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In 2006, the University of Maryland celebrated its one 

hundred and fiftieth anniversary. This seminal occasion naturally 
raised questions about the origins of the University. The Maryland 
Agricultural College, as the University of Maryland was then 

known, opened its doors to students shortly before the Civil War, 
and before the Maryland General Assembly abolished slavery. Its 
founder, Charles Benedict Calvert, was descended from a long line 

of slave -owning planters and owned fifty -two slaves in 1860, 
many of whom lived and worked on his Riversdale plantation a 

portion of which now forms a large section of the current campus. 
While the founderõs great wealth derived from slavery, the extent 
to which slavery was directly linked to the College remained 

unknown. Noted slavery historian and Distinguished University of 
Maryland Professor Ira Berlin explained, òIf slaves didnõt lay the 
bricks, they made the bricks. If they didnõt make the bricks, they 

drove the wagon that brought the bricks. If they didnõt drive the 
wagon, they built the wagon wheels.ó What needed to be 

determined was the precise relationship between slavery and the 
College: whether slaves labored in the fields, prepared the 
studentsõ meals, or waited on the faculty, and how the College 

was connected to the institution of slavery once its first students 
arrived. The commemorative events and academic projects 

celebrating the Universityõs historic anniversary only mentioned 
slavery in passing, and some students and community members 
protested what they saw as the Universityõs avoidance of the 

issue. Andrew Vanacore, a reporter for the campus newspaper 
The Diamondback , wrote that òduring the course of the year, as 
University officials celebrated the university's one hundred and 
fiftieth anniversary by producing a documentary and 
accompanying book examining the university's history, no 

mention was made of slaves' roles in working the grounds that 
would become this university --only that Calvert owned slaves.ó  

In an effort to address community concerns and answer the 

questions about the relationship between the University and 

Knowing Our History  
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slavery, University President C. D. Mote authorized the creation of 

an undergraduate research team to investigate and report on the 
role slavery played in the schoolõs development. President Mote 
understood the Universityõs quandary about slavery to be a 

teachable moment.  He charged Professor Berlin and History 
Department Lecturer Herbert Brewer with creating a two -semester 
undergraduate course, the first semester focusing on the broad 

history of slavery, and the second semester on the research and 
production of a report --Knowing Our History -- to be presented to 

the University community.  
 Professors Berlin and Brewer held several informational 
meetings in the spring of 2008 to generate interest in the course, 

and asked interested students to submit a detailed application. 
From approximately sixty applicants, Professors Berlin and 

Brewer selected twenty -five students to participate in the course. 
The first semester, taught during the fall of 2008, focused on the 
history of slavery and the plantation system from a global 

perspective. Beginning with slave -driven sugar plantations in the 
Mediterranean region, the class studied the gradual movement of 

the plantation system across the Atlantic Ocean to South 
America, the Caribbean, and mainland North America, as well as 
the simultaneous development of the transatlantic slave trade. 

The perspective narrowed as the semester progressed, examining 
slavery in the United States, then Maryland, and finally Prince 
Georgeõs County. In the spring, equipped with essential 

background knowledge on slavery and the many forms it has 
taken throughout the world, the students focused on researching 

the precise relationship of slavery to the Universityõs history and 
constructed this report.  

Research began as soon as classes resumed for the spring 

2009 semester. The students formed four research teams in an 
effort to uncover as much information about the Maryland 
Agricultural Collegeõs relationship to slavery as possible. Each 

team took responsibility for conducting research at one of several 
locations: the Archives of the University of Maryland and of the 

state of Maryland; the Maryland and Prince Georgeõs County 
Historical Societies; and Riversdale, the estate of Charles Benedict 
Calvert. As research progressed, students found other historical 

repositories to investigate. The class also formed three activity 
committees. A Steering Committee was responsible for 
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coordinating the research for the entire project, a Writing 

Committee pieced together various drafts to give the report a 
single voice, and a Public Affairs Committee organized media and 
public relations activities.   

When the course and its ultimate goals were announced, 
reactions ranged from supportive to dismissive. òThis is a major 
step for the university and the African -American community,ó 

read one response to The Diamondback  article about the course. 
Others called the course òan incredible waste of precious dollars,ó 

òa ridiculous project,ó and doubted whether the research would 
uncover any significant information, since the subject had been 
studied in the past. Some members of the community responded 

with concern: òAll this does is create a racial divide among people 
where there doesnõt need to be one,ó someone wrote. Another 

response directly posed the question at the core of the entire 
debate: òWhat [will] this report accomplish?ó The student 
researchers involved in the course had to confront this question 

themselves.  
The class agreed that there were many compelling reasons 

to study the history of slavery at the University of Maryland. First, 
a full understanding of the past is a powerful tool. Slave masters 
sought to keep their slaves illiterate not only to limit their access 

to freedom, but also to prevent them from learning their own 
histories, from learning there was no justification for their 
enslavement. Masters assumed if slaves did not know and 

understand their history, they could not act upon it. The class 
agreed the same was true for themselves and all members of the 

University community; if they did not know their history, they 
could not act upon it.  

Second, racial divides and tensions continue to beset 

American life. Since the recent election of the countryõs first black 
president, many have questioned racism and equal opportunity in 
this country. A black man has achieved the highest office in the 

nation, which suggests to some that black people are now fully 
integrated into American society and that the nation has finally 

achieved racial equality.  Unfortunately, despite President Barack 
Obamaõs electoral victory, racism remains active in this country, 
even on the Universityõs campus. Just over a year ago, a noose 

was found hanging in a tree outside the Nyumburu Cultural 
Center, a campus venue where many black student activities 
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occur.  Racism generally derives from ignorance, from 

assumptions and from stereotypes about a group of people that 
may or may not be accurate. Knowing our history and sharing it 
with others can help to combat racism by preventing ignorance 

and clarifying some of the myths and stereotypes surrounding 
American slavery and its long history.  

Finally, the entire campus community has an interest in its 

origins. As individuals and as a nation, Americans are fascinated 
by their beginnings. But this curiosity, this desire for knowledge 

often stops abruptly when faced with unpleasantness. The 
enslavement of Africans was one of the cruelest chapters in 
human history. The United States was built on this horrible and 

violent institution. If the University cannot come to terms with the 
truth of its origins, in what many see as a new age of race 
relations, then it may never be able to face its past. By openly 

addressing the Universityõs relationship to slavery and bringing it 
to public attention, the students of HIST429 hope to understand 
the past they inherited, even if they cannot fully make amends for 

it. This task, though difficult and contentious, is an important 
and necessary undertaking.  

No discussion of race relations in the United States is 
complete without an acknowledgement of slavery and its impact 

on modern America. Although slavery was abolished nearly one 
hundred and fifty years ago, its legacy remains. As Americans 
attempt to address issues of racial equality, interest in slavery has 

grown. The Maryland legislature and the Annapolis City Council 
recently issued apologies expressing their òregret for the role 
Maryland played in instituting and maintaining slavery.ó Others, 

including the United States House of Representatives, have issued 
similar apologies.  

The University of Maryland is not the only educational 
institution to address these concerns. In the past decade, several 
other American universities have examined their relationships to 

the enslavement of African Americans. Faculty members and 
students at Brown and Yale universities have produced 

meticulously researched reports on their institutionsõ link to this 
dark aspect of American history. Archivists at the University of 
North Carolina constructed an online exhibit exploring the 

subject. Recently, the College of William and Mary launched a five
- to ten -year project to òexplore the Collegeõs ownership of slaves 
and the complexities of race relations from the end of the Civil 
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War to date.ó Emory University is also conducting research, as 

well as planning an international symposium on slavery and 
universities tentatively scheduled for 2010.  

The University of Maryland approached the task a bit 

differently. President Mote charged undergraduate students with 
the task of investigating the Universityõs connections with slavery 
and reporting to the campus, a marked contrast to the University 

historians and professional researchers employed to create many 
of the other universitiesõ reports. Though the methods of creating 

the reports were different, those universitiesõ reports provided 
insight into how this project could be organized and what areas of 
the past could be explored. This report is organized into three 

sections. Section One introduces the project and reveals the 
methods of research. The second section speaks to the 
development of slavery in a larger framework. And the third 

section covers the early history of the University and the historical 
evidence of the role slavery played in its creation and development 

by focusing on three founders, before concluding with a brief 
survey of the way slavery shaped the Universityõs subsequent 
development.  

The goal of HIST429 was not to apologize for the 
Universityõs relationship to slavery, but to understand more fully 

how slaveryõs history shaped its founding and subsequent 
development. Ultimately it is up to the University and the campus 
community -- students, faculty, and staff -- to decide what to do 

with the findings of this report. The Universityõs history is 
intimately tied to the institution of slavery.  The Maryland 
Agricultural College was founded amid a great debate about 

slavery in a state where the institutionõs future was in doubt.  
While the foundersõ wealth derived from slave labor, and the first 

students, many of whom were the sons of slaveholding planters, 
were expected to apply knowledge gained to administration of 
their own farms and plantations, the Universityõs first president 

was a powerful opponent of slavery. He took office only after being 
informed that no slaves would be allowed to work on campus. 

Both the slaveowning founder and the abolitionist president 
shared a commitment to improving agriculture.  While their focus 
was on new methods, stock, seeds, and the like, the question of 

labor --who would work the land --was not far from their minds.  
On the eve of the Civil War, the University, like most of Maryland, 
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was caught between slavery and freedom, and both played 

important roles in its development.  

In order to research such a vast topic, HIST429 drew upon 
a variety of sources. With the help of numerous librarians and 

archivists, the students made a preliminary estimate of the types 
of sources they would need to examine, including archival 

records; legislative and judicial documents; laws and censuses; 
magazines and newspapers; oral histories and diaries; and 
published compilations. Their search into slaveryõs history at the 

University of Maryland took them to a number of repositories, 
including the Maryland State Archives, the Maryland Room in the 
Universityõs Hornbake Library, Swarthmore College in 

Philadelphia, the National Archives, the Prince Georgeõs County 
Historical Society, the Sandy Spring Historical Society, the 

Maryland Historical Society, the Smithsonian Institution, and the 
Riversdale House Museum. The State Archives holds the entire 
Prince Georgeõs County land, tax, manumission, and probate 

records, which helped provide insight into life in Prince Georgeõs 
County when the Maryland Agricultural College was founded. The 

Archives at the University holds several mastersõ and doctoral 
theses focusing on University history, as well as periodicals, such 
as The Planterõs Advocate and The American Farmer . Swarthmore 

College and the Sandy Spring Historical Society hold the records 
of the Hallowell Family, including correspondence relating to the 

Maryland Agricultural Collegeõs first president, Benjamin 
Hallowell.  
 Ancestry.com, an online archive of census records and 

other genealogical records, was also useful. These records helped 
reconstruct the Bladensburg -Vansville District of Prince Georgeõs 
County, as well as the family trees of important University figures. 

In addition to these primary sources the students also examined 
the diary and oral histories of the Plummer family. Adam 

Plummer was one of Charles Calvertõs most trusted slaves and, 
after he gained his freedom, became a manager on one of Calvertõs 
plantations.  One of his descendents, the Reverend L. Jerome 

Fowler, has traced the history of the Plummer family in Prince 
Georgeõs County. Using Plummerõs diary, the class was able to get 
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a glimpse into both slave life in Prince Georgeõs County, and life 

on one of the Calvert plantations. Students also consulted several 
historical works, including Professor George Callcottõs A History of 
the University of Maryland  and Mistress of Riversdale , edited by 

Margaret Law Callcott. The former provides an in -depth look at 
the history  of the University and its origins as an agricultural 

college, while the latter is a collection of letters written by Rosalie 
Stier Calvert, Charles Benedict Calvertõs mother.    

The plantation slavery system that thrived in the United 

States until the Civil War took centuries to develop. Its origins can 
be traced to the discovery of cane sugar by European merchants 

following the eleventh -century Crusades to the eastern end of the 
Mediterranean. Europeans, who had previously known no such 
source of sweetness, adapted this crop that was originally 

cultivated commercially in the Muslim world.  They used it to 
enrich their cuisine, creating an enormous market for the new 

sweetener. By the thirteenth century, a new class of planters --
mostly Italian but backed by capital from all over Europe --had 
adopted Muslim techniques to grow sugar on the eastern 

Mediterranean island of Cyprus. In the centuries that followed, 
sugar production spread west to other Mediterranean islands and 
became a source of  European wealth.  

Cultivating sugar was highly profitable, but also extremely 
labor intensive. Although Mediterranean sugar planters used 

black slaves carried across the Sahara, they relied principally on 
the labor of enslaved Slavic peoples purchased from the area 
surrounding the Black Sea. The word òslave,ó derived from òSlav,ó 

came to designate those forced to grow cane sugar and other 
crops under the most dismal conditions. But in 1463, the 
Ottomans captured Constantinople and cut off the sugar plantersõ 

access to Slavic labor, forcing them to look elsewhere for their 
labor.  

Knowing Our History  Knowing Our History  
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Deprived of their usual labor force and reluctant to 

abandon the lucrative plantation system, European planters 
turned more fully to Africans.  The Portuguese pioneered this shift 
when they carried the Mediterranean plantation system into the 

Atlantic and established sugar plantations on small islands like 
Cape Verde and Sao Tome with their convenient proximity to the 
West African coast. When the Portuguese carried the plantation 

system across the Atlantic to Brazil, they initiated a system that 
would take millions of Africans from their homelands. Africans 

were separated from their families and forced to traverse the vast 
expanse of the continent on foot.  Frightened and confused, 
African captives were inspected on the coast by slavers and then 

packed into slave ships designed to cram as many slaves as 
possible into a tiny space. Slaves were treated as cargo, not as 
humans. Millions died,  some choosing to end their own lives as a 

result of their deplorable treatment. As the demand for sugar 
grew, the number of Africans transported to the Americas 

increased dramatically and Atlantic slavery became identified with 
blackness. Slavery, originally an economic system, became a 
racial system.  

Upon arriving in the New World, slave traders sold Africans 
like cattle.  In New World ports, enslaved Africans were exposed to 

a myriad of new diseases as a result of the new climate and 
surroundings and they again died in large numbers.  Many more 
Africans died when they were put to work on plantations in the 

Americas. After being sold, the lives of African slaves varied.  
Historians have presented numerous reasons for the diverse 
treatment of slaves, including the religion of their owners, the 

nature of the crops they grew, and the demographic balance of 
New World populations.  As the number of African slaves grew, 

Europeans came to see Africans as natural slaves.  The 
oppression of Africans would last for centuries.  
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The first black people to arrive in North America were not 
slaves.   In the seventeenth -century Atlantic world, blackness did 
not necessarily mean enslavement and whiteness did not 

necessarily mean freedom. Many peoples, white and black, were 
held in various forms of bondage, of which chattel slavery was 

just one.  Others were sold into servitude as punishment for debt 
or crime.  Among the people of African descent to arrive in 
America were so -called Atlantic creoles, people with a mixed 

ancestry who traced their beginnings to the historic encounter of 
Europeans and Africans on the west coast of Africa. They spoke a 
variety of languages and had a physical appearance that differed 

from those of the phenotypical African or European. They were 
able to maneuver through the Atlantic world as skilled laborers 

and poly -lingual translators. They often possessed Portuguese 
names and practiced a combination of European and African 
cultures. òFamiliar with the commerce of the Atlantic, fluent in its 

new languages, and intimate with its trade and cultures, they 
were cosmopolitan in the fullest sense.ó  However, their mixed 

heritage made them outcasts within both the African and 
European communities --òthey were condemned as being haughty, 
proud, and overbearing.ó In mainland North America, many 

Atlantic creoles gained their freedom, and some rose to 
prominence.  In 1621, a black man identified as òAntonio a Negroó 
was sold to the English at Jamestown. He eventually attained his 

freedom, anglicized his name to Anthony Johnson, married, 
raised a family, purchased land, and owned several slaves 

himself. Later, parts of his family migrated to Maryland. His story 
illustrates the fluidity of race relations in the seventeenth -century 
Chesapeake.  Black people enjoyed a degree of social mobility --

even those with the humblest of origins.  
The early seventeenth -century Chesapeake was not a slave 

society, but a society with slaves.  Slavery existed, but it was not 
the only or primary form of labor. The black population was small, 
and indentured English and Irish servants outnumbered enslaved 

Africans until the 1690s. Black people comprised a small minority
-- less than 10 percent --of the Maryland colonyõs population. Not 
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all black people were slaves; many labored as indentured servants 

and others managed to gain their freedom.  People of African, 
European, and Native American descent often worked and played 
together. As there were no slave statutes in the 1620s and 1630s, 

blacks and whites mixed freely.  
In the late seventeenth century, however, Chesapeake 

society began to change, becoming a slave society -- that is, a 

society in which all social relations were informed by slavery.  
Tobacco came to dominate the economy of Maryland and Virginia, 

and, as it did, the demand for labor increased. Planters, who 
controlled the best lands, at first desired to maintain a white 
servant labor force, but the decline of the English indentured 

servant trade made this impractical and expensive.  They turned 
to Africa, which, after the end of the British owned Royal Africa 
Companyõs monopoly over the slave trade, allowed them to import 

large numbers of slaves directly from the continent.  The black 
population expanded, growing to between one -third and one -half 

of the population of the region. The growth of African slavery 
united the white population, who viewed black slaves as different 
and dangerous.  The old pattern of racial mixing disappeared.  In 

1691, Maryland forbade marriages between blacks and whites.  
White men and women, from former servants to poor farmers to 

rich plantation owners, stood together, distinguishing themselves 
from black people, who were now consigned to slavery.  In 1705, 
Virginia consolidated its previous piecemeal, ad hoc laws dealing 

with slavery into one slave code confirming the establishment of a 
new pattern of race relations.  

Disdained and disparaged by whites, black people --most of 

them newly arrived Africans --began to create their own society. 
They married among themselves, promoting the development of 

an African American population.  The black population of the 
Chesapeake increased so rapidly that by the middle of the 
eighteenth century, planters stopped importing Africans. Planters 

organized tobacco production according to the òquarter systemó--a 
series of small units scattered across the countryside. Slaves 

moving from quarter to quarter enjoyed enormous mobility.  
Slaves expanded their broad kinship networks and their 
knowledge of the land, strengthening their hand when negotiating 

with their owners.  
The American Revolution struck a major blow to slavery. 
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The chaos of the war created an opportunity for many slaves to 

procure freedom by running away, assuming the identity of free 
men and women. Slaves became central to both the British and 
American military operations, as laborers and eventually as 

soldiers. Although the British were the first to offer to exchange 
military service for freedom, the Patriots soon followed suit.  In 
1777, the Maryland legislature passed a substitution law that 

provided opportunities that allowed slaveowners to escape 
military service by sending a slave in their place. In 1780, 

Maryland became so desperate for soldiers that they allowed òany 
able -bodied slave between 16 and 40 years of age, who voluntarily 
enters into service . . . with the consent and agreement of his 

master, may be accepted as a recruit.ó The Maryland legislature 
also passed legislation that all slaveholders with six or more 
slaves between the ages of 15 and 45 were required to enlist a 

slave in the newly created slave regiment.  
The Declaration of Independenceõs claim that òmen are 

created equaló also undermined slavery. In states to the north, 
revolutionary egalitarianism put slavery on the road to 
destruction.  Slavery survived in Maryland, but the Maryland 

legislature loosened its manumission laws, allowing slaveholders 
to free their slaves by will as well as by deed.  Many did so, and 

others allowed their slaves to purchase their freedom. Quakers 
and Methodists, believing all people to be equal in the sight of 
God, also freed their slaves and allowed others to gain their 

liberty. As a result, the free black population grew rapidly.  By the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, Maryland had the largest 
free black population among the slave states.  

Although free blacks enjoyed legal freedom, they were 
denied many of the rights of citizens. Free blacks could not vote, 

sit on juries, testify in court or stand in the militia.  They were not 
allowed to own dogs, firearms or liquor, and could not sell pork, 
beef, mutton, corn, wheat, or tobacco without a specific 

certification from three white neighbors who could vouch that 
they were òrespectable citizens.ó  By custom, they were either 

excluded from or segregated in many churches, schools, clubs, 
and informal gathering places.  Still, the presence of so many free 
blacks distinguished Maryland from the slave states to the South.  
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  Situated between the free states to the north and the slave 
states to the south, Maryland occupied a unique position in that 
its economy extensively employed both slave labor and free wage 

labor. In the northern part of the state, tobacco cultivation 
declined as farmers switched to grain production.  Although 

slavery remained, farmers incorporated enslaved blacks into a 
mixed labor force of free white and free black wageworkers.  In the 
southern part of the state, however, planters remained committed 

to tobacco, and depended on enslaved workers.  Between the two 
extremes was the Eastern Shore, where yet another mixed labor 
system developed.  The historian Barbara Fields described the 

state as òtwo Marylands, . . . one founded upon slavery and the 
other upon free labor.ó 

 Sectional divisions within 
Maryland increased during the 
nineteenth century. Northern 

Maryland --Allegany, Baltimore, 
Carroll, Frederick, Harford and 

Washington counties --became 
increasingly tied to free wage 
labor and a mixed economy 

based on cereal farming and 
manufacturing. Between 1790 
and 1850, the free population of 

northern Maryland increased, so 
that nearly three -quarters of the 

stateõs whites and more than 
half of the stateõs free blacks 
could be found in that region.   

Much of the regionõs white 
population consisted of 

immigrants to the state, many of 
whom were foreign born. As the 
regionõs free population grew, so 

did its wealth. Northern 
Maryland became the center of 
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This 1811 runaway slave ad was posted in the 
National Intelligencer by Clement Smith, a large 
slaveholder in the Bladensburg District. It cites 
that Levi, a mulatto slave once worked at the 
wƻǎǎΩǎ ¢ŀǾŜǊƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ wƻǎǎōƻǊπ
ough Inn and is seated at the base of campus. 
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commerce and manufacture in 

the state.  
 With its crowded docks, 
railroad yards, and factories, 

Baltimore embodied the economic 
dynamism of northern Maryland. 
Ships delivered cargo from all 

over the world and carried away 
Americaõs agricultural bounty.  Its 

railroad system, most particularly 
the B & O, connected Baltimore 
to the nationõs agricultural 

interior, and manufacturing 
boomed. As it grew, Baltimore 
became less  dependent upon 

slavery, and by 1860 only a 
handful of slaves remained.  

Instead, the city became identified 
with the wage laborers, many of 
whom were Irish and German 

immigrants.  At the same time, 
the city was home to the nationõs 

largest urban free black 
population, creating a society 
whose economy and demography 

were in sharp contrast to the rest 
of the state.  
 Southern Maryland --Anne 

Arundel, Calvert, Charles, Prince 
Georgeõs, Montgomery and St. 

Maryõs counties--was 
characterized by its dependence 
on tobacco and slave labor.  In 

1850, the region produced 98 

Knowing Our History  

This 1858 Public Sale Broadside advertises the sale of 
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for slave families to be broken up either upon arrival 
or even well into their lives in the New World, this ad 
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almost all to different owners. 
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percent of the stateõs tobacco, and 

grew little else. Yet its tobacco had 
difficulty competing with the crop 
from Kentucky and Missouri. Half 

of the stateõs enslaved population 
lived in southern Maryland, and it 
was the only region of the state 

where black people --
overwhelmingly slaves --

outnumbered their white 
counterparts.  Unable to make a 
living in a region peopled by slaves, 

whites --particularly 
nonslaveholders -- fled, migrating to 
Baltimore or to the West. At mid -

century, only 12 percent of the 
stateõs white population resided in 

southern Maryland.   Southern 
Maryland had become an 
agriculturally backward, declining 

region within the state.  
 As northern Maryland grew 

in population and wealth, southern 
Marylandõs slaveholders became 
more defensive, particularly about 

slavery.  With sons and daughters 
seeking opportunities elsewhere, 
planters worried about the future 

of their region.  At mid -century, 
southern slaveholders joined with 

slaveowners from other parts of the 
state to revise Marylandõs 
constitution.  That revision, ratified 

in 1851, expanded the political 
power of the fading region by 

counting  slaves for the purpose of 
representation, thus giving 
slaveholding districts additional 

weight in the state legislature. To 
ensure their power would be 
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maintained, slaveholding delegates also amended the Constitution 

to prevent the legislature from abolishing slavery.  
 The tension between the òtwo Marylandsó hardly 
disappeared with the ratification of the new constitution.  While 

the slaveholders received new protection for slavery, the 
institution itself continued to decline as slaves were sold to the 
cotton South or ran away to the North.  Meanwhile, the number of 

free blacks continued to increase.  Between 1830 and 1860, free 
blacks grew from one -third to nearly one -half of the total black 

population.  For many white Marylanders, the growing presence of 
free blacks signaled the eventual demise of slavery and challenged 
the future of white supremacy. It fed the anxiety of both 

slaveholders worried about losing their valuable property and 
white non -slaveholders fearful of losing the privileges that 
accompanied white skin. In contrast, these same changes cheered 

black people eager to see the expansion of freedom.  
 Marylanders --whether free or slave, white or black, devoted 

to free or slave labor --had a shared understanding of the changes 
that were reshaping their state and even their implications for the 
future, but they disagreed as to how to address these changes.  

Some slaveholders labored to find new ways to protect their rights 
to human property, while others, though deeply committed to 

maintaining chattel bondage, conceded the eventual demise of 
slavery. Of these, some moved to rid the state of free blacks and 
create a white Maryland.  The state itself supported various 

schemes to remove free blacks by subsidizing the Maryland 
Colonization Society, which had established its own colony within 
the borders of Liberia to house the stateõs black expatriates. But 

others were leery of this course, appreciating the importance of 
free black wageworkers to the labor force. Some urged the 

enslavement of free black people or at least the institution of a 
black code that would force free black people to work in 
conditions little better than slavery.  Yet others, fearful that even 

the threat of enslavement would drive free black workers from the 
state, grudgingly accepted an uncomfortable status quo. Free 

blacks, for their part, steadfastly opposed the removal movement, 
frustrated the colonizationists, and made it clear that 
enslavement would spark a mass exodus. Instead, they pressed 

ahead for the expansion of freedom, helping slaves --many of 
whom were relatives and friends --escape bondage, sometimes 
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with cash to purchase their liberty or directions to freedom in the 

North.  Each pressed their own cause, but none fully gained their 
way.  The resulting stalemate created a sense of unease, which 
was further intensified with the growth of the national conflict 

over slavery.  

 The crisis was particularly intense in Prince Georgeõs 

County, nominally considered part of southern Maryland but 
deeply affected by its position between the cities of Baltimore and 
Washington.  Tobacco remained at the center of Prince Georgeõs 

County agricultural life.  The Countyõs plantations and farms grew 
more tobacco than any other in Maryland; at mid -century, it 

produced some eight million pounds, almost double that of Anne 
Arundel County, the stateõs second-largest tobacco producer. But 
change was in the works.  In 1850, the County also led all others 

in wool production.  Other planters and farmers turned to cereals, 
dairying, and truck farming for the Baltimore and Washington 

markets, revealing a shift towards a more mixed economy.  Many 
planters and 
farmers had 

given up 
tobacco 
entirely, as 

they 
struggled to 

find the 
most 
profitable 

agricultural 
mix.  

 The 
population 
of Prince 

Georgeõs 
County 
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reflected its changing economy. In 1850, the county split almost 

evenly between free and slave, with whites and free blacks 
composing 47 percent of the population, while slaves made up 53 
percent of the population.  During the next decade, the free and 

slave populations hardly increased, and the division between free 
and enslaved people remained much the same. The free black 
population also held steady.  If the number of free blacks was 

growing --either by natural increase or manumission --newly freed 
black people probably were leaving for Baltimore, Washington, or 

perhaps the free North.  Unlike the northern portion of the state, 
with its booming free and declining slave populations, the signs of 
stagnation seemed to be everywhere. Prince Georgeõs was being 

left behind.   
 The changes were echoed in the Bladensburg -Vansville 
District of Prince Georgeõs County, the home of the Calvert family 

and what would become the site of the Maryland Agricultural 
College. Like Prince Georgeõs County, the Districtõs economy was 

dependent upon 
cultivation of 
tobacco and 

slaves composed 
nearly half the 

population.  
 Slavery 
was alive in the 

Bladensburg -
Vansville 
District, and it 

affected all 
aspects of the 

lives of its 
inhabitants: 
whites, slaves, 

and free blacks.  
But it was not 

well.  The number of white slaveholders had been declining since 
the beginning of the century. While white nonslaveholders might 
participate in slavery by renting slaves annually, seasonally, or for 

specific jobs, ownership of slaves was no longer economically 
feasible for most white men and women. Indeed, many white 
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nonslaveholders had fallen out of the landed class, and some 

owned no property whatsoever.  Likewise, the number of small 
holders -- those who owned only a few slaves --also declined, 
although they continued to make up the majority of the Districtõs 

slaveholding population.   
 While most white men and women saw their position in 
society slip, some continued to prosper.  The largest planters, who 

had long dominated the Bladensburg -Vansville District, 
consolidated their position after mid -century. In 1850, only eight 

planters were worth $10,000 or more.  By 1860, that number had 
risen to thirty -eight. Although few in number, they continued to 
own the majority of slaves.  Yet, even these men of great wealth 

worried about their future, as the profitability of slave plantations  

 
declined.  Some sold their slaves to the cotton and sugar fields in 
the Deep South to keep their enterprises in Maryland afloat.  

Others tried to maintain their wealth by experimenting with new 
crops and new agricultural methods.  Neither option seemed to 

soothe their anxieties.  
 Whether they worked on plantations or farms, slaves in the 
Bladensburg -Vansville District labored at a variety of jobs.  These 

changed with the season, as they moved from planting to harvest.  
But even during a single season, slaves could be found laboring at 

a variety of tasks.  They planted tobacco and grain, tended cows 
and sheep, and cultivated gardens and repaired all manner of 
machinery. Although some skilled craftsmen found regular 

employment in a shop or small manufactories, most slaves were 
jacks - and jills -of-all -trades. They were not assigned exclusively to 
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field or the house.  Slave masters 

assigned children and elderly men and 
women duties around the house, but 
everyone, including the most skilled 

slaves, took turns in the field during 
planting and harvest time.  
 The slavesõ various duties 

required mobility, and slaves moved 
freely in the District doing their 

ownersõ business or sometimes their 
own. Some ventured further afield, 
perhaps even visiting Baltimore or 

Washington. Cross -plantation 
courting and marriages created 
extended networks of kin that also 

kept slaves on the move.  Black people 
of the Bladensburg -Vansville District 

had a good sense of the regionõs 
geography.  
 Knowledge of the world beyond 

the plantation or farmstead provided 
slaves with a deep appreciation for the 

changes that were reshaping Maryland 

and how they 

affected the 
Bladensburg -
Vansville 

District.  Most 
powerfully, 

the sale of 
men and 
women --

generally 
young adults, 

most scarcely 
more than 
children -- to 

the cotton 
South 
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angered and saddened those left behind.  From their own travels, 

slaves also gathered scraps of information about Baltimoreõs large 
free black population with its numerous African churches and 
schools.  Doubtless, they learned about the growing movement 

against slavery in the North and even in their own state. Such 
knowledge was further reinforced by the handful of black people, 
slaves as well as free, who learned to read and write, and could 

translate the strange markings in newspapers and journals that 
also circulated surreptitiously.  

Free black people, who lived on their own, provided another 
source of information for the enslaved. The Districtõs free black 
population was small -- only 228 of 5,750 in 1850, and it was not 

growing  (290 free blacks of 6,145 in 1860) --but they lived 
independently and answered to no white master. Many of these 
African Americans had obtained their freedom through an ownerõs 

gift, and others had purchased themselves. Once free, they 
worked to liberate others, with whom they lived, worked, and 

intermarried. The slave and free communities were closely 
connected.  Where slaves received permission to live on their own, 
they frequently resided clustered together in small neighborhoods, 

sometimes connected with free blacks. For example, twelve free 
members of the Adams family --and probably some enslaved kin --

lived within four separate households in the shadow of what 
would become the College Park campus. But life remained hard. 
Free people of color worked as agricultural laborers and very few, 

if any, owned land. Still, their ties with slaves, their ability to 
move freely, and their desire to improve themselves and their 
families (indeed, the very example that black people could attain 

freedom and work and live on their own) worried many whites, 
especially  slaveholders.  
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 If planters 
dominated the 

Bladensburg -Vansville 
District, Charles 
Benedict Calvert -- the 

principal founder of the 
Maryland Agricultural 
College-- stood atop the 

Districtõs planter class. 
òFoundingó was a 

familiar avocation for the 
Calvert family, which 
could trace its ancestry 

in the New World to 
Cecilius Calvert, the 

Second Baron Baltimore, 
who established the colony of Maryland in 1632.  In the centuries 
that followed, the Calvert family maintained its aristocratic 

lineage. Charles Benedict Calvertõs father, George Calvert, was 
already a wealthy slaveowning planter when, in 1803, he married 
Rosalie Stier. The Stiers, Belgian royalists who had fled 

revolutionary France, had settled in Annapolis, and the marriage 
brought great wealth as well as another aristocratic connection to 

the Calvert line.  George and Rosalie took up residence at Georgeõs 
Mount Albion plantation on the Patuxent River, but when 
Rosalieõs family returned to Belgium in the wake of Napoleonõs 

amnesty to royalist exiles, Rosalie gained possession of her 
familyõs Riversdale plantation in Prince Georgeõs County.  Along 

with some fifty slaves inherited from the Stier estate and seventy 
of his own slaves, George moved his wife and their children to 
Riversdale.  

 A shrewd businessman and an improving farmer, George 
Calvert quickly transformed Riversdale into a prosperous 
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Charles B. Calvert, who resided at his Riversdale plantation 
(both seen here), was a prominent figure in both Maryland 
and the United States, as well as the founder of the Maryland 
Agriculture College. 
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plantation. Drawing on Rosalieõs fortune, he purchased the land 

adjacent to the estate and greatly expanded its size.  He 
introduced modern agricultural practices, such as crop rotation, 
òartificial grasses,ó hawthorn hedges, and blooded stock. Although 

tobacco remained Riversdaleõs major crop, the Calvert estate also 
became known for its òfine breed of horses and cattle.ó As the 
Riversdale plantation grew, so did its slave population.  

 Born in 1808, Charles Benedict Calvert was the fifth child 
of Rosalie and George.  He grew up on the Riversdale plantation, 

enjoying a privileged childhood.  Like his siblings, Charles 
Benedict was educated at various private schools. He completed 
his secondary education at the Bladensburg Academy, and 

subsequently enrolled at the University of Virginia.  Calvert never 
graduated, but was awarded a certificate of completion.  

Upon leaving the University, Calvert returned home to 

assist his father in managing Riversdale and other family 
properties. He spent over a 

decade mastering the 
complicated operations of the 
sprawling Calvert enterprises, 

gaining a deep interest in 
agriculture and an 

appreciation of the new 
scientific methods that were 
transforming American 

farming in the nineteenth 
century. When his father died 
in 1838, Calvert inherited 

Riversdale and took the 
leadership of the Calvert 

family.  
Charles also inherited other 
duties as the executor of the 

Calvert Estate, including 
responsibility for his fatherõs 

other family. Among George 
Calvertõs slaves was Eleanor 
Beckett, with whom George 

had a long -standing 
relationship and with whom he 
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