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Mutin/Mutine, adjectif et substantif:


Qui se révolte contre l’autorité légitime. Les séditions commencent par quelques mutins qui veulent secouer le joug des lois et des magistrats.


—Antoine Furetière, Dictionnaire universel (1690)


Mutinous, masculine and feminine, adjective and noun:


Someone who revolts against legitimate authority. Seditions are begun by a few rebels who want to throw off the bondage of laws and magistrates.
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Map of French Colonial Louisiana in 1720. The names and frontiers of today’s states have been indicated to provide a sense of scale and a perspective on the location of the original settlements in French Louisiana. Andrea Gottschalk.









Preliminaries


A Second Coast, a Second Ship


In the popular imaginary, this country’s early colonization is dominated by the Atlantic Coast. The second coast claimed by a European power, the Gulf Coast, seems inconsequential by comparison. The Eastern Seaboard’s European settlement is almost inevitably identified with what has become a cultural icon, the Mayflower, the ship that in 1620 carried 102 Puritans who chose to leave their homeland in search of religious freedom. But the Gulf Coast had an iconic ship of its own, La Mutine. This was the frigate that in 1720 brought some 100 passengers from France to islands situated offshore from what are now the states of Alabama and Mississippi. La Mutine’s voyage marks the first time that a vessel sent to the future United States transported solely women. La Mutine’s passengers were all female convicts, most of them accused of the same crime—prostitution. And unlike those who crossed the Atlantic on the Mayflower, the women on La Mutine did not make the journey of their own volition.


In 1719, nearly two hundred women were taken from a prison in Paris. They were chained together for transport to French ports, where most were shackled in ships’ holds. Unlike the Mayflower’s passengers, these women have mainly been forgotten—for over three hundred years. They have been almost entirely excluded from the historical record, and their stories have never been properly told. When they are remembered at all, the convict women of 1719 are often confused with women who later sailed from France to Louisiana and who are known as “casket girls” because, it is said, they were given personal effects and a small sum of money to be kept in a casket or chest to serve as a dowry when they reached their destination. Even when the women of 1719 are correctly identified, they are dismissed as mere “prostitutes” and blamed for many crucial problems of the fledgling French colony of Louisiana, from a low birth rate to a high crime rate.


This book tells the story of who the women of La Mutine really were. They were not prostitutes. They were instead in various ways victims of the endemic poverty that gripped France in the years prior to their journey—and also of the police corruption that gripped Paris in 1719. They accepted neither victimization passively.


Nearly all of them were ordinary women. The majority had been given what were then the most common names for girls: Marie and Marie Anne. Many of their family names were also common, the Smiths and the Joneses of France. Most were working women; they had struggled to earn a living at a moment when the vast majority of the French were cash-strapped. They had fended for themselves in what was then the most populous city in Europe and in one of the most dangerous times in Paris’s history: in the process, they became streetwise. What happened to these ordinary Frenchwomen could have happened to virtually any woman who found herself in Paris in 1719. When these women fell into the clutches of the Parisian police, they talked back to corrupt officers of the law and defiantly resisted false arrests. Deportation was the price they paid for such defiance.


Across the ocean on the second coast, this country’s French coast, a significant number of these rebelliously unconventional colonists realized a female version of “the American dream.” The women of La Mutine were among the founding inhabitants of settlements from Natchez to New Orleans, where they built the earliest houses—often with their own hands. They became property owners and acquired considerable estates. They founded dynasties. Indeed, with each generation, their tens of thousands of descendants have spread ever more widely across this country. The women’s accomplishments are all the more remarkable given that most had been born into extreme poverty, few had any formal education, and none had received an education worthy of her intelligence.


The biographies of the women loaded like cargo aboard a ship called La Mutine, or The Mutinous Woman, are among the earliest surviving records of this country’s first European female settlers. I discovered them in documents preserved in archives in the homeland that rejected them, notably the French National Archives in Paris. This is fitting, for even though the latter part of the women’s lives unfolded in what is now the United States, their story can only be understood in the economic and social context of early eighteenth-century France. They were Frenchwomen: born in France, they grew up there, wearing only French clothing and eating only French food. When they were forced out of their homeland and deported to a fledgling French colony across an ocean, they remained French subjects, under the rule of the French monarchy and French law. Their years in France are the chronicle of their families; of the villages and small towns where they were born; of the lives they made for themselves in their homeland; and in particular of one city, Paris, where many grew up and where they were all arrested. Their time in France ended when a ship sailed across the Atlantic, bearing them away in chains in its hold.


Next begins the story of Frenchwomen who found themselves in a far-flung French colony both vast and still largely uncharted, at a moment when the French remained uncertain about even the name of La Mutine’s destination. While the royal ministers who authorized their exile often referred to the place where the women they spoke of as “merchandise” were to be deposited as “Louisiana,” the colonists who lived there still used the territory’s earlier name, “Mississippi.”i The lived reality of the second life that authorities in France forced upon these women was one that unfolded in a world that was mainly alien to them. When they emerged from the hold of the ship in which they had crossed the Atlantic, these women who until then had rarely met anyone not French-born found a land where the French were but a tiny minority, vastly outnumbered by Indigenous peoples. They found themselves surrounded by flora, fauna, and landscapes that were strange, forbidding, and at times even nightmarish to Parisians and women from the countryside near Paris. Bread made from French wheatflour, the food that had until then been their principal sustenance, was replaced by a new dietary staple: corn. These women from landlocked regions were now surrounded by strange waterways, especially bayous, in whose murky depths they had their first encounters with the predator Europeans considered most terrifying of all, the alligator.


When the women arrived, most of the towns and cities in which they would make new lives did not exist or barely existed; many of these places did not yet have fixed names. When New Orleans, for example, officially became “New Orleans” and acquired the very first shards of an identity, the women were instrumental in that process. The colony comes into focus, settlement by settlement, through the eyes of some of the first Frenchwomen to live there, a view of the construction of French Louisiana that highlights the impact of the women of La Mutine and their families on the colony’s development.


Everything about the process designed to rid France of these women was conceived and executed in great haste and confusion. No French authority had a clear idea of the identity of the alleged criminals being summarily judged: for them, these female prisoners were rarely individuals, merely members of a collective mass of undesirables. There were so many prisoners thus treated, so many voices never before heard, and so many stories to be recovered that readers may find the accounts blending together, just as they did for the French authorities who exiled the women. I hope, however, that these facts will always remain clear: the women of La Mutine were unjustly accused, unjustly convicted, and unjustly sentenced. Even more than that clarity, though, I hope above all to have restored as much as possible to these women voices and an individuality of which they were robbed by the homeland that had rejected them.




Footnote




i The French colony to which the women were sent included the modern state of Louisiana, significant portions of today’s Mississippi and Alabama, and land now part of other states, including Arkansas, Illinois, and Missouri. In the following pages, I will refer to this vast French territory as “Louisiana,” a name given it in honor of King Louis XIV.
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France









Chapter 1


False Arrests and Trumped-Up Charges


Between six and seven a.m. on Tuesday, December 28, 1700, detective chief inspector of the Parisian police Louis Jérôme Daminois was awakened with the news that a corpse had been found in a small street near one of the major gateways into Paris, the Porte Saint-Honoré, the entrance nearest the royal palace, the Louvre.1 Daminois’s lengthy report on the crime scene is a masterpiece of forensic observation.


Daminois “rushed instantly” to the scene, where he found several people clustered in front of the shop of Adrien Jonquet, a marchand grenetier who sold grain and hay. They were gathered around the body of a man of about thirty, “of average height” (then about five feet two or five feet three). The deceased had “blackish hair,” “slightly curly” and worn short, and he was bearded. His black hat with silver trim lay at his side, along with a sword with a golden handle, still in its scabbard. He wore a justaucorps or long jacket in the then highly fashionable shade of brown known as musk, leather pants, and grey wool stockings. His pockets were empty, except for his jacket’s left pocket, which contained “five small pieces of raw beef.” The man’s undergarment was soaked in blood, and “just over his right nipple” was “a wound with a very small entrance point.”


Although Daminois and his officers interrogated witnesses and residents of the neighborhood for nearly three months, they never established with certainty the identity of the nattily dressed dead man. They most often referred to him as “Saint-Martin,” first name unknown. Their failure to identify the victim was hardly surprising. Most of the witnesses who came forward lived in the area where the murder had occurred, a zone just outside the city’s limits, the faubourg or agglomeration that had taken shape immediately beyond the Saint-Honoré Gate. In 1700, the Faubourg Saint-Honoré, while situated not far from the Place Vendôme and some of Paris’s newest and most elegant architecture, was itself far from truly urban. It was sparsely populated and lightly built up, a transitional zone between the city and the countryside beyond rather than a true neighborhood. Most of those who passed through the Faubourg Saint-Honoré did so on their way into and out of Paris: residents had no reason to know the identity of these transients, most of whom they had never seen before and would never see again.


Numerous witnesses reported having spotted a man they believed to be the deceased late the night before or in the very early hours of that Tuesday morning, always in the company of three or four men, none of whom was ever arrested and only one of whom was ever identified. Within hours of the murder, however, the police’s attention had been drawn to another suspect—a woman. One witness described having seen a woman “running down the street, terrified, carrying in her hands a sword with a gold handle in its scabbard.” Two others claimed to have seen a woman walking in various locations with the men the police were already trying to identify. Still another witness, Catherine Forderet, a seventy-nine-year-old widow who spent her days “begging near the Porte Saint-Honoré,” testified that she had heard a woman singing “the most depraved kind of songs.” Forderet returned later that same day with additional information: “she had just heard that the wife of Bourdin [a neighborhood merchant] had told someone else that she had recognized the woman as ‘la Bouquetière, une créature de mauvaise vie’”—“the Flower Girl [bouquetières sold bouquets and cut flowers], a creature who lived a dissolute life.”


At this point, the still-unidentified woman stood accused of nothing more than of having been seen in the company of men potentially involved in a crime and of singing “depraved songs.” But a thirdhand rumor repeated as an afterthought eventually condemned her to twenty years of misery, determined her life—as well as the destinies of several hundred other women—and ultimately changed the history of French Louisiana.


The day after the murder, December 29, the police were on high alert: finding the woman known as “the Bouquetière” had become a top priority. On January 5, 1701, a town crier and a trumpeter marched around to the city’s main squares and gates calling out the police’s request for any information that could lead to her arrest. No one came forward.


Finally, on January 29, 1701, a full month after the fact, a widow named Marie Le Duc, who lived a considerable distance from the crime scene and near Paris’s principal market, the Halles, walked in and volunteered the name of the man the police soon decided had murdered Saint-Martin. In her statement to Daminois, Le Duc testified that she had learned from the mother of someone Le Duc knew only as “Dubourg” that her son had wanted for a long time to kill a man named Saint-Martin because Saint-Martin “had it coming to him.” Marie Le Duc added that Dubourg was “a good man,” and ended her statement by reporting that his mother had also confided that “people were saying that the Bouquetière was responsible for the murder.” The public rumor machine—or at least the presumed assassin’s mother—had at last explicitly connected the Bouquetière to the crime.


That same day, still another widow, Jeanne Ballet, came in to say she had known Saint-Martin well and that “she had learned that Dubourg had killed him at the instigation of the Bouquetière, who led a scandalous life and was involved in a commerce de débauche [debauchery] with Dubourg.” This was the only time that anyone asserted that Dubourg and the Bouquetière had had a relationship; Ballet’s allegation lent credence to Dubourg’s mother’s charge that the Bouquetière was “responsible” for the murder.


And then, on January 30, the police struck pay dirt with three witnesses who claimed to have direct knowledge of the by then infamous Bouquetière. Marguerite Baudin, the wife of merchant Bourdin and the original source of the rumors, came in to recount in person the story already repeated by Forderet. Baudin also described sighting the Bouquetière at five thirty a.m. on the day of the murder, although her testimony regarding time and place did not align with that of other eyewitnesses. And then there were the two soldiers who became the prime witnesses for the prosecution.


Claude Dubois was the first one in. He claimed to have seen Dubourg and the Bouquetière together on the evening before the murder and ended his testimony with a bombshell: “The Bouquetière had been boasting that she had had Saint-Martin killed, that she had had many others killed before him, and that she would have others killed in the same way.” A second soldier, Thierry François, alleged that “a week or so ago,” he and other soldiers had run into the Bouquetière when she was out with several friends. Upon seeing her, one of the soldiers exclaimed, “There’s the bitch responsible for the death of that poor Saint-Martin.” To which, he maintained, she replied, “Yes, you poor beggar, I had him killed. I’ve had many others killed, too, and I’ll do the same to you.” Next, when the Bouquetière and her friends left the place where they’d all been having a beer, her friends attacked the soldier who had insulted her, wounding him with a sword thrust “just above the right nipple.” All the while, in François’s words, the Bouquetière kept yelling, “Yes, I killed him.” François closed by adding that “he’d also heard that about two months ago the Bouquetière had had one of the Swiss guards killed.”


With those two witnesses, the Bouquetière was promoted from accessory to one murder to a very rare category in the annals of crime: a female serial killer. The signature to the crimes for which she was allegedly responsible was a single sword thrust just above the right nipple.


By February 2, the Bouquetière had been incarcerated. The following day, she was taken for questioning from For-L’Évêque prison on the banks of the Seine not far from the Halles to nearby police headquarters, the Châtelet. “Marie La Fontaine, age 20, residing on the place Ville-Neuve,” reads the file identifying the suspect. That notation reveals that the police had dealt with their prime suspect so summarily that they had never bothered to make sure they were writing her name correctly. Had they inquired, she could have explained that her family name was in fact “Fontaine,” rather than “La Fontaine,” and that her friends and family knew her as “Manon,” the diminutive of “Marie” that became wildly popular in the early eighteenth century.


The Parisian neighborhood where Manon Fontaine lived, the Ville-Neuve or New City, took shape in the first half of the seventeenth century in what is now Paris’s second arrondissement or district. Unlike the winding alleyways of medieval Paris, the New City’s streets were modern—straight and well aligned. They were also short and narrow and bustling with foot traffic from the merchants and artisans and working-class Parisians who populated the area and for whom it had been designed. Those streets were lined with the modest dwellings two and three stories high in which the New City’s residents lived, as low-income workers of the day typically did, crammed into tight quarters: a family of four or five might share a single room, at most two. The New City was well situated, within easy walking distance of the Halles market, as well as the royal palace, the Louvre, and the elegant and spacious streets that surrounded the palace and that were home to a clientele highly desirable for merchants and artisans, the aristocrats who frequented the court.
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Figure 1. The street vendors called bouquetières, or “flower girls,” walked through Paris displaying the selection for sale that day in baskets strapped around their waists.
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Figure 2. Other itinerant Parisian street vendors carried fruit for sale in these wide, flat baskets, known as inventaires, or inventories.


Manon Fontaine said she made a living as one of the city’s countless street vendors. A “fille vendante [sic] du fruit,” she crisscrossed Paris’s streets all day long hawking fruit carried in a large and deep basket strapped to her back, with a second basket, this one broad and flat and known as an inventaire or inventory, secured around her waist and extending out in front of her as a display space for her wares. As she moved along, she would have advertised the goods she had for sale by calling out to pedestrians, repeating continuously the names of the fruits in her basket that day. Manon explained that people knew her as “the Bouquetière” because she had formerly walked the city’s cobblestones selling little bouquets, carrying and displaying her nosegays in the same manner. She also stated that she could neither read nor write, something that explains why she had not availed herself of her legal right to review her testimony and thus had not noticed the incorrect spelling of her name.


In eighteenth-century Paris, the chants of street vendors like Manon Fontaine—“carnations, carnations, my beautiful carnations”; “baked apples, apples baked in an oven”—reverberated incessantly through the streets. This was an age-old urban ritual: the calls of wandering sellers like Manon Fontaine were the heartbeat of the city, so basic to the soundscape of Paris that these chants were known as “les cris de Paris,” “the cries of Paris,” as though the vendors were somehow the voice of the city itself.


Manon denied knowing any of the men she was alleged to have frequented; she denied the rumors about her conduct. She explained that in the early morning hours of December 28, she was asleep at home with her mother, with whom she would have shared not only a single room but also a bed. The police never bothered to verify her alibi, nor did they question her neighbors about her character, a procedure that would surely have proved instructive, for the New City, unlike the Faubourg Saint-Honoré, was a close-knit community in which residents lived in such tight proximity that they saw their neighbors all the time and knew them by sight. During Manon’s interrogation, she also denied that she “had conspired with Dubourg and enticed Saint-Martin to follow her by promising him debauchery so that Dubourg could kill him.” This question made it clear that Daminois was so eager to indict the Bouquetière as an accomplice to murder that he was floating hypotheses with no foundation in the evidence he had gathered.


On February 5, the prisoner was brought in again; this time, Daminois took a no-holds-barred approach. Was she responsible for Saint-Martin’s death? Had she ordered many men to be killed, as soldier Thierry François had alleged? Had one of her friends wounded François’s fellow soldier with a sword thrust above the right nipple? Had she ordered the assassination of a Swiss guard? Manon categorically denied all these accusations.


Daminois sent out a bailiff to round up still more witnesses, and on February 17, new depositions were recorded. Two of them provided highly incriminating testimony regarding Dubourg. A third witness, master cobbler Claude Martin, testified that on the day of the murder he “had seen two men between 5 and 6 a.m.,” adding “but not their faces, so he would not be able to identify them.” This was the first indication that the already fragile case would soon go up in smoke.


On Wednesday, February 23, the first of what were known as “confrontations” was staged at police headquarters. Accused and accusers were gathered together in the same room; under oath, they responded to questioning by Daminois and a team of officers, all of whom did their best to intimidate the accuser and, especially, the accused. Catherine Forderet, the first person to place Fontaine at the scene of the crime and to make allegations regarding her character, admitted that she neither knew nor recognized Manon Fontaine. One after another, numerous witnesses said the same thing. Only two, Ballet and Le Duc, said they could identify Manon as the woman called the Bouquetière. Neither of them, however, had placed her at the scene of the crime.


Later that same day, and when Manon was no longer present, Daminois gave the witnesses the chance to add new evidence. Only Forderet chose to modify her story, although not in the way the police were expecting: “She shouldn’t have said that the woman was young and of average height, because she hadn’t seen her face,” Forderet’s statement concludes. One key witness thereby disqualified herself.


Like cobbler Martin before her, Forderet forced the police to confront a fact that should have given them pause from the start: in a small byway outside the city limits and without Paris’s sophisticated streetlighting, at five a.m. on the 28th of December, the night would have been pitch-black. None of the witnesses could have been sure of any identifications, of the many specific details they had offered up, not even really of the number of men and women they claimed to have seen. Indeed, already on December 28, Charlotte Travitz, one of the group gathered around the dead man when Daminois arrived on the scene, admitted that they hadn’t been able to discern anything at all until “a woman carrying a candle happened along.” By the light of that candle, they noticed for the first time the blood on the victim’s clothing and realized they were dealing with a corpse.


On February 25, Manon was confronted with Marguerite Baudin, the source of the rumors that had put the police on her trail. When Baudin identified her as “the Bouquetière, of whom she had heard it said that she lived a dissolute life,” Manon rejoined that she had never seen her accuser before. Once again, Daminois came up empty-handed.


From then on, it went steadily downhill for the police. On Monday, March 7, Manon Fontaine was confronted with the two soldiers, each of whom identified her as the Bouquetière and repeated his wild tales about her proud avowals of having been responsible for the murders of many men. Later that afternoon, however, one of them, Claude Dubois, retracted the core of his testimony: “He had heard only through hearsay that the Bouquetière had boasted of having had Saint-Martin killed.” Ultimately, one of the only two witnesses to have offered evidence of the Flower Girl’s complicity provided Daminois merely with still more neighborhood gossip.


On and on it went, as witness after witness brought in to confront the Bouquetière said the same thing: they did not know the accused, and their testimony had nothing to do with her. Finally, on March 23, 1701, after three months during which the Parisian police had questioned twenty-one witnesses and Manon Fontaine had been interrogated by prominent officers of the law on three occasions, had endured serious intimidation, if not some form of what would now be considered torture, and had “confronted” all witnesses at least once, the case officially known as “The Crown vs. Marie La Fontaine and four unidentified men” came to an end.


In the final decree, the men, three of whom remained anonymous, were convicted of “the murder of the person named Marin.” (The first witness questioned on December 28 had mentioned hearing someone call out, “Hey, Marin,” but that name never reappears in the extensive trial proceedings until it suddenly pops up again in the verdict.) The men were sentenced to hanging. Since they had been officially pronounced “fugitives,” their punishment was merely staged, and a gallows was erected at the Croix du Tiroir, a major intersection near the Louvre, with an effigy representing them attached to it.


The Crown was also obliged to recognize that three months of the best efforts of Paris’s finest police investigators had turned up nothing against the person who was at the center of their preoccupations, and the case against Manon Fontaine was dismissed for lack of evidence. “Because of her long detention, she shall be released from prison,” the verdict began, although the presiding magistrate ordered the police “to continue to gather information.” An ultimate decree made it clear that her troubles were far from over: “On the condition that she present herself every time and whenever she is ordered to do so.” That “condition” ensured that Manon could not leave Paris and guaranteed that she could be put behind bars again at a moment’s notice.


By then, Manon Fontaine knew well just how vulnerable an illiterate, working-class woman like herself was under the law. At the end of her second interrogation on February 5, Daminois had attempted to blindside Manon by enquiring “if she had ever been in prison before,” a question to which he already knew the answer. Manon’s response was to the point: “Yes,” she said.


Exactly one year before the murder at the Porte Saint-Honoré, on December 2, 1699, the Parisian police came upon the body of a man subsequently identified only as “d’Autel,” first name unknown. He had been killed by a single sword thrust. Unlike the second trial in early 1701, legal procedure was quickly dispatched in 1699. This time, the case was handled by lawyers representing the Parisian Parlement rather than the police. Already on December 22, 1699, the sole interrogations took place: the man purported to be the assassin and his two alleged accomplices each responded to a brief series of questions before being summarily convicted.


Pierre Chenillard, a nineteen-year-old soldier of the watch, denied that he had drawn his sword against the deceased; he had never taken it out of its scabbard. In Chenillard’s account, the deceased had picked a fight with him and had struck him with his cane. Chenillard fought back, he claimed, not with his sword but merely with his baton. Chenillard also denied knowing the two women alleged to be his accomplices and asserted that the woman the police claimed had instigated the murder had in fact played no role whatsoever in the altercation earlier that month.


The woman considered Chenillard’s principal accomplice was identified as “Marie La Fontaine, from Paris,” profession: “selling merchandise here and there.” No one bothered to follow standard procedure and ask her age or address. Instead, the parliament’s lawyers gave their version of the murder in question form. Was she a loose woman? Had she insulted d’Autel by calling him a “fucking pimp who put on airs”?2 Had d’Autel replied, “Get out of here, bitch, or I’ll beat you with my cane”? Had she then grabbed d’Autel’s tie and cried out, “Help me, Chenillard”? Had Chenillard then drawn his sword and killed d’Autel? Manon was characteristically brief, replying only “that all of this was false.”


The final interrogation was reserved for a woman identified only as “Bourdin, age 27”—in fact, Anne Bourdin who worked as a servant in Paris. The lawyers were hoping she would admit to having been a witness to the crime, but she replied that she “knew nothing about any of this.”


That same day, December 22, 1699, a verdict was pronounced. Chenillard was convicted of murder and sentenced to hanging, his body to be left on the gallows for twenty-four hours. Fontaine and Bourdin, convicted of “having participated in the assassination,” were sentenced to whipping, branding, and “banishment from the jurisdiction of the Parisian Parlement for five years.” Bourdin was described as “a debauched woman,” but no such accusation was made against Manon Fontaine.


All three appealed the verdict. Chenillard’s and Bourdin’s appeals were quickly dismissed. Manon, however, had done her homework, as she did in all her dealings with the judicial system, and it was decreed that she had legal grounds for an appeal. In her appeal, Manon argued that the prosecution had produced no evidence to support any of their claims. Royal prosecutors always sought to discourage appeals, which they saw as further clogging up already overburdened legal machinery. To this end, they typically upheld the original verdicts, while imposing harsher sentences. In Manon’s case, she was now sentenced to be stripped naked in public and forced to watch the execution with a noose around her neck, and then banished from Paris—this time, permanently.


Manon Fontaine’s first conviction was a case that might well be unique: a woman condemned as an accessory to murder because she was alleged to have cried out, “Help me.”


Manon was flogged; she was branded on her right shoulder with a fleur-de-lys, symbol of the French monarchy, guaranteeing that for the rest of her life she would be easily recognized as a dangerous criminal. She left Paris, as she had been required to do, in early 1700. Manon explained what happened next in her response to Daminois’s interrogation on February 5, 1701. She had been imprisoned first during what she termed “the d’Autel affair,” and then “a second time because she had failed to respect her banishment from Paris.” Daminois asked why she had not followed the rules of her banishment, and Manon replied that she had been in the countryside with every intention of remaining there, until she was called back to Paris on order from Louis Le Peletier, among the principal magistrates of the Parisian Parlement. She then produced the written decree.3


That order, which Manon had had the foresight to hold onto and to bring with her to prison, reveals that Le Peletier, one of Louis XIV’s close advisers, had personally intervened in order to entrap an illiterate fruit vendor. And Le Peletier was surely involved in the case of Manon Fontaine at the request of Henri François d’Aguesseau, widely considered the finest legal mind of eighteenth-century France.


On September 24, 1700, d’Aguesseau was named the Parisian Parlement’s procureur général, France’s chief magistrate. Soon after, Manon received the decree ordering her to return to Paris—where she was quickly rearrested and convicted of failing to respect her banishment. She was released once more and resumed her life in the New City. Then on December 28, 1700, another man was killed with a single sword thrust. The Bouquetière became a person of great interest in early 1701 because of the similar circumstances under which the victims known as d’Autel and Saint-Martin died.


Manon’s first trial had been presided over, as most often happened, by one of nineteen “substitute” or associate royal counsels, whereas beginning on day one, the investigation of the second murder was orchestrated by d’Aguesseau himself.4 It was undoubtedly at d’Aguesseau’s instigation that Commissioner Daminois tried so desperately to place Manon near the Porte Saint-Honoré on the night of the murder and to establish her complicity in the crime. D’Aguesseau issued orders that the records of all depositions and interrogations be brought to him directly. From then on, the Parisian Parlement’s chief magistrate, the jurist Voltaire later described as “the most learned magistrate in French history,” personally signed off on every decree in the proceedings of the Crown vs. Marie La Fontaine.5


A surprising number of those decrees do not mention the charges for which Manon was tried. Instead, they speak of the sole crime for which d’Aguesseau had evidence, that of returning to Paris. (They naturally fail to mention that Manon had done so only under orders from a high official of the very governing body that had issued the sentence.) And that is how d’Aguesseau finally managed to put a definitive end to Manon’s life as a free woman in the country of her birth.


After the March 23, 1701 decree that closed the second murder investigation, Manon enjoyed a few months in Paris, before being arrested again. On Monday, December 12, 1701, her fourth trial began. This time, no one had been killed, and Manon was charged solely with “failure to respect the terms of her banishment” and with “having been found living in Paris with no employment.” Once again, it was never mentioned that she had been ordered to remain in Paris and at the police’s beck and call. D’Aguesseau personally signed off on the charges and added that “the King will be informed of her transgression.” Even the Sun King, Louis XIV, was made aware of the crimes of “the Flower Girl.”


Once more, witnesses were called, and there were depositions and confrontations. The business dragged on until March 23, 1702, when a verdict was entered: this time, the accused was identified only as “Marie.” On March 27, d’Aguesseau signed the order condemning “Marie” to be taken immediately to the Salpêtrière prison’s notorious Maison de Force (or House of Force), often called simply La Force—literally, strength, might, violence. There, she was to be “locked up in perpetuity.” At the end of two and a half years during which she had been almost constantly incarcerated and standing trial, the Bouquetière’s fate was sealed: she would spend the rest of her days in prison.


Manon’s sentence was uncommonly harsh. Whereas typically women locked away in perpetuity were true repeat offenders, there was no blemish on her record either prior to her first arrest at age nineteen or during the periods between her trials. Manon’s original punishment—banishment—was the most common sentence meted out in early eighteenth-century Paris. The police did not have the resources necessary to monitor all those sentenced to banishment, so it was also a punishment very rarely heeded. Exiles seemed always to return to Paris, if indeed they even bothered to leave. The fact that Manon had respected her initial banishment by leaving the city and staying away was highly unusual. Her actions demonstrate her respect for the law that condemned her.


The vast majority of those exiled were working-class men and women. How could an itinerant vendor or a flower girl have earned a living in a French village? In the exceptionally tough economic climate of the late 1690s and the early eighteenth century, when the French state was moving ever closer to bankruptcy because of Louis XIV’s endless and increasingly costly wars, Paris was the only urban center in France with the density of population and the concentration of wealth necessary to guarantee employment for the 50,000 to 100,000 of the city’s estimated 550,000 inhabitants who worked as domestic servants.6 In these conditions, a life sentence to the brutal Maison de Force for failure to respect a decree of expulsion was unheard of.


The location of the facility to which Manon was confined, the Hôpital Général or General Hospital, most often referred to as the Salpêtrière, is now fully integrated into the urban fabric: railway stations, universities, and monuments such as the Panthéon are all within easy reach. But in the early eighteenth century, the setting was a no-man’s-land. Prisoners in Paris’s other penitentiaries such as the Bastille could at least hear the sounds of the city from their cells and feel a connection to the world outside. Surrounded by thirty-foot-high walls, the Salpêtrière was situated north, south, east, and west of, and across the Seine from, nothing. There were neither bustling streets nor residential neighborhoods nearby. The prison was bordered by a cemetery on one side, a huge garbage dump on another, and on a third by a fetid pool in which tanneries had long discarded their chemical waste—its water was so polluted that it was a breeding ground for rats and infectious diseases. Compared to this desolation, even the murder scene in the Faubourg Saint-Honoré positively teemed with street life. If prisoners in the Salpêtrière moaned or wailed or called out for help, there was no one to hear their cries.
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Figure 3. This detail from a 1728 map of Paris shows the Salpêtrière’s isolated location.


There is still a Salpêtrière; it is now a vast, modern hospital complex. Still standing near its center is the section to which Manon Fontaine was confined, the House of Force. England had workhouses, in which the poor endured forced labor and malnutrition, but as its name implied, La Force was intended as a place where particularly brutal means of correction could be used on the women imprisoned there whenever this was deemed necessary. With its blank, utilitarian façade, still today, La Force—now a psychiatric ward—remains somehow terrifying.


Even the authorities who issed the orders confining women to La Force’s cells considered its conditions grim. The building was dilapidated. Its foul odors and humidity were notorious, and there was no ventilation to speak of. Each cell had a single window, only two feet wide, with bars. Windows were up high near the ceiling, so prisoners might perhaps have glimpsed, at most, a fragment of sky.


La Force’s overcrowding was as well-documented as the nauseating smells that filled its corridors. Up to six women shared a bed meant to sleep four, with two at the head and two at the foot. The inmates who had been incarcerated longest automatically claimed the spots on the bed, and those who found no room slept on the stone floor. Cells were barely wide enough to accommodate a bed, leaving hardly enough space to squeeze in two inmates on the floor. Prisoners sometimes divided the night in half and took turns sleeping in the bed in groups of three. Blankets were distributed only in winter.


The rhythm of daily life was dictated by the woman who was in charge of the facility during all the years of Manon Fontaine’s confinement there, the prison’s longest-serving director, the notoriously harsh baillie (warden), Marguerite Pancatelin. After the wake-up bell sounded at five a.m., prayers were held in the dormitory, and the prisoners then had a half hour to deal with “their personal hygiene.” From six to seven, they attended Mass. They were next allotted fifteen minutes “to satisfy their personal needs” and given a little water to wash their hands. Work began immediately afterward. Most inmates spent their days at needlework: sewing, embroidery, lace-making. At eight a.m., they were authorized some wine and “a bit of bread.” It was then back to work until eleven, when watery soup was distributed. Work then continued nonstop until seven p.m., at which time inmates were given their only water of the day to drink and a second “bit of bread.” After prayers in the dormitory, at nine thirty, they went to bed. Sunday was a special day: they were awakened only at six.


Discipline was, in the words of one lieutenant general of the Parisian police, “severe,” and the worst treatment of all was reserved for women incarcerated for prostitution. Not long after Manon Fontaine’s stay in the Salpêtrière, a Parisian roofer named Michel Cotel had his eighteen-year-old daughter imprisoned there on prostitution charges. Three months later, he begged for her release because he had found her “in the most pitiful state conceivable.” The conditions in the prison, Cotel wrote in his petition, were “so much worse than [he] ever could have imagined.” He had hoped to have her behavior “corrected,” he explained; instead, “she was in danger of losing her life.”7


Manon Fontaine’s life can be divided into three roughly equal periods. For nineteen years, she lived in Paris, the city of her birth, growing up in poverty and working at menial, back-breaking jobs. She spent the next nineteen years in prison, mainly in the Salpêtrière’s squalor. The event that brought the second period to an end took place on November 22, 1718. By then, Manon had been incarcerated in La Force for nearly seventeen years.


During all those years, there was once again not a blemish on her record, but on that November day, she somehow incurred the wrath of the tyrannical Marguerite Pancatelin. Pancatelin was well established in her half-century of uncontested rule over women detained in the Salpêtrière. Her position guaranteed her an income, living quarters, and a degree of independence and status otherwise difficult to attain for an unmarried woman at that time. Pancatelin had even been able to supplement her revenue by selling, often at hefty prices, the finest needlework produced by inmates in her prison.8 Prior to late 1718, even though numerous accounts confirm the image of a repressive and abusive warden, Pancatelin’s absolute authority appears to have gone unchallenged.


Then, there came what Pancatelin termed the “sedition” that erupted in her prison. Pancatelin described the events of November 22 as “a seditious revolt,” “a great uprising” organized by “three creatures armed with knives who had slashed fellow prisoners and guards alike.” In a sensationalistic account of the uprising, Pancatelin conjured up a lurid vision: three blade-wielding “creatures” had revolted against their guards, one of whom had been wounded in the melee. According to Pancatelin’s unverified version of what transpired, the seditious women had threatened corrections officers at knifepoint, all the while “swearing and screaming the kind of blasphemies against God that make one’s hair stand on end.” One of the revolt’s instigators had tried to kill a second one and had succeeded in gashing her shoulder, before she herself had her head bashed in by the woman she had stabbed. Numerous prisoners had suffered injuries before the arrival of armed soldiers. Even with their vastly superior forces, the soldiers succeeded in “putting it down only with considerable difficulty.”


Pancatelin’s graphic evocation of a prison brawl is in no way coherent with either the prior or the subsequent records of the event’s alleged ringleaders. The Bouquetière as serial killer invented by the soldiers at her 1701 trial might have become the woman who initiated a reign of terror in the Salpêtrière, but the real-life Manon Fontaine? Absolutely not. Yet when authorities took Pancatelin at her word, that mythic prison altercation became the foundation of France’s first and only officially sanctioned program for the permanent banishment or deportation of female prisoners to its overseas colonies.


Pancatelin immediately had the three “creatures” placed in solitary confinement, chained to the floors of their cells, and limited their rations to bread, water, and “a small amount of soup.” Pancatelin was aware that her treatment of the prisoners was exceptionally severe, so on November 23, she wrote to Louis Charles de Machault, who had been appointed lieutenant general of the Parisian police the previous January, to justify her actions. Machault was known as particularly uncompromising, a hard-liner who believed in cracking down on crime. He ran the Parisian police for only two years. It was during Machault’s brief tenure that a radically new way of dealing with the women incarcerated in the Salpêtrière took shape.


In her appeal to Machault, Pancatelin called the revolt’s leader “Manon Fontaine”: this was the first time that a member of the French judicial system referred to “the Flower Girl” using her correct name.9


Since neither Machault nor d’Aguesseau’s successor as procureur général, Guillaume François Joly de Fleury, had been active at the time of Manon Fontaine’s arrest, Warden Pancatelin devoted the lion’s share of her missive to an account of the crimes that had landed Fontaine in the Salpêtrière for life. Her report officially enshrined Manon Fontaine in the French judicial record as a dangerous repeat offender: “Entered [the Salpêtrière] by a royal decree dated March 27, 1702. This is a summary of that decree. This girl is accused of having assassinated the son of M. d’Autel by slashing him eighteen times with a knife, and of murdering several other men—a total of fifteen.”10


On November 25, Machault assured Pancatelin that she had “done well” and that he would take the matter up with Maurepas—that is, Jean Frédéric de Phélypeaux, Comte de Maurepas, who earlier that year had been named at age seventeen head of the Maison du Roi, minister of the Royal Household. The Flower Girl had now attracted attention in the highest ranks of the government of a second king of France, Louis XIV’s great-grandson Louis XV.


In the margin next to the purported summary of Fontaine’s criminal past, Procureur Général Joly de Fleury wrote, “It will be necessary to obtain decrees of commutation of justice.” Manon had been sentenced to life in the Salpêtrière, but after November 22 the king’s lawyer began to consider substituting a brand-new option for the French judicial system—lifetime exile to a French colony across the Atlantic. This would be the ultimate form of permanent banishment from Paris, one from which there was virtually no return.


The plan for life sentences in Louisiana took shape in December 1718. On January 2, 1719, Pancatelin addressed a formal request to the regent governing France until the eight-year-old Louis XV came of age, Philippe d’Orleans, for whom New Orleans had only recently been named. She “respectfully begged” authorization to “transfer” to the Salpêtrière’s sister facility in the French port of Rochefort the three women guilty of insurrection on the grounds that they “were stirring up the other prisoners and encouraging them to revolt and threatening to knife her and her fellow officers to death.”


The first of Fontaine’s alleged accomplices was Marguerite Vallet, whom Pancatelin pronounced guilty of an extraordinary variety of crimes ranging from theft to being “the associate of counterfeiters and helping them bury the evidence of their crimes in Fontainbleau forest” and “an accomplice to all the murders committed in that forest.” The second was Marie Anne Porcher, accused by Pancatelin of everything from theft to “public and scandalous prostitution in the streets [of Paris],” “cutting off the fingers of her arresting officers with a knife she had hidden in her sleeve,” and setting her cell in the Salpêtrière on fire.


Pancatelin’s initial request for a transfer from one royal prison to another was followed by a second such request, to move the three women from Rochefort to either of the principal French colonies in the Caribbean, Martinique or Saint-Domingue (today’s Haiti). Joly de Fleury signed off on this request on January 3 and sent it on to Maurepas for the regent’s signature.


By January 10, the regent had issued orders to the mayors and officials of all villages along the roughly three-hundred-mile route that separated Paris and Rochefort to supply food and fresh horses for a convoy; he also instructed the governor of Rochefort to hold the three women prisoner there until the first ship sailed “for the islands.” Officials calculated the cost of sending three men—two armed guards and a soldier specially trained to deal with hardened criminals sentenced to the galleys—to accompany the three prisoners on a journey that they estimated would last eighteen days.


Once Pancatelin had managed to rid herself of three prisoners, her ambitions grew. Already on February 18, she submitted the names of fourteen additional candidates for exile “to the islands,” “where it would be appropriate to detain them for the rest of their lives.” As she explained, “This would disencumber the Salpêtrière and relieve the public of a burden.” After Joly de Fleury approved this new list, Pancatelin went to him again, this time with the names of numerous other women incarcerated in her prison.


Pancatelin’s ultimate list contains the names of 208 prisoners whom she pronounced “bonnes pour les îles,” “fit for the islands.” Whereas Warden Pancatelin piled on charges against Manon Fontaine and the other “seditious” women, almost every inmate on this list was described above all with one word: prostitute. On June 27, 1719, the regent officially approved the permanent exile from France of all 208 women, on the grounds of “their extraordinary moral depravity.” By June 1719, however, even though official correspondence continued to read “the islands,” the destination chosen as France’s overseas penal colony had changed. When no ship sailing for the Caribbean islands had space for additional passengers, the women were redirected to a mainland settlement, an unspecified location in the vast and still largely undeveloped territory on the North American continent named “Louisiana.” In July, the three seditious women with whom the deportation project began, as well as the fourteen on Pancatelin’s second list, were loaded onto a vessel named Les Deux Frères, The Two Brothers, bound for Louisiana. The crossing to Louisiana of that initial small contingent then became a model followed for the deportation of a far larger group of women chosen from Pancatelin’s final list: these prisoners, too, were sent to Louisiana, this time on La Mutine.


Manon Fontaine was the first among the women exiled in 1719 to have been arrested. In the request made to have her exiled, her police record was misrepresented and the charges against her were wildly distorted. Manon’s case is exceptional because so much evidence has survived: of the thousands of trials carried out at the direction of the Parisian Parlement in the years between 1686 and 1701, Manon’s 1701 prosecution is among only thirty whose records are now fully extant. Her case is, however, also typical, because the women with whom Manon was exiled received similar treatment.


Documentation survives on nearly all the deported women, and in many cases a complete police file still exists. We know the accusations made against them and do not have to rely on Pancatelin’s summaries of their alleged records. Time and again, the dossiers of women labeled “depraved prostitutes” contain mere hearsay, backed up with no evidence. In almost every instance, not a shadow of guilt was uncovered. The police had at most either the testimony of witnesses who clearly bore a grudge against the accused, or only vaguely incriminating evidence that was never linked with certainty to the woman held for questioning.


In such circumstances, women of no consequence in the French social hierarchy—maids, menial workers in the textile trade, shopgirls—refused to sit back and become passive victims of a judicial system in which the deck was stacked against them. Most remained, just as Manon Fontaine did, defiant; they continued to proclaim their innocence and to defend their rights. Time and again, the dossiers of women labeled by Pancatelin “public prostitutes” and “among the most dangerous prostitutes” reveal behavior that was assertive and markedly unconventional in their day.


Some found themselves in prison because they had refused to practice trades that they felt did not suit their talents or because they had refused to continue in abusive workplace environments. They sought instead to live and work on their own terms. In so doing, they challenged the family members with authority over their lives: their fathers, their stepmothers, their brothers. Those family members retaliated by denouncing them to the police. Many of those dismissed as “fit only for the islands” were guilty above all of assertiveness.


Had Manon Fontaine attracted Pancatelin’s attention but one year earlier, the warden could never have succeeded with her plan of “ridding” France of women she considered “fit” for an overseas penal colony but not for their homeland. In 1717, a Scottish economic theorist named John Law began to consolidate control over the French economy. Nothing Pancatelin accomplished could have happened before John Law’s breakneck rise to power. 














Chapter 2


John Law’s Louisiana Gold Rush


In Paris, the year 1719 was characterized by what a prominent aristocrat who lived through it all described as “delirium,” sheer “madness,” a veritable carnival of money and speculation. In an attempt to indicate how widespread that “delirium” became, Voltaire, who experienced the collective madness firsthand, called it “a contagious disease, an epidemic.” As the “contagious disease” of 1719 spread like wildfire through French society, Parisians went mad for money and windfall profits.1 And because this sickness was founded on France’s colonial ambitions, money madness sealed the fate of the women who were deemed “fit for the islands.”


The individual who engineered this money madness, Scotsman John Law, was many things: a speculator, a gambler, a charlatan to some, a visionary theoretician of money and finance to others. He lived a life as flamboyant as his theories. In London, Law was convicted of murder after killing his opponent in a duel. He escaped from prison, fled England, and, adopting a series of aliases, flitted through Europe, bouncing from capital to capital, trying to launch various financial schemes, and seeking in particular a prince or a government willing to experiment with the introduction of paper currency and with the use of stock as what Law called “a new type of money, perhaps better than gold and silver.”2 Law had long cherished the dream of using the relatively conservative French economy as a proving ground for his most revolutionary theories, but Louis XIV and his ministers had repeatedly rejected his proposals. Then, after the Sun King’s death in 1715, Law at last began amassing influence in France, as it became openly acknowledged that recent wars had saddled the country with a catastrophic public debt, estimated at 750 million livres.i In an attempt to eliminate that debt, over the course of the next four years Law was given free rein to transform every aspect of French economic life.


The Regent Philippe d’Orléans believed in Law’s ideas for reducing the national debt and encouraged his financial experiments. On May 20, 1716, Law was granted permission to establish France’s first banking institution, the privately owned Banque Générale or General Bank. On April 10, 1717, its banknotes began to be accepted as currency.3


In August 1717, the monopoly on commerce with France’s largest overseas colony, Louisiana, was granted to a new trading company also governed by Law, the Compagnie d’Occident or Company of the West. Law vowed to make France for the first time a major power in maritime commerce and the equal of its English and Dutch rivals. He pledged that trade with Louisiana would save the country from looming financial disaster.


On December 4, 1718, at Law’s request the General Bank was nationalized and renamed Banque Royale, the Royal Bank. Now a central bank overtly linked to the French monarchy, the Royal Bank was also controlled by John Law. Ten days later, the Company of the West absorbed the Senegal Company, which had enjoyed a monopoly over the slave trade between West Africa and the French West Indies. The following January 10, the Company of the West continued its expansion by incorporating the Ferme du Tabac or Tobacco Farm, the entity that regulated the sale of tobacco in France. Both these mergers were crucial to Law’s dream of transforming Louisiana’s status as a colony by introducing a new commodity—tobacco—and the slave labor he considered essential for making tobacco profitable.


On March 27, 1719, at the inaugural meeting of the directors of the Company of the West, Law explained that these recent takeovers would assure the success of his grand design for rebuilding the French economy. In 1719, France imported well over six million pounds of tobacco annually from English colonies near the Chesapeake Bay at a cost of roughly 2.5 million livres.4 Law pledged that Louisiana tobacco would be of superior quality and fetch a higher price; the directors were guaranteed a million livres a month in profits. The sum Law promised was colossal, fully worthy of his grandiosity. At the very moment when he dangled the possibility of 12 million a year in earnings, Louisiana was being run on the cheap. The colony’s chief financial officer had been pleading (until then unsuccessfully) for a meager 14,861 livres per annum to clothe all the military personnel stationed there—and for 2,550 livres, the paltry sum necessary to provide salt pork for the colony. During the more than dozen years of its stewardship over Louisiana, the Indies Company spent a total of only 20 million livres—and the sum covered everything from shipbuilding to salaries, from supplies for the colony’s inhabitants to ammunition for its soldiers.5


Before Law’s tenure, French authorities had refused to develop slavery on the Gulf Coast and in the Lower Mississippi Valley. In early 1719, there were at most a dozen enslaved Africans in the entire expanse of this vast French territory. When Law made tobacco central to his vision for the colony, realizing that enslaved Africans had become an essential part of the labor force in the Chesapeake Bay, he promised to send three thousand enslaved Africans to Louisiana. Law then used his new powers to redirect the French slave trade, and already on June 6, 1719, the first slave ships arrived in Louisiana. This one decision made on John Law’s authority had momentous consequences: it ultimately rewrote the destiny of this country’s second coast.


Law’s pitch to his principal financial backers focused on tobacco. To rope in small investors, he devised a very different marketing strategy: using newspapers to promote the territory as a new land of milk and honey. Because Law counted on the irresistible attraction for these shareholders of what he termed “the craving for profits,” he consistently stressed above all the colony’s potential for quick returns on every investment.6 Many prominent European papers were blatantly pro-Law, and none more so than the most widely read French periodical, the Parisian monthly Le Nouveau Mercure Galant. The issue for March 1719 featured a letter from a Frenchman newly arrived in Louisiana and sending news home for the first time. The account described the colony as “an enchanted land, where every seed one sows multiplies a hundredfold,” “a place laden with gold and silver mines.” In July, the Mercure announced the discovery of gold mines in the colony. Gazettes also reported that a sample of Louisiana silver had been tested at the Paris Mint and found to have silver content even higher than that of the fabled Potosí lode in Bolivia that had been a foundation of Spanish colonial wealth.7


Law’s promotion of Louisiana as a new source of fine tobacco and a new El Dorado proved so wildly successful that, within months, he had created the first known modern financial bubble.


In May 1719, an edict merged Law’s Company of the West and France’s largest trading company by far, the Indies Company. From then on, Law presided over the expanded Indies Company and controlled every aspect of the country’s overseas trade. On May 12 at the Royal Bank, shares in Law’s Indies Company, the first publicly traded stock in French history, were offered at 500 livres. By then, Parisians were willing, even eager, to follow the monarchy’s lead and entrust all their assets to John Law. When they rushed to the Royal Bank, in effect Law’s Bank, to exchange their gold for banknotes, a contemporary observer remarked that they “threw their money at the cashiers with an impatience that would be difficult to describe.”8 By May 15, the bank had become such a mob scene that royal guards were moved from the Louvre for crowd control.


By May 22, the price of a share had risen to 600, two days later, to 650. By late August, shares had reached 4,100; by October 5, they stood at 5,000. On November 21, their price rose to 9,325. First in December and again in January 1720, shares peaked at just over 10,000.


During the months in 1719 when its stock was surging, Law’s Company made some investors extremely wealthy, and it did so virtually overnight. By October, Le Nouveau Mercure Galant informed its readers that anyone who had invested 10,000 livres in Indies Company stock in May had become “a millionaire.” For those who lived through fall 1719 in Paris, this first recorded use of the word “millionaire” conjured up a clear image: that of individuals, often “of humble birth,” who in a matter of months had become unimaginably wealthy. Correspondences, diaries, and periodicals chronicled the mind-boggling displays of parvenu wealth that suddenly became part of the Parisian scene.


Brand-new millionaires might be spotted at the opera, “covered all over with diamonds.” They might walk into a jeweler’s, hand over 100,000 livres in newly minted bills, and ask that the shop’s entire contents be delivered to their home. In early October, a woman who in only months had amassed 6 million in profits snapped up both a grand Parisian residence (for over 400,000 livres in cash) and a fine country estate (640,000, also in cash).9


The world’s first millionaires were indebted to still another of Law’s creations: Paris’s first stock exchange. Prior to 1719, Paris had a currency exchange that operated for the benefit of merchants with foreign clients, but stock had never been publicly traded there. In August 1719, just as the price of stock in Law’s company was about to surge, “an exchange for the commerce in Indies Company stock” was inaugurated in a house situated at number 65 on the rue Quincampoix.


Number 65 was destroyed in the nineteenth century during Baron Haussmann’s redesign of Paris, but the rest of the rue Quincampoix remains much as it was in Law’s day. The street is a stone’s throw from the Halles market and only minutes from the New City. Still today, the rue Quincampoix is an unprepossessing street, slightly longer than those in surrounding areas such as the New City but, like them, narrow and lined with modest buildings. For a few months in late 1719, it was transformed from an ordinary working-class passageway into the stage for a new kind of urban theater, a freewheeling street market in which stock, rather than apples and bread, was bought and sold.


The contemporary engraving shown in Figure 4 recorded the mob scene that the rue Quincampoix became every day from eight a.m. to nine p.m. The houses along the street were rented out to traders, who sold stock from their offices. Since office space was cramped and the demand ever higher, trading often took place in the street itself. If a trader was willing to purchase stock at a price above its market value, he would ring a bell positioned on a pulley outside his office window and send agents into the street to buy shares from investors. If a trader wanted to sell below market value, he would blow a whistle. All day long, those bells and whistles fueled the perception that those who caught the tide at just the right moment could find instant wealth.


The specter of fast riches transformed well-heeled Parisians into an unruly swarm, and investors rushed in to fill every nook and cranny of Law’s stock exchange. In Antoine Humblot’s depiction, armed guards have been stationed in the foreground to prevent others from forcing their way in. On the rue Quincampoix, new noises became part of the sounds of the city. Traders’ bells and whistles and the clamors of the excited crowd begging to become part of Law’s investment carnival provided a jarring counterpoint to the timeless cries of Paris’s street vendors as the city danced to brand-new calls: the sounds of modern finance.
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Figure 4. Antoine Humblot depicted Parisians frantically buying shares of Indies Company stock during Mississippi mania.


Two months after the stock exchange began operations, Antoine Louis Le Fèvre de Caumartin de Boissy, among the Crown’s most trusted advisers, offered this commentary: “Those who own some Mississippi [stock] can talk only of that. In the beginning, it all seemed like a game; it has become a mania, a madness, a sickness.… These people, whose heads are filled only with the idea of profits and calculating their millions, are in the grips of a hot fever.” Caumartin de Boissy’s description of stock as “some Mississippi”—as well as the term “Mississippian,” the name for someone who owned quantities of Indies Company stock, and the phrase “lords and ladies of Mississippi,” used to characterize big investors spotted in Paris “completely swathed in diamonds”—shows that everyone realized that the investment mania holding Paris in its thrall was directly linked to the colony being developed along the Mississippi.10 Mississippi madness also proved essential to the plan to exile women to the banks of the Mississippi itself. While Paris was overwhelmed by the “hot fever” of investment in “some Mississippi,” the women singled out for deportation became victims of the collective greed.


In December 1717, when Law’s takeover of the French economy began, Louisiana’s population, military personnel included, was likely only 550.11 Making Louisiana the rival of England’s tobacco-rich settlements would require many new colonists, as John Law knew well. Already in September 1717, Law had promised, as the London periodical the Post Man revealed, to “transport into the Louisiana 6,000” settlers, but it was only beginning in March 1719 that he at last began to fulfill that pledge.


That month, at the inaugural meeting of Law’s Company of the West, its directors were informed that the company’s first objective was “to promote the value and the safety of the colony of Louisiana by sending new recruits to live there.” That objective immediately became the law of the land when, later the same month, a royal decree announced unprecedented policing policies in Paris: “The need that we have of inhabitants for our colonies has made us regard as a great good for our state… the arrest of paupers and the homeless who will be transported to our colonies and put to work there.”12 When patrolling the streets of Paris, the officers of the guet, the watch, could and did detain anyone found in the capital who was unable to produce on the spot proof of identity and employment. They were even able to detain those merely denounced by passersby. Parisians shared tales of the imprisonment of “upstanding citizens” and declared that such arrests were often inspired by “the basest jealousy,” a claim borne out by the stories of many women who found themselves in the Salpêtrière and selected for deportation.13


By May 12, the day that Indies Company stock was initially offered, a new rumor was circulating: the king had given the Indies Company permission to take from Parisian prisons and orphanages “young people of both sexes.”14 Pancatelin’s decision to compile a list of women for deportation attests to her realization that, as 1719 unfolded and John Law saw that it was proving far more difficult to find colonists for Louisiana than enslaved Africans, the company’s all-powerful director was willing to authorize any means that would help him fulfill his promise to send six thousand French settlers.


The list is marked as having been “arrêtée,” or officially approved, on June 27, 1719. On July 9, Pancatelin wrote Lieutenant Général Machault, begging him to “honor her” with a visit to the Salpêtrière so that they could “share a morsel.” Explaining that she had already begun preparations for the women’s departure and that she hoped to expand her list, she asked him to bring the original copy with the regent’s signature when he came to dine. Machault warned her that “because there was opposition, the departure of the women was still not certain.”


Pancatelin knew why Machault was likely to be sympathetic to her scheme. Beginning in 1708, he had served as intendant du commerce, intendant of commerce, and as a member of the Conseil du Commerce, the Council of Commerce, the regulatory group that advised the Crown on matters of business and trade. After Louis XIV’s death, the council focused on trade with France’s overseas colonies as a means of dealing with the nation’s gigantic debt, and all through 1717 it had debated Law’s policies. When Machault took on the administration of the Parisian police in January 1718, he did not relinquish his other administrative posts. The individual in control of the fates of all women arrested in Paris and all women incarcerated in the Parisian prison system had therefore a personal stake in the success of Law’s projects.


As soon as stock market fever took hold, all official opposition to the women’s deportation disappeared. After Pancatelin got her green light, Machault proved just how valuable an ally he could be. In August and September 1719, officers under Machault’s control arrested women at a rate so disproportionally higher than in previous or subsequent years that it seems all but certain that the officers on the beat had been encouraged to lock up women—however and whenever possible.


In August 1717, just prior to Law’s consolidation of power, thirty-two women were detained in Paris and confined to the prison administered by the Parisian police, the Grand Châtelet. At all times, many women arrested were released for lack of evidence, and indeed twenty of the women detained in 1717 were soon set free, and only six (18 percent) were sent from the Grand Châtelet to serve terms in Pancatelin’s prison. Yet in August 1719, under Machault’s watch, those numbers shot up. Fifty-three women were arrested; of those, even though thirty-three were set free, twenty (37 percent) were incarcerated in the Salpêtrière. (In August 1720, the year after the women of La Mutine were deported, arrests of women dropped to the pre-Law level, totalling thirty-seven.)


In addition, the women dispatched to the Salpêtrière in August 1719 were dispatched with alacrity. Comparing August 1717 to August 1719, the number of days that elapsed between a woman’s arrest and the date on which the order transferring her to the Salpêtrière was issued declined dramatically. During this crucial interval, officers typically interviewed witnesses and neighbors, checked out alibis, and prepared a file to be presented to the presiding official, who then pronounced judgment. In August 1717, in every case over a month was devoted to verifications. In contrast, in one case from August 1719, the entire process, from arrest to verdict, took place in only four days: on August 15, Anne Thérèse Valenciennes was brought to the Châtelet prison by officers of the watch; on August 19, Valenciennes was sent to the Salpêtrière.15 In the two months between July 29 and September 30, 1719, eleven women detained by officers of the Parisian police were judged as summarily as Valenciennes, and, like her, transferred to the Salpêtrière. All eleven were then deported—with almost dizzying speed. The last woman transferred, Marguerite Letellier, left Paris in chains on October 6, only one week after her initial arrest. Marguerite was never transferred to the Salpêtrière but instead moved directly to the deportation convoy.


Marguerite had worked as a scullery maid in the household of Marguerite Hémart, Dame de Foucaucourt. In November 1712, after Hémart accused the nine-year-old of theft, the girl was imprisoned and ordered to pay a three-livres fine. Children worked for food and shelter rather than wages, so Marguerite could never have paid. Hémart next accused Marguerite of “threatening” her, and this time, the child was fined 30 livres for “reparations.”


Marguerite was mere collateral damage in the matter that truly “threatened” Hémart’s peace of mind: her eldest, heir to the family fortune, Adrien Morel de Foucaucourt, had fallen in love with another scullery maid, Françoise Letellier (Marguerite’s sister), had had a son by her in 1711, and wanted to marry her. When Adrien’s younger brothers had him banished from France in a bid to take control of the family estate, he took Françoise with him.


The seduction of a maid by a young nobleman who promised marriage was a classic tale, but as this story indicates, aristocrats sometimes did intend to keep their word and marry mere servants. In such cases, the servant, considered a menace to the social order, was severely punished. This time, after Adrien put Françoise out of his mother’s reach, she took out her rage on another young woman. Five years later, in 1719, Adrien returned to Paris, and the family was once again up in arms. Just at that moment, Adrien’s mother lashed out once again at Marguerite, by then sixteen, and had her detained and exiled.16


The last women arrested, Valenciennes and Letellier among them, were locked up by officers working in collaboration with the only female administrator in the Parisian prison system, Warden Pancatelin. They were apprehended specifically to be exiled to Louisiana and thereby curry favor with John Law. Even though none of their dossiers had been approved for deportation by the regent, all eleven names were added to the cohort of those set to leave Pancatelin’s prison and France forever.


On Friday, September 1, the alliance between Pancatelin and Law that was the foundation of the deportation scheme received official recognition. John Law himself paid a visit to the Salpêtrière, requested more women for his colony, and pledged a donation: 1 million livres, a sum worthy of the age of Mississippi millionaires and a windfall that came with no strings attached. Observers added that he promised to return on January 1, 1720, with still another reward for Pancatelin’s work on his behalf.17


In the fall of 1719, a lawyer for the Parisian Parlement concluded that the dream of instant wealth had thoroughly corroded French society: “There is no longer any honor, any word of honor, any good faith.” A Parisian warned his sister living in the provinces that “Paris is no longer the city you once knew.” In this world without honor, violence was everywhere, and Paris became a city of mean streets and roaming predators. There were high-profile murders in public and broad daylight—many of them committed on or near the rue Quincampoix, where wealthy investors were knifed to death for their cash. Another prominent lawyer reported that “the police have been fishing out of the river a great quantity of arms, legs, and sawed-off slices of those who have been assassinated and cut into pieces.” He added that all Parisians knew why their city had changed: “Everyone blames the violence on the despicable speculation in paper.”18


No contemporary observer suggested that young women faced any particular threats in those brutal times, but the records of the Parisian police tell a different story. They reveal a pattern common to all moments of sudden and extreme financial upheaval: a sharp uptick in violence against women.


In July and August 1719, when officers were actively rounding up candidates for Pancatelin’s deportation scheme, another new type of criminality entered the records of the Parisian police. What officers described as “gangs of young men” roamed Paris, “insulting and mistreating” women. The parents of seventeen-year-old Manon Musquin sent a complaint detailing the manner in which one such gang was threatening their daughter and her friends. They had attacked Manon while she was praying in a church across the street from the Louvre, and after calling her “a whore and a slut who would fuck anyone,” they struck her with their canes. Other parents alleged that gangs had knocked on their doors and then forced their way, at knifepoint, into private homes, and even into young women’s bedrooms.19


Far from the rue Quincampoix, across the Seine in the newer neighborhoods on Paris’s Left Bank, the crime wave of 1719 was just as inescapable—and, once again, the women of Paris seem to have been singled out. The enclosure of the abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés was known for its elegant high-end shops, many of which were owned and run by women. In 1719, the police were frequently called there to deal with a previously unknown kind of complaint. Women reported that men were rushing in without provocation, screaming insults at them, calling them beggars, whores, and brothel-keepers. Intruders punched them and beat them with their canes.20


During the months of financial frenzy, young women in Paris were in danger in their workplaces; they were in danger in public settings such as the Tuileries gardens, and even in churches. They were in danger from the officers of the Paris Watch, who were being encouraged to arrest them; they were in danger from marauding gangs and random hooligans. And they may have been most in danger from their own families. A significant number of those who traveled on La Mutine found themselves on board because family members—fathers, mothers, brothers—had asked, indeed even begged, for their exile. Seeking to rid themselves permanently of an unwanted daughter or sister, they willingly put young women into Pancatelin’s and Law’s hands.


The first record of such a request arrived on Machault’s desk on December 17, 1718: it was a milestone in the deportation process, Parisian parents begging that their daughter be taken by force to a colony an ocean away. The couple pleaded extreme poverty—the father described himself as a “poor tailor”—and insisted that they had done everything possible “to correct” the behavior of their twenty-one-year-old daughter. The couple accused their child of “incorrigible” conduct and of “living in debauchery.” They asked that Marie Anne Boutin be incarcerated in the Salpêtrière, and then “la faire partir aux îles,” “have her sent to the islands.”


For the Boutins to make such a petition, and at that time, was absolutely extraordinary. Joly de Fleury, Machault, and Pancatelin had after all begun preliminary discussions about Manon Fontaine’s “transfer to the islands” not even three weeks before. Confronted for the first time with the idea that parents might willingly collaborate in an effort to rid France of undesirable women, even Machault hesitated. He asked Commissioner Louis Jérôme Daminois to look into the Boutins’ unsubstantiated claims. Daminois turned up no proof, but nonetheless quickly confirmed the parents’ allegations. Machault then instructed Daminois to bring Marie Anne in for a talk. But instead of complying, Marie Anne “tore up the order and said she had nothing to tell him.” Machault could never have suspected that, just like the Boutins’ heartlessness, Marie Anne’s defiance in the face of parental betrayal was a harbinger.


Marie Anne’s noncompliance sealed her fate. That same day, Machault pronounced a categorical verdict: “You could not find a better place than the Salpêtrière for this kind of libertine.” The following day, Marie Anne Boutin was arrested “in the presence of her father and her mother.”21


Five months later, when Pancatelin added Marie Anne Boutin’s name to her list of women “fit for the islands,” she included accusations found nowhere in her file, calling Marie Anne “a known public prostitute, who had committed debauchery with a married man.” With Pancatelin and Machault’s help, the Boutins’ wish was fulfilled, and Marie Anne left France as passenger 96 on La Mutine.


The Boutins’ petition ends conditionally—“si faire se peut,” “if there is a way to do this”—and with good reason. In December 1718, no one, certainly not a “poor tailor,” could have imagined that such a request would ever become feasible. In the madness of 1719, as the unthinkable moved ever closer to reality, requests like the Boutins’ became familiar to Machault and his officers. March 1719 was the first month during which more than one reached Machault’s desk. The earliest petitions concerned predominantly sons. Then, in June and July, as Law’s stock began its upswing, the notion of sending a child to Louisiana gained momentum, and appeals increasingly involved daughters.


As the volume of petitions increased, the royal ministers to whom they were addressed became ever more suspicious of parental motivations. One minister remarked: “It’s always a good idea to find disinterested persons who can give an account of the situation.” For example, on June 14, when the Comte de Chamilly, commander of La Rochelle, received an appeal from a father seeking his son’s exile, he asked Machault to search for a financial incentive that could have inspired the request. Machault learned that the son had received an inheritance guaranteeing him an annual income of 900 livres, money the father wanted to appropriate. When his son refused to relinquish the funds, the father had him imprisoned and requested exile to Louisiana.


Machault began to share Chamilly’s suspicions, and whenever a family’s petition to exile a son reached him, he instructed his commissioners to dig more deeply into parental motives.22 Because of this instinct, numerous young men were spared exile to Louisiana.


Women were not so lucky. Parents’ charges against their daughters, no matter how wild, were never closely scrutinized. Not once did anyone—a minister, a police commissioner, Machault—question the motives that might have inspired parents to request exile to Law’s colony for their daughters.


By August 4, 1719, when the parents of Marie Chevalier decided to get her out of their lives, the process by which women were deported to Law’s colony was a well-oiled machine. Like Marie Anne Boutin’s, Marie Chevalier’s parents stressed their poverty. Her father was a day laborer who loaded and unloaded ships in the Port de Saint-Paul, a small port at the end of the rue Saint-Paul, across from the Île Saint-Louis. He and his wife had three children, of whom Marie was the eldest. They alleged that for years Marie had stolen anything she could get her hands on. Marie had no police record, and her parents offered no evidence to support their assertion of what the police later termed her “great greed.”


Marie worked as a laundress, a profession whose female workforce was particularly vulnerable to accusations of theft. Laundresses were obliged to go in and out of households to collect and deposit laundry. If anything was found missing, everyone seemed instinctively to blame the laundress. Marie was a day worker in the employ of various women who ran services, including a woman named Thomir, who one day hired her to help deliver laundry to the Portuguese embassy. Sometime later, the ambassador’s wife accused Thomir of having stolen a diamond-studded cross and furthermore claimed to have “lost” a ribbon, a pair of shoes, and shoe buckles in an earlier theft. Thomir attempted to shift the blame onto Marie, so she arrived at the Chevalier home and threatened her employee. She offered a detail that sealed Marie Chevalier’s fate: Thomir “aurait trouvé,” “claimed to have found,” the diamond-studded cross under Marie’s mattress. Marie’s parents begged Machault to “put her in the Salpêtrière and to send her as soon as possible to the Mississippi in order to avert the great dishonor that she would inevitably bring on her family.”
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