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A photo of Eber M. Pettit (1802 - 1885) was found recently in the nineteenth century archives of 
the Fredonia Baptist Church, where he was serving as a deacon when he wrote his 1879 
memoirs entitled, "Sketches in the History of the Underground Railroad." A first edition copy of 
the book was also found in the archives. The memoir was dedicated to Frederick Douglass, and 
was published by Willard McKinstry of the "Fredonia Censor." 
  
Pettit and his wife Euretta (Sweet) Pettit (1804 - 1873) operated an Underground 
Railroad station in Versailles, New York, about 15 miles northeast of Fredonia. While 
there, they also produced herbs and seeds for his father's patent medicine company, and Eber 
was the clerk of the Perrysburg Baptist Church. Eber and Euretta were assisted in their work by 
their daughter Helen Pettit Barker (1825 - 1880) and her husband Darwin R. Barker (1820 - 
1885). 
  
Shortly after the Emancipation Proclamation (issued September 22, 1862 and effective January 
1, 1863), Eber Pettit and his family closed their station and returned to Fredonia. Eber had been 
raised in nearby Cordova by his parents, Dr. James Pettit (1767 - 1849) and Lucy Pettit (1768 - 
1859). His in-laws, Graphen Sweet (1774 - 1841) and Elizabeth (Havens) Sweet (1784 - 1868) 
were instrumental along with the senior Pettits in the construction of the Baptist Meeting House, a 
wooden building which preceded the brick edifice which stands today. 
  
James and Lucy Pettit were also active in the Underground Railroad. Records indicate that they 
and the Sweets had been members of the Dephi Baptist Society in the Town of Pompey. 
When they all relocated to Fredonia, they brought with them a sample "slip receipt" for their seat, 
or pew, in the Delphi Meeting House. This method of fund raising was typical of the period and 
was also adopted by the Fredonia congregation. 
  
The family's medicine business produced various items including "Dr. Pettit's Eye Salve" and "Dr. 
Pettit's Pile [Hemorrhoid] Treatment." Business trips into Ohio were opportunities for both father 
and son to transport runaway slaves back to western New York and closer to freedom. His father 
died prior to 1850, but Eber continued his station even aft er that time, when President Millard 
Fillmore  had enacted stiff penalties for violation of the Fugitive Slave Law. Eber Pettit's son 
Captain James Pettit was a Union soldier during the Civil War, and his letters survive.  
  
Eber's brother Melancthon Pettit (1818 - 1878) and wife Sarah (Hancox) Pettit also lived in 
Cordova, and there is reason to hypothesize that they may have assisted with the Cordova 
station after the senior Pettit died. Cemetery records indicate that Eber was sometimes 
referenced as "Dr. Pettit," as was his father. James and Lucy Pettit are buried in Pioneer 
Cemetery. Eber and Euretta Pettit, his brother, and her parents, are interred at Forest Hill 
Cemetery, as are Darwin and Helen Barker.  
  
"Sketches in the History of the Underground Railroad" was reprinted in 1999 by the Chautauqua 
Region Press, accompanied by the historical narratives of Paul Leone. Other area scholars of  
the Pettit family and the Underground Railroad are father and son, Vince and Dan Martonis. 
Researchers are also indebted to Norwood and Lois Barris, and to Doug Shepard. 
  

 

 



 


