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commanding officer.14 As the new country 
found its footing, the Ransoms built their 
family.15 By 1816, the United States had six 
new states and a multitude of territories,16 
and the Ransoms had 12 children.17

Epaphroditus was their first son, and a 
great deal must have been expected of 
him.18 The Ransom children were raised 
on a farm in Townshend, Vermont, and 
agriculture remained in their blood even 
as they pursued other professions. One 
son went to medical college and became 
a physician,19 another was a merchant and 
postmaster,20 and a third ran a meat mar-
ket and served as a college trustee.21

Epaphroditus became an attorney. He 
attended the local schools and Westmin-
ster and Chester academies before reading 
law in the office of Judge Peter Taft and 
studying at the Northampton Law School.22

Following in the footsteps of other at-
torneys who became politicians, it wasn’t 

ince 1835, Michigan has had 
47 unique governors, all but 
two of whom have been 
men. There have been two 

Freds,1 Franks,2 Henrys,3 and Jameses;4 
four Williams;5 and five Johns.6 At least 
one was better known by his nickname 
than his given name.7 One had a first 
name that was the same as another’s last 
name.8 There was an Aaron, Charles, 
David, George, and Murray.9 But the most 
unusual name was Epaphroditus.

Epaphroditus Ransom’s family had an 
affinity for biblical names, however ob-
scure. Epaphroditus had uncles named 
Jabez, Elisha, Hazael, and Ichabod,10 and 
cousins named Erastus, Zeviah, Amasa, 
and Epaphras.11 There was even a sec-
ond Epaphroditus.

In many ways, the story of the Ransoms 
is the story of the United States. The family 
immigrated from England in the mid-1600s 
and settled in New England. After more 
than a century in the New World, many 
Ransoms enlisted in colonial militias and 
served during the American Revolution.

Epaphroditus’s father, Ezekiel, was one 
of those.12 Family legend says he enlisted at 
age 14, fought at Saratoga, and later served 
on Gen. George Washington’s staff.13 In 
1791, after Washington had been inaugu-
rated and the Constitution was ratified 
by Vermont, Ezekiel Ransom married Lu-
cinda Fletcher, the daughter of his former 

long before Epaphroditus was involved 
in Vermont politics. His unique name was 
probably both a blessing and a curse; you 
weren’t going to forget it easily, but could 
you spell it accurately on a ballot? By 1826, 
he was doing double duty as local justice 
of the peace and representative to the capi-
tal in Montpelier.23

Epaphroditus’s legislative service indi-
rectly led to his marriage to Almira Cadwell, 
whose father was a Montpelier merchant. 
The couple met during Epaphroditus’s first 
year in office and married during his sec-
ond. Later, the Ransoms returned to the 
family’s home base in Townshend,24 where 
Epaphroditus set up a law practice and 
the couple had three children in a four-
year span.

The story could have ended there were 
it not for Epaphroditus’s siblings. Westward 
expansion was in full swing, and over a 
three-year period beginning in 1830, three 
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He was the first to serve in all three branches of the government, 
helped establish Lansing as an accessible capital, had a hand in 
the founding of what is now known as Michigan State University, 
and had the most unique name of any Michigan governor.
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siblings moved to Michigan.25 They sent 
back glowing reports of the new land, and 
other Ransoms considered moving from 
Townshend to a small Michigan Territory 
village named Bronson.26

It took four weeks, but the Ransoms 
arrived in Bronson on Friday, November 
14, 1834. Epaphroditus formed a partner-
ship with another local attorney.27

Things progressed quickly for both the 
territory and the Ransoms. Within three 
years, Michigan Territory became a state, 
Bronson was renamed Kalamazoo, and 
Epaphroditus was appointed “judge of the 
third judicial circuit and associate justice 
of the supreme court” by Gov. Stevens 
Mason, who was also an attorney.28

Epaphroditus’s rise continued when 
Gov. John Barry appointed him as Su-
preme Court chief justice and he success-
fully ran for governor five years later.29 It 
was said that he enjoyed the “confidence 
of every member of his party in the State 
of Michigan” as well as being “esteemed 
and respected by his political opponents” 
and his friends.30

As the first governor to be inaugurated 
in the new capital city, Epaphroditus had 
a hand in changing its reputation of a “log 
cabin settlement” with poor accessibility.31 
Maybe it was because of his experience 
riding circuit as a court justice. Shortly after 
his inauguration, a new direct mail route 
was established from Detroit to the capital 

via the Grand River Road.32 To ensure that 
the mail could actually make it between 
the two cities, Gov. Ransom championed 
the plank road: “[D]uring his administra-
tion a general plank road bill was passed 
which provided specified standards”33 and 
a large amount of land was appropriated 
“for the building of state roads.”34 Finally, 
to avoid any postal issues, he approved 
the name change of the capital city to 
Lansing; it had previously been known 
as Michigan.35

In 1849, Gov. Ransom created the Mich-
igan State Agricultural Society and was 
appointed its first president, making “an 
eloquent allusion to the pride which he 
felt in being able to call himself a practi-
cal farmer.”36 The society, of course, called 
for the establishment of a local agricultural 
college, but by the time the school wel-
comed its first students, Epaphroditus was 
long gone from Lansing. As a result of his 
stance “against the extension of slavery 
into territory then free,” he lost his party’s 
nomination for governor in 1850,37 though 
he was elected to the state legislature a few 
years later.38

Epaphroditus Ransom later moved to 
Kansas, where he died on November 11, 
1859. His body was returned to Kalamazoo 
for burial; though he was born in New 
England and died in the Plains, he was a 
Michigander through and through. He was 
the first to serve in all three branches of 
the government, helped establish Lansing 
as an accessible capital, had a hand in the 
founding of what is now known as Mich
igan State University, and had the most 
unique name of any Michigan governor—
and maybe of any Michigan lawyer. n

Carrie Sharlow is an administrative assistant at 
the State Bar of Michigan.
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