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Rev. Abel Brown
• Temperance preacher
• Anti-slavery speaker
• Newspaper publisher
• Underground railroad 

activist
• Radical
• Militant
• Pastor of the Sand Lake 

Baptist Church



The Abel Brown “Fan Club”

Paul & Mary Liz Stewart 
Underground Railroad Education Center

Tom Calarco
Author

Dr. Jennifer Thompson Burns
University at Albany



Elder Brown’s “Biggest Fan”



Abel Brown challenges slavery

Three Questions for Today:
1. Who was Abel Brown?
2. What in God’s Name was he doing in Sand 

Lake?
3. Why Have I Never Heard of Him?



Abel Brown …

“The Forgotten Abolitionist”
-- Tom Calarco

“The Unimpeachable Man”
-- Dr. Jennifer Burns

“John Brown Before John Brown Was”
-- Dr. Jennifer Burns



The Underground Railroad



The Underground Railroad…

… was not a railroad
… was not underground (literally or figuratively)
… and was not about benevolent White people 

rescuing poor, defenseless Blacks



The Underground Railroad…

Roles (“conductors”, “station agents”, etc.)

Separating Fact From Myth:
• Stories, lore
• Known associates
• Documentary evidence

Abel Brown and Sand Lake – All of the Above!



First Question: Who Was Abel Brown?

Born in Hartford Connecticut, 
November 9, 1810

Family moved to Eaton, 
Madison Co., NY, 1821

Educated at Fredonia Academy 
(founded in 1826), 1829

Theological Seminary at  
Hamilton Institution
Completed studies 1833



Abel Brown …
Evangelical Christian – a man of God 

SMALl, Athletic 
“a good dancer”

Organized – ”a good 
head for business”

Uncompromising –
Fearless - Tireless

Clever

Nervous – impatient & energetic

Egalitarian
Libeler –Brazen --
Stiffnecked PITA!

Gregarious
Charismatic

Ecumenical (sort of) Provocative

Plain-spoken



Rev. Abel Brown … Evangelical Christian

”The only desire the Christian 
should have to stay in this 
world, should be to warn 
sinners to flee from the wrath to 
come.”

“We ought to be 
humble before 
God for permitting 
us to labor in his 
cause.”

“We should be willing to stay here [in this mortal 
world] just as long as God would have us, and 
bear with patience all the afflictions he sends upon 
us; for we can never suffer as much as Jesus did.”

“Are you willing to 
live, labor and die, 
pointing sinners to 
the Lamb of God?”

“God’s laws are more important that man’s.” 



Fall 1835, Auburn NY – assaulted, beaten in the 
street, pursued by a mob of 500

Fall 1836, Westfield NY – accosted 
on the street and whipped “30 or 
more times” with a rawhide

Jamestown Jour 11-17-1843Columbia Register, New Haven 10-15-1842



Fall 1837 – Exhorts Hamilton seminary 
senior class to leave “immediately”

December 1843 - Exposes Baptist 
slaveholders and Church Leadership

(published in The Liberator) 

1842 - Sued for Libel by Henry Clay



AB “Trolled” Slave-holders 
and Their Supporters in Print



Egalitarian Abel Brown
First wife Mary Ann Brigham
Editor of the Golden Rule

Catharine Brown Spears

Rev Charles B. Ray

Lewis Washington



Fanatic to Radical…Abel Brown’s 
Evolution

Career Tracking
Ø Ambition to be an overseas missionary
Ø Itinerant preacher: NY, MA, PA
Ø Sabbath School promoter
Ø Congregation-based minister
Ø Temperance speaker
Ø Abolitionist
Ø Underground Railroad advocate, participant, 

promoter, newspaper publisher, political 
advocate



Second Question: What in God’s Name 
Was Abel Brown Doing in Sand Lake?

Rev. Abel Brown came to Sand Lake Baptist May 
1841 – age 30 -- and dismissed from the pulpit 
here, summer 1842

Brown came to Sand Lake
from Northampton, MA

“Hired” by Deacons A.R.
Fox and Dr. C.H. Gregory 



The Travels of Abel Brown
Eaton / Morrisville
Hartford 
Fredonia 
Hamilton College
Homer / Cortland
Auburn
Northeast PA
Baltimore
Central NY
Finger Lakes
Beaver Co. PA
Northampton MA
Sand Lake - Bennington
Albany
Troy
Vermont
Chicago – Milwaukee
Detroit - Ontario
North Country NY
Canandaigua
And elsewhere! 



Beaver Co. / New Brighton PA

Beaver River

Ohio River

Virginia Pennsylvania

Ohio

North to Erie PA, Fredonia NY, Buffalo

Ohio River from Cincinnati
& Louisville, KY

Northwest to Cleveland

Abel Brown in Western 
Pennsylvania



Sand Lake 
Baptist Church

Deacon Albert Fox

Deacon Charles Gregory



Why Sand Lake (Cont’d)

• AB in Trouble – Again!

• Frankean Synod Lutherans
in WSL (“hotbed” town)

• Albany! (Troy, too)



TO CANADA

Sand Lake

Maiden Lane (RR) Ferry Bath (North) Ferry

Albany Basin – Steamship Dock

Erie Canal Basin – Lock 1

Champlain Canal to Whitehall

Hoosick Road to Bennington

Railroad West

Erie Canal West

Boston Post Road East
Northampton

Plank Road East (Lanesborough / Deerfield)

Train from New York

Myers Residence

Greenbush (South) Ferry

Abel Brown 
& Sand Lake



Pastor at Sand Lake May 1841 – July 1842 

… and Corr Sec’y Eastern NY Anti-Slavery Society, 
wrote for Tocsin of Liberty newspaper, and …



DISMISSAL! 
Sand Lake, June 13th, 1842

DEAR BROTHER BROWN: - I feel as if I could weep tears of blood over
the apparent desolating prospects of Zion…I feel as though we are called 
upon to contend inch by inch with the adversary of all good, for the right 
of our master’s territory…The cloven hoof never appeared to me more 
apparent, and more deformed, than it did yesterday, in the determination 
of our Deacons, that they would do what they could to prevent your going 
as a delegate from this church, to the Association at Poughkeepsie. The main
objection of Dea. Fox was, that you would agitate on the subject of slavery,  
and it struck him forcibly, that you had neglected to take a letter of dismission 
from this church, purposely so that you might get the delegation; and this he 
thought very mysterious. Dea. Gregory had objections, but he did not make 
them known, and although it was voted that you should go as a delegate, yet 
that vote was afterwards rescinded. 
I hope that the Lord will direct you in the way he would have you go, and if it 
is his will that you should, that all the causes of discouragement will not 
prevent your being present at the Association. Trust in God – he will sustain 
you. If means are wanting, I will hear a part of the expense. Yours as ever, 

C. H. Gregory



Albany!

• Agent & Corr Sec’y Eastern 
NY Anti-Slavery Society*

* CH Gregory, Exec Committee!

• Traveling Speaker

• Publisher Tocsin of Liberty

• Underground RR Operative

• Secretary NY Liberty Party



Full Time Activist

Gerrit Smith

Rev Charles Torrey

Rev Henry Highland Garnet

Stephen Myers

Rev Fayette Shipherd

William Jay

Arthur Tappan

Rev Charles B. Ray



…Mr. Moses Roper… …Phillip & Benjamin
…Mr. Walter Freeman… …Rev James Beulah
…Mr. Jeremiah Snowden… …Mr. Joseph Rogers
…Mary Anne… …Elizabeth Castle
...Mr. William Johnson… …Levi
…Mr. Fester Dixon… …Mr. Isaac Hinson
…Mr. Henry Terry… …Miss Sarah Smith
…Eliza Wilson…

The vigilance committee are up 

their elbows in work, and are desirous

to have you inform a few of those men

who have lately lost property…that we 

are always on hand, and ready to ship

cargoes on the shortest notice, and en-

sure safe passage over the ‘Great Ontario’

Certain gentlemen, who take such adeep interest in the welfare of MissLeah Brown, lately held in servileBondage by Mrs. McDonald, are here-by informed that Leah…is beyond thereach of those men who have latelyoffered one hundred dollars for herdelivery. 

Fugitives. ‘The cry is still they come.’ – Two
yesterday morning, and two this morning…

Abel Brown, 1843



Third Question: Why Have I Never Heard 
of Him?

Died November 8th, 1844, in
Canandaigua, NY

ABEL BROWN
A faithful minister of him who

proclaimed Liberty to the captive.
A Hero, in the fearless advocacy of truth,

and in vindication of the oppressed.
A Martyr, in his devotion and self-sacrifice to

the calls of bleeding humanity.
His memory lies embalmed in the heart of many a fugitive,
and on the leaves of Immortality his deeds are inscribed.

Rev. Abel Brown was born at Springfield, Mass., Nov. 9, 1810.
Died Nov. 8, 1844 at Canandaigua, N.Y.

The Free Church of Canandaigua, and other friends
of  the slave, erect this monument, as a record
of his resting place, and a tribute to his worth. 



William Still: Underground Railroad –
Authentic Narratives and First Person 
Accounts (1872) 

Wilbur H. Siebert: The Underground 
Railroad, A Comprehensive History (1898)



And Here in Sand Lake …

“… In 1841, Elder Abel Brown from Northampton, 
became pastor for one year. Twelve were added 
by baptism. After him came … -- page 5



Rev. Abel Brown’s Legacy

1. “assisting …not less than one-thousand…” 
- From Rev. Abel Brown obituary

2. Abolition of Slavery in the United States 

3. Ongoing Example to 
Believers and Activists 



More Information
Underground Railroad Education Center

Myers Residence
194 Livingston Ave, Albany

Gerrit Smith Farm & National Abolition
Hall of Fame, Peterboro, NY

Harriet Beecher Stowe Home, Hartford

Ruggles Center for History & Education
Northampton (Florence) MA

Rokeby, Ferrisburgh Vermont

John Brown Farm SHS, Lake Placid

Harriet Tubman NHP, Auburn



Abel Brown 
Pastor, Abolitionist, Radical

Conversation
Questions & Comments?

Contact info:
sandlakehistory@aol.com

pcf159@hotmail.com

mailto:sandlakehistory@aol.com
mailto:pcf159@hotmail.com


Bonus Question!

Rev. Abel Brown was a “social justice warrior”, born in 1810, who lived in 
Sand Lake in the 1840s. He fought for the oppressed, broke the law and 

was arrested, and became a political activist for the cause.

Another “social justice warrior”, born in 1810, lived nearby at the time. He 
also fought for the oppressed, broke the law and was arrested, and 

became a political activist for the cause. 

They lived less than five miles apart.

How did they not know each other?


