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“he mourned the lost years 

centuries of lined and somber faces 

the broken ranks of his people 

thousands by the tens of thousands 

torn from the soil of their fathers 

to death in life 

on bleak, distant shores.” 

Samuel W. Allen, "Nat Turner or Let Him Come” 
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Timeline 

1765-1783 North America: British colonists fight for their independence from 

Great Britain in the American Revolution. 

1779-1789 France: French citizens overthrow the Bourbon monarchy to 

establish a new republic during the French Revolution; Napoleon 

Bonaparte begins his rise to power. 

1789 France: The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen is 

published. 

1791-1803 Saint-Domingue: Tens of thousands of slaves rebel against former 

masters and French forces in the Haitian Revolution. 

1794 French colonial slavery is abolished. 

1795 Louisiana Territory: A conspiracy is uncovered in Pointe Coupee 

Parish. Over 50 slaves were arrested and tried for plotting to set 

fire to the plantation of merchant and political leader Julien 

Poydras,   

1802 French colonial slavery is re-instituted, thus revoking the 1794 

ruling. 

1803 The United States acquires over 800,000 square miles of land, 

including the Territory of Orleans, from France through the 

Louisiana Purchase. 

1804 The island of Haiti is first recognized as an independent nation on 

January 1. 

1811 Louisiana: Former Haitian slave Charles Deslondes leads the 

largest slave insurgency in the United States, the German Coast 

Uprising. From January 8 to January 10, over 100 slaves marched 

through the St. John the Baptist and St. Charles Parishes toward 

New Orleans, killing two white men and burning plantations as 

they went. 

1822 Charleston, South Carolina: Denmark Vesey, a former slave who 

purchased his own freedom, is executed after a plot for a large-

scale slave rebellion is uncovered. Had this uprising been 

successful, Vesey and his followers were to set sail for Haiti from 

Charleston Harbor. 

1831 Southampton, Virginia: Nat Turner leads fellow slaves in the 

deadliest slave revolt in the American South. Nat Turner’s Revolt, 

one of the most prolific events in the history of slavery in the 



United States, caused widespread panic which radiated throughout 

the South and resulted in the restriction of rights of assembly for 

free people of color. 

1835 The City Council of New Orleans publishes a pamphlet detailing 

an uncovered conspiracy led by bandit John Murrell which, had it 

succeeded, would have led to a nationwide slave insurrection on 

Christmas Day.   

1839 Cuba: Slaves revolt aboard the slave ship Amistad in an attempt to 

sail back to freedom in Sierra Leone. Despite their initial capture 

and imprisonment, the U.S. Supreme Court does ultimately grant 

the slaves their freedom.  

1841 Virginia slaves set to be sold in New Orleans successfully rebel on 

the slave ship Creole, overthrowing the traders and rerouting the 

ship to Nassau, where they were deemed free.  

1848    Slavery in the French colonies is abolished for the second time. 

1861-1865 United States: The Civil War is fought, splitting the nation in two 

over contested issues including states’ rights and emancipation.  

1866 Blacks and whites clash over the refusal of black suffrage in 

Louisiana at a reconvening of the state’s Constitutional 

Convention. 

1867-1868 The Louisiana Constitutional Convention establishes a new state 

constitution promoting equal rights for all of the state’s citizens. 

  



Introduction 

 This thesis revolves around the connections between revolutions and rebellion in the 

United States, Europe, and the Caribbean, beginning in the latter decades of the eighteenth 

century and spanning most of the nineteenth century. A preoccupation of this thesis is to explore 

the links between emancipation movements and slave rebellions in the Francophone world, with 

the foundational emancipation movement at this time being the Haitian Revolution. 

Emancipation movements are traditionally regarded as having a more political focus in contrast 

to violent revolts, but they share similarities with regard to the paranoia they inspired within 

proponents of slavery and slaveholders. The connections between these concepts, and the 

profound effects revolutions, both large and small, had on one another, are best illustrated by the 

ideas and imagery associated with shadows. A common metaphor used to describe the legacy of 

a figure or event as impactful or far-reaching dictates that the event in question “casts a long 

shadow” on the rest of the world. The Haitian Revolution in particular “cast a long shadow” as it 

sent the already war-torn world into an uproar over the fear of slave insurrection.  

The revolt in Saint-Domingue also threatened the strength of the French Empire, and the 

American South watched aghast as insurgent slaves formed their own independent nation. The 

success of slaves in Haiti inspired overwhelming paranoia among Southerners, particularly those 

in New Orleans and the surrounding area, of American slaves following suit, and the Haitian 

Revolution did cause dozens of instances of conspiracy and rebellion throughout the nineteenth 

century. Saint-Domingue was both a shining example of freedom for slaves after violent revolt 

and the manifestation of American slaveholders’ worst nightmare. To study the happenings of 

such a tense, fragile region, it is imperative to analyze what life was like in a slave society where 



whites, free people of color, and slaves alike were living in the “long shadow” cast by the 

Haitian Revolution.1 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the United States was a relatively young country, 

having secured its independence from Britain just decades before. With the onset of the 

American Revolution, the Atlantic world became wrought with conflict which shaped much of 

the world’s history, from riots and large-scale revolution in France to slave uprisings in the 

Caribbean. This recurrent conflict saw the United States’ 1803 acquisition of an expanse of 

territory, including Louisiana, from a frustrated Napoleon Bonaparte. Effectively losing the 

French colony of Saint-Domingue to the Haitian Revolution, Bonaparte tried to retake the 

territory from the insurgent slaves and ultimately failed, choosing to abandon expansionary 

ventures across the Atlantic altogether in favor of those in Europe. This string of revolutions 

aided in the establishment of Louisiana as American territory—an American territory which 

would itself become the site of dozens of insurrections of its own in the decades to follow.  

 With its procurement of Louisiana and the surrounding territory, the United States 

expanded its borders to include an area heavily influenced by both its French past and the influx 

of refugees from newly-independent Haiti at the turn of the nineteenth century. In the midst of a 

struggle for its identity, Louisiana rapidly became the center of the domestic slave trade, with 

New Orleans at the heart of an institution dependent upon the sale and usage of human beings. 

As the slave trade flourished first on an international scale and later on a domestic one after the 

                                                            
1 This concept was inspired by historian Adam Rothman’s use of the same phrase to describe the monumental 

impact the Haitian Revolution had on the rest of the nineteenth-century world. Rothman describes this in Slave 

Country: American Expansion and the Origins of the Deep South (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 

Press, 2007), 91. This thesis focuses specifically on the consequences of the Haitian Revolution using New Orleans 

as a lens to understand the ways the revolt in Saint-Domingue influenced the lives of whites, free people of color, 

and slaves alike. 



banning of the transatlantic slave trade in 1807, the free and enslaved black populations of the 

city rose, along with racial tensions as fears of slave insurrection began to haunt much of the 

Southern mindset. Over 170,000 slaves were sold or smuggled into North America from the 

1790s through 1810, and with the rise of a Second Middle Passage through the American South, 

New Orleans became the country’s largest slave market.2 Fears became reality as rebellions 

unfolded throughout the South and at home, coming to a climax in 1811 with an uprising in the 

German Coast region of Louisiana. Both conspiracies and rebellions proved to Louisianans that 

the slave-driven Haitian Revolution, which horrified white Southerners on an unprecedented 

scale, could repeat itself in the United States.   

 The fear of a recurrence of the Haitian Revolution in the American South encouraged a 

paradox within the United States:  a country whose foundations were rooted in the necessity of 

freedom remained determined to keep the same freedom from those it enslaved. The same notion 

of liberté fought for by white Europeans in the eighteenth century eluded their slaves in North 

America. Owners, traders, and drivers alike, in their determination to keep slaves enslaved and 

inherently prevent rebellion went to such extreme measures as prohibiting conversation among 

their slaves.3 The deprivation of slaves’ freedom coincided with the loss of their humanity—for 

whites in the market and on the plantation, slaves were property, bought and sold the same as 

cloth or cattle. They were living, breathing, and feeling, but they were not free. Any instances of 

resistance caused panic within their owners and local communities as whites had to acknowledge 

slaves’ humanity— “they [slaveholders] oriented themselves around the expectation that they 

                                                            
2
 Rothman, 19. 

3
 Walter Johnson. Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

HarvarUniversity Press, 1999), 61. 



would have the same things and the same rights over those things when they woke up as they had 

when they went to bed.”4   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
4 Johnson, 204. 



Why Louisiana? 

For slaves, the possibility of sale to Louisiana brought with it an overwhelming feeling of 

dread—in the cane and cotton fields they would experience some of the worst conditions of the 

slaveholding South in stifling heat under ruthless traders and owners. Slaves in the sugar parishes 

of Louisiana were subject to inadequate sustenance and backbreaking work to the degree that the 

women who survived the trip to Louisiana and the labor involved in sugar cultivation were often 

unable to produce healthy children.5 As a direct result of this treatment, enslaved people often 

succumbed to the diseases associated with life in the South and one of poverty, including yellow 

fever, cholera, and malaria.6 A trip to antebellum Louisiana was synonymous with a certain 

death sentence, with the unspoken understanding amongst slaves that they would never see their 

friends and family again.7 As the demand for this treacherous but vastly profitable Louisiana 

sugar increased, so did the need for slave labor, with the black population outnumbering that of 

the whites exponentially. The treacherous nature of sugar cultivation and refinement resulted in 

the constant desire for new labor as scores of slaves fell victim to the harsh conditions 

characteristic of Louisiana sugar parishes. This population boom resulted in Louisianans living 

in a constant fear of insurrection for most of the nineteenth century, worsening after the 

conclusion of the revolution in Saint-Domingue in 1804 as black and white refugees alike arrived 

in the tens of thousands. In the German Coast, for example, the fear that refugees would import 

insurrection was justified—the site of the 1811 uprising saw its population double between 1785 

and 1810.8  

                                                            
5 Michael Tadman, “The Demographic Cost of Sugar: Debates on Slave Societies and Natural Increase in the 

Americas,” The American Historical Review Vol. 105, No. 5 (2000): 1544. 
6 Tadman, “The Demographic Cost of Sugar,” 1554-55. 
7 Johnson,23. 
8 Rothman, 106.  



Both the demand for Louisiana sugar and the subsequent boom in the domestic slave 

trade had one common inspiration: the Haitian Revolution. The revolt in Haiti was one of the 

most transformative events in the history of slavery, as it effectively proved the possibility of 

rebellion to slaves and slaveholders alike in the United States, the Caribbean, and around the 

world. Paranoia was unavoidable in a region whose economic stability was predicated upon 

institutions of human bondage, which resulted in slaves outnumbering their masters by 

exponential proportions--this was exacerbated by the events in Haiti and the increased need for 

slave labor as sugar production shifted from the Caribbean to the American South. In the decades 

following the Haitian Revolution, the slave population of the sugar-producing regions of the 

South quadrupled, and multiplied again to almost 90,000 by the beginning of the Civil War.9 The 

increased slave population needed to sustain the growing desire for Louisiana sugar came to 

dwarf the number of whites on Louisiana plantations. Growing populations fomented the spread 

of revolutionary ideals, including news about rebellion and the Haitian Revolution. With this 

influx came a rise in violent altercations between slaveholders and slaves, as “violent 

confrontations between masters and slaves seemed to grow as the lower Mississippi Valley 

became a slave society… and the lower Mississippi Valley was alive with news of revolt, as one 

intrigue after another came to light.”10 Indeed, the effect that Haitian Revolution had on the rest 

of the world was evident long after its conclusion, with observers recalling decades later that 

“nothing is more formidable than a people oppressed and driven to despair.”11  

                                                            
9 Ira Berlin. Generations of Captivity: A History of African-American Slaves (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2003), 179. 
10 Berlin, 149. 
11 Maurice Jackson and Jacqueline Bacon (editors). African Americans and the Haitian Revolution: Selected Essays 

and Historical Documents (London, England: Routledge, 2009), 94. 



The slaves in Saint-Domingue behind the revolt in turn looked to the 1789 French 

Revolution for encouragement, reportedly finding that “The white slaves in France… had killed 

their masters and, now free, were governing themselves and taking over the land.” 12 In their 

European counterparts, these insurgents found an example of successful revolution by an 

oppressed class against those in power. Among the most influential aspects of the French 

Revolution to affect Caribbean colonies, including Saint-Domingue, was the publication of the 

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen in 1789. This document consisted of 

seventeen articles formally dictating the natural rights of French citizens, which were to be 

honored by the new French government. As residents of what was still a French colony, slaves in 

Saint-Domingue found particular interest in the first two articles of the Declaration, which stated 

that “men are born and remain free and equal in rights,” and that the most fundamental rights to 

which men were entitled included liberty and resistance to oppression.13 Should slaves in the 

French Caribbean learn of the Declaration, plantation owners recognized the danger that may 

ensue, writing, “there is no one who does not shudder at the idea that a slave or even a free 

homme de couleur [man of color] might say ‘I am a man as well, so I also have rights, and those 

rights are equal for all.’”14 The ideals that were most characteristic of revolutionary France, the 

iconic liberty, equality, and brotherhood, showed slaves worldwide that through revolt, anything 

was possible, with the desire for liberty leading the way.15  

                                                            
12 David Barry Gaspar and David Patrick Geggus. A Turbulent Time: The French Revolution and the Greater 

Caribbean (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1997), 12. 
13 Yale Law School Lillian Goldman Law Library. The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History, and Diplomacy. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/rightsof.asp 
14 Laurent Dubois, A Colony of Citizens: Revolution and Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, 1787-1804 

(Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 106. 
15 Gaspar and Geggus, 13. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/rightsof.asp


Beginning as a slave rebellion in 1791, the Haitian Revolution spanned over a decade as 

white planters and French forces attempted unsuccessfully to thwart insurrectionist forces. The 

rebellion was the largest of several slave insurrections in the Caribbean in the late eighteenth-

century, which caused what white plantation owners referred to as “a wind of fear” throughout 

the region.16 Starting in the northern portion of the territory, slaves killed thousands of elite 

whites and plantation owners as they burned down homes and tracts of sugarcane fields. This 

caused such destruction that the northern province of Saint-Domingue, including the port city of 

Cap Français, was covered with a cloud of smoke for days after the initial August rebellion.17 

Statesman-born-slave Toussaint L’Ouverture is credited with leading the revolution and, upon its 

success, creating the first recognized black republic in Haiti. The French lost Saint-Domingue 

despite numerous attempts by Napoleon and tens of thousands of French forces to regain what 

had been the country’s most prosperous territory. The former slaves even went so far as to 

change the nation’s name from its previous French colonial title to a new aboriginal name. With 

the global recognition of Haitian independence on January 1, 1804, a half-million slaves were 

freed and, similar to the British loss of the United States after the American Revolution, the 

French lost their reputation as a major imperial power.18  

The influence of the Haitian Revolution on the United States and the rest of the Atlantic 

world was twofold: the revolution showed white Southerners in particular the dangers of slavery, 

and it simultaneously exhibited for free and enslaved blacks the possibility of freedom for those 

of African descent, in particular the possibility of its achievement through violent means.19 It 

was the success of the rebellion and the resultant independent nation which proved the potential 

                                                            
16 Dubois, 91. 
17 Dubois, 109. 
18 Gaspar and Geggus, 30. 
19 Jackson and Bacon, 14. 



for black success socially, economically, and politically, all the while proving that people of 

color could have lives beyond slavery.20 The revolution, then, threatened the institution of 

slavery which Southerners so cherished, and which became the basis for the American economy. 

Such a threat to the prosperity of plantation owners was met with threats and legislation directly 

resulting from the paralyzing fear of economic collapse and lethal slave insurrections. When the 

black and white refugees alike fled the rebellion in Haiti in search of a life of freedom, they 

could never have known the hostility that awaited them, especially in Louisiana, which at the 

turn of the nineteenth century became known as “the Creole Capital of North America.”21 Even 

whites from Saint-Domingue met with hostility, as they often brought with them their own slaves 

from the insurrectionary nation. The intermixing of Haitian and American slaves, for 

Louisianans, ran the risk of spreading rebellious ideas and values among entire labor forces. 

After the insurrection in Haiti, Louisiana found itself in a precarious situation. Between 

15,000 and 20,000 refugees fled Saint-Domingue for the American South during the more than 

decade-long revolt, and New Orleans specifically received over 80 percent of these 

immigrants.22 Their arrival was not met with a warm reception; the free colored population of 

New Orleans more than doubled with the influx of refugees from Saint-Domingue,23 who found 

themselves working as merchants or even holding slaves themselves, and with thousands of 

refugee slaves entering the country’s largest slave market. As these slaves, slaveholders, and free 

people of color started their lives over in New Orleans, city officials were fearful of these 

immigrants as there became “too many “unfortunate strangers” arriving in the region, too many 

                                                            
20 Alfred N. Hunt, Haiti’s Influence on Antebellum America: Slumbering Volcano in the Caribbean (Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press, 1988), 3. 
21 Hunt, 4. 
22

 Nathalie Dessens, From Saint-Domingue to New Orleans: Migration and Influences (Gainesville, Florida: 

University Press of Florida, 2007), Introduction.  
23 Ibid. 



slaves toiling in the plantation districts, too many fugitives absconding from their owners, [and] 

too many armed free men of color.”24 Long before the most deadly slave insurrections 

throughout Louisiana and the rest of the South, the possibility of these refugees, bringing with 

them a spirit of rebellion, was on Americans’ minds, with the very champion of the Louisiana 

Purchase, Thomas Jefferson, himself noting, “I become daily more convinced that… we should 

foresee the bloody scenes which our children certainly, and possibly ourselves have to wade 

through.”25 The dangers of refugees from Saint-Domingue of all races and backgrounds was 

apparent to Southerners, as: 

 

 Together, the white refugees with their Francophone sensibilities and mores, the 

discontented and dangerous free people of color, and slaves fresh from years of 

revolutionary rhetoric and bloodshed, could transplant the ‘horrors of St. Domingo’ to 

Louisiana and jeopardize the very area on which Jefferson staked the future of the 

republic.26 

 

Despite the fear displayed by residents who referred to them as “half starved, cutthroat 

robbers,”27 slaves and free people of color from the newly independent Haiti worked their way 

into Louisianan society, from former Saint-Marc mayor Charles Savoy and sugar planter Antione 

Morin28 to slaves who would later be responsible for major uprisings. Charles Deslondes, the 

slave leader of the monumental German Coast Uprising, the largest slave rebellion to ever take 

place in the United States, was reportedly from Saint-Domingue. Deslondes led scores of slaves 

from plantation to plantation in January of 1811, burning homes and accumulating greater 

                                                            
24 Rothman, 105-106. 
25 Ashli White, Encountering Revolution: Haiti and the Making of the Early Republic (Baltimore, Maryland: The 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 1. 
26 White, 169. 
27 White, 196. 
28

 Rothman, 75. 



numbers of slaves to fight until their eventual clash with Louisianan militias, resulting in the 

capture and execution of those involved.29 One slaveholder who fled the German Coast during 

the uprising described the revolt itself as “a miniature representation of the horrors of St. 

Domingo.”30 This anxiety spread on an international level, with The London Times predicting 

that in Louisiana, “where the negro race is numerous, [slave insurrections] would extirpate the 

white population as completely as in St. Domingo.”31  Both the Haitian Revolution and 

Deslondes’ insurrection in the German Coast proved to New Orleanians that large-scale slave 

revolts were a very real threat to the community at the hands of slaves from Saint-Domingue 

often young enough to remember their time before enslavement in the American South, and 

consequently more predisposed to rebel.32 As the connections between Saint-Domingue and the 

1811 insurrection grew clearer, the shadow cast upon New Orleans and Louisiana as a whole 

grew, with fear and paranoia becoming apparent in every aspect of citizens’ lives. If the Haitian 

Revolution taught Louisianans anything, it was that “if a successful slave revolt could take place 

within Napoleon Bonaparte’s French Empire, there was nothing to prevent a similar occurrence 

in the Southern states.”33  

Though the 1811 insurrection on the German Coast was the largest by far as its 

participants numbered in the hundreds, it was not the only instance of rebellion in nineteenth-

century Louisiana. The conspiracy and rumored uprising in Pointe Coupee in the 1790s began 

fomenting paranoia when the Haitian Revolution had only just begun. Pointe Coupee in 

                                                            
29 Jackson and Bacon, 94.  
30

 Junius Peter Rodriguez, Ripe for Revolt: Louisiana and the Tradition of Slave Insurrection, 1803-1865. Auburn 

University, 1993, 95. 
31 Rodriguez, 274. 
32 Albert Thrasher, On to Orleans! Louisiana’s Heroic 1811 Slave Revolt (Tallahassee, Florida: Cypress Press, 

1996), 71. 
33 Rodriguez, 88. 



particular was fraught with paranoia at its massive black population, as observers in the parish 

noted, “One can see how gnawing is the anxiety… which far from diminishing with time, is 

growing, because the colored population is growing faster than that of the whites.”34  Terror 

grew statewide with each passing day as residents predicted shortly after the conspiracy in Pointe 

Coupee that “the day is fast approaching when the Whites will fall a sacrifice to the Blacks.”35 

The region was influenced further by attempted mutinies on the Harmony, the Amistad, and the 

Creole in the first half of the nineteenth century, as well as conspiracies for revolt in nearly every 

parish around Louisiana continuing even after the conclusion of the Civil War.36 This onslaught 

of slave insurrections and attempted revolts brought white Louisianans to arm themselves against 

slaves and free people of color both physically and mentally in fear of Haiti-inspired “potentially 

dangerous doctrines.”37     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
34 Rothman, 94-95. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Rodriguez, 208-230, 250-251, 277-278. 
37 Jackson and Bacon, 13-14. 



 

French Influence in La Nouvelle-Orléans 

Throughout its transition from French and Spanish territory to an American state, 

Louisiana and the city of New Orleans retained a substantial amount of its Francophone heritage. 

The former French colony incorporated tens of thousands of refugees from another French 

colony, Saint-Domingue, into its population, and French expatriates in the city longed for their 

European roots. French influence on the city and the rest of Louisiana was so clear that residents 

were prompted to remark that the territory “bore more the appearance of a French colony than an 

American territory.”38 Decades after its acquisition by the United States in 1803, New 

Orleanians celebrated the milestones of the history of their former country, including the 

memorialization of France’s 1848 re-emancipation of colonial slaves. Free people of color, 

already feared by local whites within the city, gathered each year and celebrated the “extending 

[of] the rights of citizenship to all men regardless of race.”39 These critics of French colonial 

slavery saw this institution as one that “their country no longer wanted and whose natural term 

had arrived,”40 despite its striking success in the American South. 

American minds were not the only ones clouded with paranoia over the revolt in Saint-

Domingue—French minds were similarly dominated by the “menacing memory” of the Haitian 

Revolution.41 While the French maintained their hold over several island colonies, including 

Guadeloupe and Martinique, they feared similar uprisings to those in Haiti from the over 270,000 

                                                            
38 White, 195. 
39 Jean-Charles Houzeau and David C. Rankin, editor. My Passage at the New Orleans Tribune: A Memoir of the 

Civil War Era (Baton Rouge, Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press, 2001), 43.  
40 Houzeau, 89. 
41 Lawrence C. Jennings, French Anti-Slavery: The Movement for the Abolition of Slavery in France, 1802-1848 

(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 6. 



slaves residing in these islands in 1830.42 Despite the existence of abolitionist societies, whose 

membership included Cyrille Bissette, a black activist regarded to be “the most radical 

abolitionist of the July Monarchy,”43 these fears could not be swayed. Bissette, a rumored 

relative of Napoleon Bonaparte’s first wife, Josephine de Beauharnais,44 drew similarities with 

Jean-Charles Houzeau in New Orleans as he opened and edited the first French periodical run by 

blacks, La Revue des Colonies.45 Among the biggest critics of slavery in New Orleans and the 

United States, Jean-Charles Houzaeu was a Swiss-born scientist and the editor of The New 

Orleans Tribune. Houzeau himself could not comprehend an institution based on notions of skin 

color when he witnessed intellectual, calm blacks and belligerent whites in New Orleans, 

contradicting the “brutish” stereotypes Southern whites associated with slaves and those of 

African origin. Referring to notions of white supremacy as “an absolute lie,” Houzeau noted that 

“it would be absurd to conclude… that all individuals who have African blood in their veins are 

inferior, are destined to be inferior, to the most brutish and degraded white men.”46 Houzeau, as 

editor of the Tribune, promoted the paper’s status as a prominent newspaper for people of color 

and maintained his allegiance to its success, despite understanding that he was “dead, more than 

dead even, vilified in the eyes of my race”47 as a white European man enacting a black-friendly 

editorial policy. 

 

 

                                                            
42 Jennings, 28. 
43 Jennings, 24. 
44 Jennings, 73. 

45 Jennings, 48. 
46 Houzeau, 93. 
47 Houzeau, 83. 



 

Deslondes and Delacroix: 

Similarities between the German 

Coast Uprising and Liberty 

Leading the People 

In addition to the ideological 

similarities between slave 

insurrections and the French 

Revolution is an instance of artistic 

similarity. An 1888 sketch by L.J. Bridgman entitled On to Orleans: The Negro Insurrection and 

the iconic painting Liberty Leading the People, created in 1830 by French artist Eugene 

Delacroix, bear eerie similarities. 

Bridgman’s sketch, which was 

created for Indiana-born author and 

naturist James Maurice 

Thompson’s novel The Story of 

Louisiana in the History of 

Colonial North America series, 

depicts the German Coast Uprising 

of 1811. In the surrounding pages, 

Thompson, a Confederate veteran, writes that the revolt was “as barbaric as it was picturesque 

Figure 1: Liberty Leading the People (1830) 

Figure 2: On to Orleans: The Negro Insurrection (1888) 



and horrible.”48 It was during this rebellion, Thompson writes, that “about five hundred of these 

half-savage people… struck terror to the hearts of the white settlers.”49 The legacy of that 

uprising which inspired Bridgman’s artwork left such a palpable memory on Louisianans that “as 

late as December, 1885, the old negroes… described to their grandchildren in solemn whispers 

the terrible retribution of the whites just as their sires had depicted it to them.”50  

No direct evidence exists to prove that Bridgman and his illustration of the German Coast 

Uprising were influenced by Delacroix or Liberty Leading the People, but the imagery in both 

works is comparable. Both pieces of art depict revolutions in their own right. The German Coast 

Uprising was a small-scale revolution of slaves in the parish of St. John the Baptist against their 

owners, and the 1830 July Revolution, also referred to as “The Three Glorious Days,” which 

inspired Liberty Leading the People after Delacroix himself witnessed the riots,51 saw revolts 

throughout the streets of Paris as citizens moved to remove the current king, Bourbon ruler 

Charles X, from the French throne. The characters in each image are raising weapons, including 

rifles and bayonets, into the air in a similar manner.  

At the forefront of both images are flags, in Bridgman’s case the American flag and that 

of Delacroix, the French tricolour, a symbol evocative of the 1789 Revolution which “unfurls 

toward the light like a flame.”52 Both flags were representative of countries founded (or in the 

case of the French Revolution, re-founded) with ideals of liberty in mind, though American 

slaves were not yet free.  It is the image of the revolutionary French tricolor which symbolized 
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freedom for mistreated peoples throughout the Atlantic world, from the French themselves to the 

Haitian insurrectionists, who made the tricolor their own by ripping the white section from the 

flag to symbolize the new nation’s independence from France53 and even American slaves, with 

the latter being documented as having worn a “striped ribbon” representative of the tricolor.54 

Both leaders are prominent in the paintings, directly equating Haitian-born Deslondes, a slave 

regarded by white Southerners as a “savage,” with a regal personified image of freedom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
53 Dubois, 320. 
54 White, 147. 



 

New Orleans Newspapers 

With such high racial tensions and rampant instances of conspiracy and rebellion, the fear 

of their slaves plagued New Orleanians for decades. This fear, while making its way into so 

many aspects of everyday life, rarely presented itself in major New Orleans newspapers, 

appearing instead in more personal avenues of communication. Whites and blacks alike turned to 

newspapers to receive information not only locally, but nationally and internationally as well. 

L’Union and later The New Orleans Tribune were both operated by free people of color, with the 

Tribune becoming the country’s first Negro daily and regarded by historians as “the most 

important Negro newspaper of the Civil War Era.”55 Perhaps coincidentally, the New Orleanian 

L’Union shared its name with a Parisian working class newspaper that pioneered the inclusion of 

petitions for emancipation in its columns.56   

New Orleans newspapers were unexpectedly quiet during a turbulent nineteenth century 

ripe with war and revolt. Slave insurrections remained unmentioned in any major city 

newspaper, with the exception of The New Orleans Bee. Breaking its silence and abandoning the 

reservation that slave revolts and the Haitian Revolution were too dangerous to be written about, 

the Bee reported Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion in Southampton, Virginia as it progressed, keeping 

readers updated until Turner’s capture and eventual execution on November 11.57 The paper 

referred to Turner as “a monstrous imposter” with “depraved character and nefarious plans.”58 

The acknowledgement of Turner’s revolt here is as monumental as the revolt itself—Turner’s 
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revolt proved the potential for such insurrections not only to succeed, but to result in instances of 

mass murder, despite white efforts to prevent such a thing, whether through physical suppression 

of information or violent means. For Southern whites, the success of Nat Turner’s uprising 

brought with it paranoia similar to post-Haitian Revolution fears—the insurrection proved the 

possibility for slaves to reject their mistreatment through revolt. This fear escalated to the degree 

that movements circulated throughout Louisiana after Turner’s execution calling for the 

outlawing of the domestic slave trade.59 Despite these efforts and the temporary ban on slave 

importation, which sought to keep slaves from Southampton who may have conspired to rebel 

with Turner from Louisiana, slaves linked to Turner still made their way to the New Orleans 

market.60 Though newspapers largely ignored slave revolts in their publications, they were 

teeming with slave sale and runaway advertisements, included casually with real estate and 

livestock sales. Among advertisements for horses and cattle was a Moniteur listing for a slave, 

three months pregnant, requesting a fee for the woman and six months’ interest for her unborn 

child.61 

These slave advertisements presented an unusual characteristic for papers so silent on 

issues of slave insurrection: the slaves’ nationalities were only listed in the advertisements if they 

were Creole from Saint-Domingue, and these Creoles were often the subjects of runaway 

advertisements in particular. Never was it listed if the slaves were from Senegambia or Jamaica, 

only the dangerous and rebellious former French colony. This implies a note of caution on the 

editors’ part, as they were seemingly warning citizens and potential dangers of the catching or 

buying of slaves perceived to have any connection with the revolt in Haiti. The Courier de la 
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Louisiane was the guiltiest newspaper of placing this warning—the most frequent instances 

occur in 1822 issues of the Courier,62 with 1822 being the same year of Denmark Vesey’s 

attempted revolt in Charleston, South Carolina, which, if successful, would have seen the 

insurrectionists sailing straight for Haiti. For slaves throughout the South, Haiti was shrouded in 

a sort of mysticism—Haiti was the sole location which exemplified the opportunities available 

for slaves if they were able to successfully rebel.  

The lack of information on slave rebellions is suggestive of an effort to censor the 

newspapers and alter the information received by the general public as newspaper reports 

“disseminated information about the ongoing slave rebellions throughout the Atlantic world.”63 

This measure would keep potentially-frightening information about slave insurrections and 

conspiracies from inciting panic among already-paranoid slaveholders. The importance of 

keeping information from slaves was a priority of the slaveholder, as was ensuring slaves could 

not read or write. Illiterate slaves would have more difficulty understanding news of 

insurrections and writing to incite any sort of conspiracy. Just the ability to read a newspaper 

struck panic into the hearts of slaveowners, even into the Civil War, when news of emancipation 

spreading and slaves fleeing to freedom behind Union lines had the potential to disrupt plantation 

life and dismantle the Southern economy. Slaves knew the risks associated with literacy, and the 

image of literate slaves was enough to send panicked slaveholders raving that “the Niggers and 

Yankees were seeking to take the country.”64  
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On a national level, this is further exemplified by the mail ban and gag rule, which were 

implemented largely after Nat Turner’s rebellion to prevent the transmission of information from 

the abolitionist North to the stubbornly slaveholding South. The mail ban was a measure 

implemented in the nineteenth century to keep correspondence from abolitionists, or anyone 

rumored to be associated with the abolitionist cause, from reaching the South. Should this 

information fall into the hands of literate slaves or free people of color, they may find cause for 

rebellion. Not only was this censure enforced regionally, but correspondence and newspapers 

that did make it through the ban were burned, and wary Southerners accused Northern 

abolitionists of inciting slave insurrections just by publishing content related to emancipation.65 

While it likely hindered the acquisition of information on emancipatory fronts, this 

measure was not enough to keep word of rebellions from getting to slaves—people talking was 

enough to keep each other informed of news outside of the South, a process aided by the unique 

presence of a substantial population of literate free people of color throughout New Orleans and 

Louisiana. This was particularly dangerous after the Haitian Revolution as Southerners, “sensing 

the spread of revolutionary fervor… moved forcefully to break up black communication 

networks and isolate their slaves from news from Saint-Domingue.”66 Plantations and trading 

pens alike provided space creation of slave networks and inherently, for the transmission of 

information, as information flowed on topics from the practices of the slave trade to potential 

buyers’ and owners’ character and beyond.67 Newspapers were not the only form of literature to 

face censorship in Louisiana; Louisiana officials also prohibited the circulation of David 

Walker’s 1829 Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World, as it had proven to be a useful 
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resource to Nat Turner in his conception of the 1831 rebellion.68 The circulation of such 

material, feared and suppressed by New Orleanians and slaveholders throughout the South, 

proved the influence insurrectionary documents and similar information had on consequent slave 

revolts. Beyond the scope of newspapers, New Orleanians revealed their paranoia regarding 

slave insurrections in a similarly telling fashion in the form of city council reports. In a 

publication dated August 1, 1835, a committee tasked with alerting locals of potential dangers in 

the area provided a detailed explanation of a scandalous conspiracy orchestrated by Virginia-

born bandit John Murrell. Had Murrell been successful, the committee reported, slaves in every 

slaveholding state in the country would have rebelled against their owners within the same hour 

on Christmas Day, 1835.69 Such a plot was referred to by the committee as “the most bloody and 

extensive scheme of devastation, massacre, and ruin which the human heart has ever 

conceived.”70 Even Murrell was cognizant of the effect the Haitian Revolution had on both 

slaves and whites, as he intended to send informants to the plantations with the largest numbers 

of slaves, and inherently the most likely populations to rebel, who would in turn incite the 

revolts. From his cell, Murrell elaborated on this plan and its connection to the rebellion in Saint-

Domingue, which embodied the worst fears of slaveholders not only in Louisiana, but 

throughout the South:  

 

We tell them [large groups of slaves] that all Europe has abandoned slavery, and that the 

West Indies are all free; and that they got their freedom by rebelling a few times and 

slaughtering the whites and convince them, that if they will follow the example of the 

West India negroes, that they will obtain their liberty.71  
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What Did It Mean to be Black in Louisiana? 

Throughout the nineteenth century, slaveholding Louisianans found themselves with 

more threatening their institution than the slaves themselves, as free people of color also 

presented a threat to the precarious nature of race relations within New Orleans and the rest of 

the state. Tensions in Louisiana mirrored those of the rest of the South, where the presence and 

growth of free populations of color formed a societal gray area—these people were neither free 

nor enslaved, and were treated with limited rights and privileges.72 These free blacks were, 

similar to those enslaved, provided challenges for Louisianans from the very beginnings of its 

time as United States territory. Legislation was drafted and passed to limit the rights of free 

people of color in Louisiana on subjects spanning from the acquisition of residency permits to 

the banning of interracial marriage.73 Limited by the provisions of the Black Codes, laws which 

restricted the social and economic advancement of both free and enslaved blacks, free people of 

color were to “never presume to conceive themselves equal to the white,” and had to prove their 

free status to any questioning official.74  

Rising tensions, combined with the rapid influx of free people of color into the region 

which saw the population nearly double between 1820 and 1830, led to several attempts toward 

the regulation of the local free colored population.75 At their height, these measures included a 
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forced removal in 1830 of all free people of color who arrived in Louisiana within the previous 

five years, with the consequence of forced labor or imprisonment looming.76 The motives of 

such legislation remain unclear, though Louisianans did view these free people of color as 

potential transmitters of information between slaves and plantations, which could inherently 

encourage insurrection. The presence of free people of color, according to Louisianan legislators, 

would “corrupt the morals of the slave… make him dissatisfied with his condition, and formed a 

constantly augmenting nucleus of mischief and evil.”77 This “mischief and evil,” for these 

slaveholders, could be the vehicle which would bring the horrors of the Haitian Revolution to 

their own plantations.  

 After the conclusion of the Haitian Revolution and the establishment of the newly 

independent Caribbean nation, Louisianans not only displayed aforementioned hostility toward 

slaves from the region—free people of color from Saint-Domingue were no exception. These 

anxieties resulted in an 1806 ban on the entry of men of color from the West Indies, and more 

specifically, from Haiti.78 The potential of these Haitian free people of color to incite rebellions 

within enslaved populations was too great for white Louisianans to risk. Greatly outnumbered by 

enslaved and free people of color, they were all too aware of the military experience of these 

refugees, leaving rumors to fly about the training their slaves would be able to receive from these 

men in an insurrection against their masters.79  

Blackness in Louisiana was not monolithic; the free colored populations presented 

different skin tones and other physical features which were often used to determine the validity 
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of their free status. Just a fraction of blackness within an individual was enough cause for alarm, 

as the variation in black complexions became equivalent to enslavement, with dark-skinned 

individuals assumed to be slaves and their light-skinned counterparts expected to be free.80 Any 

indication of African origin was enough for free people of color to be arrested until they were 

able to satisfactorily prove their freedom.81 Beyond imprisonment, free people of color found an 

even more horrifying danger in New Orleans in the possibility of kidnapping by slave traders. 

Kidnapping free people of color provided a bigger profit margin for slave traders compared to 

the cost of transporting slaves from other states, and further endangered the already-threatened 

local free population.82 The risks facing free people of color in Louisiana proved to be so great 

that families fled for other states, foreign countries, or resorted to self-enslavement.83 Whether 

for protection from the law or the desire for care in their old age, hundreds of free people of color 

gave up their freedom—the very same, often elusive freedom over which the bloodiest battles in 

history had previously been fought.   
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What About the People? 

In the study of slavery, the individual people, the sufferers of the institution, can easily be 

lost in the examination of a more comprehensive picture and study of capitalism and legal theory 

and practice. The people and their stories are the most important part of the way this institution is 

written about and remembered—the people who fought, the ones they lost, and the families 

destroyed by slavery and the slave trade. This complicated, interconnected history tells the 

stories of “of separated lovers and broken families, of widows, widowers, and orphans left in the 

wake of the trade, only, perhaps, to be sold themselves at a later date.”84 The destruction of 

families and relationships was a common occurrence for slaves in the nineteenth century, with a 

quarter of all slave sales before the Civil War breaking up a marriage and half of all slave sales 

separating a nuclear family.85  

This destruction came not only at the hands of slave traders and buyers, but similarly by 

the hands of slaves themselves: oftentimes suicide, infanticide, or self-harm and mutilation were 

alternatives to an enslaved life. When slaves were denied control in nearly every aspect of their 

lives, this was often one way for them to control their lives and the institution into which they 

were bound. The disruption of slave families was one of the most dehumanizing aspects of the 

slave trade, as families were destroyed in the transformation of mothers, fathers, and children 

into subhuman beings. The slaveholders themselves, with families of their own, held these 

consequences in little regard, with John C. Calhoun’s stepson Thomas Clemson remarking, “I 
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care but little to whom and how the[y] are sold, whether together or separated.”86 In a region 

where children were born into slavery based on the condition of their mother and slaveholders 

could control the production of their human labor forces through means of rape and sexual 

assault, family ties were strained and broken incredibly easily. It was the institution of slavery, 

remarked William S. Campbell of New Orleans, that tore “them [slaves] away from all kindly 

associations and family ties.”87  

Subject to an institution which stripped slaves of their own identities, the shared 

experience of enslavement allowed slaves to share their experiences and bond together, 

inherently fostering the creation of slave communities. Communities served as a vehicle for 

protection of families and emotional protection from owners, traders, overseers, and the day-to-

day horrors of enslaved life. Whether slaves found camaraderie in the small, poorly-constructed 

slave cabins typical of plantations in the nineteenth century or the maroon communities on their 

way to freedom, communities offset the danger, degrading work, and abuse common in the 

American South.  Slave communities had their roots in notions most commonly associated with 

families, and strangers often found themselves bonding over mutual experiences after being 

separated from their families in the trade, likely to never see them again. In these communities, 

slaves previously uprooted from their families and any community they had previously known 

bonded over prayer, songs, work, and storytelling.88 The bonds forged in slave communities 

were so strong that traders endeavored to take slaves as far away from familiar faces and regions 

as possible in an effort to prevent any running away or rebellion.89 
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In addition to their protection of family bonds and kinship, slave communities served 

another vital purpose: the transmission of information. The means of communication between 

enslaved people was often rapid and unintelligible to masters. Complex family networks made 

possible by slave communities ran from plantation to plantation, and these networks made the 

suppression of information regarding insurrections or emancipation exceedingly difficult for 

whites.90 These networks, established over generations and decades of slave sales, as planters 

recognized the skillful nature of covert communications among slaves, remarking, “the Negroes 

have a wonderful art of communicating intelligence among themselves [which] will run several 

hundred miles in a week or a fortnight.”91  

Religious practices also fostered the creation of information networks, as slaves were 

able to assemble not only to worship, but to transmit information and often, to conspire to revolt. 

As former slaves described to Works Progress Administration (WPA) interviewers in the 1930s 

and 1940s: “We never went to church, or no place… You know none of the white folks didn’t 

want the niggers to get out, they was afraid they would learn somethin’.”92 The same former 

slaves alluded to the continued suppression of literacy and prohibiting religious practice, noting, 

“You couldn’t say your prayer let ‘lone read and write.”93 The perceived link between religion, 

the transmission of information, and slave insurrection was so strong that Louisianan 

slaveholders are documented smuggling French preachers into slavery due to the fear that the 

preacher’s ability to travel freely may result in his “teaching de slaves something he [their 
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owner] didn’t want dem ta know.”94 Though attempts to assemble and practice religion were 

often banned by masters for fear of inspiring slaves toward freedom or rebellion,95 information 

networks persisted.  

The communication networks established within and among slave communities 

throughout the nineteenth century served to foster instances of resistance and insurrection. 

Providing shelter and resources for slaves, free people of color and slaves alike, especially those 

from Saint-Domingue, added onto their already unfavorable reputation among the Louisiana 

population. Runaway slaves alone were causes for causes for alarm to a white planter class 

already nervous about the prospect of insurrection, and those fears multiplied if the slave had any 

Haitian heritage. These Haitian slaves, negatively referred to as “French Negroes,” further 

convinced New Orleanians that people of color with connections to the former French colony 

were a dangerous influence on American slaves.96 In their aid and association with rebellious 

American slaves, Haitian refugees were continuously associated with attempts to incite 

insurrection among a population which, without their influence, slaveholders would otherwise 

not expect to rebel.97 

The destruction of previously-adopted notions of family relationships inspired 

paternalistic behaviors in slaveholders as they feigned benevolence and caring toward their 

slaves. Slaveholders, then, spun lies of complex, amicable bonds between slave and master as 

they deceived those they owned. Slaveholders and traders alike used emotion to control their 

slaves on a psychological level as they “forcibly took possession of the time, hopes, and 
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attachments of their slaves and gradually tried to trade them back as obligations.”98 Here exists 

another paradox present throughout the slaveholding South as paternalistic slaveholders 

endeavored to make their slaves believe they were cared for, despite their own hesitance to 

provide slaves with the bare necessities for survival. These same “compassionate” masters were 

those who chose to keep slave families together, not to maintain family bonds, but to ensure the 

presence of a labor force in the next generation.99 

Paternalism became one of the more frightening mindsets to come out of the slaveholding 

South as a way to defend slavery without acknowledging its destructive effects. Planters and 

slaveholders often adopted paternalistic rhetoric in an effort to prevent slaves from rebelling or 

running away. Masters attempted, often unsuccessfully, to convince slaves that running away 

was too dangerous for anyone to attempt, urging them to instead remain with benevolent masters 

who would protect them.100 These pleas often fell on deaf ears, as slaves felt that death in pursuit 

of freedom was better than a lifetime enduring whipping, fieldwork, and the constant fear of 

being separated from loved ones forever. From the plantations and fields to the market, this 

justification manifested itself in all aspects of the trade as individuals whose livelihoods 

depended on enslaving other human beings predicated virtuous intentions for buying and selling 

these people, each with their own friends, families, and futures these whites now denied them.   
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The Civil War and Reconstruction in Louisiana 

 The numerous slave insurrections which characterized Louisiana and the rest of the 

American South throughout the nineteenth century were not the only avenues through which 

slaves fought for their freedom—when the Civil War broke out in 1861, thousands of slaves 

headed for Union lines both to fight and to secure their freedom. The journey was difficult and 

treacherous; men were often forced to leave women and children behind, also risking capture by 

slave catchers and bloodhounds once their owners were made aware of their absence. Upon their 

return after capture, these slaves were treated exceptionally brutally or even executed, both as 

punishment for running away and to serve as an example to anyone willing to risk a similar fate. 

Even after war was declared, slaveholders did everything in their power to quash rebellious 

thoughts in the minds of their slaves with the ultimate goal of continuing depriving these human 

beings of any rights or freedom. 

 As the Civil War progressed and Union lines moved through the South, the possibility of 

freedom which had eluded slaves and their ancestors for decades was increasingly palpable. 

Despite the efforts of slaveholders and slave catchers to keep slaves, still no more than valuable 

pieces of property, on plantations, thousands reached Union troops, with Louisiana ultimately 

providing the Union army with more black soldiers than any other state.101 As Union occupation 

                                                            
101 Rebecca Scott, Degrees of Freedom: Louisiana and Cuba after Slavery (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2005), 35. 



spread throughout Louisiana, slaves were left with memories of the first moments of freedom, 

when upon seeing the American flag raised on their plantations, “ev’rybody ran into de streets 

hollerin’ ‘we is free at last.’”102 However, despite the efforts of the near one-third of Louisiana’s 

black male population under 45 who fought for the freedom of their families and fellow slaves, 

these people of color would shortly find that while they were no longer slaves after statewide 

emancipation was declared first by Nathaniel Banks and later by Louisiana’s Constitutional 

Convention in 1864, they were still far from free.103 

 After the conclusion of the Civil War, former slaves were frequently left homeless or 

unemployed, and a great deal remedied this by remaining on the same plantations, renting out 

portions of land to farm from their former masters and living in the same cabins as they had 

before war broke out and emancipation was declared. These sharecroppers and other free people 

of color were governed by branches of the Freedmen’s Bureau, which intended, though usually 

unsuccessfully, to help former slaves find success in Southern society.  These efforts to create a 

new American South were hindered by local and state efforts to keep former slaves from voting 

or receiving a proper education. The Louisianan government managed to provide the state’s 

black population with some relief in 1868, when the Constitutional Convention drafted a new 

constitution, which explicitly provided for all citizens, regardless of race, to possess “the same 

civil, political, and public rights and privileges.”104 Amid battles between people of color and 

white supremacists, which would rage throughout Louisiana through the 1870s, state legislation 

at last acknowledged the beginnings of the equality. This was the same notion of equality which 

blacks had fought for during much of the nineteenth century, both on a national scale during the 
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recent Civil War, and through the numerous insurrections preceding it. Even in the generations 

that followed slavery and emancipation, people of color would acknowledge the “freedom 

struggles” of their ancestors, giving credit to “Hayti, the land of Toussaint L’Ouverture.”105 

Streets, Sites, and Secrets: The Legacy of Slavery in New Orleans 

In her interview in Dallas, Texas in 1936, former Louisiana slave Mary Reynolds 

remarked, “Slavery was the worst days was ever see’d in the world.”106 These “worst days” left a 

tangible legacy on the city of New Orleans and the entire state of Louisiana centuries after the 

institution of slavery saw its end and the Civil War concluded. This legacy in what Jean-Charles 

Houzeau termed “the Disunited States”107 is the result of different ways by which the city of 

New Orleans has chosen to memorialize (or, in some cases, ignore) the institution that so 

fundamentally built the city. The transmission and omission of information and how New 

Orleanians have decided to remember their past eerily parallels the censorship that strictly 

limited the circulation of information in the nineteenth century. Such patterns of information 

prove the profound effects historical events and phenomena have on the modern day, 

establishing that in the city of New Orleans, its past is inextricably connected to its present and 

inherently, to its future.    

New Orleans’ past was established by profitable slave sales in the largest slave market in 

the United States. As former slaves and their families told and retold the past, building a network 

in the process,108 the city itself has nearly buried any remembrance of the practice of slavery. Of 

the 52 recorded locations throughout New Orleans where slave sales had definitively taken place, 
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only two historical markers mentioning the slave trade exist in the city, with one being a general 

acknowledgement of the Atlantic slave trade and the other being in the wrong geographical 

location.109 Walking through the French Quarter, a visitor would have no idea of the events that 

took place there less than two hundred years ago. On the corner of Chartres Street and St. Louis, 

in the heart of the Quarter, used to stand the St. Louis Hotel, a major site for the trading and sale 

of slaves. Today, a luxury hotel, the OMNI Hotel, stands in its place, and there is no historical 

marker or indication of the city’s slaveholding past to be found.110 There is an equal lack of 

representation of the history of slavery in Jackson Square, perhaps the city’s most iconic tourist 

destination. The general public would never know that after the 1811 German Coast Uprising led 

by Charles Deslondes, conspirators were hanged in the square and decapitated in front of the St. 

Louis Cathedral when the space was still known as the Place d’Armes.111 

Throughout downtown New Orleans and the French Quarter, some of the area’s most 

traveled streets are named for former slaveholders. Poydras Street, which runs through the 

Quarter and New Orleans’ Central Business District, is named after Julien Poydras, who himself 

owned over 1,000 slaves and the rumored starting location of the 1795 rebellion in Pointe 

Coupee.112 Similarly, Claiborne Avenue, which runs not only through the French Quarter but 

through the city itself is named for William C.C. Claiborne, the first governor of Louisiana. 

Claiborne, handpicked by Thomas Jefferson himself to be Louisiana’s governor, promoted the 

“African traffic” of the slave trade113 and in 1804 acknowledged the inevitability of slave 
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insurrection in Louisiana and in the South, noting, “This quarter of the Union must (I fear) 

experience in some degree, the misfortunes of St. Domingo.”114 These representations 

commemorate the wrong aspects of New Orleans’ often unsavory history, and drastically affect 

the way this history will be remembered as New Orleanians run the risk of leaving them  

unaltered. 

 Recent developments regarding the public memory of the nineteenth century in New 

Orleans and the surrounding area exhibit a shift toward acknowledging the history of slavery in 

the region. Rather than hiding the fact that New Orleanians participated in slavery, and that the 

institution is largely responsible for the area’s initial prosperity, the state of Louisiana has begun 

educating the local and global public in the 2014 opening of the nation’s only museum 

specifically devoted to the institution of  slavery, Whitney Plantation. The plantation-turned-

museum features exhibits covering slavery on the premises, in Louisiana, and on a transatlantic 

scale. Among the most poignant tributes to the history of slavery at the museum is an engraving 

project commemorating the work of historian Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, who established the 

Louisiana Slave Database. The museum has engraved the names of over 100,000 slaves from the 

database on granite slabs for public display.115  
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More recently still, the museum, which sits in St. John the Baptist Parish, has unveiled a 

monument paying tribute to the 1811 German Coast Uprising, which took place in the same 

parish. The new feature, simply titled The 1811 Slave Revolt Memorial, features sculptures of 63 

heads which depict the slaves executed for their participation in the Haitian refugee-led rebellion. 

The exhibit was unveiled on March 22, 

2017, and represents an improving, though 

not completely improved attitude regarding 

the history of slavery in Louisiana. This 

increased representation of a history which 

is often referred to as “troubling” or “dark” 

in the public consciousness further proves 

the reaches of the “long shadow” cast on 

the region by the institution of slavery, and to an indirect degree, the Haitian Revolution.  

Figure 3: The 1811 Slave Revolt Memorial at Whitney Plantation. 

Source: Deltaworks 


