
 

 

 

    

Albany can boast of being unique in many ways: it is the capital of New York 

State (and first in alphabetical order of the state capitals), the longest continuously 

chartered city in the United States, the center of the 17th Century Dutch beaver trade, 

and today it is a major international port on the Hudson River.  An unsung aspect of 

Albany’s significance, however, is the role this city had as a critical link ushering 

escaped black slaves northward to freedom by means of the Underground Railroad. 

 

 With no actual train cars, tracks or stations, the Underground Railroad was 

more of a movement of slaves from house to house, church to church, farm to farm.  

This network of houses and paths began wherever and whenever a slave took flight 

from bondage and, guided by the North Star, headed northward toward freedom.  

Stops along the Underground Railroad in Albany included the Israel African 

Methodist Episcopal (Israel AME) Church and the African Baptist Church at opposite 

ends of Hamilton Street, as well as private homes in the city and boats along the 

Hudson’s shore. 

 

The Underground Railroad depended on the ingenuity and assistance of 

dedicated persons who risked their lives and liberty to help this movement of slaves 

toward freedom.  The most noted agent at the Albany “station” was Stephen Myers, 

who himself was born a slave in Rensselaer County in 1800, but at age 18 was 

manumitted.  Myers sheltered many fugitive slaves in his own home at 194 Lumber 

Street (now Livingston Avenue between North Swan and Lark Streets) in Albany and 

personally raised funds to sustain the Albany Vigilance Committee that helped 

finance this movement, providing escaped slaves with food, clothing, temporary 

shelter and other necessities. Joining this movement at different time periods were 

other people like the Rev. Nathaniel Paul, William H. Johnson, John Johnson, Abigail 

Mott and her community of Quakers, and many others, both black and white, whose 

names may never be known. 

 

 The Albany County Hall of Records has a collection of 19th century Chattel 

Mortgage transactions by Stephen Myers and the other supporters of the 

Underground Railroad.  Inventories of possessions, or “chattel,” provide a glimpse 

into the daily life of the times, telling us who these people were and about the kind of 

world in which they lived.   

 

 

 

 

From Albany to Freedom: 

  An Underground Railroad Story 



Feather beds, linen sheets, blankets and candles appear on most inventories, while 

other items reflect the person’s trade or interest: theology books for Rev. Nathaniel 

Paul; a globe and several maps for Stephen Myers; barber shop furniture for William 

H. Johnson; a “sloop or vessel” for John and Abraham Johnson1; “good brass kettles” 

for Abigail Mott.2 

 

 Other kinds of records, like the Common Council petition and resolution 

concerning schools for “colored children,” reveal a desire for the education and 

betterment of the lives of Black Americans. The Albany City Directories show the 

location of houses and churches that may have been stops on the Underground 

Railroad. 

 

  The movement of slaves through Albany by means of the Underground 

Railroad, at times secret, at times public, remains a tribute to the efforts and 

commitment put forth by some of the brave and principled citizens of 19th century 

Albany. 
 

 

What is a Chattel Mortgage? 

A chattel mortgage is a term used to describe a loan arrangement in which an item of 

movable personal property is used as security for the loan. A chattel mortgage is a 

loan that is secured by chattel rather than by real property. In a traditional mortgage, 

the loan is secured by the property itself. With a chattel mortgage, the lender holds a 

lien against the movable property (chattel) until the loan has been satisfied, at which 

point the borrower resumes full control of the chattel. 3 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Mortgagor. law: a person who borrows money for 

buying property: a person who takes out a mortgage 

in order to buy property. [Borrower – Stephen Myers] 

Mortgagee. law: a person or organization 

(such as a bank) that lends money to someone 

for buying property. [Lender – Isaac D. Elliot] 



 Abram Johnson and John Johnson 

 Father and Brother of Harriet Myers - In-Laws of Stephen Myers 

 

In 1827, Stephen married Harriet Johnson in Troy, New York. Harriet hailed from an 

African American family that may have had connections with New York City. Her 

family was involved in the shipping business and operated a sloop on the Hudson River 

called The Miriam. As operators of a sloop they no doubt had regular contact with New 

York City and many of the communities up and down the Hudson and would have had 

many opportunities to ferry passengers from New York City to Albany, some of whom 

may have been fugitives from slavery. The Johnson family is an important example of 

African-Americans in the river related trades in this period. River trade and the work 

of boatmen were important sources of employment for African-Americans.4  

        

 

 

Among Albany County Hall of Records 

holdings, there are four Chattel 

Mortgages in connection with the 

Johnson’s shipping business. Two 

sloops/vessels are mentioned; the sloop 

Jane of Albany and the sloop or vessel 

the Martling. Payments ranged from 

$650 dollars on the tackle apparel and 

furniture of the Martling to $1500 

dollars on the sloop Jane of Albany. At 

the time of the chattel mortgages 

Abram and John were residing at 

separate locations along Bassett Street 

in Albany, New York. The Johnson’s 

chattel loan agreements were made 

with fellow New York residents; Charles 

Bartlett, shipbuilder, of Coxsackie, 

Greene County; Thaddeus B Bigelow of 

Troy, Rensselaer County; Vinson 

Sherwood from the Village of Sing Sing, 

Westchester County; and Lusher Gay 

from Troy, Rensselaer County.  

 

 

 

 
 

16-01258. File 228. County Clerk, Chattel Mortgages, 1834. 

Mortgage of Personal Property, John Johnson and Abraham 

Johnson to Thaddeus B. Bigelow.  Courtesy of the Albany 

County Hall of Records Archival Collection. 



Although plausible, historic documents have not been found connecting the 

Johnson’s shipping business with the Underground Railroad movement. John 

Johnson is connected with the Underground Railroad by the property he purchased 

and the home he built on said property. In 1842 John Johnson bought land from 

Nicholas, Catherine and Gansevort Quackenbush. An 1847 assessment roll lists a 2 ½ 

story brick building on the property of John Johnson. At the time of construction, the 

location is known as 196 Lumber Street, although over the next three decades the 

address will alternately be known in public records as 194, 198, 200, and 202 Lumber 

Street. Between the years 1855 to 1858 John Johnson’s house was home to the Myers 

and also served as an office and meeting place for the Vigilance Committee, a leading 

local abolitionist group of which Stephen Myers was General Agent and 

Superintendent.  

 

 Unfortunately, little else is known about Abram and John Johnson. Hopefully, 

as archival repositories continue to process records, new discoveries will be made and 

historic documentation can further the personal history of Abram Johnson and John 

Johnson as well as provide greater detail about their involvement in the Underground 

Railroad Movement.  

 

 

Lot No. 9 Lumber Street, described in the 

succeeding document, eventually becomes the 

Stephen and Harriet Myers Residence, now 194 

Livingston Avenue.   



The deed of Nicholas, Gansevort and Catherine Quackenbush to John Johnson, Junior 

 

 87-05036. Albany County Clerk. Deed Book 103, 1849-1850, pp 442-443. 

Courtesy of the Albany County Hall of Records Archival Collection. 



STEPHEN MYERS (1800- 1870) 

 

 

 Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, are some of the more 

prominent names that come to mind when reflecting on the Abolitionist movement in 

our nation’s history. The Capital Region can claim Stephen Myers5 as its own 

prominent leader in the emancipation of African American slaves.  Born in Hoosick, 

New York in 1800 and freed from slavery at the age of eighteen, Stephen Myers was a 

critical actor in the abolitionist cause and Underground Railroad, providing a safe 

haven to many freedom-seekers through the use of his home in Albany, New York. 

 In 1827, Stephen married Harriet Johnson and together they raised a family of 

four children. Stephen Myers worked variously as a grocer and as a steward on 

steamboat vessels that sailed between Albany and New York City. Beginning in the 

1830s, he and Harriet aided those seeking freedom with the use of their home as a stop 

along the Underground Railroad. The Myers’ were also active in efforts to improve the 

Albany African American community, helping to found one of Albany’s first black 

schools and in publishing the anti-slavery newspaper, Northern Star and Freeman’s 

Advocate. Between the years 1855-1858, the Myers family lived at 194 Livingston 

Avenue (formerly Lumber Street). This residence also served as an office and meeting 

place for the Vigilance Committee, a leading local abolitionist group of which Stephen 

was General Agent and Superintendent. The home is now on the National Register of 

Historic Places and is the residence for the Underground Railroad History Project of 

the Capital Region. 6 

 Until recently, no documentation regarding Myers had been found in ACHOR’s 

holdings besides the Petition of Stephen Myers for appropriation in aid of the Free 

School for Colored Children, June 15 1843.  In January 2016, while working on 

archival collections, Chattel Mortgages from the 1830s were found showing loan 

transactions between Stephen Myers and several Albany merchants. For what specific 

purpose these chattel mortgages were generated is not revealed in the documents, but 

they do contain an inventory of the contents of his home. Used as a form of collateral, 

the inventories give us insight into Myers’ personal life. 

 
 
 



 In the 1833-34 City of Albany Directory, Stephen Myers is listed as a grocer. His 

chattel loan agreement at this time was for $40 dollars from Isaac D. Elliott, a dealer 

in dry goods at 347 North Market Street. In 1837-1838, the Albany City Directories list 

Stephen Myers as living at 167 South Pearl Street. His chattel loan agreement at this 

time was for $60 dollars from T.F. Bancroft, a grocer residing at 224-226 at the corner 

of Pearl and Schuyler streets. In 1837 Stephen was also indebted to Ebenezer 

Murdock, a dealer in Hygeian medicines, mustard &c. at 454 South Market Street, and 

residing at 42 Ferry Street. Stephen’s chattel loan agreement was for $400 dollars. We 

cannot say with any certainty what these loans were intended for, but some 

assumptions can be made based on what is known about Stephen’s life. Money 

necessary to provide resources and aid to slaves on their journey to freedom as well as 

fundraising towards establishing a school for black children are both plausible.  

 In these inventories, we are provided a small snapshot of Stephen’s home and 

even personal interests. Some of the more interesting and intriguing personal items 

listed in these inventories include: wall maps of London, New York and Washington, 8 

pictures, 2 feather beds, 1 sow and 8 pigs, as well as a painting of Miss McCrea. We 

assume that the ‘Miss McCrea’ listed in this inventory is none other than Jane 

McCrea, a young woman who was slain by Native Americans allied with British forces 

during the American Revolutionary War.  Her slaying led to expressions of outrage 

and incited patriotic sentiment throughout the colonies.7  Over time, the story became 

legendary and contributed to popular ideals of freedom and equality.  After the 

American Revolution, anti-slavery sentiment increased in part due to these same 

ideals of freedom and equality and the Gradual Emancipation Laws were passed in 

New York State to phase out slavery. 8 

 Although the Chattel mortgages presented in this exhibit predate the years 

when Stephen and his family resided at 194 Livingston Avenue, they are a wonderful 

addition to the history of Stephen Myers’ remarkable life. 

 
 
 



 

 16-01260. Albany County Clerk. Chattel Mortgages. Box 3, File 816:  

Mortgage of personal property of Stephen Myers to T.F. Bancroft, 1836. 

Courtesy of the Albany County Hall of Records Archival Collection. 

 



 

 

 

16-01260. Albany County Clerk. Chattel Mortgages. Box 3, File 1044:  

Mortgage of personal property of Stephen Myers to Ebenezer Murdock, 1837. 

Courtesy of the Albany County Hall of Records Archival Collection. 

 



Israel AME Church 

     The Israel African Methodist Episcopal Church was founded in 1828 by Rev. 

William Cornish. Cornish had been designated to oversee and serve the church by 

Bishop Richard Allen of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Philadelphia, the 

first black church in the United States. The creation of the AME church came about as 

a result of displeasure felt by Allen and other black parishioners at St. George’s 

Methodist Episcopal Church over its racist and segregated practices; restricting Allen 

to early morning sermons and forcing blacks to worship and pray in separate areas. 

     On April 25, 1829, the Israel African Methodist Episcopal Church was officially 

incorporated: “This is to certify that an association has been formed in the city of 

Albany under the name and title of the “African Methodist Episcopal Israel Church” 

(County Clerk, Church Patents, 1784-1842, Volume 1, page 181). 

     Israel AME Church was first located in a school on State Street. In 1842 church 

trustees purchased a plot of land on Hamilton Street and built a church in 1844.  The 

church burned down soon after it was built and in 1854 another church, designed by 

its pastor Thomas Jackson, was constructed in its place and is still in use by the 

congregation today, nearly 160 years later.   

     Beginning in 1829, the Israel AME Church 

served as a stop on the Underground 

Railroad and was visited by famous 

abolitionists such as Frederick Douglass and 

Harriet Tubman. The church also housed the 

first school for black children, the 

Wilberforce School. In addition to serving as 

a stop on the Underground Railroad and as a 

school, Israel AME Church also held the first 

meeting of the Albany Chapter of the NAACP 

in February 1935.  

     In 1988 a state historic marker was 

erected in the church courtyard, recognizing 

it as the oldest Black church in the Capital 

District.  

 

 

 

 

87-08878. Albany County Clerk. Church Patents 

Volume I, 1784-1842. Courtesy of the Albany County 

Hall of Records Archival Collection. 

 



 

REVEREND NATHANIEL PAUL (1793?-1839) 

 

  “The progress of emancipation, though slow, is nevertheless certain.”9 

     When the Rev. Nathaniel Paul delivered his address on the occasion of the 

Celebration of the Abolition of Slavery in the State of New York, July 5, 1827, he was 

very much aware of the struggle that this emancipation would present. 

     As pastor of the African Baptist Church since 1815, Rev. Nathaniel Paul had 

become a passionate advocate for the African-Americans in the Albany area and an 

outspoken opponent of slavery. His African Baptist Church was once the meeting 

place of a state convention of “Colored Citizens.”  His Chattel Mortgage inventory, 

besides listing household goods, includes several treatises on religion, as well as anti-

slavery volumes. 

 

     Rev. Paul was particularly active during the second period of the Underground 

Railroad movement, from 1825 to 1835.10  A leader in the city’s Black community, Rev. 

Paul participated in a variety of projects designed to improve educational 

opportunities for African-Americans in Albany.  Particularly notable was his role as a 

founder and leader of the Union Society of Albany for the Improvement of the Colored 

People in Morals, Education, and Mechanic Arts.  Outside of Albany, Paul was 

instrumental as organizer of the Wilberforce School in Canada, the only school for 

black youth until 1873.11   

 

     Rev. Nathaniel Paul’s listing in the Albany City Directory can be found throughout 

the 1830’s until his death in 1839. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  

 

 

16-01260. Albany County Clerk. Chattel Mortgages, 1836. Box 3, File 931. 

Mortgage of personal property of Nathaniel Paul to Benjamin Cutler.  

Courtesy of the Albany County Hall of Records Archival Collection. 

 



Abigail Mott 

Albany was a central stop for the Underground Railroad; it allowed fugitive 

slaves to travel from New York City to Syracuse and Rochester, the eastern New 

England states, and finally into Canada.  In the 1780s, the Quakers began the anti-

slavery movement and, after the 1830s, abolitionists and other sympathizers joined 

this growing movement to help runaways reach freedom via the Underground 

Railroad.  

“Conductors” on the railroad were vital, as they were the ones who guided 

fugitive slaves to safety and freedom.  Harriet Beecher Stow, Frederick Douglass, 

Thomas Garrett, and Samuel Burris were (and still are) some of the more famous 

conductors, but others, although generally less well-known, were equally vital and 

resided in Albany.  Included among their numbers were Stephen Myers, Edward C. 

Delavan, and the Mott sisters, Abigail and Lydia.12 

Very little is documented about Abigail Mott and her life and activities as an 

abolitionist in Albany. She is often confused with her cousin, Abigail Lydia Mott 

Moore, or even with her more famous cousin by marriage, Lucretia Mott.  Abigail Mott 

was born in Hempstead, New York on January 29, 1803, the eighth of ten children by 

Daniel and Amy Mott.13  Like Abigail Lydia Mott Moore and Lucretia Mott, Abigail was 

a Quaker abolitionist. Early records have her living in Albany in the mid-1820s and in 

the 1848-1849 Albany City Directory; she is listed as living with her sister Lydia at 37 

Maiden Lane. 

The chattel mortgage on display dated March 30, 1847, lists Abigail as the 

Mortgagor (Borrower) and Julius R. Ames as the Mortgagee (Lender). The amount 

borrowed was two hundred and fifty dollars, due in “four quarterly payments from 

the 1st day of May Next, being the rent for one year on the house and lot No. 37 

Maiden Lane belonging to Hugh Humphry and the ordinary taxes and water tax on 

said premises or if said quarterly payments be made to said Humphrey and taxes to 

tax-gathers.”  Listed as collateral, Abigail secured the loan with various houseware 

and furniture such as “the china ware, silver ware, the bookcase, tables, chairs, stoves, 

lamps, beds, bureaus, carpets, bedding.” 

In Susan B. Anthony’s personal collection of books donated to the Library of 

Congress, there are two volumes of poems by Alfred Tennyson. These volumes were 

initially sent to Abigail from Frederick Douglass. In the volumes are inscriptions to 

“Abigail Mott, From her Sincere and grateful Friend, Frederick Douglass. Manchester, 

Eng. 3d Dec. 1846”. After Abigail’s death, her sister Lydia sent them along to Susan B. 

Anthony, who further inscribed volume 2 to say “These volumes were sent to Abigail 

Mott when Frederick Douglas was for the first time visiting England. The Misses Mott-

Abigail and Lydia had earned his gratitude by teaching him to read & talk correctly 

and being all that mortals could be to him as friends…”14 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In 1850, Abigail Mott passed away at the age of 47 while living in Battle Creek, 

Michigan. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16-01265. Albany County Clerk. Chattel Mortgages, 1848. Box 8, File 3054.  

Mortgage of personal property of Abigail Mott to Julius R. Ames. 

Courtesy of the Albany County Hall of Records Archival Collection. 

 



 WILLIAM HENRY JOHNSON (1833-1918) 
 

 
      

     William Henry Johnson was a man of many accomplishments: newspaper publisher, 

war correspondent, orator, Republican Convention delegate, and Grand Master in the 

Masons were some of the “titles” he achieved. Born near Alexandria, Virginia in 1833 

of free parents, William Henry Johnson’s connection to Albany began in 1851.  Shortly 

after his arrival in Albany, he met Stephen Myers, a man whose work inspired W.H. 

Johnson to become involved in the Underground Railroad movement.  In Irvine 

Garland Penn’s The Afro-American Press and its Editors, Johnson states, 

 

I remember vividly, with profound satisfaction, the grand pioneer work in the 

anti-slavery crusade performed by such publications as The Ram’s Horn, The 

North Star, and a paper edited by Stephen Myers and his gifted wife Harriet, in 

this city, away back in the “forties”. It was from the teachings and precepts of 

these advanced journalists, that I received my first inspiration for public work.15 

     Johnson’s participation in the movement was a single step in a long lifetime 

journey of social and political activism.  Johnson was a member of the New York State 

Equal Rights Committee and served as its Chairman from 1866-1873. He also drafted 

an amendment to the military code of New York State removing the word “white” 

from the document. This change was accepted in 1872.16  

 

     William Henry Johnson left Albany around 1855 and returned in 1864.  An 1864 

Albany City Directory lists Johnson as a hairdresser whose shop was located at 27 

Maiden Lane and whose home was at 3 Knox Street.  W.H. Johnson had learned the 

barber’s trade in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, his adopted home after leaving Virginia 

at the age of 12. The chattel mortgage on display is from that same year.  This chattel 

loan agreement was made with Peter M. Morange, a business man in portable 

wardrobes at 502 Broadway and residing at 187 Lydius Street. The document lists 

shears, shaving cups and brushes and razors, barber poles, robes, one show case and 

one picture in frame, among other hairdresser’s tools in Johnson’s barber shop in 

Maiden Lane. 

 

      

 
 
 



A collection of letters and other correspondence is included in William Henry 

Johnson’s autobiography that he published in 1900. 17Many letters were mailed from 

and received with the address of 27 Maiden Lane. In 1918, William Henry Johnson 

passed away.18 

 

 

 
 
 
 

16-01273. Albany County Clerk. Chattel Mortgages, 1864. Box 16, File 5646. 

Mortgage of personal property of William H. Johnson to Peter M. Morange.  

Courtesy of the Albany County Hall of Records Archival Collection. 
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