
Mercer County Underground Railroad Driving Tour  
(Estimated tour time, without side trips, is 4 to 5 hours.) 

(This tour begins in the Borough of Mercer.) 

The Underground Railroad  (URR) was a loose grouping of people 
who b elieved that “all men are created equal” and went to great 
lengths to help runaway slaves escap e bondage.  There was no 
central control or planning.  Abolition was the great moral issu e 
of the Nineteenth Century.  Th e country split over this issue—not 
just North and South, but within communities, churches, and 
sometimes families.  Abolition and a var iet y of other issues took 
the Union into the Civil W ar.  Both the abolitionists and the 
runaways were heroic.  The penalties were severe.  Slave 
Catchers dragged fugitive slaves back to their mast ers—beaten 
and possibly mutilated.  Th e stationmaster on the URR could be 
jailed and fined $20,000 (more than $312,000 today)—a value far  
more than most p eople o wn ed at that time.  Therefore, the 
Underground Railroad was secretive; there were no record s kept 
and little information written until later.  Much  of the story is lo st 
to history, destro yed b y modern improvements and scattered 
throughout the County.  W ith the above-mentioned ideas in  mind, 
here is Mercer Count y’s story. 

Stop #1:  Headquarters of  
Mercer County Historical Society (MCHS)  

(119 South Pitt Street):    

Dr. James  Magoffin Jr. built the Magoffi n House.  He was  a supporter 



of the URR and was a “copperhead”—or peace D emocrat.   We have 
no evidence he used his house as a stationhouse on the URR.  
However, local oral tr adition clai ms his outbuildi ngs wer e an overflow 
area.  His neighbor, William F. Clar k, conceal ed fugitive slaves  in his 
house (no longer standing). 

To the north of the Magoffin House is the Headquarters of the MCHS.  
On this site was  the Zahniser & Company Stor e.  T his red edifice was 
a “free l abor” shop.  This s tore onl y sold items grown or produced by 
freemen—nothing produced by slave labor.  T hese items cost 
significantly more than normal,  so it  was a good bet that anyone 
frequenti ng this store had pro-abolition sentiments . 

Behind the M agoffin H ouse is the Thomas McClain Print Shop.  
Originally built on South Diamond Street by F ountain Reed as  a 
barbershop, he eventually bequeathed the business to his son, 
George.  George Reed was an African-American who wal ked to 
Pittsburgh to joi n the Ar my during the Civil War, but was unable to do 
so.  He travel ed via railway to Massachusetts—the onl y State allowi ng 
African-Americans  to enlist at that time—where he joi ned the Ar my.  
During the 1970’s, the McClain famil y donated the building to the 
MCHS which moved it to the backyar d. 

 
WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Why not tour the Mercer County 
Historical Society (1 to 3 hours)? 

Proceed south on Pitt  Street.   Sons of James Magoffi n owned 
the next three houses on the block. 

Stop #2: Hanna/Small Houses  
(Northeast corner of Pitt and Beaver Streets):  

The house on the corner is the Hanna House.  Behind the house is a 
flagstone.  During renovations  in the 1940’s, a passageway was 
uncovered under the flagstone.  Under the kitchen was a space l arge 
enough for several men.  North of the Hanna House is the Small 
House.  The Hanna and Small families were abolitionists and close 
friends.  Ther e was a rumor circulati ng that a tunnel connec ted the 
houses.  We have no evidence of that at this time.  T here are rumors 
of URR “tunnels” thr oughout the area.  T here are two aspects  to this—
first, ther e are no tunnels running from the South to the North—the 
URR is not some sort of subway.  Second, there were some 
underground structures used by runaway slaves—even if they were  
simple basements , or a hi dden one. 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  If  you continue down Pitt Street and 
go straight onto H ope Mills Road, the heirs of Joseph Junkin 
owned the famil y farm about a mile and a half  down the road.  

The buildings are no longer in existence.  The Junkin family was ac tive 
in the URR.  Junkin’s granddaughter was  the first wife of C onfederate 
General “Stonewall” Jackson. 

Turn right onto Beaver Street and pr oceed to first stop sign. 

Stop #3: Kilgore House 
(Northwest corner of Erie and Beaver Streets):  

The Kilgore Famil y was vehementl y anti-slavery.  Daughter Elizabeth 
remembered seei ng up to thirteen runaways at one ti me in her house.  
Mrs. Kilgore tried to teach the youngsters how to write and on one 
occasion “lost” a pen for her efforts. 



At the first stop sign on Beaver Street, turn lef t onto Route 19, 
proceed beyond Interstate 80, bear to the right about one-half 

mile beyond the interstate (New Castle-Mercer Road), cr oss over 
Indian Run, and proceed to White C hapel Church 

Stop #4: White Chapel Church:  

White Chapel Church owes its existence to the issue of abolition.  
Like many communiti es and churches, ther e were deep di vides over 
slavery—even in a “free state.”  Many churches split over this issue.  
White Chapel became a new church after the congregation in New 
Wilmington split.  The pro-abolition faction, led by John Young, 
created White Chapel Church, which became an area of intense 
abolition ac tiviti es.  John Young was ardent and led the group by 
example—movi ng runaway slaves  north.  Dr. Charles Everett was a 
wealthy sl ave owner fr om Virginia.  Upon his death, he ordered his 
slaves freed, given a plot  of  land, and some money.  
Pandenarium—the name of the small town—was built in Mercer 
County near White C hapel at Indian Run.  Enjoy the rural vistas 
around White Chapel and Indian Run; however, dri ve carefully as 
this is Amish country. 

As you proceed south, beyond the church, you will come to a 
stop sign (Leesburg Station Road).  Stay s traight on New 

Castle-Mercer Road to the next s top sign (Route 208).  Turn left 
followi ng Route 208 and left agai n at the second stop sign onto 
Route 19.  You will pass Route 208 (to the right) and proceed 
through Leesburg toward Mercer. 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  If  you continue on R oute 208 (a 
right in Leesburg off Route 19),  you will pass the Prime Outl et 
Mall.  Shoppi ng is recreation too!  If  you continue beyond the 

mall, you will enter Grove City.  Why not visit the Grove City 
Historical Society on College Avenue ( allow 1 to 2 hours)? 

The route of the tour 
has you turning lef t of f 

Route 208 onto Route 19.  
With a short side trip, you 
can visit scenic Leesburg 
Falls.  Turn right off Route 
19 onto Leesburg Station 
Road—at the bend go 
straight on Falls Road.  
About 3/10 of a mile from 
Route 19, there is par king 
on the right and the F alls 
on the l eft.   Heading back 
to Route 19, stop at 
Neshannock Woods and 
Company, Fine F urniture 
Makers and Educational 
Center, l ocated on 
Leesburg Station Road on 
the right, j ust after the stop 
sign on Falls Road. 

Stop #5: Johnston Tavern:  

This was a s top on the URR.  Local fol klore claims  that during the 
vul nerable daylight hours the stati onmaster chained the runaway 
slaves in the basement.  T he rumor says you can see hooks in the 
walls used to confine the slaves. 



WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Pl ease note the Pennsylvania 
Historical Marker for the Johns ton Tavern.  If you are hungry, 
there are several res taur ants on the way to Stop #6. 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Pl ease note the variety and quality 
of architectural styles i n all of our communiti es. 

Proceed back to Mercer; turn right onto South Diamond Street 

Stop #6: Bingham House:  

Across the street fr om the Courthouse and east of the Old County 
Jail (circa 1860) is the boyhood home of John Armor Bingham.  
John learned abolitionism at his mother’s knee.  He met the Marquis 
de Lafayette (Revolutionar y War hero) during Lafayette’s United 
States tour, was  educated and became a teacher, then a lawyer.  
He left Mercer County and had a successful political career.  
Bingham was one of the first Republicans elected to the House of 
Representatives and ser ved as  a maj or during the Ci vil War.  He 
was the judge advocate general (JAG) i n the conspirators’ trial for 
the mur der of Abraham Lincoln, and ser ved again as  JAG i n the 
impeachment of Pr esident Andr ew Johnson.  John Ar mor Bi ngham 
also wrote the first section of the 14th Amendment to the 
Constitution—forbidding slaver y by any other name.  Later in life,  
John became the first Minister to a newl y opened Japan. 

Proceed ar ound Courthouse; there were four courthouses in 
the histor y of Mercer County.  Events that occurred here 

included African-American freemen getting verification of their 
status , hearings for runaways , public meetings, and other legal 
actions .  Return to Route 19 (Erie Street), turn right, proceed to 
West Venango Street, and turn right, then lef t into Bethany C hurch 
par king lot (Strawberry Alley). 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Pl ease note the Courthouse 
(During business hours, the newl y renovated buildi ng makes 
a wonderful ½ to 1 hour tour.), Ci vil War Memorial, World War 

II Memorial, and grounds .  Also notice the Pennsylvania Historical 
Markers located on the north side and north portico of the 
Courthouse.  These markers note the founding of Mercer County, 
the Soldi ers and Sailors Orphan School l ocated i n Mercer after the 
Civil War, and the county and borough's namesake, General Hugh 
Mercer.  See the Memorial and Honor Garden—to the east and 
west of  the portico. 

Stop #7: Bethany Presbyterian Church:  

The second Mercer County Jail is acr oss the street from the church 
(stone buildi ng with a frame home abutting it—the warden’s 
residence).  Sl ave Catchers housed the fugitive slaves in the 
County Jail for safekeeping while they filed the appropriate 
paperwork at the courthouse. 

One of the pas tors of Bethany, William Taggart McAdam, was a 
staunch Uni onist and delivered sermons  about the troubl es of the 
day, which became di visive among the populati on of the church and 
town.  One of his lec tures, titled “Our National Troubles,” was 
printed in the M ercer County Whig—an anti-slavery newspaper. 

Proceed north on Strawberry Alley; turn l eft onto Quince Alley, 
cross Route 19 into Shannon’s Kandy Kitchen par king lot. 



Stop #8: Former Site of First Presbyterian Church:  

Shannon’s Kandy Kitchen stands  on the site of  the Old First 
Presbyterian Church, built in the early 1800’s.   On June 15, 1835, a 
visiting pastor, the Reverend Dr. Nathani el West, deli vered a sermon 
supporting abolition.  Following this fier y orator y, citizens formed the 
Mercer County Anti-Slaver y Society on Jul y 4.  Reverend Samuel 
Tait, the first pastor of  this church, was preparing his horse to take 
his family to church one Sunday morning in November 1838.  In his 
Coolspring Townshi p barn, he found a r unaway slave.  T he evening 
before, a slave-catcher was about to enter Mercer with three escaped 
slaves.  T heir kidnapping occurred in Liberia—near Sandy Lake.  The 
two femal e slaves freed their male companion, who fl ed into the 
woods.  The slave-catcher lodged the women in the county jail and 
hired two bounty hunters to help him recapture his property.  Tait, a 
member of the Mercer County Anti-Slaver y Society,  disguised the 
man with his own wig, hat,  and cloak.  Tait directed hi m to his house 
where the disguised man recei ved food and pr otecti on.  Rumor has it 
that Tait “lent” his horse to the man for his getaway and he was l ate 
to ser vice that morning. 

The Old Mercer Graveyard is l ocated behind Shannon’s Kandy 
Kitchen.  Enjoy a str oll through this quaint cemetery.  Amongst the 
silent roll call, you will find familiar names: Kilgore, Young, and, yes , 
Tait. 

Return to Route 19; pr oceed left to Route 62 toward Stoneboro 
and Sandy Lake (lake & borough). 

Stop #9: Freedom Road Cemetery:  

This cemetery is l ocated on the right across  from the main gate at 
Stoneboro Fairgrounds.  T he cemetery is all that r emains of Li beria, a 
fugitive slave town established by the Travis family,  free African-
Americans.  F or years, this community offered sanc tuar y to wear y 
travelers.  It was also the site of fr equent raids by slave catchers.  
After the F ugitive Slave Act of  1849/50, most of the population fled to 
Canada to become legal free citizens.  A few stayed i n this area, one 
an entrepreneur who sold cigars and whiskey to his neighbors.  
Another person who stayed was “Auntie Strange.”  She was a 
runaway who was persistent enough to flee the South twice.  The first 
time she was captur ed, beaten, and her fingers on the l eft hand 
chopped off.  T he second time, she gained her fr eedom. 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Pl ease note the Pennsylvania 
Historical Marker for Freedom Road l ocated on the right hand 
side of Route 62. 

Proceed to Route 845, turn l eft to drive through Stoneboro, vi ew 
Sandy Lake ( a glacial kettle lake), and turn l eft onto Route 358 

toward Gr eenville—crossi ng over Perry Highway—Route 19. 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Stop and visit the Stonebor o Area 
Historical Society (allow one-half hour).  T here is a pri vate 
swim beach at Sandy Lake where for a small fee you can use 

the facilities.  Fishing opportunities  abound for licensed anglers in 
Mercer County. 

Proceed on Route 358 to Gr eenville;  turn right onto Route 58 
toward Jamestown 

 



WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Stop at the Greenville Historical 
Society ( West Main Street) (allow 1 to 2 hours), Greenville 
Canal Museum (Alan Avenue) (allow 1 to 2 hours), and the 

Greenville Railroad Museum and Park (Main Street) (allow 1 to 2 
hours).  Enjoy downtown Greenville; it  is on the Nati onal Register of 
Historic Places.  On your way to the next s top, don’t miss the GALSA 
sports complex, a short dri ve out of town on the l eft.  In Jamestown, 
the Gibson House will be on the right about a bl ock beyond the first 
traffic light. 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Befor e Jamestown, Pymatuni ng 
Deer Par k is located on the right, a nice attrac tion for youngsters 
of any age. 

Stop #10: Gibson House (or the Mark Twain Manor): 

Dr. William Gibson, a prominent Jamestown physician, travel ed with 
Samuel Clemens to Russia.  Clemens wrote a book on their travels 
called Innocents Abroad.    The house has been rumored to be a stop 
on the URR.  In the basement, ther e is evidence of a small room with 
fixtures to chain fugitive slaves—much li ke the Johnston Tavern—to 
keep the slaves from the eyes  of neighbors and s trangers.  Other 
rooms i n the house, especiall y the room between the second and third 
floors, have this rumor ed Underground Railroad heritage.  There is 
now a restaurant in this building.  I f it is open—and you ask nicel y—
you might be able to arrange a tour.  T he Jamestown Future 
Foundati on owns the Gibson House, which is on the National R egister 
of Historic Places. 

WHILE YOU ARE HERE:  Visit the Jamestown Historical 
Society ( allow 1 to 2 hours), explore the Shenango Ri ver 
Corridor, or continue on to Pymatuning State Par k. 
 

This is the end of the Underground Railroad Driving Tour. 


