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First Presbyterian Church of Racine and the Underground Railroad Network to Freedom 
 
Foreword 
 
The First Presbyterian Church of Racine’s Vision for Ministry is, “We are a church centered on God’s 
salvation, which embodies liberation from all that dehumanizes and wholeness which is being the 
people God calls us to be.”  We are committed to liberate people who have been enslaved, silenced, 
denied representation, or in other ways oppressed.  The Church has a long history of honoring human 
dignity – from the opposition to slavery and freeing of the fugitive slave, to the support of the Racine 
Health Care Network for the uninsured, from Music and More donations to community social programs 
to partnering with the Central Reformed Presbyterian Church of Matanzas, Cuba, from the ordination 
of women to the embracing of the rights of LGBTQ people and from providing a place for the homeless 
to have a meal and sleep overnight to the presence of the Church Food Pantry.   
 
This document is a joint effort by the Racine Heritage Museum and First Presbyterian Church of Racine.   
 

David Holle 
First Presbyterian Church of Racine Archives 

 
Introduction 
 
January 1, 1839 – Rev. Cyrus Nichols moderated a meeting held at Almira and Timothy Wells’ boarding 
house, just north of today’s intersection of Fourth Street and Wisconsin Avenue.  Sylvester B. Peck, a 
family member, was one of the Wells’ boarders. There was only one item on the agenda: “Pursuant to 
the public notice to take into consideration the propriety of forming or organizing a Christian church of 
the Presbyterian or Congregational order.” 
 
February 13, 1839 – Six weeks later twenty-two people – about 10% of the population of the village – 
met in an old store building being used as a school, on the west side of today’s Main Street, between 
State and Second streets. Alfred Cary was appointed clerk at this meeting as well as at the New Year’s 
Day meeting.  A motion was made to vote whether to form a Presbyterian or a Congregational church.  
Cary recorded the votes on the back of the minutes from the January 1 meeting.  The vote was 15-7 in 
favor of a Presbyterian church.    
 
The First Presbyterian Church of Racine, Wisconsin was founded under the authority of the Presbytery 
of Wisconsin (later the Presbytery of Milwaukee).   The congregation adopted the Articles of Faith and 
Covenant that had been adopted by the Presbytery on January 17, 1839, which took a stand against 
slavery.   The congregation was organized and pastored by a number of dedicated abolitionists, 
including, Cyrus Nichols (the first pastor, Hiram Foote, Zebulon Humphrey and T. M. Hopkinsi.  In 2019 
the congregation earned recognition by the National Park Service’s National Underground Railroad 
Network to Freedom. 
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First Presbyterian Church of Racine and the Underground Railroad Network to Freedom 
 

 
 
Rev Cyrus Nichola was the first Pastor of the Church.   
 
Reverend Cyrus Nichols (Oct. 31,1799 – Feb. 10, 1883), a missionary working for the American Home 
Missionary Society in New York City, had taken an appointment in Missouri, but left for Wisconsin as 
hostility toward his increasingly abolitionist resolve made his effectiveness as a preacher there 
impossibleii.  Pastor Nichols reported as much to the Reverend Absalom Peters, Secretary of the 
A.H.M.S., in a letter dated December 17, 1836, excerpted below: 
 

Dear Sir, 
I desire, through you, to address the Executive Committee of your Society in behalf of (the) 
inhabitants of this section of the vineyard.  Permit me however to state the reason why I am 
here.  The great excitement on the subject of Slavery in Mo. led me to determine, during my last 
visit to the East in behalf of Marion College, to locate elsewhere.  When I arrived in Mo. in May 
last, I did not regret my determination. The Elder who informed me, by letter, that neither 
myself or any eastern man, could do them any good, I found as hostile as ever.  I was informed 
that they had determined that I should not preach in Louis, Co. in which I expected to labor.  I 
could not learn any cause of their hostility, except that I was an eastern man & they knew I was 
opposed to slavery.  They did not charge me with imprudence's on the subject, though they were 
evidently suspicious of me, but without cause.  I was generally received with kindness, though a 
part of some of my …… In a word, the great excitement on slavery was the cause of my leaving 
Mo. 
 
I was unwilling to return to the east & accordingly sought for a county destitute of the means of 
grace.  I had been repeatedly solicited by relatives, residing here to come to this place, & many 
circumstances seconded to combine to induce us to come here & I trust it near in accordance 
with the will of God, & we have never regretted that we came to this moral wasteiii. 
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Rev. Nichols’ situation is confirmed in a letter written by Joel Sage, Bushnell B. Cary, Martin Tousley 
and William Bullen to the A. H. M. S. on October 30, 1836: 
 

Dear Sir, 
We the undersigned would beg to represent that there is some ten or fifteen members of the 
Presbyterian Church at Racine (the mouth of Root River) and a like number at or near the mouth 
of the Pike River both situated on the West Side of Lake Michigan and both desire to be places of 
importance.  We are fifty-five and sixty-five miles North of Chicago, Ill. and twenty-five and 
thirty-five miles South of Milwaukee.   Chicago has a Presbyterian clergyman we believe & 
Milwaukee has had one who we believe is destitute at this time.  He [Pastor Nichols] left 
Missouri on account of the much agitation & troublesome question of Slavery & since labored 
among us to the general satisfaction of the Church members in this vicinity.” 
 

  
Rev. Nichols, who had been trained as a Congregationalist continued to preach to the congregation until 
April 1839 when he was called to the Congregational Church in Prairieville, now Waukesha.    
 
Initially, the Presbytery (formed in January 1839) was largely concerned with establishing a cooperative 
environment for Presbyterian and Congregational organization; however, founding members “expressed 
their antislavery convictions most remarkably”iv, resulting in three governing body resolutions (1841v, 1843vi 
and 1849) opposing the institution of slavery and refusing membership and communion to slaveholders, 
which were adopted by the First Presbyterian Church: 
 

Convention of the Milwaukee Presbytery, October 1841  
“Resolved, that in the eyes of this convention American slavery is a sin, that is a sin of such 
magnitude that all who practice it or knowingly promote should be excluded from our pulpits and the 
fellowship of our churches; that while we deprecate all harsh language and rash measures in the 
destruction of this evil, we will nevertheless avail ourselves of all suitable measures to enlighten and 
correct the public mind in regard to the sin of slavery.”   
 
“Resolved, That we regard the Anti-Slavery enterprise as being based on the principle of the gospel, 
which requires that we do good unto all men; and as such it commends itself to the sympathies, 
prayers and exertions of the wise and the good.” 
 
Convention of the Milwaukee Presbytery, 1843  
“Resolved, That the ministers and the church of Christ are bound, in consistency with their profession, 
to rebuke all sin – to labor earnestly for the removal of oppression, and to withhold Christian 
fellowship from all those who persist in enslaving, or holding in slavery, their fellow-men.”  
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Convention of the Milwaukee Presbytery, 1849  
“Resolved, that the position of our Delegate to the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, in 
declining to receive the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper at the hands of a slave-holder, is in 
accordance with our oft expressed views, and meets with our cordial approbation.”  
 

 
By the 1840s the congregation was promoting a strong, public stand against slavery.  Eight members of the 
church were among the twenty-six original signers (most of whom were citizens of Racine) of a 
communication to the U. S. Congress in 1845 which read: 
 

“To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives in the U. S., in Congress assembled: 
 
“The undersigned inhabitants of the territory of Wisconsin, having learned that a number of slaves 
are reported from the census of 1840, and believing that it is the purpose of same, who regard not 
the natural rights of our fellow men, the true interest of our territory, and our general welfare, to 
inflict upon us the terrible curse of slavery: and believing that the introduction of slavery into this 
territory would be in violation of the ordinance for government of the Northwestern territory, and the 
constitution of the United States: 
 
"Respectfully pray your honorable body to take measures for the unconditional liberation of the said 
slaves, and to free us from the odium now resting upon us as slave-holders, and also effectually to 
protect, forever, this territory from the introduction of slavery, and the consequent evils and curses of 
that evil system."vii 
 

The following signers were members of the (1st) Presbyterian Church in Racineviii: 
− F. W. DeBerard Frederick joined Aug. 6 1842, Elder 1849 to 1855  
− E. S. Capron  Elias joined as a Charter Member Feb. 13, 1839, Elder 1839 to 1841 
− J. W. Vail  James joined Feb. 6, 1842, Elder 1842 to 1846 
− A. G. Young  Joined April 10 1843 
− Henry S. Durand Joined March 24, 1846, 
− George H. Carpenter Joined April 3, 1846  
− E. S. Capron  Mrs. E. S. Capron joined as a Charter Member Feb. 13, 1839 
− Hiram Foote  Rev. Hiram Foote was Pastor from 1842 to 1845 

 
In January 1846, the congregation’s antislavery resolve was again reflected in Session actions.   
 
Nancy White, who had relocated to Racine from Salisbury, North Carolina, applied for membership in the 
congregation on January 3, 1846.  Despite a letter of recommendation from her church in North Carolina, 
her application was denied because it was believed that she had been a slave owner.  By February, however, 
her husband had written to explain, “that while his wife inherited two slaves, a man and wife, the ownership 
passed to him as her husband and that his wife, in law and fact, was not a slaveowner.  Moreover, she 
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desired to manumit these slaves, but the law of North Carolina prohibited it, and at the urgent request of 
the slaves themselves, she had given them to a relative, that they might remain among their own kindred 
and friends.”ix  The Session met again in February and rescinded their earlier decisionx; however, Mrs. White 
had by then moved on to another congregation. 
 
Sylvester Basset (S. B.) Peck (1811-1893) arrived in Racine in June of 1839 and joined the newly formed 
congregation.  He remained an active member, serving in leadership roles, for decades.xi   A composition 
book compiled in 1891 – after Peck had left Racine – contains a letter addressed to the congregation 
detailing the early organization and leadership of the church, followed by a post-script which recalls the 
capture of escaped slave Joshua Glover in 1854, and the role of the congregation in the effort to free and 
harbor Mr. Glover, in his subsequent journey to safe passage (through Racine) to Canada.  Note the mention 
of fellow congregation member Alfred Cary and his support of the institution of slavery, which did little to 
dissuade the ardent abolitionists: 
 

“I feel that I must linger still with the early history of Racine to show the influence of our Church in 
forming the character of this place and establishing the principals of the new territory.  Deacon Joel 
Sage, Alfred Cary and myself were the first Justices of Peace by appointment of the Governor. 
 
“When Racine was first incorporated as a village I served as one of the Trustees and when it became 
a City my associate Deacon Reuben M. Norton was elected its first mayor.  When Anti-Slavery 
discussion was at its height, that good old Calvinist Alfred Cary maintained that God had instituted 
slavery and condemned the descendants of Ham to the condition of servitude and therefore slavery 
of the African race was justified but such teaching found few followers and the fugitive slave [Glover] 
who reached us via the underground railroad was generally safe.  Though one was captured near the 
village and hurried to Milwaukee Jail for safe keeping, which as soon as known, produced great 
excitement and a strong delegation started for that place under the lead of Sherman S. Booth and 
other friends of liberty soon battered down the Jail and rescued the captive. 
 
“When the liberty party had its birth and its baptism, the members of our church controlled the 
meeting and that party afterword became the Free-Soil Party, later united with the Republican Party, 
who elected Abraham Lincoln President of the United States, whose proclamation struck the shackles 
from every slave.  The early membership of our church comprised such noble names ad James W. 
Vail, Henry L. Marsh, Edward Smith, F.W. De Berard, Lucas Bradley, John Hamilton with others under 
the pastorate of that godly man Hiram Foote.  The “Leading Mothers in Israel” were such names as 
Mrs. Timothy Wells, who kept a Ministers tavern and hospitably entertained all the early missionaries 
seeking this then rude North West, Mrs. De Berard, Mrs. Canfield, Mrs. Whitney and the like.”xii 
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Achas P. Dutton (June 22, 1822 – Oct. 31, 1901).  In a letter dated April 7, 1896, A. P. Dutton (whose 
warehouse, recognized by the Network to Freedom, was used to hide escaping slaves) wrote to the editor of 
the Racine Times, he recounted the activities of the capture and escape of Joshua Glover, including the 
following excerpt: 
 

“The Racine boys led the storming of the jail [where Glover was held]  
They took a big long timber and battered down the jail door, and rescued Glover, who was the slave 
of one Garland… 
“Col. Utley was marshal of the city at the time and was a strong advocate for the slave.  We had a 
few abolitionists in those days, some Whigs and the rest all Democrats, but not all…catchers.  Dr. 
Secor, brother of our Friend Ladd, was a fearless advocate of the slave”xiii 

 
On the same date, A. P. Dutton also wrote a letter to W. H. Siebert answering questions about the 
underground and included a photo of himself.  Excerpts from this letter: 
 
“…had lots of Abolitionists at Racine Geo S Wright, S. B. Peck, W H Waterman – W L Sitley – Dr. Secor, J. O. 
Bartlett, Charley Bunce, A. P. Dutton, With Others Was at All times ready to help…”  
 
William Harrison (W. H.) Waterman (Sep. 7, 1813-Jan. 18, 1867).  Waterman was a merchant by trade and 
in 1851 became the fourth Mayor of the City of Racine.  That same year his wife, Caroline, joined the First 
Presbyterian Church by letter of transfer.  The Wilbur H. Siebert collection (Ohio History Center) contains a 
report of the Joshua Glover case of March 1854 that says, “S. W. Booth, editor of the Milwaukee Free 
Democrat, Charles Clement, of the Racine Advocate, W. H. Waterman, and George S. Wright were arrested 
for aiding and abetting the rescue of Glover.”  By 1864 he moved to Washington and  was appointed 
Superintendent of Indian Affairs for the Washington Territory by President Lincoln.   
 
Dr. Theodore Secor (July 6, 1814-April 24, 1910) identified in his obituary as “engaged enthusiastically in 
assisting runaway slaves to reach Canada,xiv” had an association with the First Presbyterian Church.  His 
wife, Angemine, joined the congregation on April 4, 1841 by Profession of Faith.  Her membership continued 
until 1857, when they relocated to New Lisbon, WI.xv  He was selected a delegate to the Chicago Republican 
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Convention which nominated Lincoln. He helped organize the Republican party, of which he ever remained 
a member.  Dr. Secor is later listed among outspoken Racine County abolitionists: 
 

Notwithstanding the dangers involved, the names are known of 3200 persons in the North and East 
who were engaged in this work, among whom are listed the following from Racine  County:  James O. 
Bartlett, William Utley, AP Dutton, William H. Waterman, S. B. Peck, George S. Wright, Charles 
Bunce, Elder Fitch, General Reed, Dr. Secor, Dr. E. G. Dyer of Burlington, Captain Steele and Mr. Peffer 
and there were certainly others.  These men were known as those who could be trusted with 
information concerning the operation of the ‘road’ and who could be depended upon to do all in their 
power to help a fugitive slave.”xvi 

 

This early commitment to the noble cause of the abolition of slavery resonates throughout the 
congregation’s history.  The First Presbyterian Church of Racine continues to foster a steadfast 
commitment to social justice.  As Rev. Ben Johnston-Krase stated on the occasion of their 175th 
Anniversary, and upon reflection of the congregation’s history: 

“We don’t go to church.  We are the church.” 

 

** Please note that the following narrative draws heavily on the work of Mark Hertzberg, who researched and wrote First 
Presbyterian Church:  A 175-year Legacy of Hope (First Presbyterian Publishing, Racine, WI, 2014); extensive research by 
church members David Holle; historian Eugene W. Leach and the Session minutes and membership roster of the Presbyterian 
Church.  The book by Hertzberg, which draws extensively on the archives held by the congregation, and the membership 
roster covering the years 1839-1881. 
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About the National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom: 

 

In 1998, the National Underground Railroad Network to Freedom Act was passed, creating the 
Network to Freedom program. It's mission, through collaboration with local, state and federal entities, 
as well as individuals and organizations, is to honor, preserve and promote the history of resistance to 
enslavement through escape and flight, which continues to inspire people worldwide. Through its 
mission, the Network to Freedom helps to advance the idea that all human beings embrace the right to 
self-determination and freedom from oppression. 
 
The program is a catalyst for innovation, partnerships, and scholarship that connects and shares the 
diverse legacy of the Underground Railroad across boundaries and generations. The program consists 
of sites, locations with a verifiable connection to the Underground Railroad; programs, with 
educational and interpretive programs that pertain to the Underground Railroad; and facilities, either 
research, educational or interpretive centers. There are currently over 650 locations part of the 
network in 40 states, plus Washington D.C. and the U.S. Virgin Islands. xviii 
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First Presbyterian Church of Racine, Wisconsin is located on the northwest corner of Seventh Street and 
College Avenue in Racine Wisconsin.  This Greek Revival style church was built in 1852 and added to 
the National Register of Historic Places in 1973. It was designed by architect and church elder, Lucas 
Bradley.  
Above is the first known photograph of the First Presbyterian 1852 building.  This photograph was 
provided by the Racine County Heritage Museum.  Some artifacts found in the basement crawl space 
support the idea that fugitive slaves may have hid in this space while waiting for safe passage.     
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First Presbyterian Church of Racine, Wisconsin is included in the following: 

 

 

• Historic American Building Survey:  
United States Department of the 
Interior/National Park Service,  Survey 
Number 28-8 Dated March 29, 1934 
• National Registry of Historic Places: 
United States Department of the 
Interior/National Park Service, Register 
Listing Date: 3/20/1973, reference number 
73000094. 
• Wisconsin Architecture and History 
Inventory Citation:  Wisconsin Historical 
Society, Wisconsin Architecture and History 
Inventory, Register Listing Date:  1973 
reference number H10782. 
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