 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Escape on the Pearl – A Reading That Took Place in a Most Appropriate Location

This year’s Conference of Chief Justice’s mid-year meeting was hosted by Chief Judge Eric T. Washington of the D.C. Court of Appeals, with an opening reception at D.C.’s Historic Courthouse.  The courthouse provided the perfect setting for a reading and discussion with Mary Kay Ricks, author of Escape on the Pearl.  The Judicial Family Institute sponsored the law and literature session, which highlighted the role of the Historic Courthouse in legal proceedings that followed the largest attempted mass escape of slaves in North American history.  Ms. Ricks’ well-regarded novel chronicles the attempt by 77 slaves to escape to the North from Washington, D.C. by hiding on a sailing ship called the Pearl in 1848. 

In Escape on the Pearl, Ricks tells the story of this heroic bid for freedom through the intimate story of two young sisters, Mary and Emily Edmonsons, who would ultimately trade servitude in elite Washington homes for slave pens in three states.   Daniel Drayton, a pioneering abolitionist and one of the lead orchestrators of the slave escape and Edward Sayres, pilot of the Pearl, set sail on April 15, 1848, towards the Chesapeake Bay but due to difficult sailing conditions, slave owners eventually caught the Pearl. 
 After the Pearl was halted, Drayton and Sayres were apprehended and brought to trial at the Historic Courthouse.  Phillip Barton Key, the prosecutor and Francis Scott Key’s son, charged the two men with numerous counts of larceny and illegal transportation of slaves. These Historic Courthouse trials stand as a cornerstone for a pioneering time in our nation’s history, and are key events in the story of the heroic quest for freedom on the Underground Railroad. 
In her novel, Ms. Ricks spotlights the trials of the captains, and the underlying politics of slavery that shaped the fate of the key players in the story. Her frequent use of the Historic Courthouse in the novel offers a unique perspective and insight into the storylines of our nation and its capital 160 years ago, as well as provides a new appreciation for the building that now houses the District’s highest court. 
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