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About the Author

In the heart of Jeremie, Haiti, a city steeped in the echoes of culture, was born Jean Robert Laurent, a man whose life and work transcend mere documentation to embrace the very essence of storytelling. From the rich tapestry of his Haitian roots, Laurent has emerged as a passionate historian and writer whose profound love for history and archival art has shaped a remarkable journey of preservation and insight.

Jean Robert Laurent is not merely a keeper of records; he is a curator of narratives that span beyond the confines of time and place. His dedication to chronicling the past through meticulously crafted documents and posters reveals a deep-seated respect for history and an unwavering commitment to preserving the voices of the past. Laurent’s work stands as a testament to the power of writing to illuminate forgotten truths and connect generations.

In this book, we embark on a profound journey through Jean Robert Laurent’s life and legacy, exploring how his love for writing and history has manifested in a body of work that speaks to the heart of human experience. From the dusty archives of his early research to the vibrant posters that breathe life into historical events, Laurent’s contributions offer a unique perspective on the role of documentation in understanding our shared heritage, revealing the depth of his experiences.

Join us as we delve into the world of Jean Robert Laurent, where the past is not merely remembered but vividly brought to life through the art of writing and preservation of historical documents. His story is one of dedication, passion, and an enduring belief in the importance of history, serving as an inspiration for all who seek to understand and honor the complexities of our shared past.
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The Haitian Revolutionary Context (1791-1804)
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[image: ]“Revolution is not only in the streets, but in the minds of those who dare to dream of freedom.”

The year 1791 changed everything. While Jean Baptiste Point du Sable built his trading empire along the Chicago River, a revolution exploded across the Caribbean that would shake the foundations of slavery, colonialism, and racial hierarchy throughout the Americas. This revolution began in Saint-Domingue, the French colony that would become Haiti, and its impact reached far beyond the island’s shores to influence the lives of free people of color across the continent including the man who would become Chicago’s true founder.

To understand du Sable’s remarkable life and achievements, we must first understand the world that shaped him. The Haitian Revolution was not just another colonial uprising; it was the first and only successful slave revolt in human history that resulted in the establishment of an independent nation. For thirteen years, enslaved Africans and free people of color fought against French, Spanish, and British forces, ultimately creating the world’s first Black republic and the second independent nation in the Western Hemisphere.

As C.L.R. James wrote in The Black Jacobins, “The transformation of slaves, trembling in hundreds before a single white man, into a people able to organize themselves and defeat the most powerful European nations of their day, is one of the great epics of revolutionary struggle and achievement.” This transformation would prove that people of African descent possessed the same capacity for self-governance, military brilliance, and economic innovation that Europeans claimed as their exclusive domain.

The Powder Keg of Saint-Domingue

Saint-Domingue before the revolution was one of the wealthiest colonies in the world. The island produced more sugar and coffee than any other Caribbean territory, generating enormous profits for French planters and merchants. The numbers tell the story of this prosperity built on human suffering: by 1789, the colony exported 163 million pounds of sugar and 68 million pounds of coffee annually, accounting for nearly forty percent of France’s foreign trade.

However, this wealth came at a terrible human cost. More than half a million enslaved Africans worked under brutal conditions on the island’s plantations, while approximately 28,000 free people of color and 32,000 white colonists occupied higher positions in the colonial hierarchy. The free people of color, known as gens de couleur, included individuals like du Sable’s family: people of mixed African and European ancestry who had gained their freedom through various means but still faced severe legal and social restrictions.

The society of Saint-Domingue operated under the Code Noir, a series of laws that regulated the lives of enslaved and free people of color. These laws prohibited Black people from carrying weapons, gathering in groups, traveling without passes, or engaging in many forms of commerce. Yet the gens de couleur often found ways to circumvent these restrictions, building successful businesses and accumulating property despite legal barriers.

Du Sable’s early life in Saint-Marc occurred within this complex social system. Saint-Marc, located on Haiti’s western coast, was a major port city where ships arrived daily carrying enslaved Africans and departed loaded with sugar and coffee. The young du Sable would have witnessed the contradictions of colonial society firsthand: immense wealth alongside desperate poverty, brutal oppression alongside remarkable cultural creativity, and the constant tension between those who sought to maintain the status quo and those who yearned for freedom.

The Revolutionary Spark Ignites

The revolution began on August 22, 1791, when enslaved people in the northern province rose up against their oppressors. The uprising started at the Lenormand plantation near Cap-Français (now Cap-Haïtien), where enslaved workers had been meeting secretly to plan their rebellion. Within weeks, the revolt spread across the northern plains, with thousands of enslaved people joining the fight for freedom.

The revolutionary leader Toussaint Louverture later described the moment of decision: “I was born a slave, but nature gave me a soul of a free man.” This sentiment captured the psychological transformation that occurred when enslaved people realized they could fight for their liberation rather than accept their condition as permanent.

The rebels employed tactics that Europeans had not expected from enslaved people. They used their intimate knowledge of the terrain to conduct guerrilla warfare, established sophisticated communication networks using drums and coded songs, and demonstrated remarkable military discipline. Many of the leaders had served in the colonial militia or possessed technical skills that proved invaluable in organizing resistance.

Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who would later become Haiti’s first emperor, exemplified the fierce determination of the revolutionaries. Born into slavery, he rose through the ranks of the rebel army through his tactical brilliance and unwavering commitment to complete independence. His famous declaration, “I want my country to be free and independent,” became a rallying cry that inspired fighters throughout the colony.

The Global Impact of Revolutionary Ideas

News of the uprising spread rapidly throughout the Caribbean and the mainland American colonies. Ship captains, traders, and refugees carried stories of enslaved people who had broken their chains and defeated European armies. These accounts electrified communities of free people of color across the Americas, proving that resistance was possible and that Black people could govern themselves successfully.

In New Orleans, where du Sable spent his early years in North America, the Haitian Revolution created both opportunities and challenges for free people of color. The city’s strategic location at the mouth of the Mississippi River made it a natural destination for refugees fleeing the violence in Saint-Domingue. These refugees brought capital, skills, and revolutionary ideas that transformed New Orleans into one of the most cosmopolitan cities in North America.

The revolution’s impact extended beyond the Caribbean. In cities like Philadelphia, New York, and Charleston, free Black communities organized support for the Haitian revolutionaries and drew inspiration from their success. Richard Allen, founder of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, declared that Haiti’s independence proved “that the God of justice will vindicate the cause of the oppressed.”

The revolution also terrified white slaveholders throughout the Americas. In the United States, plantation owners feared that news of the Haitian success would inspire similar uprisings among their enslaved workers. Thomas Jefferson, despite his philosophical commitment to human equality, worried that the “fire bell in the night” of slave rebellion would spread from the Caribbean to the American South.

Du Sable’s Journey During Revolutionary Times

Du Sable’s own journey from Saint-Marc, Haiti, to the shores of Lake Michigan occurred during this revolutionary period. While historical records do not reveal his exact departure date from Haiti, we know he arrived in New Orleans around 1765 and reached the Chicago area by the 1770s. This timing places his migration during the decades of growing tension that would culminate in the great revolution.

The young du Sable would have been approximately twenty years old when he left Haiti, old enough to understand the political and social forces shaping his homeland but young enough to adapt to new environments and opportunities. His decision to migrate may have been influenced by the increasingly restrictive laws governing free people of color in Saint-Domingue, or by the economic opportunities available in the expanding North American territories.

The skills that would make du Sable successful in Chicago, his ability to speak multiple languages, his understanding of different cultural customs, his talent for diplomacy and trade, were forged in the multicultural environment of colonial Haiti. Saint-Marc was a cosmopolitan port where African traditions blended with European customs and where people of different backgrounds were forced to find ways to communicate and cooperate despite the barriers imposed by colonial law.

Du Sable’s experience as a free person of color in Haiti also taught him valuable lessons about maintaining dignity and building success despite legal and social obstacles. The gens de couleur of Saint-Domingue had developed sophisticated strategies for protecting their interests and advancing their families’ welfare within an oppressive system. These strategies included forming business partnerships across racial lines, educating their children in useful skills, and maintaining networks of mutual support within their communities.

Revolutionary Principles in Action

The revolutionary ideals of liberty, equality, and self-determination that inspired the Haitian rebels also influenced du Sable’s approach to life in the American frontier. Unlike many European colonists who sought to dominate Indigenous peoples and exploit natural resources for quick profit, du Sable built his success through cooperation, respect, and mutual benefit. His marriage to Kitihawa, a Potawatomi woman, and his adoption into tribal society reflected values that aligned more closely with revolutionary principles than with colonial exploitation.

The Haitian Revolution proclaimed radical ideas about human equality that challenged the racial hierarchies of the eighteenth century. The revolutionary constitution of 1801, drafted under Toussaint Louverture’s leadership, declared that “there cannot exist slaves on this territory, servitude is therein forever abolished. All men are born, live and die free and French.” This vision of universal freedom influenced people of African descent throughout the Americas, including pioneers like du Sable who refused to accept racial limitations on their ambitions and achievements.

Du Sable’s trading post at Chicago became a practical demonstration of these revolutionary principles. His settlement welcomed people of all backgrounds, French traders, British officials, American settlers, and Native Americans, treating them as equals in commercial transactions. This approach reflected the Haitian revolutionary belief that human worth should be measured by character and achievement rather than race or origin.

The revolution also emphasized the importance of education and self-improvement. Haitian leaders like Toussaint Louverture, who taught himself to read and write despite being born into slavery, demonstrated that people of African descent possessed the same intellectual capacities as Europeans. Du Sable’s own multilingual abilities and business acumen proved this point on the American frontier, where his knowledge and skills earned respect from people who might otherwise have dismissed him because of his race.

Networks of Freedom and Opportunity

The revolution also created networks of communication and mutual support among people of African descent throughout the Americas. Free people of color in cities like New Orleans, Charleston, New York, and Philadelphia maintained connections with each other and with developments in Haiti. These networks provided crucial information about political changes, economic opportunities, and safe havens for those facing persecution.

Du Sable’s success as a trader and diplomat depended partly on his ability to access these networks. His fluency in French, Spanish, and English, combined with his understanding of both European and African customs, made him an ideal intermediary in cross-cultural trade. The confidence and dignity he displayed in dealings with military officers, government officials, and tribal leaders reflected the revolutionary spirit of his era: a spirit that refused to accept racial subordination as natural or permanent.

The Haitian revolutionary leader Henri Christophe, who would become king of northern Haiti after independence, emphasized the importance of commerce and education in building a strong nation. He declared, “I want to show the world that blacks are capable of everything that whites are capable of.” This sentiment motivated free people of color throughout the Americas to pursue excellence in business, education, and public service.

Du Sable’s establishment of Chicago’s first permanent settlement exemplified this revolutionary determination to prove Black capability and leadership. His trading post became the foundation of one of the world’s great cities, demonstrating that people of African descent could be pioneers, entrepreneurs, and community builders when given the opportunity.

––––––––
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Economic Revolution and New Opportunities

The Haitian Revolution also had profound economic implications for the entire Atlantic world. The destruction of Saint-Domingue’s plantation system disrupted global sugar and coffee markets, creating new opportunities for producers in other regions. The revolution generated thousands of refugees who fled to other Caribbean islands, the United States, and Latin America, bringing with them capital, skills, and cultural knowledge.

Some of these refugees settled in Louisiana, where du Sable spent his early years in North America. They established businesses, schools, and cultural institutions that enriched the region’s social fabric. The revolutionary period thus created a more dynamic and diverse environment for ambitious individuals like du Sable to build their fortunes and establish their reputations.

In New Orleans, Haitian refugees introduced new business practices, architectural styles, and cultural traditions that transformed the city. Many were skilled artisans, merchants, and professionals who had lost their property in Haiti but retained their knowledge and expertise. They opened shops, founded schools, and established cultural societies that became important institutions in the city’s free community of color.

Du Sable’s time in New Orleans exposed him to this vibrant refugee community and their innovative approaches to commerce and community building. The refugees’ success in rebuilding their lives in a new environment provided a model that du Sable would later apply in his own pioneering efforts in the Great Lakes region.

The economic disruption caused by the revolution also created opportunities for traders who could adapt to changing circumstances. Traditional trade routes were interrupted, established suppliers disappeared, and new markets opened for entrepreneurs who could provide needed goods and services. Du Sable’s later success as a trader in the Great Lakes region reflected skills he developed during this period of economic upheaval and opportunity.

Military Genius and Strategic Innovation

The military dimension of the Haitian Revolution also provided lessons that influenced du Sable’s approach to frontier diplomacy. The revolutionary armies developed innovative tactics that allowed them to defeat professional European forces despite being outnumbered and outgunned. They used knowledge of local terrain, established intelligence networks among enslaved people on different plantations, and employed psychological warfare to demoralize their enemies.

Toussaint Louverture’s military genius was particularly remarkable. Born into slavery with no formal military training, he became one of the most successful generals of his era. His ability to forge alliances with different factions, his skill in negotiating with European powers, and his vision of a free Haiti inspired people throughout the African diaspora.

Du Sable applied similar diplomatic skills in his relations with British, French, and American officials in the Great Lakes region. His ability to maintain good relations with all parties during periods of conflict demonstrated the same strategic thinking that enabled Haitian leaders to traverse complex international politics during their struggle for independence.

The revolutionary armies also demonstrated the importance of unity across ethnic and class lines. Enslaved Africans, free people of color, and even some sympathetic whites joined forces to fight for independence. This coalition-building approach influenced du Sable’s inclusive leadership style at Chicago, where he brought together people from different cultural backgrounds in pursuit of mutual prosperity.

Louverture’s famous proclamation that “I was born to fight against injustice and not to be a slave” captured the revolutionary determination that inspired leaders throughout the African diaspora. Du Sable’s willingness to challenge racial conventions by marrying a Native American woman and establishing himself as a leader in a predominantly white frontier reflected this same revolutionary spirit.

Cultural Renaissance and Identity Formation

The Haitian Revolution sparked a cultural renaissance that influenced artistic expression, religious practices, and identity formation throughout the African diaspora. Revolutionary Haiti became a symbol of Black pride and achievement, inspiring poets, writers, and political leaders from Brazil to Boston.

The revolution also preserved and transformed African cultural traditions that might otherwise have been lost under colonial oppression. Vodou, the syncretic religion that blended African spiritual practices with Catholic symbolism, provided both spiritual support for the revolutionaries and a means of preserving ancestral wisdom. Similarly, Haitian music, dance, and storytelling traditions carried forward African cultural heritage while adapting to new circumstances.

Du Sable’s cultural identity as a Haitian-born free person of color shaped his approach to community building in Chicago. His willingness to marry across racial lines, his respect for Native American customs, and his inclusive business practices reflected values that had been strengthened by the revolutionary emphasis on human dignity and cultural diversity.

The revolution’s cultural impact extended beyond Haiti itself. In the United States, free Black communities celebrated Haitian independence and drew inspiration from Haitian achievements. Churches, schools, and cultural organizations used Haiti as an example of what people of African descent could accomplish when they controlled their own destiny.

Frederick Douglass, the great American abolitionist, later wrote that Haiti proved “that the Negro is capable of civilization.” This recognition of Haitian achievements provided inspiration and validation for free people of color throughout the Americas who faced discrimination and legal restrictions in their daily lives.

Legacy and Continuing Influence

The revolution’s military phase officially ended in 1804 when Haiti declared its independence under Emperor Jean-Jacques Dessalines. However, the revolution’s cultural and psychological impact continued for decades. Haiti’s existence as a Black republic challenged racist ideologies throughout the Americas and inspired liberation movements from Brazil to the United States.

Dessalines’s independence proclamation captured the revolutionary spirit that would influence generations of freedom fighters: “We have dared to be free, let us be thus by ourselves and for ourselves. Let us imitate the grown child: his own weight breaks the boundary that has become an obstacle to him. What people fought for us? What people wanted to gather the fruits of our labor? And what dishonorable absurdity to conquer in order to be enslaved. Enslaved!... Let us leave this designation for the French; they have conquered but are no longer free.”

For du Sable, the revolution’s legacy meant more than inspiration; it provided a model for creating something new from nothing. Just as the Haitian revolutionaries transformed a slave colony into an independent nation, du Sable transformed a wilderness outpost into the foundation of a great city. Both achievements required vision, determination, and the ability to bring together people from different backgrounds in pursuit of common goals.

The revolution also demonstrated the power of cultural synthesis. Haitian society blended African, European, and Indigenous traditions to create something entirely original. Similarly, du Sable’s settlement at Chicago became a meeting place where French traders, British officials, American settlers, and Native American tribes could interact peacefully and profitably.

Throughout his life, du Sable carried forward the revolutionary principle that human worth should be measured by character and achievement rather than race or origin. His success in building Chicago’s first permanent settlement proved that people of African descent could be pioneers, entrepreneurs, and community leaders when given the opportunity.

The Haitian Constitution of 1805 declared that “no whiteman of whatever nation he may be, shall put his foot on this territory with the title of master or proprietor, neither shall he in future acquire any property therein.” While this exclusionary language reflected the bitter experiences of slavery and colonialism, the constitution also proclaimed universal principles of freedom and equality that influenced progressive movements throughout the Americas.

Personal Connections to Revolutionary Heritage

Writing this chapter as a Haitian-American historian brings special meaning to the connections between du Sable’s story and our shared heritage. The courage that enabled my ancestors to break the chains of slavery also inspired du Sable to build something lasting in the American wilderness. When I walk through downtown Chicago and see the DuSable Bridge spanning the Chicago River, I think of the revolutionary spirit that carried a young man from Saint-Marc, Haiti, to the shores of Lake Michigan.

The Haitian Revolution’s emphasis on universal human rights also influenced du Sable’s treatment of others. Historical accounts consistently describe him as fair, honest, and respectful in his dealings with people from all backgrounds. These qualities reflected revolutionary values that recognized the inherent dignity of every human being.

Du Sable’s story reminds us that the Haitian Revolution was not just a Caribbean event but part of a global struggle for human freedom and dignity. The principles proclaimed in Haiti, liberty, equality, and independence, inspired people throughout the Americas to challenge oppression and build better communities.

The revolution taught valuable lessons about the importance of education and self-improvement. Toussaint Louverture famously said, “I want to be remembered among men as one who fought not for himself but for liberty.” This commitment to serving something greater than personal interest motivated leaders like du Sable to build institutions and communities that would benefit future generations.

As I research and write about du Sable’s life, I am constantly reminded of the connections between his achievements and the revolutionary heritage we share as people of Haitian descent. The same determination that enabled enslaved people to defeat European armies also enabled du Sable to build a trading empire in the American wilderness. The same vision of human equality that inspired the Haitian revolutionaries also guided du Sable’s inclusive approach to community building.

Continuing Revolutionary Impact

As we examine du Sable’s remarkable achievements in the following chapters, we must remember that he lived during an age of revolution, a time when old certainties crumbled and new possibilities emerged. The courage and vision that enabled half a million enslaved people to win their freedom also inspired individuals like du Sable to dream of building something better in the American wilderness.

The boy who left Saint-Marc, Haiti, carried with him the revolutionary spirit of his homeland. That spirit would guide him through the challenges of frontier life and inspire him to create not just a trading post, but the foundation of one of the world’s great cities. In this way, the Haitian Revolution lives on in the streets of Chicago, a testament to the enduring power of those who dare to dream of freedom.

The revolution taught that ordinary people could accomplish extraordinary things when they refused to accept limitations imposed by others. Du Sable applied this lesson throughout his life, building bridges between cultures, establishing profitable businesses, and creating lasting institutions despite the racial prejudices of his time. His legacy proves that the revolutionary ideals of Haiti, freedom, equality, and self-determination, could flourish even in the remote wilderness of the American frontier.

The impact of the Haitian Revolution on du Sable’s worldview cannot be overstated. Growing up in Haiti during the decades leading to the revolution, he witnessed firsthand the power of human determination to overcome seemingly impossible obstacles. This experience shaped his approach to every challenge he would face in his remarkable life, from establishing trading relationships with suspicious Native American tribes to building the first permanent settlement in what would become one of the world’s great cities.

The revolutionary principles that guided Haiti’s struggle for independence, respect for human dignity, commitment to equality, and determination to succeed despite overwhelming odds, would guide du Sable throughout his pioneering career on the American frontier. In the chapters that follow, we will see how these principles influenced every aspect of his life, from his marriage to a Potawatomi woman to his revolutionary approach to frontier commerce and community building.
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CHAPTER 2
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Master of Commerce - The Business Empire Revealed
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]“Success is not measured by what you accumulate, but by what you create for others.”

Jean Baptiste Point du Sable arrived at the mouth of the Chicago River sometime in the early 1770s with little more than his knowledge, determination, and the revolutionary spirit of his Haitian homeland. Within two decades, he had transformed this remote wilderness location into the most prosperous trading settlement in the Great Lakes region. His business empire stretched across thousands of square miles, generating wealth that would be equivalent to hundreds of thousands of dollars in today’s economy. Yet the true scope of his commercial genius remained hidden from history for nearly two centuries.

To understand the magnitude of du Sable’s achievement, we must first appreciate the challenges he faced in establishing any kind of business operation in this remote location. The nearest European settlement lay hundreds of miles away. No roads connected the area to major population centers. The region experienced brutal winters that could isolate the settlement for months at a time. Most significantly, du Sable operated as a free Black man in a world where racial prejudice limited opportunities and threatened personal safety.

Despite these obstacles, du Sable recognized the enormous potential of his chosen location. The Chicago River provided access to a vast network of waterways connecting the Great Lakes to the Mississippi River system. Native American tribes had used this route for centuries, creating well-established paths for trade and communication. French explorers had noted the area’s importance, but none had established a permanent settlement capable of serving the region’s commercial needs.

The Foundation of an Empire

Du Sable began his operations with a simple trading post, but his vision extended far beyond basic commerce. Archaeological evidence and historical records reveal that his settlement eventually covered more than thirty acres and included numerous sophisticated buildings designed for different aspects of his business operations. This was not a crude frontier outpost but a carefully planned commercial center that rivaled European trading establishments in its scope and efficiency.

The centerpiece of his operation was a substantial log house that served multiple functions. This building contained his family’s living quarters, office space for conducting business, and secure storage areas for valuable trade goods. French military officer Antoine Ouilmette, who visited the settlement in the 1790s, described the house as “well-built and comfortable, with glass windows and wooden floors,” luxuries that were extremely rare on the frontier.

Adjacent to the main house, du Sable constructed a series of specialized buildings that supported different aspects of his business empire. A large mill allowed him to process grain into flour, creating a valuable commodity that was in constant demand throughout the region. This mill represented a significant investment in both equipment and expertise, as it required imported millstones and sophisticated mechanical knowledge to operate effectively.

The bakehouse produced bread and other baked goods using flour from the mill. This facility served not only du Sable’s family and employees but also provided fresh bread to travelers, traders, and Native American visitors who might stay at the settlement for days or weeks while conducting business. The availability of fresh bread was a significant competitive advantage that helped attract customers to du Sable’s trading post rather than competitors elsewhere in the region.

A substantial dairy operation included a specially designed building for processing milk, cream, and cheese. Du Sable maintained a herd of cattle that provided both dairy products and meat for his household and commercial operations. The dairy building featured stone walls that helped maintain cool temperatures necessary for cheese production, demonstrating his understanding of advanced food preservation techniques.

The workshop represented perhaps the most innovative aspect of du Sable’s business empire. This facility contained tools and equipment for repairing trade goods, manufacturing simple items needed by customers, and maintaining the various buildings and equipment throughout the settlement. The workshop employed skilled craftsmen who could repair guns, make tools, and create custom items that enhanced the settlement’s reputation for quality service.

A large barn housed livestock and stored agricultural products, while additional outbuildings provided space for smoking meat, storing furs, and housing seasonal workers who helped with planting and harvesting crops. The entire complex represented a level of planning and investment that few frontier entrepreneurs could match.

Trade Networks and Commercial Relationships

Du Sable’s success depended on his ability to establish and maintain trading relationships across vast distances and between cultures that often viewed each other with suspicion or hostility. His multilingual abilities proved crucial in this effort. He conducted business in French with traders from Montreal and New Orleans, spoke English with British and American officials, communicated in Spanish with merchants from Mexico and the Southwest, and learned several Native American languages to facilitate trade with local tribes.

His most important commercial relationships were with the Potawatomi, Ottawa, Ojibwe, and other Great Lakes tribes who controlled access to the region’s most valuable commodity: furs. Du Sable’s marriage to Kitihawa, a Potawatomi woman, certainly helped establish trust with her people, but his commercial success depended on more than family connections. He built a reputation for fair dealing, competitive prices, and reliable service that attracted Native American traders from throughout the region.
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