $7.33” (Receipts, 132); Clothing 
allowance: “Tom 15.19” (Expenses, 133) 
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1858 July 31: “Tom’s hire in vacn. $6.50” (Receipts, 136) 

1859 Nov. 3 “Tom’s hire to Brock $2.50” (Receipts, 138); Brock was one of 
the hotelkeepers at Richmond College. 

1860 Oct. 4: “Tom’s vacation work $2.00” (“Private Receipts for 1860” RRP 
55.2.074) 

1863 April 21: “Tom’s hire $31.45” (Receipts, 60); “Dr. Snead [visit(s) to] 
Tom $20;” “Gifts to servants… Tom $5-” (Expenses, 61) 

1864 April 13: “Tom’s hire $30 + 40;” September 22: “Tom’s hire $40 [ditto 
“Tom’s hire”] $40, [ditto “Tom’s hire] 10[.00]  (Receipts, 62)  

Ryland’s record of Tom/Thom ends in 1864. 

VIO L ET 

1848 Clothing allowance: “Violet 3.38” (Expenses, 117) 

1849 Clothing allowance: “Violet $7.46;” Unexplained, not on the line with 
clothing allowances: “Violet $2.00” (Expenses, 119) 

1850 Clothing allowance: “Violet $10.63” (Expenses, 121) 

1851 Probable clothing allowance: “Violet $10.53” (Expenses, 123) 

1852 Clothing allowance: “Violet $8.65” (Expenses, 125) 

1853 Clothing allowance: “Violet 13.11” (Expenses, 127)  

1854 Clothing allowance: “Violet 17.25” (Expenses, 129) 

1855 Clothing allowance: “Violet 17.53;” “Dr. Beale for … Violet $8.00” 
(Expenses, 131) 

1856 Clothing allowance: “Violet 7.81” (Expenses, 133) 

Violet appears to have been enslaved in the Ryland household. There is no record of her being hired 
out. Ryland’s record of her ends in 1856. 

SALLY/SA LL IE 

1849 Clothing allowance: “Servants Sally & children $19.05” (Expenses, 119) 

1850 Clothing allowance: “Sally 2.50” (Expenses, 121) 

1851 “Sally’s [hire] $35” (Receipts, 122); Clothing allowance: “Sally $4.” 
(Expenses, 123) 
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1852 November 27 “Sally’s [hire] $40” (Receipts, 124); Clothing allowance: 
“Sally $32” (Expenses, 125) 

1853 Probable clothing allowance: “Sally 8.20” (Expenses, 127)  

1854 “Aug. 10… Sally 25.[00];” “Jany 1… Sally’s [hire] $30.50” (Receipts, 
128) 

1855 “Aug 30th Sally’s hire $25” (Receipts, 130); “Dr. Beale for … Sally 
$5.00” (Expenses, 131) 

1856 “July 25 Sally’s hire to July 1. $25;” “Dec 19… Sally’s [ditto “hire in 
full”] $25” (Receipts, 132); Probable clothing allowance: “Sally 50 
[superscript “c”]” (Expenses, 133) 

1858 July 3: “Sally’s [hire] $15;” Jany 10 [1859]: “Sally’s hire $10_ less $2.50 
for board 10 days” (“Private Receipts for 1858” RRP 55.2.072, 136) 

1859 No month/day: “Sally’s hire $7.00” (Receipts, 138) 

1861 April 1: “Sallie’s hire $2[.00]” (Receipts, 142) 

1863 “Dr. Snead [visit(s)] to Sally $6;” “Dr. Beale [visit(s) to] Sally & children 
$71.25” (Expenses, 61) 

1864 Jan. 14: “Sally $15 + 15;” February 6th, 1865: “Sally’s hire $30” 
(Receipts, 62); Unexplained expense: “Sally (svt) $5” (Expenses, 63)   

Ryland’s record of Sally/Sallie stops in 1864. 

JU DY 

1849 Unexplained expense: “Judy $8” (Expenses, 119) 

1851 Clothing allowance: “Judy 62 1/2 [superscript “c”]” (Expenses, 123 

1854 July 1, “Judy’s [hire] $5.00;” Nov. 28 “Judy $4.25… Judy 3.25”  
(Receipts, 128) 

1855 Clothing allowance: “Judy 8.73” (Expenses, 131) 

1856 Clothing allowance: “Svt. Judy 6.20” (Expenses, 133) 

1863 “Dr. Snead [visit(s) to] Judy $25” (Expenses, 61) 

Ryland’s record of Judy stops in 1856. 

ELLE N 

1849 January 4, 1850 “Ellen hire $32.37” (Receipts, 118) 
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1850 January 22 1851 “Ellen’s hire $35” (Receipts, 120); Clothing allowance: 
“Ellen 6.00” (Expenses, 121) 

1851 “Ellen’s [hire] $40” (Receipts, 122)  

1852 November 27 “Ellen’s [hire] 40” (Receipts, 124); Clothing allowance: 
“Ellen 9.” (Expenses, 125) 

1853 “Dec 21… Ellen’s [hire] $46.25” (Recipts, 126) 

1854 “Aug 10… Hire of Ellen & Louisa $55” possibly indicating they were 
hired to the same place/person; “Jany 1 [1855]”… “Ellen’s [hire] 30.00” 
(Receipts, 128) 

1855 Clothing allowance “Ellen 8.14” (Expenses, 131) 

1856 “Nov. 14 Mrs. S for Ellen’s hire in vacn. $2.00;” “April 11 [1857]” on 1856 
page so likely for 1856 work “Mr. Butler for Ellen’s hire in full $28” 
(Receipts, 132); Clothing allowance: “Ellen 3.44” (Expenses, 133) 
 

1857 “Oct. 3 Ellen’s hire $35;” “Ap 13 ’58 Ellen’s hire in full $34.37” (Receipts, 
134) 
 

1858 July 3: “Ellen’s [hire] from Mr. August $31.45;” Dec. 29: “Ellen’s hire 
$37” (Receipts, 136) 

1859 July 2: “Ellen’s first quarter $20;” July 5: “Ellen’s second [ditto 
“quarter”] $20;” Oct 10: “Ellen’s 3rd quarter $20;” Dec. 3: “Ellen’s last 
quarter $20” (Receipts, 138) 

1860 Feb. 3: “Ellen’s half-year hire $45;” Dec 31: “Ellen’s hire in full_ less $5 
for arrest as a runaway” (Receipts, 140) 

1861 April 18: “Ellen’s hire $20;” Aug. 27: “Ellen’s hire $18;” Dec. 2: 
“Ellen’s hire $20” [“in full” lined though]; Undated: “Ellen’s hire $8.” 
(Receipts, 142) 

1862 October 22: “Ellen [ditto “hire in full”] $90; November 15: “Ellen last 
year’s $4” (Receipts, 58) 

1863 July 2: “Ellen’s hire $72; December 31: “Ellen’s [ditto “hire”] $75 
(Receipts, 60); “Dr. Snead [visit(s) to] Ellen $68” (Expenses, 61) 

1864 January 14: “Ellen’s hire $67; Same line “Ellen’s hire $60 + 60;” 
November 25: “Ellen’s hire in full $63” (Receipts, 62)  

Ryland’s record of Ellen stops in 1864. 
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WA L KE R LEE 

Walker Lee was known only as Walker in Ryland’s ledgers and letters, however he recorded Walker 
Lee’s last name in the minutes of First African Baptist Church. Given the date of his first 
appearance in Ryland’s records, it is possible he was a part of Robert Ryland’s father’s estate, and 
among the “servants” Ryland asked to be sent to him Richmond once his father’s assets were 
divided. 

1851 “Walker’s hire $10” (Receipts, 122)  

1852 “Walker’s [hire] $12.33 + [ditto “Walker’s hire”] in full 8.22” (Receipts, 
124) 

1853 “Walker’s hire $50” (Receipts, 126); “Deduct Walker’s board $32.50” 
(Expenses, 127) 

1854 “Walker’s hire $25.” (Receipts, 128) 

1855 “July 7… 2 quarters hire Louisa & Walker $46.25;” “Jany 12 [1856] 
Walker and Louisa’s hire from Hill in full 50.87” (Receipts, 130); 
Clothing allowance “Walker 1.” (Expenses, 131)  

1856 “July 25… Walker’s [ditto “hire to July 1” if ditto reflects entire portion 
following Sally’s entry] $45;” “Dec 19 … Walker’s hire in full of R.J. 
Christian 45.00” (Receipts, 132); Clothing allowance: “Walker 2.76” 
(Expenses, 133) 

1857 “[July] 3… Walker’s hire $50;” “Jany 11 [1858] Walker’s hire $25 
(Receipts, 134) 

1858 July 3: “Walker’s [hire] $45;” Dec. 29: “Walker’s [ditto “hire”] $45” 
(Receipts, 136) 

1859 July 6: “Walker’s two qtrs hire $62.50;” Dec. 3: “Walker’s hire $62.50” 
(Receipts, 138) 

1860 July 16: “Walker’s hire and board less deduction for sickness $46.66;” 
Jany 5 1861: “Walker’s hire in full (board included) sickness deducted 
40.00” (Receipts, 140); “Dr. Beale to Walker $3” (Expenses, 141) 

1861 April 1: “Walker’s [hire] $5;”; Dec. 2: “Walker’s (half) $30;” [Also under 
Dec 2 but may have been a later date]: “Walker’s hire in full $30_” 
(Receipts, 142) 

1862 June 3: “Walker’s hire $36.60;” November 15: “Walker’s hire $16.50” 
(Receipts, 58) 

1863 “Dr. Beale [visit(s) to] Walker $28.25” (Expenses, 61) 



 107 

Ryland’s record of Walker ends in 1863. 

“YO U NG  SERVA NTS” 

The amounts Ryland designated for “young servants” may have reflected the clothing allowance of 
the children he enslaved or end of the year gifts. 

1852 “Young servants 5.82” (“Private expenses for 1852” [Ryland added a note 
after he wrote the year, “Who will live to see the end?”], 125) 

1853 “Young svts. 24.23” (“Private expenses for 1853,” 127) 

LE W IS 

1855 Clothing allowance: “Lewis .75 [superscript “c”]” (Expenses, 131) 

THOSE “HIRED” BY RYLAN D 

CAT HE R IN E 

1847 “Catherine’s hire $42.00;” Clothing allowance: “Catherine $12.59” 
(Expenses, 115) 

1849 Clothing allowance: “Catherine .50 [superscript “c”]” (Expenses, 119) 

1855 “Catherine’s hire $9.17” (Expenses, 131) 

AL IC E 

1849 Probable clothing allowance “Alice .75 [superscript “c”]” (Expenses, 
119) 

1854 “Alice’s hire $50;” Clothing allowance: “Alice 10.64” (Expenses, 129) 

1855 Clothing allowance “Alice 75 [superscript “c”]” (Expenses, 131) 

JA NE 

Jane died in 1852 shortly after she was hired out to Ryland. His payment for her “hire” appeared the 
following year. 

1852 Clothing allowance: “Jane 1.33;”  [ditto “Jane”] funeral & sickness 
11.25” (Expenses, 125) 

1853 “Jane’s hire 10.00” (Expenses, 127) 
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“OTHER SERVAN TS” 
Ryland recorded small payments to “other servants” and “College servants” and these amounts may 
have represented ad hoc payments for extra work or end of the year gifts.  

1843 “Other servants: 1.37 1/2” (Expenses, 107) 

1844 “College servants 2.[00]” (Expenses, 109) 

1845 “College servants 2.50” (Expenses, 111) 

1846 “College [ditto: “servants”] 2.20” (Expenses, 113) 

1847 “College svts & others $1.85” (Expenses, 115) 

1849 “Cleber 1.50” (Expenses, 119): Cleber was described by two former 
students as being a “servant” at Richmond College 

1854 “Other servts 3.19” (“Private expenses for 1854” RRP 55.2.068, 129) 

 

 

Robert Ryland’s 1854 Accounts, Ledger 2, RRP, 55.2.068, VBHS 
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4.0  FIRST AFRICAN BAPTIST CHURCH 
 

Robert Ryland’s work at Richmond College 
often meant he was the public face of the 
institution, his name and position there 
appearing in local, regional, and at times 
national publications. From 1841 to 1865, 
however, he was equally if not more well-
known for his position as the white pastor of 
Richmond’s First African Baptist Church. His 
increasing prominence as a Baptist leader, 
while partially attributable to his leadership at 
the college, was largely driven by his 
leadership of the enormous and powerful 
congregation of enslaved and free Black 
people.  

Aspects of Ryland’s time as the pastor of First 
African Baptist Church have been considered by a number of scholars. University of Richmond 
President Emeritus, Dr. Edward L. Ayers’ 2013 address, “The Trials of Robert Ryland,” was 
published in the journal Baptist History & Heritage (2013) and is available digitally through the 
University of Richmond Scholarship Repository. A thesis by University of Richmond graduate, 
Teresa Payne, “Robert Ryland and the First African Baptist Church of Richmond: Their Antebellum 
Years” (1974) is also available digitally though the Richmond Scholarship Repository. Articles and 
book length scholarship on the church and its members include works by Carter G. Woodson (The 
History of the Negro Church, 1921; The mind of the Negro as reflected in letters written during the 
crisis, 1800-1860, 1926), John T. O’Brian (“Factory, Church, and Community: Blacks in 
Antebellum Richmond,” The Journal of Southern History, November 1978), Gregg Kimball 
(“Richmond’s Place in the African American Diaspora” in Afro-Virginian History and Culture, John 
Saillant, ed., 1999), and Midori Takagi (“Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction”: Slavery in 
Richmond, 1782-1865, 1999). This section draws on some of this established work as well as the 
deacons’ minutes preserved by First African Baptist Church and shared in microfilm with the 
Library of Virginia, contemporaneous news articles, the records of the American Colonization 
Society held by the Library of Congress, Ryland’s remembrances, and the newly considered 
collection of his personal letters and other records held by the Virginia Baptist Historical Society.556 

                                                      

556 The historical and genealogical richness of the church’s minutes, preserved by members of First African 
Baptist Church and shared on microfilm at the Library of Virginia, cannot be overstated. The church’s 
willingness to make the records available to the public is a tremendous act of generosity, one that provides 
details of lives that were otherwise barely recorded or not recorded at all. Numerous scholars have studied 
the material in the past and currently Anelise H. Shrout, historian and Assistant Professor of Digital and 
Computational Studies at Bates College, is working with the minutes using digital prosopography methods, 
 

William Ludwell Sheppard, "First African Church, Interior of the church 
from the western wing," VCU Libraries Digital Collections 

https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1131&context=history-faculty-publications
https://scholarship.richmond.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1272&context=honors-theses
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In “Factory, Church, and Community: Blacks in Antebellum Richmond,” John T. O’Brien organizes 
the association of enslaved and free Black people with Virginia’s churches into “three periods”: the 
missionary period between 1750 and 1790 when “Baptists and Methodists were most successful 
because they enlisted numerous black preachers and exhorters and mixed antislavery sentiments 
with the Gospel;” the period between 1790 and 1831 when activity waned somewhat, and the post-
Nat Turner period, when the laws passed after the rebellion “suppress[ed] independent black 
churches, and outlaw[ed] black preaching.”557  During the second period, the racially-mixed 
congregation of Richmond’s First Baptist Church was already dominated by enslaved and free Black 
people. Of the 1,300 members of the church in 1828, 1,000 were Black, and by 1836 Black people 
made up 2,000 of the church’s 2,400 members.558 

Midori Takagi details repeated efforts among Black congregants to form their own church, including 
an 1821 petition that was rejected by the Virginia General Assembly and other “thwarted” attempts 
after Nat Turner’s Rebellion in 1831.559 Robert Ryland described “several motives” for the eventual 
separation of First African Baptist Church from First Baptist Church: the church building was 
“behind the times” and the white congregation wanted a new structure, and the “mixed character of 
the audience,” which, it was believed by some, interfered “with the progress of the church.”560 He 
was more specific in an 1855 essay when he wrote that “some very fastidious people” did not “like 
to resort to a church… where so many colored people congregated.” According to Ryland, Black 
congregants raised $3,500 for the purchase of the original building and the white members of First 
Baptist Church relocated to “a new and more tasteful edifice.” Additional funds were provided 
James Thomas, Jr., the Richmond tobacco magnate and member of the Richmond College Board of 
Trustees.561  

Jeremiah Bell Jeter, the pastor of First Baptist Church, saw his friend Robert Ryland as the ideal 
choice to lead First African Baptist Church in 1841. Ryland, who often spent his Sundays travelling 
to temporary posts at churches in the region, had hoped to find a permanent church in the city. In 
1838, he described his typical routine to his sister – “I frequently sit up until 12 o’clock and rise by 
light the next morning” – a schedule made more trying by the need to travel when he had to “go to 

                                                      

providing data visualizations of church members’ relationships with other churches and with one another.  
557 John T. O’Brien, “Factory, Church, and Community: Blacks in Antebellum Richmond,” The Journal of 
Southern History, November 1978, 521.  
558 O’Brien, “Factory, Church, and Community,” 522, 524. 
559 Midori Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction”: Slavery in Richmond, 1782-1865, (1999), 
electronic version, 2125. 
560 Robert Ryland, “First African Church,” in Henry Allen Tupper, The First Century of the First Baptist 
Church of Richmond, Virginia, 1780-1880, (1880), 247-248.  
561 [Robert Ryland], “Reminiscences of the First African Baptist Church, No. 1], American Baptist 
Memorial 15, September 1855, 263, Hathi Trust Digital Library, link; Jeter, Recollections, 263; also noted 
on O’Brien, “Factory, Church, and Community,” 525. 

 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah3r65&view=1up&seq=82&q1=%22by%20the%20pastor%22
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the country and preach.” At the time he had 
believed he would be offered a position at 
Third Baptist Church which would have 
“require[d] more study – but less riding.”562 
That position did not materialize but three 
years later he accepted the role at First African 
Baptist Church in part because of this practical 
advantage of a church closer to his home at 
Richmond College. Ryland also believed it was 
both his “duty” to “advance [the] prosperity” of 
First Baptist Church by aiding in the separation 
of the Black people from it and to “evangelize 

the people of color.” Following Nat Turner’s Rebellion, Ryland believed that “all the ministers of 
Christ, and especially [Baptists], were called” to insure Black people’s access to the “divine things” 
that Black ministers were now forbidden to share.563  

Ryland often described his work at First African Baptist Church in the context of duty rather than 
pleasure. After his 1865 separation from the church and his subsequent ministry to exclusively or 
largely white congregations, he wrote, “It is more congenial to my feelings to preach to whites, than 
to the blacks. The latter service I did from a sense of duty.”564 One 1847 letter, written to the 
American Colonization Society, shows a different side of Ryland’s thinking, however: “[M]y 
position as pastor of the Af. Ch. is one that accords well with my tastes. I feel honored with the 
privilege of preaching to them & of doing what little I can to aid them to heaven.”565 Ryland’s level 
of spiritual commitment to the church and its members cannot be detached from the proslavery 
sentiments that were dominating many Baptist churches and associations as well as other 
denominations in the South at the time. Charles F. Irons considers the motivations of Ryland and his 
mentor, Andrew Broaddus, when he writes that they “thought they were defending their right to 

                                                      

562 Letter, Robert Ryland to Elizabeth Ryland Willis, December 26, 1838, typescript, RRP, 42.045, VBHS. 
While Ryland was the pastor at First African Baptist Church, he continued to visit some area churches as a 
guest pastor and also took occasional “preaching excursions” that kept him away for significant periods of 
time (“Appointments for Elder Ro. Ryland,” August 29, 1844, Religious Herald, VBHS; Robert Ryland, 
“Mrs. Josephine Ryland,” undated typescript, RRP, 3.080-081, VBHS). In his memoir, Jeter recalled 
Ryland’s schedule differently and wrote that at least part of his decision to offer Ryland the position at First 
African Baptist Church was because “his official duties [at the college] were not onerous” and Ryland often 
had weekends free, making the role at First African Baptist Church “no great draft on his intellectual 
powers” (Jeremiah Bell Jeter, Recollections of a Long Life, 211).    
563 Robert Ryland, “Origin and History of the First African Church,” The First Century of the First Baptist 
Church of Richmond, Virginia, 1780-1880, (1880), 252. 
564 Robert Ryland to Elizabeth Ryland Willis, December 5, 1866, RRP, 15.010-011, VBHS. 
565 Robert Ryland to the American Colonization Society, September 28, 1846, Library of Congress, also 
accessed through Fold3.com. 

 

[Richmond, Va. First African Church (Broad Street)], Library of 
Congress 
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spread the Gospel, not inventing new spurious arguments to protect their material self-interest in the 
court of public opinion.”566 

In 1855 Ryland wrote a series of essays about First African Baptist Church in which he provided a 
description of its organization, detailed the challenges it had faced, gave biographical glimpses of 
some of its individual members, and listed what he viewed as the many successes of the church. The 
essays were published in the American Baptist Memorial, a magazine that contained contributions 
from Baptist leaders across the country. As a result, it would have likely drawn positive national 
attention to Ryland’s congregation while also softening the realities of enslavement. Irons notes the 
“enormous boost” this sort of positive attention often gave to proslavery Christians, a “rhetorical 
trump card” that allowed them to show critics of enslavement the “success of quasi-independent 
black churches.”567 A glowing account of the church, its members, and Robert Ryland that was 
written by a “lady correspondent” of the Boston Daily Evening Transcript was described by the 
Richmond Mail as “giv[ing] the Northern abolitionists an excellent hit” with its “high tribute” to 
Ryland’s “zeal, liberality, and eloquence.”568 In a conversation with a visiting Northern writer, 
James Redpath, who mentioned having been told by proslavery people to visit to visit First African 
Baptist Church, one Black Richmonder replied, “‘I thought they would tell you to go there. They 
[always] do. That’s an old game of theirs – Go to the African Church they [always] say to strangers, 
and see how happy our slaves our, and how well they dress.’”569  

A letter Ryland wrote to John Hartwell Cocke in August of 1858 sheds light on his efforts to make 
up the funds he had contributed to purchase a lot on Leigh Street for the construction of Ebenezer 
Baptist Church, a sister congregation that was formed when the membership of First African Baptist 
Church grew too large for its building. Ryland was frustrated by the refusals to donate by white men 
who had great wealth “in slaves.” He wrote that getting money from “the whites” was proving 
difficult and that “previous payments have been received mainly from the blacks.” Ryland asked 
Cocke to assist him since his “own contribution of money & time to it is as large as I can make it. If 
justice to my wife + seven wd. allow it, I wd. pay the whole debt and be done with it.” A donation 
from Cocke would alleviate what Ryland called the “painful” task of door-to-door fundraising, when 
he would “walk the streets & get a dollar from one person, a ‘call again’ from another, & a snarl 
from a third!” He was particularly offended by the refusals of “more than one man of wealth in 
slaves, [who] have told me they [wouldn’t] give a cent because they did not wish their slaves to 
have the gospel preached to them[.]”570 

                                                      

566 Irons, Origins of Proslavery Christianity, 174. 
567 Irons, Origins of Proslavery Christianity, 190. 
568 “Rev. Dr. Ryland,” Richmond Mail, May 16, 1854, link. 
569 James Redpath, The Roving Editor, or, Talks with Slaves in the Southern States, New York: A.A. 
Burdick (1859), 17-18. 
570 Robert Ryland to John Hartwell Cocke, August 6, 1858, Cocke Family Papers, Special Collections, 
University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia. 

https://virginiachronicle.com/?a=d&d=TRM18540516.1.1&srpos=8&e=--1850---1865--en-20--1--txt-txIN-Ryland+%22african+church%22+lady+boston-------


 113 

One account of a visit to First African Baptist Church that year describes Ryland seeking funds for 
Ebenezer Baptist Church during the service: “He made a short address during the exercises, in 
which he invited the audience to contribute to the new African Church, lately erected in another part 
of the city, at a cost of $8000, which is capable of seating 1200 persons. The appeal was liberally 
responded to.”571  

4.1 SERVICES 
In his position as pastor, Ryland structured church services to 
provide individual members with opportunities to pray at 
length and lead exhortations in “recompense for [the] slight” of 
not being able to preach.572 In one of his “Reminiscences” 
essays of 1855, Ryland wrote, “As the laws of Virginia are 
rather stringent as… regards colored men’s preaching, I have 
aimed to mitigate their effect by encouraging them to pray in 
public…Not a few of them have a remarkable facility and 
power in prayer, and awaken the devout emotions of the 
auditors.”573 A range of visitors to the church recorded accounts 
of these portions of the services and the work of the well-
known church choir.  

The unnamed contributor to the Boston Daily Evening 
Transcript that the Richmond Mail described as a woman 
attended an 1854 service alongside two thousand Black 
congregants. She estimated that over two-thirds of the congregation were enslaved and noted the 
regular attendance of a small group of white people: “they usually have twenty to thirty whites as 
worshippers also.” John Kinney, leader of the choir, led the first prayer, which was followed by 
“antiphonal singing” that alternated between the men and the women in the choir. Lewis Allen, a 
“free black,” led the next prayer and the writer stated that she had “rarely heard its equal.” Of 
Ryland, she wrote that he possessed a “Miltonic eloquence” during a sermon focused on abstention 
from the “fleshly lusts which war against the soul.” The choir then joined together in singing “Vital 
Spark of Heavenly Flame” before Joshua Thompson, who was enslaved by “Mr. Taliafero of 
Gloucester County,” rose to lead the congregation in “a spiritual.” The song had never been printed, 
Thompson explained to the writer, and he spoke the lyrics for her so she could share the spiritual 
with the newspaper’s readers.574 

N. Stinson, a writer with the proslavery newspaper Day-Book (New York, N.Y.), also detailed 
Ryland’s system of providing opportunities for congregants to lead prayers which, while not spoken 

                                                      

571 “Virginia Ladies, Virginia Hospitality, and Courtesy, &c,” Pittsfield Sun (Massachusetts), November 18, 
1858, Newspapers.com.  
572 Ryland, “Origin and History of the First African Church,” 258. 
573 [Robert Ryland], “Reminiscences… No. 2,” American Baptist Memorial, October 1855, 289, link. 
574 “Correspondent of the Transcript,” Boston Daily Evening Transcript, May 1, 1854, link.  

Boston Daily Evening Transcript, May 1, 
1854 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.ah3r65&view=1up&seq=109
https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=sArNgO4T4MoC&dat=18510501&printsec=frontpage&hl=en
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from the pulpit, provided a sermonic experience. Stinson, a slavery enthusiast, was surprised to find 
the congregation to be “respectable looking and well dressed,” and described Robert Ryland 
gesturing to a man – “a slave,” according to Stinson – who then “open[ed] the meeting” with a 
prayer:  

“Dear God, will you please to look over the banisters of heaven right down on us here and see what we doing 
and then take up our poor weary souls with one hand over us and the other hand under us, and put your big arm 
around us and lift us right up out of this pit of mud and flat and bring us near to yourself, that we may see the 
glory of God in his holiness.” 

“Dear God will you please” was the commencement of every supplication, and he spoke it so simple, so earnest 
and so feelingly, that I could not help thinking that many of our learned divines might learn how to pray from 
this “poor slave.” Again, after dropping suddenly down from a lofty height, he would commence low and roll 
out a few poetical sentences like the following: 

“Dear God, will you please to come down into this flock and take the lambs up into your bosom, and then lead 
the old sheep down by the side of the water courses into green pastures ——— O dear God take them over the 
river into Goshen where the grass is green and where they may get fat on the smiles of the Lord and the 
sunshine of his righteousness forever and ever.”575 

The choir was made up of “about thirty” people who sat 
in the church’s front gallery. The group had “the 
reputation of being the best in Richmond” and was the 
intended focus of the account of G.F. Root, a writer for 
the Southern Musical Advocate who spent half a day at 
the church.576 Root had inadvertently arrived early, and 
was therefore able to hear the informal congregational singing that always began thirty minutes 
before each service. He listened as “one after another joined in until all seemed to be singing” in 
“strong, mellow tones, full of pathos.” After Ryland took the pulpit, “he called on one and another 
to lead the prayer before the sermon commenced” and “prayers so full of faith and earnestness are 
not often heard.” In response, the congregation answered in “a kind of chant, always using the 
minor third” that offered a blessing to Ryland, “O Lord, bless our Pastor, Stand by him and preserve 
him.” Root’s impression of the choir was favorable, but he called it “only choir-singing” and found 
that he preferred what one congregant called the “solemn old tunes” that had preceded the service.577 
Of this congregational singing, Ryland wrote that “[t]he whole assembly is united in an old 
fashioned, spiritual song, and the zeal, the harmony, the fervor, the number and volume of voices, 
all tend to excite feelings of devotion.” Ryland described the singing of both the congregation and 
                                                      

575 N. Stinson, “Editorial Correspondence,” Day-Book (N.Y.), reprinted in the Richmond Whig, December 
31, 1850, link. In the introduction to Stinson’s account, the Whig called the Day-Book “a zealous champion 
of Southern rights.” This prayer has been altered from the original dialect that was used by Stinson when 
quoting Black congregants. 
576 [Robert Ryland], Reminiscences No. 2, 289; G.F. Root, “Congregational Singing Among the Negroes,” 
reprinted in Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend, April 1, 1860, link. The introduction to 
Root’s account indicates that his visit had occurred “several years” before it was printed in the publication. 
577 G.F. Root, “Congregational Singing Among the Negroes.” Root’s description of the chant also appears 
in Dena J. Epstein, Sinful Tunes and Spirituals: Black Folk Music to the Civil War, Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press (2003), 207. 
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the choir as “the great attraction” of the service, much more so than the sermons, “as they can hear 
more studied and instructive sermons in every pulpit in the city.” It was the music that inspired 
visitors to “come in to witness the novel scene.”578 

Ryland regularly invited guest ministers to the church and would give the ministerial students at 
Richmond College the opportunity to “exercise their gifts as a means of improvement to 
themselves.”579 A.E. Dickinson, a former student at the college recalled that Ryland “would always 
preach in the morning himself but in the afternoons he would frequently get one or another of the 
boys to preach.” At times, Ryland was present for their sermons. Thinking that one student’s effort 
had “gone on sufficiently” Ryland, who was seated behind him, “gently pulled his coat-tail and said, 
‘Booker, this is a good stopping place.’”580 After one sermon given by a student, Ryland requested 
that “Deacon Simms… follow with a prayer.” Simms rose and, as Ryland recalled, “[h]e offered up 
a devout petition to God for his blessing on the truths just delivered, and for large grace ‘on our 
stripling young brother that is trying to learn how to preach.’”581  

Regarding the subjects of Ryland’s sermons at First African Baptist Church, in addition to his 
concern with quelling “fleshly lusts,” he also worked to address what he saw as “peculiarities” in 
the congregation, specifically a belief in the supernatural.582 Midori Takagi details the association of 
these beliefs with history of First Baptist Church prior to the separation of the congregations: 
“Much to white congregants’ horror, black members maintained a strong belief in spirits and 
witchcraft in addition to their unshakable faith in God and saw no conflict or contradiction between 
the two.” Jeter had difficulty managing this aspect of his Black congregants spiritual lives during his 
period of ministry to the racially mixed congregation. Takagi writes that while he felt that belief in 
“elements of the African cosmology” should not “be a barrier to church membership,” he “struggled 
hard to eliminate what he referred to as the ‘dread of imaginary beings or evils.’” She also notes 
Ryland’s more active effort at First African Baptist Church, when he worked to steer clear of 
“metaphysical refinements” of scripture and would instead focus on didactic lessons that would 
“preach out of their minds their dreams and fancies, their visions and revelations, and all their long 
cherished superstitions.”583  

Henry Brown, an enslaved man who became famous for having himself shipped in a box from 
Richmond to the free state of Pennsylvania after his children and his wife were sold away, was a 

                                                      

578 Ryland, “Reminiscences… No. 2,” 289. 
579 [Robert Ryland], “Reminiscences… No. 2,” 291. 
580 [A.E. Dickinson], “Memories of Fifty Years Ago,” Religious Herald, June 19, 1902, RRP, 04.086, 
VBHS. 
581 Robert Ryland, “Origin and History of the First African Church,” 259-260. 
582 Robert Ryland, “Origin and History of the First African Church,” 255. 
583 Takagi, Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction, loc. 1183-1229, Kindle; Robert Ryland, “Origin and 
History of the First African Church,” 255. 
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former First African Baptist Church congregant who remembered Ryland’s focus on obedience to 
enslavers:  

He used to preach from such texts as that in the epistle to the Ephesians, where St. Paul 
says, ‘servants be obedient to them that are your masters and mistresses according to the 
flesh, and submit to them with fear and trembling’; he was not ashamed to invoke the 
authority of heaven in support of the slave degrading laws under which masters could with 
impunity abuse their fellow creatures.584 

In Redpath’s interview, the same man who had described the proslavery advantages of sending 
Northern visitors to First African Baptist Church was asked if Ryland always preached in a way “to 
suit the slaveholders.” He explained that Ryland “wouldn’t be allowed to preach at all if he 
didn’t.”585 

4.1.1 BAPTISMS, MARRIAGES, DEATHS & FUNERALS 
In the minutes of First African Baptist Church that Robert Ryland maintained for twenty-five years,  
he described himself as the “moderator,” although the minutes rarely show Ryland stepping in to the 
discussions and decisions of the church’s deacons. He appears to have generally confined his role to 
keeping meticulous records, “inscribing baptisms, deaths, the restoration of members, and their 
exclusion from fellowship, in a large ledger.”586 Critically, Ryland included last names of hundreds 
of enslaved people as well as the names of those who enslaved them, providing vital information for 
contemporary historians and genealogists. As detailed in previous sections, one example of an 
enslaved person recorded with his last name is Walker Lee, who was enslaved by Ryland himself. In 
Ryland’s personal records, Lee is referred to as “Walker” with no last name. In the First African 
Baptist Church minutes of July 30, 1859, however, Ryland recorded Walker Lee’s full name with his 
own beside it in the column in which he wrote enslavers’ names.  

Ryland’s attention to the baptism numbers is made clear on the page that contains the record of 
Walker Lee’s baptism. Three names above Lee’s entry, Ryland drew a line and wrote, “3153 to 
this,” indicating the number of people he had baptized at First African Baptist Church to that 
point.587 His communications of baptism numbers appear in his own records and letters, including 
those to John Hartwell Cocke, and items he placed in the Religious Herald.588 They reflect Ryland’s 

                                                      

584 Brown, Narrative of the Life of Henry Box Brown, Written By Himself, 1851 [British edition], 32. 
585 James Redpath, Roving Editor, 17-18. 

586 Minutes of First African Baptist Church, Library of Virginia; Gregg Kimball, “Richmond’s Place in the African 
American Diaspora,” in John Saillant, ed., Afro-Virginian History and Culture, 145; Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our 
Own Destruction,” loc. 2257, Kindle. 
587 Minutes of First African Baptist Church, July 30, 1859, Library of Virginia.  
588 Robert Ryland, [Letter to the Religious Herald], Religious Herald, July 21, 1859, VBHS; “Revival Among the 
Colored People,” Religious Herald, July 9, 1862, VBHS.  
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overall commitment to conversion above 
other ministerial approaches, a priority he 
described many years before as his “peculiar 
anxiety.” In an 1831 sermon he had said, “I 
confess myself most pleased with efforts to 
persuade men to be reconciled to God… I feel 
impelled to this course by my peculiar anxiety 
to see souls [illegible; possibly “really”] converted & Zion crowded with willing captives of 
grace.”589 In November 1859, Ryland wrote to his beloved nephew, Charles Hill Ryland, “I baptized 
39 darkeys Sund.y before last & 30 last Sunday. Nothing but cold weather will stop them from 
going into the water.”590 In 1864, even as his attention was occupied by “raiders” who had 
“stripped” the King & Queen County Rylands of “everything in the shape of food,” Ryland wrote 
John Hartwell Cocke of the baptisms at the church and the success of its Sunday School: “Yesterday 
I baptized 13 colored pple. Our S. School is flourishing. It numbers 284 children yesterday. The 
excitement of war around us, however, tend to divert the minds of my congregation, as of others, 
from the gospel.”591 By the time he left First African Baptist Church, Ryland had baptized 3,832 
people.592 In the margin of the October 11, 1851 Deacons’ Minutes, Ryland added a note that he had 

                                                      

589 Robert Ryland, sermon, “[F]or why will ye die, o house of Israel,” March 6, 1831, RRP, 54.093, VBHS. 

590 Robert Ryland to Charles Hill Ryland, November 8, 1859, RRP, 25.014, VBHS. Charles Hill Ryland 
(1836-1914) was a Baptist minister, trustee and treasurer of Richmond College, and the college’s librarian. 
He was a student at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary during the period of Ryland’s first available 
letters to him, when Ryland referred to the institution as the “Greenville Seminary.” For a time during the 
Civil War, Charles Hill Ryland was the steward of the Engineer Hospital, where enslaved men who were 
impressed from across Virginia to labor on the fortifications around Richmond were treated for illnesses 
and wounds. Historian Jaime Amanda Martinez details Charles Ryland’s involvement in a controversy 
centered on the care being given to these men in her book Confederate Slave Impressment in the Upper 
South (University of North Carolina Press, 2015). In it she describes Charles Ryland’s defense of the 
hospital after an accusation that “the poor Negroes are dying off like sheep, afflicted with the rot” was 
published in the Richmond Examiner. The newspaper recommended that enslavers check the condition of 
those in the hospital. Charles Ryland published a response in which he insisted that the facility was 
“thoroughly cleansed” each day, “oftener if possible,” and after addressing the accusations at length he 
invited the publisher of the Examiner “and the public” to come and see for themselves (Martinez, 60; C.H. 
Ryland, “To the Editor of the Examiner,” Richmond Examiner, December 11, 1862, Library of Virginia). A 
subsequent investigation by a hospital inspector found a need for improved conditions, in part because of 
the monetary value of the enslaved men there (Martinez, 61). It is not clear when Charles Ryland’s 
affiliation with the hospital ended. Robert Ryland cared deeply for his nephew and in his last decades he 
wrote him frequently of family news, Richmond College history, and to share observations of politics and 
society.   
591 Robert Ryland to John Hartwell Cocke, January 10, 1862, Papers of John Hartwell Cocke, Box 168, 
Special Collections, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.  
592 Ryland Knight, “Robert Ryland,” Virginia Baptist Ministers, 4th Series, George Braxton Taylor, ed., 
Lynchburg, Virginia: J.P. Bell (1913), 354; Thomas Joyce Ryland, “Robert Ryland Line,” RRP, 03.018, 
VBHS.  
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baptized “nearly” two enslaved people for every free person at First African Baptist Church that 
year.593  

Despite his enthusiasm for these numbers, 
Ryland was careful to note that those who 
sought to be baptized in the church were 
carefully questioned. In one of his 1855 
essays in the American Baptist Memorial, 
he wrote that while some ministers 
encourage confession in their 
congregation, “I have deemed it my duty 
to throw obstacles in the way of mine, by 
holding up the dangers of a premature 
confession.” Ryland viewed this, in part, 

as a way to ensure that those requesting baptism possessed “less superstition, less reliance on 
dreams and visions… [and] talk less of the palpable guidings of the Spirit as independent of or 
opposed to the word of God.” In short, Ryland continued, “[t]hey have less of the ‘I am right 
because I know I am right’ feeling.” Those seeking to be baptized were required to “converse with a 
deacon and obtain his approval. He is then expected to bring from his master, if he is in bondage, a 
testimonial of his general propriety of conduct, or of his recent improvement in that respect.” This 
was followed by a conversation with Ryland himself to determine the applicant’s “views on 
doctrine.”594 This interview process applied equally to those Ryland himself enslaved. In September 
of 1859, Ryland wrote his son, William Ryland, “Our boy Tom has asked leave to be baptized. I’ve 
not talked with him yet.”595  Ryland’s careful process was not impenetrable. In 1851, Sal[ly] Palmer 
lined up with the congregants who were being received for baptism. According to a note from 
Ryland appended to the Deacon’s Minutes from October 5, 1851, Palmer had done this 
“clandestinely,” and had not gone through the preparation process which included “oral confession” 
and obtaining permission from her enslaver. After receiving a complaint from Harriet Palmer, the 
woman who held Sally Palmer, that Ryland had “baptized her servant… without her consent,” he 
wrote of Sal[ly] Palmer, “[s]he is, therefore, not a member of our church & Mrs. Palmer shall be 
informed of her bad behavior.”596    

                                                      

593 Minutes of First African Baptist Church, October 11, 1851, Library of Virginia. 
594 [Robert Ryland], “Reminiscences… No. 1,” September 1855, American Baptist Memorial. 
595 Robert Ryland to William Ryland, September 30, 1859, 01.080, VBHS. The name “Tom” and “Thom” appeared 
in Ryland’s records and in his ledger where he recorded his income from hiring out those he enslaved. “Tom” also 
appeared in the Richmond College recollections of his nephew, Josiah Ryland, who remembered Tom working in the 
college dining room and referred to him as “Tom the cup bearer.” It is probable that they were the same person. 

596 Minutes of First African Baptist Church, October 5, 1851, microfilm, Library of Virginia. Sal[ly] 
Palmer’s name is partially obscured in the microfilm version of the church’s minutes. 
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Ryland performed marriages for white people throughout his ministerial career. Records of marriage 
fees appear in his personal accounts beginning in his Lynchburg years and extending to the years 
after the Civil War. One article and his daughter’s recollections indicate that Ryland also performed 
marriages for enslaved people in Richmond. On a Thursday night in March of 1858, four enslaved 
people were arrested after returning from Robert Ryland’s house where two of them had been 
married. The Daily Dispatch described their arrest as a source of humor for its readers: “they were 
returning home in anticipation of a great deal more ease and comfort than they obtained.” The four 
unnamed people were accused of “riding in a hack owned by J.R. Croften without consent of their 
owners.”597 In her memories of her father, Ryland’s daughter, Roberta Ryland Atkins recalled the 
relationship between Ryland and the members of First African Baptist Church, and wrote that 
“[s]ometimes wedding parties would come to be married by him and the big parlor at Columbian 
Hall [Richmond College] would be lighted up, the people came in hacks and filed in and we 
children would greatly enjoy the beautiful ceremony.”598  

Ryland was also present at the deathbeds of congregants. In an 1855 essay, he wrote of William 
Warwick, “a servant of Mr. Saybrook [who] sent for me to see him during his last illness. His mind 
was reposing with unshaken trust on the sufficiency of Christ and his whole nature seemed to be 
pervaded with love.” A member of the choir named Sarah Pearce died young, and Ryland wrote that 
before her death she gained “a foretaste of celestial joy… warned her unconverted kindred of their 
danger and with a placid smile fell asleep in the arms of Jesus.” When deacon Simon Bailey 
“became deranged… from protracted bodily disease,” he was jailed and then placed in a “lunatic 
aylum.” Ryland visited him there and wrote that just before dying, Bailey “enjoyed a lucid interval 
[and] expressed strong confidence in the grace of God. Simon Bailey was a good man.”599  

4.2 DEACONS 
While the Black members of First African Baptist Church “enjoyed less autonomy than was 
customary among Baptists,” and had to concede to the oversight of a white pastor, the church’s 
Black deacons were generally the governing body that made its day-to-day decisions.600 Ryland kept 
their minutes but his direct influence on their proceedings is rarely recorded. The deacons were 
almost all free men, a highly disproportionate representation of the largely enslaved membership, 
and this resulted in one of the few recorded controversies where Ryland attempted to weigh in on 
the deacons’ decisions. In 1848, a letter of protest signed by free and enslaved congregants was 
submitted to the deacons. It raised concern regarding the “few if any” enslaved deacons and the 
system which prevented much of the congregation from voting in their election. No action was 
taken by the deacons to address the letter. In 1850, three church members, whom Midori Takagi 
describes as “presumably slave men,” again raised the objection to “partiality to free persons in the 

                                                      

597 “Let Off,” Daily Dispatch, March 27, 1858, link. 
598 Roberta Ryland Adkins, “Robert Ryland,” RRP, 42.077, VBHS. 
599 [Robert Ryland], “Reminiscences… No. 4, December 1855, American Baptist Memorial.” 
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administration of church affairs,” this time in a letter sent to Ryland. In response to the challenge, 
all three men were excluded from First African Baptist Church by the deacons.601 

Ryland attempted to mediate the conflict in the hopes of securing their restoration to the church. 
Following Ryland’s own letter of protest to the deacons in which he pointed out that the men’s 
original charge had been withdrawn and they had apologized, an offer was made to the three: in 
exchange for restoration, they were asked to agree that the exclusion had been out of a “sense of 
duty.” One man, Stephen Brown, conceded and was restored to membership, but James Allison and 
Charles Feggens refused to do the same. Ryland recorded the outcome in the minutes of the 
meeting, referring to himself in the third person:  

The pastor… was particular in explaining that he did not mean to require them to justify the 
act of excision, but only to acquit the church of improper motives in their late proceedings. 
He believes this much himself, & he considered an affirmative answer… essential to the 
harmony & fellowship that should exist in the church. The private members still manifested 
great discontent with the result.602 

A standoff ensued, ending in November 1850 with a meeting of the deacons, “a large number of 
private members,” and the white Superintending Committee from First Baptist Church (which 
largely stayed out of the deacons’ deliberations and decisions). After a discussion of the “history of 
all the circumstances,” and statements of men “appointed to represent the congregation,” members 
of the Superintending Committee asked Feggins and Allison if they could operate in “fellowship” 
with the deacons “if they should be restored.” After the two “answered affirmatively,” Ryland wrote 
that they would be restored at the next meeting of the Church and that “all parties should bury their 
unkind feelings, should avoid in the future all party spirit & should endeavor to live 
harmoniously.”603   

Ryland’s notes from the deacons’ meetings provide a vital record of reasons for exclusion from 
church membership; the frequent leasing of the church building, which was one of the largest, if not 
the largest, gathering place in the city; and glimpses of the personal lives of members. On March 2, 
1851, Isabella Carter, who was enslaved by Ryland’s former mother-in-law, Ann Norvell, was 
excluded for drunkenness. A political meeting held at the church had resulted in people entering the 
choir loft and “defac[ing] the hymnals,” and the deacons agreed that Ryland would place an item in 
the paper “deprecating such proceedings in the future.” A woman named Sarah Royal complained to 

                                                      

601 Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction,” loc. 2253, Kindle; Minutes of the First African 
Baptist Church, May 5, 1850, microfilm, Library of Virginia. 
602 Minutes of First African Baptist Church (Richmond), July 7, 1850-July 20, 1850, microfilm, Library of 
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published works connected to his ministry. 
603 Minutes of First African Baptist Church (Richmond), November 17, 1850. Another rare example of the 
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to raise the issue of church members congregating after services with no white person present, and to 
“kindly urge” them to adhere to “the law of Va, forbidding all assemblies of colored persons for religious 
purposes, except with the presence of a white person” (Minutes, September 5, 1852).  

 



 121 

the deacons that she had been excluded from membership because she had an “illegitimate” child 
with a member at Second African Church, but the father of the child had been allowed to remain a 
member of his own church.604 

A committee of deacons oversaw the Treasurer, who managed income from weekly collections, 
choir concerts and the “letting of the house.” The renting of the building was a significant source of 
income for First African Baptist Church. According to minutes from January 4, 1852, the previous 
year had yielded $460.79 in collections, $110.00 from a choir concert, and $267.11 in proceeds from 
renting the church’s vast sanctuary.605 Hundreds of secular gatherings for largely white audiences 
were held at the church during the years that Ryland was its pastor, including an art performance 
where “children and servants” paid half-price, a concert featuring the Norwegian violinist and 
composer Ole Bornemann Bull with an eight year old “musical phenomenon,” a display of Maximo 
Valdez Nunez and Bartola Velasquez who were known as “The Aztec Children… a new race of 
people,” and speeches by both Stephen Douglas and, in one of his final addresses as President of the 
Confederacy, Jefferson Davis.606 The church was also described as being “thronged” by Confederate 
supporters on the eve of the Civil War, who filled it for “an improvised meeting” that was the site of 
the first display of the Confederate flag in Richmond.607 It is not known whether the church received 
rent after this “meeting” nor is it clear if the race of the church’s congregation was a factor in its 
being chosen as a Confederate rally site. Rent charged by the church for scores of other events over 
the decades helped to enhance its financial stability and was another example of the self-governance 
and self-determination of its Black membership and deacons. 

Ryland personally admired many of the deacons. While his focus on “respectability” and “integrity” 
in the portions of an antebellum essay that referred to them served to advance the communication of 
proslavery Christianity, it also provides contemporary readers with a rare connection to their lives. 
In his “Reminiscences” essay series he recounted the deathbed words of Archibald Gwathmy, who 
had “lived a consistent life”: “‘I don’t wish to hurry God, but I desire to depart.’” Deacon John 
Taylor and his wife, Betsy “lived with the family of Mr. Blair” – “lived with” was likely a 
euphemism for “enslaved by” – and both John and Betsy Taylor were, in Ryland’s words, “highly 
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606 “The Panorama of Eden,” Daily Dispatch, May 17, 1852; “Ole Bull’s Farewell Concerts in America,” 
Daily Dispatch, January 10, 1853, link; “The Aztec Children,” Daily Dispatch, February 11, 1853, link; 
“Senator Douglas’ Speech,” Richmond Enquirer, July 13, 1852, link; “Mass Meeting at the African 
Church,” Daily Dispatch, February 7, 1865, link. For more information Maximo Valdez Nunez and Bartola 
Velasquez, who were purchased from El Salvador at a young age and known as “The Aztec Children,” see 
Ann McKenzie Garascia, “Bartola and Maximo, “The Aztec Children”,” Nineteenth-Century Disability: 
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respectable persons.” Deacon Simon Bailey was “a man of unsullied integrity” whose greatest 
complement was to call something “sweet” – sermons, friends; “alienated husbands and wives were 
counseled to be ‘sweet,’ and the church in general was exhorted to be ‘sweet.’”608   

Ryland’s greatest praise was reserved for Joseph Abrams, a tremendously powerful and beloved 
Black minister. Prior to Nat Turner’s Rebellion, when Abrams could preach freely, “[h]e attended 
funerals for his deceased brethren and friends, and aided the pastors of the church in maintaining 
order among the living.” At First African Baptist Church, Ryland was keenly aware of Abrams talent 
as a pastor: “He was heard with far more interest than I was, and on this account, I should have 
often requested him to speak, but for the fear of involving him and the church in legal trouble.” 
Ryland described one particular moment when Abrams was speaking of the punishment of early 
Christians: “[H]e said, ‘These troubles were not confined to the apostolic age. Even I can say with 
Paul, “I bear in my body the marks of the Lord Jesus,”’ — alluding to a whipping that some wicked 
man had given him in the early days for preaching the gospel.” Ryland recalled that “[t]he effect” of 
Abrams description “was thrilling.” After Abrams’ death in June 1854, Ryland offered to write the 
inscription for “neat marble obelisk” that was being prepared to mark his grave. His offer was 
refused because “[Joseph Abrams’] friends thought their own literary taste fully equal to the 
occasion…The result satisfies me that I ought to have waited, at least until I was invited.” Abrams’ 
funeral was attended by thousands of people. Ryland described approximately eight thousand 
mourners “in and around” First African Baptist Church, and a procession that included “more than 
fifty carriages [which] followed the remains to the tomb.”609  

4.3 WALTER HENDERSON BROOKS & ROBERT RYLAND 
Ryland was a significant influence on the childhood of Reverend Walter 
H. Brooks, D.D., a poet and the pastor of Nineteenth Street Baptist 
Church in Washington, D.C.. Brooks’ mother, Lucy Goode Brooks, and 
her children were enslaved and his father, Albert Royal Brooks was free. 
In 1858, when the family was about to be sold apart, Albert Brooks 
negotiated installments that would allow him to purchase his wife and his 
younger children from the man who enslaved them. Lucy Goode Brooks, 
in attempt to prevent her older children from being sold away from 
Richmond, had made arrangements for their sale to buyers who 
committed to keeping them in the city. Despite her efforts, her daughter, 
Margaret Ann Brooks, was sold to an enslaver in Tennessee, and the 
family never saw her again. Lucy Goode Brooks later founded the 
Friends’ Asylum for Colored Orphans.610  
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ever seen” in Richmond (“News of the Day,” Alexandria Gazette, June 16, 1854, link). 
610 John T. Kneebone and the Dictionary of Virginia Biography, “Lucy Goode Brooks (1818–1900),” 
Encyclopedia Virginia. Virginia Humanities, 27 Aug. 2015. Web. 16 Nov. 2020, link). 

Walter H. Brooks, The Pastor’s 
Voice, Library of Congress 

https://virginiachronicle.com/?a=d&d=AG18540616.1.3&srpos=397&e=--1840---1865--en-20--381-byDA-txt-txIN-%22african+church%22-------
https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Brooks_Lucy_Goode_1818-1900#start_entry
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Walter Brooks’ early life was already deeply rooted in religion. 
His father “owned and read frequently his family Bible, and the 
fireside instructions of a godly mother left… a lasting 
impression” on Brooks as a young child. He also recalled the 
family’s attendance at First African Baptist Church, when his 
parents “taught my feet the way to the House of God.” There 
Ryland’s ministry, and his supervision of the Sunday school 
classes “became a new factor in influencing a life.” Brooks 
described the minister providing “faithful, fatherly instruction, 
although I was perfectly illiterate, and, under the then existing 
laws, it was not his privilege to teach me letters.” Ryland taught 
the children the Ten Commandments and hymns including 
“Around the Throne of God in Heaven” and “That Sweet Story 
of Old,” each of which refer to children. In Brooks’ memory, 
“Dr. Ryland’s colored Sunday-school [was] one of the dearest 
institutions I have ever known.” 

Brooks remembered Ryland as “put[ting] himself in personal 
touch with the perishing groups who were about him, making the poor rich toward God, and 
awakening songs of joy, where sorrow and despair hitherto reigned.” Brooks appears to have 
acknowledged the collision of proslavery sentiment and Ryland’s ministry, writing, “Whatever may 
have been Dr. Ryland’s intentions, he certainly inspired hope, for all that is best in this life, as well 
as for the life to come.” Just as Ryland once recalled York Woodson as his “brother beloved,” 
Brooks wrote of Ryland, “I revered him as a loving father, as a friend of humanity, as the 
incarnation of the Christ-Spirit, and to my dying day, I shall think of him as “Brother Ryland” — a 
brother beloved in Christ.”611 

Brooks included the poem, “To Dr. Robert Ryland,” in his 
collection of poetry, The Pastor’s Voice (1945). Beneath it he 
wrote, “Dr. Ryland was president, the honored president, of a 
white institution of learning at the same time he was pastor of a 
congregation of black people, nearly all of whom were slaves, 
as I and my parents were at the time.”612 

The complete text of Brooks’ poem, “To Dr. Robert Ryland,” is 
included in Appendix F. 

  

                                                      

611 Walter H. Brooks, [Remembrances of Robert Ryland], VBHS. 
612 Walter Henderson Brooks, The Pastor’s Voice, Washington, D.C.: The Associated Publishers, Inc. 
(1945), 363, Library of Congress. 

Walter H. Brooks, from Henry N. Jeter, 
Twenty-five years Experience with the 
Shiloh Baptist Church and her History, 
(1901) 

From Brooks' The Pastor's Voice, Library of 
Congress 
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4.4 THE COLONIZATION MOVEMENT AND FIRST AFRICAN BAPTIST CHURCH 
Robert Ryland used his position at First African Baptist Church to advance the cause of African 
“colonization” and the work of the American Colonization Society which had been formed in 1816 
for the purpose of removing free Black people from the United States and transporting them to 
Liberia. Historian Samantha Seeley describes the organization as having “accommodated the varied 
interests of white slaveholders, ministers, reformers, and anti-slavery men who made up its founding 
members.”613 The movement had roots in Virginia that predated the formation of the society and 
supporters of its goals included Ryland’s early influences, Andrew Broaddus and Robert Semple 
(See Appendix B). Following his interest in the movement while a student at Columbian College, 
Ryland joined the American Colonization Society. His ledger shows his early donations and in 1851 
he was elected one of its vice-presidents.614 

4.4.1 RYLAND’S WORK WITH COLONIZATION SOCIETIES 
Although Ryland’s interest in colonization formed during his years at Columbian College, he dated 
his deep commitment to the movement to 1831, the year of Nat Turner’s Rebellion in Southampton 
County, Virginia. In an 1846 letter to the American Colonization Society, Ryland wrote, “I have felt 
a deep concern on this subject for 15 years.”615  In his capacity as pastor at First African Baptist 
Church, Ryland saw himself as ideally positioned to advocate for colonization to church members. 
On October 12, 1846, he wrote to an unnamed correspondent at the American Colonization Society 
(some of his correspondence to the society was directed to William McLain, the organization’s 
secretary) and detailed his approach to sharing colonization information with members of First 
African Baptist Church: “As I am the pastor of a large African Ch. in the city, I am gradually 
bringing the whole subject of colonization before the minds of the people. At this time their minds 
are seriously agitating the matter. Some half dozen are about concluding to offer themselves.”616 

                                                      

613 Samantha Seeley, "Beyond the American Colonization Society," History Compass, 14 (3), 93. 
614 Robert Ryland, Ledger 1, “Expenses at the Columbian College,” and “Family Expenses for 1836,” RRP, 
55.1.010, 55.1.041, VBHS.  
615 Robert Ryland to American Colonization Society, September 28, 1846, American Colonization Society records, 
Library of Congress; electronic access: Fold3.com. The Nat Turner Rebellion in Southampton, Virginia significantly 
increased fear among white Virginians that the presence of free Black people in the state would have an inciting 
effect on the enslaved population. In the immediate wake of the rebellion, The Constitutional Whig reported that two 
hundred free Black people were sent to Liberia from Southampton. The writer urged the effort to continue, writing, 
“The Commonwealth ought to send off at least two thousand every year. A drain like that would soon put a stop to 
insurrections and rumors of insurrections.” (Constitutional Whig, October 6, 1831, Virginia Chronicle, link). See 
also, “Nat Turner’s Rebellion,” Library of Virginia, link, and Marie Tyler-McGraw, An African Republic: Black and 
White Virginians in the Making of Liberia, Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press (2007), 72). The 
rebellion led to an allocation of state funds to support the transportation of free Black people to Liberia and included 
taxes on free Black people that would support the Virginia Colonization Board (“Colonization Board – The Act of 
March, 1850,” Morning Mail, April 5, 1853, Virginia Chronicle, link); Philip Slaughter, The Virginian history of 
African Colonization, Richmond: Macfarlane & Fergusson (1855), 103). 
616 Robert Ryland to American Colonization Society, October 12, 1846, American Colonization Society 
records, Library of Congress; electronic access: Fold3.com. 
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He later wrote to the society regarding several free and enslaved Black people and the possibilities 
of their joining the society’s Liberian colony. In September 1846, after having shared a letter from 
the society with his congregation, Ryland wrote with a description of “two promising young men 
with whom I have conversed lately who desire to go as missionaries to Liberia.” Ryland emphasized 
their sex because he was replying to a request included in an earlier letter from the society seeking 
women willing to go to Liberia:  

Thomas Martin is a free boy 18 years old, bound to a shoemaker who will release him to go, 
reads tolerably well, baptized this last summer, is exercised strongly in reference to a 
mission to Liberia, is a modest, good-looking, healthful, active man, a teetotaller [sic] 
spoken well of by his brethren.  

George Roper is a slave of Mrs. Bartlett… who consents to his going. 21 yrs old, a house 
servant, but now in a tobacco factory, baptized this summer, reads pretty well, writes legibly, 
desirous to preach in Liberia, is also a modest, likely, intelligent youth, of good health, of 
good report, strictly temperate, &c. I shall introduce the lads to the Board of For. Missions 
in Rich.d who are now looking for colored men for Africa, but they have no system matured 
for interacting them & will have to depend on private efforts to fit them for the field[.] Is it 
best to let the Colonization Socy. take them out…if they prove suitable men?617 

Ryland also described a seventy-year-old free Black man named John Quarles, who had “recently 
purchased himself.” Quarles was a shoemaker who was committed to making the journey to Liberia. 
Ryland wrote that Quarles was able to “read tolerably,” was “active for [his] age,” and had 
“preached the gospel among his own color” before Virginia law forbade it. The members of First 
African Church were willing to fund Quarles’ journey should the society agree to allow him to sail 
from Norfolk that November. “He may be thought too old to go out,” Ryland continued, “but his 
habits of life are such as to awaken the hope that his health will be good & his example salutary on 
the colony.”618 A reply seeking other colonists was again read by Ryland to the church congregation 
in early November, but only Quarles was willing to go. “He is bent on going,” Ryland wrote. No 
others were “disposed, at present, to embark for Monrovia.” Ryland was convinced this would 
change, though: “I am confident that before long there will be many ready to emigrate.”619 

In 1849, the Colonization Society of Virginia was reconstituted after its early incarnation had faded 
in significance. According to Historian Marie Tyler-McGraw, author of An African Republic: Black 
& White Virginians in the Making of Liberia (2007), in the mid-19th century there were critical 
distinctions between the American Colonization Society and the Colonization Society of Virginia. 
Suspicion that the American Colonization Society harbored abolitionists and was an organ of 
abolitionism rose in the early decades of the century. Tyler-McGraw describes “a letter writer in the 
Richmond Enquirer [1826]” who “warned that the ACS was the ‘repository of all the fanatical 

                                                      

617 Robert Ryland to American Colonization Society, September 28, 1846, American Colonization Society 
records, Library of Congress; electronic access: Fold3.com.  
618 Robert Ryland to The American Colonization Society, October 12, 1846. 
619 Robert Ryland to the American Colonization Society, November 11, 1846. 
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spirits of the country,’ claiming that it was an 
abolition society that encouraged both slave revolt 
and federal power over the states.”620 The 
Colonization Society of Virginia was reconstituted 
with a distinctly proslavery emphasis. One of its chief 
goals over the following decade was the removal of 
free black people from the area and to relocate those 
who were “spontaneously liberated” to their avoid 
inspiring resistance and revolt among enslaved 
people.621 Robert Ryland opened the reconstitution 
meeting with a prayer and was on the committee of 
five selected to nominate the society’s officers.622 

His affiliation with the national organization continued. In July of 1850, Ryland hosted society 
agent James Washington Lugenbeel at First African Baptist Church. Richmond was one of several 
stops on Lugenbeel’s tour of Virginia in the hope of “awaken[ing] greater interest in the 
colonization enterprize [sic], especially among the free colored people.” He was accompanied by 
Rev. Charles Slaughter who, like Ryland was a Vice President of the American Colonization 
Society. Slaughter was also the head of the Colonization Society of Virginia. The two men addressed 
“about one thousand colored persons” at the church, and that afternoon Lugenbeel “met, by 
appointment, a considerable number of free colored persons, and spent about two hours in 
conversation with them about Liberia.”623 

  

                                                      

620 Marie Tyler-McGraw, An African Republic: Black and White Virginians in the Making of Liberia. An 
African Republic, Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press (2007), 42. 
621 “Officers of the Colonization Society of Virginia,” Daily Dispatch, February 12, 1855, Virginia 
Chronicle, link.  
622 “Colonization Society of Virginia,” Richmond Whig and Public Advertiser, February 22, 1849, Early 
American Newspapers, Newsbank. 
623 “Prospects in Virginia,” African Repository, July 1850, 215, link. 

“Colonization Society of Virginia,” Richmond Whig and 
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4.4.2 THOMAS U. ALLEN & ROBERT RYLAND 
On December 22, 1843, Robert Ryland 
purchased a man named Thomas U. 
Allen for the purpose of emancipating 
him once Allen was able to repay the 
cost.624 This was the same process 
Ryland would later describe in his 
1849 account of John (see Section 
3.1.1.2).  

Thomas U. Allen was born in 
approximately 1815.625 Before 1843, 
he had been inherited by fifteen-year-
old Edmonia Stagg, who was 
described in his later emancipation 
document as “an orphan child” from Charles City County, Virginia.626 Allen lived over thirty miles 
away in Richmond and was a member of Robert Ryland’s congregation there, indicating that he may 
have been “hired out” in the city. During his late twenties, he served as a deacon at First African 
Baptist Church and had demonstrated ambition and promise as a minister. Because laws instituted in 
the wake of Nat Turner’s Rebellion constrained Black ministry, Allen hoped to secure his freedom 
and relocate to Liberia to preach there as part of the colonization movement. On March 5, 1843, 
Allen approached his fellow deacons, expressed his “ardent desire to devote himself” to pastoral 
work in Africa, and sought their financial assistance after Edmonia Stagg’s guardian agreed to sell 

                                                      

624 “Ryland to Allen, Emancipation,” City of Richmond Court of Hustings, DB 47:632, Library of Virginia. 
Research on Thomas U. Allen and Burwell Mann (see Section 4.3.3) was prompted by a 1935 
correspondence between Garnett Ryland and Tom Ryland contained in the Robert Ryland papers. Garnett 
Ryland was contacted by an unnamed professor at what was then the Virginia State College for Negroes, 
now Virginia State University. The professor was seeking information on Allen and Mann and had 
provided a typescript of the emancipation information document showing Ryland’s freeing of Allen and 
details from some of Mann’s letters that appeared in Carter G. Woodson’s The Mind of the Negro as 
reflected in his letters written during the Crisis. Both Rylands looked through the records they had but 
could not locate more information on either man (RRP, 10.021-.026, VBHS). The foundational work of 
that unnamed professor led to the additional findings on both Allen and Mann that are contained in this 
report. Two of Allen’s appearances before his fellow deacons at First African Baptist Church before and 
after Ryland held him are included in Gregg Kimball’s American City, Southern Place: A Cultural History 
of Antebellum Richmond and are drawn from the Minutes of First African Baptist Church that Ryland 
recorded. Other details of Allen’s life have been located in the course of research for this report. 
625 “Thomas U. Allen,” Massachusetts Deaths 1841-1915, 1921-1924,” Family Search database. 
626 “Ryland to Allen, Emancipation,” City of Richmond Court of Hustings, DB 47:632, Library of Virginia; 
United States Federal Census, 1850, Charles City County, Virginia, “Edmonia Stagg,” roll 939, 410a, 
National Archives and Records Administration. 
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him for $600. In the church minutes, Ryland recorded that the deacons agreed to help Allen with 
some funds and also suggested he seek contributions elsewhere.627 

In the year following his purchase by Ryland, Allen spent time in the North raising money for his 
legal emancipation.628 Ryland shared Allen’s story and sought funds for his effort at an 1844 
gathering of the Salem Baptist Association in Lowell, Massachusetts. While there is not a record of 
Ryland providing Allen’s name, his description of the object of his fundraising – an “intelligent, 
pious, member of the African Church, Richmond, desirous of being a missionary to Africa” who was 
“owned by an orphan child” – makes it clear he was referring to Thomas U. Allen. At this time Allen 
was not owned by the child, of course, but by Ryland, who offered to accept any contributions the 
attendees might be willing to offer. A Southern witness wrote a letter to the Religious Herald 
describing the event and offering a sarcastic assessment of the Northern audience’s aversion to 
purchasing someone, even for the purposes of securing that person’s freedom: “The antislavery 
brethren were thunderstruck, perfectly amazed! What! give money to purchase a human being! No, 
never! Why not? Oh! It would be sinful. It would recognize the ownership on the part of the 
master.”629 This sentiment among audience members may have influenced Ryland’s decision to 
withhold the fact that he was Allen’s legal owner at the time. 

Ryland signed Allen’s emancipation on March 24, 1845. It 
included a physical description, information that was typical for 
such documents. Thomas U. Allen was “a man of dark 
complexion, tall and spare form, and distinguished by a space 
between his upper front teeth.” The document was filed in the City 
of Richmond Hustings Court on April 14, 1845.630 By this time, 
Allen had already made it clear to the deacons at First African 
Baptist Church that because the missionary society in Boston did 
not have the funds to send him to Liberia he would instead serve 
as a minister in New Bedford, Massachusetts. Ryland recorded the 
“dissatisfaction… felt among the members” who had provided him 
with funds to secure his freedom “with the expectation of [his] 
going to Africa.” Allen assured them that he had “offered himself” 
to the missionary society “in good faith,” but had been told that 
both the lack of funds and his need for experience prevented his 
being a Liberian colonist. Allen expressed his determination, Ryland wrote, “to improve his mind 

                                                      

627 Gregg Kimball, American City, Southern Place: A Cultural History of Antebellum Richmond, 145; 
Minutes of First African Baptist Church, March 5, 1843, Library of Virginia. 
628 “Death of Rev. Thomas U. Allen, Late of New Bedford,” Bedford Mercury, October 5, 1849, Early 
American Newspapers, Newsbank. This remembrance was signed “R.B.” 
629 S.C.C., “For the Religious Herald,” Religious Herald, November 14, 1844, VBHS. 
630 “Ryland to Allen, Emancipation,” City of Richmond Court of Hustings, DB 47:632, Library of Virginia. 
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and follow the leadings of Divine Providence in regard to his future efforts. The brethren being 
satisfied granted a cordial dismission.”631 

In Massachusetts, Allen assumed his role as the first 
pastor of New Bedford’s Second Baptist Church.632 
According to a friend, he had been “persuaded” to 
accept the ministerial position but he remained driven to 
seek formal education. Allen “struggle[ed] with the great 
disadvantage of his want of education, which he… used 
laudable efforts to improve.” He led the congregation of 
Second Baptist Church for three years and then in the 
summer of 1848 he resigned and enrolled as a student at 
the New Hampton Literary and Theological Institution, a 

Baptist school in New Hampshire. In just a year “his studious habits, his gentlemanly and Christian 
deportment, won the esteem of his teachers and his fellow pupils, and he was regarded as eminently 
promising.” While traveling to visit friends in New Bedford, however, Allen was “arrested by 
insidious disease” in Boston.633 His disease was recorded as “consumption,” the term used for 
pulmonary tuberculosis.634 After “five or six weeks” of illness he died in the home of the African 
Methodist Episcopal pastor and bishop George Spywood on October 2, 1849, four and a half years 
after Robert Ryland emancipated him. He was thirty-four years old.635  

The author of a remembrance published in the Bedford Mercury wrote that Allen “will long and 
favorably be remembered here by the Church which he served, his fellow pastors, and many kind 
friends in the community at large, by whom he was encouraged and helped on his way. Though early 
                                                      

631 Gregg Kimball, American City, Southern Place: A Cultural History of Antebellum Richmond, 146; 
Minutes of First African Baptist Church, April 6, 1845, Library of Virginia. 
632 S.F. Smith, ed., “Ordinations,” The Christian Review, Volume 10, Boston: William S. Damrell (1845), 
154. Allen was described as having been ordained on January 23, 1845 and associated with the New 
Hampton church at that time. This record indicates that Allen was ordained in Massachusetts four months 
before he was officially freed in Virginia. The writer of the Bedford Mercury item described having met 
Allen while he was raising funds for his emancipation in Pennsylvania and New York in the Spring of 
1844. Both details point to Ryland allowing Allen flexibility of movement prior to his emancipation. 
633 “Death of Rev. Thomas U. Allen, Late of New Bedford,” Bedford Mercury, October 5, 1849, Early 
American Newspapers, Newsbank; “Notice,” Reflector and Watchman, September 21, 1848, Early 
American Newspapers, Newsbank.  
634 “Thomas U. Allen,” record 4400, October 2, 1849, “Massachusetts Deaths 1841-1915, 1921-1924,” 
Family Search database. 
635 Allen’s death was also recorded in the Town Clerk records which gave the address of his death as 4 
Southac St., now known as Phillips St. (Massachusetts, Town Clerk, Vital and Town Records, 1849, record 
number 4400, Family Search). This was the home of Rev. George S. Spywood (George Adams, The Boston 
Directory 1848-1849, Boston: James French and Charles Stimson (1848), 281). Among the records that 
detail Spywood’s position in the AME Zion Church is “Pastors of the AME Zion Church in Boston, Mass. 
USA,”in Jacob W. Powell’s Bird’s Eye View of the General Conference of the African Methodist Episcopal 
Zion Church, Boston: Lavalle Press (1918), 22-23.  
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removed, may his example and success cheer others on their humble way towards the attainment of 
similar excellence of character.”636 The free Black minister and abolitionist, Jeremiah Asher, 
described Allen’s death as a personal and denominational loss. He described Allen’s profound effect 
on those around him and his tremendous promise as a minister: “High expectations had been formed 
about him. With many others I had anticipated that, when he should have completed his course of 
study, he would shine as a bright star in our denomination… But he is gone, and his eloquent tongue 
lies silent in the grave.”637 Allen was buried in East Boston Cemetery.638  

The text of the 1849 remembrance of Thomas U. Allen that appeared in the Bedford Mercury is 
included in Appendix C.  

4.4.3 BURW ELL W. MAN N & ROBERT RYLAND 

 

Harper's Weekly, v. 9, no. 459 p. 653 (J.R. Hamilton), the former Ladd’s Lumber building owned by the James River and Kanawha 
Canal Co; Burwell Mann to the American Colonization Society, November 21, 1847, American Colonization Society Records, 
Library of Congress and Fold3.com 

Burwell Mann was born about 1804, and when he encountered Robert Ryland in the late 1840s he 
had been enslaved by a man named John Cosby for seventeen years.639 Cosby “hired” Mann out to 
David M. Branch, the owner of a tobacco warehouse located on the turning basin in Shockoe 
Bottom.640 Mann hoped to secure his freedom and to preach, despite the law instituted after Nat 

                                                      

636 “Death of Rev. Thomas U. Allen,” Bedford Mercury, October 5, 1849. 
637 Jeremiah Asher, An Autobiography with Details of a Visit to England, Philadelphia (1862), 117-118, 
link. Jeremiah Asher is known for having written to Abraham Lincoln to urge the use of Black chaplains in 
the Civil War. He served as chaplain in the United States Colored Infantry Regiment. Asher was the first 
Black chaplain to die in military service when after he contracted typhoid fever while providing pastoral 
care to soldiers (“Ministerial Register,” The Independent (New York), August 24, 1865, Proquest). 
638 Massachusetts, Town Clerk, Vital and Town Records, 1849, record number 4400, Family Search. 
639 United States Federal Census of 1860, Population Schedule, “Burrell Mann,” National Archives and 
Records Administration, M653, 1,438 rolls, Richmond Ward 1, Henrico, Virginia, Ancestry.com. See 
footnote in previous section (4.2.2) for information on the early research into the lives of Thomas U. Allen 
and Burwell Mann.    
640 Carter G. Woodson, The Mind of the Negro as reflected in his letters written during the Crisis, 
Washington, D.C.: The Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, Inc. (1926), 16; "Trustee's 
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Turner’s Rebellion that prevented Black ministers from doing so. In an 1847 letter to the American 
Colonization Society, Mann wrote that he longed to attain his freedom and to go to Liberia where he 
could, “become wise unto Salvation…[and] be the instrument in the hand of God in turning Many to 
Righteousness… [T]he deprivation of church Rights & privileges here has made me willing and 
ready to give up this part of the world & any other object for the Sake of Christ and the Glory of his 
people in that continent.”641   

Mann previously attended the Union Hill Methodist Church, but had grown frustrated with the 
church’s apparent refusal to support his efforts to attain freedom and “go to Liberia let it cost what 
it may… Our Methodist Ministers Spurn me away Saying that they could do nothing for me in these 
respects if I were not a Free man.”642 American Colonization Society Secretary, William McLain, 
evidently wrote that Mann should seek Robert Ryland’s assistance. In Mann’s November 21st reply, 
he described Ryland as being “the very friend of which you speak.” According to Mann, Ryland had 
spoken to Cosby, who said he would free Mann once he was paid four hundred and fifty dollars. 
Mann wrote that Ryland “has given me a good advice & promises to help me pay, & use efforts to 
get others to help me.”643 Ryland encouraged Mann to offer himself to the society as a colonist 
rather than a missionary which would, in Mann’s words, “be some advantage.”644  

Just over a month later, on January 5th, Mann wrote of Ryland again, this time including him among  
three men to whom he was willing to be sold if the American Colonization Society would pay for 
his purchase. Should he be unable to raise money to repay the society, he offered that Ryland and 
the other two men could sell him:  

Mr. John G. Mosby, the Rev. Mr. Ryland, & Rev. Taylor, are Gentlemen of this city into 
whose hands I am willing to be place, untill the money is Raise to Repay you. and if I do not 
comply with what I here promise, I am willing for you, or those in whose Hands I may be 
placed, to sell me again, to any Citizen of Richmond, or Washington. These gentlemen have 
seen my face in the flesh but they do not know my mind Relating to Liberia as you do. The 

                                                      

Sale of Tobacco Presses, Screws, etc.," Richmond Enquirer, January 18, 1848. 
641 Woodson, The Mind of the Negro, 15. Burwell Mann’s letters to the American Colonization Society were 
collected by Carter G. Woodson and printed in The Mind of the Negro as reflected in his Letters written during the 
Crisis (1926). In the Ryland Papers, there is correspondence between Garnett and Tom Ryland related a professor 
from Virginia State University, then named Virginia State College for Negroes, who sought information on any 
connections between Ryland and Mann. The two agreed that there was no mention of Mann in Ryland’s personal 
papers known to the family. The unnamed professor also sought information on Thomas U. Allen, and had located 
the record of Ryland’s emancipation of him at what is now the Library of Virginia.The Ryland letter in which 
Mann’s efforts was located in the American Colonization Society records held at the Library of Congress and is 
cited in Slaves Without Masters: The Free Negro in the Antebellum South by Ira Berlin (New Press: New York, 
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research. 
642 Burwell Mann to the American Colonization Society, June 21, 1847, in Woodson, The Mind of the 
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Rev. Ryland & Taylor is interested in my case Mr Ryland has promise me to give me some 
money & to be my Agent, to see me righted, if I could get any one to advance the money.645 

Ryland’s own thoughts on Mann can be found in a letter he wrote to McLain the following week, a 
reply to an apparent inquiry about Mann’s situation and his “worth.” Despite Mann’s belief that 
Ryland would help him, no records have been located that indicate that Ryland assisted him as he 
had Thomas U. Allen. Ryland wrote that after discovering that the man who enslaved Mann wanted 
“really a full price” for him, he “concluded to have nothing to do with the matter.” In Ryland’s 
estimation, Mann “occup[ied] no special prominence either as to intellectual or moral worth.” 
Ryland added, with apparent amusement, that Mann had “imbibed the idea that his emancipation & 
emigration to Liberia are so important to the world’s well being, that he is surprised that the 
different societies… do not eagerly contend for the honor of first doing the work!” Ryland urged 
McLain and the society to focus on the “many free persons meditating on a change of continent” or 
those whose “masters are willing to give their slaves to go [to Liberia]” rather than those, like 
Burwell Mann, who required money to secure their freedom from enslavement.646  

Mann could not follow the advice of Ryland and others and raise money himself to pay for his 
freedom because he was constrained by the man to whom he was “hired out,” who would not allow 
him to attend church gatherings to raise the necessary funds.647 By March of 1848, Mann’s letters to 
the American Colonization Society appear to indicate that any hope related to Ryland or others in 
Richmond had disappeared. He developed another plan “as I can not find any friends in American, 
who will advance the money.” Mann hoped to “write to the Liberian Government, that if they will 
Redeem me from this Slavery, that I will go as a Colonist, and I will Repay the Government the 
Same money again, and work at my Trade there every day, and in the missionary field on 
Sundays.”648 As with his outreach to Ryland and other ministers, this effort appears to have gotten 
Mann no closer to freedom. In total, Mann wrote over forty letters to McLain and others at the 
American Colonization Society in the hope that the organization would assist him. He described 
hearing of a ship sailing from Baltimore, holding those bound for Liberia, and his pain “that I were 
not one in that number.649” Carter G. Woodson referred to Mann’s letters as demonstrating “a most 
pathetic case,” but one that was “typical… of thousands of ambitious slaves who, after having been 
imbued with the spirit of freedom offered by the prospect of African colonization, struggled hard, 
and too often struggled in vain, to reach this “land of promise.”650  
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Despite repeated discouragements, Mann did acquire his freedom within a year of his last letter to 
the society. No evidence has been located that Ryland played a role in the process. In the censuses 
of 1850 and 1860, Mann was enumerated with the free Black and white people of Richmond, where 
he worked as a laborer and a factory worker.651 In 1860, he was listed with his wife, Susan Mann. By 
1870, the two had relocated to Lynchburg, Virginia, where they were raising their daughter, 
Rebecca, then nine years old and attending school. It was in Lynchburg that Mann was finally able 
to work as a minister. At the time the census was enumerated, he was the pastor of the city’s nascent 
African Methodist Episcopal Church, which provided the foundation for what one bishop described 
in 1881 as having grown into “a fine little church and congregation.”652  

There is no known record of Burwell W. Mann’s death. 

4.5 CONTROVERSIES AND PRESSURES 
Ryland’s work at First African Baptist Church, and the existence of the church itself, was threatened 
by what records indicate was sustained pressure from sectional and proslavery quarters, and, 
according to a letter to his father, pressure from the members of the church.  

In 1849, Ryland wrote to his father of his frustration at being accused of “oppressing blacks on the 
one hand and trying to defraud their masters on the other,” calling it “rather discouraging.” At the 
time, Ryland felt that he had “few genuine friends,” a feeling prompted by his discovery that there 
was “a gentleman in town” asserting that Ryland made an annual salary of $2,500 at First African 
Baptist Church. Ryland was outraged and wrote of the tensions surrounding his position there and 
his sense that he had been betrayed by those he expected to stand for him. He had believed himself 
to have “many who… would take me by the hand, but the longer I see mankind, the more satisfied I 
am that they are cold -- selfish & untrustworthy.” As a result, he aspired to depend on no one, to “do 
my duty[,] be kind to all[,] ask few favors[,] rely on God, & act in such a manner so that no man can 
truly say naught against me” while still “avoid[ing] a sour, misanthropic temper.” Ryland was 
determined to locate the person who started the rumor, “to find out ere long & put him to silence,” 
though at the time he wrote Josiah Ryland that he had not been able to persuade “the informant” to 
reveal who had made the claim about his salary. Ryland ended the account of the rumor with a frank 
description of his feelings about his role as the pastor of First African Baptist Church:  

I feel that I am disinterestedly and laboriously working for the welfare of the blacks & 
through their benefits, for that of the whites — and to be calumniated thus & charged with 
oppressing the blacks on the one hand and trying to [illegible: possibly “defraud”] their 
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masters of their slaves on the other, is rather discouraging — However I am determined to 
try to do right and leave my character for God to de -- [decide or determine -- letter torn].653  

Criticism of the church continued in the following years. Ryland generally used the terms 
“servants,” “people of color,” and “colored” to describe Black people during his time as pastor. 
However in 1850, he wrote his wife and described “preach[ing] 2 good sermons to the ‘niggers’ on 
Sunday.” His use of quotation marks around the term may indicate that he was adopting what he 
likely considered a coarse term in an echo of the language of his critics.654 

On April 23, 1863, Ryland wrote an open letter to the editor of the Confederate Baptist, which was 
published in the Religious Herald in response to a Confederate Baptist editorial concerned with the 
“religious culture of our slaves.” The editorial argued that “the African churches of Richmond… are 
the resort of insolent negroes, who desire to be exempted from control of their masters.” Ryland’s 
reply quoted liberally from the editorial and refuted its writer’s assertions while relying  heavily on 
ideas of respectability – the behavior of the enslaved members of his congregation within the 
confines dictated by white people– whom he described as “staid, orderly, and obedient” people 
associated with “highly respected families.” He responded to a call by the Confederate Baptist that 
the “religious meetings of the colored population should be under control of the whites” with the 
simple answer that they already were. Assuming that the writer was concerned with “separate 
houses of worship,” Ryland provided an overview of why First African Baptist Church and other 
churches for free and enslaved Black people were formed in the first place. Prior to their formation, 
he wrote, the sharing of a church with a growing proportion of Black people became an issue for 
white congregants: “Our citizens have a repugnance to admitting into their elegant churches more 
colored people than would fill one side-gallery” and without the construction of their own churches, 
“our slaves in the cities never have been and never will be accommodated with seats to hear the 
word of God.”  

He shared the number he had baptized at that point (“3,540 people of color in Richmond”), and 
finally addressed an attack directed at him and other ministers to Black people. The Confederate 
Baptist had asserted that “[s]o far as our experience goes, he is always degraded...ruled by negroes, 
and as a direct consequence, loses all his manliness as a master, and his integrity as a Christian.” 
While this language seems general to all ministers in this position, Ryland believed it was directed 
at him personally. Although he was willing to withhold his responses to the editorial’s other 
comments, this attack was “extremely discourteous” in its suggestion regarding “his integrity as a 
Christian.” Ryland resisted the “offensive” and “grave charge” and requested “an unequivocal 
retraction of this language, in its obvious application to myself.” He acknowledged that he was the 
target of “sneers of the proud, ungodly and blaspheming men,” and wrote that he was “happy to be 
‘degraded’ in their view” seeing it as “the price of the privilege of preaching Christ’s gospel to the 
poor.”655 
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4.5.1 MAIL CONTROVERSY 
By stepping into the role of minister at the church, Ryland was, inadvertently, well-positioned to 
record its “relative position in a world of faith that overlapped with Richmond’s place in the African 
diaspora.” Historian Gregg Kimball details how Ryland’s lists of dismissals from the church provide 
a record of the connections between the Black community in Richmond and the communities 
formed in the North and, due to the efforts of the colonization movement, in Africa. While the 
formal dismissals that Ryland recorded showed some free people who moved north, Kimball also 
notes that “most of the dismissed slaves” were headed to the deep South, including the states of 
Mississippi and Georgia.656   

Former members would address correspondence to their Richmond connections care of First African 
Baptist Church and Ryland would then “announce… [the letters] from the pulpit on Sunday at the 
close of worship.” Ryland later wrote that such a public distribution “gave greater publicity to the 
plan and thus, no doubt, suggested the idea of using it for a different purpose and on a wider scale.” 
A coordinated use of the system to organize escapes from enslavement was discovered and Ryland 
experienced a double-sided shock. He was “mortified…that a few of the congregation had abused 
my confidence,” and in a demonstration of what Edward L. Ayers refers to as the “tension” and the 
“fundamental contradiction of his work,” Ryland was also “mortified to learn that some white 
persons, even some professing Christians” hoped that Ryland would work in cooperation with the 
police to help apprehend potential escapees.657  This prospect horrified him. He wrote, “I had not the 
least intention, should have had none, when I became pastor of the colored people, to degrade my 
office to a police to detect and to apprehend runaways!” Ryland viewed both sides, facilitating 
freedom and acting as an impediment to it, as equally at odds with his role: “Be it mine to preach 
the gospel, to watch for souls, to make full proof of my ministry.”658 Historian Ira Berlin describes 
the controversy within the social and racial dynamic of Richmond at the time, writing, “Much to 
their chagrin, whites were constantly discovering” that enslaved and free Black people were 
“twisting to their own purposes the liberties that the African churches and benevolent associations 
provided... The extent of this activity is impossible to measure, but the name of one Richmond 
benevolent society — the Union Travelers — suggests other objectives besides securing burial 
plots.”659 

4.5.2 JANE AND JOHN WILLIAMS 660 
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One of the greatest threats to First African Baptist Church and Robert Ryland’s ministry there were 
a pair of murders that occurred on the morning of July 18, 1852. Virginia Winston, her husband 
Joseph Winston, and their eight-month-old daughter were discovered after having been attacked 
with a hatchet. The infant was dead, and Virginia Winston died of her injuries shortly after the 
family was discovered. Those enslaved by the family were immediately suspected. Days after the 
murders, Joseph Winston was said to have been astonished that his “servants” would have anything 
to do with the attack since, as the Richmond Enquirer wrote, “he always leaned to the side of 
mercy” in his treatment of them.661 This contrasted with testimony at the later trial of Jane Williams, 
which revealed that he had “threatened to sell [Jane Williams] without her child” and had recently 
whipped another enslaved woman.662 John Williams testified that Jane Williams had been sleeping in 
the Winston’s house for the previous week in a small bed with her own “little daughter,” and 
another witness stated that Jane Williams was upset because she was being forced to travel away 
from the house for the next month “in attendance of her mistress,” and potentially away from her 
own child.663  

Following testimony before the Coroner’s jury, suspicion settled on Jane and John Williams, both 
members of First African Baptist Church, and the city went into a state of upheaval. Gregg Kimball 
notes that, for some white people in the city, the Winston murders fit a “pattern of growing 
conflict,” a belief held by Richmond resident at the time, Mary V.H. Terhune, who wrote that “it is 
well understood here by both negroes and whites that a struggle for supremacy is at hand.” She 
described the murders as “the beginning of trouble.”664 Their aftermath was also recalled by 
Matthew Mark Trumbull, an antislavery aspiring lawyer who had just settled in Richmond and 
found he and his family caught in “something like a wolf hunt” for abolitionists following the 
discovery of the Winstons. Trumbull and his wife and child fled the city and continued until they 
“landed safely on free soil.”665    

4.5.2.1 “THOU SHALT NOT KILL” 

On Saturday, July 24th, Ryland visited Jane Williams in her cell. She had maintained her innocence, 
but although one witness had named Anna, an enslaved woman who had been whipped by Joseph 
Winston, as someone with a potential motive, evidence pointing to Jane Williams mounted and she 
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had become the prime suspect.666 In her cell, Ryland “exhorted her to make her peace with God, as 
she would undoubtedly be hung.” Williams then admitted that it was she who had attacked the 
family, killing Virginia Winston and her baby, and she insisted that she had acted alone.667  The 
following day, Ryland delivered a sermon at First African Baptist Church that addressed the 
Winston murders and the arrest of Jane and John Williams. Text of Ryland’s draft version of the 
sermon is included in Appendix E.  

One of the early lines in its final version distilled Ryland’s overall message to his audience: “God 
has given this country to the white people. They are the law-makers – the masters – the superiors. 
The people of color are the subjects – the servants – and even when not in bondage, the inferiors.”668 
This aligns with his earlier writing in The Scripture Catechism for Coloured People (1848) in which 
he used words from Ephesians to encourage obedience to “masters,” in the answer to the question, 
“Do the scriptures enjoin obedience on servants? A[nswer]. Yes. Servants, be obedient to them that 
are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as unto 
Christ, not with the eye-service as men-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the will of God 
from the heart. Eph. iv. 5,6.”669   

According to the draft version of the sermon located in Ryland’s personal papers, he originally 
planned to begin with a description of the murder scene. In the version delivered at First African 
Baptist Church and subsequently published, however, he folded the description into a particularly 
personal section toward the end of the address, imagining both what he would have felt seeing his 
own wife murdered in the manner of Virginia Winston and the thoughts of his own child were he 
about to be killed “by the very being whom it loved, next to its parents, most of all on earth.”670 
Several other portions of the draft sermon were also developed more fully in the version Ryland 
gave in front of the enslaved and free members of the church.  

Ryland’s stated purpose was to explain the commandment that forbade killing, although Ryland had 
previously believed an explanation was “needless.” Addressing the Black congregation, Ryland 
described “some peculiar reasons why you should deplore the occurrence of this tragic event.”671 
First was the increased risk to the church from the white community who already “look with 
suspicion on your separate organization” and acts such as the Winston murders will “confirm this 
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prejudice and disturb your quiet and delightful worship.” Outside of the church, this suspicion 
would also “increase the strictness of discipline to which you are subject in the family, in the 
factory, on the farm – from the City Police and from the State authorities.” Ryland then spoke 
candidly of his own role as pastor and focused particular attention on how his audience might be 
hearing his warnings. He then described what he saw as a double benefit of their “keep[ing]… the 
place of submission”:  

While, therefore, it is the duty of other ministers to inculcate kindness and forbearance on 
the masters, it is my duty – charged as I am in the providence of God with your instruction – 
to urge you to know and to keep your own place – the place of submission. But you say, ‘Mr 
R is preaching now for the good of the white people.’ No. I am preaching to your especial 
benefit. It is very true that my counsel to you will if followed, prove beneficial to the whites, 
but this is collateral – an incidental benefit. My primary object is your temporal and eternal 
good. 

Ryland’s years of public speaking and his study of rhetoric are evident in his use of emotion, precise 
detail, and logic to try and enlist the congregants of First African Baptist Church in an agreement  
not to rise up against enslavers. They would be caught, he insisted, through the “ingenuity of 
lawyers – the learning of judges – the discrepancy of witnesses – the concurrence of events – the 
stirrings of conscience – the color of the cheek – the very breathing of the culprit in his efforts at 
composure… ‘Murder will out.’ Let no one think for a moment, then, that he can stain his hands 
with innocent blood and then escape punishment.” Ryland focused significant attention on the 
biblical discouragement of revenge, a possible insight into Jane Williams’ motive. Only God, he 
insisted, can take revenge “whether our injuries are real or imaginary.” 

The memories of the death of Josephine Ryland seem to animate much of Ryland’s response to the 
Winston killings. A murderer, he argued, prevents the victim’s preparation for death, and he recalled 
that it was this opportunity for Josephine Ryland to prepare for her death that had provided some 
comfort when he had otherwise “felt as if the horizon of my life were overcast with dark clouds, all 
my schemes of happiness were blasted, the world itself was a blank.” To Ryland, the “one 
consolation” was that God had taken her from him, not a “murderer’s axe.” He also recalled the 
death of one of his sons in his consideration of the death of the Winston child: “What if that child,” 
his own, “while nestling in his mother’s bosom, and sleeping with all the innocence of an angel, had 
been butchered by the very being whom it loved, next to its parents, most of all on earth? The very 
thought makes me shudder with horror.” 

Ryland paid particular attention to the threat that the murders posed for First African Baptist 
Church. Suspicion was now attached to the entire church community, “the most innocent and 
deserving”: 

I have no doubt but that last night hundreds of families in this city slept with their chambers 
locked against their own long-trusted and really trustworthy servants…. This whole church 
is disgraced in the eyes of the public. You, brethren, who, I confidently believe would not 
hurt the hair of the head of any living person, and who are honestly striving to promote the 
purity of those of your own color… even the best of you will have to bear the suspicion of 
an outraged community… It is your duty to bear these reproaches with meekness, and to see 
to it that the suspicions resting on you shall prove, so far as you are concerned, to be unjust 
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and groundless.” 

A murderer, Ryland insisted, “if not detected by human laws spends a miserable life and a dreadful 
eternity.” What followed was a layering of images as Ryland built to the sermon’s conclusion and 
the transition to prayer. He described “[c]onscience torment[ing]” a killer with “a whip of 
scorpions” leaving him with “constant dread of exposure.”  Ryland imagined the hypothetical 
murderer’s dreams: “In his nightly slumbers the pale image of his injured victim rises up to his view 
and makes him cry out with agony.” Finally, upon his death, “the spirit that he had dismissed 
prematurely to its God will be a swift and fearful witness against him. And the avenging Judge – but 
here I leave him. Let us pray with the Psalmist.”672  

On July 30, 1852, a writer for the Richmond Republican referred to First African Baptist Church as 
a “cradle of crime,” a place where Jane and John Williams “were nurtured and matured.”673 Ryland 
provided his “Thou Shalt Not Kill” sermon for publication six days later in the Daily Dispatch, 
possibly to counter the outcry and protect the church.674 It was later reprinted in a small book, 
Particulars of the Dreadful Tragedy published in 1852 by John D. Hammersley, editor of the Daily 
Dispatch. 

4.5.2.2 “CONFESSION,” EXECUTIONS & “A CREED SO PREVALENT” 

After Jane Williams’ conviction and during a second visit from Ryland, she confessed to the 
poisoning of another Winston child who had died “some weeks before” and asked him to keep her 
confession a secret until after her execution, “fearing that a mob would seize and destroy her.”675 
Ryland withheld the information from the police and the press. On the day of her execution, he 
accompanied her to the scaffold, and “offered up a fervent prayer to the Deity on her behalf,” a 
prayer which the Daily Dispatch described falling on the “unwilling ears” of the crowd of six 
thousand who were gathered there.676 Jane Williams was executed on September 10, 1852. Despite 
John Williams’ claims of innocence, supported by his wife’s insistence that he was not involved in 
the murders and Ryland’s public questioning of her on the scaffold to provide her a last chance to 
say she had acted alone, John Williams was convicted and executed on October 22, 1852.677   

A month after Jane Williams’ execution, a Daily Dispatch writer quoted three enslaved witnesses 
that he had overheard in the moments immediately after her hanging: “‘She has gone home,’ said 
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one. ‘She is in glory,” said another. ‘Her seat is far higher in heaven than that of Mrs. Winston,’ said 
a third.” The writer was outraged at what he referred to as “a creed so prevalent among the slave 
population, that it may almost be pronounced universal,” a conviction that baptism, in whatever 
form an enslaved person “may happen to fancy” would protect that person from damnation even if 
they were to later commit a crime. He noted the Williams’ membership at First African Baptist 
Church before calling Jane and John Williams “devils incarnate.” Finally, he echoed the 
Presbyterian minister who gave the Winston funeral sermon who called for “better religious 
instruction” for enslaved people.678 A follow-up article three days later indicated that the newspaper 
received negative reactions from some in the Baptist community who insisted that Robert Ryland 
and others had been “untiring in their efforts to instruct the congregation of the African Church.” 
The original writer offered an apology of sorts for the portion of the earlier article that referred to 
“better religious instruction,” however he insisted that the “creed” was known to everyone except 
Ryland and his supporters, who were operating in “ignorance” and must “unteach” enslaved people 
“this particular dogma.”679  

The impact of the murders on First African Baptist Church remained significant enough that three 
years later Ryland included it in an essay in which he also detailed the mail controversy, calling 
both “severe trials” for the church. He continued to insist on John Williams’ innocence, attributing 
the man’s conviction and execution to the “infuriated state of the public mind” rather than “from the 
conclusiveness of the testimony.” The church, Ryland wrote, had “shared largely, but most unjustly, 
in the odium” of the murders.680  

4.5.3 CATECHISM & LITERACY 
Another account of a service at First African Baptist Church was that of Marianne Finch, who had 
spoken with Ryland and subsequently included portions of their conversation in the description of 
her time there. Ryland had described the church’s congregants as “very respectable, reliable people 
– none more so in the city.” According to Finch, Ryland also noted that “many” of the church 
members were literate and “they all had Bibles.”681 While at various times Ryland referred to the 
constraint on providing reading instruction to enslaved people as one of his two objections to the 
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gloom that hung over the landscape; but, at the same time, brightened the hope of their dispersion.”   
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implementation of slavery – the other being the separation of families – his most explicit published 
statement on reading appeared at the end of one of his 1855 essays for American Baptist Memorial. 
In it he wrote that “[a] very important agency in their religious cultivation is the distribution of 
suitable religious books.” In addition to recruitment material from the American Colonization 
Society, Ryland distributed “many Bibles and Testaments” to the members of the church because 
“[s]ome of them can read, and all of them can have the scriptures read to them.”682 Ryland even 
provided a strategy for “the best method of doing good…with books,” writing that those who agreed 
with him should “lend [books] systematically and for short periods. If the work is lent, not given, it 
will be read by more persons. If the period is short, say one week, it will be read at once, [and] if 
[the] system be observed, it will be returned.” Ryland used his concluding paragraphs to solicit 
funds to purchase “such works as the Pilgrim’s Progress, the African Preacher, the [L]ife of Sam’l 
Pearce and the Church Members’ Guide” for the congregants to read over “the holidays, the long 
winter evenings, and other intervals of repose.” His advice for reading was tied to paternalism and 
respectability as well as his desire for development of faith free of “depend[cy] on desultory oral 
instruction for their entire knowledge.” Ryland argued that literacy and access to “suitable” reading 
material would result in changes that would benefit the enslaved and the enslaver: 

They will make more useful servants, if in a state of bondage, and more safe and reliable 
residents, if free, by having their minds imbued with rational views of Christianity…I am 
fully aware that some will think I am approaching delicate ground, and yet with the most 
considerative feelings and with the admission that grave abuses might follow, I am 
constrained to believe nevertheless, that greater benefits would accrue both to themselves 
and to society by increasing their facilities to understand that gospel, whose maxim is “on 
earth peace, good will towards men.” 

Using typical euphemisms of the time, Ryland affirmed his loyalty to the status quo while 
advocating for literacy, echoing the diplomacy that marked his early responses to the church reform 
movement during the early to mid-1830s:  

I am a Southern man by birth, education and habits. I deplore the ultraism and recklessness 
of the North on this subject, and not the less on account of the increased restrictions which 
have been thus occasioned to the colored people. But I would respectfully ask Southern 
Christians if they are not in danger of neglecting known, imperative duty, because others are 
not disposed to mind their own business. Let us not be frightened from the path of real 
benevolence, either by the rashness of the North, nor by the morbid sensitiveness of the 
South. 
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Ryland viewed the provision of reading material to enslaved people as an example of “real 
benevolence,” contrasting it with abolition, which he viewed as a “rash” response of those “not 
disposed to mind their own business.”683  

By the time Marianne Finch visited First African Baptist Church, Ryland had already published his 
Scripture Catechism, for Coloured People, immediately republished as Scripture Catechism for the 
Instruction of Children and Servants (both published in 1848). The book was structured with 
questions connected to faith and included a section on the role of “servants” in relation to their 
“masters.” In it, Ryland drew on Ephesians to encourage enslaved people to “be obedient to them 
that are your masters,” even those who are “unkind”: “Servants be subject to your masters with all 
fear, not only to the good and gentle, but also to the froward [in this context “improper”].”684  

In his 2013 address, “The Trials of Robert Ryland,” Edward L. Ayers noted the objection to the 
Catechism by Richmond mayor Joseph Mayo, who believed it to be an “invitation and an aid to help 
slaves learn how to read.”685 Historian Janet Duitsman Cornelius points to the relatively simple 
structure of Ryland’s work and the additional marketing of the book to parents of young children as 
evidence of its being “adaptable to use in the teaching of reading.”686 Charles F. Irons refers to 
Ryland’s distribution of the Catechism as a “thinly veiled literacy program” and that Ryland 
intended it to be “a primer for his black congregants.” The Catechism, however, is also linked to 
proslavery messaging. In addition to the “brief section on the mutual responsibilities of ‘Masters 
and Servants,’” Irons writes that “through the very act of creating and disseminating a catechism, 
Ryland was making the case that a well-regulated system of paternalist instruction—not abolition—
was the best way that owners could care for their slaves.”687  

Upon the publication of the catechism, Henry Keeling, founder of the Religious Herald, submitted a 
favorable review of the book to the newspaper and also provided a separate letter which was 
published below it. He endorsed the work of Ryland at First African Baptist Church through the lens 
of paternalism and white-dictated ideas of respectability. In the earliest years of Ryland’s ministry at 
the church, Keeling wrote, when “he began to catechize his people,” Ryland had sought a catechism 
that was appropriate to the “peculiar circumstances” of his congregation. Keeling called the book 
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“the result of many years’ experience and application to the subject, by a gifted, cultivated, and 
assiduous mind.” His more personal letter below his review described the effect of Ryland’s 
ministry on the “intellectual and moral worth” of the church’s members in the context of social 
behavior. Where he and other white people were once “fearful for our personal safety” among 
“servants” who were “endlessly amusing themselves,” Keeling described the change after Ryland 
assumed the leadership of the church, writing that now “several thousand” were “under the pastoral 
care of a scholar, and a philosopher, a gentleman who is himself a holder of slaves and the President 
of Richmond College.”688  

In addition to the catechism, one source notes that Ryland published a collection of hymns for the 
church congregation. This, too, may have deepened the existing literacy of church members. A letter 
to the Boston Courier, republished in the Raleigh, North Carolina, Semi-Weekly Standard described 
the use of the song collection in the context of widespread literacy among the congregants:    

Dr. Ryland found in singing from memory, that not knowing the words of their hymns 
correctly, they did not articulate them right. To correct this he had an addition [sic] of 1500 
copies of their most favorite hymns published for their especial use, but found he had not 
enough to supply a copy to each one who could read.689 

5.0 SECTIONALISM, SECESSION & WAR 
In the decades before the Civil War, sectionalism had occasionally threaded through Robert 
Ryland’s public and private writing. In one of a series of essays published in the Religious Herald 
between 1843 and 1844, Ryland attempted to prompt more student interest at Richmond College by 
persuading readers of the risks posed by a reliance on “foreign” teachers, specifically teachers from 
the North. While he cautioned against “all indiscriminate prejudice against foreigners merely 
because they are foreigners” and wondered what the state of the South would have been “had not the 
North supplied us with schoolmasters,” Ryland also challenged his young male readers with a call to 
their regional pride: “Do you deliberately consent to withdraw from all competition and allow the 
youth of other States to come in and supplant you?”690 Loyalty to Richmond College itself became a 
sign of increasing sectional identity in the following years. W. Harrison Daniel traces the shift of 
Virginia Baptist funding from Columbian College in Washington, D.C. to Richmond College in the 
1850s, attributing the transition to rising sectional loyalty and “local pride.” Daniel notes the 
example of  A.M Poindexter, the chief antebellum and postbellum fundraiser for Richmond College,  
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who had “transferred his primary allegiance” from Columbian College “to the state-denomination 
school at Richmond.”691  

On one occasion, Ryland viewed the increasing sectionalism around him with humor. In an 1858 
letter to his son he described deliberations over the hiring of a Massachusetts native, A.H. Slocomb, 
as a Richmond College tutor. Ryland seemed to delight in an electoral comedy of errors that resulted 
from some trustees’ anti-Northern feelings: “Last evening after 6 or 8 ballots we elected a tutor A.H. 
Slocumb of Mass! A graduate of Amherst… C. T. Wortham resigned on the strength of a Yankee 
elected & the two Thomases left the room quite wrathy at his being voted for & thus by diminishing 
the vote against him, elected him!”692 This somewhat blithe perspective was rare, however, and 
Ryland’s writings and addresses of the time generally reflected his grave concerns over the prospect 
of disunion, while still defending enslavement. Once Virginia seceded, Ryland’s allegiance to the 
state took the form of complete support for the Confederacy. 

5.1 “AMERICAN UNION” SPEECH  
Thirty years after his own graduation from Columbian College, and amid rising tensions over 
enslavement, in 1857 Robert Ryland returned to his alma mater to deliver a speech before the 
Alumni Association. In his “American Union” address Ryland pondered what he called “the great 
question of our age” which until recently had been “sacrilegious” to consider: “Shall the union of 
the United States be preserved?” 

Ryland provided the text of the speech for later publication by Columbian College so it might “more 
widely diffuse the spirit of conservatism which it was designed to inculcate” and “The American 
Union” and the speech did reflect Ryland’s significant worry over disunion.693 He appealed to North 
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and South to pull back from “extremes,” stating that, “[E]xtremes often engender extremes.” He 
asked Southerners to “[r]ebuke those politicians… who are continually exasperating the public mind 
and urging measures to weaken the bonds of union.” To those in the North, he reminded them of 
what he viewed as their share in “the alleged ‘guilt of slavery’” and then attempted to convince 
them of the “great misconception of the real condition of Southern slaves” who, he argued, were 
“better clothed and fed and cared for than the laborers of any country in Europe.” The birthrate and 
“general cheerfulness” among enslaved people, Ryland argued, showed that they were “a happy 
people.” This sort of distortion was increasingly common and eventually formed one part of the 
Lost Cause mythology that later dominated many historical narratives of the antebellum and post-
Civil war eras. 

At one point in the speech, Ryland even appeared to approach the antislavery thinking of his 
younger years when contemplating the contradiction at the heart of the denunciation of the African 
slave trade and perpetuation of domestic enslavement: “If slavery is right in the abstract, then the 
justice and humanity of the traffic which we have denounced must be boldly proclaimed.” While 
acknowledging that it was not “right in the abstract,” Ryland pivoted with the question, “[W]hy did 
Providence permit its introduction?” After consideration of biblical sources, Ryland’s focus turned 
to immediate economic expedience and in doing so he provided his most distant estimate of when 
enslavement might end when “voluntary operatives” would work in place of enslaved people: “In a 
few centuries from the present time free labor may supplant slave labor throughout our borders. As 
the country becomes filled up with people, the competition between laborers for employment will so 
reduce their wages that economy may induce capitalists to prefer voluntary operatives.” Until 
“capitalists” were convinced to use a labor force of free men and women, though, Ryland believed 
that it was “the duty of the South to elevate the character of the slave” by providing training in “the 
whole circle of the mechanic arts” to “prepare him for whatever destiny may await.” While he was 
enslaved, the imagined man in Ryland’s example would gain “intelligence” that “will render his 
master more able to provide for him.” Alongside this “elevat[ion]” through training, Ryland stressed 
the importance of literacy among enslaved people for the purpose of deepening the connection of 
“our fellow-beings” to “the great doctrines and precepts of the gospel.”  

Despite his use of the term “fellow-beings,” Ryland urged his audience to abandon consideration of 
“immediate emancipation,” and said it was “idle to talk” of it since “without the habits of self-
reliance which fits the inferior class for all the cares and responsibilities of freedom, liberty itself 
were a curse to them.” This “curse” of liberty for free Black people provided Ryland the opportunity 
to interweave the colonization movement into his consideration: “To colonize the shores of Africa… 
is the great philanthropy of the age… Let the free colored people be taught to feel that the only star 
of national hope to them is that which shines on those youthful colonies.” The speech ended with 
Ryland’s appeal to the Columbian College alumni, “who belong to that class of men that originate 
and control public sentiment,” to “cherish the spirit” of Daniel Webster, who feared the sun 
“‘shining on the broken fragments of a once-glorious union’” and of George Washington, whose 
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farewell address included a call to Americans to remember the “‘immense value of your national 
union to your collective and individual happiness.’”694  

Ryland’s “American Union” address was praised as a “capital academic oration” in the Evening Star 
of Washington, D.C. and was printed in the National Intelligencer which called it “conservative and 
patriotic in its conclusions.”695 An account of the speech also appeared in Richmond papers, 
including a summary from the National Intelligencer piece that was printed in the Daily Dispatch 
on September 7, 1857. Its writer quoted the Intelligencer description of the address that referred to 
Ryland’s stance as “conservative and patriotic in its conclusions.” This praise from the Northern 
publication was reprinted without comment in the Dispatch. Given the deepening anti-Northern 
sentiment in Richmond, however, the printing of praise from the Washington, D.C. newspaper may 
have been significant in and of itself. The item was published just two months before the 
anonymous accusation that Ryland was an abolitionist. 

A year later, George Washington was mentioned in an introduction of Ryland, who was attending the 
commencement exercises at Rochester University (New York). After describing Ryland’s 
association with Richmond College and First African Baptist Church, the university’s president 
commented on Virginia and the state’s place in the Union. Here he wove George Washington and 
Ryland together in a description that one witness described as “burst[ing] forth in a torrent of most 
burning eloquence.” Washington was “that greatest of men” and Ryland was “a scholar and … 
Christian philanthropist.” The writer who shared his account viewed Ryland a “noble man” among 
“true hearts which are the foundations of our nation… unruffled by the writhing waves of the storm 
-- unchanged by time.”696 

5.2 RYLAND  AND  WAR:  FEAR,  ACCEPTANCE & ENTHUSIASM 
As he had written in the Religious Herald the week before his “American Union” address, Robert 
Ryland “heartily identified with [Virginia’s] interests,” a euphemism for support of slavery which he 
had made clear by detailing his enslavement of “about a dozen” people and his belief that 
“emancipation” was neither “safe nor humane to either master or servant.”697 Following John 
Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry in 1858, Ryland wrote to his nephew, Charles Hill Ryland, that 
while “the talking world” of Richmond was no longer fixated on Brown, “I’d like to put the rope 
around his neck. Virginia has shown too much forbearance toward these cutthroats.”  Still, as 
secession and war became likelier, by November 1860 he wrote of his dread at the prospect and his 
hope that secession, armed conflict, and bloodshed could be prevented: “I am opposed to secession 
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tho[ugh] I don’t see how it is now to be avoided!... What is to be the result I do not know!” He 
described the South Carolinian students at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary as “so 
overbearing” on the subject of slavery “as not ever to allow the Virginians to express an opinion.” 
Ryland wondered to his son William whether “God designs to scourge the nation by employing one 
part to fight against the other.” Like other Virginians, Ryland hoped “war w[ould] not come” but 
was also willing to “bear the breaking up of our union.” At the heart of his concern in 1860 was the 
violence of war: “I dread the smell of gunpowder, & the sight of blood!” Despite his belief that 
“[a]ll is dark in the future so far as man has to control things” Ryland still hoped for divine 
intervention, that God would deliver the nation from “imminent peril.”698 

Once Virginia seceded and war commenced, however, Ryland’s private tone shifted with the 
radically changed circumstances. By 1863, when martial law was declared in Richmond and the city 
had “assum[ed] a rigid aspect,” Ryland shared his opinion of military leaders and decisions:  

It seems to me that we are giving up too much ground without fighting, but I yield to the 
powers that be… I am still not doubtful of the final result. We are contracting our 
circumference to thicken the line & when we make a stand, it will be a firm one! … Our 
reverses of late have given the Yankees great audacity but I trust as Genl. Whiskey shall 
cease to command out forces, the [illegible: possibly “scale”] will soon turn in our favor.699 

Publicly, Ryland showed his allegiance in addresses, sermons, and published letters. On December 
15, 1863, Ryland opened the Senate session of the Confederate States Congress with a prayer.700 

5.3 COMING OF WAR & SECESSION 
In the early days of the war, a boarder in the Ryland house remembered the passing of soldiers and 
the “rattle of a drum” during the family’s period of worship. “[Robert Ryland] immediately ceased 
to pray, and said: ‘Norvell, get up and see whether those soldiers have uniforms and are armed. All 
remained kneeling until his son reported, and then he resumed his prayer.”701 Ryland’s early 
aversion to military leadership and war gave way to deeply felt support for the Confederate South. 

5.3.1 REPORT TO VIRGINIA BAPTIST GENERAL ASSOCIATION 
Ryland’s report as Corresponding Secretary of the Education Board of the Virginia Baptist General 
Association was printed on June 1, 1861, and it reflected his increasing association with the 
Confederacy. The chiding tone he had used in his Religious Herald message to potential students 
challenging them not to let the South be dominated by Southern teachers was gone. He had shifted 
to a frank chauvinism as he wrote of Northern ministers in the South:    
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The long-cherished hatred of the Northern States towards the institutions of the South, has at 
length developed itself in an aggressive and cruel war — a war which, in the inadequacy of 
its cause, in the earnest efforts of the assailed to avert it by peaceful adjustments, and in 
deliberate purpose to exterminate or subjugate brothers whose chief crime consists in asking 
to be let alone, has no parallel among civilized nations. Our reliance for ministers of the 
Gospel must henceforth be, under God, exclusively on ourselves… Especially must we train 
our own preachers. 

Ryland also invoked the framework of the North as a threat to land/home, wives, and daughters, a 
rhetorical device intended to hint at inversions of social systems that rested on gendered sexual 
vulnerability which was deployed by many white Southerners in the Civil War era to rally public 
support for the Confederacy. He wrote, “We have convincing and painful evidence that a large 
majority of the so called ministers of the Prince of Peace are active instigators of the crusade against 
our soil, our homes, our wives, our daughters. The inference is that our educational labors, instead 
of being lessened, must hereafter be greatly augmented.” 

The South, Ryland wrote, was engaged in a “holy cause of maintaining our independence,” and he 
envisioned the victory that he believed awaited: 

[A]s soon as victory shall perch on our banners, as it surely will in the end, and we shall be 
recognized, as we shall inevitably be, by European Powers and the United States as a 
distinct confederacy, a scene of prosperity, unexampled in our past career, will open upon 
us, and then we shall call on every lover of his country to give holy to the cause of 
emancipation from ignorance, as he does now to the cause of deliverance from social and 
political oppression.”702 

5.3.2 “LETTER TO A SON IN CAMP” 
Two of Robert Ryland’s sons enlisted in the Confederate Army, William and Norvell Ryland. A 
letter that he wrote to one of them was published in the Religious Herald as a means of stoking 
enthusiasm and conviction for the Confederate cause. In it, Ryland addressed the question of why he 
“a professing Christian” would “freely give” his son to volunteer for military service. His answer 
was centered on what he believed to be the South’s right of sovereignty: “My reason was that I 
regarded this as a purely defensive war.” The region had been “threatened with invasion and 
subjugation” and to Ryland there were only two choices, “stern resistance or abject submission.” 
The “brave and generous” supporters of the Confederacy “could not for a moment hesitate between 
such alternatives.” Here Ryland again drew on the “home/land, wives, daughters” frame to solidify 
his point: 

[O]ur beloved South having been threatened with invasion and subjugation, it seemed to me 
that nothing was left us but stern resistance or abject submission to unconstitutional power. 
A brave and generous people could not for a moment hesitate between such alternatives. A 
war in defence [sic] of our homes and firesides—of our wives and children—of all that 
makes life worth possessing is the result. While I most deeply deplore the necessity for the 
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sacrifice, I could not but rejoice that I had a son to offer to the service of the country, and if 
I had a dozen I would most freely give them all.703 

5.3.3 MOUNT OLIVET SERMON, 1864 
Robert Ryland’s Mount Olivet Sermon was a powerful call to his listeners to stay committed to the 
Confederacy, and its text is pointedly anti-Union. This wasn’t unusual for ministers of the time, but 
Ryland’s language about enslavement and the Confederacy is remarkable in the context of his own 
his former aversion to war. The North, Ryland insisted, was “no longer fight[ing] for the 
reconstruction of the Union” and was instead seeking “subjugation” of the South and the infliction 
of “deep & remediless agonies” on the region’s people. Should the Confederacy lose, Ryland 
believed that Jefferson Davis and “every prominent citizen” would be “sent to the gallows” and 
“every tract of land [would] be confiscated & sold in small parcels (to Germans and Yankees)” to 
offset the federal debt. Part of the proceeds from this “whole sale confiscation” would go to paying 
“pensions” for “their mercenaries.” 

Ryland then shifted his concern to the effects a Union victory would bring to the lives of those in 
the South, where “every office… from the governorship down to the humblest post office” would be 
filled by “Northern men” who would “establish a system of universal espionage. In every house wd 
be a spy, in every village a provost marshal, & the last throbbing of civil & religious freedom wd be 
crushed by the heel of military despotism.” Here he narrowed his view further, focusing on what he 
saw as the unacceptable social reversals that would follow an end to the enslavement system: 

They [would] curse our servants with a really more intense slavery. They [would] hire our 
private citizens to work as d.l. [likely “day labor” or “day laborers”] on the farms once 
owned by them, & to crown all our miseries, they wd turn out a brutal soldiery to insult & 
dishonor our high-toned women whom they would afterwards employ as cooks, & milk-
maids, as washers & seamstresses. Oh. I [would] rather that the whole adult population of 
these States, men and women, should die on the plains of battle if we could thus gain 
indep.nce [sic] than we should all live & be subjugated. Our short lives would be a small 
sacrifice for the freedom & happiness of millions yet to be born. 

The federal commitment to abolition was particularly upsetting to Ryland. The Union “first 
disavowed all right & purpose to interfere with the domes institutions of the states [“domestic 
institutions”: enslavement] & now openly proclaim their purpose to abolish them. At first they only 
[illegible: possibly “enticed”] our slaves [from] quiet homes, they now forcibly abduct them & put 
them in the front of the battle.” Here Ryland added the parenthetical aside, “The very enlistment of 
colored soldiers is a confession of conscious weakness.” 

Ryland concluded the sermon by calling for the congregation to pray for Confederate President 
Jefferson Davis.704 Further excerpts can be found in Appendix E. 
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6.0  POST-WAR RICHMOND & KENTUCKY YEARS 
6.1 POST-WAR RICHMOND 
Due to his heavy investment in Confederate funds, Ryland’s personal wealth was wiped out 
following the Civil War. Richmond College was in a similar position following the collapse of the 
institution’s $100,000 endowment due to its conversion of former investments and available funds 
to “Confederate securities.”705 Ryland was always open about the state of his post-war finances, 
privately referring to the enormity of his losses in correspondence with family and publicly in the 
pages of the newspaper.706 A decade later, he recalled the period in a letter to the Daily Dispatch in 
which he wrote, “I did not keep a dairy, but possessed one cow, whose milk, carried on foot to my 
customers morning and evening, sustained my family for many months.”707 Ryland’s ledger entry 
for 1867 shows the income he derived from selling milk and his carriage, as well as the financial 
gifts he was given to help he and his family. Richmond College Treasurer Charles Wortham gave 
Ryland twenty dollars and a donation of ten dollars was given to him by “JBT,” likely the Richmond 
College trustee James B. Taylor.708 

Between the end of the war and his departure from Richmond three years later, Ryland expressed 
frank opinions on race and sectionalism, opinions that were typical of many of Richmond’s white 
citizens. Of the “Yankees” in Richmond, he wrote that “they fancy we & all ours belong to them & 
it is a mercy that they don[’]t cut our throats & seize all our houses!” Regarding the voting power of 
Black citizens, he believed that “if Radicals get the elections & impeach Johnson & inaugurate 
negro suffrage times will be squally;” however, he believed that were Democrats to get a majority 
the “Radicals” might “hang Jeff Davis in spite… an irreparable injury piled on thousands already 
inflicted… If the Yankees will keep away from us & the negroes will keep quiet, I wd not give a 
cent to go into the Union. Our representatives will increase the tax & not be able to legislate for our 
benefit against so large a majority.”709 

In the months immediately following the Confederate surrender, Ryland left his position at First 
African Baptist Church and was asked to resign as president of Richmond College. Then in his early 
sixties, he attempted to locate a teaching position and also worked at area churches. He made early 
attempts to begin a school with his daughter, took a brief position at Richmond Female Institute, and 
worked for nearly a year at the newly formed Richmond branch of the National Theological 
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Institute. He also drew a limited income from ministerial duties at Four Mile Creek Church in 
Henrico County and Walnut Grove Church in Hanover County.710  

After the war, a letter to his sister indicates that the woman he enslaved named Lucy remained with 
Ryland family following emancipation. In a description of the family’s change in circumstances, he 
wrote, “We have only one svt, (a cook, washer, milker, [etc.]) at $6 pr m[onth]. Aunt Lucy does 
what she can. We all work, live plainly, & resolve to be satisfied.711 Beyond this mention of Lucy, 
none of Robert Ryland’s personal papers examined for this study include further news or 
information about those he once enslaved. 

6.1.1 DEPARTURE: FIRST AFRICAN  BAPTIST CHURCH AND  THE APPOIN TMEN T OF JAMES 
H.  HOLMES 
On April 9, 1865, “[t]he first challenge to a white pastor came from black Union troops on April 9 
who charged Robert Ryland of the First African Church with preaching a disloyal sermon and 
threatened to arrest him.” Ryland was defended by members of the church.712 On Sunday April 30, 
1865 Ryland preached to a now entirely free congregation. The Richmond Commercial Bulletin 
described him “[taking] strong rebel ground” however, and “discouraging enlistments in the Union 
army.” Ryland went so far with his sectionalism that he was apparently reported to the Federal 
authorities and “was requested to report himself at the Provost Marshall’s office.”713 He attempted to 
resign as pastor in May of 1865, but “the majority refused to accept his withdrawal” in light of his 
years of service to the church.714 In the months that followed, however, Black Richmonders 
continued to build on the existing structures of self-help societies and African churches. On June 10, 
for example, First African Baptist Church was the site of a mass meeting of more than 3,000 people 
organized by Black leaders determined to communicate to U.S. President Andrew Johnson the 
“brutal enforcement by the police and army of pass and curfew laws which were designed to expel 
thousands of blacks from the city.”715 Later that month, in this period of increasing self-
determination among church members, Robert Ryland resigned as pastor of First African Baptist 
Church. He later wrote that he had done so out of “a belief that they would naturally and justly 
prefer a minister of their own color.”716 

On July 27, 1865, the Alexandria Gazette reported Ryland’s resignation as pastor of First African 
Baptist Church.717 The coming months brought decidedly different descriptions of Ryland’s role 
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there. Most praised his work, noting that he had served as pastor for twenty-four years and the 
enormous number of church members (“about three thousand”), and one described his work having 
“given universal satisfaction.”718 In 1868, a contrasting view was reprinted in the Religious Herald. 
A New York newspaper reported that someone who had been baptized by Ryland had visited the city 
and said of him, “He ain’t right, honey.”719    

In a circular published in the annual of the Dover Baptist Association, Ryland wrote that “the 
colored people” should be supported in their religious pursuits, in part because, when given 
opportunities to “rise up in rebellion” against enslavers, “they have exerted but little agency” to 
bring about their freedom.720 “During the war,” he wrote, “they were under constant temptation to 
rise up in rebellion against us, and to seek to destroy us by fire and sword,” yet “[t]he worst form of 
insubordination that they exhibited was to leave us quietly and join the standard of the enemy.” In 
return, Ryland argued, his readers should “cherish kindly feelings and pursue a just and generous 
conduct towards them.” In the recently free population, Ryland saw a vast potential for evangelism 
and growing the church. “Why should we contribute men and money to evangelize Africa, when we 
have Africa here, with all restriction of law removed, and with every opportunity which nearness, 
community of language, knowledge of character, exemption from expense and disease, and our own 
welfare can possibly furnish?” Now that Black people made up a voluntary labor force, what Ryland 
had once believed to be an impossibility, he called for them to receive “reasonable wages,”: “It is 
idle to expect human nature, in its best forms, to labor without recompense.” Ryland closed by 
exhorting all, white and Black, to work for the recovery of the South, because “we must bow to the 
great law of our being that labor is the true dignity.”721  

The position of pastor at First African Baptist Church did not immediately pass to a Black man, 
despite Ryland’s description of the preferences of the congregation. G.K. Stockwell, a white 
abolitionist, briefly served in the role. By 1867, however, Reverend James H. Holmes (1826-1900) 
was named the church’s pastor and continued to lead its congregation until the beginning of the 
twentieth century.722 Holmes had been born into enslavement in King & Queen County, and 
beginning at the age of nine was hired out to a tobacco warehouse in Richmond.723 In 1842, at the 
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age of thirteen, he was baptized at First African Baptist Church 
by Robert Ryland.724 After Holmes’ marriage, his mother and 
father-in-law escaped enslavement through the Underground 
Railroad. When a letter they sent to Holmes and his wife was 
intercepted, Holmes was jailed on suspicion of planning an 
escape and was then sold south to New Orleans away from his 
wife and two children.725 While his family did eventually 
succeed in making it to the north and freedom, James H. 
Holmes never saw them again.726  After years laboring in New 
Orleans and surviving a catastrophic explosion, in 1851 Holmes 
returned to Richmond, still enslaved. Robert Ryland recorded 
the day in 1853 that he was received back into membership at 
First African Baptist Church. Holmes became a deacon and 
served on at least one church committee.727 While he was able to 
save the $1800 (Confederate) to purchase his freedom, because 
of a debt to a lawyer he was not legally free until after the Civil War.728 Following Robert Ryland’s 
resignation from his position at the church, and the brief period of Stockwell’s pastorship, James H. 
Holmes became pastor of the church in 1867. He baptized two hundred people in his first year of 
leadership. The church continued to grow and to thrive over the following years with membership 
reaching 4000 in 1880.729  

On a return visit to Richmond after his departure for Kentucky, Ryland visited First African Baptist 
Church. He noted that, for a time, “a dissention” in the church had “threatened its very existence,” 
but that the “malcontents have left” and its “2,500 members that remain under the guidance of 
James H. Holmes, and of their experienced deacons, have a fair prospect of continued and enlarged 
prosperity. They all ‘mean business.’” He then posed the question to the white readers of the 
Religious Herald, “Are not our colored brethren of the South and West making greater sacrifices for 
the cause of Jesus, in proportion to their means, than the whites, who claim a higher degree of 
spiritual culture?”730 Ryland continued to follow the activities of First African Baptist Church 
throughout his life. On November 28, 1889, he wrote an open letter to Holmes, advising him to 
avoid anything to do with the political, particularly activities like the circulating of a letter to voters 
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to which Holmes’ name had been attached, apparently erroneously.731 Sociologist Andrew 
Billingsley describes Ryland as having been Holmes’ “lifelong mentor,” and historian Paul Harvey 
writes that Holmes was Ryland’s “protégé.”732  Further research into the relationship between 
Holmes and Ryland is warranted. 

6.1.2 DEPARTURE: RICHMON D  COLLEG E  
Almost immediately after the fall of Richmond, Ryland was asked by the Board of Trustees to do 
what was necessary to reopen the college in some form. Ryland began a search for the missing 
contents of the college library, writing to representatives of the U.S. Military with descriptions of 
the lost collection.733 He also placed an advertisement in the Commercial Bulletin seeking students – 
“The Trustees of this institution, by consent of the proper authorities, have determined to reoccupy 
it at once for literary purposes” – with Ryland and “a gentleman of high reputation as a teacher” as 
instructors. The two would “organize into classes such pupils as may be received.” The following 
October, Ryland wrote, the college would reopen with a full faculty. In the meantime, the two hotels 
would be established again by the Board, and operations would resume.734 

Two months later, Ryland and George Dabney were advertising a “High School at Richmond 
College” which would open in October rather than a typical college session since the institution was 
“unable to keep up its present course” due to the “interruptions and losses of the war.”735 In the fall 
and winter of 1865, Ryland noted in a report to the Board of Trustees that he had collected rent from 
two people he referred to as “colored” who were then residing in campus buildings: Betsy in 
September of 1865 ($1.90) and Harry Holmes in December ($4.00). It is possible that both were 
among those who had previously labored on the campus when it was operational, but no available 
records offer clarity on that question.736 

In January of 1866, institutional circumstances remained uncertain and Ryland wrote to his nephew, 
Charles Hill Ryland, of his loss of income during a time when “the avocation of teaching at the 
College” was not a possibility. He was pained that these changes accompanied so many others, 
including the departures of two of his older children. His daughter, Josephine “Joe” Ryland and son, 
Norvell “Norby” Ryland left together for different destinations in pursuit of work. Ryland wrote, 
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“their departure is more tear-compelling than any one of my late trials” and in the days before they 
left, he found himself “breaking down” during regular evening worship with his family.: 

I still feel, my dear Charly [generally spelled “Charley” in Ryland’s letters], as if God wd. 
take care of us, & this assurance comes to my relief most wonderfully & opportunely. Look 
at the facts. First, I am bereft of all my property, & made poor from having been 
independent. 2nd I am deprived of a salary from the Af. Ch. ($600) just when I need it. 3rd. 
The avocation of teaching at the College, after being pursued 30 years, fails me. Here then I 
am, 61 yrs old, No property, no church, no salary, a large family, & every article of living at 
double the former price! Nature & reason wd. suggest despondency, deep, dark, utter 
despondency! The gospel comes in & whispers a sweet, strong, joyful assurance of 
[illegible; “suppl—”], temporal, & of affluence eternal!737  

It is unclear when word reached Ryland that unnamed people he called “friends of the College” 
believed he should be “entirely separated from its future management,” but in the period before 
March of 1866, when he submitted his resignation from both the presidency of the College and his 
position on the Board of Trustees, he consulted with his old friend Jeremiah B. Jeter on the 
sentiment. Ryland wrote in his letter of resignation that, in response, Jeter had “frankly stated” that 
Ryland would “subserve” the college by “dissolving my connexion [sic] with it” and that J.B. Taylor 
agreed with him. Ryland then heard from others on the Board of Trustees – A.M. Poindexter and 
R.H. Bagby – that they, too, felt he should step down, although he noted that Bagby had “based his 
advice…on the impressions of others.” Feeling that he lacked the confidence of the full board, 
Ryland wrote a letter of resignation from both positions on March 23, 1866 (it appears a question 
mark or the number seven was written over the three).738 While his resignation from the college 
presidency was accepted on June 12, 1866, he was persuaded to remain on the board. At the same 
meeting, the Board of Trustees agreed to provide Ryland and his family a home, rent free, until 
September 1867.739 It is not known whether an explicit connection was ever made between the 
pressure on Ryland to step down from his position as President of Richmond College and his 
encouragement of the Board to purchase Confederate investments.      

During what was later called “The Great Meeting” of the Virginia Baptist Association, Ryland’s 
name was lifted by Rev. J.C. Long who stated that Ryland “had reason to be proud of the work that 
he had accomplished, and no name would stand higher in the history of the denomination in Virginia 
than Robert Ryland!”740  The meeting is largely known for the actions of James Thomas, college 
trustee and tobacco magnate, who pledged “$5,000 toward another endowment,” paid the salary of 
an additional faculty member, and triggered a surge in giving that helped to reestablish the fortunes 
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of the institution.741 A later report stated the belief that “100,000 will be obtained for Richmond 
College” as a result of the enthusiasm of the Baptist General Association, although only $25,000 
was ultimately collected.742 On the same day, the Daily Dispatch reported that the College was to 
reopen in October and that Robert Ryland had tendered his resignation as its president.743  

Accolades for Ryland appeared in several news items following the meeting. As Poindexter was 
raising money in King & Queen County, he referred to Ryland’s “self-sacrificing labors” for the 
college744 After John Broadus refused the presidency on August 6, 1866, an item appeared in the 
Daily Dispatch referring to a recently placed advertisement and reassuring potential students and 
their families that the institution was still “under the presidency of the estimable Dr. Ryland.”745 
This may have been the result of the mistaken use of an older item, though, since Ryland, the Board, 
or both, appeared determined, and Tiberius G. Jones, D.D. was elected president of Richmond 
College by September 1, 1866.746 Ryland had been offered a position at the Richmond Female 
Institute, but the building there continued to be occupied by Union forces. As Ryland was running 
out of time, Professor George Dabney offered to store the family’s furniture in his house.747 

Ryland reflected on his time as president of the college in “The Origin and Early History of 
Richmond College,” which he published in the student-run literary magazine in March of 1897. 
When describing his own experience, Ryland referred to himself in the third person, as he often did 
when he was describing his ministerial work, but he shifted to first person as he detailed what he 
believed to be the ideal relationship and roles of college presidents and members of the faculty: 

He had the same number of recitations as the professors, encountered all the odium of 
maintaining discipline, had a host of outside matters to attend to, was held accountable by 
the public for the proper management of the College, and yet in the Faculty meeting his vote 
was worth no more than that of the last elected and youngest professor. Hence he was 
censured sometimes for measures which he had tried his best to prevent. Now, as I am out of 
the office, I will say boldly that if one is held responsible for the doing of anything he 
should be invested with the power of doing that thing. Hence the president of a college, if 
the people look to him for its success, should be made a thorough autocrat in college affairs. 
If he is a sensible man he will respectfully consult all the teachers on every important 
subject that comes up for decision. If they are sensible men they will probably give their 
views on that subject, and then leave him to do just what he pleases, helping him to bring it 
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to pass. He should make every teacher an autocrat in his class, selecting the text-books, 
adopting the mode of teaching, deciding the standard of scholarship, etc.748 

A former student, Rev. W.S. Penick, recalled Ryland as a teacher and administrator: “He was too 
ingenious to be popular, too modest to be vain-glorious, too honest and sincere to be obsequious… 
He was microscopic in his style of teaching; so much so that some have thought him rather finical. 
He believed that great character was compounded of little virtues. Who of us who knew him as a 
college president can ever forget his frequent chapel lectures to the students on little things? One of 
those students to this day never ascends a flight of bare steps, or hears a door slam, or borrows a 
postage stamp, that he does not recall those brief, but empathetic, lectures on these subjects.”749  
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6.1.3 RICHMON D FEMALE INSTITUTE 
Ryland “spent several weeks in anxious deliberation” 
following his departure from the presidency of the 
college. His own inclination was to leave the city to 
lower his family’s expenses, “and to preach at two 
[churches].” Betty Ryland was concerned for their young 
daughters’ educations, however, and the family decided 
to remain in Richmond. While he briefly considered 
opening a boys’ school with his older daughter, Kate, he 
concluded that “the terrible competition” in Richmond 
would prevent the enrollment of enough students to 
cover expenses. He was offered a position at Richmond 
Female Institute which would provide his three young 
daughters with free tuition and the Ryland family with a 
home. The transition between the house that Richmond 
College had provided and their new home at Richmond 
Female Institute was not smooth, however. Federal 

troops who had used the institute as a headquarters continued to occupy it for an additional six 
weeks, forcing the family to move from one friend’s home to another until they could finally take 
possession of their rooms in the institute’s north wing. Ryland wrote to his sister once the five were 
settled: “I have here a good chamber, dining room, girls’ room, & guest chamber… kitchen, 2 
servants’ rooms.” Of the disruptive six weeks he wrote, “[L]et it all pass and be forgotten.”750   

References in Ryland’s letters and in a brief biography of Ryland written by his granddaughter show 
that he already had a history with the institution, having taught classes there before and during the 
war.751 One of his wartime students recalled his teaching Milton’s Paradise Lost, when he guided 
them “through the intricate images of that wonderful and profound blank verse.”752 In his post-war 
position, Ryland tutored individual students and taught moral science, Latin, and history. He 
relished his subordinate role, happy to not be in charge of an institution, writing, “I am an assistant 
& have no responsibility, no care about the general management of the school. This I enjoy 
exceedingly.753  
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Richmond Female Institute could only offer Ryland a half-time position, however, which 
necessitated his search for additional work, and his eventual departure from the institution.754 

 

6.1.4 NATIONAL THEOLOG ICAL INSTITUTE AT RICHMOND 
The staunch abolitionist, Dr. Nathaniel Colver, was 
heading the newly constituted Richmond branch of the 
National Theological Institute when he encountered Robert 
Ryland on the street. The stated goal of the institute was to 
provide preparation for the Baptist ministry to formerly 
enslaved men. Colver recalled seeing Ryland “returning 
from the market with a basket under on his arm, [and] 
decided to secure his services as an associate in 
teaching.”755 Ryland was to teach his new students at the 
former Lumpkin’s Jail, which only two years before had 
been the “slave trading complex” also known as the 
“Devil’s Half-Acre.”756 

Ryland’s acceptance of Colver’s offer was marked by a lengthy piece he contributed to the Religious 
Herald explaining his decision to teach students there. He wrote that he saw the work as an absolute 
necessity. He believed that “the colored people have recently been raised, not only to freedom, but 
to the dignity of citizenship… They ought to be educated. But that is not all. They will be 
educated.”757 Ryland called on the newspaper’s white Baptist readers to see that, because of what he 
described as their financial constraints rather than racism, they were leaving these educational 
efforts to “strangers,” the Northerners who Black people saw as “their special friends.” Ryland 
believed himself to be someone who could “reach” them because his “peculiar relations to them in 
former times have so softened their prejudices as to make them willing to be instructed.” He had, he 
reminded the readers of the Herald, for twenty-five years “labored, on the Sabbath and in other 
spare hours, with honest zeal, for their spiritual welfare. I still number among them a host of warm-
hearted friends.” This was an opportunity, he insisted, to begin the process of easing the tensions 
between North and South. He and Colver “both agree to make zealous and combined efforts for the 
improvement of the colored race,” however, “[Dr. Colver] does not pledge his people to general co-
operation with the South. I do not pledge mine to similar co-operation with the North.” Their work 
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together, Ryland wrote, would concentrate efforts on those called to the ministry as a strategy to 
spread moral uplift. He personally would also work to promote his conception of racial harmony: “It 
shall be my special aim to conciliate them, and through them, their hearers, to the white people, 
while I shall use every suitable occasion to conciliate the whites to them.” Ryland concluded with a 
typically candid message for those who criticized him: “[S]ome fastidious people will, perhaps, 
think, or affect to think less of me for choosing this field of toil… Of such I can only say that they 
probably think very little of me now, as in matters of duty I have not been accustomed to inquire 
what they like or dislike.”758 

Among those who reacted to Ryland’s choice were the shocked editors of the Religious Herald, 
Jeremiah Bell Jeter and A.E. Dickenson, who “did not even know of his determination until we 
received his address for publication.” His decision to teach at the institute flew in the face of the 
Virginia Baptist General Association which had “declined co-operation” with the institute’s effort to 
train Black ministers. Jeter and Dickenson chided the Baptists of Virginia for not working more 
quickly to provide Ryland another ministerial position, noting that he had stated the reasons for his 
decision and that there was also “a more weighty reason which it was not proper for him to 
mention.” They conceded that “[o]f all the men we know, Dr. Ryland is the best qualified for 
training colored men for the ministry” and then offered their grudging acceptance.759 The reaction to 
Ryland accepting the position varied among other Baptists, and reflected the sort of duel criticism 
he had faced while pastor at First African Baptist Church. The American Baptist of New York called 
Ryland’s association with the school for Black ministers “‘an unseemly alliance’ with ‘pro-slavery 
professors of theology.’” According to the Journal & Messenger of Cincinnati, Ohio, Ryland’s 
decision “is severely criticized by some of his Southern friends.”760   

The Daily Dispatch described the institute as serving “fifteen ministers and candidates for the 
ministry, besides a goodly number of freedmen, who are seeking general culture.” The tone of the 
article was optimistic, though distinctly paternalistic: “If the teaching imparted by this Institute is 
judicious, it must tend in a great degree to elevate the colored race, and fit them for the grave 
responsibilities of life.”761 Colver described the situation in Richmond in 1868, “The South is one 
vast ruin. The blacks are ignorant, have nothing, and the whites seem demented… Our school is 
prosperous. Many being turned away because they have nothing to live on, and we have nothing for 
them.762 In later formal correspondence regarding the school’s history, Ryland described his work 
there as a positive experience: “Dr. Colver, the Principal, taught only Biblical knowledge, and I 
devoted six full hours a day in teaching all the elementary branches that I saw most needful to the 
pupils. I got along very pleasantly with all the students, and with Dr. Colver.” His relationship with 
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the institute did not last long, however, and in less than a year he resigned to accept a position 
leading Kentucky Female College. While his public explanation for his departure from the institute, 
which eventually became part of Virginia Union University, was his concern that “a female could 
teach at $600 per annum, what I was teaching at a cost to the Society of $1,200,” in his letters to 
close confidants Ryland shared his frustration with the work and with the students themselves. He 
wrote to his nephew Charles Hill Ryland that the work there did not “fill up my longing to be useful, 
tho. it gratified it partially.” Ryland’s objection was to what he believed to be the limited capacities 
of the institute’s students: “My pupils were so unimpressionable that the work was almost purely 
mechanical. Did you ever fancy that turning a grindstone all day without sharpening the iron would 
be harder work than if it shd. sharpen it? (Oh darkeydom! forgive the insinuation).”763 He echoed the  
sentiment in a letter to his son, Norvell Ryland, in which he wrote that teaching the students there 
did not “satisfy” him: “In the main, I am better satisfied in teaching a Fem[ale] School than I was 
trying to beat some sense into the brains of negroes.”764  

The institution took the name Colver Institute in 1869, became the Richmond Institute in 1876, and 
Richmond Theological Seminary in 1886. In 1899, the seminary merged with the Wayland Institute 
to form Virginia Union University.  

6.1.5 DEPARTURE: RICHMON D  COLLEG E BOARD  OF TRUSTEES 
After receiving an offer to assume the presidency of the Kentucky Female College in Shelbyville, 
Kentucky, Ryland resigned his position on the Richmond College Board of Trustees on May 25, 
1868. Unlike his letter that marked his resignation as President of the College, his note to the 
trustees was extraordinarily brief: 

Richmond May 25th 1868 
To the Trustees of Richmond College 

Gentlemen, Expecting to remove to Kentucky, I hereby offer my resignation as a trustee of 
Richmond College.  

In dissolving a connexion [sic] which has continued so long, I will say that I have no other 
feelings than those of kindness to you as individuals & as a corporation.  

Very respectfully,  

Ro. Ryland  

Many years later, as he closed a remembrance of his years in Richmond and at Richmond College, 
Ryland deployed the dry humor that often appeared in his private letters when he wrote, “Whatever 
defects may have appeared in my humble participation in this history, I do boldly claim as one act of 
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signal merit and far-reaching benefit to the cause – my resignation of the Presidency of the College 
and its Board of Trustees.”765  

While Ryland described his kind feelings to the trustees as “individuals & as a corporation” and 
pointed to his departure to Kentucky as the reason for his resignation, there are also indications that 
he was frustrated by willingness among some trustees to take on debt.766 As for his decision to take  
the position in Kentucky, Ryland published a letter in the Religious Herald and, with typical 
frankness, described his rationale for leaving Richmond, which had been his home for thirty-six 
years:  

I found myself not only divested of my whole estate, consisting of a small patrimony, and 
the proceeds for forty years work, but involved in ante-war debt of fourteen hundred dollars, 
surrounded by a large and dependent family – three of whom were yet to be educated – and 
in the consequence of the upheaval of things, without employment!  

Ryland thanked the trustees of the college for providing him with a house for two years and then 
and asked a blessing for all his “beloved friends”: “That God Almighty may largely bless you shall 
ever be the prayer of your loving brother in the hope of eternal life.”767  

6.2 KENTUCKY YEARS AND LATER LIFE  
Over the next thirty-one years, Robert Ryland continued to work in 
academic roles while preaching as much as he could. For three 
years he was the administrator of Kentucky Female College (1868-
1871) and then took over leadership at Lexington College (1871-
1878).  At both institutions he struggled to secure steady streams of 
institutional funding. Between 1878 and 1881 he relocated to New 
Castle, Kentucky and worked at Henry Male and Female College 
and was briefly affiliated with a church.768 Between 1893 and 1897, 
and spanning his late eighties and early nineties, Ryland was the 
chaplain of the Southwest Virginia Institute in Bristol, Virginia. As 
he moved through the last decades of his life, his work at the three 
educational institutions did little to ease his acute financial strain. 
While he never secured a full-time ministerial position, Ryland 
served as a guest minister whenever he had the opportunity, and his 
personal ledger from his post-Richmond years contains numerous 
entries showing his visits to regional churches and the sermons he 
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delivered from their pulpits. He remained committed to sharing the gospel despite what he described 
as being “comparatively ‘laid upon the shelf.’” By 1889, he believed this was due to his age which 
had him out of step with the “spirit of the age.” His “mortification” at his lack of a church meant he 
relished “opportunities to labor among the destitute and among those who were willing to receive 
the gospel from the lips of an old man. My aim,” he continued, “has been and still is, to be found at 
work when the Master comes.”769 

As for his personal spiritual journey, Ryland remained convinced of his own “great unworthiness,” 
writing at the age of eighty-five that, despite “many humiliating failures,” he had tried to “live a 
Christian life.”770 He returned to Richmond a number of times over the decades – sharing his 
memories of his time in the city and his affiliation with First African Baptist Church and Richmond 
College. Ryland’s 1890 address to students and faculty, published as The Virginia Baptist Education 
Society: The Society, the Seminary, the College in 1891 was typically candid and detailed. He shared 
his thoughts on students, described a garden superintendent who did not last in the position, and 
reflected on his mistakes as an administrator. He did not mention the enslaved people who worked 
on the institution’s two campuses. Ryland continued to write on religious matters for a number of 
publications throughout this period, producing newspaper articles, his memories of his work as 
pastor in Lynchburg, his essay on York Woodson, recollections of First African Baptist Church and 
Richmond College, and The Colored People, published just one year before his death in 1899. 

While he no longer expressed the sectionalism he had during the Civil War, in 1879 he distilled 
what he believed to be the lingering feelings between white people of the North and South: “We 
must forget a great deal more before love will bubble up freely.”771 Regarding race, Ryland 
continued to contain the many of the contradictory qualities he had prior to the Civil War. In an 
1885 letter to his brother, Samuel Ryland, Robert Ryland expressed deep concern over the effect that 
the arrival of British domestic laborers would have on the Black women who had been doing that 
work in Lexington: “White help is being introduced in Lex [Lexington] from England. There is a 
special agency for it. What will the colored women do after a while?”772 Six years later, however, in 
response to Betty Ryland’s frustration over replacing a cook, Ryland teased his wife for expecting 
consistent labor from free Black people:  

[Your] condition as to the loss of servants & finding unfit succession brings you to an 
equality with all the housekeepers in [Virginia] and the while South. You are the only person 
I have found anywhere in the country, who had seen no radical difference between 
antebellum & post-bellum times, until [your]excellent cook left you! Nor have I a single 
crust of comfort for you in the future! The new generation of Negroes is far above hard 
work. The women are worse than the men. If you hire them, they study how little work they 
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can do to avoid dismission, & as soon as they can get money enough…they are gone!773   

Throughout his post-Richmond years Ryland continued to preach before white and Black 
congregations. He also lead Bible classes for Black people focused on reading and in 1885 wrote of 
this work, “I am going down to hear my colored class read the Bible. Some few of them desire to 
learn. Many think they ‘know it all.’”774  

In 1898, Robert Ryland published the pamphlet, The Colored People, an essay he wrote at the age of 
ninety-two that was meant to promote the work of Baptist societies committed to “the improvement 
of the colored people.” Ryland approached his white readers from a different perspective, however, 
urging them to avoid abandoning their own “personal efforts because of their reliance on societies 
for that purpose.” He hoped that more white Americans would “exert a kindly influence on the 
colored people,” urged an end to “all prejudice and indifference” and a focus on the “temporal and 
spiritual interests” of Black people. The essay demonstrates those contradictions that, to Ryland, 
were consistent. As he entreated his readers to seek better kinship with Black members of the 
community, he also retained the overall frame of racist paternalism common among white 
Southerners at the time: detailing his fond childhood memories of the enslaved people on his 
father’s plantation, describing racial separation in churches and schools as “benevolent,” and not 
mentioning those people he once enslaved.775 He also restated the religious justifications for 
enslavement that he had expressed in his antebellum writings:  

As we are bound to recognize the hand of God in controlling the nations of the earth, we 
naturally inquire what was His purpose in permitting these people first to be brought to this 
county, and then, after a season of discipline to be set free? To my mind, it does not seem 
presumptuous to infer that the Benignant Being had in view, first, the salvation of a vast 
through of benighted souls, who would not otherwise have been saved, and then to send 
them and their descendants, properly qualified to illumine the two hundred millions of 
Africans yet in darkness with the light of the gospel.776 

Colonization, and the “preparation” of Black people for an eventual removal from the United States, 
continued to be his animating impulse as he laid out a number of ways in which his readers could 
“most easily and rapidly effect this important work of preparation.” Despite what he referred to as 
“a natural and mutual race-prejudice between whites and blacks” based on white “distaste for the 
black skin, the curly hair and the servitude so long associated with them” and Black memory of “the 
hardships of slavery, and our reluctance to cut the tie that bound them,” Ryland asked his readers to 
remember that “[o]ur bodies are diverse in color, but our souls, if they have any color, are by nature 
equally dark, and by the blood of the Lamb, may be made equally white.” After considering 
differences in “genealogy” and “experience,” he wrote that white people “are all too apt to palliate 
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our faults and to exaggerate theirs; to boast of our virtues and to question theirs.”777 He encouraged 
readers to discourage what he believed to be sexual promiscuity among Black people by 
“impress[ing] their minds with the sanctity of the marriage vow,” to hire Black people and to “pay 
their wages cheerfully and punctually,” and provide “extra pay in food, clothing, medicine or 
books.”778 Here Ryland focused on the southern states: “The country people of the South have 
comparatively little money, and cannot gratify their generous impulses with large donations. But by 
deeds of kindness and delicate attentions to the suffering, they can and do greatly alleviate the 
afflicted.”779 Finally, and to Ryland most importantly, he asked white people to “spend half an hour a 
week…teaching your ‘help’ to read the Bible” and to evangelize in the domestic space. He 
concluded by asking readers to attend to all those “for whom no one has cared.”780  

Ryland’s finances, never completely stable after the Civil War, were often particularly strained. 
They were also public knowledge. When word reached him that he had been described as poor, he 
was recalled as saying to one congregation, “I want it distinctly understood that I am not poor. I 
have a bank up yonder… a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. And after a while I 
expect to step through the pearly gates, walk the golden streets, and trample under my feet the gold 
whose loss some of you are whimpering and whining over now.”781 To his children, grandchildren, 
and other relatives, Ryland was a tender letter writer and active source of advice and help.782 Just a 
year before his death, Ryland’s eldest son wrote him seeking employment assistance following his 
departure from Bethel College after ongoing difficulties with that institution’s Board of Trustees.783 

Ryland attended the Baptist General Association meeting in Roanoke in November 1893. Then 
approaching ninety, he spoke on the “economy of funerals” and led a prayer.784 On the final day of 
the gathering, Ryland, “the father of the association,” and “still hale and hearty” joked with the 
assembled ministers that “he did not think that the church should put men on the shelf who were as 
young and vigorous as himself.” At this point Ryland had begun to say his good-byes, and told those 
gathered there that “he never expected to attend another meeting of the association.” The Savannah 
Morning News called the statement “especially pathetic,” but over the next years Ryland continued 
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anticipate his death and to say farewell to those he knew with humor and acceptance.785 On his 
ninety-fourth birthday, March 14, 1899, he placed an item in the newspaper, a note to his “children, 
grandchildren, and other relatives, along with numerous brethren and sisters in Christ Jesus”: 

I am sending my loving salutation… With the exception of eyes that require large type, of 
ears that prefer an unwhispered gospel, of teeth that delight in soft food, and of feet that can 
only walk by the aid of a friend, my health is uniformly good. I have been absent from 
church only once this terrible winter though I had to ride. 

“But why have you lived so long?” Answer: Heaven is a prepared place for prepared people, 
and some persons need more discipline than others to fit them for its pure society and 
employment. God makes no mistakes.  

Ryland added that that the short item was likely his final communication to those he knew, and he 
ended it with a simple benediction: “May God’s richest blessings abide on you all! Ever yours, R. 
Ryland.”786 

During his final years, Ryland retained his curiosity and 
his drive to learn, weighing in on contemporary politics 
and scientific advances including applications of 
electricity and radium.787 Always drawn to the study of 
languages, Ryland had learned Hebrew from a rabbi in 
Richmond and his daughter recalled that in the winter of 
1898 and 1899 he read the Hebrew Bible “through.”788 
During those years he also continued to note “gifts” on a page in his ledger, money he was able to 
give to family, to church, and to “The Poor.” At the top of the page, he wrote the words, “Do 
good!”789 On his last page of receipts he wrote, “The Lord is good!” and over his expenses he wrote, 
“Owe no man!”790  

After a brief illness, Robert Ryland died at his daughter’s home on April 23, 1899.791 

6.2.1 BURIAL AT HOLLYWOOD  CEMETERY 
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Ryland intended to be buried in Kentucky. His daughter recalled 
him saying that “an oak should lie where it fell.” Nevertheless, 
he bent to the wishes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees 
who believed that his burial in an institutional plot “would be 
history” for the institution, and in the years before his death he 
corresponded with Charles Hill Ryland about the specifics.792 
While he agreed to be buried at Hollywood Cemetery, he 
requested that an additional plot be provided his for his wife, 
Betty Thornton Ryland, so they could be beside one another in 
death.793  Ryland had assumed that he would die first, but if 
Betty Ryland were to not outlive him, there was “general anxiety 
that she be buried in KY and I with her.” Ryland stipulated how 
the situation should be handled: “If my dear wife shall be called 
home first I will bring her to Richmond & bury her entirely at 
my own expense. If I am called home first, I will direct that my 
coffined body will be given up to the Trustees of R. College to 
be disposed of at their pleasure.”794 

Ryland requested that “a small marble slab” be placed at his grave, “at my children’s expense.” On 
it he asked for a simple inscription and verse from Revelations 22:20: “R. Ryland, born in K & 
Queen, March 14, 1805. Died (in or at) (Place & date) ‘Surely I come quickly. Amen. Even so, 
Come Lord Jesus.’” Ryland then added in parenthesis, “This is enough.”795 

Despite Ryland’s request for a simple marker and the Bible verse for his grave, the trustees of 
Richmond College placed a large obelisk there with an inscription that praised his work for the 
institution and his “service to Christian education,” but did not mention his work at First African 
Baptist Church:  

Robert Ryland, A.M., D.D. 
1805 – 1899  
President of the Virginia Baptist Seminary and of Richmond College, 1832 – 1866. Erected 
by the Trustees of the College in memory of his efficient and devoted service to Christian 
Education.796 

Betty Ryland was buried beside him following her death in 1905.  
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CONCLUSION  
The comprehensive biographical research and report that was requested following the 
recommendations of the President’s Commission has resulted in findings that shed light on specific 
details of Robert Ryland’s life and legacy as educator, administrator, and minister. Ryland’s work 
during the Virginia Baptist Seminary and Richmond College eras was essential to the present 
existence of the University of Richmond. His belief in the importance of a liberal arts education 
shaped the character of the institution and under his leadership prior to the Civil War it grew from a 
small farm-based seminary to a nationally-known college. Over those decades, the use of those he 
enslaved and other enslaved people who were “hired out” to work on the campus were central to its 
daily operations. In his ministerial life, Ryland’s commitment to the equality of souls, though not 
bodies, preserved a space at First African Baptist Church where forms of self-determination, self-
governance, and power coalesced for many members of Richmond’s enslaved and free Black 
community.   

Walter Henderson Brooks, who as a child was an enslaved congregant at the church, wrote in his 
warm appreciation of Ryland, “Whatever may have been Dr. Ryland’s intentions, he certainly 
inspired hope, for all that is best in this life, as well as for the life to come.”797 “Whatever may have 
been Dr. Ryland’s intentions” gets to the seeming contradictions at the heart of proslavery 
Christianity and of much of Ryland’s thinking regarding enslavement and the lives of Black people. 
While his childhood was spent surrounded by those enslaved by his father and others, by his early 
adulthood he had begun to cultivate antislavery thinking, possibly inspired by the early Virginia 
Baptists who were connected to his family. As a college student, he called enslavement a “legalized 
crime,” a “devouring insect” that was destroying the roots of the tree of liberty, though his hopes for 
abolition were entwined with the colonization movement and the removal of free Black people from 
the United States. Despite these early leanings, eight years later he was hiring out the labor of two 
people he enslaved for the use of the institution that would become the University of Richmond. 
While he often detailed what he believed to be a divine plan that justified enslavement – that God 
intended it as an instrument to spread Christianity in Africa – at times he also drew on social and 
economic reasoning for the preservation of human bondage in the South. In 1835, in considering 
enslavement in the context of the “drudgery of domestic business,” he wrote that “the slaves have 
always performed it” and “respectable” white people could not “be obtained on wages to do this 
work.”798 In 1857, he spoke of the possibility that, “in a few centuries,” competition might drive 
down wages to the point that “voluntary operatives” might take on the work then being done by 
enslaved people.799  
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As he was working in the role of pastor at First African Baptist Church, often touching the lives of 
people like Walter Henderson Brooks, Ryland continued to enslave people himself and over the 
decades in Richmond he hired out twelve of them: Sam, Fanny, Sally, Walker Lee, Ellen, Matilda, 
Tom, Louisa, Maria, John, Lucy, and Judy. He profited from their labor while operating within a 
moral framework that allowed for what he called “humane masters.” While at times he described the 
subject of slavery as “perplex[ing]” to him, and he took pains to make clear his aversion to both 
family separations and the constraints on free access to religious teaching and the Bible, the 
findings of this study demonstrate Ryland’s day-to-day comfort with enslavement. In Virginia, in the 
South, and in many Baptist churches and associations, Ryland was not unique in this 
compartmentalization. He was unique in his chronicling of it, and in his weekly spiritual 
relationship with a congregation of fifteen hundred to two thousand enslaved and free Black people 
at First African Baptist Church. Through his records, one also gains access to the lives of some of 
those he enslaved, fragments of biography that bring us slightly closer to aspects of their lives. In 
his longer descriptions of York Woodson, Joseph Abrams, and some of the congregants at First 
African Baptist Church, Ryland provided details of their lives that we would not otherwise have, 
ways to begin seeing their choices and their power when so many of their experiences were 
constrained by enslavement and racism. An examination of his life also provides one avenue to 
learning of Thomas U. Allen and Burwell Mann, though in other sources we see facets of those two 
extraordinary men that Ryland did not record and may not have seen. 

Robert Ryland knew the harm done to enslaved people. He knew that Joseph Abrams had been 
whipped. He knew that Ellen, a woman he enslaved for at least fifteen years, had run away from the 
person he hired her to and was arrested. He kept records of the many members of his congregation 
who were sold South. He purchased the freedom of a man who would have been separated from his 
wife and another man who was committed to ministry and education but had been prevented from 
pursuing either because he was enslaved; but Ryland also viewed these purchases as investments 
and charged interest that had to be paid before he would free those he assisted. He enslaved over 
two dozen people before he was sixty. He was willing to auction a woman, only deciding against it 
to prevent outcry among the congregants at First African Baptist Church. He later sold she and 
another woman in the waning days of the Civil War as part of a purchase of Confederate stock. He 
did not believe “emancipation safe or humane to either master or servant,” nor did he believe that it 
was “morally wrong under existing circumstances to hold slaves.” These specific facts of his history 
and descriptions of his thinking bring us closer to understanding the depth of Ryland’s participation 
in the enslavement system even as he ministered to enslaved people. Ryland was driven, spiritually 
and intellectually, by honesty, an “uncompromising fidelity to the truth.”800 Despite this, he was able 
to avoid including most of the dehumanizing, violent, and cruel daily realities of enslavement in his 
consideration of the subject “in the abstract.”801 An end of enslavement would upend the social 
system he vigorously defended and would also diminish his material wealth. He was, until the end 

                                                      

800 Robert Ryland, "Councel to ministers: An ordination charge to a young minister by his father," 
Charleston, South Carolina: Baptist Publication Society, VBHS. 
801 Robert Ryland, “To Dr. Wayland,” Christian Watchman, August 21, 1835, Early American Newspapers, 
Newsbank 
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of his life, compelled to “do good,” and he did good – a great deal of it – but he also saw himself 
and other enslavers as doing good through enslavement. Following emancipation, he remained 
convinced that American enslavement of Black people, “a season of discipline,” was divinely 
sanctioned and necessary.  

In Edward L. Ayers’ consideration of Robert Ryland’s role at First African Baptist Church, he writes 
that “[Ryland’s] story holds up a mirror to our own time and to ourselves,” and he asks, “Are we, 
too, complicit in the great and growing inequality and injustice all around us? Are we, too, giving 
away too much by aligning ourselves with the institutions and values of our own time and place?”802 
Ryland and others in his sphere did not exist in a moral vacuum. The antislavery feelings of William 
Crane, Ryland’s friend and one of the original purchasers of the Virginia Baptist Seminary property, 
grew stronger as he grew older and he eventually left Richmond for the North.803 Yet for Robert 
Ryland many of those prevailing “institutions and values” that codified and strengthened the 
enslavement system held sway, even as he objected to some aspects of the system’s implementation. 
By examining his history, and by considering what contemporary truths we may see there, perhaps a 
willingness to question our “own time and… ourselves” can be drawn out of his writing.804 Finally, 
among the many collisions of moral and spiritual ambition, educational drive, candor, 
rationalization, racism, paternalism, kindness, and self-interest found in Ryland’s records of his life 
and work, we also find people like York Woodson, Thomas U. Allen, Burwell Mann, Walker Lee, 
Sam, Maria, and Sophy. Whatever his intentions, there is good in that.   
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APPENDICES 
APPENDIX A: “SERVANTS AND HIRING OUT” 
“Servants” 
The term “servant” was the “standard euphemism” for enslaved people in the South, and like most 
white Virginians at the time, Robert Ryland generally defaulted to this term in his letters and other 
writing.805 “Servant” is also a frequent designator used in the records of the Board of Trustees and 
other institutional documents. Of those who are described as working at the institution in the 
antebellum period, only Agness Cooper, one person among the many listed in Ryland’s Boarding 
Department accounts and in other documents, was described as “free.” This default to “servant” 
connoting enslavement and “free” as the necessary distinguisher is consistent with the findings of 
Christopher L. Tomlins who describes the early American use of the term: “[W]hat underwent 
homogenization as “servants” were various categories of “unfree” labor; what was differentiated 
was free labor.”806 Jeffery S. Kahana, referring to Tomlins’ work, also writes, “Americans in the 
early republic, [Tomlins] argues, bristled at the word servant to describe working people who were 
not black slaves.”807 

While initially linked to British usage, the use of “servant” for “slave” grew in alignment with 
notions of freedom in the early republic. It provided enslavers and hirers of enslaved people a moral 
distance that the word “slave” did not. Historian Francois Furstenberg writes that the use of the term 
“servant” was a part of an enslavers shifting “moral agency” to enslaved people which, in the minds 
of enslavers, “made slaves responsible for their condition.” This shift implied, “at the very least… 
they could have chosen death over slavery… [w]hich may explain why southerners preferred the 
term “servant” to “slave,” the former connoting an element of volunteerism.”808 Enslaved people 
were, in the linguistic and moral formulation of many of those who enslaved them, choosing to 
serve.  

In a consideration of one Ryland contemporary, William Meade, a Richmond Episcopal bishop and 
author of Sermons, Dialogues, and Narratives for Servants, the historian Milton C. Sernett notes the 
links between the use of the term “servant” for enslaved people and religion, writing that the 
practice “reached its zenith when Bishop Meade told the blacks they ought to be content with their 
situations because Jesus had been born a ‘servant’ and took the part of a ‘servant’ in his relationship 

                                                      

805 Elizabeth Pryor, in “Book Discussion on Reading the Man: A Portrait of Robert E. Lee,” C-Span, May 
19, 2007, link. 
806 Christopher L. Tomlins, Law, Labor, and Ideology in the Early Republic, New York: Cambridge 
University Press (1993), note 30, 268. 
807 Jeffrey S. Kahana, “Master and Servant in the Early Republic, 1780-1830,” Journal of the Early 
Republic, Spring 2000, 28. 
808 Albert Matthews, The Terms Hired Man and Help, Cambridge: John Wilson and Son (1900), 10; 
Francois Furstenberg, “Beyond Freedom and Slavery: Autonomy, Virtue, and Resistance in Early 
American Political Discourse,” Journal of American History, March 1, 2003, 1310. 
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to the disciples.”809 In Robert Ryland’s own work, The Scriptural Catechism, For Coloured People 
(1848) – later published as A Scripture Catechism, for the Instruction of Children and Servants 
(1848) – the common understanding of the term is clear from his usage, when he drew on verses 
from Ephesians and Peter as he entreated “servants” to “be obedient to them that are your masters,” 
even those who are “unkind”: “Servants be subject to your masters with all fear, not only to the 
good and gentle, but also to the froward [in this context “improper”].”810 

Historian Midori Takagi writes that “[t]hroughout this period household servants were mostly slaves 
and generally women.”811 A significant amount of the labor needs at Virginia Baptist Seminary and 
Richmond College fell into the category of household work. In 1834, Robert Ryland was clear that 
he defaulted to viewing domestic labor as being performed by enslaved people. On ‘[t]he drudgery 
of domestic business,” Ryland wrote, “slaves have always performed it.”812 This is also one of the 
rare instances in which Ryland used the term “slaves.”  

In addition to his use of the term in his Catechism and in his 1835 open letter, there are dozens of 
examples of Robert Ryland’s use of “servants” to designate enslaved people in his public writings 
and addresses, and in his private papers. A selection is below.  

1. Ryland uses the term when describing efforts of enslaved members of First African Baptist 
Church to use mail distribution as a means of organizing escape efforts: “About this time 
several servants escaped to the North, from their masters, and wrote back to their former 
comrades, here, detailing the manner of their escape, and proposing to them facilities and 
information for the same experiment.”813 

2. In his record of money he received year-to-year, Ryland notes his income derived from 
hiring out those he enslaved many times, including “Servts hired at Semy [Seminary] 1834 
80.[00].”814  

3. Ryland treated “servant” and “slave” synonymously in an 1858 statement declaring his 
commitment to the institution of slavery in Virginia: “I own about a dozen slaves... I have 
never manumitted one, and do not design doing so... I do not think emancipation safe or 

                                                      

809 Milton C. Sernett, Black Religion and American Evangelicalism: White Protestants, Plantation 
Missions, and the Flowering of Negro Christianity, 1787-1865, Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press 
[Originally published by the University of Michigan] (1975), 200. 
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140. 
811 Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction,” 34. 
812 Robert Ryland, “To Dr. Wayland” [Open Letter to Francis Wayland], Christian Watchman, August 21, 
1835, Early American Newspapers, Newsbank. 
813 [Robert Ryland], “Reminiscences of First African Baptist Church, No. 3,” American Baptist Memorial, 
November 1855, 324, Hathi Trust Digital Library, link.   
814 Robert Ryland, “Receipts on Private Account of 1835,” Ledger I, RRP, 55.1.036, VBHS. 
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humane to either master or servant.”815 

4. In describing how enslaved people were able to donate money to First African Baptist 
Church: “My own servants, when we were about to furnish their fall or spring clothing, 
would often say that, by patching their old garments, they could do without new ones, and 
would ask us for the money instead. Of course, we had no objection to this plan, unless we 
suspected a vicious use of the money. I suppose other families pursued the same course.”816 

5. In an 1864 sermon at Mount Olivet Baptist Church, when speaking of the prospect of 
Northern victory and the freeing of enslaved people: “they wd [would] curse our servants 
with a really more intense slavery.”817 

6. In Ryland’s papers, there are more than a dozen references to the purchase of “servants’ 
clothes,” both as personal expenses and as expenses of the Virginia Baptist Seminary and 
Richmond College Boarding Departments.818 The required purchase of enslaved people’s 
clothing was typically made explicit in hiring agreements.819  

Others associated with Richmond College also used the term to indicate enslaved people. In 
reference to a man he enslaved, Jeremiah Bell Jeter wrote in his autobiography, “[Brother Knapp] 
censured me on account of the manner in which a servant of mine was clothed… Old Uncle Davy 
was a slave almost entirely past service.”820 Referring specifically to the enslaved people who 
labored at Richmond College upon his departure from the institution, Charles Lewis Cocke, who 
had overseen their labor as college steward, wrote, “I do not know yet whether I shall bring any of 
the servants from Richmond College or not,” indicating that those “servants” he was referring to 
were not free and that they were under his control, enslaved by him or by a member of his family.821 

                                                      

815 Robert Ryland, “A Card,” Religious Herald, September 14, 1858, VBHS. 
816 Robert Ryland, “Origin and History of the First African Church,” The First Century of the First Baptist 
Church of Richmond, Virginia, 1780-1880, Richmond: Carlton McCarthy, 1880, 271. 
817 Sermon, “Mt. Olivet Ap 8 64, Judges 6:24,” RRP, 54.0150, VBHS. 
818 Examples of “Servants’ clothes” purchases in the ledgers maintained by Ryland include Ledger I, RRP, 
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While there was at least one free Black person working alongside enslaved domestic and facilities 
laborers at the institution, the specific references in the records and the conventions of the time 
make clear that a significant portion of the labor force discussed in this study were enslaved and 
hired out for use by Virginia Baptist Seminary and then Richmond College. 

“Hire” and “Hiring Out” 

An understanding of the scale of “slave hiring” in Virginia, and specifically the Richmond area, is 
critical context for a biographical consideration of Robert Ryland and any examination of the 
University of Richmond’s history prior to emancipation in 1865. While the hire system — in effect 
the renting or leasing out of enslaved people to individuals, businesses, and institutions — was used 
throughout the south, in Richmond and Henrico County it formed a significant aspect of daily life. 
Midori Takagi provides an overview of the rise of the practice in Richmond, describing it as a way 
for white people there to “adapt slave labor to the urban industrial setting.”822 The practice was 
referred to as “negro hire,” “slave hire,” “servants’ hire,” or simply “hiring” and covered a range of 
labor, from household work for families who may not have enslaved anyone personally to the large 
scale hire of enslaved men to work in the areas coal pits and factories. Takagi writes, “Bondmen 
who were hired our were temporarily employed away from their owners as skilled artisans, house 
servants, fire fighters, road pavers, and factory hands.”823 Enslaved people were “self-hired” when 
they negotiated their own positions and, at times, located their own housing. An 1852, Southern 
Planter article referred to the practice with frustration: “now the negro is permitted to ‘choose his 
master.’”824 John T. O’Brien writes that self-hire “freed owners from the chore of traveling to 
Richmond during the holiday or of paying a 5 percent commission to a hiring agent.”825 In Slaves for 
Hire: Renting Enslaved Laborers in Antebellum Virginia, John J. Zaborney writes, “[b]y the 1850s, 
slave hiring had become so central to white Virginians’ lives and activities that slave-hiring bonds 
were manufactured and pre-printed.” The practice was so common that, as Zabourney details, at 
times entire businesses were developed around the practice of temporarily providing enslaved 
laborers to those seeking them.826 

Among the many references to “servants” in the records of the Richmond College Board of Trustees 
there are two 1859 examples which demonstrate that the “servants” noted were enslaved and that the 
term “hire” was used in the context of enslaved people to indicate the amount paid for not to those 
who were working there: 

1. Unnamed people were hired out to the college by a man referred to as Mr. Cook, who was 
either an enslaver or an agent. Cook was paid by Richmond College (via Robert Ryland) for 

                                                      

822 Takagi, “Rearing Wolves to Our Own Destruction,” loc. 103, Kindle. 
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additional laborers in the campus owned “hotel” then being run by W.B.F. Hyde: “Pd. svts’ 
hire to Mr. Cook for Hyde.” 

2. A man named Martin was enslaved by an unknown person. During the period of his hire to 
Richmond College, he was also hired out by the College for a short period and then for a 
longer period to someone with the last name Allen. The institution, in effect, subleased 
Martin, earning money from his labor while someone – it appears to be Robert Ryland – 
earned a commission on the arrangement: 

1858  
July 31. Martin’s hire [received] from Allen $5.75…  

1859 
Jny [January]12. Martin’s hire [received] less commissions 46.25827 

 

  

  

                                                      

827 Robert Ryland, “President’s Account,” June 7, 1859, Trustees Records, University Archives, VBHS; 
Minutes of the Richmond College Board of Trustees, August 4, 1857, VBHS. 
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APPENDIX B: TWO BAPTIST INFLUENCES  
ROB ERT BAYLOR SEMPLE 
Robert Baylor Semple was pastor of Bruington Baptist Church 
from its establishment in 1790 until his death in 1831. He was also 
the uncle of Robert Ryland’s half-brother, William Semple Ryland 
(1798-1861). It appears to have been Semple who guided at least 
part of Robert Ryland’s formal education though his connections 
to two institutions Ryland attended: Humanity Hall, an academy in 
Hanover County, Virginia originally overseen by Semple’s former 
teacher, and Columbian College, where Ryland earned two 
degrees and Semple was a key administrator.828 The links between 
Semple and Ryland were extensive and in several cases were 
directly linked to the younger man’s professional development.  

Semple and Ryland were both precise observers and recorders of 
their own congregation’s histories. Aspects of Semple’s approach 
to ministry were reflected in Ryland’s later writing about his own 
pastoral role. In 1822, when Ryland was seventeen years old, 
Semple described a revival using language very similar to Ryland’s observations of First African 
Baptist Church decades later:  

In another church of my care, a revival has gone on for some months, chiefly among the 
people of color. About one hundred and seventeen have been baptized, of whom more than 
one hundred are colored; I wish my hopes of these were as Sanguine as they are in respect to 
the subjects of the other revival. So closely are ignorance and superstition united, that I find 
it hard to keep these poor creatures from building upon visions and dreams. In many of 
them, however, the clearest evidences are furnished of a work of grace.829 

Like Semple, Ryland also kept precise records of the enslaved and free Black people he baptized 
during his ministry at First African Baptist Church, sharing them with the American Baptist 
Memorial, a potential patron of the church as well as family and friends. Also like Semple, Ryland 
commented on what Semple referred to as the “visions and dreams” of some Black congregants. 

Despite his own enslavement of dozens of people,830 Semple was antislavery in some of his 
principles and when writing about the colonization movement, he described enslavement as “a most 
deadly evil:”  

If the colonization plan should fully succeed, a radical change for the better will be effected 
in three distinct nations: our own nation will be rid of a most deadly evil; the African race 
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among us will take their stand as an independent, civilized people, cultivating the soil, and 
breathing the air which Heaven seems to have destined for them; the savage tribes on the 
African continent will, through them, rise to refinement and civilization; and, what is 
infinitely better, will acquire a knowledge of that gospel which brings life and immortality 
to light. Why should not our free colored population go back to the land of their 
forefathers?”831  

Ryland used similar language three years after the Semple likely wrote these words, referring to 
enslavement as “evil” and “legalized crime.” Given Semple's educational influence over Ryland, 
and the similarity in their description of what drew them both to colonization, it is likely that he was 
an early influence on Ryland's own enthusiasm for the movement. Three elements of Semple’s 
justification for colonization – the “deadly evil” of enslavement, the potential missionary potential 
of formerly enslaved people among those he described as “savage” – were also the forces in 
Ryland's early commitment to the movement, though in later years records show Ryland’s 
motivations narrowing to missionary work and relocation rather than an avenue to ending 
enslavement. 

While Semple enslaved people and never argued for abolition, in his role as a church historian he 
recorded some indications of the power of Black church members, which was mirrored in Ryland’s 
accounts of members of First African Baptist Church in his American Baptist Memorial essays in 
1855. Semple described a Williamsburg church as having been “made up almost, if not altogether, of 
people of color.” The church had been led by a Black man named Gowan Pamphlet, an enslaved 
preacher, who rebelled against the Association when it “advised that no person of color should be 
allowed to preach, on pain of excommunication.”832 Despite his exclusion, Pamphlet developed a 
church of five hundred people, and with force of those numbers the congregation was brought into 
the Dover Association in 1791.833 Semple credited both Pamphlet and an enslaved preacher named 
Moses, who was “often taken up and whipped” for continuing his ministry, “with the establishment 
of the Williamsburg Baptist Church.”834 Again, in an echo of Semple, in 1855 Ryland shared the 
experience of Joseph Abrams, a member of First African Baptist Church and an enormously 
powerful voice in Black ministry, who, like Moses, had been whipped for preaching.835 

AND REW  BROAD D US 
Andrew Broaddus was affiliated with Salem Baptist Church, then known as Upper King and Queen 
Meeting House, thirty miles from the Ryland family church, Bruington Baptist. Broaddus was an 
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Lynch, Publisher (1810), 114-115. 
833 Semple, 115; Nancy Alenda Hillman, “Between Black and White: The Religious Aftermath of Nat 
Turner’s Rebellion,” Master’s thesis, College of William and Mary (2005), 22-23, link. 
834 Semple, 114; Hillman, 22. 
835 [Robert Ryland], “Reminiscences… No. 4, 354.” 
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antislavery Baptist who in 1835 publicly stated, “I am a friend to the rights of the human family… I 
am, in principle, opposed to slavery, and, consequently, I am in favor of emancipation” but, in the 
words of historian Charles F. Irons, he “chafed at the manner in which the American Anti-Slavery 
Society had demanded immediate emancipation without considering the ramifications of such a 
plan, and he argued that the South should be left alone.”836 Ryland had known Broaddus since he 
was a child, and he described the older man as one of his earliest religious influences. In his 
adulthood, the two were connected “as intimately as the disparity of our ages and the remoteness of 
our localities would allow.”837  Broaddus' final sermon was delivered at First African Baptist 
Church, where he exhorted the enslaved and free black congregation to “Strengthen ye the weak 
hands, and confirm the feeble knees. Say to them that are fearful of heart, be strong, fear not. 
Behold! your God will come with vengeance, even God with a recompense, he will come and save 
you.”838 The two exchanged public communications on matters of faith in the Religious Herald, with 
Ryland writing under the pseudonym of “Onoma.”839 Broaddus designed the seal for the Virginia 
Baptist Seminary which continued to be used when the institution became Richmond College, and 
then the University of Richmond. 

Following Broaddas's death, Ryland wrote an extensive appreciation of 
his life for the Religious Herald that revealed details of their 
relationship and demonstrated Ryland's lifelong inclination toward 
specificity and candor in his writing. He wrote that he and Broaddus 
shared “no pledge of friendship” nor “intimacy of communication;” and 
this, Ryland continued, meant that nothing “can blind my judgment and 
tempt me to give too high a coloring to the portrait.” After describing 
Broaddus as having been, when at his best, “the most perfect orator that 
I have ever known” – a quality Ryland valued highly – he detailed 
Broaddus's overwhelming shyness, his depressive symptoms, and his 
dread of public notice which would cause him to stumble at the very 
moment a congregation was most anticipating.840 While extolling aspects 
of Broaddus's spiritual and ministerial gifts, Ryland wrote that Broaddus 

had been “poorly adapted… to elbow his way through the rough world.”841 Ryland also detailed 
what he viewed as a noticeable diminishment in Broaddus: “[F]or the last fifteen years, there have 
                                                      

836 ‘‘To the Editors of the Whig,’’ Religious Herald, 11 Sept. 1835, quoted in Irons, Origins of Proslavery 
Christianity, 173-174. 
837 Robert Ryland in Andrew Broaddus, The sermons and other writings of the Rev. Andrew Broaddus : 
with a memoir of his life, New York: Lewis Colby,1852, 540 
https://archive.org/details/sermonsotherwrit00broa/page/284/mode/2up?q=ryland . 
838 A. Broaddus [Jr.], The Sermons and Other Writings of Andrew Broaddus, New York, Lewis Colby 
(1852), 550. 
839 Broaddus, Sermons, 478. 
840 Robert Ryland in A. Broaddus [Jr.], Sermons, 542. 
841 Robert Ryland in A. Broaddus [Jr.], Sermons, 548. 
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been a manifest decline in his intellectual abilities… the vivacity, the pathos, the magical power of 
his eloquence, had measurably departed.” Ryland wrote that “[h]undreds of persons who have heard 
him discourse in this period have been disappointed.” This comment – striking for a public 
appreciation of this sort – was jarring enough that, when it was included in a collection of Broaddus 
sermons in 1852, Andrew Broaddus, Jr., Broaddus’ son and the book’s editor, added a note of 
disagreement: “Persons who attended Mr. Broaddus's ministry regularly, during the latter part of his 
life, differed from President Ryland… There was less originality, but more pathos, in Mr. B.'s 
preaching toward the close of his life.”842  

While Jeremiah Bell Jeter's sketch of Broaddus's life that was included in the collection of 
Broaddus's sermons also mentions the man’s social difficulties, Ryland's extensive description of 
Broaddus challenges – particularly the “trammels of despondency and fear” that apparently afflicted 
him – and his equally detailed appreciations of Broaddus's gifts – is an example of Robert Ryland’s 
tendency to closely observe those around him. It was also typical of his overall approach to 
communication, sharing the unvarnished truth as he saw it in both his criticism and his praise. 

  

                                                      

842 A. Broaddus [Jr.], Sermons, 542. 



 183 

APPENDIX C: DEATH OF THOMAS U. ALLEN, TRANSCRIPTION 
For the Mercury. 

DEATH OF REV. THOMAS U. ALLEN – Late of New Bedford. 
– Mr. Editor. – The melancholy tidings last evening reached this 
city of the death of one, who by the residence among us of a few 
years, had greatly endeared himself to those with whom he was 
associated. I presume that a brief notice in respect to him will be 
welcome to your readers. 

THOMAS U. ALLEN was a native of Richmond, Virginia, 
where he lived and labored as a slave, till five years since. Having become an esteemed member of 
the large African Baptist Church in that city, and evincing, even with very imperfect education, 
commendable gifts for religious usefulness, he was licensed to preach; and soon after by the 
appropriation of his pastor and other friends, he entered on a course of solicitation of the means 
requisite to purchase his freedom, intending afterwards to secure ample education, and devote 
himself to the welfare of his race, either in Africa or this country, as God’s providence should direct. 

While Mr. Allen was thus employed, I first met him in Philadelphia and New York in the spring of 
1844. Having furnished him some aid, and commendation to the benevolent in New England, I saw 
him no more till I met him as the Pastor of the Second or Colored Baptist Church in this place the 
following year. It seems he had secured the remaining sum demanded for his freedom, and had been 
persuaded to accept the pastorship of this church instead of pursuing a course of study. He continued 
his services in this connexion [sic], struggling with the great disadvantages of his want of education, 
which he at the same time used laudable efforts to improve, till the early part of last summer, when 
he obtained his dismission from pastoral duties, and became a student in New Hampton Literary and 
Theological Institution, N.H. Here his studious habits, his gentlemanly and Christian deportment, 
won the esteem of his teachers and fellow pupils, and he was regarded as eminently promising. At 
the close of the Summer term near the end of August last, when on his way to visit his friends in this 
city, his course was arrested by insidious disease, in Boston, and after five or six weeks illness, he 
peacefully expired at an early hour yesterday morning, in calm and assured hope of the blessedness 
of those gospel consolations which he had so often and earnestly preached to others.  

To unusual strength and vigor of mental endowment our brother added good common sense, strict 
Christian integrity, a persevering determination to overcome the obstacles in his way, together with 
a warmth and consistency of religious zeal which greatly endeared him to his more intimate 
associates. Despite the infelicities of his color, and his early associations and [illegible; possibly 
“language”] he will long and favorably be remembered here by the Church which he served, his 
fellow pastors, and many kind friends in the community at large, by whom he was encouraged and 
helped on his way. Though early removed, may his example and success cheer others on their 
humble way towards the attainment of similar excellence of character. 

New Bedford, 3d Oct., 1849. RB [“Death of Thomas U. Allen,” Bedford Mercury, October 5, 1849, 
Early American Newspapers, Newsbank] 
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APPENDIX D: “VINDICATION OF PRESIDENT RYLAND” 1857, IMAGES 
[From the Robert Ryland Papers, 10.004-.006, Virginia Baptist Historical Society; originally 
published in the Religious Herald, December 24, 1857] 
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APPENDIX E: SELECTED SERMONS OF ROBERT RYLAND, TRANSCRIPTIONS 
MARCH 1831 
[Robert Ryland Papers, Sermons, 54.193-197, Virginia Baptist Historical Society]  

— for why will ye die, o house of Israel  

Mar. 6. 1831_843  Ezk. 18.31_ 

The characters of ministers are as various as those of other professions. Some 
are born & educated under one class of circumstances & some under another. 
The religious experience of one leads him to prefer one class of truths & that 
of another, to prefer another class of truths. Some preachers love to dwell on 
doctrinal, some on exp [this may be experimental or experiential], some on 
practical religion_ Again we see others speaking mostly to Xns. [Christians] & 
others to the unconverted. For my own part, I confess myself most pleased 
with efforts to persuade men to be reconciled to God. This motive mainly led 
me to the ministry & c [illegible] me in its toils & discouragements. If I appear 
to the members of this Ch. to expatriate too frequently on one class of ideas_ 
those adapted to the unconverted_ I earnestly ask their forbearance. I feel 
impelled to this course by my peculiar anxiety to see souls [illegible; possibly 
“really”] converted & Zion crowded with willing captives of grace. 

The character of Ez. corresponded with the ministers of his times. His people 
were profligate. & required severe rebuke. Hence he was endowed with a bold 

& commending spirit. His very name im— [illegible] “the courage of God.” In this [page 2] Chap. he 
enforces the sentiment that men are accountable for themselves. The wickedness of the parent would be 
accounted to him & of the child to him. vs. 2d. &c [etc.] 19 &c [etc.]_ The righteousness of the one would 
prove no alleviation to the guilt of the other.  

In this [illegible], requires a new spirit. God demands truth & holiness in the inward parts. Some persons 
would deem such exhortations heterodox. but as God makes the requisition, we must repeat it. The propriety 
of such a procedure is shown by Dr. Scott. It is like the Savior’s mandate to the sick of the palsy to rise & 
walk. The poor invalid would have been mocked unless Jesus had given him strength. All he could do was to 
believe, to trust_ to supplicate. So with us in a moral point of view. To require us to make a new [heart 
symbol] were to insult our impotency unless God should aid us. But he has promised to do this. Nay he has 
already given us so much assistance_ is willing to give us still more_ It is ours, therefore, to believe, to pray_ 
to put forth all out powers, and in this sense_ we may be commanded to make ourselves a new spirit, while all 
the honor of its accomplishment justly belongs to the Lord. If [illegible; likely “any”] man shall live up to the 
[appears to be deg. For “degree”] of light given him, should use diligently all the faculties he possesses, 
should read_ pray_ hear_ inquire & strive to his uttermost energy and should then fail of divine [page 3] aid 
& divine acceptance, his condemnation will not be his own fault. But if these duties are not done, then his 
destruction will be his own work, his iniquity his ruin!_ 

1. 

                                                      

843 Ryland’s use of dashes in place of periods and commas has been retained in these transcriptions. 
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Men are exposed to death. The law runs to Adam [“]Thou shalt surely die!” He ate & spiritually died. In 
subsequent legislation the allwise Ruler said “The soul that sinneth, it shall die”. All have sinned, and All are 
liable to die eternally, The sentence is universal. It includes rich & poor_ young & old_ male & female. 
Unless ye repent ye shall all likewise perish_ unless ye believe that I am he ye shall die in yr. sins[.] 

2. 

Yet the question may be asked Why? why will ye die?_ Is God unable to save? - No. He is the almighty. In 
his [illegible] is treasured up vigour ever young. & incapable of exhaustion. He is girded with omnipotence. 
With him all things are possible. He who subdued Saul of Tarsus_ who converted hundreds of stubborn Jews 
_ is able to save the vilest sinner here today. He can make your sins as white as snow_ can govern yr. temper_ 
restrain your pride & bring down yr. lofty imaginations. Of Jesus the N.T. says_ “The S. of man hath power 
on earth to forgive sins.” “Able to save to the uttermost all &c [etc.] _ Is God [underline] unwilling? Hear his 
word. Vs 32. See also 33.11 - In N. Tes. the same phraseology is employed. I Tim 2: 4._ What stronger 
language can be found?_ This oath is pledged. It cannot fail of being true. But his actions speak more 
emphatically than his words. How great was that love_ how strong that compassion in the Eternal mind [p. 4] 
which prompted him from the beginning to lay the scheme of redemption for man. A scheme in whose 
development & execution it was necessary for his Son_ only begotten son to visit this O. to suffer the just for 
the unjust_ to weep_ to groan_ to bleed_ to die for his enemies! Oh sinner on the cross of Jesus, you read in 
characters of blood_ “God is willing to save from death”_ Else why those tears_ that agony & bloody sweat?_ 
Why the gift of the Spirit_ The inspiration of Apostles_ the commission of ministers_ the establishment of the 
church_ the conversion of thousands of willing souls? Why, then, will you perish in yr. sins? Because you are 
determined to die. because ye receive honor one of another. because yr. [heart symbol] are fully set in you to 
do wickedly_ unwilling to abase yourselves in the dust before him_ prefer sloth & pleasure to obedience & 
live! 

[3]. 

Will ye? - Why are ye willing to die?_ The mind of the unregenerated is unwilling to be saved. “Ye are not 
willing to come to me that ye might find life.” The carnal [heart symbol] is opposed to God_ his ways_ 
worship_ people & nay it is enmity with God, it is not reconciled to his law neither indeed can be. But this is 
its [underline] guilt [end underline], not its misfortune. And is it possible for you to be willing to be lost?- 
Will you rush on with a knowledge with an assurance that death is at the end of yr. way? [page 5] Men are 
willing enough to be happy in heaven but they are not willing to be holy on earth. They disdain the idea of 
renouncing pride, crucifying self & receiving salvation as a sovereign favour. 

4. 

Ye. Let the murderer, who in the face of day sends his victim, unprepared into eternity_ let him determine to 
perish. Let the liar, the swearer_ the debauchee persist in urging his way down to despair & misery. but Oh 
why should you, who are so polite in yr. manners_ so punctual at meeting_ so attentive to the word_ so 
conscious of its vast importance, why should you perseverance in impenitence & unbelief and so suffer the 
pains of death?_ 

5. 

Die. Natural death is the most fatal of all breathily calamities. It is the worm at the rood of every gourd. It is 
the gall that mingles itself in all our cups of delight_ the thorn that surrounds each blooming rose. Men 
[underline] know they must die & the anticipation often withers their brightest joys. The bed of _sickness is 
before my fancy & how solemn the scene! The room is dark and still. the attendants are watching around the 
bed with gloomy forebodings. The body is pale and emaciated. The mouth is dry with untamed fever. the 
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pulse is faint & irregular [p. 6] the ghastly eyes are fixed_ beholding for the last time the objects of sense, the 
cold sweat of death is collected on the forehead, the tears & groans & despondency friends tell that the Last 
hour is near. & Oh! what an awful thing got the soul & body to part! -This is natural death But there is 
another death to wh. [which] the text alludes_ that of the soul_ That will be dying forever. It will be 
transfixed with the spear of death eternal, and will wrath perpetually under its bleeding agonies. It will be 
shrouded with the winding sheet of endless darkness, and laid in the vault of hell. God is able to destroy both 
soul & body in hell not that he will annihilate them, but extinguish their happiness. Their powers will be 
enlarged only for increased misery. The memory will be tortured by the recurrence of wasted life, despised 
promises_ & abused mercies. The conscience will be graded with the pangs of un[illegible] guilt. The sinner 
will curse God_ and long to die but will not. God will then have closed the book of life, & locked against you 
the gates of heaven. This is the second death Why will you expose yourself to this death? Oh where all the 
righteous shall be embraced in the arms of God_ shall shine as the sun in the Kingdom of their Father_ shall 
pluck immortal fruit from the tree of life h[illegible] by the eternal throne, you will be shut out. The melodies 
that will break on your ears [page 7] will be wailings of the damned. The sights with the eye will see are 
companions in mystery chained in darkness. How painful to see a fellow creature confined for life in a 
dungeon but oh! to see the soul & body confined in adamantine chairs and enveloped in the blackness of 
darkness forever! this is the 2d. Death!_ And why will your thus die? You would be less to blame if you 
should injure yr. health yr. property_ yr. name_ yr. family_ yr. happiness here. but oh! Have mercy on yr.self 
on yr. soul_ 

6. 

Of Xs [Christians] I will inquire “Why are you made such”?_ It could not have been because you were better 
by nature & practice, than those around you. For you felt otherwise in the hour of yr deliverance. You felt 
then that you were as bad or worse than they. It cannot be because your prayers & repentances constituted the 
meritorious ground of your salvation. For they were mingled with impurity and sin. Yet they were necessary 
means to prepare the [heart symbol] for divine grave. Why then? Rivers of oil_ fountains of tears_ could not 
atone for sin. It was owing to the pure mercy of God. No motive out of himself could have existed strong 
enough to induce Him to write your name in the Lamb’s book of life_ It is [page 8] an act of surprising grace 
that any one of you should ever be permitted to see God’s face in peace. It is not by works of righteousness 
&c [etc.] “Pardon for infinite offense” &c. [etc.] What a weight of obligation rests on you to love & reverence 
God! - The object of yr. conversion is to glorify God. to do good your fellow sinners. You should ardently 
strive for the bestowment of pardoning grace on yr. fellow sinners. Oh for a precious revival of religion! The 
would the joys of saints & the cries of distressed penitents still more consecrate this building and cast around 
it a sweet remembrance of Liars prosperity_ Let mourners take courage and approach a mercy’s seat. Jesus 
still lives to answer prayer. Oh come to him with all your guilt and sorrow of [heart symbol] & he is able to 
rescue you from the plagues of sin and from the condemnation of hell. Give yr. [heart symbol] up to him and 
venture on his almighty goodness_ his [illegible; possibly “unwavering”] power. And you shall this day feel 
the transports of Divine love and be constrained to glorify God_ May you continue in his service & gain 
everlasting life!_  
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[RICHMOND,  1852]  
[Draft, “Thou shalt not kill, Robert Ryland Papers, 54.0983-985, Virginia Baptist Historical Society; final 
version published by the Daily Dispatch, August 6, 1852, link] 

Thou shalt not kill. Ez. 22:13  

The thought has often occurred to me that I should preach a sermon against the crime of murder. But is has 
seemed to me that it was needless! Even an indignity to the congr.! Recent events teach me the necessity of 
discuss.g this subject_ Case of Mr. Winston & family_ Describe the scene_ [Note: in the published version, 
Ryland chose not to detail the scene here] I fear the murderers were — are — members of this church!_ I 
regret this tragic event for several reasons, besides those drawn from the value of human life.  

1. It excites prejudices against this church. There are many warm friends to yr. body in the city_ of all 
denomns. But there are many that wd. rejoice to see this house destroyed, [54.0984] & this organization 
totally extinguished. Now every case of public crime committed by a member tends to excite popular odium + 
to endanger our quiet worship. Two motives_ 

2. It tends to augment the severity of discipline in families _ in farms & 
factories _ in our city police & throughout the State. God has given this county 
to the whites. They are the law-makers_ the masters_ the superiors_ The 
colored people_ even if not in bondage are the inferiors_ [Note: this portion of 
the final text was quoted in Brophy (North Carolina Law Review, 2013); drawn 
from the Hammersley printed version] In this state of things submission is not 
only commandd by God, [superscript addition] see I Tim 6:1-4. Titus [end 
superscript addition] but it is yr. only safety + happiness - Why do I inculcate 
submission? Is it for the food of the master? Not particularly, but for the good 
of the colored. Because resistance with the strong must necessarily result in the 
discomfiture of the weak_ 

Thou shalt not kill [pencil addition] Radical law_ 

1. God has always regarded human life as the most sacred of all things. None can restore_ therefore none can 
destroy it. Gen 9:4 Even the life of brutes can be lawfully destroyed by man only by divine permission_ 
[superscript addition] Gen. 9:3 [end superscript addition]_ & then it is restricted to purposed of food & safety. 
But man image of God [sic]_ none shall kill, unless he has become a murderer Gen. 9:6 = [here Ryland uses 
the double dashed that are more commonly found in his earlier letters] 

2. The Providence of God has been signally displayed in the detection of this crime. The ingenuity of 
lawyers_ the erudition of judges_ the m[illegible; note: in Ryland’s printed version, this is “the stirrings of 
conscience”], the concourse of circumstance all tend to expose_ However secret however. covd. by darkness, 
it still comes out!_  

Eppes_ Dr. Webster_ +c [here Ryland is referring to two notorious crimes] 

3. The word of God studiously forbids whatever leads to this awful crome_ 

a. Covetousness. Its tendency is to remove the holder of the thing coveted, + to possess it forbidden_ not 
covet wife_ house_ ox_ ass +c [etc.] It is idolatry.  

b. hatred. Whatever we hate, we wd. destroy, + hence the bible says “Whosoever hateth +c no [illegible; note: 
in the printed version Ryland continues the quote “and ye know that no murderer hath eternal life abiding in 

https://virginiachronicle.com/?a=d&d=DD18520806.1.1&srpos=6&e=-------en-20--1--txt-txIN-%22substance+of+a+sermon%22-------
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him”] can cherish this feeling. He may be angered for a moment, but it cant [sic] be [Ryland-1-097-54-0985] 
permanent_ It evaporates. The gospel is a system of love. God is love_ All the law is love _ Christ is the 
incarnation of love. 

c. Revenge. God has claimed to himself the prerogative of tak.g vengeance. “Veng is mine” +c When Cain 
slew Abel, God pronounced a woe on this who should slay him Gen. 4:15_ If you should be injured, it does 
not justify yr injuring others in turn. How did Jesus act? Quote [here Ryland stacks three verse 
recommendations over each other] I Pet. 2:18-25 [;] I Pet 4:1[;] & 15 [return to standard line] Go thou & do 
so _ 

4. The infliction of murder is the greatest probable evil [Note: in the published version Ryland uses the word 
“injury” here] that can be done a man. It sends him in a moment_ unprepared _ to judgement. The best men 
need some time to prepare. It severs the ties of life in a most cruel manner. To lose a wife [etc.] by natural 
death is bad_ but to have her brains knocked out & her person mangled_ Oh! It is terrific! It fills with a sense 
of danger the survivors_ destroys their confidence. [subscript] Remark.. [return to standard line; Note: at this 
point in the published version, Ryland details his own pain at seeing his wife’s death: “I felt as if the horizon 
of my life were overcast with dark clouds, all my schemes of happiness were bleated; the world itself was a 
blank. And yet there was ONE ground of consolation — her death was from the hand of God — He had 
given, He had taken away.”] 

5. The murder if not detected spends a miserable life! Conscience stings_ the pale image of the victim haunts 
him [etc.] Let us pray with David Ps 5 [ink smudge; illegible followed by what appears to be Ryland’s 
standard etc. “+c” — note: in the published version, Ryland ends with Psalm 51:10: “Deliver me from the 
blood guiltiness…”] 

APRIL 8,  1864 
Excerpts: “Mt. Olivet Ap 8 64, Judges 6:24” [RRP, 54.0150, Virginia Baptist Historical Society] 

When the Israelites sin[superscript “d] against God, the often punished them by giving them up into the hands 
of their enemies. vs. 1_ In this state of things they cried unto the Lord for deliverance. When they had 
humbled themselves & turned away from their sins, he usually sent some [illegible]& good man to work out 
their salvation. Such was Gideon. As he was threshing wheat to hide it from the Midianites, the angel of the 
Lord & vs. 12_ Gideon seemed to doubt the truth of the revelation. vs. 13_ He is assured of Divine succor_ 
vs. 14 - Still he mistrusted & received a re-assurance. vs 15-16_ As if to confirm his faith still more he asked 
for a sign _ [superscript “vs. 17”]_ And the a. of the L. put forth the end of his staff & touched the flesh & the 
unleavened cakes that Gideon had brought for his repast, & there rose up fore out of the rock & consumed the 
f. and the u. cakes && Then G. built an altar there unto the L. & inscribed on it a name [illegible, folded 
paper] significant alike of his strong desire & of the source whence alone its gratification could be expected 
Jehovah Shalom_  The Lord_ peace!_ The Lord send peace! 

1. 

Like the ancient Is_ we have sinned, as a nation & as individuals, fearfully against God. Had our history been 
written, as was theirs, by the pen of inspiration, our apostasies would have appeared equally great & equally 
numerous with theirs. No people had received more signal blessings than we_ & in the light of those 
blessings, our sins certainly assume a dark & terrible aspect_ We have been guilty of intemperance_ 
sab[superscript “th”] breaking_ profanity_ & licentiousness to an alarming degree. We have cherished 
worldliness_ pride_ self-confidence & ingratitude. Perhaps the characteristic sin of our people has been the 
love of money which God denounces as idolatry_ It has passed into a [illegible] that the dollar is almighty 
among us. Wealth is the great destruction. It is the passport to any society_ an atonement for almost every 
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sin_ a substitute for well nigh every virtue. How small a proportion of our citizens are even nominal 
christians. How few professed Xs are really spiritual, devoted, whole hearted disciples of Christ_ How few 
families [illegible] morning & evening worship around  the peaceful fire_ [illegible] How few train their 
children & their servants for God & for Heaven. Our children [illegible] &c we have often incited to mere 
worldly promotion. Our servants_ transplanted to our shores by a wonder working Providence for a wise & 
gracious end_ their evangelization_ we have too often regarded as more animals_ designed to labor for our 
sustenance and not as children of a common Father placed under our care… 

 

2. 

A war, gigantic in its proportions_ unparalleled in modern times for its ferocity_ signalized already in the 
history of our race by the number and violence of its battles_ is upon us. It has destroyed by disease & the 
sword probably 400,000 of the [illegible, folded paper] 200,000 of our own citizens. It has broken the hearts 
of thousands of wives & daughters & mothers & sisters_ It has filled the land with widows & orphans & 
bereaved parents, with young men maimed for life and ruined in constitution. It has desolated our fields_ 
burned our towns & villages_ desecrated our houses of worship_ closed our seats of learning & science_ & 
scattered poverty and woe broad cast all around. Fifty years of peace & industry will scarcely put us back to 
the same measure of prosperity that we enjoyed when the war began. And yet the war is not ended… 

I admit that the North had no good ground for molesting us. The several States_ all equal_ sovereign & 
independent_ united for specified purposes, under a written constitution. This document prescribed common 
duties & gave equal privileges to all the states_ leaving each to select & to control its own internal 
institutions. As long as it was observed by all the States it was binding on all. As soon as it was broken by 
some, it ceased to be binding on the others. No statesman at the North has ventured the assertion that we 
began the infractions of the constitution. It sanctioned confidently a domestic habit which had long prevailed 
at the South & which, against loud & solemn warnings, the Northern politicians openly and avowedly 
purposed to destroy. This was a plain, public & persistent violation of the Constitution. It left the while South 
perfectly free to declare herself absolved from the compact. The guilt of breaking up a once glorious Union & 
of casting away the blessings it yielded, rests on those who, in spite of their oaths of office, violated that 
Constitution on which the Union was based. It is, therefore, sheer falsehood to thrown the responsibility of 
dissolving the Union & of originating this war on the South… 

I admit that humanely speaking our enemies are the guilty authors of our troubles_ yet still I maintain that our 
sins [see list of sins above] may lie back of this cause & may be the great motion in the mind of God for 
permitting our enemies to pour out such a flood of iniquity upon us… I have long believed that war is the 
scourge that God employs to chastize [sic] proud & wicked nations… 

3. 

“… How may we expect to bring this terrible war to a close?” The answer to this question grows out to the 
previous remarks. If sin is the cause of war_ to obtain the pardon of our sins past_ and to remove our sins 
present & future are the great antidotes to the war… 

When I see the theatre opened + crowded with giddy multitudes within the very sound of cannon thundering 
death against us_ when I see the ball-room lighted up + thronged with young ladies whose brothers may even 
then be engaged in deadly strife + who may receive by the next telegram tidings of their mangled + lifeless 
bodies lying unburied on the ghastly battlefield_ when I see the crowd of speculators and extortioners that are 
growing rich on the sufferings of the country_ that devise all kinds of tricks to create an artificial scarcity + 
raise prices beyond etc reach of ordinary buyers_ when I see the good farmers of the county_ heretofore the 
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purest + best class in the community_ secretly rejoicing at the [illegible; probably “famine”] prices that their 
products command_ seldom abating a jot or a tittle of those prices even to the wives + widows + orphans of 
the brave soldiers who stand as a brazen wall around their property_ [illegible; possible “and”] when I see 
drunkenness increasing with fearful rapidity _ in our cities_ with its kindred host of gamblers_ + prostitutes_ 
+ loafers + profane swearers, + thieves + murderers, I exclaim involuntarily “How can God bless such people 
with honorable peace?” It is righteousness that deliverereth from death_ it is sin that brings reproach on a 
people… 

4. 

… Let the women knit socks & make clothing for our noble defenders. Let them especially give up, 
cheerfully, their husbands, sons, & brothers for the public defence [sic]. If you say, in effect, I wish all the 
husbands to go except mine, you deserve to be subjugated. Let the women frown upon all deserters & 
stragglers_ upon all who skulk away from duty & we wd have a larger & a braver army. Let them seize every 
fit occasion to encourage the hearts of their soldier friends… 

5. 

…We are battling with a shrewd, persevering + desperate 
enemy. They have a powerful navy_ a population double 
ours_ flourishing manufactures_ We are fighting for our 
homes, our alters_ our wives_ our children [,] for 
everything that makes life earth desirable. If we are 
conquered, we lose liberty, property, life. I do not think 
that many persons are fully aware of the deep + remediless 
agonies that subjugation wd bring upon us. What is now 
the program— [illegible] of the enemy? They no longer 
fight for the reconstruction of the Union_ That [small 
fold]— tin which is long since exploded. They boldly 
announce their motto “subjugation or annihilation” _ And 
if we are subjugated, every prominent citizen from the President does the colonels of the regiments inclusive 
wd be sent to the gallows. Every tract of land wd be confiscated + sold in small parcels (to Germans + 
Yankees) to liquidate the national debt. That debt has already reached the enormous sum of 3[“4” penciled 
above] 000.000.000 dollars_ It never can be paid except by whole sale [sic] confiscation. They wd also 
deprives us of every parcel of personal property to grant afford pensions to their mercenaries. They wd fill 
every office in the States from the governorship down to the humblest post office with Northern men. They 
would establish a system of universal espionage In every house wd be a spy_ in every village a provost 
marshall_ + the the last throbbing of civil + religious freedom wd be crushed by the heel of military 
despotism[.] They wd curse our servants with a really more intense slavery. They wd hire our private citizens 
to work as d.l. [possibly “day labor” or “day laborers”] on the farms once owned by them_ + to  crown all our 
miseries, they wd turn out a brutal soldiery to insult + dishonor our high-toned women whom they would 
afterwards [0158] Employ as cooks_ + milk-maids_ as washers + seamstresses. Oh. I wd rather that the whole 
adult population of these States _ men and women_ should die on the plains of battle if we could thus gain 
indep.nce [sic] than that we should all live + be subjugated. Our short lives would be a small sacrifice for the 
freedom + happiness of millions yet to be born… 

All that we ask for is simply to be let alone. We demand all our territory. Let the border states choose their 
position. If they prefer the North, we don’t want them. We are a free, civilized_ Christian people, fully equal 
to the task of self-government. And we wish to be recognized by others as such + then to address ourselves to 
the noble arts of peace. We wish to beat our swords into plow - shares + our spears into p. hooks_ to cultivate 
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the earth ill it small as the garden of the Lord_ to educate our children for the high + delicate functions they 
may be called to discharge_ the evangelize our servants + write on their hearts the doctrine of the cross_ We 
wish to send the gospel to heathen nations till every tribe + kindred of earth shall learn Messiah’s name. This 
is the peace we pray for. + until it is established, let us not cease to battle even to the death… 

They [those in the North] have constantly suppressed the truth in regard to their defeats + exaggerated their 
successes_ They have shown a lack of confidence in their generals by changing them after every disaster. 
They have resorted to modes of warfare not sanctioned by civilized usage. They first disavowed all right + 
purpose to interfere with the domes institutions of the states + now openly proclaim their purpose to abolish 
them. At first they only [possibly “enticed”] our slaves fro- [folded paper obscures word, likely “from”] quiet 
homes_ they now forcibly abduct them + put them in the front of the battle. (The very enlistment of colored 
soldiers is a confession of conscious weakness)… 

Let us pray for & cooperate with our President & his cabinet_ Let us sustain, at every sacrifice our generals & 
their brace armies_ Above all, let us put our trust in God_ aim to please & glorify him in all our private & 
public affairs, & humby [sic] commit our destiny to his gracious disposal_ To his name [illegible, folded 
paper] glory world without end. Amen.  
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APPENDIX F: “TO DR. ROBERT RYLAND,” BY WALTER HENDERSON BROOKS, 
TRANSCRIPTION 
 

“To Dr. Robert Ryland”* 

‘Tis three score years and ten, yes more, 
Since first I say the holy man, 
Who kindly showed our feet the way, 
That leads to holiness and God. 

So tender, fatherly, was he, 
So wise in speech, in manners mild, 
I could but love him, when a child: 
In hoary age I love him still. 

The little school-room, ’neath the church, 
The church itself, have passed away, 
But the hymns we sang, the lessons taught, 
The love of righteousness, abide. 

The dear good man, who loved the slave, 
Who sought him, in the love of Christ, 
Long since has passed to his reward: 
His labors live to praise his God. 

And God forbid, that we forget 
His Christlike service, and his love 
For thousands, then in bondage held, 
His love for precious souls like mine. 

Yet he did not forget his own, 
The people of his race and hue. 
He lived to mold their thoughts aright, 
Who’d follow Jesus, Son of God. 

A crown that fadeth not away 
Is his, in realms of endless joy, 
His glory like the stars of heaven. 
He lives with God for aye. 

 

 

* Written November 15, 1932, while thinking of Dr. Robert Ryland, who was pastor of the First 
African Baptist Church, Richmond, Va., from 1841 to 1865, when human slavery ceased to be a 
recognized institution in the United States of America. 

Dr. Ryland was president, the honored president, of a white institution of learning at the same time he 
was pastor of a congregation of black people, nearly all of whom were slaves, as I and my parents 
were at the time.844  

                                                      

844 Walter Henderson Brooks, The Pastor’s Voice, Washington, D.C.: The Associated Publishers, Inc. 
(1945), 363-4. Library of Congress. 
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APPENDIX G: LETTER, ROBERT RYLAND TO JEREMIAH BELL JETER, JANUARY 
27, 1880, TRANSCRIPTION 
[RRP, 14.074, undated addition in pencil in Ryland’s late-life handwriting] 

From 
Dr. Robert Ryland 

Bro J 

I began this letter without intending it for the Herald. Even now I don’t request its publication. If, however, 
you see no objection to its appearance in the paper, or should prefer it, I leave it with you. 

Yrs 

RR 

[14.072] 

New Castle, Ky. Jany 27. “80 

Dear Brother Jeter, 

I feel a strong impulse to have a familiar heart-talk with you 
this evening. Lay aside your editorial dignity & your editorial 
pen, & let us, side by side, look back on the remote past, & 
forward into the near future.  

I was baptized in August 1824, licensed to preach in 1826, 
though I had spoken in meetings for a year previously, was 
ordained, prematurely, to the ministry in the spring of 1827, & 
settled as a pastor in Lynchburg in May of the same year. 
Since that time, I have been regularly preaching the gospel 
either as a pastor or as a “supply.” In looking around me, I find you only surviving of all those with whom I 
was associated in my early ministry. Not another is left. How steadily has death pursued his business of 
removing men away from earth! I am keeping a register of all the Baptist [14.073] preachers of my 
acquaintance who have died within my recollections.845 With some of them, I was intimate, with others I had 
only such acquaintance as is gained at our annual gatherings. I keep the record by me & occasionally read it 
over to call to mind the faces & the virtues of those most esteemed. I do not wish to forget them. This 
exercise affords me a real, but a sad pleasure. The register contains just two hundred and two names. My dear 
Brother, we two are nearing the end of our pilgrimage. The time left us cannot be long[;] it may be very brief. 
How do you feel in prospect of a near eternity? God has greatly blessed both of us, you in some respects, me 
in others. You have been raised, to a deservedly high position in partly by your inherent qualities, & partly by 
concurrent events, to a deservedly high position among our people, & to a deservedly high place in the 
estimation of society at large. When you compare your present self with the Bedford plow-boy, “Jerry Bell,” 
of 1818, don’t you feeled [sic] surprised at the contrast? Should the temptation ever try to infuse into your 
heart a feeling of undue self-complacency, you would have only to reply, “What have I that I did not 
receive?” Yes, God gave you the talents, & the opportunity to improve them. And wonder, gratitude, & 

                                                      

845 This extensive list is located in Robert Ryland’s papers held at the Virginia Baptist Historical Society. 
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humility must deeply impress your heart when you review the past. But soon, leaving all the success & 
victories of life, your naked spirit will take its mystic flight into the unseen world, & stand before the awful 
Judge. Bring home this matter to yourself. Think calmly, deeply, reverently of that flight, & tell me, What are 
your exact impressions? What is your hope? And what is the distinctive ground of that hope? Nothing 
artificial, nothing professional, no amount of human approbation can possibly avail us before the last ordeal! 
In regard to myself I will say that my Heavenly Father has greatly blessed me also, but in a different way, 
With far less original [14.072] capacity of mind & much better opportunities for early culture than you, I have 
not enjoyed the same facilities for subsequent development that you have. My entire life has been an 
unbroken scene of drudgery. The five years in Lynchburg, the twenty-nine at the Richmond College & the 
African Church, the four years of war, the three in Richmond immediately after the war & the twelve in 
Kentucky, have all been occupied in hard work, but have not been promotive of mental development. With 
but scanty leisure during these years, for liberal study, which would have afforded my the most intense 
delight, I find myself now on the verge of seventy five, knowing but little, & wielding a very limited 
influence! Among the mercies of my life, however, I enumerate excellent health, a large measure of domestic 
happiness, seven affectionate children & fifteen beautiful grand children. My Kentucky career has been a 
constant struggle, but not exactly a failure. I hope when I came hither that I should find large openings for 
ministerial usefulness. But in this I have been disappointed! I don’t “take” as a preacher, among the Kentucky 
Baptists. At least they have not seemed disposed [to] take me as a pastor. I have found employment only in 
small & decaying churches, that could not command the services of the more acceptable brethren. The system 
of monthly worship, too, which prevails so extensively in our country churches, even when possessed of 
wealth, has greatly lessened the demand for pastoral work in this state. I have denounced this suicidal system 
on all suitable occasions, but with little effect. The antiquated, money-saving, but soul-[illegible; possibly 
“busting”] “monthly meeting” is still adhered to. I have usually preached somewhere every Lord’s day, & am 
now the pastor of a little flock in this village, which convenes on the first day of every week. [14.074] 

The attitude of education in Ky. is rather singular. Schools are very numerous, but the demand for the higher 
grades of scholarship is so low as to tempt most of the schools to bid for patronage by cheapening the cost & 
lowering the standard of graduation.  

The gospel seems more precious to me than ever before, except on a few exciting occasions. Often I propose 
to myself the same questions that I have above, perhaps impertinently, addressed to you. And when I 
endeavored to realize death as at hand, & have inquired what would be my condition if I were now in its 
embrace, I have come to the conclusion that if Jesus does not take me up in his arms, as a nurse does a baby, 
& carry me to heaven, I shall be lost! The tendency of age with me is to simplify the gospel as to its saving 
virtue. I am a sinner. Christ died to save sinners. I trust wholly in Him. These are the simple grounds on 
which I expect to rest in a dying hour. And I have an abiding confidence that He who has held me up so long 
in life, will not leave me to die alone. 

I was quite concerned to hear of late that Mrs. Jeter was a great sufferer from rheumatism. I trust, by this 
time, she has found some alleviation — if not, the only course left is to say, “Thy will be done.” The health of 
my entire family is excellent[;] how great a blessing! With a sincere prayer that you may live as long as your 
usefulness shall continue, & an assurance of my long-standing & unabated affection for you_ an affection 
which I have generally been too busy to remind you of, I am  

Yours in hope of heaven through Christ Jesus, 

R. Ryland  
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