
Circuit Court, District of Columbia. Aug. 20, 1842.

BELL V. RHODES.

[1 Hayw. & H. 103.]1

SLAVERY—DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA.—IMPORTATION FROM ONE COUNTY TO
ANOTHER FOR SALE.

The District of Columbia being still governed by the laws of Maryland and Virginia, which were in
force anterior to the cession, it is not lawful for an inhabitant of Washington county to purchase
a slave in Alexandria county, and bring him into Washington county for sale.

[Affirmed by supreme court in Rhodes v. Bell, 2 How. (43 U. S.) 397.]
[At law. Petition for freedom by Moses Bell against James Rhodes. Judgment for pe-

titioner. For the special verdict and opinion of the court, see Rhodes v. Bell, 2 How. (43
U. S.) 397.]

The petitioner claims his freedom, and prays that a subpoena may issue to the defen-
dant.
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R. Wallach, for petitioner.
Brent & Brent, for defendant.
The facts as found will appear in the following special verdict:
“We of the jury find that, previous to the year 1837, the petitioner was the slave of a

certain Lawrence Hoff, a resident of Alexandria county, District of Columbia; that in the
year 1837, the said Hoff, then owning and possessing the petitioner as his slave, in the
county of Alexandria aforesaid, where of he continued to be a resident, did sell and deliv-
er the petitioner to one Little, then being a resident of Washington county, in the District
aforesaid, and that the delivery of the petitioner was made to the said Little in Alexandria
county aforesaid, and the petitioner was immediately removed by said Little to Washing-
ton county aforesaid, to reside and also for sale, whereof said Little was resident; that the
said Little shortly afterwards, to wit, about one year or a little more, sold the petitioner
to one Keiling, in Washington county, who sold and delivered him to the defendant; that
since said sale to said Little, the petitioner has always been kept and held in slavery in the
county of Washington aforesaid; that at the time of the sale and delivery of the petitioner
as aforesaid by Hoff to Little, the petitioner was more than forty-five years of age, to wit,
he was 54 or 55 years old, and is now 59 or 60 years old. But if, upon the facts aforesaid,
the law is for the petitioner, then we find for the petitioner on the issue joined; and if,
upon the facts aforesaid, the law is for the defendant, then we find for the defendant on
the issue joined.

“Vincent King, Foreman.”
Judgment for the petitioner on the verdict.
The following assignment of error to the above judgment was referred to the supreme

court of the United States: First. There is error because the removal of Moses Bell from
Alexandria county to Washington county, in the District of Columbia, as stated in the
special verdict, did not entitle him to his freedom under any law in force in said District.
Second. Moses Bell being over 45 years of age at the time of such removal, was incapable
by the laws in force in said Washington county of receiving his freedom by or through
any act or acts of his master or owner. Third. That said removal of Moses Bell is not an
importation according to the true intent and meaning of the laws in force in Washington
county aforesaid. Bank of Alexandria v. Dyer, 14 Pet. [39 U. S.] 142. Fourth. That such
removal, even if it would have been illegal previous to the year 1812, was legalized and
allowed by act of congress of the 24th of June, 1812. See 14 Pet. [39 U. S.] 142, and Lee
v. Lee, 8 Pet. [33 U. S.] 49, which cases show how unsettled the law is on these points,
and how desirable a decision is for citizens of the District whose daily transactions may
be within the operation of these principles.

The supreme court affirmed the judgment
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NOTE, [from original report.] Mr. Justice McLean, in giving the opinion of the court,
(2 How. [43 U. S.] 405,) said: “The counties of Washington and Alexandria are foreign
to each other as regards the importation of slaves as are the states of Maryland and Vir-
ginia. Such we understand to be the settled doctrine of the circuit court of this District.
And this is no unsatisfactory evidence of what the law is. An acquiescence of many years
in a course of decision involving private rights should not be changed except upon the
clearest ground of error.”

1 [Reported by John A. Hayward, Esq., and George C. Hazleton, Esq.]
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