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In April 2016, I read an article in The New York Times in which 
journalist Rachel Swarns described that on June 19, 1838, the Maryland 
Society of Jesus (“Jesuits”), a Catholic religious order, and Georgetown 
College (now Georgetown University) sold more than 272 enslaved 
people from Jesuit-owned plantations in southern Maryland to plantation 
owners in southern Louisiana.1 The article explained that the school sold 
the enslaved men, women, and children to cover some of its debts.2 The 
sale was instrumental in supporting Georgetown, and more broadly, ulti-
mately growing Catholicism.3 At the end of the article, there was a call for 
descendants—who were Black, Catholic, with ties to several plantations in 
Louisiana.4 Although I descend from a Black Catholic family, my family’s 
roots are in Southern Maryland. I made a mental note but did not think 
more about the article until six months later when my father received a 
call from Malissa Ruffner, a genealogist with the Georgetown Memory 
Project. Ms. Ruffner explained that approximately one-third of the 
enslaved people sold in the 1838 sale, 91 in all, were nowhere to be found 
in any historical record in Louisiana.5 These “lost Jesuit slaves” never left 
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Maryland.6 I am a descendant of Nace Butler, one of those “lost” enslaved 
people.7 

In The 272: The Families Who Were Enslaved and Sold to Build the 
American Catholic Church, Rachel Swarns tells the stories that could not 
be told in a series of newspaper articles.8 In doing so, she elevates the 
voices of those enslaved and their descendants—those repeatedly left out 
of the narrative. 9 In challenging the prevailing narrative of enslaved Black 
people and their ability to resist, and by telling the story of the Jesuits 
and enslavement, Swarns’s counter storytelling recasts those enslaved 
as empowered agents while simultaneously taking a critical look at the 
institution that enslaved them. Her counter storytelling creates space for 
untold narratives and truths from “outsiders”—those who are left out of 
the dominant stories.10 As professors, lawyers, and judges, we are story-
tellers and advocates. Swarns provides us with a model to create space for 
these “outsider” stories as well.

I. “Our liberty was stolen. We should be free 
people.”11

Swarns traces the Mahoney family through two hundred years 
beginning with the matriarch Ann Joice’s wrongful enslavement and 
ends with the present day. Throughout this compelling counter story-
telling journey, she centers untold narratives of my ancestors and 
others. In uplifting these “outsider” stories, Swarns dispels the narrative 
that those enslaved were disempowered and that slavery was central to 
their identity.12 She instead views them as whole people with complex 
identities—people who were dedicated to their families, their faith, and 
securing their freedom.

Throughout the book, Swarns contests the narrative that enslaved 
people, like the Mahoneys, were disempowered. She begins by docu-
menting the Jesuits’ arrival to colonial Maryland in the seventeenth 
century but quickly shifts the reader’s focus to the arrival of Ann Joice, the 
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Mahoney matriarch, a few decades later.13 Although Ann Joice came to 
colonial Maryland as an indentured servant, her papers were intentionally 
destroyed in a successful attempt to enslave her and her descendants.14 
To resist their enslavement, the descendants of Ann Joice passed down 
from generation to generation the knowledge that they were wrongly 
enslaved;15 used force against their oppressors;16 filed freedom suits;17 hid 
to prevent being transported to Louisiana in the 1838 sale; 18 and, most 
impressively, took ownership of the religion of their oppressors.19

II. Counter storytelling and the Catholic Church

Swarns also joins the conversation of reevaluating the Catholic 
Church’s and the Jesuits’ narrative related to slavery. The evolution of 
Church law related to slavery ranged from the existence of “natural slaves,” 
to rationalizing the enslavement of those captured in war, foreigners, as 
well as racist ideologies about Africans to justify the trade.20 Contrary 
to many previously published works about slavery and the Catholic 
Church, Swarns informs the reader that the Jesuits would ultimately 
justify, “defend, and participate in, the enslavement of Africans and their 
descendants.”21 One Jesuit, Father James Ryder, even “described slave-
holders as noble protectors of the enslaved, who could take comfort in the 
‘kindness of his compassionate’ enslavers.”22

In offering this perspective, Swarns joins others who challenge the 
Catholic Church’s record on enslavement,23 including Father Christopher 
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Kellerman, who has stated that the Catholic Church “embraced slavery in 
theory and in practice.”24 Swarns’s narrative illustrates that “practice.” By 
telling the stories of a single family’s ordeal, she details the inhumanity 
and brutality of slavery. Not only is she able to trace the impact that the 
horrors of slavery had on generations of descendants, but she is also able 
to demonstrate the benefits that Georgetown and the Society of Jesus 
received.

III. Rethinking universities and slavery

Finally, in this book Swarns continues the conversation that her 
April 2016 article began—forcing us to challenge and confront the often 
hidden and troubling histories of the institutions of higher learning that 
that we as lawyers attended, support, and, in my case, are employed by. 
Swarns’ counter storytelling is a reminder that connections to colo-
nialism, enslavement, and oppression impact all global communities, but 
those narratives are often fictionalized, falsified, or simply ignored. In 
challenging the prevailing narrative of enslaved Black people and their 
ability to resist, and by telling the story of the Jesuits and enslavement, 
Swarns’s counter storytelling recasts those enslaved as empowered agents 
while simultaneously taking a critical look at the institution that enslaved 
them—imploring us to be critical of the stories we are told, the stories we 
tell ourselves, and the stories we tell when we advocate for others.
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