
JOHN McDONOGH 

and the Duty Which the People . 

of New Orleans Owe 

to His Memory. 

Baltimore, in accordance with the 
supreme condition of the ·wm, has 
alwavs ·used the Bible in her Mc
Don~a-h School. Can New Orleans af
ford l~nger to fail in this plain duty? 



PREFACE 

The following article entitled "John Jl.IcDonogh and the Duty 
Which the People of New Orleans Owe to His Memory" was origin
ally presented by Rev. .J. C. Barr to the Presbyterian :Ministers' 
Association on the evening .January 31st, 1905. At the request of 
this body a joint meeting with the Protestant :Ministers' Association 
was held at the Y. M. C. A. :March 20th, 1905. At that meeting 
the paper was again read. Immediately the Protestant :Ministers' 
Association appointed a committee of five, and instructed it to in
vestigate the whole situation with a view to having the supreme con
dition of the will carried into effect. Since that time, with some 
necessary interruptions and with some changes in personnel, the 
Committee has carefully and diligently studied the question from 
every point· of view-historical, moral and legal. 

On April 2d, 1006, the Protestant Ministers' Association directed 
t.he Committee to lay the facts it had gathered, before the New Or
leans School Board in the form of a petition, asking that they en
force the supreme condition of the Jl.IcDonogh Will which reads: 
''Always understood and provided, however, that the Holy Bible of 
the Old and New Testament shall be at all times and forever made 
use of in these schools, as one (and the principal one) of the reading 
or class books which snail be used by the pupils therein." This 
petition w!ls peremptorily, and with scant consideration, declined by 
said School Board on April 14th, 1906. 

On May 7th the Protestant Ministers' Association directed the 
Committee to appeal to the McDonogh School Commissioners. This 
was immediately done. Since then no action has been taken by said 
Commissioners, further than to promise that a hearing will be granted 
some time in the future. 

In the meantime, the facts in the case are, in this little pamph
let, laid before the people of New Orleans that they may know the 
truth, and so be enlisted in this effort to have our city discharge a 
reasonable duty to one who died trusting in our honor, and who 
proved his faith in us by leaving to our management, under an ex
pressed and legal proyision, a princely fortune devoted to the most 
sacred of all causes-the etlucation of the young. 

CHARLES L. \VEI . .r..s, Chairman. 
C. V. EowARDs, Secretary. 
W. A. :MoERS, 

W. W. HoLl\IES, 

J. C. BARR. 
Xew Orleans, .Tuly 31st, 1906. 
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John 11cDonogh - and the Duty 

Which the People of New 

Or leans O·we to His 

11emory .. 

Nearly all that we know of John l\IcDonogh's life 
has been preserved in his owE lettern. 'l'hese have 
heen made the basis of a sketch by Dr. ·wm. Allan, who 
was Principal of the Baltimore l\IcDonogh School in 
1886, at which tiii1e the sketch was published. From 
this source, I have drawn nearly all the material used 
in the present article. 

But little is known of the ancestors of John Mc-
. Donogh, the philanthropist. His grandfather, Henry 

l\IcDonogh, resided in York County, Pa. The name, 
as well as tradition, indicates that he belonged by race 
to the Scotch-Irish, many of whom in tl1e early part 
of the eighteenth century settled in Pennsylvania, Vir
ginia and the Carolinas. 

Henry l\IcDonogh was the father of seven children, 
three sons and four daughters. The eldest of the 
family was ,John l\IcDonogl{, the father of the philan
thropist. By his second wife, Elizabeth Wilkins, tlrn 
elder .John :i\fcDonogh had twelve children, of who111 
.John l\IcDonogh, the philanthropist, was the sixth and 
eldest son, he being born in Baltimore, December 29, 
1779. 

The younger Jli[cDonogh speaks thus in one place 
of his parents: ''Of their ancestry I know nothing, 
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having left them in early life (say at the age of 20 
years). .i\Iy father, with a numerous family of sons 
and daughters, was a man of considerable property, 
and one of the most useful citizens of Baltimore city 
(in which city it was a proverb, 'as honest as old John 
:McDonogh'). He strove to rear his children in the 
fear and Jove of the Most High, and was blessed in 
his life. All I know of that beloved father is that he 
was in the Virginia line under \Vashington in Brad
dock's defeat, and retreated with \Vashington, and 
that he was with him during the greater part of the 
Revolutionary War. It is of my knowledge that 
General \Vashington held that venerated father in 
much esteem and regard, for he never visited Balti
more without sending a message to him or being called 
on by my father. Of my sainted mother, how shall 
I speak~ Her bosom was the seat of every virtue. 
Too pure for this world, she is an angel of light in the 
kingdom of him she loved so dearly. Her children 
"Were early taught to bend the knee and to love and 
worship the Almighty.'' 

Again in the memoranda attached to his will, he 
says : ''If my mind has been virtuously disposed in. 
life, I am indebted for it under the :Mo~t High to the 
education besto"Wed upon me by virtuous and pious 
parents (blessed be their memory), and especially to 
the care they took in instructing me and having me 
instructed in music.'' And in the same memoranda 
he says: '' \Vhereas from infancy up, it has been the 
wish of my heart that my ashes should repose and mix 
in death with those of my earthly parents (as in life 
there was nothing so loved by me, so dear to me, as 
my father and my mother), it is my wish to have a 
family vault of lasting materials and great solidity 
erected in some of the new burial places of said city 
of Baltimore; to have the remains of my parents raised 
and placed therein, and my body sent on there, that 
it may be placed alongside of theirs, in said vault, to 
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crumble and mix with theirs, to await the resurrection 
at the last day.'' 

How sweet and tender and strong must have been 
the home influence to have produced a filial affection 
so beautiful and tender in a nature as rugged as was 
that of John l\IcDonogh ! 

Young l\foDonogh received a good English educa
tion. At 17 years of 3:ge he was placed in the 1her
cantile house of Mr. -William Taylor, then one of the 
largest merchants of the city, who conducted an ex
tensive trade with Europe, the -West Indies and 
Spanish America. 

Of the next four or five years of l\Ic Donogh 's life 
we know practically nothing. At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century he came to New Orleans, then a 
Spanish city, as the representative of his business· 
house, whose absolute confidence he enjoyed. During 
the critical years in which the destiny of that great 
section, known later as the Louisiana Purchase, hung 
in the balance, being contended for_ by- France and 
Spain and England and the United States, l\IcDonogh, 
with masterly ability was laying the foundation of a 
colossal fortune. 

The outbr.eak of war between England and France, 
and the sale by the latter of Louisiana to the United 
States in the summer of 1803, gave a great impetus 
to trade ·at New Orleans, and .i\Ir. l\IcDonogh 's busi
ness career was thenceforward characterized by great 
success and the-rapid accumulation of wealth. During 
the next two years he rose to a leading position as 
merchant and man of fortune in the community. At 
no subsequent period were his gains so rapid. In 
1803 l\[r. l\IcDonogh began the acquisition of real 
estate. This policy of investment he steadily pursued, 
until at the ·time of his death, he was, perhaps, the 
largest landholder in the world. 

The landed property of l\Ir. l\IcDonogh increased 
so rapidly both in city and country that about the be-

5 



ginning of 1806 he retired from active business as a 
merchant, and devoted himself to the care of the sev
eral plantations and of the other real estates he owned. 

In these early years :McDonogh did not fail to 
cultivate his mind by literary studies. An interesting 
letter exists from John Cole in 1806, transmitting 
about $300 worth of books which he bought for l\Ic
Donogh and containing a list of the purchases. They 
were for McDonogh 's own use and covered· a wide 
range of literature. 

During these years Mr. l\IcDonogh acquired the 
mastery of the French and Spanish languages, as 
shown by his use of them in his subsequent corres
pondence. 

Doubtless at this time l\IcDonogh occupied no 
·mean place in New Orleans society. This phase of 
his life is, however, a matter of vague tradition. ILis 
reported that during ten years after his retirement he 
continued to reside in the city, and maintained quite a 

- handsome establishment at the corner of Toulouse and 
Chartres Streets. 

During this period, as rumor has_ it, occured M:r. 
McDonogh 's courtship. In 1810 or 1811 he became 
enamored of a beautiful Spanish lady, the daughter 
of Don Almonastre y Roxas, and sought lier hand in 
marriage. Owing to differences in religion l\IcDonogh 
lost his suit. The lady afterwards became Baroness 
Pontalba. Again, in 1814, he fell in love with a Miss 
Johnson, a lady of great beauty and intellectual ac
complishments, but again difference in religion pre
vented the union. l\Iiss Johnson subsequently entered 
a convent and later became the head of one of the 
religious institutions of New Orleans. Towards the 
close of his life ~IcDonough was in the habit of making 
a yearly visit-a New Year's call-to this lady. 

But though the data of l\Ir. McDonogh's social 
life at this period are meager, there is no uncertainty 
01· doubt about the motiv-es and principle by which his 
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whole conduct was guided. These are contained in 
the following remarkable set of rules: 

RULES .FOR THE GUIDANCE O:P l\IY LIFE IN 1804. 
Remember ahrnys that labor is one of the condi

tions of our existence . 
. 'rime is gold; throw not one minute away, but 

place each one to account. 
Do unto all men as you would be done b)-. 
Never put off until to-morrow what you can do 

to-day. 
Never bid another do what you can do yourself. 
Never covet what is not your O'Wll. 

Never think any matter so trivial as not to de-
serve notice. 

Never give out that which does not first come in. 
Never spend but to produce. 
Let the greatest order Tef,'lllate the transactions 

of your life. 
Study in the course of your life to do the greatest 

possible amount of good. 
Deprive yourself of nothing necessary to your 

comfort, but live in an honorable simplicity and fru
gality. 

Labor, then, to the last moment of your existence. 
Pursue strictly the above rules, and the divine 

b!essiug and riches of every kind will flow upon you 
to vour heart's content; but, first of all, remember that 
th~ first and great st~dy of your life should be to 
tend by all the means in your power to the honor and 
glory of the dh-ine Creator . 

• JOHN :1IcDONOGH. 

New Orleans, }larch 2, 180-1. 
The conclusion at which I have arrived, is, that 

without temperance there is no health; without virtue, 
no order; without religion, no happiness, and the sum 
of our being is to live wisely, soberly and righteously. 

Here is the secret of his life-the ideal towards 
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which all the efforts of mind and body and soul were 
bent. .. "i· 

A long and active career was the lot of John .Mc
Donogh after the date of this paper. His strong per
sonality and the earnestness with which he ever sought 
his aims often brought him into conflict with his fel
lowmen. He was reserved and proud, conscious of 
the recitude of his own motives, and ca.ring little for 
the praise or blame of the world about him. He ex
acted of others that which he willingly rendered to 
his own ideal. As he grew older, he became more 
isolated. Often the means he used to gain what he 
regarded as "the greatest possible amount of good" 
were questioned. But through all the strife and toil 
he kept his goal before him, and in the fear of God 
<lid what he deemed right. Now that the voice of con
temporary jealousy and scandal have been largely 
hushed, we can look back and, seeing deeper than those 
who lived with him saw, admire the faithfulness and 
steadfastness of purpose which will deservedly rank 
him high among the benefactors of the race. 

As we should suppose from the rules laid down by_ 
him for his own life, .:\Ir . .:\IcDonogh was in religious 
belief a Christian. In the memoranda attached to his 
will he says : "It will be well to say here in whom I 
place my hopes, trusts, belief and faith. and in the 
tenets of what church I have walked. .:\Iy hopes, trust, 
belief_ and faith are in salvation through the perfect, 
the all-sufficient and accepted atonement of our blessed 
Lord and .:\faster, Jesus Christ. And I have walked 
a Presbyterian of the 'Presbyterian Church so called,' 
or that church the ecclesiastical government of which 
is conducted and ruled by presbyters." · 

This faith, though, did not isolate him from othe1· 
churches. }-,or example, he was one of the first vestry 
elected at the organization of Christ Episcopal Church, 
the first Protestant church organized in Louisiana . 
.:\Ioreover, his name is found in the register of corn-
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municants for 1848-49 of old St. Peter's Episcopal 
Church. That register also showed, according to Rev . 
• T no. F. Gira ult, that Rev. l\fr. -Whitehall, the Rector 
of that church, officiated at Mr. l\IcDonogh 's funeral, 
October :27, 1850, at l\IcDonoghville. This church was 
just across the river from :Mr. l\IcDonogh 's home, and 
its proximity may have been one reason for his join
ing it in the last year or. two of his life. 

To go back and take up the thread of :McDonogh 's 
history where we dropped it. In the stirring days of 
the early century we find him a consistent American. 
He set his face flintlike against the machinations of 
Aaron Burr, and unfalteringly gave his support to 
General "'Wilkinson in the measures which led to Burr's 
overthrow and disgrace. In the \Var of 1812 he took 
the part of a volunteer, serving under Andrew .Jackson 
at the battle of New Orleans as a member of Beale's 
Rifles, an organization which contributed brilliantly to 
that notably victory. Later, in 1818, l\IcDonogh was 
a candidate for the United States Senate, and was only 
defeated by a small majority. He took his defeat 
graciously, there being not the slightest evidence of 
regret at the issue of this election, in his correspond
ence. It was a year or two before this that l\fr. l\fo
Donogh removed from the city of New Orleans to one 
of his plantations, now McDonoghville. There he re
sided until the end of his days. 

It was about this time that he conceiyed the plan, 
or at least began m9re c1early to contemplate the plan 
of deyoting his life to amass a great fortune for the 
creation of philanthropic charities. About this time 
he receiYed into his home his old employer, l\Ir. \Vm. 
Taylor, now a financially ruined man. ::\fr. Taylor 
lived with l\IcDonogh some ten years, dying under the 
same hospitab'.e roof that had she1tered his declining 
days. 

It was in 182:2 that ::\fcDonogh took the first steps 
towards the course which subsequently developed into 
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his uni(1ue and noted plan for liberating his slaves. 
· During the latter part of .McDonogh 's life he 

was, as ever, unwearied in his devotion to business 
and the increase of his wealth. His exacting methods 
of doing business and his tenacious adherence to what 
he regarded as his rights often involved him in civil 
suits. His strong, self-reliant nature, his pursuit of 

. aims above the comprehension of those around him, 
and the Scotch-Irish blood within him, made conflict 
far more pleasing than compromise. After consecra
ting his wealth to noble charities, he began to look 
upon himself as a steward intrusted with his master's 
goods, and felt it to be his duty to maintain intact 
what was devoted to promoting the welfare of his fel
lmvmen. 

"I have much, very much, to complain of the 
world, rich as well as poor. It has harassed me in a 
thousand different ways. Suits at law, of great in
justice, have been carried on and instituted against 
me to deprive and take from me property honestly 
acquired (for I have none, nor ever would have any, 
that was not acquired by honest industry and the sweat 
of my brow) ; and when obliged to seek justice through 
the courts of law, it has often and often been refused 
to me. They said of me: 'He is rich, old, without 
wife or child; let us take from him, then, what he has. ' 
Infatuated men! They knew not that that was an at
tempt to take from themselves; for I was laboring and 
had labored all my life, not for myself, but for them 
and their children. Their attempts, however, made 
me not to swerve either to the right hand or to the left, 
although to see and feel so sorely their injustice and 
ingratitude made me often to lament the frailty, the 
perverseness and the sinfulness of our fallen nature. 
I preserved an onward course, determined (as the 
steward and servant of my :\faster) to do them good, 
whether they would have it or whether they would not 
have it." 
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To the last he was faithful to his labor of lov~. 
On Saturday, October 26, 1850, after a brief illness, 
he passed from earth. The next day he was buried 
in the graveyard built for his slaves, and over his body 
was placed the following inscription: 

Sacred to the ·1\Iemory of • 

JOHN McDQNOGH, 

Born in Baltimore, State of Marylantl, 

December 29, 1779. 
Dietl in the Town of McDonogh, 

State of Louisiana, 
October ~6, 1850. 

Written by himself. 

Here lies the hotly of John 1\IcDonogh, of the City of New Or
leans, in the State of Louisiana, one of the Unitetl States of 
America; the son of John and E.lizabeth 1\IcDonogh, of Baltimore, 
in the State of 1\faryl:md, also one of the United States of America; 
awaiting in full and firm faith the Resurrection, and the coming of 
his glorious, Lord, Redeemer and Master, to judge the world. 

Some year later the body was removed to Green
mount Cemetery, Baltimore, where now stands a monu
ment erected to his memory_ 

New Orleans, too, has built a monument to him 
in one of her prettiest and most frequented parks. 

•But New Orleans has failed to do that which would 
most honor his memory and which alone can make his 
life of labor and sacrifice in her behalf effective. 

It is not my purpose here to rehearse the long and 
wearisome story of the litigation into which the .Mc
Donogh estate soon fell. Suffice it to say that for 
more than twenty years his fortune was fought over 
in the courts. The contest was, of course, finally 
settled in favor of the two cities of Baltimore and New 
Orleans, each of them re.ceiving something over 
$700,000. This was much less than the donor in
tended. The shrinkage is accounted for by the depre
ciation of the :\foDonogh lands through the Civil \Var. 
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. .-With her ·shnre of the estate New Orleans has es
tablished a fund under a board composed of the Mayor, 
Treasurer and Comptroller. T~1e. interest of this fund 

· · is used in erecting schoolhouses. In all, thirty such 
- buildings have be~n erected to date. . 

But in none of these has there ever been an effort 
to give the kind of education which 1\IcDonogh ex
pressly demands in his will. 

l\Ir. McDonogh ·impresses his desires and inten
tions upon his executors as follows: 

''The first, principal and chief object I have at 
heart1 (the object which has. actuated and filled my soul 
from early 1JOyhood with a desire to acquire a fortune) 
is the education of the poor (without the cost of a cent 
to them) in ·the cities of New Orleans and Baltimore 
and their respective suburbs. '' He desires that every 

. poor child in those places "may receive a common 
English education." 

What could be more explicit in this connection 
than the following language we also find in his will: 
" .. AJways understood and provided, however, that the 
Holy Bible of the Old and·New Testament shall be at 
all times and forever made use of in these schools as 
one (and the· principal one) of the reading or class
books which shall be used by the pupils therein" 7 

In view of the antecedents, the life and the written · 
will of this wonderful former citizen-a man so far
sighted, so c1ear-headed, so determined and yet withal 
so loving and self-sacrificing~there can be but one 
course open to the people of New Orleans, and that 
is to place the Bible in the ~IcDonogh schools. 

lfowever, we may differ as to the rightness of 
haYing the Bible in all the public schools, there can be 
no question among honorable men as to the necessity 
of its being put into the hands of those who patronize 
1>chools built with money bequeathed under the expre~" 
provision of perpetuating the influence of the Bible as 
;in educator. 
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