Hallowed Grounds:
Sites of African-American Memories

Courtesy of the archival collection at the Albany County Hall of Records

The history of African-Americans in the United States can be remembered not
only through the individuals who helped to shape it, but the places in which the
trials and triumphs of African-Americans occurred. The homes of famous
abolitionists, churches that served as community centers and stops on the
Underground Railroad, cemeteries where individuals were laid to rest, schools
where African-American children were able to receive an education and
settlements where African-Americans migrated and formed communities have
become hallow, sacred sites that help individuals remember, reflect and
preserve the struggles and feats of notable and everyday African-Americans in
the past for present and future generations.
Albany contains several examples of such hallowed sites that can be
documented in various records contained at the Albany County Hall of Records.
There is a church patent for the Israel African Methodist Episcopal Church, the
first black church established in Albany, a stop on the Underground Railroad and
a place where community meetings and gatherings occurred. Land maps, deeds
and special Common Council reports detail the reinterring of black parishioners
from Israel AME Church into the 19th Century Church Ground portion of the
Albany Rural Cemetery so that they could be remembered and cared for in a
suitable and respectful manner. Chattel mortgages, a school petition record and
city directories help provide deeper insight into the life of Stephen Myers, an
Albany area black abolitionist whose home at 194 Livingston Avenue was a stop
on the Underground Railroad. His earlier residences throughout the 1830s and
1840s also served as important locations where he likely conducted much of his
work with the local vigilance committee and as publisher for the antislavery
newspaper, The Northern Star.
To learn more about these hallowed Albany sites of African-American memories
and one of the individuals that helped to sanctify them, read on!

Israel African Methodist Episcopal Church

Courtesy of IsraelAME.org

The Israel African Methodist Episcopal Church, Albany’s first black 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.
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Israel AME Church – Church Patent

87-08878 Albany County Clerk, Church Patents Volume I, 1784-1842.
The establishment of the Israel African Methodist Episcopal Church -the first church for black
parishioners in Albany was incorporated April 25, 1829.

Beyond the Grave: Albany Rural Cemetery
State Street Burial Ground, located in present day Washington Park between
State Street and Hudson Avenue, was a graveyard owned by the City of Albany
that was erected in 1801. An alternative gravesite for the city’s inhabitants to
bury its deceased residents was needed as a result of encroaching urbanization
and overcrowded churchyards. The State Street Burial Ground served as a
nondenominational resting place for individuals of many different types of
faiths: Protestants, Quakers, Methodist Episcopalians, Catholics, and more.
Due in part to an 1832 cholera outbreak, this burial ground too became
congested just a few decades after it was established. As a result it was left
unused and neglected; fences had been destroyed and the grounds used by
cattle for pasturing. The site came to be viewed by many Albanians as a
“desecration of so sacred a spot.” On October 4, 1866 the Albany Common
Council appointed a special committee to confer with church trustees and
develop a solution. It was eventually decided that the bodies would be removed
and reinterred at Albany Rural Cemetery in Menands. The Corporation of the
City of Albany purchased a parcel of land from the Trustees of the Albany Rural
Cemetery and in 1868, the bodies were transferred.
The Common Council hired individuals to copy the inscriptions on the old
headstones of the bodies reinterred and took “every means in their power of
discovering who…the actual tenants of these neglected domains [were].” One of
the churches involved in the reinterring of bodies from State Street Burial
Ground to Albany Rural Cemetery was the Israel African Methodist Episcopal
Church. The Israel AME plot, along with several other denominations and a
Potter’s Field, were placed adjacent to each other in what is referred to today as
the Church Grounds. Famous African-Albanians, such as Revolutionary War
veteran Benjamin Lattimore, were laid to rest in the Israel AME plot. The
memory of his and several other notable and everyday black citizens are forever
preserved in the Church Grounds of the Albany Rural Cemetery.

Map 333 – Church Grounds

87-09663 Albany County Clerk Map 333 (Old Map 10). Lands purchased by city for burial plots for
several Albany churches. Surveyor, Reuben H. Bingham Scale: 24:1.

Map 338 – Albany Rural Cemetery

87-09663 Albany County Clerk Map 338 (Old Map 223). Albany Rural Cemetery, 1845 Surveyor,
George B. Douglas Scale: 100:1.

Special Committee on Burial Grounds

86-00724 Common Council, Proceedings of the Albany Common Council, Minutes and Reports, 18661867, Report of a Special Committee on Burial Grounds. On October 4, 1866 a special committee was
appointed to confer with trustees of local churches in an attempt to identify graves that were not
being cared for and remove “the remains of the neglected dead to cemeteries where they can be
properly interred and cared for in a suitable manner.” Here is a partial list of deceased parishioners
reported by the Israel African Methodist Episcopal Church.

The Inquest of Henry Lovett Jackson

14-05693. Albany County Clerk. Coroner’s Inquest for Henry Lovett Jackson, June 1840. Henry was a 9year-old boy who accidentally drowned after falling off a dock. He lost his family due to the cholera
outbreak of 1832 and was adopted by the Lovett family, with whom he resided until his death.

Stephen Myers
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 Myers
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 the Myers were
members. 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.
Until recently, no documentation 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. We cannot say
with any certainty what both of these loans were intended for, but some
assumptions can be made based on what is known about Stephen’s life. Money
necessary to provide aid to slaves on their journey to freedom as well as
fundraising towards establishing a school for black children is plausible.
In both 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: a globe, wall maps of London, New
York and Washington, 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. 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.
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.
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The Petition of Stephen Myers

90-00188 Albany Common Council, Petition of Stephen Myers for a Free School for Colored Children,
1843. Requesting financial assistance of the Common Council, this petition adds the signatures of
white citizens “such as may feel friendly to the education of colored children.”

Chattel Mortgage

97-00734. Albany County Clerk, Chattel Mortgages, 1834-1837. File 816: Stephen Myers to T.F.
Bancroft, Mortgage of Personal Property, 1836. A Chattel Mortgage is a temporary and conditional
pledge of personal property to a creditor as a security for the payment of a debt or the fulfillment of
an obligation.

Chattel Mortgage

97-00734. Albany County Clerk, Chattel Mortgages, 1834-1837. File 132: Stephen Myers to Isaac D
Elliott, Mortgage of Personal Property, 1834.

