
DISCOVERY

edited by
Kenneth E. Rowe

'., '.

Philip Embury's Preaching Mission at Chesterfield,
New Hampshire

by Arthur Bruce Moss

In the fall of 1772 Philip Embury conducted a preaching mission at
Chesterfield, New Hampshire, 1 answering the urgent invitation of James
Robertson, one of the early settlers in the interior of Cheshire County.
Robertson had been deeply moved by reports he had received
concerning the spiritual power of the Methodist society that Embury had
established in 1770 in the Salem-Camden Valley area, New York, forty
miles northeast of Albany.2

Embury and a number of Methodist Irish-Palatines3 had removed
with their families from New York City to take up a lease-hold upon the
extensive Duane Tract in Camden Valley.4 Thomas Ashton, a Methodist

1. Chesterfield, New Hampshire, is located near Route #9 at about mid-point between the bridge
over the Connecticut River from Brattleboro, Vermont, and Lake Spofford en route to Keene. .

2. Oran Randall, "History of Chesterfield," 1882, an unpublished manuscript in the Chesterfield
Library; GazetteerofCheshire County,N.H., published by Hamilton Childs, Syracuse, NY., 1885; Cole
and Baketel, Historyofthe NewHampshire Conference, New York 1929; Articles-"New Hampshire"
and "New Hampshire Conference" in Encyclopedia ofWorld Methodism, ed. Nolan B. Harmon, et aI.,
2 vols., United Methodist Publishing House, 1975.

3. This was the closely knit group of Irish-Palatine families that had accompanied Philip Embury
from Ireland to New York in the 1760's. Upon the arrival of JohnWesley's first missonaries-for:America
in 1769--'-Rlchard Boardman, Joseph Pilmore, Robert Williams-Embury felt at full liberty to leave the
well-developed society in New York, so thatthey might establish the agricultural community that had
been their prime objective in migrating to America. In his Journal, Bishop Francis AsbUry, visiting the
Ashgrove Society for the first time, comments: "Tl:leyoriginated with Philip Embury, who left the city of
New York when the British preachers came here,"-entry for August 22,1798, JournalandLetters of
Francis Asbury, ed. Elmer T. Clark, et aI., 3 vols., Abingdon Press, Nashville, 1958, Vol. 2, p. 60 and
footnote.

4. James Duane, distinguished lawyer, prominent in pUblic life in New York City prior to the
Revolution. A vestryman of Trinity Church (Anglican), he made a generous contribution to the bUilding
fund for the Chapel that EmbUry erected on the John Street property in 1768. The tract in Camden
Valley (approx. 2,500 acres) was one of several large land-development projects in which he was
interested. He became the first Mayor in New York immediately upon the British evacuation .of that city
after the close of the war. Duane Street in downtown New York carries his name.
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class-leader recently arrived from northern Ireland, had preceded them
by a few months, settling on a grant he had received, located about five
miles south of Embury's Camden Valley project. s

Embury and Ashton promptly organized and developed a vigorous
Methodist society with its attendant classes. Preaching places were
located at several points in the neighborhood. 6 Taking name from
Ashton's site, it became known as the Ashgrove Methodist Society. The
details of this successful work are well known and need not detain us in
this study, save to remark that the spiritual significance of Ashgrove is
demonstrated in the eager receipt given to the news when transported
across the hundred miles of almost trackless mountain forests that lay
between Camden Valley, New York and the Robertson farm at
Chesterfield, New Hampshire.

James Robertson's parents, Archibald and Elizabeth (Watson)
Robertson, had come to America from Scotland in 1754, bringing their
four children, James, the oldest, having been born March 8, 1741. They
appear to have settled at Dunstable, Massachusetts, as there is record
of James having been employed there in his late teens, and the family of
his future wife, Sarah Bancroft, resided in that community.7

In summer 1762, soon after his 21 st birthday, James came to
Chesterfield and began to clear a suitable tract. Although several earlier
settlers had established themselves close to the Connecticut River
opposite Brattleboro, Robertson was the first to develop a farm in the hills
back from the river beyond the northern end of the long and lofty
Wantastiquet ridge. As winter drew on he returned to Dunstable. In 1763
and 1764 he repeated the process. By 1765 the site was ready for
continuous occupation, so he built a house. Then he and Sarah married,
moving into what was to be their permanent home.

Archibald and Elizabeth soon came to Chesterfield, living either with
James and Sarah or in the close vicinity. In December 1775, Archibald
was named to represent Chesterfield and Hinsdale in the llProvincial
Congress" summoned to meet on the 21 st at Exeter. (Elizabeth died in

5. Thomas Ashton, an experienced class leader in Northern Ireland, had brought Robert Williams
to America with Wesley's agreement. They arrived at New York in September 1769, a few weeks before
Wesley's other missionaries, Boardman and Pilmore, reached Philadelphia. Ashton went on at once
from New York City to take up the land-grant he had secured. The most authoritive source on Ashton's
activity in America is J. E. Bowen, "Memorials of Ashgrove," printed serially in Washington County
Post, Cambridge, New York, 1857, and reprinted by Kenneth A. Gottry at Cambridge, 1974. Bowen
defined Ashton's land as "Lot 13 of the Dyer-Schermerhorn Tract," located about five miles south of
Camden Valley. The Dyer Tract lay in the much larger "Annaquassocoke Patent." Bowen, pp. 7-9.

6. Bowen. Also articles in EWM: "Ashgrove and Cambridge, N.Y.," I, pp. 145-46; "Philip Embury,"
I, p. 712; "Troy Conference," II, p. 2369. Ashgrove is recognized to have been the first Methodist society
formed within the area of the Troy Conference. The Embury United Methodist Church in Cambridge is
its direct inheritor.

7. Data concerning the "Robertson family has been compiled from Randall; "Gazetteer"; "N. H.
Conference History"; and Inscriptions on stones in the family burial ground at the site of the original farm
house.
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1791, Archibald in 1803, being buried in the family burial ground that
James had set apart on the farm.)

. James' parents were devout, inclining definitely to an evangelical
form of worship and experience. In Scotland they had been enrolled
among the "New Disciples," submitting to the creedal state
ment-"Confession of Faith." Maturing in such a home, James achieved
his own rich experience which glowed in his daily living. Speaking of him
with deep affection, his grandson mentions a habit of the years: "The
second barn he built had stables on both sides in which fifty head of cattle
could be fed in the winter; but he would not allow the stables to be
cleansed on Sunday, being very strict about the chores being done on
the Lord's day that could be left over till Monday." 8

At one time he could have bought for twenty cents an acre a large
tract of adjacent property holding a fine stand of pine. On being asked
why he did not, he replied that he did not need it, nor even want it,
because he would rather have good neighbors.9 James was always
reputed to be as conscious of others as he was of himself.

Thus it was that when word reached him of the extraordinary results
of Embury's preaching and work at Ashgrove and Camden Valley,
James Robertson "sent a message desiring Mr. Embury to come and
preach at his home, setting forth the good he thought might result." '0

Embury gladly accepted the earnest invitation, replying that he would
make the journey as soon as his harvest was finished. The exact date is
not known, but it was in the fall of 1772 that Philip Embury, coming from
Camden Valley, New York, conducted the first Methodist preaching
mission in New Hampshire, centering his activity in the Robertson home
in Chesterfield.

Embury occupied Lots 1, 2 and 3 in the 2,500-acre Duane Camden
Valley Tract. These were located in the southwest corner of the tract,
bordering directly on the Batten Kill River as it flows westward toward the
Hudson." The route to Chesterfield was eastward along the path
following the Batten Kill upsteam through the narrow, twisting valley to
Arlington,'2 and then south to Bennington. Thence, it moved eastward to
cross several ranges of the Green Mountains, including the steep pass at
Hogback Mountain (over 2,000 feet), to reach Brattleboro on the west
bank of the Connecticut River. A ferry then made the crossing to New

8. The remarks by the grandson, Timothy N. Robertson (1830-1913), are quoted by Randall.
9. Randall, ibid.
10. Quoted from "Gazetteer," N. H. Conference History.
11. Map entitled SALEM, in "Topographical Atlas of Washington County, New York," a

reproduction of many old maps and surveys, pUblished in 1866. The area of the Duane Tract shows
outlines of 51 numbered sections.

12. Arlington lies southeast of Mt. Equinox, elev. 3,813 feet, the highest peak in southern Vermont.
Bowen indicates the original name of the Batten Kill River as DION-EN-DE-HOWE.
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Hampshire,13 and a road eastward was followed for several miles to the
Robertson farm. A straight-line ruler laid on a map would show a total of
85 miles. Our present-day routes, #313, 7 and 9, will put over 95 miles on
the dial.

Embury's llroad," however, was vastly different from our expertly
engineered, laid and maintained auto highways. His path, for the most
part, was a rough, uneven, horse-and-foot track, just wide enough for
men and animals in single file. Only the sections from Arlington to
Bennington, and the few miles approaching Brattleboro, may have been
wide enough for an ox-cart.

. Eastward from Bennington,'the trace followed uncounted twists and
detours to avoid massive natural obstacles-piles of huge glacial
boulders; steep slanting ledges; sheer cliffs; deep gullies-that have
now been blasted out, bulldozed over and bridged. Every curve and
Qetour, each tiring climb and hazardous descent, but added mileage and
lengthened the time element for the journey. On #9 today-liThe Molly
Stark Trail"-there is no continuous quarter-mile that does not show a
major curve or a readily perceptible gradiant change. Embury's 1772 trek
was at least 110 miles, and on not more than ten percent of it could his
horse trot. 14 Like all the east-west trails, the path moved along the far
more ancient Indian trace, following the course of brooks into and then
along a valley until the next rise had to be negotiated. 15

The time factor must have been of prime consideration in Embury's
planning. Travel through so dense and sparsely inhabited a forest, and
on so crude a track, could be safely performed only in daylight. The hours
of sunlight steadily lessen as the year advances. The lower position of
the sun, in contrast with its height in summer, greatly reduces the
i1luminatton under the heavy tree umbrella. In general, the Green
MountaTn ridges and valleys move north-south. Shadows linger longer in
the morning to loom again in mid-afternoon, with the sun in the south

'quadrant. Autumn haze is prevalent, further reducing visibility. Heavy fall
rains often erupt, flooding the forest and washing out the waterway
rendering each ford dangerous. In June 1803, thirty years after Embury's
journey, the veteran Methodist explorer, Bishop Asbury, traveled this
same road, but in reverse direction. It had been recently lIimproved" into
a lIturnpike," the first such in Vermont. Yet, in the week of the year's
longest day, June 22, it took Asbury two complete days of hard riding to

13. When A.sbury crossed the Connecticut River fmm New Hampshire to Brattleboro, June
1803-31 years after Embury-no bridge had as yet been placed to span the river at that point. See
note 16 below.

14. The writer has personally motored the entire route from Camden Valley to the Robertson farm
at Chesterfield. Every mile has been followed and the terrain carefully studied.

15. Edmund Fuller, Vermont-A History ofthe Green Mountain State, published by the Vermont
State Board of Education, 1952, pp. 176-187, maps pp. 179, 186.
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cover the distance. 16 In the far shorter days of fall, and on the primitive
track, Embury undoubtedly traveled for three or four days. The round trip
took him not less than a week of travel time.

Personal danger loomed on such a track-rider thrown from saddle
when horse trips over unseen root or skids on slippery stones in fording a
swiftly moving stream; strain or injury when lugging from the trail heavy
debris from a fallen tree; chance of becoming lost in straying from
inconspicuous path. And there were uvarmints"-poisonous reptiles,
catamount, wolf, bear.

Further, this wide area from the western slopes of the mountains to
the Connecticut River was under sharp contest between the Colonies of
New York and New Hampshire. The boundaries between these colonies,
as set forth in the Royal Charters, were vague, obscure, highly
inaccurate. 17 New Hampshire claimed all the territory north of
Massachusetts and westward to the Hudson River, and was steadily
issuing patents and grants to specific locations within this huge tract.
New York claimed the same territory eastward to the Connecticut River,
issuing grants accordingly. Intricate litigation ensued, and physical
harrassment and intimidation by rival claimants often erupted into
bloodshed. Although Embury was not personally involved in this conflict,
as a uYorker" he stood in danger of molestation should hot-headed New
Hampshire men meet him. This eventuality had to be reckoned with in
planning the trek.

No stranger to the Bennington-Brattleboro trail, unacquainted with
its roughness and hazards, would think of attempting it alone, save in
great emergency. Embury must have had at least one companion, if not
two or three. Comradeship and security were essential on such a
venture. Adequate equipment must have been carried-food for
themselves and fodder for the horses for several days; knives and axes;
muskets and plenty of ammunition. The company may have included his
brother David, a staunch supporter of the Ashgrove Society; Peter
Switzer, brother of Mrs. Embury, vigorous and alert; Paul Heck, whose
wife Barbara, was Embury's first cousin; John Lawrence, loyal and
faithful friend. All these were stalwarts, inured to hardship, devoted to
Embury and his work, capable of aiding him in organizing and inspiring
such religious group as might develop at Chesterfield.'

The Robertsons and their nearest neighbors gave Embury and his

16. Journal and Letters of Francis Asbw)/, pp. 394-96. Map on p. 395 shows the route from
Brattleboro to Bennington, with extension into New York. At Brattleboro Asbury remarks: "We are now
in Vermont. The stupendous steeps on each side of the river [Connecticut] resemble those at Harper's
Ferry, and the precipitous heights of the North River [Hudson River Highlands between West Point and
Newburgh]." Having completed the trek, Asbury observes, p. 396: "Our journey was quite in the old
style-Braddock's road over the Alleghany mountain." The road had then become a "turnpike"; what
was it for Embury?

17. Fuller, op. cit., pp. 48 ft.
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company a hearty and joyous welcome. The first service was held as
soon as they had been accommodated, and word relayed through the
community. No details of the bUsy program of the next days has come
down to us. But we know it was well organized, for that would be in
Embury's style. There were frequent public worship services at which he
preached, evidently attended by large congregations. Personal inter
views were held with those who were deeply moved and showed keen
spiritual eagerness. Smaller and restricted meetings were held for these
persons, definite classes developing. Natural leaders for these smaller
class groups were identified and coached on procedure for the months to
follow until Embury should return the next year. We assume that James
Robertson became the local leader in Embury's absence, for no other
name appears in the reports and notation's that have come to us. James'
father was already looked upon as a leader in the community, and took
prominent place among them. At least a week, and quite possibly ten
days or more, were thus busily occupied. Upon completion of the
mission, Embury assured them that he would return the next year.

The flame of a true llrevival" had been kindled, and the warm glow
brightened many hearts.uConference History" declares: uMr. Embury's
preaching made a deep impression in the neighborhood, creating a real
religious revival." ltGazetteer": lIThe results of Mr. Embury's preaching
was a revival, and a number professed a change of heart, among whom
were the older persons of the neighborhood." The classes maintained
their schedule, llGazetteer" noting their sessions as uexclusive
meetings." Indeed, the fervor seems to have increased during the
months into 1773. The experience in the community as a whole was so
significant that the road from the village to the Robertson farm became
popularly known as ltChristian Street." Both IIGazetteer" (1888) and
ltConference History" (1929) report that the name had continued until
those dates of publication. The writer was thrilled (1975) to see that name
inscribed on a formal town marker, located at the intersection of
important Route #9 and the road moving north to the Robertson site.

Then, to their intense sorrow, word came in August 1773 reporting
the sudden, tragic death of Philip Embury.18 All the fond plans seemed to
be disrupted. Yet, they carried on, reverencing their devoted friend and
striving to follow the path he had opened to them. It is inspiring to witness
how his memory is treasured after two centuries, by the community
where he faithfully labored for his Lord.

_...

18. While harvesting, Embury suffered a very severe accident, and was unable to withstand the
pleurisy (pneumonia?) that rapidly developed. He was buried in the Camden Valley Burial Ground. In
1832 the remains were reinterred in the cemetery at Ashgrove that Ashton had provided for the society.
Again, in 1866, the remains were moved to a site in the Woodlands Cemetery in Cambridge, New York,
quite near Ashgrove. The large plot is held and maintained by the Troy Conference, and has been
recognized as a Historical Landmark of the Conference and of the Northeastern Jurisdiction. Kenneth
A. Gottry, a brochure, "20Oth Anniversary of the Ashgrove-Cambrldge Methodist Episcopal Church,
1770 to 1970," pUblished at Cambridge, 1970, pp. 7-9. .
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"Gazetteer" declares: liThe early labor of Mr. Embury formed a
nucleus for Methodism" and ltthey were prepared to receive the itinerant
at his first approach." "Conference History" summarizes: "Jesse Lee,
the famous pioneer of Methodism in New England, was in Chesterfield in
1793.... The first New Hampshire circuit which he organized was the
Chesterfield Circuit. In 1795 the Methodist Society, the first in this state,
was organized at Chesterfield with sixty-eight members; and the
following year Philip Wager became the first stationed preacher, and
reported the Chesterfield Circuit to be fifty miles square." 19

The joyous relationship of the Robertson family with the itinerant
preachers who came and went in the succeeding years is illustrated in
the fact that !tthree of the [Robertson] daughters married Methodist
ministers-Sarah married Rev. Thomas Bromley of New York; Sybil
married in 1805 Rev. Martin Ruter, Mr. Ruter having preached his first
sermon in the home of Mr. Robertson, and in Chesterfield his labors as
preacher commenced; and Hannah married Rev. John Nichols of
Connecticut. 20

Among these Martin Ruter was outstanding. Born April 3, 1785, he
was converted in his early teens, committing himself to the Methodist
ministry. Beginning in 1800, at fifteen years of age, he was licensed as:an
exhorter, serving under the notable pioneer, John Brodhead. !tIn 1801 he
was admitted on trial by the New York Conference, and appointed to the
Chesterfield Circuit. It was under this appointment that he preached his
first sermon as a regular itinerant, the service being in the Robertson
home. In 1803 he was ordained deacon, and served on the Adams
Circuit (Massachusetts). In 1804 he was sent to Canada, returning to the
conference at Ashgrove in 1805, where he was ordained elder, and sent
to Bridgewater Circuit, New Hampshire. This appointment transferred
him to the New England Conference." 21 It was at this time that he
married Sybil Robertson, who was four years his elder. Her health was
fragile, and she died within a few years, but the influence and the warmth
of her home abode long with Martin Ruter. 22

Several tr~butes to the effectiveness of Embury's misson hav~ been

19. "Conference History," p. 25.

20. Gazetteer and "Conference History."
21. Quoted from formal obituary in Pittsburgh Conference Minutes, 1837-38, as in "General

Minutes" of that year.
22. Martin Ruter became one of the leading figures in the Methodist Episcopal Church during the

ensuing decades. In 1820 he was appointed to establish the Western Book Agency, at Cincinnatti. In
1834 he became president of Alleghany College. In 1837 he resigned that post to assume the
superintendency ofthe newly established Methodist Mission in Texas. Within but a few months he laid
broad, deep and lasting foundations for that most important enterprise. On May 16, 1838, he died in
Texas of an illness contracted in this effort. To this day a town in Fayette County, Texas, bears his
name-Rutersville. For biographical data see: E. A. Smith, Martin Ruter, 1915; John A. Gross, Martin
Ruter, Pioneer in Methodist Education, 1956; Obituary in Pittsburgh Conference Minutes, as noted;
several named articles in EWM, particularly II, 2058-59.

Ii,··,

. -'I,',.

; '.
\." .

J ,
II' I,

, '.

I' '



108 METHODIST HISTORY

mounted at Chesterfield. Fifty years or more ago a memorial and
commemorative tablet was unveiled in the Chesterfield Methodist
Episcopal Church, the noted author and lecturer, Edwin Doak Mead,
himself a native of Chesterfield, delivered the address. 23 The church
declares itself to be UThe Cradle of Methodism in New Hampshire."

An official Historical Marker of the State of New Hampshire stands at
the intersection of Route #9 and UChristian Street," a short distance
north of the village. The inscription,

First Methodist Preaching Place in New Hampshire

In 1772 "the people called Methodists" held their first religious meeting in this State
on the James Robertson farm, 1.2 miles north of here on Christian Street with Philip
Embury as the preacher.

On June 20, 1803 Francis Asbury spoke here using as text: "Let us run with patience
the race that is set before us." 24

The Robertson Family Cemetery at the site of the farm is outlined at
the front along the road by a carefully laid wall of shaped and fitted stone
about three feet in height. Formal entrance is at the center of the wall.
Close to the gateway a bronze tablet is mounted in the wall:

This Farm is the Cradle of
New Hampshire Methodism
Philip Embury preached here
in the home of James Robertson.

Francis Asbury preached here, June 20, 1803

Erected July 12, 1959 by
Methodist Men

At the grave of James Robertson, an official standard has been
placed, with the flag, uA Soldier of the Revolution." On the tall shaft at the
center of the family cemetery there are several inscriptions. That for
James Robertson reads: uUeut. James Robertson-(1741-1830)." 25

23. A lengthy newspaper clipping, descriptive of the service and presenting quotes from the
address, is in the files of the Chesterfield Library. Unfortunately, the name of the paper and date of issue
are missing. Edwin Doak Mead (1850-1937) had been born in Chesterfield, removing with his parents to
the vicinity of Boston in his teens. He pursued graduate study in Oxford, Cambridge and Leipzig,
becoming noted in the fields of history, literature and religion. He retained close relationship with
Chesterfield, returning frequently on visit. Excerpts from his address at the church show some
familiarity with the text of "Gazetteer." "Conference History" mentions him as a source of information
for their report of Embury's mission.

24. Journal and Letters of Francis Asbu~ II, p. 394.
25. Gazetteer, p. 101, presents the list of persons from Chesterfield who served in the Revolution.

"Lieut. James Robertson" is noted as the only officer on that list. The following notation is prOVided by
the Chesterfield Historical Society: "Though of British birth, in September 1776 he enlisted in Capt.
Houghton's Company. In 1777 he was a Lieutenant in Col. Ashley's regiment, but the date of his
commission has not been verified." The list will be enshrined, July 4, 1976, at the Bicentennial
Celebration at Chesterfield. .
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Two physical trophies directly connected with Embury's Chester
field mission are preserved at the John Street United Methodist Church
in downtown New York City. The first is the portrait from which all of our
pictures of Embury derive. Executed at Camden Valley in early 1773,26 it
represents him exactly as he appeared at the time of the Chesterfield
safari. The other is his personal Bible that he brought from Ireland in
1760, and with which he conducted every service in New York,
1776-1770.27 It went with him to Camden Valley, and was constantly at
use in the work of the Ashgrove Society there. Undoubtedly Embury took
it on the mission at Chesterfield, reading from it at every service in that
series, especially those in the Robertson home. In Embury's hanGs this
historic Bible established Methodism in New York City; at Ashgrove, the
first place in the area of the Troy Conference; and at Chesterfield, liThe
Cradle of Methodism in New Hampshire."

Philip Embury built well in the Kingdom. The churches he
erected-Court-Matrix, Ireland; Wesley Chapel on John Street, New
York-were sturdy and worshipful. The societies he organized-New
York City and Ashgrove-and the classes so vital at Chesterfield, were
filled with the Spirit and have endured across two centuries. Years after
Philip's death, his son Samuel walked in his steps, a leading local
preacher in early Canadian Methodism, reading from his father's Bible
that he had inherited. Philip's portrait glows with eager hope and ardent
devotion. The Bible he so deeply loved is still the rich, priceless treasure
of American Methodism.

* * * * * * * * * *
The writer would express his earnest appreciation for the courtesies

and assistance extended to him by Kenneth A. Gottry, historian of the
Embury United Methodist Church, Cambridge, New York; the Rev. Ann
C. Partner, pastor of the Asbury United Methodist Church, Chesterfield,
New Hampshire; Mrs. Donald Emery, president of the Chesterfield
Historical Society; the Rev. Arthur C. Clifford, Methuen, Massachusetts,
president of the New Hampshire Conference Historical Society; the
Director of the Chesterfield Library; Dr. Kenneth E. Rowe, Methodist
Librarian, Rose Memorial Library, Drew University; Frank T. Moss (his
son), for the mile-by-mile survey of Embury's trail from Camden Valley to
Chesterfield.

26. The portrait of Philip Embury is in oil on a plaque of wood, an unusually fine example of this
genre.

27, Embury's autograph appears on the New Testament title-page in his Bible, which was printed in
England in 1611. It is from a late edition of the so-called Geneva Translation on which the King James
Version was largely based. A. B. Moss, "Philip Embury's Bible," Zion's Herald, March 15, 1950, pp.
252ft.
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