
Methodist Hist01y, 42:2 (July 2004) 

DISCOVERY 

Edited by 

ROBERT DREW SIMPSON 

Robert Richford Roberts (1778-1843) - "The Log Cabin" Bishop 

The United Methodist General Commission on Archives and History 
possesses a treasure trove of priceless artifacts. Among the most popular 
items in the collection is George Whitefield's thumb, the original of John 
Wesley's death mask, and Bishop Francis Asbury's watch, his glasses, and 
his comb. However, there are many other artifacts which represent the 
world-wide reach of United Methodism. Personally, I especially delight in 
artifacts connected with Bishop Robert Roberts, affectionately known as the 
Log Cabin Bishop. In its vault the Commission holds Roberts' rocking chair 
(which he inay have made himself), two sets of his saddlebags, and his 
watch. These items date from the early 1800s. When I see them, I am 
prompted to remember some of the stories about this unusual circuit- riding 
bishop. 

Bishop Roberts was born in Frederick County, Maryland in 1778. His 
family moved over the mountains to the Ligonier Valley in Westmoreland 
County, Pennsylvania. They lived in the woods with little contact with the 
outside world until a Methodist circuit rider reached their settlement and 
converted Roberts, his mother, and sister to the Methodist understanding of 
Christian faith. When he embraced the faith, Roberts was fifteen years old. 
In 1795, young Roberts moved on to Mercer County, living off the land and 
sleeping under the trees for shelter. In 1800 he was given a license to preach. 
What expectation could there possibly be for such a ho1nespun character? 
But he was immensely successful, and was named Presiding Elder of the 
Schuylkill District which included Philadelphia. Owing to the death of 
Bishop Asbury, he was elected to preside over the Philadelphia Conference 
in the spring of 1816. At the following session of the General Conference he 
was elected bishop, being the first married man to serve in that office. 
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Roberts was a genuine frontiersman. For instance, when he first 
appeared at the Baltimore Conference, he came with food in his saddlebag 
and one dollar in his pocket. His episcopal appointment was providential. 
Methodism at that time was looking westward. Roberts was perfectly suited 
to the task. As a bishop he lived just as he did as a backwoods circuit rider. 
He and his family took up residence in the old cabin he owned in Chenango, 
Pennsylvania. When he moved on to Indiana, his episcopal residence was a 
log cabin he built with his own hands. He built his furniture from wood on 
his forest property. I wonder, when I look at the old rocker in the Archives, 
whether it was a hand-made item from that old cabin. The first meal the 
Roberts family ate in their episcopal residence consisted of roasted potatoes, 
for that was all they had. 

Bishop Roberts was widely known for his generosity. I like the story 
about his episcopal visit to New Orleans. He found the Methodists with few 
resources, trying to build a church. Roberts promptly sold his horseJor $100 
and contributed it to the building fund. With great difficulty, without a horse, 
he made his way to Nash ville where the people bought him another horse so 
that he could continue his episcopal journey. 

When Bishop Roberts was at home, between episcopal visits, he lived 
the life he loved. He farmed the land, hunted and fished for the family's 
food. Abel Stevens, the early Methodist historian and a contemporary of 
Roberts, gave an excellent description of the Bishop. He wrote, "[He was] a 
large person-corpulent, and nearly six feet in height and his manner of 
extreme simplicity and cordiality, gave to his presence the air of a super 
man-one to be remembered, revered, and loved." (See, Charles Eliot, The 
Life of Bishop Roberts (New York, 1853), 13; Abel Stevens, History of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, Vol. IV (New York: Carlton and Porter, 1867), 
89). 

Bishop Roberts died in 1843. In the last year of his life 'he traveled near
ly 6,000 miles, visiting a half dozen states and almost that many Indian 
nations. When I examine his saddlebags in the Archives, I can only imagine 
what stories they would tell if they could talk. One story they might tell was 
of the night he reached a Methodist family home where he was to lodge. He 
was returning from the General Conference in Baltimore. When the Bishop 
arrived he was only identified as a Methodist preacher. A young Methodist 
preacher was already visiting and, full of hi1nself, was regaling the family, 
making much of his own importance. The Bishop remained quietly.in anoth
er room. At bedtime the two n1en were lodged in the saine bedroom. The 
young preacher asked, "Well, old man, ai·e you asleep yet?" The bishop 
replied, "I am not." "Where have you come from? asked the young preach
er. "From Baltimore, Sir."said the Bishop. The young man continued, 
"Balthnore - that's the seat of our General Conference. Did you hear any
thing about it? We expected Bishop Robe1is to stay here on his way home." 
"Yes Sir." replied the bishop. "Did you ever see Bishop Roberts?" "Yes, Sir, 
often. We left together." "What's your name, old friend?" "Roberts, Sir." 
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"Roberts, are you related to the bishop?" said the young preacher. "They 
usually call me Bishop Roberts, Sir." The young preacher jumped out of bed 
saying, "You are Bishop Roberts!" Totally embarrassed, he begged the 
Bishop's pardon. Characteristically, Bishop Roberts quietly gave the young 
man some affectionate advice and prayed with him. At the next Confer
ence session the young preacher sought out the Bishop. He was a renewed 
man and went on to become a useful preacher because of Bishop Roberts, 
kindness. Although the story became widely known, the Bishop never 
revealed the young preacher's name. 


