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				Prologue

				Jeremy Alexander was sitting in his office when his cell phone rang. It was 2016, the Wednesday before Thanksgiving. He was looking forward to heading home for the long weekend with his family, but he had been eagerly awaiting this call.

				The woman on the line was someone who had connected with him on Ancestry, the genealogy website. Jeremy had submitted a DNA sample to Ancestry a few years earlier, hoping to find out more about his family’s origins. He’d been born and raised in Chicago, but, like most African Americans, his family had roots in the South.

				The caller’s name was Melissa Kemp, and she was from Maryland. She had emailed him a few weeks earlier because she believed that they had a common ancestor, an enslaved woman who had been born in Maryland and sold to Louisiana. He was astonished. Could that be true?

				“No way,” he told her. “My family is all down south. There was never any discussion about a Maryland connection whatsoever.”

				They walked through what they knew about their forebears, untangling the branches of their family tree. Melissa thought the link might be a woman named Anna Mahoney Jones. Her own direct ancestor was an enslaved woman named Louisa Mahoney Mason. Louisa and Anna were sisters torn apart by a slave sale in 1838. Melissa asked if he had heard about the story in The New York Times earlier that year that had described the sale: 272 men, women, and children had been sold by the nation’s most prominent Jesuit priests to save Georgetown University, the nation’s first Catholic institution of higher learning. Some of those people, she told him, were probably his ancestors.

				Jeremy was dumbfounded. Did he know about Georgetown? “Are you sitting down?” he asked her. At that very moment, he told her, he was at his desk in an office at Georgetown University, where he was an executive assistant in the college’s office of technology commercialization. And Melissa was telling him that the Catholic priests who had founded the university—his employer—had owned and sold his ancestors. “I was completely in shock,” he said. “Blown away.”

				

				—

				The story of the sale that shattered the Mahoney family became national news in April 2016, when an article that I wrote—“272 Slaves Were Sold to Save Georgetown. What Does It Owe Their Descendants?”—appeared on the front page of The New York Times.

				I had stumbled onto the story a few months earlier, when a colleague at the Times forwarded me an email from Richard J. Cellini, the chief executive officer of a technology company and an alumnus of Georgetown. Richard had become interested in the sale when students at Georgetown had organized a demonstration and a sit-in during the fall of 2015. The students were troubled that the names of the sales’ main architects had been memorialized on two campus buildings. Georgetown’s administration, which had several months earlier established a working group to find ways to acknowledge and make amends for its roots in slavery, had already been considering a name change and agreed to remove the names.

				Jesuit scholars and historians of slavery were familiar with Catholic slaveholding. But public memory of that history had largely faded in the United States. As Richard followed the news of the protests from his home in Cambridge, Massachusetts, he began to wonder why so little was known about the #GU272, the group of enslaved people memorialized in a hashtag coined by the protesting students.

				Richard was a well-to-do white lawyer and a practicing Catholic who had never spent much time considering slavery or racial injustice. But he found himself unable to stop thinking about the enslaved people who had been sold to save his alma mater, people whose names had languished in Georgetown’s archives for decades. When he reached out to Professor John Glavin, a member of Georgetown’s working group, to get more information about the people who had been sold, he was told that almost all of them had perished in Louisiana, leaving no descendants. Nearly three hundred had been sent south, and nearly every one of them had died? University officials say that no one in the university’s leadership or in the working group’s leadership believed that version of events. Richard didn’t believe it either. It seemed completely implausible.

				Within two weeks, he had set up an independent nonprofit, the Georgetown Memory Project, hired eight genealogists, and raised more than $10,000 from fellow alumni to finance their research. By the time my story ran, his team, led by the genealogist Judy Riffel, not only had determined that more than two hundred people had survived the voyage from Maryland to Louisiana but had identified a handful of living descendants.

				“This is not a disembodied group of people who are nameless and faceless,” Richard said. “These are real people with real names and real descendants.”

				My article was accompanied by a short companion piece, which invited readers to contact us if they believed they had a personal connection to the sale. More than a million people read the stories, including Melissa Kemp, Louisa Mahoney’s great-great-great-great-granddaughter. And scores of those readers—who had lived for decades with holes in their family histories—reached out to us, saying that the articles had finally given them some vital information. But it also left them with agonizing, unanswered questions about their ancestors and the Church they loved.

				Today, the Catholic Church is the largest religious denomination in the United States, with more than 60 million members, more than nineteen thousand parishes, and enormous influence in the nation’s political, cultural, educational, and religious life. Americans often view it as a northern institution that has welcomed, educated, and nurtured waves of newcomers from Europe and Latin America. But there is a darker history both for the Church and for our country: For more than a century, the American Catholic Church relied on the buying, selling, and enslavement of Black people to lay its foundations, support its clergy, and drive its expansion. Without the enslaved, the Catholic Church in the United States, as we know it today, would not exist.

				The priests in Maryland, who relied on the proceeds derived from slave labor and slavery, built the nation’s first Catholic college, the first archdiocese, and the first Catholic cathedral and helped establish two of the earliest Catholic monasteries. Even the clergymen who established the first Catholic seminary operated a plantation and relied on enslaved laborers. The priests prayed for the salvation of the souls of the people they held captive, even as they sold their bodies. The 1838 slave sale that tore the Mahoney sisters apart helped save Georgetown from bankruptcy and helped stabilize the Jesuits in Maryland, aiding them as they established and supported new schools and colleges in the North that would educate generations of immigrants and their children and grandchildren.

				Yet enslaved Black men, women, and children remain invisible in the origin story traditionally told about the emergence of Catholicism in the United States. Their stories are rarely recounted at Mass, in Sunday school, or in Catholic primary schools and colleges. Their joys and struggles, their determination to resist slavery, and their resilience in the face of it had long been mostly disregarded, if not forgotten, by the very institutions they were forced to serve. I have spent the better part of a decade poring over eighteenth- and nineteenth-century letters, tattered receipts, fraying ledger books, wills, and property records scattered in archives, courthouses, and historical societies trying to unearth and piece together their stories.

				Along the way, I learned about Jeremy’s and Melissa’s ancestors, Anna and Louisa, the Mahoney sisters, who traced their lineage back to the 1600s, when the Jesuits and the family’s matriarch, a free Black woman named Ann Joice, first arrived in Maryland. This book follows the family’s trail from one generation to the next, starting with Ann Joice’s arrival in the New World and moving on to her descendants, some of whom found their way to freedom while the rest lived with the agonizing knowledge that they might never enjoy liberty.

				Often, though, the trail grows cold. The sisters’ footsteps have faded over the course of centuries. Like other slaveholders, the Jesuits typically deprived the enslaved of the tools they’d need to write their stories. Denied literacy by priests who deemed them unworthy of an education, the Mahoney sisters, like millions of other enslaved people, were effectively silenced. As a result, there are questions about their lives that I cannot answer, personal experiences that I cannot depict. Sometimes, as I studied the spidery script of the Jesuits’ handwritten letters, the sisters and their ancestors seemed like ghosts passing through this world, leaving barely a trace.

				But some of the Mahoneys found a way to confound the priests and to preserve at least a portion of their history. They could not read or write, but they could speak. The elders passed their story on to their children, who passed it on to their children, who passed it on to their children, and on down, keeping elements of the saga alive, in some branches of the family, well into the twenty-first century.

				The arc of the Mahoney family’s experience—from their seventeenth-century enslavement, first by Catholic gentry and then, decades later, by Catholic priests, to their twenty-first-century negotiations with both the Church and Georgetown over reparations—tells the singularly American story of a country, and an institution, built on forced labor and its halting efforts to grapple with what some have described as our nation’s original sin.

				Their story also offers us a rare and layered portrait of an enslaved family, an enduring saga that helps illuminate the experiences of the millions of enslaved families whose stories remain untold. Both of the Mahoney sisters knew that the slave traders were coming for them that fall of 1838, but only one managed to escape. They would never see each other again. To understand their anguish and their fierce determination to survive, we need to understand their family’s story. And to do that, we need to go back to the beginning.
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			Arrivals

			The priests sailing on board the ship that carried the first English settlers to Maryland feared they might not make it at all. The sea itself turned against them.

			The ship, the Ark, was a modern marvel, four hundred tons of wood and iron. But it shuddered and keeled on its voyage as howling winds tore its mainsail and raging waters dislodged its rudder and swept the deck. There were some 140 souls on board: men and women, noblemen and indentured servants, Protestants and Catholics, adventurers and priests, all clinging to the vessel tossed by the raging sea.

			Father Andrew White had envisioned the journey to Maryland as a divine mission to bring Christianity to a new world. But on that night, he feared that mission would end before it began, with the ship engulfed by the ocean.

			So he prayed. He called to the heavens, describing the Ark’s sacred mission, and promised to dedicate his life to bringing Catholicism to the native people. “I had scarcely ended,” he marveled, when the winds began to subside and the ocean began to calm, sparing the ship.

			The Ark stopped at Barbados, Guadeloupe, and Virginia. Then, in March 1634, the ship sailed up the Potomac River and anchored at a small island in Maryland that the priests named St. Clement’s. Disembarking, the voyagers found a land of oak and walnut groves, verdant meadows, and flocks of herons that swooped and soared over the shimmering waters. The men carved a rough cross from a tree and fell to their knees as the Jesuit priest officiated at the first Catholic Mass in the British colonies in America. “We erected it as a trophy to Christ the Savior,” wrote Father White, describing the cross, “with great emotion of soul.”

			They had been sent to Maryland under the auspices of Cecil Calvert, Lord Baltimore, a prominent English Catholic, who had received permission from the king of England to establish a new territory. English Catholics, viewed as disloyal to the monarchy because of their suspected allegiance to the pope, faced a raft of harsh restrictions at home. They could be fined, imprisoned, deported, even executed for practicing their faith. The new colony would be a place where they could worship freely, a place where gentlemen farmers and fortune hunters could acquire vast tracts of land, where impoverished white women could work in households of the wealthy and impoverished white men could work the fields and then save to buy plots of their own.

			Lord Baltimore would allocate more than twenty thousand acres of the colony’s land to the early Jesuits. In order to work the land, they planned to rely on indentured servants—Father White brought somewhere between twenty and forty-four with him on that first voyage—and initially focused their evangelizing on the people indigenous to the region, the Piscataway. “We had not come thither for the purpose of war, but for the sake of benevolence, that we might imbue a rude race with the precepts of civilization, and open up a way to heaven,” wrote Father White with the characteristic condescension common among Europeans at the time.

			Nobody knew whether Catholicism would thrive or wither in the fledgling colony in those early years, but the first reports weren’t promising. Four of the first fourteen priests to settle in Maryland returned to England within a year. Four died of yellow fever. Three died in Virginia. One was killed in an accidental shooting. And two, including Father White himself, were shipped back home in chains when a Protestant uprising toppled Maryland’s Catholic governor.

			Still, White’s fellow Jesuits continued to spread the faith, seeking converts among the native people, Protestant settlers, and newcomers who kept coming to the colonies hungry for opportunity and undeterred by the political tumult, hardship, and uncertainty they found there. Among them was Ann Joice, who arrived on a ship that pulled in to the wharf sometime around 1676. She was a teenager, and she had waited for weeks on the sea crossing to feel this new land under her feet. She would tell the people she met that she had been born in the tropics, in a slave society, and that she had ended up in England sometime in the mid-1600s. There, she told them, she had signed on as an indentured servant to Charles Calvert, the son of Cecil Calvert. The Calverts had regained control of the colony from the Protestants, and Charles had become Maryland’s new proprietor.

			The passing centuries have swept away much of her story. Her kinfolk no longer remember the name of the mother who bore her, the village that nurtured her childhood, or how she found her way to Europe. But they do know that she stepped off that ship dreaming of a new life. Black people, who first arrived as captives in the British colonies in 1619, were not always assumed to be slaves. And in the early decades following the Jesuits’ arrival, Maryland had become a place where they could wrest some autonomy from employers and enslavers and savor a measure of independence and freedom.

			Black people accounted for a tiny fraction of the population at the time—less than 1 percent in the 1660s and 1670s—and most of them, like Ann, had been born in the Caribbean or had spent time there or elsewhere in the Americas. Historians have described them as the charter generations, the first generations of Black people to establish roots in the British territory in the Chesapeake. Many spoke English, practiced Christianity, knew how to navigate life in the European colonies, and worked side by side with white laborers.

			George Alsop, a white indentured servant who worked in Maryland, painted a rosy portrait of life there, one that might have appealed to a young Black woman dreaming of a better life for herself. He described fair-minded masters who allowed servants to rest indoors during sweltering summers and required little outdoor work during bitter winters. He pointed out that indentured servants who successfully completed their four- or five-year terms of service could become landowners in their own right, describing laws that required such servants to receive “Fifty Acres of Land, Corn to serve him a whole year, three Sutes of Apparel, with things necessary to them, and Tools to work with all” once their contracts ended. Such indentured servants would become “Masters and Mistresses” themselves, he wrote.

			And if Ann had asked, the Catholics who arrived in Maryland with the first bands of English settlers might have offered, as proof, the story of a mixed-race man who had accompanied them, a man known as “Mathias Sousa, a Molato.” De Sousa served the Jesuits for several years as an indentured servant and then set out on his own. Living as a free man, he entered into contracts, testified in court, led a trading expedition, and even joined free white men at a gathering of the General Assembly, the colony’s legislative body, where he may have voted.

			But de Sousa himself might have told Ann a different story. Hardship had cut his time as a free man agonizingly short. By 1641, he had fallen into debt and was forced back into indentured servitude. He might also have warned Ann of the threat to Black men and women in British America, which had only grown since his own arrival. In 1641, Massachusetts became the first British colony to recognize slavery as a legal institution. Connecticut followed in 1650. In 1662, Virginia’s General Assembly passed a law that ensured that the children of an enslaved woman would also be slaves.

			By 1664, Maryland had passed its own law, declaring that “all Negroes or other [slaves] already within [the colony] And all Negroes and other [slaves] to bee hereafter imported” would henceforth be considered slaves for life, as would their children. The situation on the ground was more complex. Some Black people—likely a small and rapidly shrinking number—continued to work as indentured servants, and some even took their employers to court to defend their rights. With Calvert, Lord Baltimore, himself as her patron, Ann may have felt confident that her work contract would be honored. But she lived in a time when blackness and slavery were quickly becoming synonymous.

			Charles Calvert lived in a grand manor on a plantation in St. Mary’s County known as Mattapany, near the mouth of the Patuxent River. Ann became a familiar figure in his home, tending to the kitchen and the table of the most prominent family in the colony even as she tended her own dreams. Some of the old-timers said that she was of mixed race, while others described her as “jet black.” She was “a pretty woman,” one recalled, born into “an East India family” who worked as either a cook or a maid. Ann told her children and grandchildren that the arrangement was meant to be temporary. Once she completed her term of indenture with Lord Baltimore, the Calverts would go their way and she would go hers.

			In 1684, Calvert sailed home to England. He planned to return to Maryland, but in the meantime, he sent Ann to the home of his powerful cousin Colonel Henry Darnall, a wealthy Catholic who served as the colony’s deputy governor, where she could complete her contracted service. Ann went, bearing her indenture papers and the promise from Calvert himself.

			But the colony had dramatically curtailed the rights of Black people. Baptism or conversion to Christianity, once grounds for making a claim for freedom, no longer had any bearing on an enslaved person’s status. White men were increasingly relying on enslaved workers, and some—including Colonel Darnall—viewed Black people’s few remaining work contracts with contempt.

			Ann’s new home was in Prince George’s County, at the Woodyard, Colonel Darnall’s vast tobacco plantation. Darnall wore a cloth suit trimmed with gold, owned several wigs, and imported bricks from England to build his large brick mansion. A devout Catholic, he sent his sons to Jesuit schools in Europe and, as anti-Catholic sentiment in the colony mounted, kept a secret set of rooms in his home where his family could worship without fear of persecution. He owned more than thirty thousand acres of land, and he relied on enslaved laborers—more than a hundred in all—to keep it running.

			Even as Ann worked there, alongside Black men, women, and children who knew they would never be free, she clung to Lord Baltimore’s promise. And when she had completed her service, she went to Darnall and presented him with her contract.

			Darnall had other plans.[*1] On his plantation, Black people served for life, and he had no intention of letting Ann Joice go. As she later told her grandson, Darnall seized her indenture papers, the only tangible evidence of her free status, and set them on fire.

			It was a shattering loss. No one knows whether Ann Joice raged or wailed or singed her fingers as she frantically tried to gather the burning scraps. But Darnall’s next move suggests that she protested, as he shipped her away from his plantation, handing her over to another white man who would teach her what happened to Black people who forgot their place.

			The man forced Ann into a dank kitchen cellar, imprisoning her underground so that she spent the passing seconds, hours, weeks, and months in the darkness. Her grandson, who would later recount this story in court, did not describe the details of her ordeal. He did not say whether she screamed, pounded her fists against the walls, or wept in the silence.

			

			—

			By the late seventeenth century, Maryland had embraced the expansion of slavery, tying blackness to perpetual servitude. Prominent Catholics did so with the endorsement of Catholic leaders in Rome, who sanctioned the buying and selling of human beings who were, increasingly, of African descent. Some Catholics would cite St. Paul, who in Philippians urges Christ’s followers to become slaves of God, just as Christ had done. In Ephesians, he offers Christians guidance on how to embody this principle within their relationships, including within the master-slave relationship. “Slaves, be obedient to your human masters with fear and trembling, in sincerity of heart, as to Christ,” he advised. Many Catholics saw these passages as proof that slavery was ordained by God himself.

			Other defenders of slavery pointed to early Catholic leaders such as St. Augustine,[*2] who had noted that Christ “did not make men free from being slaves.” At the time, men, women, and children of any race or tribe could find themselves in bondage. But to use this passage as justification was to ignore that slavery had become increasingly racialized as Europeans pressed into Africa and the Americas, seizing territory and enslaving the people of color they encountered.

			Religion and conquest would go hand in hand, and at first, Church leaders frowned on the enslavement of Christians, regardless of whether they were African converts or Europeans. In 1435, Pope Eugene IV condemned the enslavement of the peoples of the Canary Islands since many of them had converted—or seemed likely to convert—to Christianity. “Some of these people were already baptized,” he wrote, noting with concern that some had been subjected “to perpetual slavery.” He ordered that they be restored to “their earlier liberty.”

			In a series of papal bulls, Pope Nicholas V made it clear that nonbelievers were fair game. In 1452, the pope explicitly gave the king of Portugal the right to “invade, search out, capture, vanquish, and subdue all Saracens (Muslims) and pagans whatsoever…[and] to reduce their persons to perpetual slavery, and to apply and appropriate to himself and his successors the kingdoms, dukedoms, counties, principalities, dominions, possessions, and goods, and to convert them to his and their use and profit.”

			It would not be long before Spain, hungry for territory, gold, and labor of its own, followed suit. In 1493, just one year after Christopher Columbus landed in Hispaniola, the Spanish monarchs successfully pressed Pope Alexander VI for a similar dispensation, this time in the American “Indies.” Thousands of Native Americans died in battles against the Spaniards. European diseases and harsh labor conditions killed many more. Those who survived were enslaved. But by the early sixteenth century, some priests would advocate for indigenous people in the Americas to be freed and replaced with Africans.

			Father Bartolomé de las Casas, who arrived on the Caribbean island of Hispaniola in 1502, was greatly affected by the suffering of the enslaved indigenous people. He returned to Spain and in 1516 argued that Africans should replace Native Americans in the plantations and gold mines of the Americas. The shift, he said, would spare indigenous people from forced labor while increasing the profits of the Spanish Empire. The priest’s ideas took root, lending credence to the racist idea that Africans, viewed as strong and beastly and thus more suited to a life of labor and subservience, should serve as enslaved laborers in the Americas. European powers used the Church’s logic as a justification for their conquests in Africa and their increasingly lucrative trade in Black bodies.

			In 1537, Pope Paul III condemned the notion that “Indians…should be treated as dumb brutes created for our service, pretending that they are incapable of receiving the Catholic Faith.” On the contrary, he continued, “the Indians are truly men and that they are not only capable of understanding the Catholic Faith but, according to our information, they desire exceedingly to receive it.” Thus, he wrote, indigenous people in the Americas were “by no means to be deprived of their liberty or the possession of their property.” On the question of freedom and liberty for Africans, however, the Church’s supreme leader remained silent. The Church’s silence served as a sanction, and the clamor for Black enslaved workers grew. The “entire population…of Espanola, San Juan and even Cuba are demanding that they should have negroes to mine gold” and labor in the fields, Bishop Sebastián Ramírez de Fuenleal wrote.

			Las Casas would come to publicly regret the role he had played in promoting the African slave trade. His subsequent readings about the exploitation of Africans left him convinced that the purchase, sale, and enslavement of Black people were little more than a “horror.” But his change of heart had little impact.

			The Jesuit order of priests, formally known as the Society of Jesus, was established by Ignatius of Loyola in 1540, just as slavery was expanding its reach. It would become the first Catholic order to embrace teaching as a key ministry, and it opened schools and sent priests around the globe. Its members would also defend, and participate in, the enslavement of Africans and their descendants. “It seems that nothing should be changed,” argued Baltasar Barreira, an influential Jesuit who traveled to Africa and dismissed concerns about the legitimacy of the African slave trade in 1606.

			Five years after the Jesuits arrived in Maryland, Rome once again condemned the enslavement of indigenous people. There was no criticism, however, of the brutal and bustling trade in Africans and the enslavement of growing numbers of Black people in the Americas. It would not take long for Catholics in Maryland to embrace the trade. European servants had become increasingly scarce, and the colony soon shifted from an indentured to an enslaved workforce.

			Ann Joice spent five or six months as a prisoner in that basement, according to her grandson. When she finally emerged into the daylight, her transformation was complete. She was returned to Darnall and to the Woodyard plantation not as an indentured servant but as a slave.

			As the years passed, Ann cooked for the Darnalls. White men were drawn to her, and, powerless to reject their advances, she became a mother, giving birth to several mixed-race children. One white woman, who remembered Ann in her later years, would describe her as “an elderly mulatto woman,” who never “had any pretensions to freedom.” Though that woman, who was a child when she met Ann, may have gotten that impression as she watched the enslaved woman bustle around the kitchen, Ann never forgot what she had lost. Somewhere along the way, she made a decision. She was enslaved, but she would not stay silent. She decided to tell her descendants and anyone else who would listen how the Catholic gentry of Maryland had stolen her freedom. Darnall had stripped her of everything. She would have no wealth, no land, and no savings to leave her family, but she still had her story. She would share it with her children and grandchildren, and they would pass it on from one generation to the next. Our liberty was stolen. We should be free people. That story would be her legacy.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Ann Joice was not the only one to accuse Darnall of violating the terms of her indenture. Darnall was sued by two Black people who accused him of disregarding their work contracts and forcing them into slavery. Ross Kimmel, “Blacks Before the Law in Colonial Maryland,” MA thesis, University of Maryland, 1974, Maryland State Archives, https://msa.maryland.gov/​msa/​speccol/​sc5300/​sc5348/​html/​chap4.html.

			

			
				*2 The preeminent theologian who served from a.d. 396 to 430 as bishop of Hippo in what is now Algeria.
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			A Church’s Captives

			Over the next few decades, slavery’s roots deepened and spread throughout British America. By the early 1700s, enslaved Black people accounted for between two-thirds and three-quarters of Maryland’s workforce. And prosperous gentlemen farmers weren’t the only Catholics adopting the system of forced labor.

			In 1717, Father William Hunter, a prominent Jesuit priest, gave Bretton’s Neck, a sprawling Maryland plantation controlled by his order, to a new owner. Along with the hogs and milk cows, candlesticks and chalices, he handed over fifteen Black men, women, and children. Hunter described the four men, four women, four boys, and three girls by name in the itemized list of his possessions: Will, Jack, Kitt, Peter, Mary, Teresa, Clare, Peggy, Jack, Clemm, Tomm, James, Betty, Cath, and Susan. The handwritten deed recording that transfer is the oldest known record of Jesuit slaveholding in Maryland.[*]

			Mounting hostility toward Catholics in Maryland helped propel the shift to a reliance on slave labor, particularly among the wealthy Catholics—gentry and priests—who dominated the rural economy. Having removed the Calverts from power, the colony’s Protestant English leaders passed a series of discriminatory laws that targeted the Catholic minority, including a tax on the importation of “all Irish Papist Servants imported into the Province.” Indentured servants could no longer be counted on as a reliable labor source.

			The servant tax touched off fears that the Protestant Assembly might decide to confiscate the Jesuits’ properties. So the priests transferred Church property, which they held under their own names, to Catholic laymen, who would serve as caretakers until the danger had passed. Within six years, once the threat of expropriation had passed, the property at Bretton’s Neck formally passed back into Father Hunter’s hands.

			The threat of expropriation was only one of the many challenges Catholics faced. Maryland’s Protestant leaders barred local Catholics from voting, holding public office, or serving on juries. Catholics were forced to practice their religion privately, and many chafed at the restrictions that forced them out of the political sphere. But they still belonged to the colony’s social and economic elite, and the new laws did not prevent them from prospering. By the 1750s, half of the colony’s wealthiest men were Catholic, even though Catholics accounted for only about 10 percent of the population.

			Families such as the Carrolls, the Darnalls, the Diggeses, and the Bennetts amassed vast plantations worked by enslaved laborers. Ann Joice’s children and grandchildren found themselves passed from one generation of Darnalls to the next, from one Catholic family to another. Precisely how Ann Joice’s descendants ended up in the hands of the Jesuits remains unclear. But wealthy Catholics in Maryland were tightly knit, bound together by their shared faith, family ties, intermarriage, business partnerships, and Protestant discrimination. They didn’t hesitate to support the priests with bequests of land and human property.

			That was the case with James Carroll, a merchant, landowner, and slave trader who came from a devout Catholic family. Two of his nephews became Jesuit priests, as did his second cousin, once removed, who would become the first Catholic bishop in the new United States. So it was not surprising that in 1728, when Carroll wrote his will, he bequeathed more than a thousand acres of land in Anne Arundel and Prince George’s counties to the Jesuit superior, George Thorold. The Jesuits also inherited his human property, who would become the nucleus of the slave community on a large Jesuit plantation in Prince George’s County known as White Marsh.

			Six years later, on a blank page in his almanac, Father Arnold Livers provided further details of the Jesuits’ expanding slaveholdings. He listed twenty-seven enslaved people at Newtown plantation and twenty at St. Inigoes plantation, both in St. Mary’s County. Ann Joice’s descendants would find themselves enslaved at both White Marsh and St. Inigoes. It is likely that they, too, passed from prosperous Catholics to the priests who ministered to them.

			But inheritance was not the only means of acquiring Black people. In 1756, the Jesuits purchased “a Negro man called Tom” for the Bohemia plantation in Cecil County. Five years later, the Jesuits at Bohemia paid cash for “a Negro-man named Charles.”

			By the mid-1700s, the Jesuit order had become one of the largest enslavers in Maryland. In an accounting sent to their leaders in London in 1765, the priests reported that they owned eight plantations with a total of 12,677 acres, 192 slaves, and a total income of £696 for the year. The plantations and enslaved workers sustained the Jesuits and their mission as they ministered to their scattered flock. The priests, the report said, typically spent two Sundays a month at their home plantations and the rest of the month tended to the spiritual needs of the ten thousand Catholics they served in Maryland and rural Pennsylvania, riding on horseback “as far sometimes as 20 or 30 miles” to say Mass, hear confessions, and offer the sacraments.

			The Jesuits also felt responsible for the spiritual needs of their Black captives. In 1749, Father George Hunter wrote that the “greater glory of God” required that all enslaved people be recognized as “members of Jesus Christ, redeemed by his precious blood.” The Jesuits believed that the enslaved had souls that needed to be tended, and they often baptized and married enslaved people, emphasizing the sanctity of family bonds. They often required them to attend Mass and policed their behavior, chastising and at times punishing those who refused to embrace or abide by Catholic mores. The implicit contradiction in tending to the souls of people they’d designated as assets to be bought and sold rarely seemed to trouble the Jesuits, who seemed focused on surviving in a land that was often hostile to them.

			For their part, enslaved men and women negotiated the religious demands of their Catholic enslavers in different ways. Some refused to accept the religion that the white men forced on them. Others, noting similarities between their own West African religious traditions and those of the Catholic faith, embraced a synthesis. In West African traditions, the religious constellation included a supreme being as well as lesser deities and ancestral spirits, who seemed akin to the Catholic saints, the Virgin Mary, and Jesus Christ, who interceded on behalf of mortals.

			For some, Catholicism struck a deep chord, offering solace and a sense of community. Of the roughly twenty enslaved people at St. Inigoes between 1767 and 1769, fourteen were counted as members of the Catholic congregation. Whether they embraced the faith or joined for more pragmatic reasons remains unknown. But they surely found that they could use conversion, or the facade of conversion, and displays of public piety to improve their status and their circumstances. They knew that the priests were willing to impose harsh penalties on those who dared to flout Catholicism’s moral code. When one priest discovered that enslaved parents on his plantation had engaged in marital infidelity, he sold their children as punishment.

			

			—

			By the mid-1700s, Darnall’s Woodyard plantation—and at least one of Ann Joice’s descendants—had ended up in the hands of Stephen West, Jr., a wealthy Anglican merchant. West owned several stores, which sold household furnishings, furniture, tools, and jewelry. He also owned several ships, which he used to export tobacco and import goods from the West Indies.

			West entertained on the estate, but he also manufactured cloth there—cotton, linen, and wool—and he invented a newfangled machine for spinning cotton that turned twenty-two spindles at once. To get the work done, the work in the fields as well as on the looms, he relied on slave laborers, including Tom Crane, one of Ann Joice’s mixed-race descendants. Tom’s brother Jack Wood may have worked at the Woodyard, too, perhaps hired out to West by another family.

			Ann Joice was dead by then. But the brothers never forgot the stories she had passed on. They carried themselves with confidence and pride when they walked the plantation, and white people noticed.

			“They thought themselves above the level of Common Slaves,” recalled Peter Knight, a white man who knew them. Knight said that it was because they knew they “would have been free” if Darnall hadn’t burned the contract that documented Ann Joice’s indentured servitude. White people commented on the brothers’ strength and physical prowess. One man described the brothers as “the strongest men he ever knew to come from one woman.” Among the enslaved at the Woodyard, the two men were imposing figures. Tom was so fair skinned that he looked like a white man, and he and his brother made it clear that they would not be treated like human property.

			In June 1770, the two brothers and another enslaved man were walking through the woods with one of West’s overseers, a man named William Ellson, when tensions began to boil. Precisely what happened between the men remains in dispute. But a newspaper would later report that Ellson had “threatened to chastise” them for an unnamed offense. The men had refused to tolerate such treatment, the newspaper reported, and had beaten the overseer senseless with a club.

			The news of what happened next appeared in The Maryland Gazette, which described the attack as “a most horrid” event. “Supposing him dead, they carried him some distance and covered him with leaves,” the newspaper reported, “but soon discovered that he had crept out of the place where they had put him.” The Gazette reported that the white man had begged for his life, to no avail: Jack had cut his throat with a broadax, leaving him mortally wounded. The authorities arrested and indicted all three—Jack, Tom, and the third man, described only by his first name, Davy—on charges of premeditated murder.

			On June 14, 1770, the enslaved men stood in court, accused of “being moved and seduced by the instigation of the Devil.” Jack was charged with killing the overseer, while the others were accused of helping him. The newspaper didn’t report the enslaved men’s account of what happened in the woods, but all three men initially declared themselves innocent of the crime.

			As time passed, though, that changed. Jack later confessed “frequently and willingly” to killing Ellson, court records show. Tom and Davy maintained their innocence, but another Black man, a witness in the case, described them as “aiders and abettors,” testifying that they had tried to help conceal the crime.

			What Jack and Tom said in court, how they described what happened that day, and how they defended themselves against the accusations remains unknown. Did the overseer attack the enslaved men in the woods? Was Jack coerced into confessing to the crime? Was the witness who had pointed the finger at Tom and Davy credible? A detailed transcript of the proceedings has yet to emerge, so these critical questions remain unanswered.

			But there is no doubt that the killing of an overseer by slaves was the kind of crime that inspired outrage and fear in white communities. A panel of white jurors was called to hear the case. They listened to the evidence and rendered their decision that same month, finding all three of the enslaved men guilty of murder. The devastating news spread across Woodyard and the other plantations where Ann Joice’s enslaved descendants lived and labored. But they were powerless to stop the horrifying spectacle about to unfold.

			Among whites, there was little doubt about the appropriate sentence. The men had killed a white man and threatened to upend the social order of a community and a country reliant on the subservience of Black people. On July 2, 1770, the court issued the death warrants.

			Two days later, Jack and Tom faced their punishment. A court official cut off their right hands. Then they were hanged. When their lifeless bodies were finally lowered to the ground, officials cut off their heads and quartered their bodies. Then, according to the court’s orders, the bloody body parts of Wood, Crane, and Davy were displayed “in the most public places in this county.”

			Ann Joice’s descendants would not regain the free status she had by rights conferred on them through violence. But they knew what they had lost, and they never stopped passing on the story of their stolen liberty.

			

			—

			In 1773, Pope Clement XIV ordered the suppression of the Jesuit order, which by then was running more than eight hundred universities, seminaries, and secondary schools around the world. The move came in response to mounting opposition from a range of critics in Europe, including Catholic monarchs and statesmen who feared that the Jesuits’ allegiance to the pope and the influence they wielded as the primary educators of Europe’s nobility made them a dangerous and subversive force. The suppression order left the priests in Maryland “headless,” as one scholar described them, cut off from their Jesuit leadership in Europe. Formally subject to a bishop in London, they became determined to chart their own course. Three years later, the rumble of war would shift the ground under their feet again.

			Most Catholics supported the Revolutionary War. They saw opportunity in the vision and idealism expressed by men determined to build a country free from British rule. The country the revolutionaries envisioned might finally offer the kind of freedom and equality that had so far been denied them in colonial America. Charles Carroll of Carrollton, known as the wealthiest man in the colonies, became the only Roman Catholic to sign the Declaration of Independence. His cousin Father John Carroll accompanied Benjamin Franklin and others on a journey to Canada to try to persuade French Canadians to join their cause.

			Their mission failed. But the American victory gave Father Carroll and other Catholics cause to celebrate as they watched the new nation embrace religious freedoms once unimaginable. Carroll marveled that “the fullest & largest system of toleration is adopted in almost all the American states: publick protection & encouragement are extended alike to all denominations & R[oman] C[atholics] are members of Congress, assemblies & hold civil & military posts as well as others.”

			The Catholic Church could finally dream openly about expansion. The first priority would be to establish new institutions, a college and a seminary, that would nurture a new generation of priests and extend the Church’s influence in the new republic. “The object nearest my heart,” Father Carroll wrote in 1783, “is to establish a college on this continent for the education of youth, which might at the same time be a Seminary for future Clergymen.”

			That same year, Carroll successfully pressed for a full meeting of the clergy, held at the White Marsh plantation, to discuss his plans. He viewed the plantations and enslaved workers, which had already financed the livelihoods of a generation of priests, as a critical funding stream for the Church as it began to grow and extend its influence.

			The priests who gathered at White Marsh, in a series of meetings that took place over the next year and a half, would create a new organization, the Representative [or Select] Body of the Clergy. The group, made up of six elected leaders, would oversee the plantations and the distribution of the income they produced. The priests decided that they would continue to control the land, property, and enslaved people they had amassed over the past century until and unless the Jesuit order was restored.

			But even as Carroll began laying the groundwork for the new college, the former Jesuits’ plantations and large slaveholdings, the foundation of the Church and its projects, began attracting criticism.

			Father Patrick Smyth, an Irish priest who had spent time in Maryland, assailed the former Jesuits and their slaveholding in a pamphlet that circulated in Europe in 1788, just as Carroll was trying to raise funds from friends and supporters there. Smyth portrayed Carroll and the others as wealthy lords who prospered on their plantations, indifferent to the struggles of the Catholic faithful. “Are they obliged to live, like the apostles, by the work of their hands?” he asked. “No, they have a prodigious number of negroes, and these sooty rogues will not work, unless they be goaded, and whipped, and almost flayed alive. O God of Heaven!” he exclaimed. “Are your very ministers become taskmasters? They who should cherish the hapless African in their bosoms and share the sad burdens of his afflictions?”

			Father Carroll dismissed the charges as baseless, countering that the clergy “treat their negroes with great mildness and are attentive to guard them from the evils of hunger and nakedness.” He also emphasized the priests’ efforts to nurture the spiritual lives of their slaves. “Besides the advantage of this humane treatment,” he said of the enslaved, “they are instructed incessantly in their duties of Christianity and their morals watched, I may say, with fatherly solicitude.”

			But in Maryland, it was already clear that the financial needs of Carroll and the ex-Jesuits trumped any paternal feelings they might have had toward the people they held in bondage. By the time Smyth published his attack, the Select Body of the Clergy had proposed renting out slaves to help retire the plantations’ debts. But the priests were interested in something far beyond maintaining what they had.

			In January 1789, just four months before George Washington was inaugurated president of the United States, Carroll secured the deed to an acre of land atop a hill overlooking the village of Georgetown. There he meant to establish his academy, the nation’s first Catholic institution of higher learning. He would describe the college as his greatest work. “I think I am rendering to Religion the greatest service, that will ever be in my power.”

			The priests had hoped to raise money for the college in Europe, but given Smyth’s allegations against them, Catholic leaders in Rome had decided, at least for a time, against funding Carroll’s new academy. “Amongst other difficulties, which we shall have to overcome in the undertaking of the academy, pecuniary resources will be a great one,” Carroll wrote. “…The first expense of erecting proper buildings and securing the salaries for the Masters will be very great.”

			Carroll, who would become the nation’s first Catholic bishop that same year, started a fundraising campaign “applied to the finishing of the Academy at Georgetown,” but he knew that the lion’s share of the financing for the new college would have to come from the priests’ plantations and the labor of their enslaved workers.

			At a meeting with Carroll at the White Marsh plantation, the priests gave their treasurer the authority to direct “all savings” from the general fund to the new college. Then they turned their attention to the Black men, women, and children they held captive, focusing not on their physical or spiritual needs but on how their labor and the sales of their bodies could be used to cover the mission’s expenses. The priest who recorded the White Marsh discussion conveyed no emotion or moral anguish in describing the need to cull the stock of surplus—“supernumerary”—human beings. “That there being great danger of our Estates suffering from keeping supernumerary slaves, it is advisable & necessary to dispose of such as may be judged a burthen [burden],” he wrote.

			The clergy directed the managers of the plantations to “determine on each plantation or settlement what is a sufficient number of slaves for the use & service of the said plantation, & that they be empowered, & are thereby directed to sell to the best advantage all that shall exceed that number.” The managers were told to conduct a similar inventory every three years and “to dispose of them in the above manner.”

			In addition to paying off plantation debt and covering the cost of any needed repairs, the profits generated from the sale of human property were intended to flow into the province’s general fund, which was funding the new academy. Even the salary of the academy’s new president, who was yet to be chosen, was to be paid out of the income generated by one of the estates.

			Fourteen months after the White Marsh meeting, enslaved people living on the Bohemia plantation began to vanish. Nell and her son, Perry, were sold for $4 in July 1790. That same month, the priest who ran the plantation received about £22 in partial payment for the sale of an enslaved woman named Esther. Sarah and Jerry, described as “a Negro girl” and “a negro boy” in the plantation’s financial records, disappeared in January 1791, sold for £50. By March 1792, four more people were gone, handed over in exchange for a horse, blacksmith tools, and £112.

			The flurry of sales initiated by the priests in the 1790s would ultimately tear more than two dozen enslaved people from their homes on the Bohemia estate. If the priests felt any angst over their departure, they seemed willing to live with it. By 1792, the priests, who had established a civil corporation—the Corporation of Roman Catholic Clergymen—to control and manage their properties, were turning to the plantations once again. They had decided to allocate any profits generated by the estates over the next three years to cover the costs of building a hall, a “study-place” and dormitories at Georgetown. By 1793, the enslaved people at Bohemia had fallen under the control of the priests in charge of the nation’s first Catholic seminary, St. Mary’s, which opened its doors in Baltimore in 1791, the same year that Georgetown received its first students. George Washington would visit Georgetown’s campus himself several years later, and two of his grandnephews would join the student body. The bishop’s grand projects were finally taking shape.

			Carroll, whose own annual pension would be covered by the profits from the plantations, had invited the Sulpicians, an order of French priests, to open and run the new seminary. The Sulpicians were given control of the Bohemia plantation and any “profit arising from the Bohemia estate.” The French priests took stock and over the next four years sold at least eleven people (men, women, and children). The handwritten notations describing the sales are spare. There are no surnames, no physical descriptions. And there is no description of the terror that must have engulfed the plantation as people began to disappear one by one. In one instance, a mother and her infant were sold to one buyer, while her four-year-old daughter was sold to another.

			The Church frowned on splitting up families and separating spouses, and there is evidence that some of the priests took this into account in managing their estates. But at Bohemia, financial necessity trumped both religious convention and the lives of the families who supported the seminary. It was a harbinger of what was to come.

			The former Jesuits took note of what was happening at Bohemia and at a meeting of the Corporation of Roman Catholic Clergymen in August 1795, they decided to admonish the Sulpicians. But they weren’t being reprimanded for selling Black people or breaking up families but for failing to hand over the profits.

			The Black people at Bohemia—some forty-three in all—resisted that harsh treatment. At least one woman ran away. Others refused to follow orders, leading the overseer for the Sulpicians to grumble about what he described as “the lack of docility and the very bad behavior of the negroes who work there.” The enslaved, the overseer complained, were frustrating efforts to operate the plantation “on a sound financial basis.” It was a sign of the times. White people were not the only ones inspired by the ideals of liberty and equality newly enshrined in the Declaration of Independence and the new Constitution.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* It is important to note that Catholics were far from the only religious denomination to embrace slavery. Protestants—including Quakers for a time—argued that Christianity and slavery were compatible.
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			Freedom Fever

			For generations, the priests spoke of the beauty of St. Inigoes, the Jesuit plantation near the banks of the Potomac River in southern Maryland. Towering pine trees flanked the church and its soaring steeple, while tangles of sweet honeysuckle, flowering dogwoods, aromatic sassafras, and cedars adorned the two-thousand-acre estate. Larks and robins filled the mornings with their melodies, and perch, shad, and rockfish shimmered in the rushing waters. Visiting Jesuits stopped to marvel at the plantation’s glorious sunsets that set the trees ablaze in “scarlets, reds, greens and yellows” during the waning days of summer.

			In the late 1790s, a Joice descendant named Harry Mahoney worked the plantation’s fields of golden wheat and leafy tobacco. Some of the priests who knew him called him “Big Harry” and his shoe size, 10.5, was recorded. Another priest described him as sickly, recalling the time tuberculosis had ravaged his body. In the decades to come, he would be remembered as a man with a sweet tooth and a taste for whiskey and as a leader among the enslaved. Most consistently, though, the priests described him as a loyal, faithful servant descended from a long line of faithful servants. They had forgotten, or did not know of, his family’s long history of contesting their enslavement.

			Harry watched the changing seasons, the migration of the geese, the priests who came and went. But while the Jesuits savored the sights, sounds, and profits of the estate, he and many of the other enslaved laborers at St. Inigoes listened for something else: the rumblings of resistance. All across the state, freedom fever was spreading. Even on the plantations that supported the priests and Georgetown, some Black people had begun to arm themselves, not with weapons but with lawsuits.

			Emboldened by the egalitarian ideology of the Revolutionary War, hundreds of enslaved Black men and women had begun to fight for their freedom in Maryland’s courts. Many argued that they were descendants of freeborn women and should never have been enslaved in the first place. And they swayed some white judges and juries who found the contradictions between the soaring language in the Declaration of Independence and the harsh realities of slavery increasingly difficult to reconcile.

			On the White Marsh plantation, in 1791, enslaved members of the Queen family made that argument when they sued Father John Ashton for their freedom. Ashton, one of the founders of Georgetown College, enlisted some of the state’s most prominent lawyers to handle his case. But the Queen family still triumphed in court and promptly celebrated by abandoning the estate and their lives of servitude. Harry Mahoney’s kinsmen Charles and Patrick Mahoney were also owned by Father Ashton. They petitioned for their freedom that same year, declaring that they, too, had the right to live as free people because the freedom of their matriarch, Ann Joice, had been stolen. A legal victory on that basis would have meant freedom for the entire Mahoney clan.

			Harry knew the story, passed down through the generations, that his family had been cheated out of its freedom by powerful Catholics. All of the Mahoneys, who were scattered across several Maryland plantations, knew it, and the hunger for reclaiming their liberty burned within them. The Mahoneys were mixed race with fair complexions, and light skin was often accompanied by privileged status. But when Harry chose a bride, he picked a recent arrival, Anna, a dark-skinned woman born in Africa. The woman was an orphan who was treated badly on the plantation, and Harry felt sorry for her, one of his daughters would tell a priest decades later. But Harry also knew that Anna had something he did not: She had tasted freedom in her lifetime.

			The couple slips into and out of the records collected by the priests over the years, surfacing at tax time, when the priest in charge of the plantation tallied the number of enslaved people he owned, and disappearing afterward. But others who lived at St. Inigoes later on have provided hints of what life was like for the Mahoneys. In the spring they would walk out of the slave quarters and see the peach orchards, with their sweet fruit ripening, and the apple orchards, with the fruit still to come. They would pass the brick barn and the cow house, where the cattle lowed and jostled. The manor house, where the priests lived, faced due south, near the weaver’s home and the house where the plantation’s meat was stored. The enslaved laborers tended the wheat and corn that they worked for the priests and the small vegetable gardens that they grew for themselves. In the same year that Harry’s relatives filed their lawsuit against Father Ashton, Harry and his wife had their first child. It looked as though his generation might finally shake off its shackles and abandon the plantations, and his child might be born free.

			News of the verdict finally arrived in October 1797. The jury hearing the Mahoneys’ case left the waters muddied, finding neither for the Mahoneys nor for Ashton. The jurors declared that if the court should be of the “opinion that the Petitioner’s entitled to Freedom then the Jurors aforesaid find the Issue in this Cause for the Petitioner.”

			Though the court agreed to a request for a retrial by Father Ashton’s lawyers, the verdict was apparently good enough for the Mahoneys. In December, Charles and Patrick Mahoney left the White Marsh plantation where they had been enslaved. Father Ashton posted a notice in The Maryland Gazette in January 1798, asking for help in hunting them down. “They pretend that they are set free by the verdict in the last general court, but were ordered by the court to return home till a point of law should be settled related to their case,” he wrote. “This they refuse to do.”

			Ashton said that the two men were “well known” in Annapolis and in the forests of Prince George’s County surrounding White Marsh. He warned any sympathizers among the newspaper’s readers against “harbouring or employing them.”

			At the time, the Maryland Abolition Society counted among its members dozens of white artisans, merchants, and tradesmen who might offer assistance to enslaved runaways. And the number of free Blacks in the state had swelled dramatically. In the decade between 1790 and 1800, the number of free Blacks in Maryland more than doubled, jumping from 8,043 to 19,587. This substantial community of color assisted and offered safe haven to fugitives. Ashton, perhaps mindful that his warning to sympathizers might not have its intended effect, also offered an $8 reward for the capture of the fugitive Mahoneys. But it was of no avail.

			Patrick and Charles weren’t the only Mahoneys who found their way to freedom. Another relative, an enslaved carpenter named Robert Mahoney, had managed to buy first his own freedom and then that of his wife and youngest daughter. Both Robert and his daughter, who had moved to Philadelphia, returned to visit Harry, both of them willing to take a perilous journey that required evading the white men who patrolled the fields and towns, hunting for Black people who might be runaways. Even free Black people ran the risk of being kidnapped and sold into slavery. Harry learned from them about faraway places in the north, unimaginable places, where more Black people were free. Harry would pass Robert’s story down to his children, who would pass it down to their children and share it with the white priests who knew them. As they awaited a resolution in the court case, he and other members of the Mahoney clan hoped that they would soon experience that freedom firsthand.

			In 1799, a second jury found in favor of the Mahoneys, finding that Charles Mahoney was a free man. That decision, too, was appealed, but the Mahoneys felt confident that the lower court’s decision would be upheld. One of the Mahoneys enslaved by Charles Carroll, who was a distant relative of Father Ashton, told him that the family’s lawyers “had obtained such proof as must put their right to freedom on a new tryal out of all doubt.”

			This time, though, Ashton’s lawyer presented two new witnesses who claimed that Ann Joice had never been an indentured servant and had never been free. She was, instead, “a Guinea negro,” who had been purchased from a slave ship that traveled from England to Maryland. Neither witness could provide proof to corroborate his claim. And the steward’s logbook, which allegedly contained a detailed account of the happenings on the ship that had carried Ann Joice to Maryland, was no longer available to be scrutinized. “The rats got at it,” the witness explained, “and [it] is not now in existence.”

			Despite the lack of evidence, the jurors found the new witnesses persuasive, and they came back with a damning verdict. “The said Charles Mahoney is not a free man,” they determined and ordered him to “return to the service of the said John Ashton there to remain.” It was a decisive victory for Father Ashton, for the Jesuits, and for prominent Catholic slaveholders such as Charles Carroll. None of them would be forced to relinquish their human property for the foreseeable future.

			Ashton then made an unexpected move: He decided to bring his bitter feud with the Mahoney brothers to an end by freeing them. It was a remarkable turn of events, leading one historian who has studied the case to wonder whether the Mahoneys paid the beleaguered priest to resolve the matter once and for all. In any case, in 1803, Ashton began signing the necessary legal papers to free the siblings, freeing Patrick Mahoney in December 1803; Charles, who had been living in Anne Arundel County, five months later; and their brother Daniel the following year.

			Harry may have celebrated when he learned that his kinsmen had been set free. But he also had to confront an unbearable truth. After the Jesuits prevailed in court, he knew that he and the rest of his family might be forced to spend the rest of their lives in slavery.

			As the flurry of manumissions inspired by the fervor of the Revolutionary War faded and unfavorable legal decisions made it harder for the enslaved to win their freedom through the courts, fear began to replace hope among the enslaved people on the Catholic plantations. Once again, Black people were reminded that the Catholic clergymen who owned them viewed them as chattel. As the fledgling Church expanded, the former Jesuits had no compunction about shipping them from one estate to another.

			In describing slave sales, some priests emphasized the efforts they made to keep enslaved families together, suggesting that they only sold slaves deemed disruptive or unruly, at least until the late 1830s. But their own records show otherwise. As hard times befell Georgetown College, all the enslaved people at St. Inigoes, including the Mahoneys, knew they had to tread carefully.

			Enrollment at Georgetown College had plummeted. Economic woes in the capital, along with a shortage of qualified faculty and the implementation of strict rules and moral codes that made the school less appealing to non-Catholics, were all contributing to the college’s decline. “The College,” the trustees wrote, “is not supplied sufficiently with capable Masters, to raise its credit & estimation in the eye of the public: few students are sent to it, & consequently declines in reputation, & in the means of subsistence & improvement.”

			To compensate, the Corporation of Roman Catholic Clergymen, the body established to manage the vast plantations, had given Georgetown’s president direct control of the Bohemia plantation to ensure that more income and produce would flow into the college. Proceeds from the White Marsh plantation funded the salary of Georgetown’s professor of philosophy and the costs of his students. But it would not be enough, and they decided to dispose of some human assets. The corporation told the plantation managers that they could “dispose of unruly slaves, or to sell, or exchange them in cases of intermarriage, & other apparent causes” as long as the managers received approval from their superiors and informed the corporation at the next meeting. Not long after Father Ashton freed Patrick Mahoney, the priests sold an enslaved man at St. Inigoes for $320, a transaction neatly recorded in one of the Jesuits’ accounting ledgers: “Sale of Nigroe Frank from St. Inigoes.” Another laborer at St. Inigoes, an enslaved man named Matt, decided to make a run for it. But he was captured in February 1804, the month after Frank was sold.

			That spring, fear descended on the enslaved community at St. Inigoes, which now consisted of forty-one people, most of them children. Many of the older men and women suffered from injuries or illnesses accumulated over a lifetime of servitude. Charles, fifty-one, had a broken arm. Will, sixty-three, was described as “a cripple.” Tom, sixty-seven, was blind in one eye. Dorothy, forty-nine, was described as bedridden “for life,” while Cate, sixty-two, was “always sick & helpless.” Even Harry and his wife, Anna, struggled with health problems that summer: He had tuberculosis, and she suffered from dropsy, the swelling caused by excess fluid in the body that typically affects the legs and feet. They had three children, two girls, who were twelve and six, and one boy, who was ten. Could they keep the family together? With the Jesuits looking to slave sales to raise money, no one could be sure.

			In 1805, the Jesuit order was partially
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