
A Case for Preserving the Home of  Erastus Hopkins
at 101 King Street, Northampton, Massachusetts

A documented station on the Underground Railroad, home to a founder of  the
Free Soil Party in Massachusetts, President of  the Connecticut River Railroad,
advocate of  mental health reform and for ten years State Representative

Erastus Hopkins was a Presbyterian minister, a founder of  the
Free Soil and early Republican movements, a Massachusetts State
Legislator for Hampshire County, President of  the Connecticut
River Railroad and an agent of  the Underground Railroad.  He was
born on April 7, 1810, in South Hadley, MA, the son of  John and
Lydia Hopkins.  His father was a merchant and took the family to
Boston for Erastus’s early life, where he went to the Boston Latin
School, and then to Phillips Andover Academy.  He was the grand-
son of  Esther Edwards, oldest sister of  Jonathan Edwards and a
great nephew of  the Newport Rhode Island anti-slavery preacher,
Samuel Hopkins.  He graduated from Dartmouth College and then
attended the Andover and Princeton Theological Schools, graduat-
ing from the last in 1834.  In 1835 he was ordained pastor of  the
Beach Island Presbyterian Church in South Carolina.  At twenty-
three he was the Secretary of  the Colonization Society of  America

and wrote their annual report.  In 1834 he married Sarah Bennett, the niece of  the former
South Carolina governor, William Bennett.  After their marriage she remained in Charleston,
SC with her family while he was in the hinterland. The correspondence of  their early married
life is preserved in the South Carolina Historical Society in Charleston. In 1836 their son, Wil-
liam Swinton, Bennett was born and in 1837 Hopkins took his young family to Troy NY, where
he became the minister of  the 2nd Presbyterian Church.   Shortly afterward his wife, Sarah
Bennett, died of  pleurisy.  Their newborn baby girl died two days later.

Hopkins became quite ill following his wife’s death and gave up the ministry because of
“the minister’s malady,” bronchitis.  He returned with his young son to Northampton where
he lived in the house at 101 King Street that his father had built in 1824.  He raised his large
family in this busy, spacious house, which they called The White House. The house is still
standing today, having been a Catholic rectory  for more than a hundred years.  In Hopkins’s
time it was more like a farmhouse, with wide verandas wrapping three sides and a barn in the
back where their carriages, horses and chickens were kept.

In 1841 Erastus married Charlotte Freylingheusen Allen,
daughter of  Judge William Allen, a longtime neighbor on
King Street and former president of  Bowdoin College.
Hopkins served as the representative to the Massachusetts
Legislature from Hampshire County 1844 to 1852 and in
1857 and 1864.  In 1844 he was elected President of  the
Connecticut River Railroad. He was in that post when the
railroad came to Northampton and served for seven years.
During this time he became very active in the Free Soil Party
and the early Republican movement. Many newspaper ac-
counts of  his speeches against the expansion of  slavery are

Portrait of  Erastus Hopkins, one of
a series  commissioned by the
Connectictut River Railroad of  its
former Presidents.

101 King Street as it looks today. The property
was sold in 1890s to the French Catholic parish
and for over a century served as its rectory.



readily available, as well as extensive coverage of  his hosting of  Laszlo Kossuth, the Hungarian
freedom fighter whose visit to America aroused great public sympathy.

Hopkins was an agent on the Underground Railroad, possibly using his role with the Con-
necticut RR to further the escape of  fugitives to Canada.  In 1859 he wrote to his nephew in
Montpelier, Vermont handing over to his care the slave “Bill” and giving specific instructions as
to how to get him to Chatham, Ontario.

A magazine account in 1900 describes his daughters interacting with a fugitive slave in the
attic. Hopkins political work in the early Republican and Free Soil movements, and his work in
the development of  the railroad gave rise to much travel in his life.  His daughter, Mary Annette,
saved many of  his personal letters, from 1852 to 1871.  From these we know he was an excep-
tionally gifted writer, a devoted father and husband, and a man of  deep religious principle.

An example of  his personal correspondence with his daughters is this letter from the Ben-
jamin Kendall Emerson papers in the Massachusetts Historical Society, Box 4

Northampton, June 1, 1862
My Dear Caro,

I bear you on my heart daily.  We love to hear from you and of  you and of  your studious
habits and program.  This information, however, comes almost entirely from yourself; yet we
trust the verity of  your reports.  And now I send this little winged message which, though
small, goes freighted with an untold weight of  love.  Be good, my darling and deserve it all and
vastly more.  Somehow, I am, and have always been in the habit of  expecting great things of
you; not by dashes, but by passionate and all conquering fidelity. It is June, the face of  nature is
in its loveliness.  No wonder that I love you, for this is your natal month, the most fitting month
of  the twelve for lovely and beautiful ladies to be born in and catch the temper of  the skies.
Roses were round your cradle-they adorned your pale mother’s hair, as she lay upon her bed
with her sweet, insubstantial bud nestling in her life-giving bosom.   That bosom was the
sweetest, safest place you were ever in, and will always be the sweetest and the safest until you
pass to the bosom of  your Heavenly Father.

Your loving father, Erastus Hopkins

Many of  his speeches to the Massachusetts legislature and on behalf  of  the Free Soil move-
ment survive as well.  As a representative for Hampshire County in the Legislature he served
on the committee that established (for the first time in the nation) compulsory public educa-
tion in Massachusetts.  He secured the funding to build the State Hospital for the mentally ill in
Northampton and was active in its early development; and he challenged the right of  a sectar-
ian institution to have a charter as an educational institution if  they were not open freely to all
citizens of  the Commonwealth. In 1852 he invited the Hungarian Freedom Fighter, Lazlo
Kossuth to visit Massachusetts (and hosted his visit at his home in Northampton and at the
Edwards Church).  He was thought by some to be on a track to become Governor of  Massa-
chusetts, but he chose instead an active role in the development of  the Free Soil Party which
sought to keep slavery out of  the new states of  the Union. He was a representative to the 1860
Republican Convention that nominated Lincoln to the presidency.

   He died in 1872 of  “paralysis.”  In all he had nine children, six of  whom predeceased him.
They are all buried together in the Bridge Street cemetery in Northampton, except for his son
William Swinton Bennett Hopkins. He is the author of  The Family: A Religious Institution  (Troy,
1840)



Underground Railroad Significance of  the House

In a rare letter from a conductor of  the Underground Railroad to a colleage at the North
Hopkins directs his nephew to assist the escape of  the former slave Bill to Canada. (Courtesy
of  the University of  Vermont Special Collections.)

Northampton July 11th 1859

John B. Wheeler Esq.

Mr.Dear Nephew,
   For the fist-time I act as Prest of  the Underground Railroad, having abjured all connection with
those that use above ground. I have given Bill a note to you which he will present in person. He is
directed to a Mr. William French in your town. His story is true, beyond a question.
   He wants to go to Chatham in Canada West, near Detroit. Had probably better go by
Ogdensburg, & thence by Steamer to Lewiston, thence by rail road. Rouse’s Point is a place where
he may be watched.
   He is the son of  his Master. His sister was his masters daughter-became enciente [on-ceynte] by her
father & master & was sold to a sporting man in Tennessee.
I know enough of  him to make an Uncle Toms Cabin. Advise him well, & may God prosper him.
Your aff

       Uncle
                           Erastus

 Note: Enciente is Latin for “pregnant”



Erastus Hopkins house as it
appeared soon after its purchase by

the French Canadian parish.

Attic of  Erastus Hopkins house
where, according to a story in The
New England Magazine of  February
1900, a fugitive slave spent the
Sabbath before travelling on North.

The following is an excerpt from “A Thanksgiving Reminiscence. How Some Fugitive Slaves
in Springfield Were Helped on to Freedom,” Springfield Republican, November 30, 1899. It
was signed simply, “C.C.C.”

When the “River train” pulled in on that old-time side track, they were put into the
second-class car, to be out of  the sight of  any pursuers who might arrive by the New
York train. Probably they did not arrive; at any rate, our train left immediately. The
conductor was a stranger to me, but on hearing the story, he “passed” them on for me
without tickets. It was late when we reached Northampton. It took them to the
“Nonotuck”-I am not sure that this old name was retained at that date-and got leave to
have them occupy a quiet corner by the kitchen fire. In the bar-room three or four
transient guests were discussing the question of  fugitive slaves and the propriety of
letting them escape. Oneyoung man soundly berated “John Brown sympathizers and
nigger-helpers,” assuring us that he had traveled in the South and knew that the slaves
were kindly treated; as for him, he would never help them to run away from their
owners, he would rather give something to send them back where they belonged. I
trembled lest they should hear-as I did-the chatter of  my black company on the other
side of  the partition! When all had retired, I followed them, but not till I had seen in his
room one of  them whom I had recognized as an abolitionist of  old free-soil times in
the valley, but I got no help from him. Early in the morning I went out to seek the
sympathy I knew I should I should find in Northampton. I called on Erastus Hopkins,
whom, of  course, I knew as the eloquent anti-slavery advocate of  years past. It was
early to see him, but at last he came down in his wrapper. I remember asking him if  he
were not the president of  the C.R.R.R. to which he assented; then, if  he were not a
director on the underground railroad. He was more cautious as to this question till he
heard the case in hand. He counseled sending them along at once, and sent me to Dea
Payson Williston.



Some of  the well preserved interior features of
the Hopkins House. Built in 1824 by his father

John Hopkins the house retains much of  its
original layout. The house remained a dwelling

(i.e. was not reconfigured for offices) throughout
its life, serving as the rectory of  Sacred Heart

Parish from early in the century until 2010.



Other views, clockwise from upper left: main entryway and front
parlor; leaded glass framing front door; upstairs bedroom; old
hardware on a closet door in the attic; exposed outside wall of attic
room showing framing; downstairs center parlor,



figure 1. Leaders of the Free Soil Party in Massachusetts. Left to right: Henry
Wilson, Anson Burlingame, Erastus Hopkins, Nathaniel Prentiss Banks, and
George S. Boutwell. (Daguerreotype. Courtesy Massachusetts Historical Society,
Boston, Mass.)
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! RYAN S. HELLWIG, PE ! STRUCTURAL ENGINEER !

June 24, 2011

Saint Elizabeth Ann Seton Parish
3 Elm Street
Northampton, MA 01060

Attn: Father John Connor

Historic Northampton
46 Bridge Street
Northampton, MA 01060

Attn: Steve Strimer

Re: Erastus Hopkins House
101 King Street
Northampton, MA

The following is a summary report of my review of the above-mentioned structure.  On June 21,
2011, I personally made a visual inspection of all accessible areas of the building.  The focus of
the inspection was the basement and the attic, where some of the structure is visible.  The
primary goal of this review was to gain a general understanding of the structural system and to
assess the feasibility of relocating the building to another site.

The main part of the building is approximately 45 feet on each side, and about 22 feet tall at the
eave and 35 feet tall at the peak.  There is also an attached rear garage, but it was not inspected,
since it would not be included in the relocation.  The structural system consists of dimension
lumber joists, studs and rafters, and timber beams and posts.  The walls appear to contain brick
nogging between the studs.  The foundation walls were not inspected, as they would not be
relocated either.  There is a brick veneer on the exterior that is clearly not original.

There are two interior bearing walls that line the central, main stair hallway and are about 8 feet
apart.  These walls run all of the way from the basement up to the attic.  This center stair hall bay
is flanked by two much wider bays, almost 18 feet wide.  On the 2  floor these bays span clearnd

over the first floor rooms, while in the basement there are brick piers down the middle of the bay,
presumably supporting a timber beam.  Although all of the 2  floor joists and beams, and mostnd

of the 1  are covered by plaster, the structure appears to be in good condition overall, judging byst

the general stiffness and straightness of the floors, walls and ceilings.

The roof system consists of inclined rafters supported by the exterior walls and by interior posts
and timbers.  Aside from some old fire damage, the roof structure appears to be in good
condition.  Some of these inclined posts, as well as the center king post, give the impression of
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Structural Assessment
Erastus Hopkins House
101 King Street

June 24, 2011

forming a timber truss system, but I suspect that they are also supported by the two stair walls,
and that what appears to be trusses may really just be timber roof frames.

In my opinion, the condition of this building structure is good, especially considering its age. 
Moving the building to another site appears to be feasible.  It would be better to remove the brick
veneer before jacking it up.  Assuming that there are no weight limits on the relocation route, the
nogging may be able to remain in place.  The size and weight is not so great as to exceed the
capabilities of a qualified building mover.  However, I suggest that you also confer with an
experienced building moving company, to determine the costs of, limitations to, and any specific
requirements for the relocation.

Because this is an existing building without any original structural drawings, and because many
of the as-built construction details are not visible or accessible, this opinion must not be
construed as a guarantee of complete safety, nor as a statement of compliance with any building
codes.

Respectfully,
Ryan S. Hellwig

Massachusetts Professional Engineer #37300 - STRUCTURAL
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