
 

 

Haiti and New Orleans: Revolution,  Migration, and 
Legacy 

 
“It is the independence of Haiti that led to the emancipation of the slaves in the British colonies, to 
the foundation of Liberia, and the emancipation of the slaves in Martinique, and, later, in the United 
States…it was the independence and the sovereignty of Haiti that put an advantageous pressure on 
various governments and then led to the emancipation of slaves in Puerto Rico and Brazil.” 

- Louis Joseph Janvier, La République d'Haïti et ses Visiteurs (1883) 
 
 

 

 
Unit Overview 
 

The 1791 Haitian Revolution, the largest slave rebellion in history, established the first 
independent state in Latin America, and the first black-led nation in the world. It also fostered 
waves of migration to Louisiana, and established a cultural, political, and economic connection 
between Haiti and New Orleans. 
 
This unit explores the bond between Haiti and New Orleans, a nation and city bound by shared 
history of colonialism, slavery, and rebellion. It further examines the role of political history, 
cultural identity, and migration in shaping people and their societies. 
 
Sections  
 

Part I:   Perspectives on the Haitian Revolution 
Part II:  Legacy and Contribution 
Part III:  Haitian Immigration and the Construction of Racial Identities 
Part V: Toussaint Louverture and the Memorialization of History 
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Essential Questions: 
 

● What common experiences unite and define the Atlantic World? 
● How should historians memorialize history?  Should heroes be evaluated in the context of their 

time, or through the lens of modern times? 
● To what extent is a host country transformed by migration?  Is this a temporary or lasting change? 
● How do ideas cross borders?  Why might ideas born in one country affect the lives of people 

throughout the world? 
● How are migrants perceived by host countries?  To what extent is a person's identity and status 

changed by the crossing of borders? Is this a temporary or lasting change? 
● How is racial identity constructed?  How can the rules and politics governing our society 

determine our racial identities? 

 
Common Core State Standards 
 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.1 
Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, attending to such 
features as the date and origin of the information. 
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.2 
Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate 
summary of how key events or ideas develop over the course of the text. 
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.6 
Compare the point of view of two or more authors for how they treat the same or similar topics, including 
which details they include and emphasize in their respective accounts. 
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.7 
Integrate quantitative or technical analysis (e.g., charts, research data) with qualitative analysis in print or 
digital text. 
 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9 
Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary and secondary sources. 
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Part I: Perspectives on The Haitian Revolution  
 

Part I Overview:  

In Part I, students will examine how ideas cross borders and the impact of revolution reverberates 
throughout the world. In particular, students will explore the interconnectedness of the French 
Revolution, Haitian Revolution, and American Revolution. Students will also analyze the influence of the 
Haitian Revolution on the making of Louisiana. 

Part I Essential Questions 
 

● How do ideas cross borders?  Why might ideas born in one country affect the lives of people 
throughout the world? 

● How are migrants perceived by host countries?  To what extent is a person's identity and 
status changed by the crossing of borders? Is this a temporary or lasting change? 

 

Vocabulary:  

Emancipation 
Colony 
Colonization 
Revolution 
Caribbean 
Border 
American Revolution 
 
 
Opening Discussion Questions: 

● How do ideas cross borders?  
● Why might ideas born in one country affect the lives of people throughout the world? 
● Can you think of an event that took place in another part of the world and affected your beliefs? 

What was significant about this event?  How did it change you? 
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Two Revolutions in the Atlantic World: Connections between the 

American Revolution and the Haitian Revolution 

by Laurent Dubois 

The late eighteenth century saw two successful anti-colonial revolutions unfold in the Americas. The first 

was in the United States, culminating in 1783. The second was in Haiti, then the French colony of 

Saint-Domingue. That revolution began with a mass insurrection by the enslaved in August 1791, which 

led first to the abolition of slavery in the colony in 1793, then to its abolition throughout the French 

empire in 1794, and finally to Haitian independence from France in 1804. 

What was the relationship between these two remarkable revolutions? 

The story of these revolutions is generally told in national terms. But we learn a great deal about both of 

them if we examine them as intertwined stories within the larger history of Atlantic revolutions, with 

particular attention to the United States, France, and Haiti.  According to historian Robin Blackburn, as the 

three connected revolutions unfolded, they led to increasingly radical outcomes.  While the American 

Revolution represented a profound challenge to imperial structures, it did not cause a true social 

revolution in North America, where colonial elites became the new national elite. And despite the offers of 

freedom put forth by the British to enslaved people who would fight for them, which many slaves took up, 

and the initiation of emancipation in many northern states, slavery ultimately survived that revolution and 

even expanded and thrived in its wake. 

 

The events in North America did have global ramifications, however. They helped set the stage for the 

French Revolution, both by putting forth powerful new political ideologies and through the debts 

contracted by the French king in his support of the North American rebels. The French Revolution 

ultimately led to a far-reaching social transformation within the country. Its unfolding was intricately tied 

to events in France’s most important colony, Saint-Domingue, where the weakening colonial governance 

and the emergence of new political language and new possibilities for mobilization—including the 

enslaved—set the stage for a profoundly radical revolution. 

Though the 1790s saw mobilization, revolt, and transformation throughout the French Caribbean, the 

changes that took place in Saint-Domingue were the most epochal. The contrast with the American 

Revolution is striking. In both places slavery was important, but in Saint-Domingue it dominated 

everything: 90 percent of the population was enslaved. As the year 1789 began, it would have been very 

difficult to imagine, for those both in the colony and outside of it, that the slave system would be 

completely overturned. And yet by 1793 there were no slaves in Saint-Domingue, and by 1804 it had 

become a new nation, led by an ex-slave general named Jean-Jacques Dessalines. The Haitian Revolution 

was the speediest and most successful abolitionist movement in history: it took a mere two years to go 

from revolt to universal and immediate emancipation. 

In recent years scholars have increasingly insisted that much of what we inherited from the Age of 

Revolution—especially ideas of universal rights—were in fact crucially shaped by the events in the 

Caribbean. As an anti-slavery revolution largely made by enslaved people of African descent, the Haitian 
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Revolution posed a direct threat to deeply entrenched interests throughout the world, including in the 

United States itself. Whereas the US relatively quickly found acceptance within the broader concert of 

nations, no foreign nation even acknowledged Haitian independence officially until France did so in 1825, 

and it took the US until 1862, in the wake of secession, to recognize the country. It was the last nation to 

do so. 

The very different trajectories the two nations have taken since independence sometimes obscure the 

extent to which the Haitian and American Revolutions were ideologically intertwined. Understanding the 

links in the pre-revolutionary histories of the US and Haiti is critical to understanding how the revolutions 

evolved.  

*** 

The economic geography of the Americas looked dramatically different in the eighteenth century than it 

does today. The Caribbean was an economic and strategic center, in many ways much more significant 

than North America from the perspective of European empires. The booming sugar and coffee plantations 

of colonies like Saint-Domingue and Jamaica were the motor of the broader Atlantic economy. Though 

only the size of Maryland, the French colony of Saint-Domingue created as much wealth for France as the 

thirteen colonies did for England. 

This economic configuration made North America dependent on the Caribbean. The North American 

colonies, especially New England, profited from extensive trade with Saint-Domingue. Merchants from the 

British colonies brought lumber and provisions to the French colony and came home with various goods, 

particularly molasses, which was turned into rum in New England refineries. The French and the English 

imperial governments sought to stamp out this contraband trade, but it was a hopeless task. Eventually, 

by the late eighteenth century, the French government grudgingly allowed some forms of intercolonial 

trade, establishing “free ports” where foreign merchants could bring in certain goods. But much of the 

trade continued illegally anyway. These patterns of exchange continued during the Haitian Revolution, 

when US merchants supplied not only provisions but crucial weapons and ammunition to the rebels. And 

in fact, except for a few years between 1806 and 1809, trade with independent Haiti continued essentially 

unabated throughout the early nineteenth century, despite the fact that the US hadn’t officially 

recognized the country. 

 

This trade relationship between the two colonies had political effects in both places. In North America, the 

lucrative trade with Saint-Domingue helped spur the demands for free trade that became part of the 

American Revolution. The success of the American Revolution, in turn, inspired certain French planters 

and merchants in Saint-Domingue, who during the 1770s and 1780s frequently demanded freer trade, 

sometimes through violent revolt. When the events of 1789 in France created a political opening, white 

colonists pressed for more economic autonomy. The American Revolution surfaced as a particular kind of 

example, however: the slaveholders of the United States had managed to secure political and economic 

autonomy while preserving slavery. The latter point was key, because white planters in Saint-Domingue 

were worried that abolitionist sentiment in France would encourage slave revolt in the colony. Though 

demands for outright independence were rare in Saint-Domingue, planters hoped that they would be able 
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to carve out greater economic and political autonomy, with the United States as an example of the 

advantages of doing so.  

 

The link between the American Revolution and the actions of people of African descent in Saint-Domingue 

is more complex. The little-known role played by troops from Saint-Domingue in the American Revolution 

is part of this story. In 1779, several hundred gens de couleur—free men of African descent—joined the 

French military and fought at the siege of Savannah. Though no one yet has found documents listing the 

members of this unit, a number of important Haitian Revolutionaries—including André Rigaud and Henry 

Christophe—later claimed to have been part of this mission. The effects of this participation on the 

development of the revolution are difficult to track. On the one hand, the international military expedition 

was a source of pride for those who had participated. But for many, frustration at the way they were 

treated afterward may have stoked some of the resentment that came out during the early years of the 

Haitian Revolution.  

Between 1789 and 1791, free people of color in Saint-Domingue initiated what can be considered the first 

stage of the Haitian Revolution as they fought—at first peacefully, and then violently—for political rights. 

Their actions, coupled with increasingly powerful divisions within the white population and between 

planters and French administrators, created an opening that the enslaved population took advantage of. 

In 1791, tens of thousands of enslaved people in the north of Haiti went into open and violent revolt 

against the plantation system, burning cane fields, killing masters, and smashing the machinery of sugar 

production. Within a few months, this uprising had been consolidated into a formidable political and 

military movement. Within two years they had pressured local officials to decree emancipation in the 

colony. This decision was ratified in February 1794 by the National Convention in Paris, which abolished 

slavery throughout the French empire. 

This decree was the first national abolition of slavery in history. It was a radical, stunning, and challenging 

victory not only because of what it represented but also because of how it had happened. Slaves had 

transformed themselves into military leaders and then full-fledged citizens. Their actions resounded in an 

Atlantic world dominated by slavery and racial hierarchy. Throughout the nineteenth century and beyond, 

the Haitian Revolution became a pivotal referent—an inspiration for some, a terror for others—in debates 

about slavery, emancipation, and race.  

 

The United States, then in the midst of its own conflicts over the development of the new republic, was 

very close to these events. In the 1790s refugees from Saint-Domingue streamed into US cities, 

particularly Charleston, Philadelphia, and New York, where they became a crucial part of the cultural and 

social fabric of urban life. They included masters and slaves, but also free people of color, and their 

presence helped spur debates about slavery in Philadelphia and New York. They also embodied one part 

of the story of the Haitian Revolution, influencing the ways in which people in the US saw what was 

happening in the Caribbean.  

 

Some startling scenes played out in the United States: in 1793, a delegation of representatives from 

Saint-Domingue on their way to France stopped in Philadelphia. The delegation included an African-born 

man, Jean-Baptiste Belley, whose presence was a powerful symbol of the emancipation in 

Saint-Domingue. He arrived wearing a tri-color symbol, and a mob of refugees from the colony ripped it 
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off him and threatened to lynch him. He stood his ground, recalling his service in the French military in the 

colony and explaining that a man who had defended whites in combat could very well also represent them 

in politics. Belley went on to Paris, where he was part of the delegation that argued for the abolition of 

slavery in France. His service as a member of the parliament in France during the 1790s highlights one of 

the profound differences between the American and Haitian Revolutions. It would take many decades, 

and a civil war, before a black person would serve in Congress in the United States, whereas several men 

of African descent did so in France in the 1790s.  

 

The history of US policy toward Haiti has been explored in rich detail in recent years.  Adams and Jefferson 

pursued very different policies. Adams offered support to Toussaint Louverture, leader of the Haitian 

revolution, and at one point the US Navy actually helped the black general defeat one of his internal 

enemies, André Rigaud, by blockading and bombarding the port town of Jacmel. Jefferson was much more 

reticent about links with Haiti, fearful of how the example of slave revolt might spread to the United 

States. In both cases, however, decisions about trade and political relations with Saint-Domingue, and 

then independent Haiti, were influenced by domestic and international factors. And though Jefferson 

refused to recognize Haitian independence—like all other nations at the time—the US only briefly 

outlawed trade with the new nation. Indeed, in 1802 and 1803 arms shipments from the US were crucial 

in the victory of the Haitian revolutionaries against France. In this sense, the two revolutions found a 

certain common cause—though unofficially, through commerce rather than any direct US aid—as 

weapons from the US ended up contributing to the creation of the second independent nation in the 

Americas. 

Starting in late 1801, Napoleon Bonaparte began to reverse the policies of emancipation decreed in 1794 

and to strike out against Toussaint Louverture and the new leadership class that had emerged in 

Saint-Domingue. This change in policy precipitated the conflicts that culminated in Haitian independence 

in January of 1804. For the revolutionaries, the cry of “Liberty or Death!” took on quite literal meaning: 

defeat at the hands of the French, it became increasingly clear, would mean a return to slavery. 

In the wake of independence, Dessalines ordered the massacre of most of the remaining French planters 

on the island. But even this did not dissuade North American merchants from trading with the newly 

independent nation. Indeed some seem to have sold him weapons directly during this period. In the first 

year after Haiti’s declaration of independence, no fewer than forty ships sailed between Haiti and the 

United States. Though there was broad hostility to the Haitian Revolution, reactions to the events there 

were not uniform, and economic interest played a critical role in defining US policy.  

US merchants were interested in Haiti because there were profits to be made. And that was because, 

contrary to the stories often told about post-independence Haiti, there were some important economic 

successes. In particular, the new form of small-scale farming that ex-slaves developed on the ashes of the 

plantation system was quite productive. Coffee, cultivated more on small to medium-sized farms, became 

an important export from Haiti in the early nineteenth century. And Haitians continued to import goods 

from the north. Although the country suffered greatly on the political scene from its diplomatic isolation, 

that did not sever the links between the two countries. 
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At the center of the Haitian Revolution, and of the battle for Haitian independence, was a desire to secure 

both a permanent end to slavery and access to a system that would allow people autonomy and dignity. In 

a nation whose population was made up almost entirely of ex-slaves, a small majority of them 

African-born, the challenge was to find forms of social and economic organization that would allow this to 

happen. The very different social situation in Haiti and the US after independence explains why the two 

independence declarations are so radically different. In fact, Jean-Jacques Dessalines explicitly refused a 

version that was based on the US Declaration of Independence. Instead, the Haitian Declaration was 

issued as a powerful denunciation of slavery and racism. 

“It is not enough to have expelled the barbarians who have bloodied our land for two centuries,” the 

Declaration begins, 

It is not enough to have restrained those ever-evolving factions that one after another  

mocked the specter of liberty that France dangled before you. We must, with one last  

act of national authority, forever assure the empire of liberty in the country of our birth;  

we must take any hope of re-enslaving us away from the inhuman government that for  

so long kept us in the most humiliating torpor. In the end we must live independent or  

die.  

If the language was quite different, certain concepts were shared: the “empire of liberty” and the call for 

“Liberty or Death,” which was emblazoned atop the official publication of the Declaration. There was 

much in the world order of the time that made it difficult to see that at their root the two revolutions 

shared a common set of principles. What has been even more difficult for centuries to understand is that, 

in many ways, it was the Haitians who in fact showed the way forward, by insisting that any claim to 

natural or human rights was incomplete as long as slavery persisted. 

 

Guiding Questions: 

1. Which three revolutions does Laurent Dubois cite? 
2. The author argues that the American Revolution did not cause true social revolution in North 

America.  On what basis does he make this argument? 
3. How did the American Revolution impact political ideology around the world?  What was its 

impact on French political thought?  How did this impact conditions and beliefs in Saint-Domingue 
(Haiti)? 

4. What was the Age of Revolution?  What role did the Haitian Revolution play in shaping this Age? 
What, ultimately, was its impact? 
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Document Analysis 

Directions: The following set of documents is divided into three parts, each with accompanying guiding 

questions. A task at the end of the documents synthesizes the documents. Read through the sets of 

documents and answer the guiding questions. 

 

Document Set 1: Events and Conditions of the Haitian Revolution 

Document 1 

The French Revolution of 1789 not only propelled all of Europe into a war, but also touched off slave 
uprisings in the Caribbean. On Saint Domingue, the free people of color began the chain of rebellion when 
French planters would not grant them citizenship as decreed by the National Assembly of France in its 
"Declaration of the Rights of Man." 

A bloody, thirteen-year revolution ensued, a complex web of wars among and between slaves, whites, 
free people of color, France, Spain and Britain that would eventually create the first independent black 
nation in the Western world.  

In 1794 France built upon the "Declaration of the Rights of Man" and officially abolished slavery in its 
colonies. Toussaint Louverture, the leader of the Saint Domingue rebellion, abandoned his Spanish allies, 
joined the forces of the French Republic as a brigadier general, and turned his troops against Spain. 

In 1797 Toussaint was made commander-in-chief of the island by the French Convention. Following the 
defeat of the Spanish and British forces, Toussaint began moving toward independence from France. With 
Toussaint as its Governor for life, St. Domingue was still technically a French colony, but was acting as an 
independent state. 

In 1802, Napoleon Bonaparte, who had seized power in France in 1799, sought to restore slavery to the 
West Indies through political guile and military force. Toussaint was captured and exiled, but the fighting 
continued under the leadership of Jean Jacques Dessalines and Henri Christophe. On January 1, 1804, 
Dessalines proclaimed himself ruler of the new nation, which was called Haiti, a "higher place." 

Source: PBS, Africans in America 

 

Document 2 

Although the events in France were of interest to the enslaved persons who knew about them, they 
needed no French Revolution to commit themselves to seeking freedom.  Most of the enslaved in St. 
Domingue-about two-thirds-were Africans who had been taken from their homes across the water and 
forced to endure the deadly passage to the Americas.  They remembered the sweetness of freedom and 
were determined to have it back.  In pursuit of this freedom, several different groups of enslaved persons 
came together to launch what would become the Revolution.  The first was an elite group that included 
slave drivers, overseers, coachmen, and others in positions of authority to this elite group.  These elite 
slaves often had greater physical mobility and thus were able to travel between plantations to help spread 
messages and organize others who were not as mobile.  Elite slaves also had access to key information 

Southern History Project               9 



 

 

about developments in the colony because of their proximity to whites.  A second key group consisted of 
maroons, those who had escaped the bonds of slavery and fled to the mountains, where they created 
their own autonomous societies.  Although it was risky, maroons would come down from the mountains 
to participate in planning the revolt that was set to take place in August 1791.  Finally, there were the 
masses of enslaved persons, some of whom may have been involved in the planning and others who 
joined as the revolt spread and turned into a full-fledged revolution.  

On the evening of August 14, 1791, two hundred or more representatives from several different 
plantations in northern St. Domingue gathered to launch the rebellion that would grow into revolution. 
They met at Bois-Caiman, near the Lenormand de Mezy plantation in Morne-Rouge, where under the 
leadership of a Vodou priest names Boukman Dutty, they carried out a ceremony that provided a spiritual 
bond and strengthened them for the battle to come.  They were rallied together by the exhortation to 
“Listen to the voice of liberty which speaks in the hearts of all of us.”  At that assembly they set the date 
for the revolt, which was to begin a week later. 

On that fateful day, the northern part of the colony was taken by storm.  In The Making of Haiti, Carolyn 
Fick describes the quick and devastating inaugural events of the Revolution as follows: 

At ten o’clock, the slaves of the Flaville-Turpin estate in Acul, under the direction of one Auguste, deserted 
en masse to make their way to the Clement plantation, where they joined Boukman and combined their 
forces with the rest of the slaves there…(they) proceeded to the Noe plantation, where a dozen or so of 
these slaves had killed the refiner and his apprentice, as well as the manager…By midnight the entire 
plantation was aflame, and the revolt had effectively begun…Armed with torches, guns, sabers, and 
whatever makeshift weapons they were able to contrive, they continued their devastation as they carried 
the revolt to the surrounding plantations. 

Source: Adams-Parham, American Routes, 58-59 

 

Guided Questions:  

1. What events and conditions led to the Haitian Revolution?  

2. How did events outside of Haiti influence what took place within the country?  
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Document Set 2: Perceptions of the Haitian Revolution 

Document 1 

Letter to James Monroe July 14, 1793 

The political situation in Saint Domingue greatly alarmed all slaveholders. On July 14, 1793, Thomas 
Jefferson, then secretary of state, sent a letter to Senator James Monroe in which he deplored the fate of 
the refugees - while denying them financial help - and foresaw the future of the Caribbean Islands:  

"The situation of the St. Domingo fugitives (aristocrats as they are) calls aloud for pity & charity. Never was 
so deep a tragedy presented to the feelings of man. I deny the power of the general government to apply 
money to such a purpose, but I deny it with a bleeding heart. . . I become daily more & more convinced 
that all the West India Islands will remain in the hands of the people of colour, & a total expulsion of the 
whites sooner or later take place, it is high time we should foresee the bloody scenes which our children 
certainly, and possibly ourselves (south of Potommac,) have to wade through, & try to avert them." 

- Thomas Jefferson 

Source: Library of Congress, Manuscript Division (Thomas Jefferson Papers) 

 

Document 2 

In 1809, Governor William Claiborne sent a letter to the U.S. consul in Jamaica, asking him to inform the 
Haitian refugees that they were not welcome in Louisiana and should seek another port of entry. He also 
stated that free men of color above the age of fifteen who had landed in the state had been ordered to 
leave and that people who brought slaves in the country—following the abolition of the transatlantic slave 
trade in 1808—from anyplace other than Cuba would be penalized. 

To William Savage  
New-Orleans, November 10th 1809 

Sir, 

I observe by the Capitulation of Sto Domingo, that the Inhabitants have permission, to remove with their 
effects, within a limited time, and believing it probable, that many may be inclined to emigrate to the U. 
States, I will thank you Sir, to inform such as should pass by the way of Jamaica, that it is advisable for them, 
to seek an Asylum elsewhere, than in the Territory of Orleans, for the Refugees from Cuba, who have arrived 
here, are so numerous as to be embarrassing to our own Citizens.— New-Orleans and its vicinity are crowded 
with strangers;— House Rent and Provisions are extravagantly high, families of limited resources find them 
soon exhausted, and the number of the poor and distressed are daily augmenting.— 

Among the Refugees from Cuba, were many free people of Colour;— motives of humanity induced us to 
receive the women and children;— But all males, above the age of fifteen, have in pursuance of a Territorial 
Law been ordered to depart.— This information, you will be pleased Sir, to use whenever the occasion may 
require, and it will I hope, tend to discourage free people of Colour of every description from emigrating to 
the Territory of Orleans;— We have at this time a much greater proportion of that kind of population than 
comports with our interests.— 
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Two vessels arriving hence from Sto Domingo, via Jamaica, with slaves on board have been seized and will 
experience all the rigour of the Law.— Congress at the last Session, passed “An Act for the remission of 
certain penalties for forfeitures and for other purposes.” 

 

Document 3 

 

Guiding Questions: 

● Why does Thomas Jefferson describe the Haitian Revolution as a “tragedy”?  
● Although Jefferson proposes to deny assistance to the refugees, he does so “with a bleeding 

heart.”  How do you explain Jefferson’s sentiments?  To which group of refugees is he 
sympathetic?  What other sentiments and beliefs are evident in his letter?  

● How does Governor Claiborne distinguish between the groups of Haitian refugees?  What 
categories does he describe?  

● Which groups of refugees were restricted?  Which were freely allowed to settle in New Orleans? 
Why might the policies have been different for different racial/economic groups? 
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Document Set 3:  Influence of the Haitian Revolution in Louisiana 

 

Document 1 

The long, interwoven history of Haiti and the United States began on the last day of 1698, when French 
explorer Sieur d'Iberville set out from the island of Saint Domingue (present-day Haiti) to establish a 
settlement at Biloxi, on the Gulf Coast of France's Louisiana possession. 

For most of the eighteenth century, however, only a few black migrants settled there.  But between the 
1790s and 1809, large numbers of Haitians of African descent migrated to Louisiana.  By 1791 the Haitian 
Revolution was under way.  It would continue for thirteen years, result in the independence of the first 
black republic in the Western Hemisphere, and reverberate throughout the Atlantic world.  Its impact 
would be particularly felt in Louisiana, the destination of thousands of refugees from the island's turmoil. 
Their activism had profound repercussions on the politics, the culture, the religion, and the racial climate 
of the state. 

Source:  Haitian Immigration: Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century, Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture 

 

Document 2 

Revolutionary Saint Domingue and the Making of Territorial Louisiana 

By Robert Paquette 

The first Louisiana legislature passed in 1806 a law “to prevent the introduction of Free People of Color 
from Hispaniola, and other French Islands of America into the Territory of Orleans.”  It prohibited all 
free-colored adult males from entering the territory. Those ordered to depart who did not “shall be 
considered suspicious, and treated as such” until the means were found for their removal. The law 
explicitly exempted free women of color and free-colored children under the age of fifteen. All free people 
of color who had removed to the territory from Hispaniola were now required to show proof of their 
freedom before city or parish officials. 

The Saint Domingue émigré group from Cuba in 1809, including more than 6,000 slaves and free persons 
of color, thus violated federal law in the first case and territorial law in the second case. Initially, Claiborne 
refused to allow the slaves to land; on reflection, he relented. He had genuine sympathy for the white 
refugees and worried that strict enforcement of the federal law against their slave attendants would 
outrage the ancienne population.  Moreover, the size of the migration was straining community resources. 
Better that slaves provide for their desperate masters rather than the United States government. The 
1808 federal law that prohibited the external slave trade proved vague on how to dispose of seized 
contraband slaves anyway, so Claiborne allowed refugee masters to take possession of their slaves on 
posting surety.  

 

Adult males, although probably fewer than 15 percent of the total of more than 3,000 free-colored 
refugees, received little hospitality from French-or English-speaking whites. Following territorial law, 
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Claiborne ordered all free-colored males above the age of fifteen to leave, and they were instructed to 
post bond to ensure compliance. “Motives of humanity induced us to receive the [free-colored] women 
and children,” admitted Claiborne, but “we have at this time a much greater proportion of that kind of 
population than comports with our interests.”  

 

James Mather, mayor of New Orleans in 1809, assessed the character of the refugee groups for Claiborne. 
He conceded that a few malcontents were visible among the free people of color, but many of the adult 
males “possess property, and have useful trades to live upon.” When the time came for all free-colored 
adult males to post bond, many did not comply. Some who did forfeited bond. The authorities had 
difficulty identifying and rounding up any of them. 

 

In 1804 Claiborne had informed his superiors that at present neither the black nor the mulatto population 
threatened the public tranquility. But he warned that “at some future period, this quarter of the Union 
must (I fear) experience in some degree, the misfortunes of St. Domingo.”  

 

His fears and those of the planter class seemed close to realization near the end of the territorial period 
when in January 1811, lower Louisiana experienced what turned out to be the largest slave revolt in 
United States history. Judge François-Xavier Martin, an eyewitness to the commotion caused by the revolt 
in New Orleans and close to the trials of some of the rebels that followed, represented what happened as 
“a miniature representation of the horrors of St. Domingo.” 

 

Document 3: Haiti and the Louisiana Slave Revolt 

Louisiana slaveholders' fear of black Saint Domingans materialized when slave driver Charles Deslondes, of 
Haitian origin, led the largest slave rebellion in United States history. On January 8, 1811, he and several 
hundred men took part in an uprising north of New Orleans. Defiant but poorly armed, they were headed 
for the city when federal marshals intercepted them. Governor Claiborne wrote to Secretary of State 
Robert Smith, "The Negroes in the County of German Coast . . . are in state of Insurrection; their numbers 
are variously stated from 180 to 500. This insurrection commenced at the plantation of Col. André about 
36 miles above this city. . . A detachment of U.S. Troops and two Companies marched against the 
Insurgents. The whole militia of the City are ordered under arms, and you may be assured of its safety." 
One week after their capture, Deslondes and twenty-one other insurgents were tried and executed. Their 
heads were hung on mile markers along Bayou Saint John to deter future revolts. 

Source: New York Public Library 

 

 

 

 

 

Southern History Project               14 



 

 

 

Document 4 

 

Louisiana Slave Revolt 
Source: The New York Public Library, Humanities and Social Sciences Library, Milstein Division. Maurice Thompson, The Story of Louisiana 
(Boston: D. Lothrop Co., 1888) 

 

Guiding Questions:  

1. According to Document 1, “[the Haitian Revolution’s] impact would be particularly felt in 

Louisiana.” Describe this impact.  

2. What concerns did Governor Claiborne express regarding free, adult, men of color?  Overall, how 

would you describe his position on their arrival to Louisiana? 
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Excerpt: 'American Uprising' 

Daniel Rasmussen 

Source: National Public Radio 

 

On the night of January 8, the rain continued to come down. Water coursed along the wood roofs of the 
slave quarters, drowning their staccato voices with streaming, rushing noise.  Twenty-five dark faces 
looked on as the slave driver turned rebel Charles Deslondes laid out the plan and gave some final words 
of encouragement.  Every man assembled knew that his presence meant a near-certain death sentence if 
the revolt failed.  No slave revolt in Louisiana had ever before been successful, and the punishment for 
failed rebellion was clear: torture, decapitation, and one's head upon a pike.  Yet with the planters 
distracted by Carnival and the American military fighting the Spanish past Baton Rouge, the slaves 
believed they just might have a chance. 

No records survive to tell us what Charles said to his men in the final minutes before they attacked.  The 
slaves were preparing for battle, not taking notes.  But perhaps Charles acted like the leader of the 1812 
Aponte Rebellion in Cuba, who took a sharpened machete, stabbed it through a plantain, and shouted to 
an audience of slaves, "This is how I will run it through the stomachs of the whites." 

As the slaves made their final preparations, their planter masters, Manuel Andry and his son, Gilbert, lay 
asleep in their beds in their respective chambers, surrounded by family portraits and fine furniture from 
Europe.  Lulled to sleep by the pitter-patter of rain, perhaps they now dreamed of the month of dances 
and parties ahead. They felt secure in a world they had created.  Both leaders of the colonial militia, the 
two were respected men in their community.  But to the slaves, they were known only for their cruelty — 
for the frequent whippings that left deep scars in the backs of several of the newly minted rebels and the 
iron collars they would fasten around the slaves' necks. 

With the clouds darkening the cane fields and the rain blotting out the noise of their approach, the slaves 
hastened toward the back door of the Andry mansion.  Catching each other's eyes glinting in the night, 
they held their cane knives and machetes with tight fists.  Even in the darkness, Manuel Andry's plantation 
cast a formidable shadow.  A high roof soared into the sky, shielding a piazza and a broad gallery from the 
rain.  With Charles leading the way, the slaves entered the brick-walled storage basement and made their 
way toward the wooden double staircase that led upstairs to the quarters where Manuel and Gilbert 
Andry slept. 

As the slaves stormed onto the second-floor landing, Manuel Andry woke to the sight of dark forms 
penetrating his bedroom.  As his eyes snapped open and his brain awoke with a fright, Andry caught a 
glimpse of Charles Deslondes, a new look on his face, ordering his fellow slaves toward Andry with an axe.  
One can only imagine Andry's reaction, in the fog and panic of those first instants of awareness, to seeing 
Charles, his most loyal driver, his reliable assistant for over a decade, the man he had trusted to manage 
his plantation, now turned betrayer and potential murderer. 

His mind clouded by fear and anger, Andry's eyes fixed on Charles's axe, a plantation tool transmuted into 
an icon of violent insurrection.  As the slaves surged towards him, Andry leapt from his bed. The slaves 
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stood between him and the staircase — and the staircase was his only way of escape.  Andry made the 
decision to act, charging towards the surprised slaves. 

As he rushed through the crowd of rebels, the slaves lunged at him, slicing his passing body with three 
long cuts.  But somehow Andry made it past.  He hurled himself toward the staircase, turning his head only 
to catch a most horrifying sight: the slaves swinging their axes into his dying son's body. 

Pursued by a pack of angry rebels, Andry could not stop. He could not turn back. With the bloodcurdling 
vision of his son's death emblazoned in his mind, his adrenaline took over.  He ran for his life. He sprinted 
through the clover fields in front of his mansion toward the water, where he knew a pirogue lay on the 
levee. 

As the slaves hacked Gilbert Andry into pieces, Charles decided that it would be fruitless to send men 
chasing after Manuel.  His ambitions were greater than killing one planter — even a planter he hated so 
personally.  He sought liberation and conquest on a greater scale.  He did not think Manuel Andry would 
make it too far — and even if he did, a wounded middle-aged planter posed little threat to his slave army. 
Or so Charles thought. 

In Charles's mind, the tide had finally turned.  Baptized with the blood of his former master, Charles and 
his men broke into the stores in the basement of Andry's mansion, taking muskets and militia uniforms, 
stockpiled in case of domestic insurrection.  Many of the slaves had learned to shoot muskets in African 
civil wars, while others would fight more effectively with the cane knives and axes they had learned to 
wield in the hot Louisiana sun.  As his men gathered weapons and shoved ammunition into bags, Charles 
and several of his fellow slaves cast off the distinctive cheap cotton slave clothes and put on Andry's militia 
uniforms.  Charles knew that the uniforms would lend the revolt authority, wedding their struggle with the 
imagery of the Haitian Revolution, whose leaders had famously adopted European military garb.  As they 
sought to rally other men to their cause, he must have hoped the uniforms would reassure the doubters of 
the legitimacy of their plan and their organization.  If the revolt were to succeed, he would need numbers. 

Amid the rainstorm, Charles shouted orders to his fellow slaves.  They assembled in the clover field in 
front of Andry's plantation, falling into line behind Charles, who was now mounted on horseback.  They 
were familiar with military discipline: their work on Andry's sugar plantation had taught them to follow 
orders with alacrity.  But now they were motivated not by fear of the lash, but by the hope of freedom. 
They were forty-one miles from the gates of New Orleans, which they hoped to conquer in two days' time. 
Asked later why he had left the Andry plantation that night, the rebel Jupiter replied that he wanted to go 
to the city to kill whites. 

Charles and his men began to march.  Charles shouted, "On to New Orleans!" and the newly formed rebel 
army shouted it right back.  The revolt had begun. 

Excerpted from American Uprising by Daniel Rasmussen, to be published in January 2011 by Harper. 
Copyright 2011 by Daniel Rasmussen. All rights reserved.  
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Part 1 Task: DBQ  

Directions: Question 1 is based on the previous accompanying documents. The documents have been 
edited for the purpose of this exercise. You are advised to spend 15 minutes planning and 40 minutes 
writing your answer.  

This question is designed to test your ability to work with and understand historical documents. 

Write an essay that: 

● Has a relevant thesis and supports that thesis with evidence from the documents. 
● Uses all of the documents. 
● Analyzes the documents by grouping them in as many appropriate ways as possible. Does not 

simply summarize the documents individually. 
● Takes into account the sources of the documents and analyzes the authors’ points of view. 
● Identifies and explains the need for at least one additional type of document. 
● You may refer to relevant historical information not mentioned in the documents. 

 

Prompts 
 

1. Evaluate the extent to which the Haitian Revolution marked a turning point in the history of 
United States politics and society. 

  
2. Explain the conditions that led to the Haitian Revolution and analyze the different perceptions 

of the event. 
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Part II: Legacy and Contribution 
 

Part II Overview: 

In Part II, students will examine the civic, economic, and cultural contributions of Haitian immigrants, and 

the descendents of Haitian immigrants, to New Orleans and the greater United States.  

 

Part II Essential Questions: 

● How do ideas cross borders?  Why might ideas born in one country affect the lives of people 

throughout the world? 

● To what extent is a host country transformed by migration?  Is this a temporary or lasting 

change? 

 

Vocabulary 

Border 

Migration 

Civic 

Economic 

Culture 
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Pierre-Aristide Desdunes (1844-1918), Creole Poet, Civil War 

Soldier, and Civil Rights Activist: The Common Wind's Legacy 

 

By C A R Y N  C O S S É  B E L L*  

…Memories of the 1811 revolt and the Haitian Revolution ran deep in south Louisiana. In New Orleans,                 

Pierre-Aristide Desdunes and his allies carried the common wind's legacy forward in their literary artistry,               

their Civil War military service, and their civil rights activism… 

Despite Desdunes's extraordinary life, very little was known of him until 2001, when A. P. Tureaud Jr., Elise                  

Tureaud Nicholls, and their family recovered hundreds of pages of his nineteenth-century handwritten             

poems, letters, and commentary. The Tureaud family's recovery of his manuscripts rescued Desdunes             

from obscurity and illuminated the Haitian and French influences that lay at the heart of his literary works                  

as well as his civil rights activism… 

Both men traced the ancestral roots of their Creole identity to Africa, Haiti, France, and Louisiana; both                 

were descended from refugees of the Haitian Revolution; and both fought to achieve an interracial               

democracy of freedom and equal citizenship. But whereas Tureaud engaged in a well-documented series              

of legal challenges that produced landmark civil rights victories, Desdunes faded into obscurity after he               

and his fellow activists suffered a devastating defeat in the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson decision.  

Desdunes was born in New Orleans in 1844 to free parents of color. Both his mother, Henriette Angélique                  

Guillard, and his father, Pierre-Jérémie Desdunes, were first-generation Louisianians. Henriette's father           

was from France and Pierre-Jérémie belonged to a distinguished Haitian family. His Caribbean relatives              

possessed considerable wealth and influence, with one family member, Alcibiade Desdunes, serving in the              

Haitian Senate for several years… 

At some point in the 1850s, Pierre-Aristide joined his father in Haiti and spent considerable time on the                  

"vast" landholdings of one of his cousins. For the Desdunes family and other members of the state's free                  

population of color, such visits presented considerable risks since travel between Louisiana and Haiti was               

banned. Louisiana lawmakers, terrified of insurrection after slavery's destruction in the Haitian Revolution,             

legislated a series of laws to suppress contact with the Caribbean nation. In 1831, they barred resident                 

free persons of color from returning to Louisiana if they visited the West Indies. That restriction                

notwithstanding, Creole New Orleanians like the Desduneses maintained close ties to the Western             

Hemisphere's first independent black nation… 

Pierre-Aristide was the firstborn child in a large family of seven children, one girl and six boys. His brother                   

Rodolphe Lucien Desdunes, the second eldest and most renowned of the Desdunes offspring, was born on                

November 15, 1849. Four other brothers, Daniel, Sarazen, Joseph, and Louis, his youngest sibling, are               

among the lesser known family members. Census takers consistently categorized family members as             

"mulatto.”… 

Desdunes and his siblings attended the Faubourg Marigny's L'institution Catholique des orphelins indigents             

(Catholic Institute for Indigent Orphans), which was founded in 1848 when Armand Lanusse and other               

Creole leaders succeeded in executing the 1832 will of Justine Firmin Couvent. A wealthy widow and                

former slave, Madame Couvent had provided in her bequest for the creation of a free school for the                  
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Marigny's orphaned children of color. However, when New Orleans officials barred free children of African               

descent from attending the city's new, tuition-free public schools in 1841, Lanusse and his allies opened                

the Couvent school to boys and girls of modest means as well as destitute children. Families like the                  

Desduneses paid a nominal tuition fee for the education of their children. 

Pierre-Aristide and Rodolphe excelled under the influence of the institute's remarkably gifted teaching             

staff. For instance, Lanusse, the Couvent school's principal from 1852 to 1867, had published Les Cenelles,                

the nation's first anthology of African American poetry, in 1845. Another extraordinary teacher, Paul              

Trévigne, taught languages at the school until the Civil War, when he braved repeated threats on his life to                   

edit two newspapers, L'Union (1862-1864), the first African American newspaper in the Southern states,              

and the New Orleans Tribune (1864-1871), the nation's first African American daily newspaper…. 

Under Lanusse's direction, a corps of teaching assistants educated in France and Haiti assisted the faculty.                

Altogether, they reinforced what Desdunes and his siblings had learned of the Atlantic francophone world               

from their parents and their own experiences. In addition, teachers instructed their students in the               

democratic advances of the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions. 

For Pierre-Aristide and Rodolphe, the age of democratic revolutions bore directly on their own lives. They                

were born in the midst of a new wave of republican upheavals with the 1843 Haitian Revolution and the                   

1848 French Revolution, the latter of which ended slavery in France's colonial possessions and extended               

male suffrage to free men of color and the newly freed slaves. The Couvent school's highly politicized                 

teaching staff seized upon these contemporary events to drive home the message of the revolutionary               

age. Given their Haitian identity, their familial ties to the Caribbean, and the oppression they suffered in                 

Louisiana's increasingly repressive slave regime, the Desdunes brothers wholeheartedly embraced that           

message… 

Members of the teaching staff kept their students fully abreast of the latest French literary trends, and                 

when Desdunes and his brother Rodolphe entered the Couvent school the French Romantic literary              

movement was in full flower. … 

Trévigne (a member of the teaching staff) captured the movement's excitement in his amusing description               

of the Creole intelligentsia's obsession with French literature in the 1830s. At the time, he wrote,                

"Louisiana, especially New Orleans, was considered part of France." 

By 1830, as Trévigne acknowledged, Victor Hugo had already achieved towering stature among French              

Romantics. Together with poet Félicité de Lamennais, Hugo had revolutionized French Romanticism by             

linking demands for freedom of artistic expression to the broader struggle for political equality and social                

justice. In his anti-Classical tragedy Hernani, Hugo galvanized support for the movement with a dramatic               

declaration: "Liberty in the arts, liberty in society, voilà, that is the double goal." The play's tumultuous                 

debut caused a riot in Paris, and when France's 1830 July Revolution erupted soon afterwards, Hugo                

eagerly embraced the republican cause. 

By his actions, France's foremost Romantic exponent affirmed the ties that bound Romanticism's cultural              

revolution to the age of democratic revolutions. Romantic literary rebels throughout the Atlantic world              

joined in an intellectual and artistic rebellion that would reverberate in the 1843 Haitian Revolution, the                

1848 French Revolution, and the 1870 Parisian insurrection. Romanticism's impact was equally profound             

in Creole New Orleans.  
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Contrary to the promise of the revolutionary age, the city's African Americans, both slave and free,                

suffered mounting oppression during the antebellum decades. For the free black community's            

well-educated Creoles, Romanticism's use of literary art to attack injustice held enormous appeal.             

Undeterred by the passage of an 1830 law prohibiting the use of language or reading materials "having a                  

tendency to produce discontent among the free coloured population . . . or to excite insubordination                

among the slaves," they readily appropriated the new mode of artistic expression. Not long after               

Romanticism's triumph in France, they produced at least two French-language works of protest literature.              

In a poem, "The Campaign of 1814-15," written during the 1830s, Hippolyte Castra, a participant in the                 

1815 battle of New Orleans, protested the humiliating treatment of free veterans of color and dramatized                

the plight of Louisiana's free black population. In 1837, shortly after emigrating to France, New Orleanian                

Victor Séjour published "Le Mulâtre" ("The Mulatto"), an impassioned attack on slavery and the first short                

story by a native-born African American. 

On September 1, 1891, Martinet, Rodolphe Desdunes, and sixteen other community activists established             

the Comité des Citoyens (Citizens' Committee) to fight the new segregation law. Throughout the              

organization's history, Pierre-Aristide remained a committed supporter who would take his turn as a              

member of the tightly knit group. Within a week of its creation, the committee issued an appeal "to the                   

citizens of New Orleans, of Louisiana, and of the whole Union to give us their moral sanction and financial                   

aid in our endeavors to have that oppressive law annulled by the courts."  

The committee recruited Homer Adolphe Plessy, a Creole descendant of the Haitian refugee population.              

The committee arranged for Plessy to board the East Louisiana Railroad train bound for Covington from                

New Orleans. On June 7, 1892, as they anticipated, he was arrested when he took a seat in the white                    

railway car and refused to move to the segregated coach. As the case made its way to the nation's highest                    

court, the 1892 election of Democratic Pres. Grover Cleveland and the increasing number of conservative               

Supreme Court appointees boded ill for a favorable decision. Discouraged at these developments and              

outraged at the increasing lynchings and other acts of violence targeting African Americans, Martinet              

exclaimed: "Let us get out of this hell of the United States." 

Desdunes shared Martinet's anger and frustration. In "Ressentiment d'un être sans patrie! Rêve"             

("Resentment From a Being Without a Country!: Meditation"), he expressed his disillusionment. His             

eloquent response was inspired by a visit to the Place de la République, a square in Paris dedicated to the                    

First (1792-1804), Second (1848-1852), and Third (1870-1940) French Republics. The square's           

awe-inspiring monument was commissioned by the political radicals who won control of the Parisian city               

council in 1878. The enormous bronze statue of Marianne, the allegorical emblem of the French Republic,                

resting atop the square's pedestal wears the Phrygian cap of liberty and cradles the "Rights of Man" in her                   

left arm. Desdunes visited the edifice at some point after its completion in 1883. 

On the beautiful Parisian day of his visit, he was deeply moved by the scene at the square. In the poem, he                      

describes a child pointing to the monument's bas-reliefs, twelve brass plaques that depict the history of                

the Republic from 1789 to 1880. When the boy asks his mother, "What are all those, Mamma?" Desdunes                  

sets forth her reply and the manner of her explanation:  

 

And, there are your thinkers whose sheaves have ripened 
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In the furrows of the world, and these beardless heroes 

Whose names, Oh France, your bards have celebrated; 

Those who under the murderous fire of the cannons, 

Of your [17] 89 scattered the seeds; 

That spread through Europe. . . . 

 

In her touching, sweet, and melodious voice,  

The mother interpreted the gleaming images,  

Simply, and imparted to the dear one's heart  

The pride of the French name, the love of Country! 

 

 And then, Desdunes, having fought for his own country, expressed his disillusionment:  

 

No one esteems an ungrateful people who through neglect 

Abandon to the abyss those who have ennobled them! 

Courage, Oh forsaken ones! Free your spirits 

Of the deadening shackles whose wretched bonds 

Yet obstruct your flight towards the azure heavens! 

Cast off, Oh chrysalis, in a final thrust,  

As you cast off your chains in heroic times, 

The foolish tatters of fiendish prejudice! 

 

In that spirit, Desdunes, Martinet, and their allies pressed on. Between 1892 and 1896, as their challenge                 

to segregation made its way through the courts, the Citizens' Committee attacked the practice of barring                

African Americans from sitting on criminal juries. They fought efforts to disfranchise black voters,              

advocated workers' rights to unionize, and reported instances of police brutality, forced labor, and              

lynching in the Crusader. 

On May 18, 1896, the U. S. Supreme Court upheld Louisiana's Separate Car Law in the Plessy v. Ferguson                   

decision on the basis of the "separate but equal" doctrine. The disastrous ruling sanctioned a system of                 

state-enforced segregation that endured for over fifty additional years and eventually extended to nearly              

every facet of southern life. In compliance with the court's decision, Plessy pleaded guilty and paid a fine                  

of twenty-five dollars. Soon afterwards, the Citizens' Committee disbanded and the Crusader ceased             

publication… 
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On July 19, 1918, at the age of seventy-four, Desdunes succumbed to the long illness for which there had                   

been "no hope for recovery."… . His wife, Louise Mathilde…preserved his manuscripts, and before her               

death at the age of ninety on August 16, 1936, she ensured Desdunes's legacy by entrusting his                 

manuscripts to A. P. Tureaud. Tureaud proved a worthy champion of the civil rights legacy that Louise                 

Mathilde's gift embodied. 

Born in 1899 soon after the Plessy decision, Tureaud embraced his Creole heritage. Like Desdunes, he                

revered the literary works and political commentary that belied the notion of white supremacy. He studied                

the experiences of his nineteenth-century predecessors who, like Desdunes, aspired to revolutionize race             

relations during the Civil War and Reconstruction. After graduating from Howard University Law School, he               

set a course to give full meaning to the promise of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth                

Amendments.  

Beginning in the 1920s, Tureaud worked with Thurgood Marshall and other members of the National               

Association for the Advancement of Colored People for nearly fifty years arguing over one hundred cases                

in state and Federal courts. Those cases represented all of the significant civil rights litigation in                

Louisiana—litigation that produced salary equalization for teachers, expanded voting rights, and           

desegregated public education, public buildings, buses, parks, and housing. Finally, in 1954 through his              

work with Marshall and the other members of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund to end racial segregation in                  

Brown v. the Board of Education, Tureaud helped overturn the Plessy decision.  

Both Desdunes and Tureaud recognized the power of history to breathe "a second life" into the                

extraordinary lives of their civil rights predecessors. They both understood that in that way "a family is                 

formed, a common city between the living and the dead." In their lives and in their legacies, they helped                   

build a distinctly Creole "common city" with a history and a collective memory of its own. 

 

Guiding Questions 

1. How and why did the state of Louisiana “suppress contact” with Haiti when Pierre-Aristide 

Desdune was young? 

2. In what ways did French literature inspire activism in New Orleans?  

3. Consider Desdune’s "Ressentiment d'un être sans patrie! Rêve" ("Resentment From a Being 

Without a Country!: Meditation") written in response to a visit to the Place de la République in 

Paris. How does Desdune contrast the reaction of the mother in Paris and his own sentiments 

towards his country? How do the current historical events cause his “disillusionment”? 

4. How do Desdune and Tureaud legacies build a “history and collective memory” of the Creole 

community in New Orleans?  
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Plessy v. Ferguson: The Organizing History of the Case 

The role of the Comité des Citoyens and The Crusader newspaper in the Plessy v. Ferguson case. 

Howard Zinn Project 

By Keith W. Medley  

 

Below is an excerpt from an article by Keith W. Medley (author of We As Freemen: Plessy v. Ferguson) 
about the organizing by the Comité des Citoyens that led to Plessy v. Ferguson. It is a powerful story of 
organizing, fundraising, the use of the media, legal strategies, and more. Regardless of the outcome of the 
court case, the Comité des Citoyens played an important role in U.S. history.  

Louisiana Legislature’s Separate Car Act in 1890 decreed “equal but separate accommodations for the 

white and colored races” on Louisiana railway cars. It was the passage of this bill that finally launched 

Homer Plessy into history. The fight involved a black newspaper, The Crusader, the six remaining black 

state senators and ultimately the Comité des Citoyens, which coalesced around The Crusader. 

The Crusader was a formidable enemy. A weekly founded in 1889 by the attorney Louis Martinet to 

combat the increasingly virulent racism of other New Orleans papers, it called itself “spicy, progressive, 

liberal, stalwart, fearless,” and stood for “A Free Vote and Fair Count, Free Schools, Fair Wages, Justice and 

Equal rights.” 

The Crusader’s star contributor was Rodolphe Desdunes. The son of a Cuban mother and a Haitian father, 

Desdunes worked as a customs agent by day and, with smoking pen, scribbled polemical columns by night. 

Hundreds of his articles, still preserved in the archives of Xavier University in New Orleans, offer a window 

into the desperate fight to keep civil rights from slipping away. 
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“Colored people have largely patronized the railroads heretofore,” Desdunes wrote on July 19, 1890. 

“They can withdraw the patronage from these corporations and travel only by necessity.” He proposed a 

boycott not unlike the one launched in Montgomery, Alabama, 70 years later. 

The 1890s were not a good time to exercise civil disobedience in the American South, or to get on the 

wrong side of a mob, whether you were black or not. The year 1892 alone produced 226 mob murders, 

mostly of black men, the highest number in the recorded history of lynchings. In New Orleans, on March 

14, 1891, a newspaper editor and a prominent attorney led a crowd of several thousand to Parish Prison. 

Angry over the acquittal of Italian immigrants accused of the killing of police chief David Hennessy, they 

broke in, hunted down a group of 11 Italians, shot them, then hanged some from street lamps and shot 

them again. [See the young adult novel Alligator Bayou for more on this story.] 

To combat what became known as the “Jim Crow car law,” The Crusader and the Comité des Citoyens 

acquired a small but influential membership. It involved C. C. Antoine, a former officer in the Union Army, 

who had served four years (1873-77) as Louisiana’s lieutenant governor, and wealthy philanthropist 

Aristide Mary, who had financed lawsuits against other resegregated establishments. 

The Comité also included sail manufacturer Aruthur Estèves, 

who became its president. To fight the Jim Crow car law, it was 

prepared to solicit funds not only from benevolent, social and 

religious societies in town but from former abolitionists in such 

faraway cities as Washington, D.C., Chicago and San Francisco. 

About $3,000 was quickly raised to launch two test cases: one 

to challenge legal segregation of trains on interstate routes and 

one to challenge segregation on conveyances within the state. 

The aim: to “seek redemption” from the Supreme Court of the 

United States. “We find this the only means left to us,” a 

Comité statement concluded. “We must have recourse to it, or 

sink into a state of helpless inferiority.” 

It was a forlorn hope, but not as forlorn as it would become in 

the slow process of going through the legal system. For one 

thing, on the face of it, if you gave any thought to the intent of 

the men who wrote the 14th Amendment, the Separate Car Act 

seemed a clear violation of the constitutional rights of the black citizens of Louisiana. But public opinion in 

the North had changed rapidly, and so, in the years after 1877 had the makeup of the Supreme Court, 

which lost its reasonable mix of justices sympathetic to the subject of civil rights. 
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Some railroad companies initially had been against the bill. It was going to cost money to build and run 

extra cars – for the bill implied that if a half-empty “white” car was waiting, and even if only one black 

passenger showed up, he or she would have to have a whole separate-but-equal vehicle made available. 

In a city that had for so long seen so much racial mixing, railway conductors would now have to decide 

who was white and who was black—a touchy business, especially since some wives and husbands would 

not be allowed to ride together. 

One of the reasons that Homer Plessy was picked for the job [of creating a test case to fight the law] was 

that he had fair skin. Had it been left to chance, he probably could have ridden the train in the “whites 

only” section unnoticed. But by prearrangement between the Comité and the East Louisiana Railroad, 

everything was ready for him when he came. 

On June 7, 1892, Plessy strolled to the Press Street depot, which included a restaurant and a combination 

waiting room and ticket office (both still open to him), bought a first-class ticket and, ignoring the new 

“Colored Only” sign, sat down in the coach reserved for whites. It was to depart at 4:15 P.M., cross a 

bridge spanning Lake Pontchartrain and pass through Abita Springs for a two-hour run to Covington. 

Hardly had the train started moving when conductor J. J. Dowling approached Plessy. “Are you a colored 

man?” he asked. “Yes,” answered Plessy. “Then you will have to retire to the colored car,” said Dowling. 

Plessy stated that he had paid for his ticket and intended to ride to Covington. Dowling signaled the 

engineer to stop. A private detective, Captain Chris Cain, hired by the Comité, came aboard and warned 

Plessy: “If you are colored you should go into the car set apart for your race. The law is plain and must be 

obeyed.” 

When Plessy again refused, he was taken a half-mile down to Elysian Fields Avenue for booking at the Fifth 

Precinct Station. Members of the Comité met him, and a judge released him on temporary bail. The next 

day a story in a New Orleans daily described Plessy as a “snuff-colored descendant of Ham.” After a 

hearing, Comité member Paul Bonseigneur plunked down a $500 bond (raised by putting his own house in 

hock) to guarantee Plessy’s appearance for trial. Plessy was 30 years old. The future of constitutional 

rights for blacks in America would ride on his day in court. 

Guiding Questions: 

1. What was the mission of The Crusader? 
2. Why did The Crusader choose to address the Separate Car Act?  
3. Why was Homer Plessy chosen to create this test case?  
4. What did this case highlight about the racial binary in the United States?  
5. What role did the Haitian community of New Orleans play in the formation of The Crusader? How 

did The Crusader contribute to political change in New Orleans and beyond? 
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The article below is taken from L’Union, the first African-American owned newspaper in the American 
South.  L’Union was founded in 1862 in New Orleans, by Creole intellectuals of Haitian descent. 

 

L’Union 

“Aux Etrangers”  

“To Foreigners” 

 

Foreigners of all origins who accommodate the republican system of the United States will easily 
understand that their sympathies cannot be and must not manifest anything but the true Democracy, that’s 
to say, the government of a free people by this people.  

Everything outside of that is false and unsuitable, in spite of all the sophisms, more or less disguised 
by the people interested in hiding a manifested truth.  

It is by the union of the United States that not only the republican system should propagate itself in 
this country, but spread and implant itself in all the countries of the world. That is our faith, our conviction!  

The negations of ignorant people are not important, the superb disdain of inept science and the 
clamours of interested people are not important: one doesn’t have to be clairvoyant to realize that a deaf 
and latent work occurs within the breast of humanity to arrive at this societal harmony, at this brotherhood of 
rights, to human happiness, and finally, to that Freedom, fruit of a wise republic as that of Washington, of 
Jefferson, and others, can only produce. 

The test, which the American Union must triumphantly pass, in God’s intentions, despite sickening 
pretension, the merciless pride of those who believe in dropping his arms, and those who will be 
slaughtered or pulverized, is a sure guarantee for us that Democracy, far from weakening, is developing at 
this moment, the conditions of vitality that were previously lacking, to attain a grand destiny that the 
heavens are preparing for the enfranchisement of a people. It is this that great hearts understand and all 
those who wish for the good of humanity!  

New Orleans 

September 27, 1862 
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Les Cenelles was the first anthology of poetry by Americans of color. It was published in 1845 by Creole 
writers of Haitian descent.  

 

 

Les Cenelles 

 “Dans Quarante Ans” [“In Forty Years”] 

by P.A. Desdunes 

http://cdm16313.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/compoundobject/collection/p16313coll51/id/12944/rec/2 

P. A. Desdunes poem, approximately 1866-1889. 

 

Children, don’t be jealous 

Of the stream that runs quickly; 

If time carries life away, 

It gives immortality.  

The sand that the fire devours 

Produces brilliant metals;  

Listen to me, you who will still be living 

In forty years. 

 

You will hardly remember 

The illustrious names of today, 

Precious children of glory 

That a storm brings after it. 

In the sky of our Louisiana, 

The stars, respected of time 

Will radiate, made greater by the squabble, 

In forty years 

 

Farewell, fragile Divinities, 

Minor authors of grand novels 

Farewell romantic pride 

That you pondered for a few moments 

But greetings, divine youth 

Who will warm the spring 

Live always, Dumas and Lamartine. 

In forty years. 
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But tell us, rather, my father 

When men will be better 

When the virtue on this land 

Will no longer find mockers 

When fertile fraternity  

Will unite irresolute people? . . . 

Only God, my children, can change the world 

In forty years.  
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“Am I not a man and your brother?” Illustration on the cover of La Revue des Colonies 3 (1837): 376–392. 

The story was originally published in this volume by Victor Séjour as "Le Mulâtre." 

 

“The Mulatto” first appeared in 1837 in an anti-slavery magazine published by free people of color in 

France. Its author was the 19-year-old Victor Séjour, who had come as a student to Paris from New 

Orleans. Séjour was a French-speaking person of color whose baptismal record identifies him as a free 

quadroon. His father had come to New Orleans among refugees of the Haitian Revolution. “The Mulatto” 

is set in Haiti, and is thought to be the first short story published by an American of African descent. 

 

“The Mulatto” By Victor Séjour  

Courtesy of Philip Barnard, translated 1995. 
 

SECTION I 

The first rays of dawn were just beginning to light the black mountaintops when I left the Cape for Saint-Marc, a 

small town in St. Domingue, now known as Haiti. I had seen so many exquisite landscapes and thick, tall forests that, 

truth to tell, I had begun to believe myself indifferent to these virile beauties of creation. But at the sight of this 

town, with its picturesque vegetation, its bizarre and novel nature, I was stunned; I stood dumb-struck before the 

sublime diversity of God's works. The moment I arrived, I was accosted by an old negro, at least seventy years of age; 

his step was firm, his head held high, his form imposing and vigorous; save the remarkable whiteness of his curly hair, 

nothing betrayed his age. As is common in that country, he wore a large straw hat and was dressed in trousers of 

coarse gray linen, with a kind of jacket made from plain batiste. 

 

Southern History Project               31 

https://southernspaces.org/sites/default/files/images/2007/1a-001-ss-07-epiace-lg.gif


 

 

"Good day, Master," he said, tipping his hat when he saw me. 

 

"Ah! There you are . . .," and I offered him my hand, which he shook in return. 

 

"Master," he said, "that's quite noble-hearted of you . . . . But you know, do you not, that a negro's as vile as a dog; 

society rejects him; men detest him; the laws curse him. . . . Yes, he's a most unhappy being, who hasn't even the 

consolation of always being virtuous. . . . He may be born good, noble, and generous; God may grant him a great and 

loyal soul; but despite all that, he often goes to his grave with bloodstained hands, and a heart hungering after yet 

more vengeance. For how many times has he seen the dreams of his youth destroyed? How many times has 

experience taught him that his good deeds count for nothing, and that he should love neither his wife nor his son; for 

one day the former will be seduced by the master, and his own flesh and blood will be sold and transported away 

despite his despair. What, then, can you expect him to become? Shall he smash his skull against the paving stones? 

Shall he kill his torturer? Or do you believe the human heart can find a way to bear such misfortune?" 

 

The old negro fell silent a moment, as if awaiting my response. 

 

"You'd have to be mad to believe that," he continued, heatedly. "If he continues to live, it can only be for vengeance; 

for soon he shall rise . . . and, from the day he shakes off his servility, the master would do better to have a starving 

tiger raging beside him than to meet that man face to face." While the old man spoke, his face lit up, his eyes 

sparkled, and his heart pounded forcefully. I would not have believed one could discover that much life and power 

beneath such an aged exterior. Taking advantage of this moment of excitement, I said to him: "Antoine, you 

promised you'd tell me the story of your friend Georges." 

 

"Do you want to hear it now?" 

 

"Certainly . . ." We sat down, he on my trunk, myself on my valise. Here is what he told me: 

"Do you see this edifice that rises so graciously toward the sky and whose reflection seems to rise from the sea; this 

edifice that in its peculiarity resembles a temple and in its pretense a palace? This is the house of Saint-M- . Each day, 

in one of this building's rooms, one finds an assemblage of hangers-on, men of independent means, and the great 

plantation owners. The first two groups play billiards or smoke the delicious cigars of Havana, while the third 

purchases negroes; that is, free men who have been torn from their country by ruse or by force, and who have 

become, by violence, the goods, the property of their fellow men. . . . Over here we have the husband without the 

wife; there, the sister without the brother; farther on, the mother without the children. This makes you shudder? Yet 

this loathsome commerce goes on continuously. Soon, in any case, the offering is a young Senegalese woman, so 

beautiful that from every mouth leaps the exclamation: 'How pretty!' Everyone there wants her for his mistress, but 

not one of them dares dispute the prize with the young Alfred, now twenty-one years old and one of the richest 

planters in the country. 

 

"'How much do you want for this woman?' 

 

"'Fifteen hundred piasters,' replied the auctioneer. 

 

"'Fifteen hundred piasters,' Alfred rejoined dryly. 

 

"'Yes indeed, Sir.' 

 

"'That's your price?' 
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"'That's my price.' 

 

"'That's awfully expensive.' 

 

"'Expensive?' replied the auctioneer, with an air of surprise. 'But surely you see how pretty she is; how clear her skin 

is, how firm her flesh is. She's eighteen years old at the most. . . .' Even as he spoke, he ran his shameless hands all 

over the ample and half-naked form of the beautiful African. 

 

"'Is she guaranteed?' asked Alfred, after a moment of reflection. 

 

"'As pure as the morning dew,' the auctioneer responded. But, for that matter, you yourself can. . . .' 

 

"'No no, there's no need,' said Alfred, interrupting him. 'I trust you.' 

 

"'I've never sold a single piece of bad merchandise,' replied the vendor, twirling his whiskers with a triumphant air. 

When the bill of sale had been signed and all formalities resolved, the auctioneer approached the young slave. 

 

This man is now your master,' he said, pointing toward Alfred. 

 

"'I know it,' the negress answered coldly. 

 

"'Are you content?' 

 

"'What does it matter to me…him or some other . . .' 

 

"'But surely.. ..' stammered the auctioneer, searching for some answer. " 'But surely what?' said the African, with 

some humor. 'And if he doesn't suit me?' 

 

"'My word, that would be unfortunate, for everything is finished. . .' 

 

"'Well then, I'll keep my thoughts to myself.' 

 

"Ten minutes later, Alfred's new slave stepped into a carriage that set off along the chemin des quepes, a well-made 

road that leads out into those delicious fields that surround Saint-Marc like young virgins at the foot of the altar. A 

somber melancholy enveloped her soul, and she began to weep. The driver understood only too well what was going 

on inside her, and thus made no attempt to distract her. But when he saw Alfred's white house appear in the 

distance, he involuntarily leaned down toward the unfortunate girl and, with a voice full of tears, said to her: 'Sister, 

what's your name?' 

 

"'Laïsa, ' she answered, without raising her head. 

 

"At the sound of this name, the driver shivered. Then, gaining control of his emotions, he asked: 'Your mother?' 

 

"'She's dead. . . .' 

 

"'Your father?' 

 

"'He's dead. . . .' 
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"'Poor child,' he murmured. 'What country are you from, Laïsa?' 

 

"'From Senegal. . .' 

 

"Tears rose in his eyes; she was a fellow countrywoman. 

 

"'Sister,' he said, wiping his eyes, 'perhaps you know old Chambo and his daughter. . .' 

 

"'Why?' answered the girl, raising her head quickly. 

 

"'Why?' continued the driver, in obvious discomfort, 'well, old Chambo is my father, and . . . ' 

 

"'My God,' cried out the orphan, cutting off the driver before he could finish. 'You are?' 

 

"'Jacques Chambo.' 

 

"'You're my brother!' 

 

"Laïsa!' 

 

"They threw themselves into each other's arms. They were still embracing when the carriage passed through the 

main entrance to Alfred's property. The overseer was waiting. . . 'What's this I see,' he shouted, uncoiling an 

immense whip that he always carried on his belt; 'Jacques kissing the new arrival before my very eyes. . What 

impertinence!' With this, lashes began to fall on the unhappy man, and spurts of blood leaped from his face. " 

 

SECTION II 

Alfred may have been a decent man, humane and loyal with his equals; but you can be certain he was a hard, cruel 

man toward his slaves. I won't tell you everything he did in order to possess Laïsa; for in the end she was virtually 

raped. For almost a year, she shared her master's bed. But Alfred was already beginning to tire of her; he found her 

ugly, cold, and insolent. About this time the poor woman gave birth to a boy and gave him the name Georges. Alfred 

refused to recognize him, drove the mother from his presence, and relegated her to the most miserable hut on his 

lands, despite the fact that he knew very well, as well as one can, that he was the child's father. 

 

Georges grew up without ever hearing the name of his father; and when, at times, he attempted to penetrate the 

mystery surrounding his birth, his mother remained inflexible, never yielding to his entreaties. On one occasion only, 

she said to him: 'My son, you shall learn your name only when you reach twenty-five, for then you will be a man; you 

will be better able to guard its secret. You don't realize that he has forbidden me to speak to you about him and 

threatens you if I do. . . . And Georges, don't you see, this man's hatred would be your death.' 

 

“What does that matter,” Georges shouted impetuously. “At least I could reproach him for his unspeakable conduct.” 

 

"Hush. . . . Hush, Georges. The walls have ears and someone will talk,” moaned the poor mother as she trembled." 

 

A few years later this unhappy woman died, leaving to Georges, her only son, as his entire inheritance, a small 

leather pouch containing a portrait of the boy's father. But she exacted a promise that the pouch not be opened until 
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his twenty-fifth year; then she kissed him, and her head fell back onto the pillow. . . . She was dead. The painful cries 

that escaped the orphan drew the other slaves around him. . . . They all set to crying, they beat their chests, they tore 

their hair in agony. Following these gestures of suffering, they bathed the dead woman's body and laid it out on a 

kind of long table, raised on wooden supports. The dead woman is placed on her back, her face turned to the East, 

dressed in her finest clothing, with her hands folded on her chest. At her feet is a bowl filled with holy water, in 

which a sprig of jasmine is floating; arid, finally, at the four corners of this funereal bed, the flames of torches rise up. 

. . . Each of them, having blessed the remains of the deceased, kneels and prays; for most of the negro races, despite 

their fetishism, have profound faith in the existence of God. When this first ceremony is finished, another one, no 

less singular, commences. . . . There are shouts, tears, songs, and then funeral dances! 

SECTION III 

"Georges had all the talents necessary for becoming a well-regarded gentleman; yet he was possessed of a haughty, 

tenacious, willful nature; he had one of those oriental sorts of dispositions, the kind that, once pushed far enough 

from the path of virtue, will stride boldly down the path of crime. He would have given ten years of his life to know 

the name of his father, but he dared not violate the solemn oath he had made to his dying mother. It was as if nature 

pushed him toward Alfred; he liked him, as much as one can like a man; and Alfred esteemed him, but with that 

esteem that the horseman bears for the most handsome and vigorous of his chargers. In those days, a band of 

thieves was spreading desolation through the region; already several of the settlers had fallen victim to them. One 

night, by what chance I know not, Georges learned of their plans. They had sworn to murder Alfred. The slave ran 

immediately to his master's side. 

 

"'Master, master,' he shouted. . . . 'In heaven's name, follow me.' "Alfred raised his eyebrows. 

 

"'Please! come, come, master,' the mulatto insisted passionately. " 'Good God,' Alfred replied, 'I believe you're 

commanding me.' 

 

"'Forgive me, master . . . forgive me . . . I'm beside myself . . . I don't know what I'm saying . . . but in heaven's name, 

come, follow me, because. . .' 

"'Explain yourself,' said Alfred, in an angry tone. . . 

 

"The mulatto hesitated. 

 

"'At once; I order you,' continued Alfred, as he rose menacingly. "'Master, you're to be murdered tonight.' 

 

"'By the Virgin, you're lying. . .' 

 

"'Master, they mean to take your life.' 

 

"'Who?' 

 

"'The bandits.' 

 

"'Who told you this?' 

 

"'Master, that's my secret. . . .' said the mulatto in a submissive voice. 

 

"'Do you have weapons?' rejoined Alfred, after a moment of silence. 

"The mulatto pulled back a few of the rags that covered him, revealing an axe and a pair of pistols. 

Southern History Project               35 



 

 

"'Good,' said Alfred, hastily arming himself. 

"'Master, are you ready?' 

"'Let's go. . . .' 

"'Let's go,' repeated the mulatto as he stepped toward the door. "Alfred held him back by the arm. 

"'But where to?' 

"'To your closest friend, Monsieur Arthur.' 

"As they were about to leave the room, there was a ferocious pounding at the door. 

"'The devil,' exclaimed the mulatto, 'it's too late. . . .' 

"'What say you?' 

"'They're here,' replied Georges, pointing at the door. . . . 

"'Master, what's wrong?' 

"'Nothing . .. a sudden pain. . . .' 

"'Don't worry, master, they'll have to walk over my body before they get to you,' said the slave with a calm and 

resigned air. 

"This calm, this noble devotion, were calculated to reassure the most cowardly of men. Yet at these last words, 

Alfred trembled even more, overwhelmed by a horrible thought. He reckoned that Georges, despite his generosity, 

was an accomplice of the murderers. Such is the tyrant: he believes all other men incapable of elevated sentiments 

or selfless dedication, for they must be small-minded, perfidious souls . . . . Their souls are but uncultivated ground, 

where nothing grows but thorns and weeds. The door shook violently. At this point, Alfred could no longer control 

his fears; he had just seen the mulatto smiling, whether from joy or anger he knew not. 

"'Scoundrel!' he shouted, dashing into the next room; 'you're trying to have me murdered, but your plot will 

fail'—upon which he disappeared. Georges bit his lips in rage, but had no time to think, for the door flew open and 

four men stood in the threshold. Like a flash of lightning, the mulatto drew his pistols and pressed his back to the 

wall, crying out in a deep voice: 

"'Wretches! What do you want?' 

"'We want to have a talk with you,' rejoined one of them, firing a bullet at Georges from point-blank range. 

"'A fine shot,' muttered Georges, shaking. 

"The bullet had broken his left arm. Georges let off a shot. The brigand whirled three times about and fell stone 

dead. A second followed instantly. At this point, like a furious lion tormented by hunters, Georges, with his axe in his 

fist and his dagger in his teeth, threw himself upon his adversaries. . . . A hideous struggle ensues. . . . The 

combatants grapple . . . collide again. . . . they seem bound together. . . . The axe blade glistens. . . . The dagger, 

faithful to the hand that guides it, works its way into the enemy's breast. . . . But never a shout, not a word . . . not a 

whisper escapes the mouths of these three men, wallowing among the cadavers as if at the heart of some 

intoxicating orgy. . . . To see them thus, pale and blood-spattered, silent and full of desperation, one must imagine 

three phantoms throwing themselves against each other, tearing themselves to pieces, in the depths of a grave. . . . 

Meanwhile, Georges is covered with wounds; he can barely hold himself up. . . . Oh! the intrepid mulatto has reached 

his end; the severing axe is lifted above his head... . Suddenly two explosions are heard, and the two brigands slump 

to the floor, blaspheming God as they drop. At the same moment, Alfred returns, followed by a young negro. He has 

the wounded man carried to his hut, and instructs his doctor to attend to him. Now, how is it that Georges was saved 

by the same man who had just accused him of treachery? As he ran off, Alfred heard the sound of a gun, and the 

clash of steel; blushing at his own cowardice, he awoke his valet de chambre and flew to the aid of his liberator. Ah, 

I've forgotten to tell you that Georges had a wife, by the name Zelia, whom he loved with every fiber of his being; she 

was a mulatto about eighteen or twenty years old, standing very straight and tall, with black hair and a gaze full of 

tenderness and love. Georges lay for twelve days somewhere between life and death. Alfred visited him often; and, 

driven on by some fateful chance, he became enamored of Zelia. But, unfortunately for him, she was not one of 

these women who sell their favors or use them to pay tribute to their master. She repelled Alfred's propositions with 

humble dignity; for she never forgot that this was a master speaking to a slave. Instead of being moved by this 

display of a virtue that is so rare among women, above all among those who, like Zelia, are slaves, and who, every 
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day, see their shameless companions prostitute themselves to the colonists, thereby only feeding more 

licentiousness; instead of being moved, as I said, Alfred flew into a rage. . What!—him, the despot, the Bey, the 

Sultan of the Antilles, being spurned by a slave . . . how ironic! Thus he swore he would possess her. . . . A few days 

before Georges was recovered, Alfred summoned Zelia to his chamber. Then, attending to nothing but his criminal 

desires, he threw his arms around her and planted a burning kiss on her face. The young slave begged, pleaded, 

resisted; but all in vain. . . . Already he draws her toward the adulterous bed; already. . . . Then, the young slave, filled 

with a noble indignation, repulses him with one final effort, but one so sudden, so powerful, that Alfred lost his 

balance and struck his head as he fell. . . . At this sight, Zelia began to tear her hair in despair, crying tears of rage; for 

she understood perfectly, the unhappy girl, that death was her fate for having drawn the blood of a being so vile. 

After crying for some time, she left to be at her husband's side. He must have been dreaming about her, for there 

was a smile on his lips. 

"'Georges . . . Georges. . . .' she cried out in agony. 

"The mulatto opened his eyes; and his first impulse was to smile at the sight of his beloved. Zelia recounted for him 

everything that had happened. He didn't want to believe it, but soon he was convinced of his misfortune; for some 

men entered his hut and tied up his wife while she stood sobbing. . . . Georges made an effort to rise up; but, still 

weakened, he fell back onto his bed, his eyes haggard, his hands clenched, his mouth gasping for air." 

 

SECTION IV 

"Ten days later, two white creole children were playing in the street. 

"'Charles, 'one said to the other: 'is it true that the mulatto woman who wanted to kill her master is to be hung 

tomorrow?' 

"'At eight o'clock,' answered the other. 

"'Will you go?' 

"'Oh yes, certainly.' 

"'Won't that be fine, to see her pirouetting between the earth and the sky,' rejoined the first, laughing as they 

walked off. 

"Does it surprise you to hear two children, at ten years of age, conversing so gayly on the death of another? This is, 

perhaps, an inevitable consequence of their education. From their earliest days, they have heard it ceaselessly 

repeated, that we were born to serve them, that we were created to attend to their whims, and that they need have 

no more or less consideration for us than for a dog. . . . Indeed, what is our agony and suffering to them? Have they 

not, just as often, seen their best horses die? They don't weep for them, for they're rich, and tomorrow they'll buy 

others.. . . While these two children were speaking, Georges was at the feet of his master. 

"'Master, have mercy . . . mercy. . . .' he cried out,. weeping. . . . 'Have pity on her . . Master, pardon her. . . . Oh! yes, 

pardon her, it is in your power . . . oh! speak ... you have only to say the word . . . just one word . . . and she will live.' 

"Alfred made no answer. 

"'Oh! for pity's sake . . . master . . . for pity's sake, tell me you pardon her . . . oh! speak . . . answer me, master . . . 

won't you pardon her. . . .' The unhappy man was bent double with pain. . . . 

"Alfred remained impassive, turning his head aside. . . 

"'Oh!' continued Georges, begging, 'please answer . . . just one word . . . please say something; you see how your 

silence is tearing my heart in two . . . it's killing me . . . 

"'There's nothing I can do,' Alfred finally answered, in an icy tone. 

"The mulatto dried his tears, and raised himself to his full height. 

"'Master,' he continued in a hollow voice, 'do you remember what you said to me, as I lay twisting in agony on my 

bed?' 

"'No. . . .' 
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"'Well! I can remember . . . the master said to the slave: you saved my life; what can I grant you in return? Do you 

want your freedom? 'Master,' answered the slave, 'I can never be free, while my son and my wife are slaves.' To 

which the master replied: 'If ever you ask me, I swear that your wishes shall be granted'; and the slave did not ask, 

for he was content/ that he had saved his master's life . . . but today, today when he knows that, in eighteen hours, 

his wife will no longer be among the living, he flies to throw himself at your feet, and to call out to you: master, in 

God's name, save my wife.' And the mulatto, his hands clasped, with a supplicating gaze, fell to his knees and began 

to cry, his tears falling like rain. . . . 

"Alfred turned his head away. . . . 

" 'Master . . . master . . . for pity, give me an answer. . . . Oh! say that you want her to live . . . in God's name . . . in 

your mother's name . . . mercy . . . have mercy upon us. . . .' and the mulatto kissed the dust at his feet. 

"Alfred stood silent. 

"'But speak, at least, to this poor man who begs you,' he said, sobbing. "Alfred said nothing. 

"'My God . . . my God! how miserable I am . . .' and he rolled on the floor, pulling at his hair in torment. 

"Finally, Alfred decided to speak: 'I have already told you that it is no longer up to me to pardon her.' 

"'Master,' murmured Georges, still crying, 'she will probably be condemned; for only you and I know that she is 

innocent.' 

"At these words from the mulatto, the blood rose to Alfred's face, and fury to his heart. . . . 

"Georges understood that it was no longer time to beg, for he had raised the veil that covered his master's crime; 

thus he stood up resolutely. 

"'Leave . . . get out,' Alfred shouted at him. 

"Instead of leaving, the mulatto crossed his arms on his chest and, with a fierce look, eyed his master scornfully from 

head to foot. 

"'Get out! get out, I say,' continued Alfred, more and more angrily. 

"'I'm not leaving,' answered Georges. 

"'This is defiance, you wretch.' He made a motion to strike him, but his hand remained at his side, so full of pride and 

hatred was George's gaze. 

"'What! you can leave her to be killed, to have her throat cut, to be murdered,' said the mulatto, 'when you know her 

to be innocent . . . when, like a coward, you wanted to seduce her?' 

"'Insolent! What are you saying?' 

"'I'm saying that it would be an infamous deed to let her die. . . . 

"'Georges . . . Georges. . . 

"'I am saying that you're a scoundrel,' screamed Georges, giving full rein to his anger, and seizing Alfred by the arm . . 

. 'ah! she'll die . . . she will die because she didn't prostitute herself to you . . . because you're white ... because you're 

her master . . . you lying coward.' 

"'Careful, Georges,' replied Alfred, trying to take a tone of assurance. `Be careful that instead of one victim 

tomorrow, the executioner does not find two.' 

"'You talk of victim and executioner, wretch,' shouted Georges. . . . 'So that means she dies . . . her . . . my Zelia ... but 

you should know that her life is linked to your own.' 

"'Georges!' 

"'You should know that your head will remain on your shoulders only so long as she lives.' 

"'Georges. . . Georges!' 

"'You should know that I will kill you, that I'll drink your blood, if even a hair on her head is harmed.' 

"During all this time, the mulatto was shaking Alfred with all his strength. 

"'Let me go,' cried Alfred. 

"'Ah! she's dying . . . she's dying' . . . the mulatto screamed deliriously. " 'Georges, let me go!' 

"'Shut your mouth . . . shut it, you scoundrel . . . ah! she's dying . . . well then, should the executioner put an end to 

my wife . . .' he continued with a hideous smile. 
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"Alfred was so agitated he didn't even know that Georges had left. He went directly to his hut, where his child of two 

years was sleeping in a light cradle made from lianas; taking up the child, he slipped away. In order to understand 

what follows, you must know that there was only a small river to cross from Alfred's home before one arrives in the 

midst of those thick forests that seem to hold the new world in their arms. 

"For six long hours, Georges walked without a rest; at last he stopped, a few steps from a hut built in the deepest 

heart of the forest; you'll understand the joy that shone in his eyes when you realize that this tiny hut, isolated as it 

is, is the camp of the Maroons; that is, of slaves who have fled the tyranny of their masters. At this moment the hut 

was filled with murmurs; for a rustling had been heard in the forest, and the leader, swearing that the noise was not 

that of any animal, had taken his rifle and gone out. . . . Suddenly the underbrush parted before him and he found 

himself face to face with a stranger. 

"'By my freedom,' he cried, looking over the newcomer, 'you found our recess all too easily.' 

"'Africa and freedom,' Georges replied calmly, as he pushed aside the barrel of the rifle. . . . I'm one of you.' 

"'Your name.' 

"'Georges, slave of Alfred.' 

"They shook hands and embraced. 

"The next day the crowd clamored round a scaffold, from which hung the body of a young mulatto woman. . . . When 

she had expired, the executioner let her corpse down into a pine coffin and, ten minutes later, body and coffin were 

thrown into a ditch that was opened at the edge of the forest. 

"Thus this woman, for having been too virtuous, died the kind of death meted out to the vilest criminal. Would this 

alone not suffice to render the gentlest of men dangerous and bloodthirsty?" 

SECTION V 

"Three years had passed since the death of the virtuous Zelia. For a time, Alfred was in extreme torment; by day, he 

seemed to see a vengeful hand descending toward his head; he trembled at night because the darkness brought him 

hideous, frightful dreams. Soon, however, he banished from his thoughts both the painful memory of the martyr and 

the terrible threat Georges had made; he married and became a father. . . . Oh! how gratified he felt, when he was 

told that his prayers were answered, he who had humbly kissed the church floor each evening, beseeching the Virgin 

of Sorrows to grant him a son. 

"For Georges also, there was happiness in this child's arrival. For if he had hoped for three years without attempting 

to strike back at his wife's executioner; if he had lain sleepless so many nights, with fury in his heart and a hand on 

his dagger, it was because he was waiting for Alfred to find himself, like Georges, with a wife and a son. It was 

because he wished to kill him only when dear and precious bonds linked him to this world. . . . Georges had always 

maintained close ties with one of Alfred's slaves; indeed, he visited him each week; and that slave had never given 

Georges any news more important than that of the newborn's arrival. . . . He immediately set out for the house of his 

enemy. On his way he met a negress who was bringing a cup of broth to Madame Alfred; he stopped her, exchanged 

a few insignificant words, and went on. . . . After many difficulties, he managed to slip his way, like a snake, into 

Alfred's rooms; once there, hidden in the space between the bed and the wall, he awaited his master. . . . A moment 

later, Alfred entered the room, humming a tune; he opened his secretary and took out a superb jewel box, set with 

diamonds, that he had promised his wife, should she give him a son; but, filled with joy and happiness, he sat down 

and put his head between his hands, like a man who can't believe his unexpected good fortune. Then, on raising his 

head, he saw before him a kind of motionless shadow, with arms crossed on its breast and two burning eyes that 

possessed all the ferocity of a tiger preparing to tear its prey to pieces. Alfred made a motion to stand, but a 

powerful arm held him down in his chair. 

"'What do you want with me,' Alfred whispered, in a trembling voice. "'To compliment you on the birth of your child,' 

answered a voice that seemed to emerge from the tomb. 

"Alfred shook from head to toe, his hair stood on end, and a cold sweat poured over his limbs. 

"'I don't know you,' Alfred muttered weakly. . . . 

"'Georges is the name.' 
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"'You. . . 

"'You thought I was dead, I suppose,' said the mulatto with a convulsive laugh. 

"'Help . . . help,' cried Alfred. 

"'Who will help you,' rejoined the mulatto . . . haven't you dismissed your servants, haven't you closed your doors, to 

be alone with your wife . . . so you see, your cries are useless . . . you should commend your soul to God.' 

"Alfred had begun to rise from his chair, but at these last words he fell back, pale and trembling. 

"'Oh! have pity, Georges ... don't kill me, not today.' 

"Georges shrugged his shoulders. 'Master, isn't it horrible to die when you're happy; to lie down in the grave at the 

moment you see your fondest dreams coming true . . . oh! it's horrible, isn't it,' said the mulatto with an infernal 

laugh. . . . 

"'Mercy, Georges. . . 

"'And yet,' he continued, 'such is your destiny . . . you shall die today, this hour, this minute, without giving your wife 

your last farewell. . . " 'Have pity . . . pity. . .' 

"'Without kissing your newborn son a second time. . . 

"'Oh! mercy . . . mercy.' 

"'I think my vengeance is worthy of your own . . . I would have sold my soul to the Devil, had he promised me this 

moment.' 

"'Oh! mercy . . . please take pity on me,' said Alfred, throwing himself at the feet of the mulatto. 

"Georges shrugged his shoulders and raised his axe. 

"'Oh! one more hour of life!' 

"'To embrace your wife, is that it?' 

"'One minute. . . .' 

"'To see your son again, right?' 

"'Oh! have pity. . . .' 

"'You might as well plead with the starving tiger to let go his prey.' 

"'In God's name, Georges.' 

"'I don't believe in that any longer.' 

"'In the name of your father. . . .' 

"At this, Georges's fury subsided. 

"'My father . . . my father,' repeated the mulatto, tears in his eyes. `Do you know him . . . oh! tell me his name. . . . 

What's his name . . . oh! tell me, tell me his name . . . I'll pardon you . . . I'll bless you.' 

"And the mulatto nearly fell on his knees before his master. But suddenly, sharp cries were heard. . . 

"'Good heavens ... that's my wife's voice,' cried Alfred, dashing toward the sounds. . . . 

"As if he were coming back to his senses, the mulatto remembered that he had come to the house of his master, not 

to learn the name of his father, but to settle accounts with him for his wife's blood. Holding Alfred back, he told him 

with a hideous grin: 'Hold on, master; it's nothing.' 

"'Jesus and Mary ... don't you hear her calling for help.' 

"'It's nothing, I tell you.' 

"'Let me go . . . let me go . . . it's my wife's voice.' 

"'No, it's the gasps of a dying woman.' 

 

"'Wretch, you're lying. . . .' 

"'I poisoned her. . . .' 

"'Oh!' 

"'Do you hear those cries . . . they're hers.' 

"'The Devil. . . .' 

"'Do you hear those screams . . . they're hers.' 
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"'A curse. . . .' 

"During all this time, Alfred had been trying to shake free of the mulatto's grip; but he held him fast, tighter and 

tighter. As he did, his head rose higher, his heart beat fiercely, he steadied himself for his awful task. 

"'Alfred . . . help . . . water . . . I'm suffocating,' shouted a woman, as she threw herself into the middle of the room. 

She was pale and disheveled, her eyes were starting out of her head, her hair was in wild disarray. 

"'Alfred, Alfred . . . for heaven's sake, help me . . . some water . . . I need water . . . my blood is boiling . . . my heart is 

twitching . . . oh! water, water. . .' 

"Alfred struggled mightily to help her, but Georges held him fast with an iron hand. Laughing like one of the damned, 

he cried out: 'No, master . . . I'm afraid not . . . I want your wife to die ... right there. . . before your eyes . . . right in 

front of you . . . do you understand, master; right in front of you, asking you for water, for air, while you can do 

nothing to help her.' 

"'Damnation . . . may you be damned,' howled Alfred, as he struggled like a madman. 

"'You can curse and blaspheme all you want,' answered the mulatto . . . 'this is the way it's going to be. . .' 

"'Alfred,' the dying woman moaned again, 'good-bye . . . good-bye . I'm dying. . . 

"'Look well,' responded the mulatto, still laughing. . . . 'Look . . . she's gasping . . . goodness! a single drop of this 

water would restore her to life.' He showed him a small vial. 

"My entire fortune for that drop of water. . . “ cried Alfred. 

"'Have you gone mad, master. . .' 

"'Ah! that water . . . that water . . . don't you see she's dying . . . give it to me . . . please give it to me. . .' 

"'Here . . .' and the mulatto flung the vial against the wall. 

"'Accursed,' screamed Alfred, seizing Georges by the neck. 'Oh! my entire life, my soul, for a dagger. . .' 

"Georges released Alfred's hands. 

"'Now that she's dead, it's your turn, master,' he said as he lifted his axe. 

"'Strike, executioner . . . strike . . . after poisoning her, you might as well kill your own fa—.' The ax fell, and Alfred's 

head rolled across the floor, but, as it rolled, the head distinctly pronounced the final syllable, '-ther . . . ' Georges at 

first believed he had misheard, but the word father, like a funeral knell, rang in his ears. To be certain, he opened the 

fateful pouch. . . . 'Ah!' he cried out, 'I'm cursed. . . .' An explosion was heard; and the next day, near the corpse of 

Alfred, was discovered the corpse of the unhappy Georges. . . " 
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Analyzing “The Mulatto” 

In an interview with Public Radio Exchange, Maisha Webster, Professor of African American literature, 

discusses the themes and significance of Victor Sejour’s “The Mulatto”.  Read excerpts from the interview, 

and consider what each of these reveal about the text. 

 

Source:  Public Radio Exchange, Audio Story, The Mulatto 

https://beta.prx.org/stories/143352 

 

Excerpt #1: 

“Sejour was a free person of color, technically he was considered a gens de couleur in New Orleans, and at 

the time gens de couleur enjoyed a fair amount of economic and social influence…but the possibilities and 

prospects of this group was fairly limited because again they were people of color.  Even if they were free 

and even if they did have varying degrees of wealth, their race trumped any sort of social status.  And as a 

consequence men of this society, including Sejour, would leave for France in order to educate themselves 

and in order to access the sort of opportunities that were lacking in the U.S.” 

 

Excerpt #2: 

“Toni Morrison said, one would have to have been an isolato to write any sort of fiction or any sort of 
literature at this time and not talk about the political events.  They were so huge on a national scale and 
on a global scale that one couldn’t help but speak to them.”  
 
Excerpt #3: 
Not only does he choose to write about the Haitian Revolution, but he writes about it in reflection.  So we 

don’t get a story about the Haitian Revolution mid-revolution, but we get it after the fact…We also get it 

from a sympathetic perspective.  We get it from the black slave who is completely disenfranchised, and he 

is completely alienated from his family to the point of…discovering father at the moment of severing his 

head. 

 

Excerpt #4: 

The experience of free blacks in New Orleans was profoundly different in New Orleans than in the rest of 

the United States.  And this is in part because of how New Orleans recognized and almost obsessively 

defined the different levels of blackness.  So it wasn’t just a free black of color, because to be black could 

mean African. You were a free mulatto, or a quadroon, or an octoroon. 

 

 

Guiding Questions: 

● What is the significance of the setting of “The Mulatto”?  

● What are the circumstances of George’s life?  What do you believe the author, Victor Sejour, is 

arguing about race and racial identity through these circumstances? 

● What references are included to the political or cultural conditions of Haiti?  How might the 

politics of Haiti have influenced Sejour’s work? 

Southern History Project               42 

https://beta.prx.org/stories/143352


 

 

 

 

Jean-Jacques Dessalines 

Jean-Jacques Dessalines (c.1758-1806), 
born into slavery and scarred by whip 
lashings, joined a maroon colony and 
rose to prominence during the Haitian 
Revolution. In 1800 he dealt a decisive 
blow to Toussaint L'Ouverture's 
opponents in the South led by General 
André Rigaud, a proponent of 
revolutionary republicanism. Dessalines's 
victory over the republicans forced much 
of Rigaud's army and many of his civilian 
supporters into exile in France and Cuba. 
Eventually, a number of Rigaud's exiled 
troops migrated from Cuba to Louisiana, 
where they fought under Haitian émigré 
Captain Joseph Savary in the 1815 Battle 
of New Orleans. In Saint Domingue, 
Dessalines assumed leadership of the 
revolution after Toussaint's 1802 capture 
by the French army. The following year, 
he drove as many as thirty thousand 
refugees to Cuba alone. On January 1, 
1804, Dessalines declared the new 
nation's independence and adopted the 
original pre-Columbian Arawak name of 
Haiti, meaning "mountainous land." 

 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
Photographs and Prints Division 
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Alexandre Pétion 

Alexandre Pétion (1770-1818) was the son of a 
French colonist and a freeborn woman of color. 
During the Haitian Revolution, he fought 
alongside Toussaint L'Ouverture until 1799, 
when he joined Toussaint's republican 
opponents. When Toussaint defeated the 
republican forces, Pétion was exiled to France. 
He soon returned to Saint Domingue to help 
establish the independent Republic of Haiti in 
1804. When rival factions divided Haiti into two 
states in 1806, Pétion was elected president of 
the South's Haitian Republic and reelected 
president of Haiti until his death. In Louisiana in 
1816, Pétion assisted Haitian refugee Joseph 
Savary, a free black veteran of the French 
republican army, and his allies in their support 
of Mexican independence. Pétion, who actively 
supported Simon Bolivar, hero of South 
America's independence (he provided him with 
men, money, and ammunition), is considered 
one of the founders of Pan Americanism. 

 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Photographs 
and Prints Division 

 

 

Guiding Questions:  

1. What was the legacy of the Haitian Revolution through leaders like Jean-Jacques Dessalines and 
Alexandre Pétion?  

2. What does the Haitian Revolution reveal about the ability of ideas to cross borders? 
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WWNO’s original history podcast TriPod: New Orleans at 300 launches its third season with this special 

on the relationship between New Orleans and Haiti.  

 

We have excerpted parts 1, 2 and the epilogue. The full audio recording can be found at: 

http://wwno.org/post/haiti-new-orleans-feeling-mutual  

 

Part I Audio: 00:00 - 18:10 

Part III Audio: Minute 36:40 - 54:00 

Epilogue: 54:20 - 56:50 

 

Haiti & New Orleans: Is The Feeling Mutual?  

 
By LAINE KAPLAN-LEVENSON • OCT 27, 2017  
 
Credit: Tripod: New Orleans At 300 New Orleans Public Radio, The Historic New Orleans Collection, and 
the Midlo Center for New Orleans Studies at UNO. 
 

“The connection in New Orleans is all around you, right? It’s in the music, it’s in the food. It’s in the culture 

with the carnival. When people get married, when they are put to rest, and die. So, when New Orleans is 

celebrating its tricentennial, I think it’s only natural that Haiti play its proper role in that celebration. 

There’s no denying it, we’re kin. You can try to deny it, 

but you know, history will prove you otherwise.” 

 

This whole series is leading up to the tricentennial of 

New Orleans. 300 years — and definitely no shortage of 

material. But throughout the past two seasons of TriPod, 

one place kept coming up: Haiti. And the Haitian 

Revolution, which remains the only successful slave 

rebellion in the Americas. That Revolution lasted from 

1791 until 1804, and led to a mass migration from Haiti 

to New Orleans that shaped the city’s culture so 

intensely, a lot of people here in New Orleans still talk 

about that Haitian influence. A lot. Haiti remains an 

important part of the story New Orleans tells about 

itself. But on the flip side, is New Orleans part of the 

Haiti story? All of this made me wonder, Hey Haiti, is the 

feeling mutual? 

 

Barbara Trevigne is dressed in all white, from head wrap 

to sandals. Her immaculate outfit does not stop her 
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from lying face down on the ground of the St. Jude shrine at the edge of the French Quarter. Surrounding 

candles bathe her in light, as she whispers her prayers into the floor. 

As a ritual, Barbara always wears all white when she prays, and she loves to pray here. 

“Because of the candles, the saints up there, it feels right.” 

She has Haitian roots, and she wanted to meet at this church because it’s one of the spots in New Orleans 

where Barbara feels most connected to Haiti. She explains her family's migration from Haiti to New 

Orleans. 

“Mine escaped from Saint-Marc, and some went to Jamaica and some went to Cuba. And then they came 

to New Orleans.” 

Barbara says having this connection to Haiti helps her know who she is. “Who I am and what I do,” she 

says. 

There are a lot of people like Barbara in New Orleans, whose ancestors come from Haiti. But not 

everyone’s as into genealogical research like Barbara. So do other people in New Orleans know about this 

historical connection? Barbara says yes: 

“A lot has been written about it. I have written about it. People do talk about it. So we keep perpetuating 

it and saying it over and over again to get the word out that you are more Haitian here than anything 

because of the influx of Haitians that gave New Orleans its flavor and its culture. We’re more Haitian than 

anything.” 

By "we," Barbara means native New Orleanians. And then, as if it was a setup, Barbara turns to a woman 

sitting a few pews behind her, and asks, “You have ancestors from Haiti?” 

The woman replies that she does not, but has friends that do. “Do you know the Burns? Or the Dumas?” 

responds the woman. “Yeah!” said Barbara. Those families come from Haiti, the woman responds. Barbara 

smiles and says “Ha! Same tribe, Same tribe.” 

Barbara’s relatives leaving Haiti and making their way to New Orleans, is part of a larger migration of 

people fleeing Haiti during its revolution at the turn of the 19th century. The Haitian Revolution is the only 

successful rebellion by enslaved people in the Americas. And when it ended, and Haiti became 

independent, thousands of white, free black, and enslaved people — fled or were forced from the island. 

Most went to New Orleans and Cuba. Then, a few years later, those same Haitian refugees that went to 

Cuba were expelled from Cuba, so they also came to New Orleans. This was 1809, when 10,000 Haitians 

arrived, and doubled the population of the city. This is partly why so many New Orleans families today are 

people of Haitian descent. And why a creole culture, born from African and European ancestry, define 

both places, and bind them together. 

They’re these similarities in heritage and homelands, and there’s also the architecture, religion, music, 

dance, food, carnival, and vulnerability to natural disaster. For all these reasons, Barbara believes Haiti is 

part of her city’s identity, and says other New Orleanians do, too.  I’m not a native New Orleanian, but a 

lot of locals associate this connection with who they are as people. Even all these generations later. 

There’s this saying that New Orleans is "the northernmost point of the Caribbean," that basically comes 

from the city’s relationship with Haiti, and is one reason why New Orleans fancies itself part of the 

Caribbean, and Haiti, in particular, something of a sister city. But is 

New Orleans just fancying itself? Do Haitians think of New Orleans 

this way? Do they think of New Orleans at all? These two places 

were tied at the hip 200 years ago, But where does their 

relationship stand today? 
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This story is told in three parts: The history of the original connection between these two places, what 

happened over time, and what the future can hold. 

 

PART I: The One-Way Trip 

Andre Paultre belts his brains out behind the wheel of his forest green 4runner as it shakily bumps down a 

dirt road. Andre’s what’s called a fixer, he works with reporters when they travel to Haiti. We’re driving to 

a city called Jacmel, about three hours south of Port-au-Prince. 

 

Jacmel is right on the coast, and feels like a beach town, surrounded by lush, green mountains. It gets 

more tourists than Port-au-Prince these days, not only because there are beautiful beaches, but because 

Jacmel is known for its Carnival celebration. The city is famous for its paper maché Carnival masks that 

people collect year round, and no matter when you visit, you’ll find artists painting them as you walk 

through the streets. 

We arrive at our first stop, and meet our tour guide for the day, Jean-Elie Gilles. He’s an opera singer, a 

professor, and the author of many books about Jacmel. He leads us towards the Florita Hotel, where he 

orders a round of drinks. 

“The best rum sour is here in Jacmel, in Florita hotel,” Jean-Elie says. It’s the best rum sour in Haiti, 

because this guy has a secret of doing something, I don’t know what! But it is good.” 

That rum sour wasn’t the only reason Jean Elie brought us to the Florita Hotel. First of all, it’s beautiful — 

the exterior is painted a cream-colored brick, the doors sky blue. Slim columns support an iron-lace 

balcony off the second floor that have huge ferns with water dripping through the bottom of their planters 

down to the curb. Everything about it looks exactly like what you would find in the French Quarter. 

It’s not just the Florita Hotel. Most of Jacmel is built in the same colonial style seen in the French Quarter, 

the Treme, the Marigny, and all over New Orleans. Two story buildings with wrought iron railings stuffed 

with hanging ferns. Bright colored shotgun houses, creole cottages. It was like a spitting image. To literally 

see the connection through this architecture was almost dizzying. 

“This is what remains from that connection with Jacmel, and New Orleans, and Louisiana,” says Andre, 

meaning this is what remains of that connection. Which makes it seem like something happened to this 

connection, something’s changed. But when did this connection start in the first place? Where does this 

shared history begin? 

Let’s start with the Haitian Revolution, says Henry Robert-Jolibois, an 

architect and historian who lives in Pétion-Ville, a wealthy suburb 

about 20 minutes — or two hours — south of Port-au-Prince, 

depending on the traffic. Most people who can afford it, choose to live 

in Pétion-Ville over Port-au-Prince. Unlike most towns in 

 

Haiti, Pétion-Ville’s got sushi restaurants, yoga studios, iced coffee, and 

has its own private trash pickup service. It’s a stark contrast from 

Port-au-Prince, where poorer residents often get rid of their trash by 

burning it on the side of the road. This type of disparity is not new to 

the island. 

“Well, everybody wanted their freedom,” says Henry. Before Haiti was 

Haiti, it was a French colony called St. Domingue. Sugar and coffee 
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ruled, and made the colony wealthy, on the backs of thousands of enslaved Africans. By the 1760s, St. 

Domingue was the most profitable colony in the Americas. This prosperity came at the expense of brutal, 

often fatal labor in the fields. Large numbers of enslaved people fled the plantations for the mountains, 

where they established maroon colonies. And started planning a revolution. 

“The revolution started with the French Revolution,” Henry says. When the French Revolution began in 

1789, there was lots of division, to put it mildly. Some whites in St. Domingue opposed the Revolution in 

France, while others supported it in hopes of gaining the colony's independence. The free people of color, 

or gens de couleur, pressed for the equal rights that French Revolution seemed to promise. Then there 

were the enslaved and maroon 

populations — which by the way, 

outnumbered whites on the island 

10 to one — they saw this political 

crisis as an opportunity to strike for 

their freedom. Which led to The 

Boukman Eksperyans, what’s 

widely considered the start of the 

Haitian Revolution. This happened 

in 1791, when a vodou priest 

named Dutty Boukman led a 

religious ceremony to kick off the 

first successful slave rebellion in 

the northern part of the colony. 

 

“The revolutionaries, their idea was 

simple: at the end of it all, we will 

be able to better negotiate 

agreements, and freedom for all,” says Henry. “When finally we stopped fighting, the Haitians had won, 

and they had created one nation.” 

It was 1804. Thirteen years after the Boukman Eksperyans, the enslaved population liberated itself, and 

their victory remains the largest and most successful slave uprising in the Americas. This uprising shed the 

colonial name St. Domingue, and the new black nation was called Haiti. The name Haiti comes from the 

indigenous language of the Taíno people who were native to the island. It means "land of high 

mountains." So they ditch the French name, and all the French are like, we should probably go. 

“They went to Louisiana because it was another colony of France,” says Henry. “It was part of the French 

network.” 

Now, people had been fleeing Haiti over the course of 

this 13-year revolution to go live in other French 

colonies. Some went to Caribbean islands like 

Guadeloupe and Martinique, a lot went to Cuba, and 

many went to Louisiana. And it wasn’t just white people 

who fled — a lot of enslaved and free people of color 

went with white Haitians to New Orleans, either with 

their master, or to escape the violence and turmoil that 
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was happening on the island. When the revolution finally ends, Napoleon realizes he’s spread too thin. He 

decides to forget about Haiti, and double down on Europe. This led to the Louisiana Purchase. 

When you put the last battle of the Haitian Revolution and the signing of the Louisiana Purchase on a 

timeline, they happened just months apart in 1803. Now fast forward to 1809. Spain's at war with France 

— and all that bad blood seeps into the Caribbean. Cuba is a Spanish colony, but it's full of French emigres 

that left Haiti during the revolution. So during this war, Spain up and kicks out all the French. Which means 

that all the people who had fled to Cuba from Haiti need to leave again. Where do they know a guy? 

Louisiana.  

Jean Marie Theodat is a geographer who lives in a town also called Theodat. “A part of our society just 

went to reproduce itself there. Like a chemical process. A lot of slaves, a lot of masters, escaped from St. 

Domingue, went to Louisiana and created a creole culture.” 

 

Almost overnight, 10,000 people of Haitian 

descent, ⅓ white, ⅓ enslaved, and ⅓ free people of 

color arrived at the port of New Orleans, and 

straight up doubled the size of the city. And it 

shows, Jean Marie says, “I mean, when I listen to 

your music, and sometimes taste your cook — the 

dish, I think, this is ours!” 

This is how Jean Marie sees it: the St. Domingue 

colony didn’t disappear, parts of it just kind of 

picked up and started over again somewhere else. 

Which had a big impact on both economies. The 

Revolution devastated Haiti’s economy, leaving the 

new nation with almost nothing but burnt 

sugarcane fields. But when all these refugees, 

many of them planters, came to Louisiana, they 

started new plantations along the Mississippi river. The sugar industry exploded, and brought a lot of 

wealth to Louisiana, and New Orleans. This influx of Haitian refugees also came at an oddly convenient 

time to reshape the city. Even though New Orleans had been around for almost a century when they 

arrive, in a lot of ways the city was also a blank slate at that moment. The refugees pull up to this little 

frontier town that’s recovering from two massive fires that almost entirely wiped out New Orleans in the 

late 1700s. The first fire happened in 1788 and destroyed roughly 80 percent of the city. And then six years 

later another fire wiped out another 212 buildings. 

 

New Orleans was rebuilding itself, and at the same time had just become an American city. It was a prime 

time for all of these Haitians to come and develop this old and new town. This is the root of the 

connection between Haiti and New Orleans: These major migrations transformed the future of the city 

during such a pivotal time, influencing its culture in every aspect — food music, art, dance, language — but 

with all that was brought to New Orleans, was there a reciprocal influence happening back in the new 

country of Haiti? 
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Again, Jean Marie Theodat. “I mean, I personally, as a geographer, I know about it. I’ve heard and I’ve read 

about it. But still I think, that the average Haitian don’t know about that.” 

For him, it’s simple: “I look to Louisiana, it’s like another island, far away. It was a one-way trip.” 

 

…  

 

PART III: More Than A Feeling 

 

Gigi Dupuy was born in Haiti, but her family moved to the states when she was a kid. Now her kids are all 

grown up, and they live in New Orleans. They urged her to move here, and said she would feel at home. 

So, she did. 

“Leyla, my daughter called me, and she said, 'Mom, you 

need to move to New Orleans. It's so much like Haiti, 

you're gonna love it. There's corruption, there's potholes. 

It's just an incredible place,'" says Gigi. "Of course that's 

not what I love about Haiti but…” 

With a last name like Dupuy, a lot of people assume Gigi is 

from New Orleans. “But it took me a while to realize that,” 

she says. “Until I went to yoga class. The woman 

registering participants said to me, ‘What's your first 

name?’ And I said, 'well, I'm sure there's only one Dupuy,’ 

because there never was more than one Dupuy! And she 

said, ‘no, actually I have six.’ And I was like what?!” 

“You go into the phone book in New Orleans, and it’s like 

you’re looking in the phone book in Haiti,” says Vladimir 

Laborde, the Haitian businessman who went to High 

School in New Orleans, and then moved back to Haiti. “You 

find Labordes, you find Toussaints, you know. All those 

people have my family’s last name. 

When Gigi goes back to Haiti to visit her cousins, she talks 

about New Orleans. “I say it's very similar. The most 

similar.” 

No matter what’s happened to this relationship 

over time, New Orleans and Haiti still have so 

much in common. And it’s more than names, 

and colonial buildings. When I was there, I saw 

snoballs, the New Orleans version of shaved ice, 

I ordered to-go drinks, I weaved around huge 

potholes, I heard a brass band tuning up for a 

jazz funeral, I saw people cooking with mirliton, I 

saw a vodou ceremony, I read the names of 

businesses spelled out on hand painted signs, I 
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waded through flooded streets up to my knees after a fast and hard rain. I could go on. We’re a lot alike. 

The good, the bad, and the disastrous, says Valdimir Laborde. 

“Not only do we have historical and cultural ties, but we have a traumatic experience that almost wiped us 

out,” he says. 

New Orleans has Hurricane Katrina, which ravaged the city in 2005, and Haiti has its earthquake that hit in 

2010. The quake devastated most of the country, leveling cities and destroying major landmarks, that, as 

of 2017, are still piles of rubble. The degree of blight reminded me of some of the largest buildings in New 

Orleans that have been left virtually untouched since Katrina. Like Charity Hospital in the center of 

downtown. And, like in New Orleans, the aftermath of disaster isn’t just seen. It’s heard. 

 

Jean-Elie Gilles, the tour guide in Jacmel, gave us a long tour of his house that day, because he has a large 

collection of Haitian art and antique furniture he wanted to show off. He started talking to us about a 

coffee table in his living room. There must have been something about that table, because before we 

knew it, Jean-Elie was back in 2010. 

“I was living on the 6th floor and the house went down. I was inside. I was all the way living upstairs, and 

then I fell. And then I look up outside and I saw the house that was beside me, that was taller, didn’t exist 

anymore. That house became a pile of crap. And then pretty soon, the house just went down like that. It 

was like a pile of cards, you know? Like nothing,” he says. 

He went on, with no idea how long ago he had stopped at the top of his staircase, looking beyond all of us, 

past the house we were all standing in, at the house he lost. “Now I am telling you, I am swearing that I 
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could hear the sound of the earth crying. It’s worse than anything that you have ever heard. It’s like the 

sound of 10,000 women screaming from the womb. Oh it’s scary. I heard it, and I was not the only one! 

Very painful, painful. OK let’s go.” And then, just like that, he turned on his heels and flew down the stairs. 

This kind of time travel, this relived trauma, still happens in New Orleans, too.  “New Orleans went 

through Katrina, so they know a lot about disaster,” Vlad recalls. 

And they know what it’s like to see a city full of holes. When our driver Andre gave us a tour of 

Port-au-Prince, most of what he stopped to show us were things that used to be there. Things that aren’t 

there anymore. “And that's why after the quake we felt like we were lost. Because all the landmarks that 

we could use to indicate a place...like we say, 'near the Cathedral,' 'near the national palace,' most of them 

were gone. Same as after Katrina, I guess.” 

After the earthquake slammed Haiti in 2010, and again after Hurricane Matthew in 2014, people around 

the world asked themselves what their obligations are to this country. A country that, throughout history, 

has been cast aside, and treated as "other." Well, Vlad Laborde says, New Orleans knows what that’s like, 

too.

 

“New Orleans, Louisiana, often times feels apart from the rest of the United States. Haiti often times feels 

itself apart from the rest of the Caribbean,” says Laborde. 

After Katrina, people threw around the idea of not rebuilding the city, period. Like New Orleans was an 

expendable part of the United States. Or not part of it at all. The same way Haiti has been punished for its 

blackness, New Orleans was shunned, many say, for that same reason. Still, thousands of people did rush 
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in to try to help. Haiti and New Orleans have both been on the receiving end of countless recovery 

projects, and NGO missions. And both places have felt exploited, seeing too many of these fail, over and 

over again. This shared experience and the mutual understanding it creates might put Haiti and New 

Orleans in a position to work together. 

There’s a fear in Haiti that things are disappearing. Literally. Much of Haiti’s built environment is 

deteriorating. Whether it’s an earthquake that swiftly wipes huge landmarks off the map, or the slow 

crumbling of a 300-year-old shotgun house. Because New Orleans shares this distinct architecture, it 

knows how to restore — and preserve — Haiti’s historic buildings. John Williams runs Williams Architects 

in New Orleans. He’s done over 500 projects in the French Quarter and has also done a lot work in the 

Lower 9th Ward since Katrina. 
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“I didn't ever intend to go to Haiti,” he said. Nor did he want to. But after the earthquake, Vlad Laborde 

came a knocking. 

“Well he brought me two bottles of Barbancourt,” he said. (Barbancourt is Haitian rum.) “So it was over 

then, you know? And I said OK.” 

Since then, John’s been to Haiti more than 10 times, visiting cities devastated by earthquakes and 

hurricanes. 

“I know little teeny hardware 

details and woodwork details 

that I saw in Cap Haitian that 

are exactly copied in the 

French Quarter,” he says. 

"Which means, he knows how 

to repair those details." 
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This is crucial, says Pierre Chauvin. He’s the former minister of tourism in Haiti, and says architecture in 

New Orleans is a huge attraction for tourists. Those walking tours of the Garden District, they’re all about 

‘oohing and aahhing’ at old buildings. An artist named Paul Baruk knows this. “This is what I want Jacmel 

to look like. Nouvelle Orleans.” 

Paul runs one of the many Carnival themed 

art galleries in Jacmel. When I told Paul 

where I was visiting from, that’s when she 

said she wished Jacmel looked like New 

Orleans. Or, even more like it. 

“Because New Orleans looks like Jacmel, 

but Jacmel is not well taken care of. New 

Orleans is well taken care of, you see. And 

that would bring tourism. That would bring 

a new life for the people here. And it’s 

really what we need. Why don’t you send 

us some tourism?” She laughed too, but 

she was serious. Like she was egging us on 

to share the wealth. Which is an 
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interesting thought. Just because New Orleans can do this stuff, does that mean it should? 

Dennis Kelly, the American 

businessman who works part-time in 

Haiti. Says there’s no way New 

Orleans can be responsible for Haiti 

or Haiti responsible for New Orleans, 

“but what you can do is look at 

what's coming down the road and 

say what opportunities are there 

that I want to take advantage? So I 

would say that there are many 

opportunities for the city of New 

Orleans and the city of Jacmel, and 

others, to mutually benefit one 

another.” 

Vladimir Laborde is all about the 

mutual benefit, and says an obvious 

opportunity here, is Mardi Gras. 

“Imagine the Miami Herald, the 

Times Picayune, and The New York Times: ‘New Orleans and Jacmel, Haiti, Share Carnival 2018.’” 

 

He sees Mardi Gras as an overlapping tradition that could raise the big bucks to revitalize cities like Jacmel. 

And that these revenue streams will make communities more livable for Haitians, and more hospitable for 

tourists. But these are tricky words in New Orleans. There’s endless debate surrounding who’s actually 

benefitting from preservation and tourism efforts. There’s skepticism towards these projects; are they 

actually improving the quality of life for the New Orleanian, or the quality of experience for the visitor? 

These are some of the questions Haiti has to reckon with as it grows its tourism industry and preservation 

program. And both those things are important, not only for the economic boost, but that more existential 

fear of disappearing. 

Pierre Chauvin, the former minister of tourism, will never forget a conversation he once had with a 

European colleague. “He came to visit Haiti and after one week, we ask him how do you find the country? 

And he said ‘you know, I have come to realize that in Haiti, you are full of diamonds. The whole country is 

full of diamonds. But you know, diamonds are stones. They have to be polished. Yet in Haiti, you don't 

polish them at all.’ And he was talking about these old houses, and you know our nature, and everything 

else that we have...And certain things are really crumbling. And you cannot re-create them.” 

Haiti’s former prime minister Michèle Pierre Louis says it’s not just about tourism dollars, or physical 

structures. It’s about Haiti reclaiming its image. “It’s extremely important that little students, little pupils 

know that the country is not deductible to violence and misery and poverty. Because we don’t have just 

drug dealers and bad politicians! We have Haitians that are great, that are artists, that are creative, that 

live with dignity.” 

 

That’s the vision of Haiti that New Orleans chooses to see in itself. Which is fine, Michèle says, because it’s 

true. “The spirits of our two territories. There is a strong tie that has to do with what probably is the best 
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of my country’s culture.” 

It’s a reminder that so much of what 

we love about New Orleans, the 

culture we package to the outside 

world, and profit off of, a lot of that 

we got from Haiti. So what can New 

Orleans do in return? Michèle says 

stop looking backwards 200 years 

when you think of Haiti, and make 

some new memories. “That would be 

great! That a new generation creates 

a momentum for, I wouldn't say 

reconciliation, but creating a 

connection back! That’s a good 

utopia." 

When I got back to New Orleans, I 

took a walk in my own neighborhood 

in Midcity. It was a Sunday afternoon, 

and I saw a group of people standing around this now empty pedestal where a statue of Jefferson Davis 

once stood. The city removed this and three other confederate monuments in the spring of 2017. People 

took turns passing around a crappy PA system and climbing up onto the empty pedestal, sharing their 

visions of replacement statues. This is where I met Nic Aziz. “Looking forward I think we need to have 

monuments that reflect the true identity of the city. For me I think that identity is Haiti.” 

 

Nic is 26. His mom was born 

in Haiti, and he’s a first 

generation New Orleanian. 

“Many people do not realize 

all the contributions that 

Haiti has to this city. I think a 

lot of the issues that we see, 

whether it's violence or you 

know economic opportunity 

or whatever some of that is 

rooted in identity issues. And 

I think if you show people 

who they are and like where 

they come from, that can 

have an impact on where 

they go.” 

We’ve heard about folks not 

visiting Haiti. But Nic is one 

New Orleanian that did, back 
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in 2011. He was 20. “As soon as I got there I felt something like you just felt...it was one of the most 

unique feelings of my life.” 

But it became more than that. He met family members he had previously only known on Facebook. He 

played soccer and talked about Kobe Bryant with kids in the neighborhood he was staying in. He got made 

fun of for not speaking Kreyol...and that’s when Nic was like, yeah, you’re right, I wanna know Kreyol. “I 

had this very deep desire that like I want to find that side of myself more. Because like I said I don't speak 

Kreyol but like I have a Haitian mother and my grandfather is from Haiti but still at the same time I don't 

feel enough of that side of me.” 

In a lot of ways he embodies the utopia the former prime minister Michelle Pierre Louis talked about — 

the young generation returning to Haiti to dig further into their roots, and reignite an exchange. When Nic 

goes to Haiti and talks to Haitians about New Orleans, they learn how they’re tied to the States. That 

forms them, the way it forms him, Nic says. It’s about shaping his home. Both of his homes. 

 

“There should definitely be 

like, so much more cultural 

connecting going between 

two cities," says Nic. "Just 

creating that channel to 

share that knowledge will 

allow both places, you know, 

really seeing the sides of its 

identity that you know really 

doesn't see and know yet." 

That’s why he sees the New 

Orleans Tricentennial as a 

perfect opportunity to move 

beyond the warm and fuzzy 

feelings the city has for Haiti, 

and formally acknowledge it 

as a key part of the city’s 

identity, past and present. 

And he’s got an idea for a new monument to replace the white confederate statues. Nic envisions a 

sculpture that celebrates one of the most iconic and meaningful traditions that Haiti gave to New Orleans: 

people second lining. Second lining has roots in West Africa, but in Haiti it became a celebration called 

Rara. It came to New Orleans from Haiti during the migration following the Revolution. 

“Put a scene that people can obviously identify and resonate with because everybody in New Orleans 

knows a second second line, everybody loves second lining, that part of our culture," he says. "But then 

have a historical blurb by it that shows like, 'Oh wow, like I didn't know this came from Haiti. Wow.'” 
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Epilogue: Same Same, But Different 

 

A banjo player named Pierre Ronnel Antoine sits in a little coffee shop around the corner from his 

apartment in Cap Haitien, with floor to ceiling shuttered doors that open out onto the busy street. He talks 

about his life as a musician in Haiti, about Jazz, 

and why he chose the banjo. He plays one of 

his favorite songs, a children’s song called 

"Panama M Tombe." It’s based on the Haitian 

proverb that says: When one’s hat falls, 

trouble is coming. 

The song reminded me of a a classic New 

Orleans tune called "Iko Iko" about two Mardi 

Gras Indian tribes that have a confrontation in 

the street. I play him the version by the Dixie 

Cups to play for Ronnel. “It sounds like Haitian 

music,” he says and he starts humming along. 

“I thought it was a traditional Haitian song 

when I heard it. It’s the rhythm that does that. 

It’s almost the same music." 

It’s almost the same he says, not exactly, but 

almost.  
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Part III:  Haitian Immigration and the Construction of Racial 
Identities 
 

Part III Overview:  

In Part III, students will explore the construct of race and how culture is changed by immigration. Students 
will analyze the difference between Anglo and Caribbean conceptions of race, how Caribbean immigration 
transformed conceptions of race in the United States, and the perception of race across the globe.  

 

Part III Essential Questions: 

● To what extent is a host country transformed by migration?  Is this a temporary or lasting 

change? 

● How are migrants perceived by host countries?  To what extent is a person's identity and status 

changed by the crossing of borders? Is this a temporary or lasting change? 

● How is racial identity constructed?  How can the rules and politics governing our society 

determine our racial identities? 

 

Opening Discussion Questions:  

● Do you identify with a particular ethnic group?  Is this the same ethnic group with which your 
parents and grandparents identified?  

● What factors determine your race?  How does race differ from national identity? 
● See sociologist Angel Adams-Parham’s definition of racial systems, below.  Is there a racial 

system in the United States? If so, what are the formal and informal rules that shape this racial 
system? 
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Racial Palimpsest 

Angel Adams-Parham 

 

A racial system is a collection of formal and informal rules that order the ways color…and status are 
“read” from individuals’ bodies in a way that places them higher or lower in the social hierarchy which 
apportions resources and opportunities. In addition, a racial system provides formal or informal rules 
about how, if, and under what circumstances persons from different racial categories interact with 
each other. Finally, a racial system may fix these categories as flexible or firm. 
 
Adams-Parham, American Routes 
 

Angel Adams-Parham argues that “a racial palimpsest occurs when a preexisting racial system is almost               
fully eclipsed by a new racial system that comes into place as a population that lives according to a                   
different racial logic begins to numerically or administratively dominate a region. With any kind of               
palimpsest, traces of the original layer continue to be visible beneath what is superimposed on top.”  
 
Adams-Parham discusses her research on Haitian immigration to New Orleans, discussing, “The            
argument to be made for using Louisiana as a historical touchstone for thinking through current issues                
surrounding immigration, race, and cultural difference in the United States is bolstered when we              
consider what the immigration picture looks like today. Fifty-three percent of immigrants to the United               
States have come from Latin America and the Caribbean. In ways similar to what occurred in Louisiana’s                 
early nineteenth-century migrations, today’s immigrants come with racial and cultural understandings           
that are quite different from what is found in much of the United States. In addition, the earlier                  
Louisiana immigrants also tended to cluster in the large urban area of their time: New Orleans. We see a                   
similar kind of clustering among today’s immigrants. Recent immigrants tend to be concentrated in              
certain states: California has 25.8 percent of immigrants, Texas 14.2 percent, Florida 13 percent, and               
New York 10.2 percent. These are the states where the encounter between local and immigrant racial                
and cultural understandings is likely to be most intense. These issues are further intensified when we                
look at the city level. In Los Angeles 38.8 percent of all residents are foreign born and in Miami the figure                     
is 51.3 percent. Many of the immigrants in both areas are from Latin America or the Caribbean. The                  
numbers here sketch an immigration portrait that has many resonances with what occurred in late               
eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century Louisiana-in each case, a racial palimpsest emerged that           
reshaped racial categories, identities, and opportunities. 
 

Discussion Questions:  

● Why might the states with the largest immigrant communities be home to the most “intense”               

encounter between local and immigrant cultures? 

● How would you define the term "racial palimpsest" in your own words? 
● According to Adams-Parham’s argument, a racial palimpsest continues to emerge throughout           

the United States, reshaping race and racial identity. How has immigration influenced this racial              

palimpsest? 

● What impact might this racial palimpsest have on you?  On future generations?  
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Freedom Papers:  An Atlantic Odyssey in the Age of Emancipation 

By Rebecca Scott and Jean Hebrard 

 

Rosalie’s own journey may have occurred on a French or a British vessel; we have no way of learning its 
name.  But we do know that each ship’s departure from Saint-Louis carried multiple challenges for captain 
and crew, and multiple terrors for the captives-of coercion, or abandonment and being abandoned, or the 
mountainous line of waves, and of the risk of drowning…. 

L’Amite, for example, had left La Rochelle for Saint-Louis (referred to simply as Senegal) at the end of 
1786.  Arriving in Saint-Louis in January 1787, the captain took three months to acquire 224 captives.  The 
image of the loading is vivid: the captives were chained with “fers de menottes” (irons and shackles) and 
taken aboard one by one.  Brought on deck for food that evening, they were subjected to a show of force: 
“at the same time we fired 12 shots of flintlock and three of blunderbuss” so that the captives would know 
that in case of revolt “we can defend ourselves.”  L’Amite went south along the coast…to take on fifty-two 
more captives, and then set sail for Saint-Domingue on April 10, 1787. 

On May 4, the crew discovered that a plot was being organized among the captives…The focus of the 
revolt was the misery of being physically shackled, and the captives were said to be planning to threaten 
the crew with death if their irons were not removed.  Brought on deck one by one for punishment, the 
male captives eventually yielded up the name of a ringleader.  He, after further whipping, provided a 
narrative of the alleged plot, in which both women and children were implicated: 

He confessed to us that all of the women were to have seized the moment of dinnertime when the officers 
were below and rebelled, that is that they would arrange among themselves to kill all the whites from the 
quarterdeck, while the men were to battle with the sailors in the bow.  These women had consulted with 
the men through the children who worked in the kitchen, whom they exhorted to this task. 

Having heard this account, the captain reported, “We acted against the women as against the men.” 
Three weeks after this drama of plot and punishment, L’ Amitie arrived in Port-au-Prince, and the 206 
surviving captives were sold. 

Like the Amitie, the ship that carried Rosalie probably arrived first at Port-au-Prince, or at one of the other 
major ports in Saint-Domingue.  

Paper not only recorded crucial information for those engaged in commerce or formal study, it could in a 
quite different mode serve as the basis for a talisman or an amulet, something to provide protection in 
times of difficulty…The young woman who was soon to be called Rosalie may or may not have seen the 
documents that were exchanged between the captain of the ship and the trader who had held her in 
captivity prior to her sale at the warehouse or on the wharf in Saint-Louis.   The knowledge that writing 
confers power may nonetheless have accompanied her as she began her journey, leaving behind any claim 
to rights as a member of the Poulard nation, and heading toward a colonial society where she would be 
registered as property…  

The expanding economy of the region attracted not only agricultural colonists, but also those who saw 
potential in this urban economy.  Around 1775 a freeborn black woman called Marthe Guillaume made 
her way westward from Port-au-Prince to Jeremie.  Already the mother of four children (labeled enfants 
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naturels, because they were born outside of marriage), the thirty-five-year-old Marthe Guillaume began in 
Jeremie with a small investment in a storefront shop, to be paid off over several years.  From this base of 
operations she became a merchant, selling dry goods to city dwellers…She also acquired enslaved women, 
whom she sent out to sell goods in the street…By 1784 Marthe Guillaume had expanded from petty 
commerce into buying and selling slaves…This woman born of an enslaved African father and a free black 
mother was soon well on her way to a position of financial power in town. 

Among the agricultural pioneers in (Haiti) were white Creoles from elsewhere in the colony, alongside 
some French colonists.  The most prosperous among them brought capital, slaves, and pretensions to rural 
wealth and urban life…Others, like a down-on-his-luck French immigrant named Michale Vincent, arrived 
more or less empty-handed, hoping to find success in the frontier regions after failure elsewhere.  

No direct record of the first sale of Rosalie in Saint-Domingue seems to have survived, although there are 
some parallel sources concerning other young women from Senegambia who came to be held as slaves by 
free black residents of the town. 

Rosalie: Marriage and Manumission 

Michel was neither young nor prosperous, and Rosalie was an African-born woman.  There is no evidence 
that she was ever legally held as Michel’s slave.  Somewhere along the line, the paths of the French 
colonists on his way down the social ladder and the African woman on her way up had crossed, and 
someone had arranged for her to work for him.  

Two documentary fragments from 1795 seem to sketch some of the lines of Rosalie’s union with Michel. 
The first is a single sheet separated from the record book that it was meant to index.  (On it is) listed the 
baptisms (the church) had recorded during the year.  The names of two of those baptized jump off the 
page: Marie Louise and Jean Theodore.  It seems very likely that these are children born to Rosalie and 
Michel, and baptized in the nearest parish church.  

The second document is the manumission paper for Rosalie drawn up in December 1795 at the request of 
Marthe Guillaume, who had at some point resumed formal ownership of Rosalie, at least on paper…The 
notarized text expressed Marthe Guillaume’s desire to grant full liberty to Rosalie, and enjoined her to 
follow all the laws governing freedpeople in the colony.  

The Haitian Revolution:  Haiti to Cuba 

Within a matter of weeks after Rosalie’s own manumission document was signed, war reached the 
neighborhood of Les Abricots…For the refugees who fled the colony during this spring and summer, the 
question of status and condition-and particularly whether a person once free could again be made a 
slave-would open wide as they made their way toward the Spanish colony of Cuba.  Cuba had provided 
refuge in the past for exiles from the fighting in Saint-Domingue, but Spanish authorities there were now 
deeply suspicious of the revolutionary regimes of both France and its colony, and of the policies they had 
introduced. 

Would the “natural liberty” regained by those who had been enslaved in the French colony survive a 
change of jurisdiction?  If not, then for Rosalie, freedom might soon be paper thin, secured only by the 
inked document penned by Michel Vincent… 

For the moment…Rosalie retained her liberty in Santiago…But within days, Michel Vincent was dead…  
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The Spanish colonial government had initially offered the refugees in Cuba the possibility of swearing 
allegiance to the Spanish crown, and local authorities had been pleased with the rapid development of 
coffee plantations organized by émigré planters.  In the months that followed the receipt of the news of 
war with France, however, the combination of patriotism and opportunism swelled demonstrations of 
anti-French sentiment.  In April 1809, Spanish colonial authorities issued an order requiring the French to 
leave the island.  The refugees needed rapidly to liquidate any landed property they had acquired and to 
find money for passage out of Cuba.  Any claim of property in persons was now even more valuable, for 
such property could either be sold in a hurry, or taken on board ship and transported to some new land 
where the state would continue to recognize the rights of ownership in human beings. 

Cuba to Louisiana 

The most attractive destination was the nearby territory of Louisiana, with its substantial French-speaking 
population and expanding commitment to slavery.  There was one catch, however.  The United States 
Congress had declared the foreign slave trade to be illegal, and no captain could land enslaved persons in 
a U.S. port if they came from outside the United States, at risk of confiscation of his ship.  Both the 
departing French, and the U.S. consul in Santiago, seem nonetheless to have expected that exceptions 
would be made…  

Passenger lists were compiled with an eye to shaping future resolutions of ambiguities in status.  The 
slippery term criado could mean either servant or slave, and would serve to cover a multitude of 
relationships….The ships heading to New Orleans were the most conspicuous, and the scribe counted up 
their passengers.  The schooner Louisa, for example, headed for New Orleans carrying twenty-six men, 
twenty-eight women, six children, and seventy criados. 

When the Louisa reached Fort Plaquemine, at a bend in the Mississippi River en route from the Gulf to 
New Orleans, the territorial governor of Louisiana sent a message to the commanding officer of the fort. 
He instructed the commander to allow the ship to pass, but “to inform the Captain, that the Law does not 
permit the landing of the Negro’s.”  Those among the refugees who wished to be admitted as slaver 
owners, and who hoped that the criados accompanying-correctly-that there would be room for 
negotiation on this point. 

Rosalie herself did not board a ship destined for Louisiana.  She was an African woman, and the risk of 
re-enslavement in the slaveholding metropolis on the Mississippi would have been very great...But what 
about Rosalie’s daughter Elisabeth, now ten years old, free-born and designated a mulatress?  Elisabeth’s 
godmother, the widow Aubert, had also emigrated from Les Abricots to Santiago de Cuba, along with a 
Belgian carpenter named Lambert Detry.  Detry  had bought some land in Santiago, and the widow had 
acquired a slave or two.  The resulting household could presumably offer greater security than Rosalie’s, 
after the death of Michel.  Placing the young Elisabeth with her godmother could carry grave risks, 
however.  The lines between the roles of dependent, servant, and slave were blurred and malleable.  Once 
incorporated into a household as a criada, a young woman could find herself being sold as an esclava.  The 
widow Aubert, however, claimed to consider Elisabeth Dieudonne to be like a daughter to her.  Before 
leaving for Louisiana, the widow took custody of Elisabeth, who then accompanied her in the crossing. 

Haiti was the destination of choice for a small subset of the refugees, those seeking to live as citizens in a 
nation without slavery.  Eventually Rosalie would be among them. 
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Elisabeth:  Journey to New Orleans 

Rosalie’s daughter Elisabeth was still too young to maneuver on her own in the world of paper.  But in 
coming into the custody of her godmother and her godmother’s partner she could see the indispensability 
of being integrated into a household, even as a dependent.  The new crossing from Santiago to New 
Orleans, however, carried many of the same risks as the prior crossing from Saint-Domingue six years 
earlier.  There was no guarantee of a safe landing, and for men, women, and children of African descent, 
there was again the prospect of being declared to be persons who could be held there as property.  This 
next shift of jurisdictions would reopen questions of status and standing, as it brought Elisabeth and her 
fellow passengers to the wharves of a slaveholding city, capital of the newly acquired Territory of Orleans, 
in the United States of America…  

Haiti to New Orleans:  Carriers of Revolutionary Ideas 

It was clear that that the French refugees included not only white colonists, but people designated black 
or of color, some acknowledged as free, but others claimed as slaves by individuals presenting themselves 
as their owners.  Already in 1807 the first legislature of the Territory of Orleans, alarmed by the revolution 
that had taken place in Saint-Domingue, had envisioned that “serious inconveniences might arise, if 
measures were not take to prevent the introduction of people of color from Hispaniola, and from the 
French American islands.”  The legislature had therefore banned the settlement in Louisiana of all such 
newly arriving men of color, requiring that they post bond and leave the territory.  Free women of color 
and children were exempted, on the grounds that they “shall be supposed to have left the island above 
names, to fly from the horrors committed during its insurrection.”  In the next session, the legislature 
extended the ban to all arriving men of color of whatever origin, and provided explicitly for the 
enslavement of such individuals if they did not depart forthwith.  The problem of perceived political risk 
from the free was soon compounded by the inadmissibility of the enslaved.  As of January 1, 1808, federal 
law no longer permitted anyone to bring from outside of the United States “any negro, mulatto, or person 
of colour with intent to hold, sell, or dispose of such negro, mulatto, or person of colour, as a slave, or to 
be held to service or labour.”  The complex constitutional compromise on the international trade in 
captives had been superseded by a direct ban on the importation of bound laborers.  

Governor Claiborne’s early orders to the naval authorities along the river suggest something of his anxiety 
in regard to this law.  Informed that the schooner Nuestra Senora del Carmen had reached the fort at 
Plaquemine, he wrote to the commander: 

You will permit the Schooner…with the negro’s on board to pass the Fort; But you will inform the Captain 
that no salve must (until further orders) be landed on penalty of a forfeiture of the Vessel, and a heavy 
pecuniary fine.  

You will bring to at the Fort every Vessel with slaves on board coming from a foreign Port, and report the 
same to the Governor of the Territory; The propriety of permitting a Vessel with slaves to ascend, must 
depend upon the circumstances of each particular case. 

Governor Claiborne was trying to find some solution that would accommodate the recently enacted 
federal law as well as the long-standing preoccupation in Louisiana about “French Negroes” as dangerous 
carriers of revolutionary ideas.  Although Claiborne did not conceptualize the problem as one of 
determining the status of individuals, such determinations were implicit in the way that he referred 
interchangeably to “negroes” and to “slaves”.  Among the passengers on these ships were many black 
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men and women who had been legally free the moment that they left Saint-Domingue but then were 
claimed as slaves when they arrived in Cuba.  Added to their number were African and Creole men, 
women, and children purchased from slave traders or Cuban owners in Santiago.  Still others of the 
refugees had been free in Saint-Domingue and had maintained their freedom in Cuba but were now at risk 
of being categorized as slaves.  The possibility of such enslavement made freedom itself quite fragile. 

Elisabeth:  Free Woman of Color 

Elisabeth’s own status as free was the result of events in the 1790s in Saint-Domingue, specifically the 
emancipation of her mother Rosalie under the acts of the French National Convention and their 
enforcement by Toussaint Louverture and Andre Rigaud.  At the time of Elisabeth’s baptism, she was 
doubly freeborn, first because of her mother’s inscription as a negresse libre, and second because of the 
abolition of slavery in Saint-Domingue.  Could that status be reversed from free to slave in New Orleans? 
Would she need-and did she have-any proof of free birth that would hold up in a Louisiana court?...  

Elisabeth’s partner in marriage was a young man whose birthplace was variously given as Baltimore, 
Maryland, or Halifax, Nova Scotia.  Jacques Tinchant was designated a “natural child”-that is born to 
parents who were not married-and was categorized as a free person of color.  His father was apparently a 
French colonist from Saint-Domingue who had emigrated to Baltimore, taking with him at least one man 
whom he tried to claim as a slave….Jacques Tinchant’s mother (was) a refugee from Saint-Domingue.  At 
some point after giving birth…she made her way to New Orleans, where the notarial records designated 
her a free woman of color. 

Elisabeth and Jacques Tinchant:  Creole Community of New Orleans 

Since their earliest childhood, Jacques and Elisabeth had lived in an artisan and professional milieu 
centered on Saint-Domingue refugees, many of whom showed a strong commitment to literacy and to 
education.  Jacques’s stepfather Louis Duhart was a teacher, and Jacques himself signed his contracts with 
a confident hand.  Elisabeth’s writing was more hesitant, but she had achieved at least a basic literacy. 
The prospects for their own sons, however, were clouded by the hostile scrutiny imposed on the few 
schools that did accept children of color, combined with the lack of accessible higher education for such 
children in New Orleans.  Jacques and Elisabeth probably managed initially to adapt to the paucity of 
appropriate schools by arranging private instruction for their older boys…but there was a limit to this 
strategy.  

An additional discouragement may have been the prospect of more rigorous enforcement of the law 
requiring all free persons of color in New Orleans, except those born in the state, to register each year at 
the mayor’s office, providing evidence of their legal status as free and attestations of their reliability from 
some white person.  Jacques and Elisabeth, like many other relatively prosperous members of the 
community, had apparently declined to comply with this rule in the first years.  Jacques’ name appears in 
the city directory and on tax lists, but does not figure on this humiliating registry.  It was not clear, 
however, how long the privileges accorded to their modest wealth would hold.  The Louisiana legislature 
was heading down the path toward the demarcation of a single and stigmatizing color line, and nativist 
meetings calling for restrictions on the employment of slaves and free persons of color suggested that 
further constraints were likely to be on their way.  

New Orleans to France:  Free People of Color and Formal Citizenship 
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In the late 1830s, the couple began to consolidate their holdings and to prepare for another departure (to 
France)…There was an awkward transition to complete first, however.  Six years earlier the couple had 
manumitted the enslaved woman named Gertrude, who had served in the household of the widow Aubert 
when Elisabeth was growing up, and had been deeded over to Jacques and Elisabeth at the time of their 
marriage.  But they still held as a slave Gertrude’s daughter Marie Louise, who was now twenty-two years 
old.  Louisiana’s legislative restrictions on manumission made the freeing of a slave of this age 
cumbersome and difficult, and Jacques and Elisabeth seem never to have taken that initiative.  Instead, 
just weeks before leaving New Orleans, they went to the family notary and officially sold Marie Louise to 
her own mother. 

Jacques may have faced a difficult moment when he sought a passport for himself and his dependents, for 
his nationality remained quite unclear.  Probably born in Baltimore, this “natural son” of Saint-Domingue 
refugees would have had only a fragile claim to French nationality.  His claim to U.S. citizenship was even 
more tenuous.  Creole men of color like Jacques Tinchant were the builders of the city, but they could not 
count on rights or respect in return.  The slaveholding states rarely accorded formal citizenship to person 
designated as “mulattos” or “free men of color,” though some of the practical attributes of citizenship 
could on occasion be exercised…  

Years later, Jacques and Elisabeth Tinchant’s youngest son, Edouard, would denounce the injustices of the 
antebellum South and its “tyrannical aristocracy that forced our father to expatriate and which, ever since 
our earliest years, he has taught us to hate.”  Edouard averred that his father had left Louisiana for France 
“with the only object in view of raising his six sons in a country were no infamous laws or stupid prejudices 
could prevent them from becoming MEN.”  The implication was clear: as legal and social constraints closed 
in on Louisiana’s “free people of color” in the 1830s, his parents had felt themselves driven out.  

…(In France) questions of nationality and citizenship did not pose an obstacle to the achievement of the 
family’s immediate goals.  The boys could go to school.  The parents suffered no sharp civil disabilities. 
And when Jacques and Elisabeth recorded their land purchase, no stigmatizing label designated them as 
gens de couleur libres…  

Young Joseph TInchant (the eldest of the sons) had become accustomed to the full enjoyment of civic 
equality in France, in marked contrast to the deference that was required of free men of color back in New 
Orleans.  The abolition of the formal legal privileges associated with aristocracy and what was referred to 
as “caste,” one of the accomplishments of the French Republic, was still respected under the 
constitutional monarchy.  Class differentiations remained sharp and visible, but were now often 
determined by fortune rather than by birth…  

In late 1948, Joseph booked passage out of Bordeaux on the Mount Washington, sailing for New Orleans. 
He was twenty-one years old, he carried one trunk, and he traveled in steerage.  No color term 
accompanied his name on the passenger list filled out by the captain at their port of departure in France. 
A year or so after the ship landed, however, the census-taker in New Orleans would inscribe Joseph 
Tinchant in his brother’s household in the fourth ward of the third municipality of New Orleans, and place 
next to the name the letter M for mulatto…  

Return to New Orleans:  Hommes de Couleur Libres 

(Brothers Louis and Joseph Tinchant) needed a business to open to those of modest means, but with the 
prospect of profit…By the early 1850’s…(they) began to be listed as “segar makers.”  Much of the tobacco 
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exported from the United States passed through the port of New Orleans, and cigar-making skills were 
common among the free and enslaved populations of color in the city…The increasing constraints 
imposed by Louisiana’s laws on free people of color were both galling and humiliating, but they did not 
prevent the Tinchants from engaging in commercial activities.  The city’s notaries happily officiated at 
sales, contracts, loans, and mortgages-though they generally recorded the brothers’ designation as 
hommes de couleur libres alongside the details of each transaction.  

Louis and Joseph were…able to expand their operation to a warehouse at 15 New Levee Street in New 
Orleans and to purchase…a single forty-five-year-old enslaved cigar marker name Martin Mitchel. 
Because Martin Mitchel survived his years as a slave, we catch a more detailed glimpse of him in later 
records.  He was a black man, born in North Carolina.  After the Civil War, he lived as part of an extended 
household that included another cigar maker, as well as a woman named Nancy Mitchel (perhaps a 
sister?), also from North Carolina, who by 1870 was listed as “blind”.  Both had almost certainly been 
victims of the massive domestic slave trade that had moved men, women, and children out of the upper 
South and into the expanding economy of the Southwest…  

The Civil War:  Citizenship for Free People of Color 

Free persons of color in New Orleans were now facing renewed legal assaults on their autonomy.  They 
nonetheless maintained a very substantial network of institutions, including the Societe Catholique pour 
l’Instruction des Orphelins dans l’Indigence, which administered a school for free children of color.  The 
board of this society was an important point of associational activity, and Joseph Tinchant joined in, 
making himself useful through his ties to Belgian purveyors of French-language school supplies.  He was 
soon named treasurer. 

As the year 1860 came to a close, however, it became apparent that all of this might come crashing down 
as a result of the rapidly accelerating sectional crisis in the United States.  The most aggressive of the 
slaveholding states began to secede following the November election of Abraham Lincoln, and as the 
momentum of disunion grew, Louisiana’s voters (all of them by definition white) elected a secession 
convention.  The state left the Union on January 26, 1861. 

Like other relatively prosperous men of color in New Orleans, Joseph Tinchant was now in a very delicate 
position.  His colleague Armand Lanusse of the Society Catholique chose the path of ostentatious loyalty to 
the Confederacy, welcoming the formation of a Confederate militia of men of color, which then paraded in 
front of the school that Lanusse directed.  Although Joseph himself had for a time help a part-interest in an 
enslaved cigar maker, his political sympathies lay with the Union, and he seems to have been willing to 
bide his time.  The younger TInchant brothers, Jules and Pierre, by contrast, did not wait to see what war 
might bring, and left to try their luck across the Gulf of Mexico to Veracruz. 

(The youngest Tinchant brother) Edouard Tinchant, age twenty, arrived in the Confederate metropolis of 
trace and slavery in the spring of 1862 and walked into the midst of the Civil War…In later letters home, 
Edouard portrayed this as a moment of great political tension in Louisiana, in which he was obliged to 
conceal his own abolitionism from Confederate sympathizers who frequented Joseph’s cigar store.  In 
April 1862 the Confederate city fell to the Union forces of Flag Officer David C. Farragut, giving control of 
the outlet of the Mississippi to the Union.  Activist men and women of color could now step onto the 
public stage, though they would quickly be challenged there by conservative Unionists, and reviled by 
pro-Confederates.  The questions of race, respect, and standing that had troubled the generation of 
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Edouard and Joseph’s parents came again to the fore-but now with the prospect that Union occupation 
might help to change the ground rules…  

Edouard’s older brother Joseph Tinchant was becoming highly visible as a spokesman for radical Creole 
men of color of the city.  Jean-Charles Houzeau, a Belgian émigré who worked as a journalist in New 
Orleans, described such political commitments as the logical result of the experience of Joseph Tinchant 
and others with civil equality in Europe.  The contrast between equality in France and inequality in 
Louisiana, Houzeau argued, made such men impatient with the burdens of Louisiana’s racial 
discrimination.  Invoking a favorite metaphor of the radicals, on that likened their spokesmen to the 
eloquent popular representatives of the Roman Republic, Houzeau wrote that Joseph Tinchant “had the 
fire of a tribune.” 

Joseph Tinchant-born in the city and well known to his neighbors-quickly took on an important role in 
mobilizing military support for the Union, closing down his cigar store to devote himself to the task of 
recruitment.  The eloquence of which Houzeau later spoke was visible in a meeting held at Economy Hall 
in late June 1863.  Nelson Fouche, who a few years earlier had organized the emigration of free men of 
color from New Orleans to Mexico, had convened a mass meeting drawing together a larger roster of 
activists including Paul Trevigne, of the “African Unit” of the Loyal National League, and Joseph TInchant, 
along with honored veterans of the companies fo men of color who had fought under Andrew Jackson in 
1815.  The key agenda item was a declaration of desire of men of color to serve under arms to defend the 
Union and the city…To rouse his listeners to action, he shifted the metaphor to one of renewal and 
flourishing, and then back again to family: Patriotism wilted by slavery could revive in the sunlight of 
liberty.  The Code Noir, the lash, the stocks would never return.  Would men of color now leave 
themselves open to the charge of cowardice?  Would they have the world believe that their race was 
destined to be servile?  (“No!  No! from the crowd.)  If it were true that honor was a man’s greatest good, 
they could now leave to their children the knowledge that their fathers, though they might perish, had 
chosen death rather than infamy and dishonor…  

Creole Community of New Orleans:  Civic and Cultural Life 

The newspaper L’Union, established and funded by the Creole doctor Louis Charles Roudanez, and edited 
by Paul Trevigne, offered a tempting platform.  The paper published literary and political essays in addition 
to news, and managed to number among its contributors both strong Unionists and former Confederates, 
including Armand Lanusse, who was a poet as well as a school principal. 

The essay that would provoke Edouard Tinchant’s entry into the world of politics…was on in which Arman 
Lanusse championed the cause of Emperor Maximilian, who had arrived in Mexico in June 1864, to be 
declared head of state of Mexico under French auspices.  Lanusse wrote to praise the French intervention 
and urge his fellow francophone men of color to migrate to Mexico.  In doing so, Lanusse was endorsing 
an option that had long been apparent to free people of color in New Orleans.  Already in 1857 a group of 
free persons of color from Louisiana had proposed to establish a colony they called Eureka, on the Gulf 
Coast of Mexico…Drawn by the pro-immigration policies of the Liberal regime…the settlers had been 
schedule to acquire land and Mexican citizenship.  The enterprise was ultimately unsuccessful, but 
Mexico’s antislavery reputation and open land continued to be a draw. 

For Edouard Tinchant, however, the political call to emigrate to Mexico ran precisely contrary to what it 
had meant for him to choose citizenship in the United States-the burst of enthusiasm in 1863 that had 
caused him to relinquish his claim to French nationality by joining the Union army.  The United States was 
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not in any literary sense Edouard’s patrie; he had been born and lived for twenty of his twenty-three years 
in France.  But he was now convinced that in order to end slavery once and for all, men of color had to 
remain in Louisiana to stand and fight for the Union.  And so in July of 1864 he took up his pen to 
denounce the idea of expatriating to Mexico, and to challenge the eloquent and accomplished Armand 
Lanusse.  He would do so in the pages of L’Union and its successor, the bilingual Tribune, sophisticated 
radical newspapers read as far away as Washington, D.C….The flag of the United States should be 
respected, Tinchant wrote, as the one under which the chains of “thousands of our brothers of African 
descent” had been broken…  

Reconstruction and the Racial Order 

As the Union forces moved toward victory, a radical cross-racial Republican coalition in favor of universal 
manhood suffrage independent of color was emerging in New Orleans to rival the hesitant white 
Unionists, and to challenge unreconstructed Confederates.  After the assassination of President Lincoln 
and the Confederate surrender, however, all was uncertain.  Louisiana itself offered a preview of the 
struggles over the path of a postwar South.  No one knew what President Andrew Johnson would insist 
upon, or what rearguard actions he more conservative Unionists might manage.  Would the end of slavery 
carry with it full civil and political rights for those who had been enslaved and those who had been classed 
as free men of color, or would conservatives succeed in minimizing the challenge to the racial order?...  

In the fall of 1867, as the Reconstruction Acts began to reconfigure Louisiana politics in a radical direction, 
Edouard Tinchant became principal of a school in Faubourg Treme…The school, which served some 250 
boys, opened its doors in early September 1867, charging no tuition-and paying no salaries to its three 
teachers.  Tinchant’s equal-rights convictions were on display in his replies to questions posed by the 
conservative Orleans Parish School Board, which was surveying opinion among the teachers in the schools 
for children of color.  The board hoped to persuade the teachers to cooperate with racial segregation in 
return for financial support.  When they reached the school located at No. 280 St. Claude, between 
Ursulines and Bayou Road, however, the principal Edouard Tinchant replied categorically that he was in 
favor of “mixed schools.” 

The school board’s efforts reflected the apprehension of conservative Unionists about the possibility that 
the new constitutional convention that was soon to be seated, following elections carried out under 
military authority, might in fact mandate integrated education.  The board hoped that by recruiting those 
who were teaching in schools for freed children to the project of separate public schools they might 
deflect the delegates from such an initiative.  But they misjudged the depth of the commitment of men 
like Edouard Tinchant to the full range of what would soon be called equal “public rights”. 

As a man of mixed ancestry, whose parents had been labeled free persons of color, TInchant had already 
some years earlier identified himself in the pages of the Tribune as a “member of the population of color 
and a son of Africa.”  

When the moment came to elect delegates to the new constitutional convention, this time through 
elections carried out with universal manhood suffrage, Edouard Tinchant presented his candidacy on the 
Republican ticket to represent the Sixth Ward of New Orleans…When the ballots were counted, 
Louisiana’s electors were found to have endorsed a remarkable group of Republicans, most of them 
radical and half of them men of color.  Edouard Tinchant would now serve in the body convened to draft a 
constitution which with the state of Louisiana could reenter the Union…Over the next weeks, along with 
other members of the coalition of long-free men of color, northern and local white Unionists, and former 
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slaves, Tinchant pushed to put strong equal-rights language into the state’s new bill of rights.  The text 
that they hammered out called for all citizens of the state to enjoy the same “civil, political, and public 
rights.”…When they had finished, the delegates had produced one of the most radical state constitutions 
in the post-Civil War period…  

In 1877, power at the national level was shifting…The Hayes-Tilden compromise put a Republican in the 
presidency but created the conditions that allowed Democrats to dominate local offices in the South. 
Indeed, the compromise promised to undercut federal authority in the region. A new era of what Edouard 
Tinchant would later characterize as “infamous laws and stupid prejudices” lay ahead. 

The collapse of Reconstruction apparently forced Edouard to address the question of whether the United 
States was in fact the country whose citizen he wished to be.  As Armand Lanusse had pointed out acidly 
over a decade earlier, Edouard kept his French citizenship papers tucked away in a drawer…He knew from 
his family’s  long history that there would be other places. 

When (his youngest child) was just a few months old, Edouard took out a passport for the family in New 
Orleans, signing the line that declared him to be “a loyal native citizen of the United States.”…They 
boarded the ship for Europe (settling in Antwerp, Belgium, where Edouard’s parents Jacques and Elisabeth 
Tinchant lived).  

Various Forms of Citizenship 

Many of the captives who had accompanied their grandmother Rosalie through the Middle Passage, and 
many of the neighbors of their parents Elisabeth Vincent and Jacques Tinchant in New Orleans, had lived 
and died as slaves, achieving neither freedom nor security for themselves or their children.  

Across three generations, as they faced the direct constraints of law and racial prejudice, the descendants 
of Rosalie benefited from good fortune, but also from their own ingenuity.  At times they joined in 
warfare, at other times they fled.  Sometimes they displayed, at other times they left hidden, the papers 
they had brought into being to attest to status or birthright.  They spoke out or kept their own counsel in 
moments of political debate.  They claimed various forms of citizenship and nationality in France, the 
United States, Mexico, Belgium, and perhaps Haiti… 

Rosalie and Elisabeth had long known that a piece of paper could turn a human being into a person with a 
price, and that other pieces of paper could restore freedom and standing.  Life involves much more than 
notarized papers, however.  There were also the rituals and reciprocities that embodied kinship and the 
recollection of absent kin.  Ten months after profferring the copy of her own baptismal record to the 
notary, Elisabeth Vincent gave birth to another boy.  She and Jacques chose to name the baby Juste. 

The choice of the name was significant.  The couple had named their first son Louis, after Jacques’ 
stepfather Louis Duhart.  Their second son was Joseph, the name of Jacques’ biological father.  A third son 
was Pierre, the name of Jacques’ half-brother Pierre Duhart.  Now for the fourth child they chose the 
name Juste, invoking Rosalie’s eldest son, the brother whom Elisabeth had apparently never seen again 
after the chaotic evacuation of (Haiti) in 1803.  The baby would thus have the name of a maternal uncle, 
one who was perhaps now living in Haiti, or perhaps lost during the flight to Cuba.  The family was again 
reworking memory to create a thread of continuity with kin who had come to rest elsewhere in their 
Atlantic world. 
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And so, on October 8, 1836, Jacques and Elisabeth took the baby Juste to be baptized in the Cathedral of 
Saint Louis.  It is often thought that free persons of color in Louisiana invariably labored to distance 
themselves from slavery, from Africa, and from blackness.  But on that day the woman whom Jacques and 
Elisabeth asked to stand as godmother at the baptismal font in New Orleans was someone who had once 
been enslaved, had been born in Africa, and was entered into colonial records as a negresse.  The priest 
inscribed her name on the baptismal register:  Rosalie Vincent. 

Across multiple generations, members of this family had taken the unavoidable stigmatizing labels 
negresse…or “man of color” and brought into being paper that could surround those words with other 
signs of continuity and recognition…At the same time, as they pulled away from the stigmas and 
stereotypes attributed to African ancestry in general, they drew on their specific ancestry, repeating an 
uncle’s or an aunt’s name from generation to generation, naming Haiti as a birthplace, and, in the case of 
Edouard at his moment of political prominence, declaring himself to be a “son of Africa.” 
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Activity: Mapping the Atlantic World 

Directions: Use the information from Freedom Papers to complete the map, following the steps 
below. Use different colors to shade relevant sections of the map.  Use the box labeled “key” to 
explain which parts of the story different colors and symbols represent. 

 

1. What is Rosalie’s migration route? 

Choose a color and shade in Rosalie on the map key. Then, find Rosalie’s birthplace on the 

map and shade it in. Use this same color to draw arrows showing her migration route, 

including all the locations she lived.  

 

2. What is Michel’s migration route?  

Choose a color and shade in Michel Vincent on the map key. Then, find Michel’s birthplace 

on the map and shade it in. Use this same color to draw arrows showing his migration 

route, including all the locations she lived.  

 

3. What is Elizabeth’s migration route?  

Choose a color and shade in Elizabeth on the map key. Then, find Elizabeth’s birthplace on 

the map and shade it in. Use this same color to draw arrows showing her migration route, 

including all the locations she lived.  

 

4. What migration routes do Rosalie’s grandchildren follow?  

Choose a color and shade in Grandchildren on the map key. Even though not all of 

Rosalie’s grandchildren followed the same route, mark the different ways in which the 

people in this generation migrated. 

 

5. How do different geographies affect Rosalie and her family?  

Choose at least two other aspects of the story to visually represent on your map, such as 

the reasons different people left his or her home country or a challenge that this person 

faced and how he/she responded. Be creative! 

 

For example, you may decide to: 

● mark significant events with symbols. 

● use symbols and a short written descriptions to address reasons why they left home. 

● explain racial classification in different parts of the globe.  

● include drawings to explain what different people contributed to different locations.  

● add a “zoom-in box” to focus on a particular event that you wish to highlight. 
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Name: __________________________________ 

 

Freedom Papers: One Family’s Journey 
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Freedom Papers: Timeline  
Objective: Create a timeline that highlights the world events that impacted Rosalie and her family.  

Directions: Use the timeline below to document the world events and life experiences of Rosalie and her 
family. Going through the story, add world events to the top of the timeline, and experiences of Rosalie 
and her family below.  
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Map and Timeline Synthesis 

After examining both the map and the timeline, answer the following prompts:  

1. Identify and explain the impact of three major events that shaped the lives of people of Haitian 
descent between the 1700s and the present.  

2. Identify and explain three ways in which people of Haitian descent contributed to the social, 
economic, and civic landscape of New Orleans.  

3. Explore how racial classifications changed over time and shaped the social, economic, and civic 
contribution of Rosalie’s descendents to New Orleans. 

 

Freedom Papers: Response Questions 

1. How did the racial binary of post-reconstruction era affect people in New Orleans who had 

identified as Creole for at least one generation? 
2. How do racial identifications change as people cross borders? What factors influenced the racial 

categories used across time and space? 
3. How did racial classification impact the social, economic, and civic contribution of Rosalie’s 

descendents to New Orleans? 
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The Foreign French 

By Paul F. LaChance 

Located in the western part of the island of Hispaniola, Saint Domingue was the richest and most 
populated French colony in the eighteenth century. Between 1791 and 1804, black revolutionaries won 
control of the colony and renamed it Haiti. It became the first independent nation of former slaves in the 
Americas. The majority of the refugees from the Haitian Revolution in the 1790s went to the United 
States. The most spectacular exodus occurred on June 23, 1793, when ten thousand civilians and soldiers, 
literally pushed into the sea by slave rebels descending from the hills on Cap Francais, sailed on three 
hundred ships for Baltimore, Norfolk, and other ports on the Atlantic seaboard. In the summer of 1798, 
Jamaica received a large contingent of refugees. Two thousand French collaborators retreated with the 
British expeditionary force that had occupied more than one-third of the colony at their invitation since 
1793. The last and largest of the mass departures took place in 1803. With the defeat of the army sent by 
Napoleon to restore French authority, practically all the remaining whites, many free persons of color, and 
some slaves, altogether thirty thousand individuals, fled to neighboring Cuba. 

Many refugees from Saint Domingue subsequently settled in New Orleans. During the 1790s individual 
refugees filtered into Spanish Louisiana from the East Coast of the United States.  

The last and largest wave of Saint Domingue refugees reached New Orleans in 1809. When Cuba deported 
many of the French colonials who had settled there six years earlier, Louisiana was the preferred 
destination of those leaving (the island). According to a special report made by the mayor of New Orleans, 
9,059 Saint Domingue refugees from Cuba arrived between May, 1809, and January, 1810. Additional 
arrivals in the first months of 1810 pushed the total to more than 10,000…All three castes were well 
represented by the influx of 1809: 2,731 whites, 3,102 free persons of color, and 3,226 slaves. 
 
The Courrier de la Louisiana, sympathetic to the plight of the white refugees, characterized them as “for 
the most part rich planters driven from their property in Saint Domingue by a bloody revolution, who 
carried to Cuba the debris of their fortune, their industry, and their activity”… Obliged “to search again a 
friendly shore where they might finally rest,” they were said to be attracted to Louisiana by its language, 
climate, and type of agriculture.  The newspaper called the slaves accompanying the refugees “faithful 
servants who preferred all the horrors of exile and poverty to the idea of separation from their masters.” 
 

 

Antebellum New Orleans:  The Three-Caste Racial System 

Angel Adams-Parham, American Routes 

Antebellum New Orleans struck contemporaries and continues to strike historians as sui generis  in the ethnic 
composition of its population.  It had a full-fledged three-caste racial system: whites, free persons of color, and 
slaves. 

But even as the St. Domingue refugees influenced the structure of race and cultural practice in Louisiana, 
they were also pressed…into the mold of Anglo-American racial custom over the course of a long and 
tumultuous nineteenth century.  White refugees would experience a clash of racial interpretations that 
would leave them defending their whiteness before Anglo-Americans who viewed with suspicion St. 
Domingue refugees’ greater willingness to publicly acknowledge their relationships and liaisons with 
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people of color.  Free people of color found that they, in turn, would have to fight valiantly to preserve the 
freedoms they had worked so hard to have in St. Domingue.  Some did this by emphasizing their 
distinctiveness from enslaved black Americans, whereas others insisted on the essential dignity and 
equality of all people of African descent.  And finally, enslaved blacks were feared and regarded with great 
suspicion because of their ties to revolutionary St. Domingue.  But by the end of the nineteenth century, 
formerly enslaved persons descended from Anglo-Americans, and people of color who had long been free 
were now all equally subject to legalized segregation as “negroes” or blacks. 

Slavery was practiced throughout the Americas, in the United States as well as the Caribbean and Latin 
American.  Yet Adams-Parham argues that the Anglo-American racial system in the United States differs 
from the Latin American/Caribbean system.  

 

 Latin/Caribbean Racial System Anglo-American Racial 
System (United States) 

Whiteness is 
generally 
determined 
by… 

Appearance, with some nonwhite mixture and ambiguity 
allowed 

Ancestry, with “purity” 
or nonmixture 
emphasized and low 
tolerance for ambiguity. 

African 
ancestry is 
categorized 
according 
to… 

A tripartite or continuum system of multiple categories 
depending upon the ways African ancestry is expressed in 
phenotype, facial features, hair, and to some degree status. 
According to this system, many people of African descent 
are not categorized as ”black.” 

A binary logic-any 
amount of apparent 
African ancestry makes 
on black and not white 

 

Guiding Questions: 

● What does LaChance mean when he says that “all three castes” were represented in the group of 
immigrants who arrived in 1809?  What does he mean by the term “caste”? 

● According to Adams-Parham, how did the Anglo racial system impact the racial identification of 
Haitian immigrants of color?  How were their racial identities affected through their immigration? 

● How did the background of the refugees affect the way in which they were perceived by their host 
country?  Were all refugees treated equally? 
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Document Analysis: Haitian Conceptions of Race and Ethnicity 

 

Document 1 

The revolution in St. Domingue would upend the colony’s social order and scatter many of its residents                 

across the Americas. The refugees who fled the revolution were forced to leave much of their property                 

behind in order to rebuild their lives. But while they left land and material belongings in St. Domingue,                  

what they brought with them in social practice, cultural expression, and political experience would make               

an indelible mark on Louisiana. First-generation refugees and their descendants from each of the three               

major social categories-whites, free people of color, and enslaved blacks-made distinctive impacts on the              

newly American territory. James Pitot, a white St. Dominguan, would become the first mayor of the                

newly incorporated city of New Orleans, serving from 1804-1805. Louis Charles Roudanez, a free man of                

color born in Louisiana of a St. Domingue refugee mother, ran a radical newspaper demanding the rights                 

of full citizenship for people of African descent. And as for the enslaved who accompanied their owners,                 

many in the Louisiana Territory feared they would incite rebellion and revolution in their new home-they                

had brought one colony to its knees and it seemed reasonable to think they might do so again in a new                     

country. 

American Routes: Racial Palimpsests and the Transformation of Race 

Angel Adams-Parham 

 

Document 2 

St. Domingue Refugee Impact in New Orleans 
 Whites Free People of 

Color 
Enslaved People Total 

Orleans Parish, 
1806 

6,311 2,312 8,378 17,001  

Refugees, 1809 2,731 3,102 3,226 9.059 
Orleans Parish, 
1810 

8,001 5,727 10,824 24,552 

Source: American Routes, Angel Adams-Parham 
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Document 3 

I think most people associate race with biology and ethnicity with culture. It's important to stress the 
culture and language part of it. Ethnicity isn't just a question of affiliation; it's also a question of choice. It's 
also a question of group membership. And it's usually associated with a geographic region. It's also often 
confused or conflated with nationality, but that's not the same thing. Today people identify with ethnicity 
positively because they see themselves as being part of that group. People can't just simply say, "Well, I 
want to become a member of that race." You either are or are not a member of that race. Whereas, if you 
wanted to look at ethnicity based on culture, you could learn a language, you can learn customs - there 
are things that you can learn so that you could belong to that group. 

John Cheng 

Source:  PBS, Race-The Power of an Illusion 

 

Guiding Questions: 

1. What overall impact did the St. Domingue refugees have on the overall population of New 
Orleans? 

2. Which demographic groups were most impacted? 
3. How might the arrival of St. Domingue refugees have been perceived by the white population of 

New Orleans?  The enslaved population?  Free people of color?  Why might different groups have 

had different perceptions of the arrival of refugees?  
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Race In A Genetic World (Excerpt) 

Harvard Magazine 
May-June 2008 
 
“I am an African American,” says Duana Fullwiley, “but in parts of Africa, I am white.” To do fieldwork as a 
medical anthropologist in Senegal, she says, “I take a plane to France, a seven- to eight-hour ride. My race 
changes as I cross the Atlantic. There, I say, ‘Je suis noire,’ and they say, ‘Oh, okay—métisse—you are 
mixed.’ Then I fly another six to seven hours to Senegal, and I am white. In the space of a day, I can change 
from African American, to métisse, to tubaab [Wolof for “white/European”]. This is not a joke, or 
something to laugh at, or to take lightly. It is the kind of social recognition that even two-year-olds who 
can barely speak understand. ‘Tubaab,’ they say when they greet me.” 

Is race, then, purely a social construct? The fact that racial categories change from one society to another 
might suggest it is.  

In fact, “There is no genetic basis for race,” says Fullwiley. 

Last October, Fullwiley and colleagues from 14 academic institutions around the country articulated some 
of their concerns about ancestry testing in Science magazine. More than half a million people have paid 
between $100 and $900 for such tests. 

The Journey of Man 

Geneticist Spencer Wells has created the Genographic Project, a human family tree that traces “the 
journey of man” from a homeland in Africa. The project has used linguistic and genetic studies to guide its 
sampling of indigenous populations from around the globe—many of them isolated and remote—and now 
has the world’s largest and most representative anthropological database of human DNA. 

At Harvard, a Pakistani-American student whose family had always told her they were originally from an 
area near the Arabian Sea had this confirmed by her DNA result. “Your family was part of the first 
migration out of Africa,” noted Wells. “You share that with the Australian aborigines.” An 
African-American student with ancestors from East Africa carried a genetic signature characteristic of that 
region. But an Asian-American student was surprised to find that she carried almost the same genetic 
markers as a Mexican-American student. Wells explained, “There is only one change, but you are fairly 
different because your lines diverged a long time ago. Still, you are part of the same branch of the tree”: 
the Native Americans who populated the Western Hemisphere originally came from Asia. 

The Genographic Project aims to tell people “where their ancestors were living as indigenous people” at 
different points in time, but can’t, for example, tell most African Americans precisely where in Africa they 
are from because, Wells explains, “the database isn’t quite there yet.” Echoing Fullwiley’s reservations 
about all such tests, he says he’s “a bit concerned about some of the African-American DNA testing 
companies purporting to trace you back to your ancient tribe.” Ancestry is actually more complex for the 
average African American, he says, not only because people in West Africa (where most of the slave trade 
occurred) have moved around a lot in the last 500 years, but also because “group composition within 
Africa has changed over time.” Furthermore, because only a small number of humans survived the journey 
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out of Africa some 50,000 years ago (and the slave trade on that continent was relatively localized), “there 
is more diversity in the average African village,” Wells notes, “than there is outside of Africa combined.” 

When asked about the question of race, Wells’s answer was unequivocal. “Racism is not only socially 
divisive, but also scientifically incorrect. We are all descendants of people who lived in Africa recently,” he 
says. “We are all Africans under the skin.” The kinds of differences that people notice, such as skin 
pigmentation, limb length, or other adaptations are “basically surface features that have been selected for 
in the environment. When you peer beneath the surface at the underlying level of genetic variation, we 
are all much more similar than we appear to be. There are no clear, sharp delineations.” 

 

Guiding Questions: 

● Why does Duana Fullwiley’s racial category change when she crosses the Atlantic Ocean?  How 

does this change support her argument that there is “no genetic basis for race”? 

● What is ancestor testing?  Why might Fullwilley and her colleagues have raised concerns about 

these tests? 

● Why might the results of the Genographic Project have been surprising to some who participated? 

Why might the outcomes have been different from what they expected? 

● Wells argues that, because humans originated in Africa, “We are all Africans under the skin”? 

Does that mean that all people share one race? 

● How does race impact our lives, even if it has no scientific meaning?  
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The Americanization of Black New Orleans 

Joseph Logsdon and Caryn Cosse Bell 

 

From the beginning of the nineteenth century, race relations in New Orleans had puzzled American               

newcomers, particularly those who were sent to govern the city in 1803. The new rulers encountered a                 

black majority that grew larger with the addition of French -speak in g West Indian immigrants. More                 

perhaps than its size, the nature of the city's black population, particularly those who were               

free-confused and frightened American officials.  

 

The free black creoles of New Orleans had emerged from French and Spanish rule not only with unusual                  

rights and powers but also with a peculiar assertiveness and self-confidence. Many were armed and had                

gained military training and experience in the official militias of Louisiana. They had also secured wealth                

and a firm foothold in skilled occupations normally closed to free persons of African ancestry in Anglo                 

America. Most may have been fair-skinned but not all; they ran the spectrum of skin color. In the urban                   

setting of New Orleans, moreover, free black men and women intermingled with slaves, often living in the                 

same quarters and intermarrying or cohabitating with those still in bondage. In such a racial order, “the                 

consummate linkage of negritude and servility, the dominant feature of race relations in the American Old                

South, never fully emerged in colonial Louisiana. 

 

New American officials soon faced the self-confidence of free black creole leaders of the city, who felt                 

that the Louisiana Purchase treaty had assured them of equal citizenship in the United States. Even                

before the transfer to the American authority, the explosive events of the revolutions in France and Haiti                 

had raised the aspirations of black New Orleanians for equality and freedom. When they petitioned for                

civil rights, American leaders showed no desire to perpetuate, much less extend, the rights of black                

Louisianans. Instead, the new rulers tried to impose their own American racial order on New Orleans                

and  the rest of  Louisiana.  

 

In the rural Louisiana countryside, little may have distinguished the severity of the Anglo-American slave               

order from that of the French or the Spanish. But in New Orleans American authorities faced a severe                  

challenge to the racial policies that they wished to establish. The new American governor, William C. C.                 

Claiborne, made no overt move against the armed free black population. Faced with the possibilities of                

insurrection by either slaves or some of the non-American white inhabitants, he and his associates tried to                 

avoid creating any additional enemies. Time and events only compounded their ambivalence. The             

reverberations of the slave revolts in Saint Domingue brought more French,-.speaking black settlers into              

the territory. By 1810, the free Negro population of the city rose to 4,950 from 1,566 in 1805, and the                    

slave population rose to 5,961 from 3,105. Among the West Indian newcomers were even more skilled,                

better-educated, and probably more assertive leaders-both free and slave-than those who had already             

disturbed the Americans in 1803. 
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Whites, Free People of Color, and Slaves in New Orleans, 1769-1860 Population Figures 

Year Whites Free People of   

Color 

Enslaved People Total 

1769 1,803 99 1,227 3,129 

1788 2,370 823 2,126 5,319 

1805 3,551 1,566 3,105 8,222 

1810 6,331 4,950 5,961 17,242 

1820 13,584 6,237 7,355 27,176 

1830 20,047 11,562 14,476 46,085 

1840 50,697 15,072 18,208 83,977 

1850 89,452 9,905 17,011 116,368 

1860 144,601 10,939 14,484 170,024 

 

  

Pressed by fearful white creoles and Americans, the territorial government thinned the ranks of the free                

black militia, imposed white officers, and finally allowed the legislature to disband it. Having already               

denied the creoles' petition for equal citizenship, Governor Claiborne forced their leaders to renounce any               

further public declarations. Slowly but surely the existing rights of the free black population were eroded.                

The territorial assembly's purpose was clear when it declared: "Free people of color ought never insult or                 

strike white people, nor presume to conceive themselves equal to whites." To guard the color line, the                 

assembly ordered that racial designation be applied to all persons of African ancestry in every public                

document! 

 

In a generation or two, a resolute policy along these lines might have Americanized the racial order in New                   

Orleans, but a slave revolt in 1811 and a British invasion in 1814 persuaded the American authorities to                  

relent in their repressive policies toward the state's free black inhabitants. For their own survival, they                

recommissioned white-officered black militia units and almost created a legalized, triparte racial order             

similar to those of the Caribbean. From 1815 to 1830, state officials did not further reduce free black                  

rights, and the economic boom in the city enabled skilled black workers and merchants to improve their                 

already impressive occupational status. 

· 

When a repressive mood returned in the 1830s following the revived abolitionist movement and the Nat                

Turner insurrection, creole white lawmakers still had enough power in the state legislature to exempt               

many of the free black creoles from increased restrictions by giving special status to those who were in                  

Louisiana at some earlier date. More significant, most of the black creoles of New Orleans-both free                

and slave-escaped much of the renewed severity by living within the virtually autonomous creole              

municipal districts of New Orleans that were created in 1836, where enforcement of almost all laws was                 

notoriously lax. As a result, free and slave black creoles continued to gather for festivities, frequent bars                 

and dance halls, and cohabit despite the state laws designed to constrain such activity.  
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In 1850, almost all free black creoles, and quite likely those enslaved as well, lived downriver from Canal                  

Street in the First and Third municipalities. Their voluntary relationships across the color line were, it                

seems, not so much with the long-resident white creoles as with immigrants, especially those from               

France, who concentrated in the same areas during the 1830s and 1840s. Because European immigrants,               

who flowed constantly into the booming city before the Civil War, took a while to learn the mores of the                    

United States, the racial order remained fluid during most of the antebellum period. The large number of                 

immigrants from France and the French-speaking West Indies also nurtured the French culture,             

language, and institutional loyalty that pervaded black creole society. Music teachers, Catholic            

priests and nuns, shopkeepers live-in lovers, radical emigres, and saloonkeepers helped to maintain             

relationships between black and white New Orleanians that were more elaborate than those in              

any  other  city  in  the  United States.  

 

It was not accidental that the 1852 consolidation of the three separate municipalities coincided with a new                 

surge of racial repression. For many years after the Civil War, creole black leaders recalled 1852 as the                  

year of the breakdown of their sheltered and privileged order in New Orleans. At that point, the state                  

legislature began an assault on their rights of manumission and began transferring enforcement of              

existing, restrictions from  local to state authorities. 

 

Almost every major black creole leader of the Civil War and Reconstruction era was chastened by the                 

repression of the 1850s. The large number who sought refuge outside of Louisiana fled not to the                 

American North but to France and Latin America, especially Haiti and Mexico. Dr. Roudanez was just one                 

of many who found greater freedom in France. There he not only gained a prestigious medical degree by                  

also took to the revolutionary barricades. Both experiences helped him gain a radical vision of an                

alternative racial order for his native city and nation. 

 

During the decade or so before the Civil War, the divergent racial policies of France and the United States                   

helped shape the thinking and outlook of many black creole leaders. Edicts issued by officials of the                 

Second Republic in 1848 not only ended slavery in the French West Indies but also gave full political rights                   

to all black inhabitants of these islands. These radical actions outside the Anglo-American experience              

opened new possibilities in the minds of black creoles in New Orleans. 

 

The Anglo-American assault on the anomalous world of the black creoles had some long-term results,               

producing among some a measure of acceptance and accommodation and among others nostalgia for              

the world that was lost. But far more important, the repression helped to develop a young leadership                 

class that resisted Americanization and stood poised to create a new order based not merely on French                 

ideas but also on recent applications of those ideas in other areas of the New World…Despite the                 

remarkable success of white leaders in other states…Louisianians failed in their efforts to keep out or                

effectively expel free black Americans. 
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Throughout the Americas, the word creole has been redefined over time for social reasons and has 
many meanings.  It derives from the Portuguese word crioulo, meaning a slave of African descent 
born in the New World. Thereafter, it was extended to include Europeans born in the New World, 
now the only meaning of the word in Portugal.  In Spanish and French colonies, including 
eighteenth-century Louisiana, the term creole was used to distinguish American-born from 
African-born slaves; all first generation slaves born in America and their descendants were designated 
creoles. The meaning of the word changed during the Latin American struggles for independence in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  The Latin American elite born in the America was 
called the creole elite and was accused of being incapable of self-rule in part because of its racially 
mixed heritage. Rejecting this heritage, the creole elite of Latin America redefined the word creole to 
mean people of exclusively European descent born in the Americas. 
 
The Formation of Afro-Creole Culture 
Gwendolyn Midlo Hall 
 

Guiding Questions: 

1. How does Adams-Parham characterize the racial order before the 1850’s? 
2. How did this racial order change prior to the Civil War?  What events precipitated this change? 
3. How did the repression of African Americans in New Orleans impact Creole identity and beliefs? 

What ideas influenced their political identities? 
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Reconstruction and the Racial Binary 

 

New Orleans Creoles of Color 

Marie Lassus, the young daughter of a black mother and a French father, was an affluent member of 
the city's free population. The New Orleans community of free people of color was large and, in many 
instances, well-educated and prosperous. By 1840, fifteen thousand free people of color, the majority 
of whom were French-speaking Creoles, lived in the city. Their status, however, had deteriorated with 
the Americanization of the state. The American two-tiered system that only recognized whites and 
blacks had relegated them to a degraded status. 

 

New Orleans Museum of Art; Museum Purchase, Clarence John [86.113] 
Jean-Phillipe Potteau. Portrait of Marie Lassus of New Orleans. Albumen print, 14 3/4 x 11 inches. 
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Reconstruction 

by Edward L. Ayers 

Source: The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History 

 

In the twelve years after the Civil War—the era of Reconstruction—there were massive changes in 
American culture, economy, and politics. These were the years of the “Old West,” of cowboys, Indians, 
and buffalo hunts, of cattle drives, railroads, and ranches. It was also the beginning of the “Gilded Age” in 
the North, the age of big fortunes, enormous businesses, struggle over labor unions, and the burgeoning 
of cities filled with immigrants, all of it given an air of desperation by the largest economic depression in 
United States history beginning in 1873. The events in the West and the North interwove with those in the 
South, where the central struggles of Reconstruction unfolded. 

The political Reconstruction of the South progressed in two distinct eras. The first was Presidential 
Reconstruction, from 1865 through early spring 1867, when Andrew Johnson shaped the pace and depth 
of the reintegration of the South into the United States following the Confederacy’s surrender. The United 
States government, including President Lincoln, had defined no explicit and coherent plan for the postwar 
South and Lincoln’s assassination and Johnson’s rise to the presidency threw things into even greater 
uncertainty. Johnson, who had defended the Union as a United States senator and wartime governor of 
Tennessee and who was elected vice president under Lincoln in 1864, proved surprisingly lenient with 
white Southerners and unsympathetic to the people who had been held in slavery. Johnson hoped to 
create a national party devoted to the Union and sought the support of the former leaders of the South. 
He sacrificed black Southerners’ interests in the process. 

Under Johnson, white Southerners held on to all they could of the old order. They passed “Black Codes” 
that narrowly defined the possibilities of life for freedpeople, preventing them from renting land or 
owning firearms and placing their children in coercive “apprenticeships” to their former owners. Former 
Confederates violently attacked black people in New Orleans, in Memphis, and in the countryside across 
the region. The Ku Klux Klan terrorized those who challenged white supremacy in any way. White 
Southerners resisted the Freedmen’s Bureau, which aided impoverished whites and blacks with surplus 
United States Army material, used special courts to adjudicate conflicts between freedpeople and their 
former masters, and tried to prevent violence against African Americans. 

In this period of tumult immediately after the war, former slaves and former slaveholders had to define 
new ways of living. White landowners wanted black workers to labor in gangs under close supervision; 
African Americans wanted to work on their own. Within a few years, a system evolved in which 
landowners and landless workers shared some of the profits from the crops they produced. This bargain, 
born of necessity, became a system known as sharecropping and would dominate the Southern economy 
for generations to come. 

Sharecropping often led the families doing the work in the fields deeper into debt over the course of the 
year, for they had no cash until the crop came in. Without collateral, sharecroppers had to pay whatever 
interest the landowner or the storeowner (often the same person) charged. When the crop—almost 
always cotton—was harvested and they received their share, the laboring families often owed more than 
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they had earned for all their work. This system induced both landowners and sharecroppers to grow more 
and more cotton, driving down the price as a result and locking the South in a desperate cycle. 

Relations between black women and black men changed with emancipation as well. Enslaved people had 
sustained families despite the lack of legal recognition of marriage and despite the reality that children 
could be sold off at a slaveholder’s whim. Relationships in slavery did not foster the kind of relationships 
held up as the ideal among white Americans, with an independent man as the breadwinner and a wife 
working in the home. Enslaved women were often on their own, raising children without a husband or 
father present. People who loved one another were often separated against their will, with little hope of 
reunion; others found themselves forced to live with or have children with partners not of their choosing. 

When slavery ended, African American women joined men, with varying degrees of eagerness, in separate 
households. The Freedmen’s Bureau and churches encouraged marriage, but relationships between 
formerly enslaved people were not always easily resolved. Couples that had been formed by necessity or 
force broke or drifted apart. Both men and women were happy for women to devote less time to the 
white mens’ fields and to be less subject to sexual assault and coercion, but many black women were not 
eager to submit themselves to the will of husbands either. The individual household as well as the regional 
economy, in other words, had to be reconstructed. The reconstitution of African American families and 
communities proved a major accomplishment of succeeding generations. 

Even as long-term changes in labor and in family life evolved in the South after the Civil War, political 
conflict and change roiled the nation. A second era of Reconstruction began in March 1867, when a new 
Republican majority in Congress pressed for a much more aggressive recasting of the South than Johnson 
had overseen. The blatant and violent resistance of white Southerners to even the mild reforms of 
Presidential Reconstruction had persuaded the Northern electorate that deeper reforms were required 
before the Southern states could rejoin the Union. A wing of the Republican Party, called “Radicals” by 
their critics, instituted a sweeping set of changes in the South. 

The Reconstruction Acts of 1867 divided the South into five military districts under national control. The 
Acts required that each state write a new constitution giving voting rights to all men, regardless of race or 
prior enslaved status, and ratify the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which declared that all 
people other than American Indians born in the United States were citizens, with rights to due process of 
law. African American men mobilized to vote and elected many of their number to the constitutional 
conventions and political positions across the South. 

The Republican conventions and legislatures formed in Reconstruction sought to use the power of the 
state to help public education, to spread tax responsibility, to stop public whipping, and to foster 
economic development. White Southerners ridiculed, derided, and undermined every action of those 
bodies. Although most Republican officeholders, especially at the higher levels, were white men, every 
instance of failure was held up as an example of the unfitness of African Americans to hold positions of 
public trust. 

Any white man who joined with black voters and allies in the Republican Party was castigated as a traitor 
to his race, as either a “scalawag” (a native white Southern Republican) or a “carpetbagger” (a white 
Northern Republican). The scalawags were portrayed by the Democrats as shameless men of poor 
character, willing to sell their heritage as white men for a chance at a political office. The carpetbaggers, 
who received positions as governors, congressmen, or senators from their Republican allies, were 
portrayed as rootless adventurers so shiftless they could carry all they owned in a cheap bag made of 
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carpet, exploiting the ignorance of black voters for their own greed. In reality, these Northern-born white 
Republicans tended to be well-educated men of property, often US veterans, who had come to the South 
months or years before any prospect of office holding appeared. 

Reconstruction in the South in the years after 1867 proved to be a kaleidoscope of conflicting motivations, 
coalitions, and expectations. Some former abolitionists, white and black, came to the South to help 
complete the work of emancipation; other newcomers sought mainly personal economic advantage. Some 
white Southern Republicans worked in good faith alongside black allies while others spoke of their 
supposed comrades with open distaste. Some Southern Republicans advocated laws that aided business 
while others sought to protect the landless. Whatever their goals or backgrounds, Republicans found 
themselves under relentless attack from white Democrats, who sought to remove their opponents from 
power quickly and permanently. The Democrats favored as little government as possible, especially when 
it was under the control of a biracial coalition. 

Republican power lasted varying amounts of time in different Southern states. The course of 
Reconstruction in each state depended on how quickly new constitutions were written and approved, on 
how much black men and their white Republican allies could remain mobilized in the face of white 
violence and blacklisting, and how effective Republican political leaders were in holding on to power. In 
some Southern states Reconstruction ended quietly, in backroom deals among conservative men eager to 
bring the conflict to a close. Elsewhere Reconstruction ended in open warfare, as armed white men 
terrorized black and white Republicans in their homes, at work and at church, and at the polls. In Florida, 
Louisiana, and South Carolina, Reconstruction came to an end only after contested election returns in the 
presidential race of 1876 led to a compromise that gave the electoral votes to the Republican candidate, 
Rutherford B. Hayes, who, in return, removed the troops from those last states. 

Such a complex and charged history has been open to widely differing interpretations, at the time and 
ever since. The nation’s first generation of professional scholars told their readers early in the twentieth 
century that black people simply were not prepared for freedom much less citizenship, that the leaders of 
Reconstruction in the South were rootless, incompetent, and morally bankrupt Yankees who came to the 
South only to pillage it. After World War II, with the occupations of Japan and Germany fresh in 
Americans’ minds, and with the civil rights struggle emerging, historians argued that Reconstruction had 
failed because it had not gone nearly far enough in removing former Confederates from power or in 
providing the freed people the land and justice they deserved. Such a view became dominant in the 1960s 
and has remained central to historians’ understanding. 

The magisterial 1988 history by Eric Foner, Reconstruction, sympathetic to African Americans, their 
accomplishments, and their allies, deemed Reconstruction “America’s unfinished revolution.” Historians 
today generally accept that verdict, seeing the era of Reconstruction as a period of remarkable effort 
defeated by white Southerners and undermined by a faltering white Northern electorate. The goals of 
legal and political equity would be delayed for another century. 

From the largest perspective, the challenges of Reconstruction are all too clear. The effort to recast the 
postwar South was up against long odds from the outset. Reconstruction sought to complete one of the 
great revolutions of modern history and to do so without the benefit of overwhelming military force, 
modern tools of surveillance, or a contrite opponent. Slavery in the United States had been strong and 
growing stronger when it suddenly ended in a vast war waged over much of the continent. Southern 
slave-holders had held the largest slave population in the hemisphere, in an empire that had grown in 
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population through a massive domestic slave trade and in territory through a war with Mexico that 
determined the future of much of North America. Southerners had dominated the presidency and the 
Supreme Court throughout the first three generations of United States history and had not hesitated to 
use that power to suppress abolition, to force northern complicity in returning fugitive slaves, and to lay 
legal claim to at least half of the nation’s territory. Changing all those power relations at one time was a 
massive undertaking. 

Moreover, the three major groups in Reconstruction were divided internally. The white North wanted 
irreconcilable goals: vengeance and reconciliation, transformation and stability, justice and the status quo. 
In the white South, many called for peace and acceptance of the new order while others demanded 
relentless resistance to alien invaders. The black South saw conflicts between former slaves and former 
free blacks, between people from town and people from the country, between women and men, between 
secular leaders and religious leaders. Reconstruction was shaped by struggles within as well as among 
those groups. 

Black Southerners, despite their divisions, showed a remarkable eagerness to practice democratic politics 
to advance their own ends. They mobilized quickly and effectively, posing a powerful threat in numbers 
and leadership. “This is a democracy—a government of the people,” argued a convention of African 
Americans in Nashville in January 1865, as they petitioned white Unionists for a voice in the future that 
stretched before them. “It should aim to make every man, without regard to the color of his skin, the 
amount of his wealth, or the character of his religious faith, feel personally interested in its welfare. Every 
man who lives under the Government should feel that it is his property, his treasure, the bulwark and 
defense of himself and his family, his pearl of great price, which he must preserve, protect, and defend 
faithfully at all times, on all occasions, in every possible manner.” 

These ideals and these aspirations refused to fade over the next century. Black Southerners sustained 
their political power wherever they could, joining with white allies when practical over the twenty years 
following the end of Reconstruction, even electing African American congressmen into the early twentieth 
century. Faced with this determined quest for democratic representation, white Southerners revised the 
state constitutions of the Reconstruction era around the turn of the century, negating the power of the 
Fifteenth Amendment and stripping African American men of the vote through poll taxes and other 
supposedly race-blind provisions. Despite these obstacles, over the first half of the twentieth century black 
Southern men and women asserted their humanity and their rights in businesses, churches, and schools. 
In the Civil Rights struggles of the post–World War II era, they turned to the hard-won gains of the 
Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments as the leverage they needed to secure their full rights as 
Americans. Only then would the possibilities of Reconstruction begin to be realized. 

Edward L. Ayers is president of the University of Richmond. He has authored or edited ten books, several focused on the history of 

the American South and the legacy of the Civil War, including The Promise of the New South: Life after Reconstruction (1992); In 

the Presence of Mine Enemies: Civil War in the Heart of America, 1859–1863 (2003), which received the 2004 Bancroft Prize for 

Distinguished Book in American History; and America’s War: Talking about the Civil War and Emancipation on their 150th 

Anniversaries (2011). 
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The White League in Louisiana 

The White League was a paramilitary group that was allied with the Democratic Party in the South. In 1874 
and 1875, the White League was responsible for widespread violence against black and white Republicans 
in Louisiana and Mississippi. The group’s platform from 1874 stated the following: 

Disregarding all minor questions of principle or policy, and having solely in view the maintenance of our 
hereditary civilization and Christianity menaced by a stupid Africanization, we appeal to men of our race, 
of whatever language or nationality, to unite with us against that supreme danger. A league of whites is 
the inevitable result of that formidable, oath-bound, and blindly obedient league of the blacks, which, 
under the command of the most cunning and unscrupulous negroes in the State, may at any moment 
plunge us into a war of races . . . It is with some hope that a timely and proclaimed union of the whites as a 
race, and their efficient preparation for any emergency, may arrest the threatened horrors of social war, 
and teach the blacks to beware of further insolence and aggression, that we call upon the men of our race 
to leave in abeyance all lesser considerations; to forget all differences of opinions and all race prejudices 
of the past, and with no object in view but the common good of both races, to unite with us in an earnest 
effort to re-establish a white man’s government in the city and the State. 

Source: Facing History and Ourselves 

Quoted in Glenn M. Linden, Voices from the Reconstruction Years, 1865–1877(Harcourt Brace/Cengage, 1998), 205. 
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Creoles 

Source: Know Louisiana 

The term “Creole” has long generated confusion and controversy. The word invites debate because it 
possesses several meanings, some of which concern the innately sensitive subjects of race and ethnicity. In 
its broadest sense, Creole means “native”—or, in the context of Louisiana history, “native to Louisiana.” In 
a more narrow sense, however, it has historically referred to black, white, and mixed-raced persons who 
are native to Louisiana. In short, the word means different things to different people, and more than one 
ethnic group arguably has a claim to the term. 

The word Creole derives from the Latin creare, meaning “to beget” or “to create.” It appears to have been 
used first by the Portuguese in the form crioulo, which denoted a slave born in the New World (as 
opposed to one born in Africa). By the 1600s, crioulo came to denote a native New World colonist, 
regardless of racial or ethnic heritage—black, white, or mixed race. In Louisiana, the term—which evolved 
into criollo in Spanish and créole in French—adhered to this convention, even though it most commonly 
referred to persons born into slavery in the New World. 

Eighteenth-Century Creoles 

By the 1720s, free mixed-race Louisianans made up such a substantial part of the population that the Code 
Noir (laws governing race relations in Louisiana) spelled out the group’s special place in colonial society. 
These Creoles of color, as they were known (gens de couleur libres in French, “free persons of color”), 
occupied a middle ground between whites and enslaved blacks. They commonly owned property, 
including slaves, and received formal educations, often in Europe. 

Nineteenth-Century Creoles 

In the antebellum nineteenth century, black, white, and mixed-race Louisiana natives continued to use 
Creole in reference to themselves. The term distinguished native-born persons from increasing numbers of 
immigrants from overseas and, after the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, Anglo-American newcomers. But 
with the coming of the Civil War, the end of slavery, and the subsequent collapse of the South’s economy, 
white Louisianans gradually took away the privileged status that set Creoles of color apart from formerly 
enslaved black Creoles. By the 1890s, no middle ground remained for the mixed-race ethnic group. As one 
historian has observed, Creoles of color “were left with nothing but their sense of group identity and a 
nostalgia for halcyon times.” 

Although white Creoles were not initially concerned about sharing the descriptor “Creole” with black and 
mixed-race persons…the situation became more grave…as Anglo-Americans poured into Louisiana during 
the period of Reconstruction following the Civil War.  This was a time when white Louisianans-confronted 
by military rule designed to ensure racial equity-were defensive of their way of life and fearful that 
Northern influence would lead to black takeover of the reins of power in the state.  
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"The white banner alone can unite us.  On the question of race against race there can be no doubt as to 
where the white man stands and none as to where the black man stands...(We are) conscious that the real 
contest is for the permanent ascendancy of the one over the other." 

The French language paper Le Carillon reached out to white Creoles by proclaiming: 

 

The time has come to indicate what the sons of Louisiana want-that one must be either WHITE or BLACK, 
that each person must decide for himself.  There are two races here: one superior, the other 
inferior...Their separation is absolutely necessary.  SO let us separate ourselves as of today into two 
distinct parties-the White Party and the Black Party.  Positions will be made clear-between white Louisiana 
and Black Louisiana, Le Carillon displays the whites’ flag, with the profound conviction that only within its 
folds can Louisiana be saved. 

Source: Le Carillon, August 3, 1873 

Angel Adams-Parham, American Routes  

 

 

Guiding Questions: 

1. What were the goals of the White League?  How may their presence in Louisiana have impacted 
relationships amongst whites and free people of color?  

2. How did the politics of Reconstruction affect the racial identities in New Orleans?  How did the 
definition of the term "creole" change as a result?  How might this have affected the lives of the 
following groups: free people of color; white creoles of Haitian descent; formerly enslaved African 
Americans; white "Anglo" Americans? 

3. What can you infer about the impact of Reconstruction on the racial order of the South?  How 
might the period have affected black and white racial identities? 

4. Does perception shape identity?  How did the perceived racial binaries of post-Reconstruction 

America erase the nuance of racial identity in New Orleans?  How did it contribute to the racial 

binary? 

 

 

Closing Discussion/Writing Prompts: 

Sociologist Angel Adams Parham refers to the racial palimpsest that, in Louisiana, was enforced by Haitian 
immigration.  Do we see evidence of a racial palimpsest today?  How are our racial identities shaped and 
impacted by the composition of our community? 

Consider a group that, when zooming in, is complex and tiered, but from the outside is perceived as 

monolithic.  How might the perceptions of this group shape the formation of their identity?  
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Part V:  Cultural Connection Between Haiti and New Orleans 

  

 

 

New Orleans “Creole” architecture combines French, Spanish, and Caribbean styles.   
Credit: https://www.nola.gov/nola/media/HDLC/Guidelines/03-TypesStyles.pdf  
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Part IV: Toussaint Louverture and the Memorialization of History  
 

Part IV Overview: 

In part IV, students will study the life and contribution of Toussaint Louverture, and the complexity of 
his legacy.  They will connect this to a greater debate on the role of monuments in preserving history. 

Part IV Essential Question:  

How should historians memorialize history?  Should heroes be evaluated in the context of their time, 

or through the lens of modern times? 

 

 

Overview: Toussaint Louverture 

 
Although there is a large body of visual materials depicting the Haitian revolution, there are no existing 
portraits drawn from life of Toussaint Louverture, the hero of the revolution. The first known 
representations of Toussaint were included in a book by British admirer Marcus Rainsford, who 
published An Historical Account of the Black Empire in Hayti in 1805. 
 
Engravings in Rainsford's book were based on his sketches, or, as in the case of Toussaint's portrait, on his 
oral description: "Every part of his conduct was marked by judgement and benevolence... in person, 
Toussaint was of a manly form, above the middle stature, with a countenance bold and striking, yet full of 
the most prepossessing suavity -- terrible to an enemy, but inviting to the objects of his friendship or his 
love." 
 
Unlike Rainsford, the French considered Toussaint "a villain...this serpent which France has warmed in her 
bosom," and representations of him by French artists reflected this perspective. In 1832, a new image 
lithographed by Nicolas Eustache Maurin appeared in Iconographie des contemporains, with a facsimile of 
Toussaint's signature below. No doubt influenced by three decades of vilification of Toussaint, the 
portrait's ape-like profile was widely accepted as an authentic likeness, and it became the most frequently 
reproduced image of Toussaint. 
Source: PBS, Africans in America 
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Document Analysis: Depictions of Toussaint Louverture 

 
Directions: Analyze the two following depictions of Toussaint Louverture.  

● How do these two depictions differ?  
● What beliefs or sentiments influenced the choices made by the artists?  
● Why have historians been unable to arrive at a consensus regarding L'Ouverture's physical 

appearance? 
 
Toussaint L'Ouverture: Depiction 1 

 

Source: Marcus Rainsford, An Historical Account of the Black Empire in Hayti 1805 
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Toussaint L'Ouverture: Depiction 2 

 

Source: Nicolas Eustache Maurin appeared in Iconographie des contemporains 1832 
Image Credit: The Print and Picture Collection, The Free Library of Philadelphia 
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Excerpt from Toussaint Louverture: A Revolutionary Life 

by Philippe Girard 
 
The challenges that the biographer of Louverture faces are many. Secretive, guarded, and occasionally 
deceitful, he preferred to keep his innermost fears and dreams to himself. He had many foes and no true 
friends. His relatives knew him better than anyone else, but aside from the partial recollections of two of 
his sons and one of his nieces, they have left us few accounts of his private life. For these reasons, there 
have been few scholarly biographies of Louverture.  In English, the most recent biography based on 
extensive primary research was C. L. R. James's The Black jacobins, first published in 1938. 

We are not even sure what Louverture looked like. Written sources indicate  that  the  man  who  defied 
Napoleon  was  just  five-foot-two and frail of stature.  Contemporary white authors deemed him ugly by 
their standards of beauty-but we cannot judge for ourselves, because he refused to have a portrait made. 
As a result, the portraits of him that did appear were often drawn by people who had not met him in 
person they simply projected onto a canvas their vision of what a black general should look like.  His 
enemies made him apelike to discredit him; nineteenth-century abolitionists lightened the color of his skin 
to make him seem less threatening to European audiences; contemporary Haitian artists depict him in the 
heroic pose of a triumphant general… 
 
And yet it is possible to understand Louverture, and it is possible for the very reason that we want to read 
about him in the first place.  Writing about slaves is usually difficult, because history is written by the 
winners, so planters dominate the archival record.  But in Haiti, uniquely, it was the slaves who won. 
Louverture alone left behind thousands of letters, reports, and other documents. Many of his fellow 
revolutionaries did the same. 
 
These sources have been read in many different ways. Because Louverture is the bridge between the                
slave-holding French colony of Saint-Domingue, where he was born and raised, and the independent              
black republic of Haiti, which grew out of the slave revolt he helped initiate, scholars have focused on his                   
views on slave labor, on his relationship to colonialism, and on his African heritage. For many years, their                  
verdict was clear-cut: Louverture was the idealistic herald of slave emancipation, the forefather of an               
independent Haiti, and a black nationalist. Then new archival finds in the past forty years revealed that                 
Louverture once owned and exploited slaves, leading some modern historians to describe him instead as a                
selfish would-be planter who never completely forsook France and white society. 
 
Neither view is accurate. And the more we learn of Louverture, the harder it is to pin him down. He was of                      
African descent but embraced the cultural model of his French masters; he launched a slave revolt but                 
sharply restricted the rights of freemen after he seized power; he charted an autonomous path for                
Saint-Domingue but insisted until his dying breath that he was a loyal servant of France. 

So how are we supposed to make sense of him? How is it possible to write about him at all? By                     
accepting that he was all of these things at once. He came from a colony shaped by French, African,                   
and American influences, and he lived through a revolutionary era so tumultuous that he often had                
no choice but to accommodate his enemies’ agendas. By obligation and by personal taste, he               
operated in multiple worlds simultaneously. His parents, who were among the million Africans             
brought to Saint-Domingue between 1697 and 1703, raised him in their native language, Fon, and               
probably introduced him to their native religion, Vodou. Born in the French Caribbean, Louverture              
also grew up in the Afro-French language Kreyol, on plantations producing sugar, coffee, and cotton               
for the European market, and observing a racial imbalance that saw a tiny minority of whites control                 
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a vast population of blacks and people of mixed race. Then there was France, the distant metropole                 
that had imposed colonial rule in Saint-Domingue and imported the Catholic religion, the French              
language, and eventually the revolutionary ideals that would inspire the Haitian Revolution itself. 

Louverture navigated all three of these worlds, switching from one to another as needed. He was a                 
slave revel and a conservative planter, a caring father and a cold-blooded general, a passionate               
idealist and a scheming politician. Above all, he was a pragmatist. In his early life he proved willing                  
to accept slavery because it was the prevailing form of labor in the Caribbean; during the Revolution                 
he came to regard universal emancipation as the only system acceptable to his supporters; and when                
he confronted the problem of how best to actually govern the colony, he backtracked and               
reintroduced compulsory labor rules, which, in his view, were the only way to avoid the economic                
ruin of the colony. 

If we examine Louverture solely through the prism of our current preoccupations with race, slavery,               
and imperialism, we risk missing the issues that mattered to him, starting with his personal ambition.                
His political views were often scattershot, but his craving for social status was a constant. Educating                
himself, seeing to his children’s future, making money, gaining and retaining power, and achieving              
recognition as a great man: he never wavered from the pursuit of these ends. He was a social                  
climber and a self-made man, which in no way diminishes his accomplishments. In fact, it humanizes                
a figure who can seem unapproachable otherwise. From the slave quarters to the governor’s              
mansion, his life journey was a remarkable story of a black man of humble origins fighting his way to                   
the top of a white-dominated world. 

Louverture was almost fifty when the Haitian Revolution broke out, so for most of his life he lived in a                    
society where it was legal not only to own and whip a slave, but also, with a judge’s order, to torture,                     
mutilate, and burn him or her alive. He owned nothing, not his own body, or his children.                 
Opportunities for manumission were rare, and a free person of color could only hope for secondary                
status under the law. Saint Domingue was controlled by a European power. The few armed people                
of color in the colony were employed as slave-catchers. Slavery, racism, inequality, and imperialism              
seemed unchallengeable facts of life. 

 

Yet Louverture presided over a revolution-the most radical of the late eighteenth century-that turned              
on their head the entrenched beliefs, practices, and habits of his society. No European power had                
abolished slavery in the American colony; Louverture’s revolution forced France to emancipate all its              
slaves in all its colonies. His white contemporaries took it for granted that a single white man could                  
subdue a hundred Africans with the snap of a whip; he built an army of freedmen strong enough to                   
threaten British Jamaica, Spanish Cuba, and the southern United States. Slaves had been listed              
alongside cattle on plantation records; he and other black males became bona fide citizens of France,                
generals in the French Army, and deputies in the French parliament. France had ruled              
Saint-Domingue through tis appointed governors; he secured that title for himself and drafted a              
constitution to support his claim. At the apex of his career in 1801, Louverture was an international                 
statesman who corresponded and signed treaties with the governments of Britain, Spain, the United              
States, and France. The slave-owning Thomas Jefferson feared his power while negotiating for a              
share of the trade of Saint-Domingue, the United States’ second-largest trading partner. 

 

The tragedy of Louverture’s life was that, despite orchestrating one of the most important              
revolutions in the history of mankind, he never go the recognition he felt he deserved. “I am black                  
but I have the soul of a white man,” he once told a French colonial official. Yet “because I am black                     
and ignorant,” he noted bitterly in his memoir, “I must not even count as one of the soldiers of the                    
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Republic.” Napoleon did not even bother to read the memoir. By refusing to accept “this negro” as                 
an equal, the French emperor reduced him. He made Louverture into what he is remembered as                
today-a former slave who would always be defined by his African ancestry-when in fact his servile                
past was just one of the many facets of Louverture’s revolutionary life…  

 

It was sometime during his teenage years in the 1750s that Toussaint Louverture learned how to ride                 
a horse. According to the story, which we owe to his son Isaac, he taught himself by bravely jumping                   
on an untamed stallion. Maybe he was trying to impress his father, as horse-breeding was a favored                 
pastime of the Allada elite in Africa. After much bucking and neighing, Louverture ended on the grass                 
with a broken femur, but his reputation was made. In time, his horsemanship would become               
legendary throughout the colony. This self-taught skill earned him the coveted position of caretaker              
of the plantation’s oxen and mules, and ultimately coachman.  

 

The rest of Isaac's story is more surprising. One day, when the plantation attorney, Beage, took one                 
of the plantation’s horses without notifying him, Louverture was so enraged that he cut the girth of                 
the saddle and Beage tumbled to the ground. Back on his feet, Beage raised his walking stick high                  
above his head. A defiant Louverture dared him to strike. Time stood still for an instant-until Beage                 
lowered his cane and left the scene. Hurting one's master was punishable by death under the Black                 
Code, yet Louverture seems to have escaped punishment somehow… 
 
The harsh penalties specified by the Black Code no doubt terrified the slaves, but they were not cowed by 
them entirely.  Acts of resistance included the lynching of two royal executioners in Haut-du-Cap in the 
1770s, both of them at the hand of local slaves.  Louverture must have witnessed the…incident, because it 
took place just outside the Breda plantation.  Years before the Haitian Revolution, the Breda slaves were 
already fighting back…  
 
Louverture’s writing skills remained basic until the Revolution, which deeply troubled him.  Of all the 
indignities he had suffered during his years of enslavement, his belated education was the one he 
mentioned most often…  
 
For Louverture, Sunday rituals were familiar and comforting. "On Sundays and holidays, we would go to 
Mass, my wife, I, and my relatives," he later recalled.  "Back  to  our  home,  after  a pleasant  meal,  we 
would spend the rest of  the day  together, which  we would  finish  with a prayer."  His involvement in the 
Church provided some solace in the difficult circumstances in which he lived, but it also allowed him to 
bypass the planter hierarchy and form independent bonds with black parishioners and white priests.  He 
made so many allies in that manner that many priests sided with him when the slave revolt broke out in 
1791.  (50) 
 
Louverture's release from bondage was surely one of the most meaningful events in his life, and yet it 
remains shrouded in mystery. Who freed him? When? Why? Answering these questions is exceedingly 
difficult because he found it politically convenient during the Haitian Revolution to hide that he had been a 
freedman for decades, so as to preserve his credibility as the champion of the enslaved masses. "Twenty 
years ago the heavy burden of Slavery was lifted from my shoulders": this passage in a confidential 1797 
report to the French government was the only reference he ever made to his liberation. (54) 
 
Despite the lack of formal recognition, Louverture joined the community of free people of color in 
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Saint-Domingue, which was unusually large by Caribbean standards. From 6,897 free people of color 
around the time of his manumission, the size of the community would jump to 27,548 by the time of the 
Haitian Revolution. By then free people of color were almost as numerous as whites  (30,826), who had 
outnumbered  them 20 to 1 just a century earlier (both groups were dwarfed by the enslaved population, 
which stood at 465,422 in 1789). By comparison, there were only 4,093 free people of color in British 
Jamaica, a colony that otherwise closely resembled Saint-Domingue. 
 
Just as there were "big whites" and "little whites," there were "big" and "little" free people of color. Some 
were the mixed-race descendants of white colonists whose skin color was described by a rich racial 
vocabulary, ranging from muldtre (mulatto) to quarteron (quadroon) and metif (octoroon); others, such as 
Louverture, were blacks of pure African ancestry. Some came from families that had been free for several 
generations; others, including Louverture, had been freed during their own lifetimes, sometimes 
unofficially. Some had inherited plantations from their French fathers; Louverture and others owned little 
or nothing. A member of the plantation elite when he was a slave, Louverture now found himself at the 
lowest rung of the free community. 
 

Collectively, free people of color claimed to own one-third of the plantations of Saint-Domingue. 
The figure was probably closer to 10 percent, but there is no doubt that they were active 
participants in the plantation economy.  Like whites, they traded, owned, and exploited crops, 
land-and human beings. Louvenure was typical in this regard. In or before 1776, he acquired a slave 
named Jean-Baptiste, a native of the West African coast.  (56) 

Louverture also found time to think about his own financial future.  In 1779, he bought a small lot in 
Haut-du-Cap.  He was probably planning to raise crops to earn extra cash or even build a house of 
his own. (58) 
 
Racism so permeated society that people of color, instead of rejecting its underlying principles, instead               
made it their own. Mulattoes and quadroons resented being excluded by whites, but they kept their                
distance with black freedmen like Louverture, who in turn treated their African-born brethren as less               
civilized. The chain of contempt ended with the newly imported slaves, the bossales, a term derived from                 
the Spanish bozales (muzzled, or shackled), but that was often rendered in French as peau sale.  (68) 
 
In this already tense racial context, news that thirteen British colonies in North America had               
formally declared their independence hit Saint-Domingue in the summer of 1776. The American             
rebels found it “self-evident, that all men are created equal”: for free people of color in the                 
Caribbean, these stirring words seemed to foretell a new era in which one’s legal status would be                 
based on universal ideals rather than crass calculations about profit and loss. But the US               
Declaration of Independence had been written by a slave owner, so maybe this revolution would               
not lead to meaningful change…The reaction of white colonists hovered between dread and             
jubilation. A French was with Britain, which seemed likely, would disrupt trade links and cause food                
shortages in Saint-Domingue…After thinking the matter over, King Louis XVII decided to support             
the rebels, declaring war on Britain in February 1778… (70) 
 
941 free people of color volunteered (for the army). They saw military service as a way to prove                  
themselves as French patriots at a time when they were being relegated to second-class status by                
law. The Saint-Domingue volunteers were incorporated into two units: whites formed a unit of              
elite assault troops…while people of color formed a much larger unit of light infantrymen… 
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Louverture’s son-in-law Philippe Jasmin Desir (enlisted)…Louverture, meanwhile, stayed put. He          
had a more lucrative plan in mind. 
 
Louverture knew how to manage workers, but now there was one key difference: he was no longer                 
an elite slave supervising fellow slaves, but a freedman exploiting slaves he had rented from their                
owner…Among the eight young slaves of the family, the costliest was Jean-Jacques, valued at              
1,5000 livres. It came to light in 2012 that he was none other than the person known to us as                    
Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who later became the first leader of independent Haiti. Dessalines is             
Louverture’s equal in the eyes of many Haitians, so their pre-revolutionary ties came as a jolt, as if it                   
had suddenly been revealed that Thomas Jefferson had once been George Washington’s            
indentured servant. The complex dynamics of Louverture and Dessaline’s relationship-at once           
close, unequal, and contentious-likely originated during the period when the young Jean-Jacques            
toiled as a slave under the freedman Toussaint Breda on the coffee estate of Petit Cormier. (72-75) 
 
To revive their fortune, the Breda heirs had a clever idea in mind, which they did not put in writing                    
because it was so dishonest. Since the Haut-du-Cap plantation showed no sign of ever being profitable,                
they planned to transfer twenty to thirty able-bodied slaves to their other plantation in Plaine-du-Nord               
and an equal number of young and elderly slaves from Plaine-du-Nord to Haut-du-Cap, so that each work                 
force remained the same on paper. They would then sell Haut-du-Cap to some unsuspecting buyer who                
would be burdened with an unproductive plantation staffed by the weak and the troublesome.              
Alternatively, they discussed selling the land piecemeal and disposing of the slaves at auction. 
 
Both plans would have fragmented Louverture’s family network. He was so concerned for the fate of his                 
surrogate mother, Pelagie, that he negotiated a deal with the Breda heirs: he gave them “a young negress                  
of the Aja nations, age 22,” whom he must have purchased for the occasion, in exchange for his                  
mother…This was Louverture in all of his complexity: at once opposed to and complicit in the slave                 
system. And yet, it was the same man who, two years hence, would help launch the greatest slave revolt                   
in the history of the world. 
 
Who or what incited Louverture and the slaves of Saint-Domingue to rebel was and remains a matter of                  
great controversy. Unwilling to admit that their slaves had any reason to complain, contemporary white               
authors generally argued that they had been manipulated by outside agitators: Free people of color, the                
British, the Spanish, Freemasons, abolitionists, or monarchists. It is customary today to reject such              
conspiracy theories and emphasize the agency of the slaves, so most historians now depict rebel leaders                
like Louverture as heroic idealists inspired by the principles of the Enlightenment. Others cite practical               
demographic factors, such as the size of the colonial garrison, to explain why the slaves picked this                 
particular moment to revolt. 
 
There is actually evidence for all three theories: the revolt stemmed from an alleged royalist plot,                
the impact of the French Revolution, and worsening living conditions for the slaves. All these               
strands converge in one place, the Breda plantation of Haut-du-Cap, and one man, Toussaint              
Louverture. He was about forty-seven years old. 

 

Guiding Questions: 
1. What led historians to portray Louverture as an “idealistic herald of slave emancipation, the              

forefather of an independent Haiti, and a black nationalist”? 

2. What new archival finds led modern historians to describe Louverture as a “selfish would-be              
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planter who never completely forsook France and white society”? 

3. In which “multiple worlds” did Louverture operate simultaneously? How did these worlds shape             

his ideas and his leadership?  

4. How does analyzing Louverture’s life within our current understanding of race, slavery, and             

imperialism limit our understanding of him?  

5. Compare and contrast the historical views of Louverture. After examining these historical            

accounts, how do you perceive Louverture?  
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The Haitian Revolution 1791-1804: A Different Route to 

Emancipation (excerpt) 

Jeremy Popkin 

 
Historians disagree about what Toussaint was aiming at during these years.  Some think he already 
intended to create an independent country; others believe he was hoping for an arrangement in which 
Saint Domingue would remain a French colony, but with a government of its own, chosen by all its citizens, 
regardless of race.  Toussaint was aware that, as revolutionary fervor in France was dying down, some 
politicians were calling for the restoration of slavery in the colonies; he had no intention of letting that 
happen.  But he was careful never to call openly for independence from France.  A skillful politician, he 
played a complicated game and kept his real goals unclear. 

Toussaint did hope to restore Saint Domingue’s economy.  Although he assured the black population that 
there would be no return to slavery, he insisted that most former slaves had to return to their plantations 
and resume field work.  They would now be paid and have more free time, but they were still not free to 
leave or to become independent farmers on their own land.  Toussaint needed the income from the large 
plantations to support his army.  To ensure the loyalty of his officers, he gave many of them large estates.  
Toussaint thus began to create a black-dominated society, but one with a large gap between the ruling 
elite and the mass of the population. 

Toussaint made a point of including some people of mixed race and even some whites in his ruling elite, 
but he did not allow them any independent authority.  In 1799-1800, he fought a bloody war against the 
remaining leaders of the mixed-race group and their leader, André Rigaud, who had taken control of much 
of the west and south of Saint Domingue during the earlier fighting.  In 1801, Toussaint crushed a rebellion 
led by one of his closest followers, Moyse, who had favored dividing land more evenly among the former 
slaves. 

By this time, a new ruler had taken over France:  Napoleon Bonaparte.  Toussaint quickly sensed that this 
determined and authoritarian leader would not be likely to tolerate a largely autonomous government in 
what Napoleon still regarded as a French colony.  While sending messages designed to win Napoleon’s 
favor, Toussaint also oversaw the drafting of a constitution for Saint Domingue that would make the island 
virtually independent.  

Napoleon considered various plans for France’s colonies during his first years of power.  Among other 
ideas, he even thought of employing Toussaint and his black troops to create a large French empire in 
Louisiana.  As long as he was still at war with the British, he could not do much about Saint Domingue 
because the British Navy prevented French ships from sailing to the Caribbean.  In late 1801, however, 
Britain and France made peace.  Napoleon immediately began preparations to send military forces to 
regain control of Saint Domingue and France’s other Caribbean colonies.  These efforts succeeded in 
Martinique, where slavery had never been abolished, and in Guadeloupe, where it was restored with great 
bloodshed in 1802. 

The French military expedition to Saint Domingue, commanded by General Leclerc, arrived in early 1802.  
Despite determined resistance from Toussaint’s army, the French were able to occupy the island’s major 
port cities, and Toussaint’s leading military commanders, particularly his right-hand man General 
Jean-Jacques Dessalines, eventually went over to the French side.  In May 1802, Toussaint agreed to end 
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the resistance and withdrew to his plantation; in June 1802, the French arrested him and shipped him to 
France, where he died in prison in 1803.  

While Toussaint and his generals submitted to the French, much of the former slave population did not.  
By the fall of 1802, it appeared clear that the French were not just trying to regain control of the island but 
that they also meant to bring back slavery, as they had in Guadeloupe.  But the French were losing large 
numbers of men in guerrilla fighting; even more were falling victim to an epidemic of yellow fever, which 
even killed General Leclerc himself.  Dessalines and other generals now resumed fighting against the 
French.  When war between Britain and France began again in May 1803, the French troops were cut off 
from supplies and reinforcements.  By the end of the year, the French commander Rochambeau was 
forced to surrender and agree to withdraw from the island.    

The fighting in 1802-1803 was extremely brutal.  The French troops committed many atrocities in their 
attempt to bring the island under control and restore slavery.  In response, blacks killed many of the 
whites who had remained in Saint Domingue.  On January 1, 1084, General Dessalines proclaimed the 
independence of the former colony, giving it a new name derived from the original Indian inhabitants:  
Haiti.    

The success of the Haitian Revolution sent shock waves throughout the slave societies of the New World.  
For the first time in the history of the New World, a slave revolt had culminated in the total defeat of 
white forces.  Although he died before Haitian independence was achieved, Toussaint Louverture’s story 
became a legend:  a black former slave had shown that he could defeat the best white generals and outwit 
the most skillful white politicians.  Haiti became the first former European colony where people of color 
succeeded in overturning slavery and racial inequality.  Memories of the Haitian Revolution have 
continued to influence movements for liberation for the past two centuries. 

At the same time, however, Toussaint Louverture left a troubled legacy to Haiti’s black population.  The 
very inegalitarian society he created, based on rule by a military caste, left a lasting imprint on the 
country’s social structure.  In addition, he did not succeed in overcoming the divisions between the 
lighter-skinned descendants of the mulatto or mixed-race group and the mass of the population.  Conflicts 
between these two groups have marked much of Haiti’s subsequent history.  

 
Guiding Questions: 

1. How did Toussaint Louverture create a “very inegalitarian society” in Haiti?  

2. How was Louverture’s leadership and legacy crucial to the success of the Haitian Revolution? 
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Document Analysis: Toussaint’s Life and Legacy 

Directions: Use the following documents to consider the impact and legacy of Toussaint Louverture.  
 

 
Document 1: Toussaint Justifies His Forced-Labor Program (1800) 
 
“In order to secure our liberties, which are indispensable to our happiness, every individual must be 
usefully employed, so as to contribute to the public good…  Whereas, since the revolution, labourers of 
both sexes, then too young to be employed in the field, refuse to go to it now under pretext of freedom, 
spend their time in wandering about, and give a bad example to the other cultivators… I do most 
peremptorily order as follows: “Article 1.  All overseers, drivers, and field-negroes are bound to observe, 
with exactness, submission, and obedience, their duty in the same manner as soldiers….  Article 3. “All 
field-laborers, men and women, now in a state of idleness, living in towns, villages, and on other 
plantations than those to which they belong… are required to return immediately to their respective 
plantations…” (George Tyson, Toussaint L’Ouverture, 52-3) 

 

Document 2: To Toussaint Louverture 

The success of the Haitian Revolution in 1804 marked the beginning of slavery's collapse in the Western 
Hemisphere. The watershed event produced the first black-led nation in the Americas and the second 
independent nation in the struggle against colonial imperialism. In securing Haiti's independence, Haitian 
revolutionaries liberated 87 percent of the former French colony's population. Their remarkable victory 
lifted the hopes of African-descended peoples, both slave and free, throughout the hemisphere and fueled 
national liberation movements in Latin America. In North America, their military successes convinced 
Napoleon Bonaparte to sell the vast Louisiana territory to the United States in 1803, thereby nearly 
doubling the size of the new nation… 

Toussaint Louverture, the revolution's military genius, did not live to see Haitian independence. Arrested              
and imprisoned by Napoleon in 1802, Louverture died the following year. As he languished in prison,                
English poet William Wordsworth penned a tribute to him: 

Though fallen thyself, never to rise again, 

Live, and take comfort. Thou hast left behind 

Powers that will work for the thee; air, earth, and skies; 

There's not a breathing of the common wind 

that will forget thee; thou has great allies; 

Thy friends are exultations, agonies, 

And love, and Man's unconquerable mind. 

Source: Pierre-Aristide Desdunes (1844-1918), Creole Poet, Civil War Soldier, and Civil Rights Activist:  
The Common Wind's Legacy By Caryn Cosse Bell   
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ACTIVITY: Heroes, Villains and the Memorialization of History 

Throughout history humans have constructed monuments to memorialize heroes and historical figures, 
and debated the role of these monuments in preserving history. 

Read the following articles about the debate over the removal of Confederate monuments in New 
Orleans. When you have finished, consider the following questions: 

❏ What points of view do Zachary Fine and Wynton Marsalis express regarding Confederate 
monuments?  What details, accounts, or examples do they include to defend these points of 
view? 

❏ With which writer do you most agree?  Explain. 
❏ Consider the point of view of the author with whom you least agree.  Does he make any 

arguments that stand out to you, even if they do not entirely convince you? 
❏ How should the city of New Orleans treat Confederate monuments?  Should they be removed 

or preserved, or is there another option? 

 

Not All Racist Monuments Should Be Torn Down 

Preserving them risks legitimizing white supremacy, but removing them risks erasing our mistakes. Here's a 
third way. 
New Republic ｜Zachary Fine｜March 10, 2016  
 
On February 22, 1884, thousands of citizens as well as distinguished guests—senators, Supreme Court 
justices, French and German consuls—attended the unveiling of the monument of Robert E. Lee in New 
Orleans. Mayor William Behan, who served under Lee in the Confederate Army, proclaimed that the 
general’s “deeds are his monument, and they will survive and continue in remembrance long after this 
marble shall have crumbled into dust.”  
 
This past December, at Mayor Mitch Landrieu’s urging, the city council voted 6-1 to have Lee taken down 
from his perch atop a sixty-foot-tall Doric column, and to also remove monuments to Confederate 
President Jefferson Davis, General P. G. T. Beauregard, and the “Battle of Liberty Place,” an 1874 
insurrection by a white supremacist group. The measure is part of a broader debate, prompted by swelling 
racial tension, over monuments to Confederate leaders and other white men who promoted racist 
policies, including John C. Calhoun at Yale, Cecil Rhodes at Oxford and the University of Cape Town, 
and Woodrow Wilson at Princeton. 
 
In the battle over the legacy of these men, opposing sides have mined the historical record. In New 
Orleans, those who want Lee taken down say his memory could never be disentangled from the “long 
years of bondage for black people brought here against their will,” according to an editorial in the Times 
Picayune. This camp has highlighted Lee’s tenuous connection with New Orleans, his slave-owning, and his 
views on the institution of slavery (Lee once wrote of blacks, “The painful discipline they are undergoing, is 
necessary for their instruction as a race…”). Among those who oppose taking Lee down, 
which includes former Governor Bobby Jindal, some venerate Lee’s legacy while others simply want to 
preserve the city’s historical landscape. 
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Amid these recent clashes, though, essential questions have been neglected: What is, or should be, the 
purpose of public monuments? Should they reflect contemporary values, or should they remind us of our 
past, however painful it might be? By purging historical monuments in the name of contemporary values, 
we risk effacing the grievous errors that continue to inform the present. Yet, by preserving them, we also 
potentially legitimate the legacy of white supremacy. Perhaps there is a third way: one that allows us to 
preserve history, and in turn monuments, while also activating them in the fight against racial injustice. 

In the nineteenth century, figurative sculpture was the reigning form of monuments in the West. Reaching 
back to Greco-Roman conventions, triumphal columns and bronzes consecrated the deeds of heroic 
figures and were often used by regimes in power (and still are today) to project their values. For 
Confederate loyalists embittered by the loss of the Civil War, the statue of Robert E. Lee in New Orleans 
was part of a concerted effort to recast the city in the image of the Confederacy: The statue of Lee was 
erected in 1884, and from 1850 to 1890 the city’s demographics changed rapidly, as the percentage of 
whites spiked from 37 to 66 percent.  

New Orleans was “a reluctant secessionist city” that became “more Confederate in its identity during and 
after Reconstruction,” according to Lawrence Powell, a history professor at Tulane University. The statue 
of Lee, Powell told me, served “to reaffirm white supremacy.” Walter Johnson, a Harvard historian who 
has written extensively about the history of slavery in New Orleans, called the statue “a gesture of white 
power over the city” and a way for Confederates to announce they could constitute the “metropolitan 
space as descended from and defined by the history of the Confederacy.” This was part of a broader 
campaign to honor the Lost Cause by redefining public spaces in New Orleans. Congo Square, where slaves 
used to gather on Sundays to socialize, trade, and play music, was renamed Beauregard Square in 1893 (its 
original name wasn’t restored until 2011). 
 
Some monuments change in more than name: The statue of Napoleon atop the Vendôme Column in Paris 
went through three iterations in the nineteenth century to accord with the whims of successive regimes. 
And all monuments change in meaning, as political values, aesthetic tastes, and historical interpretations 
shift over time. After falling out of notice for years, some monuments re-emerge in moments of crisis as a 
clarion call for a contemporary cause. The Robert Gould Shaw Memorial in Boston, a bronze relief by 
August Saint-Gaudens installed in 1884, shows Shaw leading a regiment of black soldiers during the Civil 
War. The sculpture was in poor shape for decades until the city’s busing crisis in the 1970s, when civic 
leaders restored it to demonstrate a commitment to mending racial tension.  
 
In New Orleans, the statue of Lee was little mentioned in recent years. But after the church shooting in 
Charleston last summer ignited a national debate about the Confederate flag, local activists pushed for the 
removal of Confederate symbols throughout the city. In June, Mayor Landrieu issued a statement saying, 
“Prominent locations in our city, such as Lee Circle, ought to reflect the unity, diversity, culture and the 
wonderful things that bring us together rather than something in our history that has separated us.”            
 
Landrieu’s support for monuments that represent our contemporary commitments to diversity and unity 
seems noble. But purging monuments that fail to commemorate “the wonderful things that bring us 
together” risks gutting public and private spaces of their capacity to prompt us to grapple with the past. 
And if robust democracies seek to respect and encourage a diversity of views, what might they lose by 
submitting all historical monuments to a single strain of dominant political ideology? All that is pluralistic 
or diverse about the collection of views represented across the landscape could give way to a 
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homogenous political terrain, one emptied of the differences that stimulate productive debate about our 
fraught history. 
 
Many in the black community, from the students at Yale to Wynton Marsalis, the New Orleans–based jazz 
musician, have posed compelling challenges to this position. They have argued, importantly, that the 
removal of these monuments would create an environment more conducive to the inclusion and safety of 
members of marginalized communities. In an op-ed, Marsalis wrote, “I have never felt compelled to tell 
anyone who was not from New Orleans about the true racism that I experienced growing up here.” He 
argues that Lee Circle should be transformed into “an inviting space,” not one that displays the monument 
of a “general who fought against our country, against freedom.”  

But some major black intellectuals today suggest—though not explicitly—that there might be value in 
preserving visible traces of racial prejudice. Ta-Nehisi Coates and the law professor Michelle Alexander, 
among others, have pointed to legal scholars and sociologists who believe that “colorblind” policies and 
laws are responsible for not only perpetuating racial discrimination under the guise of putatively 
non-discriminatory language—in domains of housing, employment, policing, incarceration, 
and jury selection, for instance—but in making it more difficult to identify explicit instances of racism. 
In The New Jim Crow, Alexander argues that “it is no longer socially permissible to use race, explicitly, as a 
justification for discrimination, exclusion, and social contempt.” Consequentially, evidence of racial 
discrimination, she claims, is “the very evidence unavailable in the era of colorblindness.” In cities with 
large and disadvantaged black populations, such as New Orleans and Baltimore (currently in the process of 
removing its own Confederate monuments), it would seem imperative, then, to have monuments that 
represent America’s history of racial discrimination: providing a counter-narrative to the myth of 
post-racialism and forcing the public to confront the enduring effects of our dark past.  
 
A pledge to reckon with this past would require that we remain committed to learning from, in Landrieu’s 
words, the “history that has separated us.” To dismount Lee is to cut off one head of the Hydra. Instead of 
ushering in a new, more progressive era, replacing monuments and names with politically palatable 
alternatives is to expunge the traces of a history whose ruinous effects still course through our 
democracy.  
 
This is not to say that we should necessarily keep all monuments. Rather, if the statue of Lee is to be 
removed, perhaps it should be replaced with a monument commemorating the more than 100,000 slaves 
sold between 1804 and 1862 in New Orleans. And if the statue of Rhodes is to be preserved at Oxford (as 
Oriel College recently decided), new monuments and plaques that reject racial prejudice or provide 
alternative histories should be commissioned.  

The statue of Lee, like many monuments, does not simply recall the historical figure but reminds us of the 
unjust conditions from which it came. We desperately need our monuments to summon that side of 
history in the struggle against racial injustice today. 
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Why New Orleans should take down Robert E. Lee's statue:  

Wynton Marsalis 

Times Picayune Posted Dec 15, 2015 
 
"Man, you must be crazy!" replied a customer in a Pigeon Town barber shop in 2010 to the suggestion that 
we should erect a statue in front of the Superdome honoring the Super Bowl losing coach of the 
Indianapolis Colts, Jim Caldwell, instead of the victorious Sean Payton, coach of our New Orleans Saints. 
That sensible customer understood the meaning of symbols.  
 
Our national myths and symbols tell us what we need to know about ourselves. They commemorate grand 
victories, evoke despair over tragedies and elicit joy over triumphs. Some celebrate courage under fire, 
while others remind us of what must never happen again. The most significant of these symbols represent 
values that should be considered and reconsidered by each generation as part of its civic duty. 
Our Constitution is designed to be amended with the passage of time and custom. The flexibility of this 
most sacred text is considered to be ultimate proof of the visionary genius in our Founding Fathers. At the 
heart of our democratic process is the possibility of creating change. Through argument and compromise, 
we adapt, improvise and course-correct, ideally in search of "a more perfect union." 
 
Like the Constitution, national stories and symbols also need amending as time and custom demand. 
There can be as much benefit in removing things of little worth as there is in erecting things of great value. 
Be it a person, city or country, there are always aspects of personality that can be improved. For all there 
is to love about New Orleans, a pervasive racism and inequality has plagued our civic life since the earliest 
days.  
 
This foul condition forced our greatest ambassador, Louis Armstrong, to choose not to be buried in this 
home that he cherished and glorified night after night before the world audience. He was hurt to the bone 
by what he'd seen and experienced here. And though he represented our city as a place of magic, mystery 
and good times, he lived our shameful legacy of social injustice and racism. In 2015, that tradition is no 
longer a skeleton in our closet: It's a whole cemetery. Now is the perfect time to remove the head 
tombstone. 
 
Take Robert E. Lee's statue down from its place of honor overlooking our city and rename and repurpose 
the circle that bears his name. 
 
When one surveys the accomplishments of our local heroes across time from Iberville and Bienville, to 
Andrew Jackson, from Mahalia Jackson, to Anne Rice and Fats Domino, from Wendell Pierce, to John Besh 
and Jonathan Batiste, what did Robert E. Lee do to merit his distinguished position? He fought for the 
enslavement of a people against our national army fighting for their freedom; killed more Americans than 
any opposing general in history; made no attempt to defend or protect this city; and even more absurdly, 
he never even set foot in Louisiana. In the heart of the most progressive and creative cultural city in 
America, why should we continue to commemorate this legacy? 
 
I have never felt compelled to tell anyone who was not from New Orleans about the true racism that I 
experienced growing up here. People from other places aren't interested in hearing all of that when they 
really just want to talk about gumbo and find a good place to hear live music. Don't get me wrong, I love 
talking about po-boys, and recommending clubs, but all the Crescent City "fun" in the world can't cover up 
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the damage inflicted on our way of life by lingering Confederate aspirations that still pollute a portion of 
our dreams, still influence our decision-making and ultimately prevent us from joining the modern world, 
let alone defining it. 
 
A stubborn tradition of entrenched segregation and generational prejudice has stifled the development of 
a diverse, productive social and business environment that should have naturally evolved from our hybrid 
culture and unique cross-cultural creativity. The pernicious effects of this legacy are clearly evidenced by 
gross inequalities in everything from education to housing, to employment and access. We are 
accustomed to these conditions and perhaps don't see them, but we are capable of being so much more. 
It's time to live up to our potential, not down to the flaws that we have inherited. 
 
Robert E. Lee betrayed his sacred oath to support and defend the Constitution and instead chose to lead 
an army intent on its violent overthrow -- and he lost. The Civil War was a costly victory for democracy, 
but long after it had been decided, the backwards thinking leadership of this city erected monuments to 
Confederate generals who had committed treason against the United States -- and lost. 
In a nation founded on the credo of freedom struggling to overcome its inhumane legacy of chattel 
slavery, only profound hubris would lead one people to conclude that the enslavement of another should 
be THE SUPREME law of the land. 
 
Lee's monument was erected to proclaim this arrogance across the ages, and reclaim as a victory what 
was lost on the battlefield. It's time for this age to speak back in clear opposition to this hubris. A 
monument in the middle of our city glorifying a losing general who fought against our country, against 
freedom and against the maximizing of our human potential through integrated creativity, is ridiculous. 
After Hurricane Katrina, the support we received from people all over the world clearly demonstrated 
their appreciation of our culture and our character. The intensity of this love was demonstrated with 
unprecedented assistance of all kinds. We should transform the current Lee Circle into an inviting space 
that celebrates the communal intentions of the international community that helped us survive Katrina. 
This place would fill the heart of our city with something uplifting for us all and for all times. That, and not 
the stubborn echo of a shameful period of our history, should be the mythology we strive to teach to our 
kids and leave for our descendants. 
 
Wynton Marsalis, a New Orleans native, is a trumpeter, composer and artistic director of Jazz at Lincoln Center in 
New York City.  
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Heroes and Villains: Memorializing The Complexity of History 

Primary Source Analysis: The Life and Legacy of Toussaint 

Louverture 

Directions: After reading and analyzing the following primary and secondary source documents describing 
the life and legacy of Toussaint Louverture, consider the following:  

● What, if any, would be a fitting monument dedicated to Toussaint Louverture?  

Directions: Use the box below to draw a design for a monument memorializing Toussaint Louverture. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For additional scholarship on history and monument building, see Facing History and Ourselves, Holocaust Memorials 
and Monuments: 
https://www.facinghistory.org/holocaust-and-human-behavior/chapter-11/visual-essay-holocaust-memorials-and-m
onuments 
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