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By Rachel L. Swarns

April 16, 2016

WASHINGTON — The human cargo was loaded on ships at a bustling wharf in the nation’s capital, destined for the
plantations of the Deep South. Some slaves pleaded for rosaries as they were rounded up, praying for deliverance.

But on this day, in the fall of 1838, no one was spared: not the 2-month-old baby and her mother, not the field hands, not the
shoemaker and not Cornelius Hawkins, who was about 13 years old when he was forced onboard.

Their panic and desperation would be mostly forgotten for more than a century. But this was no ordinary slave sale. The
enslaved African-Americans had belonged to the nation’s most prominent Jesuit priests. And they were sold, along with
scores of others, to help secure the future of the premier Catholic institution of higher learning at the time, known today as
Georgetown University.

Now, with racial protests roiling college campuses, an unusual collection of Georgetown professors, students, alumni and
genealogists is trying to find out what happened to those 272 men, women and children. And they are confronting a
particularly wrenching question: What, if anything, is owed to the descendants of slaves who were sold to help ensure the
college’s survival?

More than a dozen universities — including Brown, Columbia, Harvard and the University of Virginia — have publicly
recognized their ties to slavery and the slave trade. But the 1838 slave sale organized by the Jesuits, who founded and ran
Georgetown, stands out for its sheer size, historians say.

At Georgetown, slavery and scholarship were inextricably linked. The college relied on Jesuit plantations in Maryland to help
finance its operations, university officials say. (Slaves were often donated by prosperous parishioners.) And the 1838 sale —
worth about $3.3 million in today’s dollars — was organized by two of Georgetown’s early presidents, both Jesuit priests.

Some of that money helped to pay off the debts of the struggling college.
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In 1838, the Jesuit priests who ran the country’s top Catholic university needed money to keep it alive. Now comes the
task of making amends.

272 Slaves Were Sold to Save Georgetown. What Does It Owe Their
Descendants?



“The university itself owes its existence to this history,” said Adam Rothman, a historian at Georgetown and a member of a
university working group that is studying ways for the institution to acknowledge and try to make amends for its tangled
roots in slavery.

Although the working group was established in August, it was student demonstrations at Georgetown in the fall that helped to
galvanize alumni and gave new urgency to the administration’s efforts.

The students organized a protest and a sit-in, using the hashtag #GU272 for the slaves who were sold. In November, the
university agreed to remove the names of the Rev. Thomas F. Mulledy and the Rev. William McSherry, the college presidents
involved in the sale, from two campus buildings.

An alumnus, following the protest from afar, wondered if more needed to be done.

That alumnus, Richard J. Cellini, the chief executive of a technology company and a practicing Catholic, was troubled that
neither the Jesuits nor university officials had tried to trace the lives of the enslaved African-Americans or compensate their
progeny.

Mr. Cellini is an unlikely racial crusader. A white man, he admitted that he had never spent much time thinking about slavery
or African-American history.

But he said he could not stop thinking about the slaves, whose names had been in Georgetown’s archives for decades.

Georgetown University in Washington, seen from across the Potomac River. The
institution came under fire last fall, with students demanding justice for the slaves in the
1838 sale. Gabriella Demczuk for The New York Times



“This is not a disembodied group of people, who are nameless and faceless,” said Mr. Cellini, 52, whose company, Briefcase
Analytics, is based in Cambridge, Mass. “These are real people with real names and real descendants.”

Within two weeks, Mr. Cellini had set up a nonprofit, the Georgetown Memory Project, hired eight genealogists and raised
more than $10,000 from fellow alumni to finance their research.

Dr. Rothman, the Georgetown historian, heard about Mr. Cellini’s efforts and let him know that he and several of his students
were also tracing the slaves. Soon, the two men and their teams were working on parallel tracks.

What has emerged from their research, and that of other scholars, is a glimpse of an insular world dominated by priests who
required their slaves to attend Mass for the sake of their salvation, but also whipped and sold some of them. The records
describe runaways, harsh plantation conditions and the anguish voiced by some Jesuits over their participation in a system of
forced servitude.

“A microcosm of the whole history of American slavery,” Dr. Rothman said.

The enslaved were grandmothers and grandfathers, carpenters and blacksmiths, pregnant women and anxious fathers,
children and infants, who were fearful, bewildered and despairing as they saw their families and communities ripped apart by
the sale of 1838.

The researchers have used archival records to follow their footsteps, from the Jesuit plantations in Maryland, to the docks of
New Orleans, to three plantations west and south of Baton Rouge, La.

The hope was to eventually identify the slaves’ descendants. By the end of December, one of Mr. Cellini’s genealogists felt
confident that she had found a strong test case: the family of the boy, Cornelius Hawkins.

Broken Promises
There are no surviving images of Cornelius, no letters or journals that offer a look into his last hours on a Jesuit plantation in
Maryland.

He was not yet five feet tall when he sailed onboard the Katharine Jackson, one of several vessels that carried the slaves to
the port of New Orleans.

An inspector scrutinized the cargo on Dec. 6, 1838. “Examined and found correct,” he wrote of Cornelius and the 129 other
people he found on the ship.

Richard Cellini, the chief executive of a technology company and a Georgetown alumnus,
hired eight genealogists to track down the slaves and their descendants. Gabriella

Demczuk for The New York Times

The ship manifest of the Katharine Jackson, available in full at the Georgetown Slavery
archive, listed the name, sex, age and height of each slave transported to New Orleans in
the fall of 1838. It showed that the cargo included dozens of children, among them infants
as young as 2 months old. Ancestry



The notation betrayed no hint of the turmoil on board. But priests at the Jesuit plantations recounted the panic and fear they
witnessed when the slaves departed.

Some children were sold without their parents, records show, and slaves were “dragged off by force to the ship,” the Rev.
Thomas Lilly reported. Others, including two of Cornelius’s uncles, ran away before they could be captured.

But few were lucky enough to escape. The Rev. Peter Havermans wrote of an elderly woman who fell to her knees, begging to
know what she had done to deserve such a fate, according to Robert Emmett Curran, a retired Georgetown historian who
described eyewitness accounts of the sale in his research. Cornelius’s extended family was split, with his aunt Nelly and her
daughters shipped to one plantation, and his uncle James and his wife and children sent to another, records show.

At the time, the Catholic Church did not view slaveholding as immoral, said the Rev. Thomas R. Murphy, a historian at Seattle
University who has written a book about the Jesuits and slavery.

The Jesuits had sold off individual slaves before. As early as the 1780s, Dr. Rothman found, they openly discussed the need to
cull their stock of human beings.

But the decision to sell virtually all of their enslaved African-Americans in the 1830s left some priests deeply troubled.

They worried that new owners might not allow the slaves to practice their Catholic faith. They also knew that life on
plantations in the Deep South was notoriously brutal, and feared that families might end up being separated and resold.

“It would be better to suffer financial disaster than suffer the loss of our souls with the sale of the slaves,” wrote the Rev. Jan
Roothaan, who headed the Jesuits’ international organization from Rome and was initially reluctant to authorize the sale.

But he was persuaded to reconsider by several prominent Jesuits, including Father Mulledy, then the influential president of
Georgetown who had overseen its expansion, and Father McSherry, who was in charge of the Jesuits’ Maryland mission. (The
two men would swap positions by 1838.)

Mismanaged and inefficient, the Maryland plantations no longer offered a reliable source of income for Georgetown College,
which had been founded in 1789. It would not survive, Father Mulledy feared, without an influx of cash.

So in June 1838, he negotiated a deal with Henry Johnson, a member of the House of Representatives, and Jesse Batey, a
landowner in Louisiana, to sell Cornelius and the others.
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The Rev. Thomas F. Mulledy, president of Georgetown from 1829 to 1838,
and again from 1845 to 1848, arranged the sale.
Georgetown University Archives



Father Mulledy promised his superiors that the slaves would continue to practice their religion. Families would not be
separated. And the money raised by the sale would not be used to pay off debt or for operating expenses.

None of those conditions were met, university officials said.

Father Mulledy took most of the down payment he received from the sale — about $500,000 in today’s dollars — and used it to
help pay off the debts that Georgetown had incurred under his leadership.

In the uproar that followed, he was called to Rome and reassigned.

The next year, Pope Gregory XVI explicitly barred Catholics from engaging in “this traffic in Blacks … no matter what pretext
or excuse.”

But the pope’s order, which did not explicitly address slave ownership or private sales like the one organized by the Jesuits,
offered scant comfort to Cornelius and the other slaves.

By the 1840s, word was trickling back to Washington that the slaves’ new owners had broken their promises. Some slaves
suffered at the hands of a cruel overseer.

Roughly two-thirds of the Jesuits’ former slaves — including Cornelius and his family — had been shipped to two plantations
so distant from churches that “they never see a Catholic priest,” the Rev. James Van de Velde, a Jesuit who visited Louisiana,
wrote in a letter in 1848.

Father Van de Velde begged Jesuit leaders to send money for the construction of a church that would “provide for the
salvation of those poor people, who are now utterly neglected.”

He addressed his concerns to Father Mulledy, who three years earlier had returned to his post as president of Georgetown.

There is no indication that he received any response.

A Familiar Name

The bill of sale was dated June 19, 1838, and stated: “Thomas F. Mulledy sells to Jesse
Beatty and Henry Johnson two hundred and seventy two negroes, to wit.” It outlined a
payment plan, with discounts if the slaves turned out to be more infirm than
described. Maryland Province Archives at Lauinger Library at Georgetown University

A passage from the Rev. James Van de Velde’s letter reads: “They are all very good
people, industrious, faithful, moral, &c. — the character given to them by their owners &
their neighbors. But they have scarcely any chance to attend to their religious duties, &
the children, several of them not yet baptized, grew up without any religious instruction
whatever.” Maryland Province Archives at Lauinger Library at Georgetown University



African-Americans are often a fleeting presence in the documents of the 1800s. Enslaved, marginalized and forced into
illiteracy by laws that prohibited them from learning to read and write, many seem like ghosts who pass through this world
without leaving a trace.

After the sale, Cornelius vanishes from the public record until 1851 when his trail finally picks back up on a cotton plantation
near Maringouin, La.

His owner, Mr. Batey, had died, and Cornelius appeared on the plantation’s inventory, which included 27 mules and horses, 32
hogs, two ox carts and scores of other slaves. He was valued at $900. (“Valuable Plantation and Negroes for Sale,” read one
newspaper advertisement in 1852.)

The plantation would be sold again and again and again, records show, but Cornelius’s family remained intact. In 1870, he
appeared in the census for the first time. He was about 48 then, a father, a husband, a farm laborer and, finally, a free man.

He might have disappeared from view again for a time, save for something few could have counted on: his deep, abiding faith.
It was his Catholicism, born on the Jesuit plantations of his childhood, that would provide researchers with a road map to his
descendants.

Cornelius had originally been shipped to a plantation so far from a church that he had married in a civil ceremony. But six
years after he appeared in the census, and about three decades after the birth of his first child, he renewed his wedding vows
with the blessing of a priest.

His children and grandchildren also embraced the Catholic church. So Judy Riffel, one of the genealogists hired by Mr. Cellini,
began following a chain of weddings and births, baptisms and burials. The church records helped lead to a 69-year-old woman
in Baton Rouge named Maxine Crump.

Ms. Crump, a retired television news anchor, was driving to Maringouin, her hometown, in early February when her cellphone
rang. Mr. Cellini was on the line.

She listened, stunned, as he told her about her great-great-grandfather, Cornelius Hawkins, who had labored on a plantation
just a few miles from where she grew up.

She found out about the Jesuits and Georgetown and the sea voyage to Louisiana. And she learned that Cornelius had worked
the soil of a 2,800-acre estate that straddled the Bayou Maringouin.

All of this was new to Ms. Crump, except for the name Cornelius — or Neely, as Cornelius was known.

Maxine Crump, 69, a descendant of one of the slaves sold by the Jesuits, in a Louisiana
sugar cane field where researchers believe her ancestor once worked. William Widmer for

The New York Times



The name had been passed down from generation to generation in her family. Her great-uncle had the name, as did one of her
cousins. Now, for the first time, Ms. Crump understood its origins.

“Oh my God,” she said. “Oh my God.”

Ms. Crump is a familiar figure in Baton Rouge. She was the city’s first black woman television anchor. She runs a nonprofit,
Dialogue on Race Louisiana, that offers educational programs on institutional racism and ways to combat it.

She prides herself on being unflappable. But the revelations about her lineage — and the church she grew up in — have
unleashed a swirl of emotions.

She is outraged that the church’s leaders sanctioned the buying and selling of slaves, and that Georgetown profited from the
sale of her ancestors. She feels great sadness as she envisions Cornelius as a young boy, torn from everything he knew.

ʻNow They Are Real to Meʼ
Mr. Cellini, whose genealogists have already traced more than 200 of the slaves from Maryland to Louisiana, believes there
may be thousands of living descendants. He has contacted a few, including Patricia Bayonne-Johnson, president of the
Eastern Washington Genealogical Society in Spokane, who is helping to track the Jesuit slaves with her group. (Ms. Bayonne-
Johnson discovered her connection through an earlier effort by the university to publish records online about the Jesuit
plantations.)

Meanwhile, Georgetown’s working group has been weighing whether the university should apologize for profiting from slave
labor, create a memorial to those enslaved and provide scholarships for their descendants, among other possibilities, said Dr.
Rothman, the historian.

“It’s hard to know what could possibly reconcile a history like this,” he said. “What can you do to make amends?”

Ms. Crump, 69, has been asking herself that question, too. She does not put much stock in what she describes as “casual
institutional apologies.” But she would like to see a scholarship program that would bring the slaves’ descendants to
Georgetown as students.

And she would like to see Cornelius’s name, and those of his parents and children, inscribed on a memorial on campus.

Her ancestors, once amorphous and invisible, are finally taking shape in her mind. There is joy in that, she said, exhilaration
even.

Patricia Bayonne-Johnson, a descendant of another of the slaves sold by the Jesuits, is
the president of the Eastern Washington Genealogical Society in Spokane, Wash., which
is helping to track the slaves and their families. Rajah Bose for The New York Times



“Now they are real to me,” she said, “more real every day.”

She still wants to know more about Cornelius’s beginnings, and about his life as a free man. But when Ms. Riffel, the
genealogist, told her where she thought he was buried, Ms. Crump knew exactly where to go.

The two women drove on the narrow roads that line the green, rippling sugar cane fields in Iberville Parish. There was no
need for a map. They were heading to the only Catholic cemetery in Maringouin.

They found the last physical marker of Cornelius’s journey at the Immaculate Heart of Mary cemetery, where Ms. Crump’s
father, grandmother and great-grandfather are also buried.

The worn gravestone had toppled, but the wording was plain: “Neely Hawkins Died April 16, 1902.”
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By Rachel L. Swarns

Dec. 18, 2016

New York Life, the nation’s third-largest life insurance company, opened in Manhattan’s financial district in the spring of 1845. The firm
possessed a prime address — 58 Wall Street — and a board of trustees populated by some of the city’s wealthiest merchants, bankers and
railroad magnates.

Sales were sluggish that year. So the company looked south.

There, in Richmond, Va., an enterprising New York Life agent sold more than 30 policies in a single day in February 1846. Soon,
advertisements began appearing in newspapers from Wilmington, N.C., to Louisville as the New York-based company encouraged
Southerners to buy insurance to protect their most precious commodity: their slaves.

Alive, slaves were among a white man’s most prized assets. Dead, they were considered virtually worthless. Life insurance changed that
calculus, allowing slave owners to recoup three-quarters of a slave’s value in the event of an untimely death.

James De Peyster Ogden, New York Life’s first president, would later describe the American system of human bondage as “evil.” But by
1847, insurance policies on slaves accounted for a third of the policies in a firm that would become one of the nation’s Fortune 100
companies.

Georgetown, Harvard and other universities have drawn national attention to the legacy of slavery this year as they have acknowledged
benefiting from the slave trade and grappled with how to make amends. But slavery also generated business for some of the most
prominent modern-day corporations, underscoring the ties that many contemporary institutions have to this painful period of history.

Banks absorbed by JPMorgan Chase and Wells Fargo allowed Southerners seeking loans to use their slaves as collateral and took
possession of some of them when their owners defaulted.

Like New York Life, Aetna and US Life also sold insurance policies to slave owners, particularly those whose laborers engaged in
hazardous work in mines, lumber mills, turpentine factories and steamboats in the industrializing sectors of the South. US Life, a
subsidiary of AIG, declined to comment on its slave policy sales. Wachovia, one of Wells Fargo’s predecessor companies, has apologized for
its historic ties to slavery as have JPMorgan Chase and Aetna.

More than 40 other firms, mostly based in the South, sold such policies, too, though documentation is scarce and most closed their doors
generations ago.

New York Life survived. Its foray into the slave insurance business did not prove to be lucrative: The company ended up paying out nearly
as much in death claims — about $232,000 in today’s dollars — as it received in annual payments. But in the span of about three years, it
sold 508 policies, more than Aetna and US Life combined, according to available records.

Now, the descendants of one of those slaves — who were recently identified by The New York Times — are coming to terms with the
realization that one of the nation’s biggest insurance companies sold policies on their ancestors and hundreds of other enslaved laborers.

In its 19th-century beginnings, New York Life Insurance sold 508 policies covering slaves. Their descendants are grappling with it.

Insurance Policies on Slaves: New York Lifes̓ Complicated Past

An ad taken out by Nautilus Mutual Life Insurance in 1847 in the Daily Democrat
newspaper in Louisville, K.Y. offering slave policies. Nautilus was renamed New York Life
Insurance in 1849.



Policy No. 447 covered Nathan York, a slave who toiled in the Virginia coal mines where the earth often collapsed on its subterranean work
force. Policy No. 1141 insured a slave known as Warwick, who fed the fiery furnaces on a Kentucky steamboat. Policy No. 1150 covered
Anthony, who labored amid the whirling blades of a sawmill in North Carolina.

The handwritten record of sales, insurance premiums and expenditures, many described here for the first time, illuminate the inner
workings of a company born before the Civil War. That history has stirred anxiety among some New York Life executives, who take pride
in their multiracial work force and customer base. They worry that news coverage about the company’s ties to slavery may overshadow
their efforts to provide philanthropic support to the black community.

New York Life hired one of the insurance industry’s first black agents in 1957. African-Americans currently account for 13 percent of the
firm’s employees, including its senior vice president for governmental relations, George Nichols III, who reports directly to the chief
executive.

The company donates millions of dollars annually to causes and groups that benefit African-Americans, the executives said, pointing to a
$10 million endowment to the Colin Powell Center for Policy Studies at the City College of New York, sponsorship of the National Museum
of African American History & Culture and other initiatives. (The company was known as Nautilus Mutual Life Insurance; the name was
changed to New York Life in 1849.)

“We profoundly regret that in the 1840s our predecessor company, Nautilus Insurance Company, insured the lives of slaves for a brief
period of time,” Kevin Heine, a spokesman for the company, said in a written statement. “While we cannot change our history, our
longstanding recognition of it has helped shape our commitment to the African-American community.”

The company’s connections to slavery drew attention in the early 2000s as California and more than a dozen localities, among them
Chicago, Philadelphia and San Francisco, began to require companies to disclose their slavery-era activities. The disclosure laws emerged
in response to black activists and lawyers who pressed for reparations and a public reckoning with history. (A lawsuit filed against New
York Life and other companies tied to slavery was dismissed in 2004 after a judge ruled that the African-American plaintiffs had
established no clear link to the businesses they sued and that the statute of limitations had run out more than a century ago.)

A ledger entry for policy No. 1055 taken out in 1847 by Nicholas Mills on the life of
“Nathan York, Slave.” Mr. York had been insured under a previous policy, No. 447. Hilary

Swift for The New York Times



New York Life executives found the old records in a storage room that served as an informal archive on the 16th floor of their
headquarters, a trove of fraying ledgers and yellowing documents. They turned over the names of slaves and slaveholders as required by
law and donated several of the accounting books to the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, where they are available to the
public. The company stored the rest in a private corporate archive.

Company officials allowed The Times to review several ledgers from its archive, but declined to allow a reporter to interview its archivist
to determine whether additional records related to the slave policies still exist. The executives said that slave policies generated only about
5 percent of total revenues during the three fiscal years in which the policies were sold. They said the policies proved to be unprofitable
and did not drive the company’s growth.

But historians say the slave policies had an impact on the company’s development. The company had two years to invest or spend much of
the revenues from the slave policies before death claims exceeded annual premium payments, according to Dan Bouk, a historian at
Colgate University who has studied 19th- and 20th-century insurance companies, and reviewed the company’s figures at the request of The
Times.

The policies helped New York Life establish an early foothold in the South, which distinguished it from its larger competitors, said Sharon
Ann Murphy, a historian at Providence College. Its agents continued to insure white lives in the region after the slave policies were
discontinued.

“Slave policies were an opportunity for them to break into the industry and they actively promoted these policies in the early years,” said
Ms. Murphy, who is the author of a book about the emergence of the insurance industry before the Civil War.

“We can be disturbed by this, but we shouldn’t be surprised by it,” she said. “It wasn’t just Southern companies that benefited from
slavery; many Northern institutions also benefited directly or indirectly.”

The advertisement appeared in the Richmond Enquirer on Jan. 29, 1846. It described a new firm offering life insurance for slaves employed
in any “occupation where there may be danger or risque.”

The New York Life Insurance building across from Madison Square Park. The company sold 508 policies on slaves in its early days. George Etheredge for The New York Times
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Within four days, the customers started streaming into the office of the insurance agent for New York Life. They owned laborers who
worked in the coal mines in nearby Chesterfield County and they all knew something about risk.

Their slaves dug for black ore in underground shafts that oozed deadly gases and shuddered with explosions. Dozens of enslaved African-
Americans had died in a blast just seven years earlier, mining records show, a catastrophic financial loss for their white owners.

Nicholas Mills, who owned shares in the Midlothian Coal Mining Company, was determined to protect himself from such a calamity. So he
purchased policies on more than 20 of his enslaved laborers, including Mr. York, a 40-year-old coal miner and the father of a baby boy.

The premiums Mr. Mills paid in the spring of 1846 — about $7,000 in today’s dollars — flowed into the New York Life office on Wall Street,
where employees began recording the names, ages, policy numbers and occupations of the slaves who were insured.

Slavery was finally abolished in New York in 1827. But the plantations in the South continued to generate business in the city in the
decades before the Civil War, according to Eric Foner, a historian at Columbia University.

New York City’s merchants helped to finance the nation’s premier export crop, cotton, and the purchase of the land and slaves needed to
grow it. They controlled the boat companies that shipped the cotton to Europe, leading one Southern editor to describe New York City as
“almost as dependent upon Southern slavery as Charleston.” And some of these businessmen assumed prominent positions at New York
Life.

Mr. De Peyster Ogden, the company’s first president, was a cotton merchant who grew up in a home tended by slaves. He would become a
prominent defender of slavery, describing it as an unfortunate, but inextricable part of the nation’s economy.

Several wealthy members of the company’s board also opposed efforts to end slavery, including William H. Aspinwall, a builder of the
trans-Panama railroad; Schuyler Livingston, the New York representative of Lloyd’s of London; and James Brown, a banker whose firm,
Brown Brothers, controlled several plantations in the South. (A board member, Henry W. Hicks, on the other hand, came from a family of

New York Life — known as the Nautilus Mutual Life Insurance Company in the mid-1840s
— placed an ad in the Richmond Enquirer in 1846, offering insurance of slaves employed
in a variety of occupations.

A depiction of James De Peyster Ogden, the first president of the Nautilus Mutual Life
Insurance Company. He became a prominent defender of slavery, but would later
describe it as “evil.”



abolitionists.)

It was no surprise then that New York Life tried to tap into the flood of money pouring into the city from the South. In the beginning, the
payments from slaveholders and other customers helped the company generate interest and cover the rent of its Wall Street office ($500
for the first year), the salary of its first president ($500), commissions for agents (roughly 5 to 10 percent of premiums), the fees for the
medical doctors who examined the slaves ($2 per exam) and office upkeep like painting, carpeting and postage.

The clothbound ledgers, which describe New York Life’s revenues and expenses in spidery script, also document how the company
institutionalized the nation’s racial hierarchy.

Officials typically insured the lives of white customers for $1,000 to $5,000 in the early years. Slaves, on the other hand, were considered
property under the law and were typically insured for about $400, the records show, and some for as little as $200.

Payouts from death claims usually went to the grieving relatives of white customers. In the case of slaves, however, it was the slave
owners — who insured their laborers and paid the annual premiums — who collected.

Abraham S. Wooldridge, a mining magnate and business partner of Mr. Mills, praised the company’s swift response after two of his slaves
perished on the job.

“The insurance was promptly paid,” Mr. Wooldridge said in an advertisement published by the Richmond Whig newspaper in 1847. “I have
entire confidence in the solvency and fair dealing of the company.”

As the death claims mounted, New York Life’s board voted on April 19, 1848, to discontinue the sale of slave policies. It would take about six
years for the last slave policies to lapse.

But the names of the slaves remained inscribed in accounting books that moved from one office to the next as the company grew,
handwritten clues that would link the past to the present.

Policy No. 447 led to a red brick church in Midlothian, Va., and to Audrey Mozelle Ross, an amateur historian who has spent years
researching the origins of the First Baptist Church. Enslaved miners founded the congregation in 1846, gathering to pray amid the dust
and dangers of the coal pits.

Ms. Ross, a retired public health scientist, prayed at First Baptist just as her parents, grandparents and great-grandparents did before her.
She knew the names of the founding members by heart.

She never imagined that she was connected to any of them, though, until she received an unexpected email earlier this year. That’s when
she learned that The Times, with the help of Crista Cowan, a genealogist at Ancestry, had unearthed a missing piece of her family tree.

Ms. Ross’s great-great-grandfather was Mr. York, a founding member of her church and one of the hundreds of slaves whose lives were
insured by New York Life.

“I can’t believe it,” said Ms. Ross, who is 66 and had researched the family histories of several church members, but not her own. “You have
just opened my eyes.”

An 1847 ad in the Richmond Whig newspaper contains a testimonial from Abraham S.
Wooldridge, who expressed satisfaction that the insurer had paid out on two slaves who
died.



Ms. Ross worked in New York City in the mid-1970s and never dreamed that one of the city’s insurance companies had tried to profit from
her ancestor’s enslavement. “I think it was pathetic that they used the labor, the hard work, blood, sweat and tears of the slaves” to help
their business, she said.

Even so, she considers herself lucky. Her great-great grandfather survived his time as an enslaved miner. After the Civil War, Mr. York
continued digging for coal and earned enough money to buy land and cattle. He helped to establish a school for newly freed slaves and
became the patriarch of a sprawling family.

Others were less fortunate. The stone ruins of the Grove Shaft building, the remains of the Midlothian Coal Mining Company, are only a
short drive from Ms. Ross’s home. Whenever she visits, she prays for the enslaved miners who never made it home.

Godfrey, a 50-year-old slave who was also insured by New York Life, died in a fire in Midlothian on Nov. 20, 1847.

“Burned to death,” reads the entry in the company’s accounting of the dead.

The insurance clerks on Wall Street did not record Godfrey’s last name or the location of his burial place. But they described what
happened next: Mr. Mills, Godfrey’s owner, filed a claim with New York Life for the loss of his human property.

Within three months, the company delivered, paying him $337.

Audrey Mozelle Ross, an amateur historian. She found out that her great-great-
grandfather was one of the slaves ensured by what is now New York Life Insurance. Chet

Strange for The New York Times
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Founded in 1749 in downtown Charleston, South Carolina, the Beth Elohim Synagogue is one of the very earliest

synagogues in America. While other synagogues and congregations are also now a part of Charleston city life, Beth

Elohim Synagogue is the oldest one in the area and serves as the repository for certain historical artifacts of Jewish life in

the city. One such artifact is a marble tablet honoring Mordecai Cohen (1763-1848) that was commissioned by the City of

Charleston to honor one of its greatest benefactors. Cohen, one of the wealthiest men in South Carolina, had long
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supported and donated money to the Charleston Orphan House, the first public orphanage in the United States and one

that relied upon both public funds and private patrons to serve the white poor of all faiths. Mordecai Cohen served as a

commissioner to the Orphan House for 10 years and made hefty contributions for 45 years.

The Jewish community of Charleston has long been civically engaged, and has viewed the health of its own families as

intrinsically linked to the health of the city at large. Early Jewish immigrants to Charleston were attracted by its

reputation of tolerance toward those of different faiths, as well as by its location — it was the nearest major port city to

colonies of the West Indies. While some arrived from New York or Rhode Island, others arrived from Barbados, Jamaica

and other British settlements in the Caribbean. The first wave of immigrants were largely of Sephardic descent but were

followed in the mid 18th century by more German speakers and people of Ashkenazi heritage.

One important population influx took place in 1741, when a large contingent of Jewish families left their homes in

Savannah, Georgia, to resettle in Charleston because trustees of the Georgia colony would not let them (or anyone else)

hold slaves. The state of South Carolina, which had long embraced slaveholding, was thus a welcoming place for these

families. By 1749, when Georgia rethought the ban and decided to allow slaveholding, it was too late. Some families

moved back, but many remained; Charleston decisively eclipsed Savannah as the center for Southern Jewish

settlement. By 1800, South Carolina (which at that point possessed little life beyond Charleston and its environs) held

the largest Jewish population of any state. Estimates put some 500 Jewish people in Charleston at that time, when there

were probably only 400 in New York and perhaps 2,500 in the newly established United States.

So what did it mean to be a Jewish citizen of Charleston during the early years of the 19th century? The story of Mordecai

Cohen allows us to understand a small part of the privilege and price of being a leading Jewish citizen of Charleston.

In 1824, with the 50th anniversary of the American Revolution looming President James Monroe invited his

revolutionary compatriot and by then elderly celebrity general, the Marquis de Lafayette, to return to the republic he

had helped create. President Monroe planned to fete the French general in dazzling style. His visit would demonstrate

that the new nation was flourishing and united in its much envied peace and prosperity.

Charleston, South Carolina, was on Lafayette’s itinerary, and the wealthiest planters, clergy and statesmen got together

to plan fireworks, feasts and balls in his honor. The luminaries of Charleston were fabulously wealthy, to be sure. The

work of enslaved people had enabled many white South Carolinians to grow enormously rich on the trade of labor-

intensive crops including rice, indigo and cotton. Surely the city would be able to impress. But who was to host his visit?

And how might it be funded?



Appropriate party venues were made readily available for the banquets, but no planter or merchant had sufficiently

extensive and glamorous table settings to entertain the Marquis. Thus the ruling class of Charleston looked to Mordecai

Cohen, by some estimates the second wealthiest man in South Carolina and certainly the wealthiest Jew in the state at

that time. Cohen, both savvy and civic-minded, volunteered his sets of gold plates and silver for a banquet to honor the

general. Whether he was invited to or attended the affair is not clear.

Nonetheless, Lafayette did meet with at least some Jewish members of the community. Jews were included in a

delegation of Charleston clergy who paid him a visit; the French secretary to the general, Auguste Levasseur, must have

seen the original Beth Elohim synagogue — when writing about the visit, he described it as “spacious and elegant.”

Cohen, born in Poland in 1763, began work as a young immigrant peddler in Charleston but rapidly rose in status and

wealth. Eventually, he came to own many properties across the city and large estates on the nearby Ashley River.

Revered as a philanthropist who especially supported the Charleston Orphan House, Cohen was a central figure not

merely in the Jewish community of South Carolina, but also in the nation, embodying a new vision of what American

citizenship and success might look like.

The moral price for Cohen’s success was his willing participation in the slave trade. While he never held the hundreds of

field hands that other low country Carolina plantations of that time boasted, he owned enough people to maintain his

properties and to keep his family comfortable. This wasn’t surprising: The percentage of Jewish Charlestonians who

held slaves in 1830 (83%) was roughly the same as that of the general white population of the city (87%). In addition to

Cohen’s extensive mercantile and real estate endeavors, he was deeply involved in the slave trade — the auctioning,

mortgaging and leasing of babies, parents and families. Orphans of color evidently were of no special interest to him.

Cohen set up his own sons on nearby plantations that rivaled some of the greatest in the South. Right around Lafayette’s

visit in 1824, Mordecai Cohen bought Soldier’s Retreat, a large estate of over 1,000 acres overlooking the Ashley River

for his son David. By the 1830s, David or “Davy” Cohen had taken over the estate in his own name and held slaves who

worked his fields, emptied his slops and raised his children.

One of these slaves was a young man named Jim, who was not impressed by the Cohen wealth. Jim escaped from slavery

and narrated the story of his life to northern abolitionists in one of the earliest abolitionist American slave narratives,

1838’s “Recollections of Slavery by a Runaway Slave,” a graphic account of torture and suffering. In his memoir, Jim gave
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particular attention to his experiences under the Cohen family, providing details that would help authenticate his own

story and also indict the horror of the slave system.

Jim worked as a hostler or a groom for David Cohen but also did field work. He described David Cohen as a man of

relentless vigilance: “He was in the habit of walking about at all hours of the night to find out who stole wood, or turnips,

or hogs, or any thing else.” When he suspected anyone of thieving, the punishments were dire. One old man, Peter, was

found stealing a few sticks of wood from David Cohen. Jim testified that Peter was whipped for hours until he was

unconscious and then doused with brine before being chained in the stocks kept on the plantation for just such

occasions.

After being on the receiving end of one especially cruel whipping by David Cohen’s overseer, Jim fled Soldier’s Retreat

and hid with a community of black fugitives in the dense swamps. Recaptured after only few brief weeks of freedom, Jim

was brutally punished with another whipping. When sympathetic interviewers later transcribed his story, they added a

footnote testifying that the fugitive’s scars all over his body “appear as if pieces of flesh had been gouged out, and some

are ridges or elevations of the flesh and skin. They could easily be felt through his clothing.”

Uncowed, however, he soon fled again, this time seeking out his sister at a nearby plantation. She told him that David

Cohen had reportedly offered a $50 reward for his capture. Before she or Jim could contrive a plan for his safety, he was

once again spotted and captured. This time, though, he wasn’t returned to Cohen’s Ashley River estate. He was instead

taken to the Sugar House, a notorious workhouse jail in Charleston especially famous for its treadmill run by slave labor

that not infrequently maimed and killed the weary people chained to its rotating pedals, as well as for other punishments

so unsavory that genteel enslavers preferred them to be done out of sight. Jim described the whippings and torture

being carried on continuously at all hours of the days and nights, such was the demand for the Sugar House services:

“You may hear the whip and paddle there, all hours in the day. There’s no stopping.” He added: “I have heard a great deal

said about hell, and wicked places, but I don’t think there is any worse hell than that sugar house.”

At the Sugar House, Mordecai Cohen was informed of Jim’s plight and after assessing the situation, sent for his son.

David Cohen came in from his estate and stopped by the Sugar House. As Jim remembered it, “He told them to whip me

twice a week till they had given me two hundred lashes. My back, when they went to whip me, would be full of scabs, and

they whipped them off till I bled so that my clothes were all wet.” The guards were instructed to alternate bouts of

whippings with days on the treadmill for several weeks.
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David Cohen visited Jim in the Sugar House and determined that he was an unrepentant runaway who, no surprise, was

rapidly losing value under the continual torture. Finally, after several attempts to sell him, in June 1837 David Cohen

received $700 dollars from a speculator for young Jim. When your life price is bartered, you don’t forget the obscenity

of the transaction; Jim was later able to find some satisfaction from the fact that David Cohen had sold him at a dramatic

loss from his original purchase price.

Jim’s story then moved in dramatic quicks and starts. He was hired out to a railroad, escaped once again, and this time

made it aboard a Boston–bound boat. He was harbored by abolitionists in Maine who recognized the publicity value a

story such as his would have for their cause, and transcribed his story for the public. Although published anonymously, a

runaway slave advertisement from the Charleston Courier of December 11, 1837 clearly identifies Jim as the fugitive who

had been owned by Cohen and who never forgot his encounters with that family. It reads: “Fifty Dollar Reward. Runaway

from the Subscriber, a few weeks ago, his fellow JIM, lately purchased from Mr. David D. Cohen, of Charleston.”

The Cohen family was similar to thousands of other slave owners during that era, but that doesn’t mean that their story,

in its specifics, doesn’t need to be acknowledged. They weren’t just “slavers” in a vague sense. They owned and tortured

Jim, a man who remembered them clearly and survived to serve witness to such horror.

David Cohen’s plantation on the Ashley River was demolished, but at least one of the grand mansions of Mordecai Cohen

still stands at 119 Broad Street and functions as offices for the Roman Catholic Diocese of Charleston. Today, a

handsome portrait of Mordecai Cohen is held by the Gibbs Museum of Art in Charleston and testifies to the critical

presence of Jews in Charleston history. The Cohen family philanthropy was very real; it helped rescue and nurture

generations of Jewish and Christian orphans. But so too was the Cohen family’s indifference to the lives of the people

they owned. The gold plates Mordecai Cohen was able to lend out to honor the Marquis had been obtained at a terrible

cost.


