
       Settling Old Accounts 

By Richard Palmer 

   When Brigham Young moved to Mendon he left behind a few unpaid bills. 

Before his departure west, however, he called upon each of his creditors, obtaining 

from each the amount of his indebtedness. After assuring them they would be 

compensated, he bade them farewell. (1) 

   It appears that Young’s early life was marked by considerable ldebt, which was 

common in those hard times in a new and struggling country. Early in 1866, 

Brigham’s son, John Willard Young, was called by the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints to serve a mission in Europe. Before departing, Brigham gave 

him some instructions to settle some old accounts in upstate New York, while on 

this way east: (2) 

   Salt Lake City, February 7, 1866 

   Elder John A. Young 

   My dear Son, 

   The following re a few items of business I wish you to attend to. 

   A man by the name of Richard Steel kept a drug store about forty years ago in 

Auburn, N.Y. He had my net for three dollars ($3.00), which I wished to take up; 

but he could not find it, and said that I must be mistaken about it. I offered to to 

pay the am out, but he refused to received it. Years afterwards,I heard, and do not 

now recollect how I heard, that he had found that note.  I wish it settled. He may 

be dead, but is heir or heirs may be living. 

   A note of mine, which was drawn August 28th, 1829, at Bucksville, Cayuga 

Co., seven miles north of Auburn, for thirty-two dollars and fourteen cents 

($31.14) in favor of Aholiah Buck, or bearer, has been presented by Messrs. 

Holladay and Halsey to me for settlement. My impression is the note was paid, but 

was not take-up. 

If this were so, I would like to find it out. I wish you to ascertain       

whether Mr. Buck is living, and by whom this note was forwarded here, and to 

ascertain whether it will be right for me to pay it here, and if I do, whether it will 

ever get to Mr. Buck, or if he is dead, to his heir or heirs. 

   The enclosed copy of a letter, which I received from Mr. Ezra Sheldon of 

Mendon, N..Y., explains itself. The note was drawn in his favor for ten dollars 

($10). I find three dollars ($3) endorsed on the back as having been paid June 15, 

1851. I wish you to see Mr. Sheldon and pay this note and interest which amount 

to $32.28. 

   Give my kind regards to all the folks in that country who may know me. 

                                                 Your father, Brigham Young  

P.S. If you pay any of these notes, pay nothing but simple interest on them at the 

rate of  7 percent. 



                                                    B.Y. 

   Dr. Richard Steel, spoken of in the letter, was a pharmacist in Auburn. He came 

from Troy, N.Y. and settled in Auburn in 1817. 

It had been on his suggestion that the first Sunday School for blacks in the village 

was organized. (3) 

   Aholiab Buck was one of the first settlers of Bucksville (now Port Byron). 

having moved there from Big Flats, west of Elmira, N.Y., in the spring of 1798.  

   John Willard Young arrived in Auburn on March 19, 1866. The Auburn 

Advertiser-Union commented: 

   A son of Brigham Young, (we didn’t learn his number,) was in town this 

morning, and called at a business house in Genesee St. to settle an account by his 

numerous progenitor some thirty years ago. Brigham is honest - in some things, but 

rather slow. The debt discharged by him was, we understand, for borrowed money. 

   Reminiscing years later, William Hayden of Port Byron recalled: 

   Friends in Port Byron occasionally received letters of remembrance from him 

and in the spring of 1866 a son was sent with a list of such debts, all of which were 

duly paid with a goodly amount of interest. (4) 

   Another article states that Brigham owed a boarding bill of $17 to James Pine of 

Port Byron, “and which he paid, thirty-five years later, with two drafts on New 

York, for $50 each.” According to the same article, a debt with Richard Steel was 

paid, and the other to the Buck estate, as Brigham Sr. insisted on “squaring 

everything up.” 

   John Young found Mr. Steele at Clayville, “who seemed pleased to hear from 

Brigham Young,” and “especially at the prospect of getting a little money,” but 

“acted as if he did not care how soon she left after he got it, but I excused to a 

‘childish old man,’” John said. (6) 

   John D. Lynn, formerly of Mendon, reminiscing about the Mormons there, 

wrote on August 22, 1926: 

   I once saws a promissory note made by Brigham Young, promising to pay the 

holder ‘ thirty-nine dollars in bushel baskets at one dollar apiece.’ Brigham left 

town without redeeming this note, but many years after a messenger from Salt 

Lake came on and took up the note. The holder kept a copy, which is now in the 

possession of a member of the Barnard family in Mendon.” (7) 

   John Willard Young appears to have also visited Auburn in 1863 while serving 

on a mission in New York City. David M. Dunning, who lived in a brick house on 

West Genesee Street Road, demolished in 1974, said: 

   Sometime during the war about 1862-63, one day a carriage drove up from the 

city and the gentleman announced himself as John Young, a son of Brigham 

Young. He was on his return from Europe and had been requested by his father to 

stop off at Auburn and find the Wadsworth place and see if any of the Wadworths 



were still living there. He was told that my mother, a daughter of Joseph 

Wadsworth, was living there and that her father had died about 1855. (8) 

   There may have been some discrepancy, as Brigham Young Jr., who had served 

a mission in England in 1862-63, had been requested by is father to stop in Auburn 

to look up relatives of his first wife, Miriam Works. (9) 

   Evidence shows that Brigham tried to keep in touch with former friends and 

relatives in this area. In a letter dated Salt Lake City dated July 23, 1858 to an 

unidentified person, he wrote: My heart yearns towards my friends of bygone 

years.     (10) 
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