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INTRODUCTION 
 The papers of John M. Roberts contain transcribed diaries written from 1878-
1881. Roberts was a rural school teacher in Henry County, Missouri. The diaries describe 
the classes he taught, the students, the weather and health of family members. The diaries 
also describe his other occupations as farmer, itinerant bookseller, a reporter for local 
newspapers and a brief view as a partisan Democrat.  

There is an introduction written in 1988 by J. Merton England, who edited and 
transcribed the diaries, and used them as the main source for his article, “A Hard Times 
Chronicler-An Ohio Teacher in Western Missouri-1879-1881,” which was published in 
the Missouri Historical Review, Volume 83, Issue 2, January, 1989. 
 
DONOR INFORMATION 
 The diaries were donated to the State Historical Society of Missouri by J. Merton 
England on 29 August 1988 (Accession No. 2709). 
 
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
 John M. Roberts was born in 1833, and lived most of his life in Madison County, 
Ohio. He kept a diary every day from his twenty-fifth birthday in 1858 until a week 
before he died in his eighty-first year. It is an astonishingly detailed record of his life as a 
rural school teacher, miller, farmer, fish hatcher, game warden, itinerant bookseller, 
reporter to local newspapers on monthly livestock sales and neighborhood news, and a 
partisan Democrat. 
 In the spring of 1878, John Roberts, desperately searching for a way to support his 
family, decided to move to Henry County, Missouri, to try his chances there. He 
accompanied his younger brother, William Henry Roberts, on a trip to Clinton, Missouri, 
in July, and hoped to bring his family out before long. He was soon called home, 
however, by news that his mother was seriously ill. A year later, encouraged by the 
promise of a country school northwest of Clinton, John Roberts returned to Clinton, this 
time with his wife and three children. 
 John Roberts’ diaries describe his journeys to and from Missouri and his life in 
the state from July 8 to September 16, 1878, and from August 9, 1879 to February 3, 
1881. 
 Above information taken from introduction to the Diaries of John M. Roberts, 
1878-1881, by J. Merton England, editor, 1988.  
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