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Description is in English 
 
Descriptive Summary 
Creator: Bradish Johnson (1811-1891) 
Title: Bradish Johnson papers 
Dates: 1818-1894 (bulk 1830-1870) 
 
Abstract: The Bradish Johnson Papers consist of documents relating to Johnson’s work as a sugar 
refiner, distiller, brewer, and property owner, including leases and deeds, bills, shipping agreements, 
and business correspondence. 
  
Extent: 1 box (.25 linear feet) 
Accession numbers: 38.121 
Language: English 
 
Biographical Note 
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Bradish Johnson was born on the family sugar plantation, later named Woodland, in Plaquemines 
Parish, Louisiana, on April 22, 1811.  In the early 1820’s Captain William Johnson, Bradish’s father, 
ventured to New York to start a distillery.  After graduating from Columbia University in 1831, 
Bradish joined his father’s distillery business, William M. Johnsons & Sons, located on 16th Street 
near the Hudson River. After William’s death, William M. Johnson & Sons continued in operation, 
and eventually joined with Moses Lazarus (father of Emma Lazarus, author of “The New Colossus,” 
the sonnet inscribed on the base of the Statue of Liberty) operating under the name of Johnson & 
Lazarus. The firm established a sugar refinery said to be the first to successfully use centrifugal 
machines to refine sugar, but their distillery was also subject to an expose in 1858 in Frank Leslie’s 
Illustrated, regarding the sale of distillery refuse to cattle stables as feed for the cows.  Johnson and 
Lazarus were not greatly affected by the scandal, but it did lead to the some of the first food safety 
laws.  When Lazarus retired around 1865, Johnson brought his three sons into the business, and 
operations continued under the name B. Johnson & Sons.  Bradish’s father, Captain Johnson, had 
foreseen the rapid growth of New York City, and acquired significant amounts of real estate during 
his life; Bradish continued this tradition.  Bradish Johnson retired from the distillery business in 
1874, leaving the management to his sons, and focused his attention on his real estate properties in 
New York City and New Orleans, and sugar plantations throughout Louisiana.  A building in New 
York City’s Flatiron District still bears his name. 
 
Bradish Johnson was a member of New York City’s Union Club, director of the Chemical National 
Bank, and a member of the South Side Sportsmen’s club of Long Island. He was remembered as an 
opponent of slavery in his obituary, and some sources claim he made moves to free his slaves in 
Louisiana prior to the Emancipation Proclamation; however, other sources report on the poor living 
conditions of the slaves at his Louisiana plantations.  Johnson and his wife Louisa Anna Lawrence 
had ten children, two of which married into the prominent Stephen Whitney family.  Johnson died 
in 1891 in Bay Shore, Long Island, and is buried at Greenwood Cemetery in Brooklyn. 
 
 
Scope and Content 
The Bradish Johnson papers include documents, correspondence, deeds, and contracts pertaining to 
Bradish Johnson’s business interests.  Despite the fact that no known published historical sources 
mention that Johnson’s distilleries produced anything other than whiskey, this collection contains 
items discussing his involvement in the beer trade, operating under the name of the W. R. Laurance 
Co., and many of the documents in this collection pertain to the brewing business.  Much of the 
other documents are more general in nature, discussing transportation, insurance, and capital 
funding, but do not provide information identifying which of Johnson’s business ventures they are 
associated with.  The collection contains documents pertaining to the Johnson & Lazarus firm, 
Johnson’s real estate interests (including property deeds to and from members of the Astor family), 
the Chemical Bank, and an iron works.  Additionally, the collection holds a small amount of 
material related to personal matters, such as Johnson’s club events: school tuition bills for one of his 
children; and the estates of his father, Captain William M. Johnson, and wife Louisa A. Lawrence 
Johnson. 
 
Arrangement 
The collection is arranged numerically according to accession number.   



 
Language of Materials 
Materials are in English 
 
Access and Use 
The Museum of the City of New York collections must be examined on site. Appointments to 
examine materials must be made in advance by contacting the Archivist through e-mail at 
research@mcny.org.  
 
Collection use is subject to all copyright laws. Permission to publish materials must be obtained in 
writing from the Rights and Reproductions Office at the Museum of the City of New York. For 
more information please contact:   

Rights and Reproductions office 
Museum of the City of New York 
1220 Fifth Avenue 
New York, NY 10029 
Telephone: 212-534-1672, ext. 3375 
Fax: 917-492-3960 
rights@mcny.org 

 
Administrative information 
 
Acquisition history 
This collection was acquired in 1938 from Harry Forsyth, Esq., executor of the Estate of Bradish 
Johnson.  Presumably, this is a descendant of the subject of this collection.   
 
Custodial information 
According to the paperwork for this gift, some of the materials were originally held in scrapbook 
form; these have since been removed and exist as loose sheets.  The gift paperwork does not indicate 
the relationship of the donor’s estate to the Bradish Johnson related to the collection, but based on 
the date of the gift, I think it is possible that these papers were part of the estate of Bradish G. 
Johnson, Jr., great-great-grandson of the man associated with the collection.  Bradish G. Johnson Jr. 
was a journalist killed at age 26 while covering the Spanish Civil War, in 1937. 
 
Preferred citation 
Title, date. Bradish Johnson papers. Museum of the City of New York. Accession #. 
 
Processing information 
Due to the small size of this collection, it has not been processed thoroughly.  Current arrangement 
is based upon what appears to be the arbitrary assignment of accession numbers.  Intern Marika 
Plater conducted a historical assessment and conducted research into the Bradish Johnson family, 
summer 2011.  Manuscripts and Reference Archivist Lindsay Turley used this work to develop the 
finding aid in January 2013.  The collection is scheduled for more thorough processing in 2013. 
 
Related material 
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The Museum holds a pairs of trousers and waistcoat belonging to a Bradish Johnson and a gown 
worn by Mrs. Bradish Johnson to the Bradley Martin Ball, but neither record specifies which 
generation of Bradish Johnson the items were related to.  The Museum also holds a map of property 
being sold from the Bradish Johnson estate in 1920, most likely auctioned off following the death of 
Bradish G. Johnson, Sr. (the grandson of the original Bradish).  Contact research@mcny.org for 
more details.   
 
Related Collections in Other Repositories 
The Historic New Orleans Collection 
Papers of Bradish Johnson (277 Items), 1855-1920 
www.hnoc.org/pdf/manuscripts/Volume%209.pdf 
 
American Jewish Historical Society 
Papers of Emma Lazarus, daughter of Johnson’s business partner (1 box), 1876-1987 
http://findingaids.cjh.org/?pID=352263 
 
 
Access Points 
Personal names: 

Johnson, Bradish (1811-1891) 
Johnson, Louisa A. (1815-1817) 
Johnson, Captain William M. (ca. 1776 – ca.1840) 
Laurance, William R. 
Lazarus, Moses (1813-1885)) 

 Whitney, Stephen (1841-1905) 
Corporate names: 
 B. Johnson & Sons  

Johnson & Lazarus 
 William M. Johnsons & Sons 

W. R. Laurance Co. 
Topical subjects: 

Brewing 
Business 
Distilleries  
Real property 
Sugar factories 
Sugar plantations 

Geographic subjects: 
Chelsea (Manhattan, New York, N.Y.) 
Louisiana (State) 
New Orleans (La.) 
New York (N.Y.) 

 
Container List 
Due to the small size of the collection, there is no container list at this time. 
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Johnson, Captain William M. (ca. 1776 – ca.1840) 


