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     Imagine you are a fourth grader on a class tour of the Ten Broeck 
Mansion. The guide leads you into a room with red walls, asks you to 
gaze out the windows overlooking the gardens, and tells you to imag-
ine a time when there were no other buildings in sight. Well, except 
for two brick structures. The guide explains that these structures were 
likely used as a summer kitchen and sleeping quarters for the slaves 
owned by the Ten Broecks. 
     ñWeôre going to meet some of the slaves who once lived here,ò the 
guide tells you. But how do we know about these individuals?  
     I spent a large portion of my time as the intern at the Ten Broeck 
Mansion uncovering what little information is available about the 
people enslaved on the property. To supplement what I learned, I also 
researched the lives of enslaved people in similar circumstances. By 
the end of my research, Iôd figured out what kind of work each person 
was likely tasked with, what kind of clothing they would have worn, 
and what their daily lives may have been like.  

     I started with Susannah, who we know about only because of her 
manumission papers. While these papers are currently all we have of 
Susannah, they are an excellent start. Combined with research about 
the duties of domestic female slaves during the time period, I was able 
to imagine what Susannahôs work life may have been like. She was 
most likely responsible for caring for the Ten Broeck children, as well 
as her own, preparing the familyôs meals, warming their beds on chilly 
nights, purchasing goods from the market, and making and mending 
clothing.  
     Next, I searched for the names of any other slaves who lived on the 
Ten Broeck Mansion grounds. Through the Albany Institute of Histo-
ry and Art, I found record of a male slave named John acting as a cou-
rier for the family. While itôs not much, it was enough to get me start-
ed. 
     Based on the fact that the mansion was not a working farm, itôs 
safe to conclude John was a domestic slave, much like Susannah. He 
acted as a courier, certainly, and likely did other household chores 
commonly assigned to domestic male slaves such as repairing any 
damages to the home, chopping firewood, driving the horse-drawn 
carriage (if the family owned one), and tending to any gardens on the 
property. He may have had a specialized skill, as male slaves usually 
did, such as carpentry or blacksmithing.  
     In order to give students a full range of the forms of slavery in the 
Albany area, I decided to include one more enslaved man, Peter, who 
was enslaved by Stephen I. Schuyler. Schuyler, unlike Ten Broeck, 
owned a large piece of farmland, so Peterôs work was quite different 
from that of Susannah and John. He likely tilled the fields, planted, 
tended to, and harvested crops, and took care of livestock. He may 
have felled wood like John, and likely had a specialized skill he used 

when not in the fields. Including Peter was important to me because 
when we talk about slavery in New York we tend to focus on the lives 
of domestic slaves, which is important, but often means we ignore the 
fact that there were many, many slaves working our farmland.      
     My hope is that by getting to know these three individuals who 
lived in and were enslaved in Albany, students can begin to put names 
and faces to the rather abstract concept of ñslavery.ò I believe history 
is best learned through the narratives of people who lived it, and is 
especially powerful when the stories they have to tell arenôt often told. 
I also hope that this basic information on Susannah, John, and Peter 
may lead to more research into their lives and those of the other en-
slaved individuals who lived on the Ten Broeck property. We cannot 
forget: the history of the mansion belongs just as much to them as it 
does the Ten Broeck family. 
      
     Jesse Serfilippi 
 
Left, Portrait of a slave acting as a courier painted by Arthur Devis, 
1754. 
 
Below, Caesar Nicoll was enslaved by the Nicoll family of what is now 
Glenmont. Born in 1737, he died in 1852, living to be 115 years old. 
While there is still much to be learned about his long life, we can only 
imagine what it was like to live through the French and Indian War, 
the American Revolution (which some of the Nicoll family served in), 
and the War of 1812. He also lived through the 1827 emancipation of 
slaves in New York, though he likely kept working for the Nicoll fami-
ly, as he is buried in their plot. Caesar saw America go from a colony 
to a budding nation, dying less than ten years before the start of the 
Civil War. He is one of the only slaves in this area we have an image 
of, and his grave can be visited at Dinmore Road, off of River Road in 
Glenmont.  
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Members and Friends- 

     I have some exciting news to share, the stork will be dropping off a 
baby boy this summer and we are overjoyed! While my husband is  
hopeful the baby will take after him, I'm positive we're actually growing a  
future Albany historian! 
     With this good news also comes some hard news. After six wonderful 
years, I'll be leaving ACHA in mid-July to focus on my family. I am so 
very grateful for my time here and the many unforgettable memories and 
friends Iôve made. It's tough for me to put into words how much this or-
ganization has become a part of who I am, but I do know it's because of all 
you, our amazing supporters, who have tirelessly contributed so much of 
yourselves to build ACHA into what it is today. 
     Our hiring committee is hard at work finding the perfect candidate to take on this important and fulfilling 
role and we plan to have them in place by mid-June. I welcome you to stop by this summer so I can say 
goodbye and introduce you to ACHAôs new Executive Director!   

     We are excited to announce that our new school 
program, ñThe People of Prospectò is almost com-
plete. Jessica Serfilippi, our Fall 2016 education 
intern, was gracious enough to return to lead a group 
of ACHA trustees in the first run-through of the pro-
gram in April. Our trustees did an outstanding job of 
looking at the program through fourth grade eyes, 
asking questions, and offering feedback. I can only 
hope that all fourth graders are as prepared and well 
behaved as our trustees! 

 

ñI think the fact that there are so many hands-on and 
participatory activities in the tour will really engage 

the students. It certainly did for us!ò   
ï Wendy Burch, ACHA Trustee 

 

     The period of history our program explores is 
perfect for fourth grade students. We invite them to 
consider what life was like for the people who lived 
at Ten Broeck Mansion near the end of the 18th cen-
tury. We illustrate the roles different people played 
and the connections between them by investigating 
the objects they used on a daily basis. Participants 
are also introduced to some of the rights and re-
strictions experienced by those living at different 
social and economic levels. 

 

ñI think the activities where some kids are assigned 
to an inferior role in society are very effective. By the 
cards or historic objects they are given, they find 
themselves a woman, a slave, or a man who doesnôt 
own property and thus canôt vote. Kids have a strong 
sense of fairness and will respond to the injustice of 
this system they are suddenly placed in. They will 
recognize that, as students in the same grade, they 
are somewhat equal, but the roles they have been 

asked to play are far from equal.ò  
ï Worth Gretter, ACHA Trustee 

 

     We were fortunate to be able to purchase a num-
ber of reproduction handling objects for the school 
program.  Objects are one way into the personal sto-
ries of those who lived and worked at ñProspect.ò 
Even the most ordinary objects in a home can have a 
complex story 
to tell.  Among 
our objects is a 
chamber pot. 
This artifact 
will lead into 
thought-
provoking 
discussions 
about status 
within the 
household, the 
work of slaves, 
and how the 
lack of basic infrastructure impacted everyone in 
some way. 
     It was wonderful to see the good work of our 
education interns come alive during the tour. The 
content and activities were strong, and the trusteesô 
participation provided excellent insight. ñThe People 
of Prospectò will demonstrate the value of Ten 
Broeck Mansion as a historical resource that lends 
itself to many facets of the public school curriculum. 

The People of Prospect 

    Last weekend was our second annual docent brunch at Ten Broeck Mansion. It 
was a pleasure meeting ACHAôs veteran docents. It is heartening to know that 
visitors are being greeted by such intelligent and dedicated interpreters who clear-
ly love Ten Broeck Mansion and are devoted to telling our story. Our winter do-
cent recruiting efforts were a great success and I was happy to see so many new 

faces. This summer we are planning some fun outings for our docents to both inform their tours and show our 
appreciation. I am planning a docent visit to Schuyler Mansion and some guest speakers to bring some fresh 
perspectives to the stories we tell at the museum. The spring flowers are up and blooming in the garden at 
Ten Broeck Mansion. In a few weeks our doors will be open and tour season will begin. I am looking for-
ward to a great season with all of our docents! Happy Spring!  
         Karen Giordano 

Thank You Docents! 



Meet our Intern  
Name: Jessie Serfilippi  
Hometown: Delmar, NY 
Current Enrollment: MFA in 

Creative Writing at The College of 

Saint Rose 

Intern Project: Finishing school 

group tour, designing pre- and post-

visit materials for students, and 

rewriting tour script for students. 

 
ASK ACHA  
 

Welcome to our feature where we 
answer our readersô most pressing 
questions about Albany County  
History. This week our subject is a 
timeless one.  
 

 

 
Q:  What was life like for the en-
slaved people living at Ten Broeck 
Mansion? 
 

         It is difficult to know exactly 
what the enslaved people at Ten 
Broeck experienced on a daily basis, 
but based on some surviving docu-
ments, the architecture of the house, 
and some archeology, however, a 
faint picture begins to emerge.  
     When the mansion was built in 
1797, Abraham Ten Broeckôs archi-
tect designed the mansion to accom-
modate his slaves with separate liv-
ing quarters and work spaces (likely 
in the attic and basement).  The man-
sion also featured separate, enclosed 
staircases that allowed the enslaved 
occupants to move about the house 
largely out of sight of the family and 
their guests. These have since been 
removed and obscured. In addition, 
two small outbuildings were built at 
the rear flanks of the mansion intend-
ed for housing and work space for 
the slaves (Figure 1).   
     In all, about 10 enslaved people 
lived in the mansion in 1800.  These 
individuals (men, women, and chil-
dren) were tasked with many of the 
menial household chores such as 
cooking, cleaning, laundry, sewing, 
gardening, and the serving of food 
and beverages.   
     By 1799, New York adopted leg-
islation that began the process of 
gradual freedom or emancipation for 
slaves. Following Abraham Ten 
Broeckôs death in 1810, his widow 
Elizabeth manumitted (conditionally 
freed) a slave named Susanah, as 
well as her three daughters. The 
manumission only provided limited 
freedom for this enslaved family as 
they were required to return to the 
mansion once a week to do the 
ñwashing, ironing of the family, and 

spring and fall in every year assist in 
whitewashing and cleaning house 
and helping at the killing as usualé
without price, fee, payment, or re-
ward.ò  Evidence of some of these 
tasks has been recovered in recent 
archeological excavations (Figure 2). 
     It is hard for me to say with cer-
tainty what life was like for the en-
slaved at Ten Broeck.  Based on the 
scant evidence available it was a 
physically and psychologically de-
manding, if not an outright demoral-
izing, existence.  And unfortunately 
for folks like Susanah, conditions do 
not appear to have improved after 
their emancipation. 
 
Answer generously provided by 
Matt Kirk,  Hartgen Archeological 
Associates. 
 
If you have a question pertaining to 
the Ten Broeck Mansion or Albany 
County History please email ka-
ren@tenbroeckmansion.org. One 
question will be selected and an-
swered in our next newsletter. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Top, George Merchantôs 1834 sketch 
of the Ten Broeck mansion and 
grounds with the now demolished 
outbuildings rendered (arrows) in. 
Bottom, A whitewashed brick, butch-
ered animal bones and shell, and a 
copper button from the excavations 
at the southwest outbuilding.  Likely 
evidence from Susanahôs labor (as 
mentioned in her manumission rec-
ord) at the mansion between 1797 
and 1813.  
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Hereôs what Jesse had to say about her time at ACHA: 
     ñFrom the start of my time at ACHA all of my tasks centered 

around the new education programïï a specialized, interactive tour for 

3rd through 8th grade students. Only one lesson still needed designing 

by the time I arrived: the one that discusses slavery.  

     In face of such a heavy topic, I decided that the best way for stu-

dents to learn about the day-to-day realities of slavery at the Ten 

Broeck Mansion was through the eyes of some of the individuals who 

actually lived it. After much research, I found three peopleïï two of 

whom lived at the Ten Broeck Mansionïï who could the broader story 

of slavery in Albany.  

      My hope is that this lesson in particular will make a meaningful 

impact on students and inspire them to learn more about history. My 

time here has also shown me that I really can use my background in 

writing and my love of early American history to pursue a career at a 

museum or other history-related field, which has always been a dream 

of mine. 

     I hope that the work I did while at ACHA is helpful to the students 

whoôll attend these tours, and that it will help them become more in-

formed, interested, and engaged citizens of the city and world we all 

share. I am so grateful for the time I got to spend here and for the op-

portunity to design such a meaningful aspect of the education pro-

gram. I enjoyed myself so much that I never wanted my time here to 

end!ò 

 

We are on the verge of installing new wallpaper in the 1812 Room. It is going to be furnished as 
a ca. 1840 bed chamber of a retired officer from the War of 1812. We have some items on hand, 
but we need more to complete the space. Donations of decorative arts or textiles for 
dressing the bed would be welcome; an overshot coverlet from the 1830ôs with Ameri-
can eagle or similar design would be appropriate. Funds for reproduction window 
dressings and wall-to-wall carpeting are also needed. If you have a relevant piece you 
would like to see immortalized in a museum, please contact the Albany County Histor-
ical Association at 518-436-9826.  

Left top, the 1812 Room currently. Left bottom, the 1812 Room in the 1950s. Right, 
examples of appropriate coverlets and decorative arts for 1840s interpretation. 

Call to the Public for Help in Curating the 1812 Room!  

Albany Facts with Brahm the Beaver! 

Hi, Brahm the Beaver here with a fun fact about 
Albany! Did you know that the New York State 
animal is me, the beaver? The Beaver was adopted 
as the state animal in 1975. Adult beavers are three 

to four feet long and weigh 40 
to 50 pounds. In the 1600ôs,  
Dutch fur traders settled near 
the present capital, Albany, to 
buy beaver pelts and trade with the Native Amer-
icans. Check me out on the Albany coat of arms!  

mailto:sarah@tenbroeckmansion.org

