












showed only four Rathbun families 
remaining on the island . 

There are no Rathbuns living on 
the island today (the last one died in 
1911), but many Block Islanders 
trace their ancestry to John and 
Margaret Rathbone. 

The children of John and Margar­
et (Acres) Rathbone/Rathbun: 

1. John Rathbun Jr., born about 
1655, possibly at Dorchester, Mass. ; 
married, first, at Block Island Jan. 
16, 1679, to a wife whose name has 
been lost, and secondly, " at 
Rochester in the King 's Province" 
(now North Kingston, R.I.), on Nov. 
11,1686, to Ann Dodge, possl'bly the 
widow of Thomas Dodge, son of 
Tristram; died 1723 at Block Island. 

2. Thomas Rathbun, born about 
1657, probably at Dorchester; mar­
ried Aug . 21, 1685, at Block Island, 
Mary Dickens, daughter of Nathan­
iel and Joan Dickens; died Dec. 26, 
1733, at Block Island. 

3. Sarah Rathbun , born June 10, 
1659, probably at Dorchester; mar­
ried first, Dec. 20, 1678, at Block 
Island, Samuel George, son of Peter 
and Mary George; married second 
(possibly) John Mitchell; died in 
1718 at Newport. 

4. William Rathbun, born about 
1661, probably at Dorchester; mar­
ried first, Dec. 18, 1680, Sarah 
___ ,...aA-.Q 

___ , who surviv9G-rnR1; diad at 
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5. Margaret Rathbun , born about 
1663, at Block Island; married (pos­
sibly) about 1681, Thomas Mitchell ; 
date of death unknown. 

6. Joseph Rathbun, born about 
1667 at Block Island; married May 
19, 1691, Mary Mosher, daughter of 
Hugh and Rebecca Mosher; died in 
1749 at Exeter, R.I. 

7. Elizabeth Rathbun , born about 
1670; no record of marriage. 

8. Samuel Rathbun, born Aug 3, 
1672, at Newport; married Nov. 3, 
1692, at Block Island , Patience 
Coggeshall , daughter of John and 
Patience (Throckmorton) Cogge­
shall; died Jan. 24, 1757, at Block 
Island . 

John Rathbone's Will: 
Freed 'Neager' Slave 

"In the name of God, Amen. 
I, John Rathbone, Senior, of 
Block Island, a/so New 
Shoram, in the colony of 
Rhode Island and Providence 
plantation in New England, 
yeoman, being sick in body 
but of perfect memory, thanks 
be to Almighty God, and call­
ing to remembrance the un­
certain estate of this tran­
sitory life and that all flesh 
must yield unto death when it 
shall please God to call, do 
make, constitute, ordain, and 
declare this my last will and 
testament in manner and form 
following, revoking and an­
nulling by these presents, all 
and every testament and test­
aments, will or wills hereto­
fore by me made and declared, 
either by word or by writing, 
and this is to be taken only, for 
my last will and testament and 
none other . ... 

" First, I give and bequeath 
to my son, Samuel Rathbone, 
the table and cubbard which 
stand now in his house as for 
are lomes (heirlooms?) to the 
house, and I leave my wife, 
Margaret Rathbone, my ex­
ecutrix of all my moveable and 
household goods, houses and 
chattles, cattle, sheep and 
horsekind, and I leave the in­
come of my house at Newport 
for her lifetime, and at her 
decease the westward of my 
house at Newport, and the 
lean to of that end so far as the 
post that the door hangs on, 
and the shop to be left to my 
son John Rathbone's son 
John and his heirs forever; and 
the eastward end of said 
house and the rest of the lean­
to to be left for my son William 
Rathbone 's son John and his 
heirs forever, and the yard to 
be equally for their use. 

"And I leave to my wife for 
her lifetime the twenty acres 
of land which I bought of 
Henry Hall, and the running of 
two cows and a horse, and the 
end of the house which I now 
live in. 

"And I leave that my four 
sons shall pay to my wife 
during her lifetime, forty shill­
ings a year, that is to say, John 
Rathbone, William Rathbone 
and Joseph Rathbone and 
Samuel Rathbone. 

" And I leave to my wife 
during her lifetime, my neager 
man, and at her disposing and 
at her decease to my son 
Thomas Rathbone for three 
years, and at the end of the 
three years to give him as 
good clothes as his mistress 
leaves him and then to set him 
free. 

"And at my wife's decease, 
what household goods are left 
are to be equally divided 
among my three daughters, 
Sarah, and Margaret and 
Elizabeth, and what cattle and 
sheep and horsekind are left 
are to be equally divided be­
tween my five sons. 

" And I leave that my wife 
shall take up all bonds and 
debts due to me. 

"And I leave that my ex­
ecutrix shall see this my will 
performed. 

"In witness whereof I have 
hereinto set my hand and af­
fixed my seal in Block Island 
aforesaid, the twelfth day of 
February, in the year of our 
Lord one thousand seven hun­
dred and two." 

His 
John JR Rathbone 

Mark 
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Search i ng for Ou r Roots: 
Research Disproves Long-Accepted Account 

I received my introduction to 
genealogy as a teen-ager, when my 
oldest Rathbun uncle dusted off the 
old Family Bible and showed me our 
family records dating back to the 
1760s. That introduction planted the 
seed from which has sprung a life­
long fascination. Anyone who has 
delved into genealogy knows this 
deep obsession to go back further 
into the family roots. 

Like anyone else who has studied 
the RathbunlRathbone line, my in­
vestigations led inevitably to The 
Rathbone Genealogy, published in 
1898 by John C. Cooley. For many 
years, historians had accepted 
Cooley's statement that the Ameri ­
can Rathbuns and Rathbones were 
all descended from Richard Rath­
bone, born in 1574 in England, who 
came to America in the early 1600s. 

By the 1940s, as genealogy be­
came more of an exact sCience, 

John C. Cooley, author of the Rath­
bone Genealogy. He was a grand­
son of Amos~ Rathbun (Amos· 
Joshua 3 John 2

') 
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many professional researchers 
began to question Cooley 's ac­
count , and I decided to conduct my 
own study of the early American 
Rathbones. I soon realized that 
Cooley 's work was full of errors, and 
that his Richard Rathbone was not 
our common ancestor. The founder 
of the family in America, I found, 
was actually John Rathbone or 
Rathbun of Block Island, Rhode 
Island. 

Cooley 's account begins as 
follows: 

" Richard Rathbone, the first of 
the name in America of whom we 
have any record, was born about 
1574. He married Marion Whipple, 
sister of Captain John Whipple, who 
mentions her in his will, made at 
Ipswich, Essex County, Massachu­
setts, December 19, 1616, and pro­
bated January 28, 1618. They had 
four children, all sons. So far as we 
have been able to discover, none of 
them left issue except John, the 
youngest. The eldest, Rev. William 
Rathbone, resided in Vermont in 
1630; he is spoken of in a work pub­
lished in 1637 and reprinted in The 
Historical Collections of Massa­
chusetts. " 

Cooley then related that Richard 
and Marion had four children -
Will iam , Joseph, Thomas and John. 
The youngest , John , born about 
1610, married about 1633, Cooley 
said , and had a son , John Jr. , born 
about 1634, who married Margaret, 
the daughter of Tristram Dodge. 

Cooley obviously based his con­
clusions on two " facts" - that 
Richard Rathbone was mentioned 
in Captain John Whipple's will in 
Ipswich , Mass., in 1616, and that 
Rev. William Rathbone was living in 
Vermont in 1630. 

Neither is indeed a fact! 
Captain Matthew (not John) 

Whipple 's will in 1616 was made 

and probated in Ipswich , England 
(not Massachusetts). Whipple did 
mention a brother-in-law, Richard 
Rathbone, but there is no indication 
that this Richard Rathbone ever 
came to America or had a son 
named John. 

There was a Rev. William Rath­
bone (spelled Rathband by him) 
who was a prominent English 
clergyman and author in the mid-
1600s. His relig ious works were 
known and read in the American 
colonies , but there is no evidence 
that he ever visited America, let 
alone lived here. And Vermont did 
not even exist in 1630. 

Cooley did perform an outstand­
ing service for later genealogists by 
locating and printing records con­
tained in family bibles and other 
sources that have since been lost or 
destroyed. He did not have access 
to all the records and indices which 
are available to us today. He was 
not a trained scholar, and he was 
too willing to accept information 
provided him without research or 
documentation. 

Some of his " facts" are wrong, 
and some of his conclusions are er­
roneous, but his 827-page book -
today rare and valuable - is a tre­
mendous accomplishment . In a 
later issue, we will take a closer 
look at John C. Cooley and The 
Rathbone Genealogy. 

At any rate , having found such 
basic flaws in Cooley's account of 
the early family in America, I de­
cide.d that our " roots" needed to be 
further explored . 

The earliest American record I 
could find was the name of John 
Rathbone among a group of Massa­
chusetts men who met in 1660 in 
Roxbury, Mass., to consider the pur­
chase of Block Island, off the coast 
of Rhode Island. This was the John , 
born " about 1634," listed by Cooley 



as a grandson of the supposed im­
migrant Richard _ 

Since this ancestry apparently 
was not accurate, my task was to 
identify John, the Block Island pro­
prietor, and find his origin in 
England. 

The best clue, I thought, might be 
his early associates. 

When the Block Island purchase 
was made, John Rathbone took a 
one-sixteenth share in partnership 
with Edward Vose. Later, the Vose 
share passed into the hands of John 
Acres, who in an early Block Island 
deed referred to John Rathbone as 
" my loving brother." 

Research on these two men -
Edward Vose and John Acres - led 
to fruit~ul results . 

The Vose genealogy, published in 
1932, showed that Edward and his 
father, Robert , came from Lanca­
shire County, England , to Dor­
chester, Mass. , about 1654. Their 
home in Lancashire had been in Dit­
ton and later Garston, small towns 
near the city of Widnes. 

Armed with this information, I set 
about to learn what I could about 
John Acres. There is no published 
Acres genealogy, but I did find a 
clue in early land records of Provi­
dence, Rhode Island. On June 12, 
1660, Roger Mowrey of Providence 
sold " to John Ackrs of Dorchester" 
90 acres on the east side of the 
West River, just outside Provi­
dence. Eighteen months later, 
" John Ackrs, late of Dorchester, 
now of Newport" sold the same 90 
acres to William Reape, merchant, 
of Newport. 

Now knowing that both Vose and 
Acres had first settled in Dor­
chester, Mass. , it appeared the 
answer might be found there. 

I discovered , however, that the 
early Dorchester records had been 
destroyed by fire many years ago. 
The few surviving records con­
tained no references to Rathbone or 
Acres, although there were many to 
the Vose family , which had re­
mained in the town for several 
decades. 

Knowing that the Vose family had 
come from the Ditton-Garston area 
of Lancashire, I turned my research 
in that direction. 

Early residents of these two little 

towns attended church services at 
the nearby Farnworth Chapel , which 
still survives, along with its baptis­
mal , burial and marriage records . I 
found the Chapel register literally 
loaded with the names of Rathbone, 
Acres and Vose and I quickly spot­
ted a candidate for our John of 
Block Island: 

" Baptism , March 8, 
1629, John Rathbone, 
son of Thomas Rath­
bone of Ditton." 

The name was right , the year was 
right , and the similarity of family 
names was nothing short of remark­
able: 

• John of Block Island named his 
first three sons John, Thomas 
and William. 

• John of Ditton was the son of 
Thomas, had an uncle and 
brother named William. 

Everything indicated I had found 
the right man, but more substan­
tiating evidence was needed. 

I checked through the Farnworth 
records for the rest of the century, 
and found no record of either mar­
riage or death for the John Rath­
bone born in 1629. That would in-

dicate that he had left the area -
either to America, or elsewhere in 
England. 

I checked the Lancashire County 
probate records and found the will 
of Thomas Raithbone or Rathbone, 
shoemaker, of Ditton, dated Feb. 7, 
1654. He apparently died the same 
day, for the Farnworth Chapel regis­
ter recorded his burial on February 
9. The year was significant , for it 
was just the time that the Vose 
family migrated to America, pre­
sumably in company with John 
Rathbone and John Acres. 

The will (reproduced elsewhere) 
mentioned his son John among the 
children , proving that John had 
lived to maturity. 

By this time, I was convinced I 
had found our family 's " roots " in 
England . The next question was the 
identity of Margaret, the wife of 
John Rathbone of Block Island . 

Cooley had identified her as the 
daughter of Tristram Dodge , 
another early settler of Block Island, 
though not one of the original pur­
chasers. 

(continued on page 10) 

Recent picture of Farnworth Chapel near Ditton, England, where our ances­
tors were baptized, married and buried in the late Middle Ages. The ancient 
chapel has remained virtually unchanged during the centuries, but is still in 
use today. Its records date back to the 1530s. 
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Roots 

(continued from page 9) 

Since John and Margaret Rath­
bone had children between 1655 
and 1672, Margaret was probably 
born between 1630 and 1635. 

Tristram Dodge, a fisherman in 
Newfoundland, was invited to settle 
on Block Island by the early settlers 
to teach them "the art of fishing ." It 
was unlikely that John Rathbone 
could have met Dodge's daughter 
either in England or in Dorchester 
as early as 1654. Another indication 
that Margaret was not Tristram's 
daughter was found in a 1683 agree­
ment disposing of his estate. It was 
signed by several sons but no 
daughters. 

If Margaret was not a Dodge, 
what was her maiden name? 

The obvious clue appeared to be 
the earlier-mentioned Block Island 
deed in which John Acres calls 
John Rathbone "my loving broth­
er." This was common 17th century 
language to describe brothers-in­
law, and would indicate that Rath­
bone had married Acres ' sister, or 
that Acres had married Rathbone's 
sister. 

John Acres' wife was Margery, a 
name which does not appear among 
the sisters of the John Rathbone I 
had found in Ditton. It would seem, 
then, that Rathbone had married 
Acres' sister. 

The challenge was to find an 
Acres brother and sister b~rn in the 
right period, and the right geograph­
ic area. 

Back I went to the Lancashire par­
ish registers, and in the registers of 
Prescott Parish, only a few miles 
from Ditton, I found the following 
baptisms: 

• "September 15, 1633, Margaret 
Acres, daughter of Thomas of 
Whiston" 

• "February 20, 1635, John 
Acres, son of Thomas of 
Prescott" 

Ditton, Prescott and Whiston are 
neighboring towns in Lancashire. 

Neither the Prescott Parish rec­
ords, nor those of other parishes in 
the area, showed a marriage or 
death for John or Margaret Acres. 
They had obviously left the area, 
and I was satisfied I had solved the 
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mystery of John Rathbone's wife. 
She was Margaret Acres. 

The Farnworth Chapel Register 
dates back to 1538, the year that 
parish ministers were ordered to 
begin keeping records of marriages, 
baptisms and burials. Using these 
records, we can construct the fol­
lowing " family tree" for our English 
ancestor: 

William' Rathbone, born probably 
prior to 1538, since his baptism is 
not recorded; married Ellen 

probably about 1560, 
although the marriage does not ap­
pear in the records. Died in June 

1587, and buried June 8 as " William 
Rathbone of Ditton." Ellen was 
buried November 30 that same year. 

Children : 
(1) William, baptized Oct. 18, 

1562. Died young. 
(2) Thomas, baptized Dec. 28, 

1566. Married Grace 
Coppowe. 

(3) Ellen, baptized Jan. 15, 1569. 
Married (?) John Smith, Nov. 
27,1591. 

(4) Richard, baptized Nov. 26, 
1570. No further record . 

Will of Thomas Rathbone: 
The Shoemaker of Ditton 

" In the Name of God amen, 
This Seventh day of Febr' 
1654, I Thomas Rathbone of 
the Hough Green with in Dit­
ton in the County of Lankaster 
shoomaker being sicke in 
bodie yett in good & p'fect 
memorie blessed be God doe 
institute, ordaine, make, 
nominate & appoint this my 
last will & testamt in maner & 
form following. First & prin­
cipally I give and bequeath my 
soule in to the hands of Al­
mighty God hopinge to be 
saved by the Joious merrits & 
mediation of Christ Jesus my 
most glorious Savior and my 
bodie to Christian burial in the 
chapell yard at Farneworth, 
And for such worldly goods as 
it hath pleased God to endowe 
me with all my will and minde 
is, viz. I give to Tho: Rathbone 
my eldest sonne, the sume of 
fortie shillings to be raised out 
of my goods_ I give more unto 
him the dishbord and Cup­
board & frame bords stand­
inge in the house and the 
standing beddstead in the 
Chamber. Item: I give to my 
daughter, Grace, one cowe & a 
black fairke. Item: my will and 
minde is that after my funeral 

expenses be taken out of the 
renartion or remainder of my 
goods, that the remainder 
thereof be equally divided 
amongst all my children, viz: 
Thomas Rathbone, John Rath­
bone, Grace Rathbone, Mary 
Rathbone and Ailes (Alice) 
Rathbone. It is my will and 
minde further that my said 
three daughters shall in habitt 
& possesse & enjoy the newe 
house, the garden and stocke 
yarde until they or any of them 
shall happen to marry and 
after the marriage of any of 
them my will is that those soe 
married shall forthwith a voyd' 
from thence and those others 
unmarried to enjoy the same 
until they shall happen to 
marrie. Lastly I institute, or­
daine, make nominate & ap­
point my Brother William 
Rathbone executor & Grace 
Rathbone executrix joyntly of 
this my last will and testamt 

hoping they will P'form the 
trust imposed in them." 



(5) John, baptized Nov. 4, 1571. 
No further record. 

(6) Hugh, baptized Aug. 20, 
1573. No further record. 

(7) William 2nd, baptized Feb. 1, 
1577. Married (?) Isabella 
Bucks Aug. 27, 1605. 

Thomas2 Rathbone (William'), 
baptized Dec. 28, 1566; married Oct. 
13, 1588, Grace Coppowe, baptized 
April 4, 1570, the daughter of John 
Coppowe. Thomas died Nov. 7, 
1623, at Ditton; Grace's death date 
is not recorded. 

Children: 
(1) Margaret, baptized March 3, 

1589. Died in infancy. 
(2) William, baptized Aug. 14, 

1591. Married Margaret John­
son. 

(3) Margaret, baptized March 8, 
1594. Married (?) Thomas 
Rose, Nov. 26,1612. 

(4) Thomas, baptized Jan. 9, 
1596. Married (?) Alice Child­
wall. 

(5) Ellen, baptized Nov. 14, 1600. 
Possibly the Ellen Rathbone, 
spinster, of Sutton, who died 
Aug. 11, 1652. 

Thomas 3 Rathbone (Thomas 2 

William'), baptized Jan. 9,1596; pos­
sibly the Thomas Rathbone who 
married April 13, 1616, Alice Child­
wall, widow; he died Feb. 7, 1654, at 
Ditton, and is described in his will 
as "Shoemaker, of the Hough 
Green, Ditton." There is no record 
of his wife's death. 

Children: 
(1) Thomas, baptized Jan. 10, 

1622. Alive in 1654, no further 
record. 

(2) Grace, baptized Feb. 18, 
1626. Possibly the Grace 
Rathbone who married John 
Heward, Nov. 27, 1673, at Dit­
ton. 

(3) .John, baptized March 8, 
1629. Married Margaret 
Acres (our immigrant an­
cestors). 

(4) William, baptized Nov. 8, 
1632. Died Feb. 1633. 

(5) Mary, baptized June 4, 1634. 
Alive in 1654, no further rec­
ord. 

(6) Alice, born about 1636. 
Mentioned in will, no further 
record. 

Coming Attractions 
Some little-known facts about mem­
bers of our family, which we will 
cover in more detail in future 
issues: 

One of the oldest fraternal organiza­
tions in the United States - the 
Knights of Pythias - was founded 
in 1864 by Justus Henry Rathbone 
(1839-1889). 

There is a strange association of 
Rathbones with Abraham Lincoln. 
The Kentucky midwife who brought 
him into the world later married a 
Rathbone; his early schoolmates in 
Illinois were Rathbones, and his 
companion the night of his assassi­
nation was a Rathbone. 

Probably the real hero of the Ameri­
can Revolutionary Navy was Cap­
tain John Peck Rathbun, who began 
his career as John Paul Jones' first 
lieutenant, and then became the 
most successful captain in the 
Navy. Your editor is working on a 
full-length biography of this "for­
gotten hero," who has been virtually 
overlooked by history. 

Two members of our family have 
served in the United States Con­
gress - Henry Riggs Rathbone 
(1870-1928) and George Rathbun 
(1803-1870). George Rathbun's ser­
vice was made notable when he 
engaged in the first fist fight on the 
floor of the House of Represen­
tatives. During a slavery debate, a 
southern Congressman called him a 
liar. Rathbun responded by knock­
ing him to the floor. 

The late Basil Rathbone, the great 
Shakesperian actor who is famous 
for his film portrayal of Sherlock 
Holmes, is not directly related to 
the American family, but is de­
scended from the Rathbones of 
Liverpool, England. 

At least four towns in the United 
States have been named for family 
members: Rathbun, Iowa; Rathbun, 
Pennsylvania; Rathbone, New York, 
and Rathbone, Michigan. 

Rev. Hiram Rathbun of Lansing, 
Mich., was one of the organizers of 
the Republican Party when it was 
founded in 1856 "under the oaks" in 
Jackson, Mich. 

The late Monroe Jackson Rathbone 
was Board Chairman and President 
for many years of Standard Oil of 
New Jersey, forerunner of today's 
Exxon Corporation. 

First Subscriber 
The first subscription check 

for our magazine was sent by 
Art and Marjorie Burris of Min­
neapoliS, Minn., making them 
charter subscribers number 
one. They are also among the 
founders of the Rathbun Fam­
Ily Association. Art Burris first 
suggested the magazine idea 
to your editor five years ago. 
He is a great-grandson of 
Gideon 7 Hoxie Rathbun 
(Gideon' Tibbets' John'" 
Thomasz John'). Art has pub­
lished two books on his an­
cestral lines, including the 
Rathbuns. 

Twist of History 
Eighty-eight years ago, the 

Rathbone Family Historian 
was founded in Oberlin, Kan­
sas - the first family maga­
zine published in the United 
States. The founder was 
Franklin' P. Rathbone (John7 
Gideon' Edmund s' 4 John:l'2"). 
His first associate editor was 
George A. Rathbun. In a 
strange twist of history, Rath­
bun's nephew is editor of our 
magazine today, and Rath­
bone's nephew, John Q. Rath­
bone, of Manassas, Va., is 
among the charter subscrib­
ers. 
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Irish 'Rathboyne' 
Probable Origin of 
Our Family's Name 

The ongm of our surname has 
baffled students of genealogy for 
many years. The number of theories 
almost equals the number of ways 
the name has been, and still is, 
spelled. 

These varied spellings range from 
today's Rathbun, Rathbone, Rath­
burn and Rathborne to such forms 
as Rawsbone, Rawbone, Rabone, 
Rabun, Raburn, Rathebon, Raith­
bone, Rathbourne and many others. 

Our magazine herewith presents 
a new theory, based on your editor's 
research , which indicates that the 
name was originally Irish and is de­
rived from the ancient parish of 
Rathboyne. 

Before outlining this idea, how­
ever, let us take a look at what 
earlier writers have said. 

One called our name a derivation 
of Radborne or Redborn , but the 
early and continued use of " Rath " 
as the first syllable seems to rule 
this out. 

was originally Welsh, and is derived 
from the town of Ruabon in north­
ern Wales. Bardsley says: "The 
change to Rathbone is peculiar but 
perhaps the place name Ruabon 
has undergone a change." A check 
of early Welsh records shows that 
Ruabon, with emphasis on the " u" 
sound, has been unchanged since 
the early middle ages. 

Harrison's Surnames of the 
United Kingdom offers two 
theories. One, also with a Welsh 
origin , suggests that the name 
comes from the old Welsh words 
" rhath ," meaning a clearing or 
plain , and " bon ," meaning stump; 
hence, someone who lived in a 
stumpy clearing. 

His other theory was that the 
name came from Ireland , and is 
derived from old Irish " rath ," mean­
ing fort or castle, and " bane" or 
" boun ," meaning white; hence, 
someone who lived in or near a 
white castle. 

Our magazine herewith presents a new theory, based on your 
editor's research, which indicates that the name was originally 
Irish and is derived from the ancient parish of Rathboyne. 

Another claimed that the name 
was Hebrew in origin, was originally 
spelled Raphen, and was changed 
to Rathbun in Holland and to Rath­
bone in England. There is absolute­
ly no documentation for such a 
theory. 

One imaginative writer traced the 
name to an early Englishman who 
was so cranky his neighbors called 
him " Old Wrathybones." 

Getting down to more serious 
studies, the respected Bardsley's 
Dictionary of English and Welsh 
Surnames theorizes that the name 
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Harrison, himself, did not place 
much stock in the Irish origin , and 
considered Wales the most likely 
starting point. The name, however, 
does not appear in Wales under any 
spelling , and a Welsh origin is most 
unlikely. 

After considering all these theor­
ies, and rejecting them all, I con­
ducted my own research into the 
origin of our name. 

The earliest records of the name 
that I could find were in the city of 
Chester, on the western edge of 
England, not far north of the Welsh 

border. Many of the early Chester 
records still survive, but they are 
written in Latin, making research 
difficult. Fortunately, a few early 
court records have been published , 
and in these volumes I found the 
first written record of our name. 

In the year 1287, William de 
Rathebon, and others, were sued in 
the Chester court by Hugh 
deBestan. Three decades later, in 
1318, Richard de Rathebane was 
listed as bondsman for a defendant 
before the court. 

The prefix " de" before the last 
name is significant, for it indicates 
that Rathebon, or something very 
similar, was a place name where the 
family members had previously 
lived. 

A brief account might be in order 
here on the development of sur­
names in early England. They were 
just becoming common in the 13th 
Century, and were derived either 
from a trade (such as tailor, carpen­
ter or thatcher), from a· physical 

Polish Rathbuns 
Most of us have surnames 

that we acquired by birth or 
adoption, without any choice 
on our part. Somewhere in the 
United States, however, there 
are Polish-American Rathbuns 
who took the name by choice. 
Their grandparents arrived in 
America some 60 years ago 
bearing a now-forgotten 
Polish name which their 
neighbors could neither spell 
nor pronounce properly. De­
ciding they wanted to become 
true Americans, and cast off 
aJI reminders of the past, they 
approached one of their most 
respected neighbors, whose 
name was Rathbun, and asked 
permission to take his sur­
name as their own. He willing­
ly gave permission, and the 
ranks of American Rathbuns 
were swelled by the addition 
of a hardy Polish immigrant 
family which today still proud­
ly uses the name. 



description (such as small, stout or 
strong), or, most commonly, from 
the name of a city or village where 
the family originated. 

In the case of a trade or physical 
description, the surname was pre­
ceded by the Latin "Ie," meaning 
"the." Hence, there was John Ie 
Taylor, or Peter Ie Stout. Surnames 
derived from a geographic location 
were preceded by "de," meaning 
"of" or "from." 

Originally, these surnames were 
not passed on from father to son. 
William Ie Farmer might have sons 
called Joseph Ie Strong and Edward 
Ie Carpenter. By the 13th Century, 
however, surnames were being re­
tained by families, and the prefixes 
"Ie" and "de" were being dropped. 

William Slater's sons were known 
as Joseph Slater and John Slater 
even though they might be farmers 
or wheelwrights, or moved to 
another community. 

At any rate, knowing that our fam­
ily name came from a geographic 
location (because of the prefix 
"de"), I pored through old English 
maps and atlases, seeking a town, 
village or parish with a name that 
sounded like Rathebon. There were 
absolutely none, even though I went 
as far back as the Domesday Book. 

I checked Welsh and Scottish 
maps, again without success. I then 
checked Irish geographies, and 
soon found a likely candidate. 

In the 1837 Topographical Dic­
tionary of Ireland, I found: 

"Rathboyne, a parish mostly in 
the barony of Lower Navan, but 
chiefly in that of Upper Kells, Coun­
ty of Meath, and Province of Lein­
ster, 2112 miles southeast from Kells 
on the road to Kilock and (the road) 
from Longford to Drogheda. " 

An examination of the map of Ire­
land shows that Rathboyne is on 
the Boyne River, inland from Dro­
gheda, not far from Dublin. The 
name obviously derives from a fort 
(rath) on the Boyne River. Drogheda 
and Dublin are directly across the 
Irish Sea from Chester, and a thriv­
ing trade was carried on between 
the three cities for many centuries, 
dating back to the middle ages. 

It is not difficult to imagine an 
early resident of Rathboyne Parish, 
possibly a merchant seaman or trad-
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er, visiting Chester in the middle 
1200s, and later migrating there to 
live permanently. His name may 
have been William, who became 
known to his new neighbors as 
William from Rathboyne, or William 
de Rathboyne. The change from 
Rathboyne to Rathebon or Rath­
bone is easily explained by the dif­
ferences in English and Irish pro­
nunciation, which still exist to this 
day. 

This theory of an Irish beginning 
is bolstered by the fact that the 
name-spelled Rathborne and 
Rathburne-has been common in 
the Dublin-Drogheda area for many 
centuries. The Rathbornes were 
prominent candle-makers in Dublin 
for generations. 

In England, the family became 

wealthy and influential in Chester 
during the 14th Century, serving as 
mayors, sheriffs and aldermen. One 
branch spread south into Cheshire 
County, and were members of the 
landed gentry in the 14th and 15th 
Centuries in Malpas, Tushingham 
and Masafen. 

Others moved north into the 
County of Lancashire. One branch 
ended up in Liverpool, where Rath­
bones have been listed among the 
city's leading citizens for more thaI) 
four centuries. 

Others settled in the little towns 
along the north side of the River 
Mersey, where in the tiny village of 
Ditton, in 1629, was born John Rath­
bone, son of a humble shoemaker, 
who was to become our first Ameri­
can ancestor. 

Map of the Irish Sea and portions of England, Wales and Ireland, shows the 
location of Rathboyne. The Rathboyne parish is on the Boyne River, near 
Drogheda, directly across from the Liverpool-Chester area, where our name 
first appears. A short distance inland, on the Mersey River, is Ditton, birth­
place of our immigrant ancestor. Note other Irish towns, further south along 
the coast, also beginning with "Rath." 
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Charter Subscribers 
Mrs. Arthur D. Rathbun 
Hulett, Wyo. 

Arthur G. & Eva Rathbun 
Moscow, ldaho 

Bruce M. & Suzue Rathbun 
Las Vegas, Nev. 

Byers C. & Ruth Rathbone 
Oceanside, Calif. 

Curtis S. & Donna Rathburn 
Kernersville, N.C. 

Dale A. & Theresa Rathbun 
Monroe, Mich. 

Daniel B. & Betty Rathbun 
Arlington, Va. 

David & Judy Rathbun 
Flat Rock, Mich. 

David G. Rathbun 
Washington, D.C. 

Joseph & Edith (Rathbun) Anders 
East Falmouth, Mass. 

Orlando & Anna (Rathburn) Angelini 
Somerset, Mass. 

Mrs. Betty Baker 
Kelseyville, Calif. 

Charles & Joy Ann (Rathbun) Baker 
Missoula, Mont. 

Lee & Donna (McPherson) Barhyte 
Trever, Wisc. 

Beryl (Rathbun) Beerenstrauch 
DeWitt, Neb. 

Hartson & Helen (Brusso) Bel 
Walworth , N.Y. 

Eugene & Donna (Rathbun) Bender 
Gahanna, Ohio 

Victor & Joan (Rathbun) Betzold 
Joppa, Md. 

Alice (Rathbun) Bingman 
Milton Freewater, Oreg. 

Jacqueline (Rathbun) Blasko 
Forest Lake, Minn. 

Sherman & Phoebe Boivin 
Santa Rosa, Calif. 

LeRoy & Jean (Rathbun) Bollig 
Wichita, Kansas 

Edwin & Atha Brace 
EI Campo, Texas 

Mrs. Paul A. Bray 
East Norwalk, Conn. 

Edward Brusso 
Williamson, N.Y. 

Katherine (Rathbun) Bull 
Citrus Heights, Calif . 
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Dr. Donald & Evelyn Rathbun 
EI Paso, Tex. 

Donald G. & Roberta Rathbun 
Goleta, Calif. 

Elnora Rathbun 
Cooperstown, N.Y. 

Emmet & Florence Rathbun 
Lake San Marcos, Calif . 

Flora A. Rathbun 
Laredo, Tex. 

Frank & Dorothy Rathbun 
Omaha, Neb. 

Frank H. & Hazel Rathbun 
Fairfax, Va. 

Frank H. III & Janice Rathbun 
Fairfax, Va. 

Gaal & Mildred Rathburn 
Johnstown, N.Y. 

Mrs. Linda Burns 
Mazeppa, Minn. 

Arthur & Marjorie Burris 
Minneapolis, Minn. 

Mrs. Vernon Butts 
Cooperstown, N.Y. 

Esther (Rathbun) Cassell 
Alta Loma, Calif . 

George & Martha Chap ley 
Warren, Ohio 

James & Grace Chivers 
North Canton, Ohio 

Mrs. Audrey Christian 
Salinas, Calif. 

Frances E. Collord 
Seattle, Wash. 

Katherine Newbury Coner 
Seattle, Wash. 

Jean (Rathbun) Conningham 
Pebble Beach, Calif . 

Dorothy (Rathbun) Copley 
Orlando, Fla. 

Elnora (Robinson) Coppolino 
Athol , Mass. 

C. C. Cornell 
Ossian, Iowa 

Merle & Arline Cox 
Cheshire, Oreg. 

Mrs. Richard Crain 
El ion, N.Y. 

Ronald & Betty (Rathburn) Creath 
Tucson, Ariz. 

Secundino & Phyllis Cuevas 
Mt. Vernon, Wash. 

Glenn E. & Louise Rathbun 
Boise, Idaho 

Mrs. Henry H. Rathbun 
New Hartford, N.Y. 

Henry H. Rathbun, Jr. 
Macon, Ga. 

Henry H. Rathbun III 
Macon, Ga. 

H. Dickinson & Margaret Rathbun 
Falls Church, Va. 

Henry T. & Sheilah Rathbun 
Washington, D.C. 

Homer & Cheryl Rathbun 
Lake Oswego, Oreg. 

Hugh A. Rathbun 
Fresno, Calif. 

Jack Rathbun 
Cooperstown, N.Y. 

Juanita (Rathbun) Curtis 
Turlock, Calif. 

James & Margaret Dale 
Arcadia, Calif. 

Francis K. Jr. & Marianne Decker 
Brooklyn, N.Y. 

Rosamond (Rathbone) Demman 
Murray, Utah 

John & Rebecca Dodge 
Riverhead, N.Y. 

Clifford & Betty Drake 
Borger, Texas 

Rev. Scott & Rebecca (Rathbun) Duffey 
Glen Arm, Md. 

Gary & Juliette (Rathbone) Finch 
Kerrville, Texas 

Ben & Nan (Rathbun) Friesen 
Wolf Point, Mont. 

Vernon & Eileen (Rathbun) Goetz 
Hays, Kansas 

Loren & Jean Grace 
Lodi, N.Y. 

Joyce (Rathbun) Graves 
Glenview, III. 

Paul & Dianna Green 
Morgan Hill , Calif. 

Ward & Dorothy Grimshaw 
Gouverneur, N.Y. 

George & Margaret (Rathbun) Harding 
Bardstown, Ky. 

Edward & Ruth (Rathbone) Hildreth 
Old Saybrook, Conn. 

Imogene Hodges 
Prescott , Ariz. 



Charter Subscribers 
James Rathbun 
Ballston Spa, N.Y. 

James Atkinson Rathbone 
Cincinnati , Ohio 

Mr. & Mrs. John Rathbone, Jr. 
Jacksonville, N.C. 

John C. Rathbun 
Lansing, Mich. 

John H. & Alberta Rathbun 
Walton, N.Y. 

John Q . Rathbone 
Manassas, Va. 

LaVerne & Marjorie Rathbun 
Fairfax, Va. 

Lemuel M. & Bettye Rathbone 
Austin , Tex. 

Dr. Lewis S. & Elizabeth Rathbun 
Asheville, N.C. 

Thomas & Joyce Hory 
Snyder, N.Y. 

M. Carson & Anne S. Hunt 
LaGrange, III. 

Gloria (Rathbun) Kelly 
Houston, Texas 

Glenna Lee Lane 
Rehoboth, Mass. 

Glenn & Rachel Laurgaard 
Oakland, Calif. 

Velma M. (Rathbone) Lawson 
Cave Junction, Oreg. 

Helen (Rathbone) Layman 
San Pedro, Calif. 

Mrs. Jean Ledford 
Orange, Mass. 

Rosma (Rathbun) Limbeck 
Ladysmith, Wisc. 

Thomas & Esther Littlefield 
Block Island, R.1. 

Richard Lumsden 
Salinas, Calif. 

Claire E. Lynch 
Greenbelt, Md. 

Mrs. Joyce Lynch 
Kelseyville, Calif. 

Thomas & Marylyn (Rathbun) Mason 
Superior, Neb. 

Victor & Glennie Mastin 
Des Moines, Iowa 

Dr. & Mrs. Ray McCreary 
Dallas,Texas 

Juliette (Rathbone) Mumma 
Clearwater, Fla. 

Miss Marian Rathbun 
Cooperstown, N.Y. 

Mrs. Marian Rathbun 
Cooperstown, N.Y. 

Miss Marjorie Rathbun 
Lennox, Mass. 

Oliver N. Rathbun 
Cooperstown, N.Y. 

Ralph W. Rathbun 
Murray, Neb. 

Ray L. Rathbun 
San Leandro, Calif. 

Richard R. & Roberta Rathbun 
Salinas, Calif. 

Richmond J. & Jane Rathbone 
Bloomfield Hills, Mich. 

Robert Rathbun 
Crittenden, Ky. 

Charles & Donna Murray 
Gallipolis, Ohio 

Helen (Rathbun) Myers 
Morgan Hill, Calif. 

Mrs. George Nagel 
Wishram, Wash. 

Maxine Leigh Oltrogge 
Billings, Mont. 

Edith M. Peterson 
Coos Bay, Oreg. 

James & Kathryn Phillips 
Texarkana, Ark. 

Ron & Charity (Rathbun) Ramoz 
Lincoln Park, Mich. 

Rev. Canon John Rathbone Ramsey 
Marblehead, Mass. 

Donald & Marjorie (Rathbun) Raymond 
Coventry, R.1. 

Mrs. Bruce Reed 
Schenevus, N.Y. 

Josephine Reed 
Bakersfield , Calif. 

Gerald & Donis Reser 
Rossville, Kansas 

Jack & Barbara (Rathbun) Richardson 
Richland, Wash. 

Mrs. Edith Roberts 
Oriskany Falls, N.Y. 

John & Helen Robinson 
Livermore, Calif. 

Mrs. Gerald Rogers 
Cooperstown, N.Y. 

George B. Ross 
Mill Valley, Calif. 

Robert Rathbone 
Ossipee, N.H. 

Robert R. & Ida Rathbun 
Kennesaw, Ga. 

Roland A. & Alecia Rathbun 
Ballston Spa, N.Y. 

Ronald J. & Maria Rathbun 
Canton, Mich. 

William Rathbun 
lIion,N.Y. 

William A. Rathbun 
Haskell , Okla. 

William B. & Eva Rathbun 
Forest Lake, Minn. 

William L. & Zelia Rathbun 
Alliance, Neb. 

William N. Jr. & Patricia Rathbun 
East Sandwich, Mass. 

Dora E. Rotramel 
Gresham, Oreg. 

Vera M. Schrank 
Long Beach, Calif. 

Florence L. Selleck 
Windham Center, Conn. 

Beatrice (Rathbun) St. Onge 
North Kingstown, R.1. 

Paul & Lorraine Sencevicky 
Eugene, Oreg. 

Frances (Brusso) Smith 
Rochester, N.Y. 

Mrs. Willford Taylor, Sr. 
Bethesda, Md. 

Mrs. Vera Thye 
Burlington, Iowa 

Robert & Bernice Tippett 
EIPaso,Texas 

Ralph & Betty Updike 
Newcastle, Wyo. 

Rhoda (Lenahan) Vogel 
Topeka, Kansas 

Phyllis (McGrew) Walket 
Treasure Island, Fla. 

Jesse T. Wallace 
Rochester, Minn. 

Mrs. Betty (True) Wehold 
Portland, Oreg. 

Bruce & Judith (Rathbun) Whitney 
Saratoga, Calif. 

Edward & Marlene (Rathbun) Wilkinson 
Millington, Tenn. 

Russell & Meryl (Rathbun) Zimmerman 
DeWitt, Neb. 
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Query Column 
As space permits , we will publish 

queries for subscribers seeking ge­
nealogical or historical data on our 
family . If you can provide an 
answer, or a lead , send it to the 
editor, who will either publish or for­
ward it to the person placing the 
query. 

Wanted - Information on Alfred 
T. Rathbun, born 1798 in Vermont, 
the son of Wait~ Rathbun, Jr. (Wait' 
Joshual John2" '). Where did he live 
after 1833? Where and when did he 
die? 

Wanted - Proof of ancestry of 
Mary Wardell, born April 30, 1785, 
probably in Connect icut ; married 
Gideon 6 H. Rathbun (Tibbets ~ 

John··l Thomas 2 John '). They lived 
in the West Davenport area of Dela­
ware County, N.Y. She may have 
been the daughter of William Ward­
well or Wardell (1760-1848), a Revo­
lutionary veteran , and his second 
wife, Mary Palmer. 

Wanted - Any unpubl ished infor­
mation on Major Henry7 Reed Rath­
bone (Jared 6 Samuels Joshua' 
Jonathanl John2"' ) who was in the 
Presidential Box at Ford's Theatre 
with President and Mrs. Abraham 
Lincoln on the night of the assassi ­
nation . A biography is being 
prepared, and the author is seeking 
papers, letters and other source 
material on his life. 

Who were the parents of the fol­
lowing Rathbuns?: 

1. Raymond C. Rathbun, born ca. 
1793 in N.Y. or R.I. , married 
Susan _ _ ; lived in Italy, Yates 
County, N.Y.; had a son George and 
daughter Jane. 

2. John S. Rathbun, born 1794 in 
Renssalaer County, N.Y.; married 
Ab igail__ and later Susan 
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We are compiling data on all 
the Rathbun-Rathbone-Rath­
burn descendants of John and 
Margaret Rathbone of Block 
Island, with the idea of some 
day publishing an updated 
family history. If you have fam­
ily data not recorded in 

O'Lacy; died 1869 in Milan, Ohio; 
had children named Charles, Cory­
don, Eber, Judson, Emma Amanda, 
Catista Adelia, possibly William. 

3. William Rathbun, born ca. 1800 
in New York; married Mary Meyer by 
1830 and Mrs. Mary Ann Wilcox in 
1844; lived in Little Falls, N.Y.; had 
children named Alfred , Charles, 
David , Susanna, Wilma and Harriet. 

4. William Rathbun, born ca. 
1800, state unknown; married 
Margaret _ _ ; moved from Ohio to 
Iowa by 1850; had sons named Ben­
jamin and Oliver P. (who was a mem­
ber of the Oklahoma Legislature in 
1893). 

5. Ezra Rathbun, born ca. 1806 in 
N.Y.; married Rachel __ ; lived in 
Sheboygan, Wisc. , in 1850; had 
children named Everett, Elizabeth 
and Napoleon. 

6. Alvah Rathbun, born June 
1813, in New York; married 
Bridget __ ; died December 1901, 
in Denver, Colo.; had children 
named Samuel , Susan and James. 

7. Samuel Rathburn , born August 
23, 1826, in New York; married Eliza 
Ann Curtis; died March 25, 1916, in 
Gloversville, N.Y.; had children 
named William, James, Charles, 
Phoebe, Elizabeth, Armina, and 
Cora Belle. 

Lost Touch - Cousin seeking to 
locate descendants of George Rath­
bone who moved from Minneapolis 
area to California 60 to 70 years ago. 
Had sons William R. Rathbone born 
1868 and Frank McKenzie Rathbone 
born 1875. 

Wanted - Parentage of Hanna 
Rathbun , born in the 1790s, who 
married David Austin and lived in 
Delaware County, N.Y. They had a 
son, Jehial Austin (1814-1910). 

Cooley's Rathbone Geneal­
ogy, or not already sent in , 
please mail it to us. If you have 
any specific questions on 
your Rathbun-Rathbone-Rath­
burn ancestry, send them in, 
along with a stamped enve­
lope, and we will try to answer. 

Special Mention 
Mrs. Margaret Dale of Ar­

cadia, Calif., is one of the 
Founders of the Rathbun Fam­
ily Association who deserves 
speCial mention. Some 15 
years ago, she tackled the tre­
mendous job of indexing 
Cooley's Rathbone Geneal­
ogy, published in 1898 and 
mentioned elsewhere in this 
~su~ Her 25~page index is · 
now available in most major li­
braries, and is invaluable for 
those using the Genealogy. 
Mrs. Dale is a "cousin" by 
marriage - her husband, 
James, is a great-grandson of 
Sarah 7 (Rathbun) Smith 
(Charles' Amos~· · Joshual 

John:!" ' ). 

Oldest Rathbun 
The record of being the 

longest-lived member of our 
family probably belongs to a 
" cousin" who is still living. 
Residing in a California rest 
home is Frank Rathbun, aged 
104. He is a son of William7 

Rathbun (Albert' Alfred ~ Job' 
Benjamin l Joseph2 John'). 
Does anyone know of a family 
member who has exceeded 
this record? 

In Memoriam 
Sarah Delilah (Rathbone) 

Miller died in June 1980 at the 
age of 96. A contribution to 
the Rathbun Family Associa­
tion in her memory has been 
made by her nephew and 
niece, Lemuel and Bettye 
Rathbone of Austin, Texas, 
who are among the associa­
tion's founders and our maga­
zine's charter subscribers. 
Mrs. Miller was the oldest of 
nine children of Rufus· 
Cogswell Rathbone (George7 

Rufus 6 Daniel~ Valentine' 
Joshual John2"'). 


