
Underground Railroad Handout 
 
GRADUAL ABOLITION IN NEW YORK 

 



 
Even after Emancipation former slaves could be re-enslaved should they be captured in the South.  This 
was the story behind the recent movie 12 Years a Slave. Prince Matice who was raised in Schoharie 
County and then moved to Harpersfield and eventually Athens, got work on sailing ships and because of 



illness was brought ashore in the South in 1839. He eventually was thrown in jail and was to be 
auctioned off to pay his jail fees when the people back home heard about it and petitioned the 
Governor to free him. The Governor was out of the area, so the locals collected the 80. and sent 
someone to rescue Prince and bring him home. 
 
In 1840 a law was passed giving the Gov. power to act in such cases. 
 
“An Act More effectually to protect the free citizens of this state from being kidnapped or reduced to 
slavery,”. This law was used in the Solomon Northrup case. 

 
THE CHURCHES FRACTURE OVER ABOLITION 
 

• The U.S. Congress was impacted by many petitions sent in from the North requesting that 
the Slaves in DC be freed, that Texas and other territories not be admitted as Slave States, 
etc. In 1836 the first Gag rules were implemented in the House of Representatives authored 
by Henry Pinckney of South Carolina. The early Gag rule of Feb. 8, 1836 required that all 
memorials asking for the abolition of Slavery in DC be referred to a select committee, 
basically sending them to a dead letter office to be responded to that Congress didn’t have 
the authority to act.  

• Soon after Congressman Briggs of MA presented a petition in regard to abolishing slavery in 
DC.  Congressman Wise of VA objected to receiving the petition. In the heated discussion 
that followed Wise criticized the author of the Gag rule and hissed him as a deserter from 
the principles of the south upon the question of slavery. Wise was supposed to present an 
opposing petition from the VA Leg. 

• The Speaker of the House was called to order for allowing the objection of receiving of the 
petition from Mr. Briggs. In a rare occurrence the House voted to overrule the Speaker and 
that such Petitions should be received by the House and submitted to the Select Committee 
without further question. This also meant that Congressman Wise had to explain to the VA 
Legislature why their petition was not presented to the House. 

• The Petition presented by Mr. Briggs was from Schoharie.  
• In order to avoid conflict within their churches some denominations adopted similar Gag 

rules to prevent their preachers from getting caught up in the Abolitionist movement and 
splitting the churches apart. 

• At a meeting of the Hartwick Synod of the Lutheran Church in 1836 Rev. Lambert 
Swackhamer introduced a proposal regarding the Abolition of slavery.  Taking a que from 
the Congress the Synod indefinitely postponed any action on it. A counter resolution said 
the Synod should remain silent. 

• The question in some minds was on the issue of Slavery; could the Church remain silent 
without sin? 

• The president of the Synod a former lawyer and Schoharie County Clerk John D. Lawyer 
along with Philip Wieting, William Ottman and Lambert Swackhamer left and formed the 
Franckean Synod. 

 
• The Constitution of the Franckean Synod was worded similar to the local Anti-Slavery 

Societies in the area. It forbade any members and pastors from holding slaves and that 
slavery was a sin in the sight of God. The Churches were to bear testimony against the sin of 
slavery and John D. Lawyer the Synod President in his address delivered a denunciation of 
slavery in a vocal tirade. The Franckeans became the lone Lutheran Synod in the Country to 



take such a strong stand against slavery for decades. The Franckeans encouraged other 
Synods, sending out an “Appeal” to follow their lead. Published the Lutheran Herald 
Newspaper 1839-45. 

 
LOCAL NAMES IN THE ANTI-SLAVERY MOVEMENT 

• Journal of the House of Representatives of the United States, 1837-1838 
TUESDAY, December 12, 1837.Mr. John Quincy Adams presented sundry petitions against the 
annexation of Texas to the Union of these States, viz:  

• Of Eli Boles and 200 others, inhabitants of Jefferson, Schoharie county, in the State of New York;  
• Dr. Eli Boies 1820-57 Jefferson Physician and member of the Jefferson Presbyterian Church 
• House Journal --WEDNESDAY, February 14, 1838. 
• Memorials remonstrating against the admission of any new slaveholding State into the Union of 

these States, were presented as follows, viz: By Mr. John Quincy Adams:  
• Of John P. Plank and 31 inhabitants of Schoharie county, in the State of New York; 
• John P. Plank was the Postmaster at Franklinton 
• Rev. George A. Lintner of Schoharie the Hartwick Synod Lutheran minister must have felt under 

siege as the Franckean’s were trying to take over his churches and steal his sheep. Some of the 
Franckean ministers had been close friends and now were enemies. Even with this going on 
around him he was true to his word of supporting good works in the area, even when not being 
led by the Schoharie or Middleburgh Lutheran Churches. 

• On July 14, 1839 he allowed Rev. Mr. John Cross, Agent of the Anti-Slavery State Society to 
preach in his place at Schoharie. He took as his text Hebrews 11:6 “But without faith it is 
impossible to please God.” Lintner noted in his journal; “It is to be lamented that men in their 
zeal to promote a good cause often do much evil.” 

• On July 27, 1839 Rev. Mr. Cross writes from Quaker St. that he had been holding a meeting in 
Ames but the host backed out and the minister, church and congregation were driven from the 
sanctuary  to a “barn which was made at once the place of prayer.” 

• “Thence I came to Schoharie where abolition if not dead was in such a deep death like slumber, 
that I doubted whether anything short of Gabriel’s trump would rouse it into action; and after 
three services on the Sabbath, two of which were specially devoted to the cause of freedom, 
considered the prospects so unpromising, as scarcely to warrant the effort of forming a county 
society. Concluding therefore to ‘let the dead bury the dead,’ without staying myself to attend 
the funeral.” 

• “I started for Greene county; but on my way found at Livingstonville a little leaven, and resolved 
to make one more effort in old Schoharie. Accordingly visited the principal places in the county, 
and lectured where I could find an opportunity and yesterday, we organized the Schoharie 
county Anti-Slavery Society, under more favorable auspices than we could have anticipated 
from the indications when I first arrived.” 

• Hon. Elias Hallady of Schoharie was elected President; James A. Boyd of Livingstonville, Sect. and 
James Burnet of Livingstonville Treas. The executive committee were also located at 
Livingstonville, among whom were Rev. Asa W. Bushnell, and Rev. Mr. Coonley. “Late in the 
season as this society has sprung up, its blossoms of promise, will I trust, withstand the frosts of 
the first week in November, and cause pro slavery political demagogues to quake when they 
behold its ripening clusters, for to them at least they will appear ‘fruits meet for repentance’. 
Yours for the slave, J. Cross.” 

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1839 Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society Formed 
• Sect. James A. Boyd reports: 



• Joshua Cross, Chester Lasell, Dr. James Mereness, Dr. Thomas B. Van Alstine, Vice Presidents; 
Rev. Asa W. Bushnell, Corresponding Secretary; James A. Boyd, Recording Secretary; James 
Burnett, Esq. Treas.; Rev. Asa W. Bushnell, Rev. James Conley, Talmage Waterbury, Robert 
Bosthwick, James A Boyd, Executive Comm. Fourteen delegates were appointed to attend the 
National Convention in Albany. Thirty-nine were present and signed the constitution. One 
declined to sign.   

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1840 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Meetings 
• May 25, Richmondville, Thomas B. Van Alstine, President 
•  He was a well-known physician of Richmondville, Schoharie County, New York. He was a 

forceful advocate of the abolition of slavery and not only practiced but frequently preached 
abstinence from intoxicants as a beverage. He was a relative of Rev. Nicholas Van Alstine. 

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies,  
• Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1840 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Meetings 
• May 25, Richmondville, Jas. A Boyd, Sec. 
• James Boyd sometimes referred to as Deacon was later the President of the Society and lived in 

Livingstonville, where meetings were held. His father Alex. Boyd was a Congressman and was 
the largest slave holder in Middleburgh and was noted for the care he gave his slaves. James 
moved to Rome, NY and his wife’s (referred to as Nancy) 1851 obituary noted she was formerly 
from Livingstonville and was the promoter of Reform and the especial friend of the slave. “These 
deeds shall thy memorial be 

• Fear not-thou didst them unto ME.” Frederick Douglas’s Paper  10/23/1851 
• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1840 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-slavery Meetings 
• July 4, Livingstonville, NY, Talmage Waterbury, President 
• Rev. Talmadge Waterbury was a native of New Hampshire, he was of mixed Welsh and English 

ancestry who were among the earliest settlers of New England. His progenitors like those of his 
wife Rachel Earl Waterbury also a native of the Granite State were soldiers of the Revolution. He 
settled in Schoharie County in 1832 moved to MI in the 1840s. Talmage was a Congregational 
minister.  

• The attendance at the meeting was 150 although competing with a Methodist Quarterly 
Meeting and a Log Cabin and Hard Cider Celebration (Harrison Campaign). In 1840 there was a 
call for a Colored State Convention in Albany, Charles B. Ray, Chair, C. I. Reason Sect. 

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1840 Colored State Convention 
• August 18-20 Albany, NY 
• In 1840 there was a call for a Colored State Convention in Albany, by Charles B. Ray, Chair, C. I. 

Reason Sect.  They had assembled to adopt measures, to obtain the right to vote. One hundred 
and forty delegates came from NYC to Buffalo. There was mention of their anti-slavery annual 
meetings for the two years past. 

• “Resolved, That the Acts of the Convention of 1821, which amended the State Constitution so as 
to extend the right of suffrage to one portion of the citizens of the State, unrestricted, and 
demand for its exercise a property qualification of another portion, was a violation of every 
principle of justice, anti-republican, and repugnant to the assertion of man's equality upon 
which our government is founded.” 

• “Who would be free, themselves must strike the blow!" 
• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 



• 1840 3rd Senatorial Convention 
• September 2nd 1840 Catskill, NY 
• Jeremiah Coons of Schoharie Co. [Broome] was called to the Chair. 
• G.W. Durant of Albany and G.W. Peavy of Rensselaer appointed secretaries. 
• Present 
• J. A. Boyd of Schoharie 
• Tallmadge Waterbury of Schoharie 
• “…hail with pleasure the organization of the freemen’s party, [Liberty Party] based upon the 

great principles contained in the Declaration of Independence, that all men were created equal-
” 

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1841 State Convention Anti-Slavery Society, Albany Feb, 10th 
• Schoharie County Delegates to the National Convention in NYC in May: 
• T. Ralsey, James Burnett, George Stimson, Jas A Boyd, Tallmadge Waterbury, Livingstonville 
• W. S. Gates, Schoharie 
• T. B. Vanalstine, Richmondville 
• David Bouck, Cobleskill 
• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1842 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-slavery Meetings 
• August 30-31, Livingstonville, NY, Deacon James A Boyd, Pres, G. W. Durant, Sect. pro. tem. 
• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1842 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-slavery Meetings 
• August 30-31, Livingstonville, NY, Deacon James A Boyd, Pres, G. W. Durant, Sect. pro. tem. 
• G. W. Durant was the Sect. at a meeting in Rensselaerville on January 4, 1841 where the 

purpose of the meeting was to raise funds for the temporal care and spiritual welfare of the 
Africans from the Amistad who were confined in CT as it was assumed, they would soon be 
freed by the Supreme Court. Durant was still active in 1855 as there is a mention of him in the 
Radical Abolitionist 1st issue. The $26.91 was forwarded to Lewis Tappan in NY. 

•  At the Livingstonville Meeting it was stated; “…although abolition does not necessarily include 
Christianity, yet there can be no Christianity that does not include abolition.” 

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1842 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-slavery Meetings 
• August 30-31, Livingstonville, NY, Deacon James A Boyd, Pres, G. W. Durant, Sect. pro.tem. 
• Officers for 1843 
• Dr. James Marenus, Pres.[Dr. Mereness, Leesville]  Exec. Comm.   David Bouck [Cobleskill] 
• Chester Lasell, V.P. [Schoharie]     Elias Hollyday[Esq. Scho] 
• Dr. T. B. Van Alstine, V.P.[Richmondville]    Sabastian 

Shank[Cobleskill] 
• W.S. Gates, Sect.[Schoharie]            George W. 

Porter[Lawyersville] 
• Jas. Burnett, Treas. [Schoharie]     Samuel Codwell [?] 
• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1842 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Meetings 
• August 30-31, Livingstonville, NY, Deacon James A Boyd, Pres, G. W. Durant, Sect. pro.tem. 
• Officers for 1843 
• Dr. James Marenus [Mereness, Leesville], Pres. 
• Dr. James Mereness participated and organized anti-slavery meetings for the western part of 

Montgomery County for many years prior to the Civil War.  Reports indicate that fugitive slaves 



seeking freedom from their lives in servitude sought shelter in Mereness’ home as part of the 
Underground Railroad network.  Dr. Mereness died in 1872, at which time, he continued his 
interests in improving the lives of African Americans through bequests to educate them. Historic 
Marker at Ames Museum 

• In 1850 he was an agent for the American Baptist Free Mission Society. The Agents were active, 
not only in creating a public sentiment against the bill, but also in collecting aid for the fugitives. 
Over $3,000. in clothing and provisions were forwarded to the refugee slaves in Can. 

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1842 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-slavery Meetings 
• August 30-31, Livingstonville, NY, Deacon James A Boyd, Pres, G. W. Durant, Sect. pro.tem. 
• Officers for 1843 
• Chester Lasell V.P. 
• Chester Lasell arrived from Windham, Connecticut to settle at Schoharie in 1806. Lasell 

apparently owned the tavern and occupied the building as a residence, but he also established a 
hat factory on an adjoining parcel. The Lasell family included fourteen children, the youngest of 
whom was born in 1832. The tavern remained in operation through the early decades of the 
nineteenth century; it continued to serve travelers using the Albany and Schoharie and the 
Middleburgh and Schoharie Plank Roads during the early 1850s. In 1855, a change in use 
occurred and the building was enlarged to accommodate pupils attending the nearby Schoharie 
Academy. It was located near Spring St. which was a Black neighborhood of the Village. The Old 
Lutheran Parsonage nearby was used by Rev. Lintner for funerals and counseling sessions of the 
Black residents. 

• Schoharie County Anti-Slavery Society and Town Anti-Slavery Societies, Liberty Party Meetings 
• 1842 Quarterly Schoharie County Anti-slavery Meetings 
• Officers for 1843 
• W.S. Gates, Sect.[Schoharie] lived on the West side of the Schoharie Creek on a farm near the 

Plank Road of which he owned stock in. He also was involved in constructing a Plank Road from 
Schoharie Bridge to Warnerville. His business in the village was Warren S. Gates - Tin, sheet Iron, 
Copper & Stove Store - one door north Eagle Tavern 

• Jas. Burnett, Treas. [Schoharie] was a Town Justice from 1828-31. 
 

Possible Agents of the Underground Railroad 
• In April of 1842 an Eastern, NY Anti-Slavery Society was formed that included Schoharie County. The 

General Agent elected was Abel Brown a Baptist Preacher from Sand Lake NY in Rensselaer County  
who had been a Temperance lecturer and Abolitionist Agent in MA before taking a break and 
locating at Sand Lake. Sand Lake or West Sand Lake was also the location of a Franckean Minister 
and the Lutheran Church later split there and another Lutheran Church was built in the Town under 
the direction of Rev. John D. Lawyer. In 1836 both John D. Lawyer and Philip Wieting were members 
of the Anti-Slavery Society of Sand Lake. 

• Rev. Abel Brown was at the Sept. 1842 Schoharie County meeting in Livingstonville and spoke about 
the necessity of a thorough and efficient Anti Slavery Action. The next meeting was to be the 15th of 
Oct. in Sharon. 

• In September of 1843 Abel Brown, E.W. Goodwin, editor of the Abolitionist paper Tocsin of Liberty 
and Charles Torrey known as the father of the Underground Railroad held forth on the steps of the 
Capitol in Albany. 

• Torrey in 1842 organized an elaborate Underground Railroad route from Washington to Baltimore, 
Philadelphia, and Albany. He worked closely with Thomas Smallwood, a free black. Together, they 
solicited slaves in Washington to run away, then transported them north to freedom in 

http://amesmuseum.weebly.com/


Pennsylvania. There, they were conducted through a series of safe houses, mostly owned 
by Quakers, to Philadelphia, Albany, and ultimately, for many, Canada. Torrey and his colleagues 
rented horses and wagons and often transported as many as 15 or 20 slaves at a time. Torrey and 
Smallwood specifically targeted slaves owned by Southern members of Congress and important 
political figures so as to cause as much public disruption as possible. 

• So far we have noted some agents that were identified by historical references such as the 
Franckean Pastor Nicholas Van Alstyne and Dr. James Mereness, and some who left Schoharie such 
as Luther Lee to be agents elsewhere. 

• It would strongly appear that Deacon James Boyd whose wife was mentioned in Frederick Douglas’s 
paper as the special friend of the slave was involved and possibly Dr. Thomas Van Alstyne of 
Richmondville. 

• It would not be surprising for the other Franckean Pastors to follow the example of Rev. Van Alstine 
a leader for many years in the Synod. Rev. Ottman’s son was a leader in the Anti-Slavery Societies 
around Hartwick Seminary. 

• Rev.  John D. Lawyer probably the leading abolitionist of the Franckeans would seem like a likely 
candidate. 
Anti-Slavery Societies had split in 1840  over becoming active in Politics, Women’s rights at the 
meetings, hostility to established religions, etc. Rev. Abel Brown and the other leaders encouraged 
voting for candidates that supported the Abolitionist cause. Unhappiness with the major political 
parties lead to the Formation of the Liberty Party. On May 14, 1845 there was to be a Liberty Party 
meeting at Leesville. The notice for the meeting stated; “Is it not time for the abolitionists to arouse 
themselves?” 

• Unfortunately, the leaders in the movement in the Northeast Charles Torrey died in 1846 and Abel 
Brown in 1844 both in their 30’s. Brown from exposure and wearing himself out and Torrey ended 
up in prison for his Underground RR work and died in prison after a second round with tuberculosis 
that had taken his family in his youth.   

• Due to the inactivity of the Northeastern NY Anti-Slavery Society in December of 1845 John D. 
Lawyer and James Mereness called a meeting to form a Christian Anti-Slavery Society in Ames, 
Montgomery County. The meeting was to be attended by churches in the surrounding counties that 
held a similar view on slavery. Attending was Rev. George F. Post from the Baptist Church in 
Leesville, Franckeans Van Alstine and Ottman were also there. Their next meeting in Amsterdam 
was to draft a protest against slavery to be sent to all of the Christian Churches in New York State. 

• Two of the reports written by Anti-Slavery Agents Rev. Cross and Brown were addressed from 
Quaker Street in Schenectady County. The New York Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of 
Friends stated in their Bi-Centennial Booklet in 1895;”The future impartial historian, in seeking the 
original source of the influence which finally wrought the overthrow of slavery, will find its 
beginning in the conscientious moving against the great wrong within the body of the Society of 
Friends, in obedience to the teaching of simple, spiritual truth, a practical recognition of the 
fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man.” 

• Ebenezer Wright of Quaker St. was an earnest supporter of the Abolitionist party, and with John 
Sheldon, James Sheldon and Reuben Briggs acted as Agents for the “Underground Railroad” 
assisting fleeing slaves on their way to Canada and freedom. 

• History of Albany & Schenectady Counties by Howell & Tenney 1886 
 
 

 
 



 
 
Possible Routes on the Underground Railroad 
• In a book entitled, "The Story of the Friends Meeting House at Quaker Street, N.Y. " by Marjorie R. 

Hoag Phillps, 1944, pg. 18, reads, ". . . . They made their way here from previous harbors around 
Coeymans and Renselearville among other places of secret protection. Here they were kept until 
it was felt they could be transported with safety to their next refuge, which of course was another 
settlement of Quakers. This was the little settlement known as Charleston Four Corners. From there 
they were further aided in their escape, eventually reaching the Canadian border and freedom." 

• 3/3/1965 interview with Mrs. Donald W. Phillips about Quaker St.; ”Skinner’s house is one of the 
older houses. It is a “plank house” and was part of the underground railroad. The slaves were hidden 
in secret places in the houses and were transported by being put in wagons and covered over with 
hay. They came from Coeymans and the next regular stop was north of Esperance, on their way to 
Canada.” 

• In 1848 The American Christian Newspaper was published and supported the candidates of the new 
Free Soil Party just formed in Buffalo. “The mass meeting of the friends of Freedom at Sharon 
Springs has been held. It was truly a great rally, such as, perhaps this county has never before 
witnessed. It has been estimated that about 1,000 persons were in attendance.” 

• The Gingerbread House at Charleston Four Corners records show that house being owned by 
Maxwell on the 1853 town map. It is rumored to have been a stop on the Underground Railroad. 
The Quaker Cemetery is north of this house on Route 162. Most likely heading north from here to 
Sprakers Basin and the Erie Canal. There was also a Quaker Meeting in the Town of Carlisle, 
Schoharie County on the Great Western Turnpike. 

• “The next station west was the house of Mr. Griggs, a miller at Schoharie” 
• History of Albany & Schenectady Counties by Howell & Tenney 1886 
• John P. Griggs was born in 1797 in what became the Town of Esperance according to his son’s bio. 

He owned part of the Ferry that was probably the one near the current Sloansville Bridge as Junction 
Rd. was called the Ferry Rd. He shows up in Carlisle Censuses but in 1844 purchased the Peter 
Vroman house and mills in Schoharie. 

• In reviewing the cooperation between Rensselaerville and Livingstonville and if following the 
Loonenburg Turnpike along the route of the Franckean Churches and the locations of the Anti-
Slavery Society Meetings leading to Sharon seems like another likely route although not 
documented. Going from Rensselaerville to Livingstonville to Richmondville to Sharon. 

• Before 1850 it would not be surprising to see Freedom Seekers settle with the existing Black 
population in the County. As noted Schoharie County had more Blacks than any County west of the 
Hudson River Counties. In October of 1842 Charles Carrol a law student of Attny. Spafford of 
Middleburgh writes; “And it is also inhabited by a great number of Negroes. There are probably 
nearly a hundred of them in this village.” [Middleburgh] 

• In 1844 it was reported that Sharon Springs was a strong Abolition hold and that the Democrats 
were going to have a rally in Sharon but the Abolitionists said there would not be enough people to 
even raise a hickory pole. However, near one hundred of the “true Democracy” turned out. 
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