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PREFACE






The Mariner’s Journal


IN THE SPRING OF 1984 an old man approached the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University. He had in his possession a French mariner’s journal—over 250 years old—that contained 113 pages of text and drawings on fifty-eight vellum leaves, each bearing a crowned coat of arms watermark. At the top of the first page was a Latin inscription: “De Majorem Dei Glorium Virginis q: Maria” (To the greater glory of God and the Virgin Mary). Then the text switched from Latin to French.“With the help of God, we are undertaking to go from Vannes, whence we were outfitted, to the coast of Guinea in the ship Diligent belonging to the brothers Billy and Mr. La Croix, our outfitters, and from thence to Martinique to sell our blacks and make our return to Vannes.”


The journal went on to describe the ship and the crew:“Our ship is built on a keel fifty-seven feet long, twenty-one feet wide, and of 140 tons burden, drawing twelve and a half feet of water at the rear when fully loaded. We are armed with eight four-pound cannons, fifty-five muskets, eighteen pistols, twenty swords, and two swivel guns, all in excellent condition.”


“For first captain we have the sieur Mary, and for second captain we have sieur Valteau. The second lieutenant is sieur Thomas Laragon, the surgeon is sieur Devigne, and the pilot is sieur Sabatier. All together, we are a crew of thirty-seven men, among whom I, R. Durand, write this present journal and occupy the post of first lieutenant.”


Laurence C. Witten II was a dealer in rare books and manuscripts, and he had come this morning to try to sell his discovery to the Beinecke Library. Although Witten’s proffer was received with all the courtesy befitting a dealer of international repute, it was also greeted with caution. Ever since he had brought the Vinland Map to Yale in 1957, Witten had been a figure of controversy in the academic world.


Witten had discovered the Vinland Map, bound together with another manuscript, in a bookseller’s shop in Geneva. After studying the document, he concluded that it came from the mid-fifteenth century. If it was genuine, then it was the earliest map ever to depict any part of North America, and it provided the only available documentary evidence that North America had been discovered and settled before Columbus. He purchased the volume for $3, 500 and then offered it to the Yale Library for $300, 000. Unable to afford such a princely sum, the Yale librarian turned to a benefactor, the philanthropist Paul Mellon, who agreed to purchase the map and donate it to Yale after it had been authenticated. Seven years later, after three separate authorities had pronounced the map to be authentic, Mellon donated it to the Yale Library.1


Despite the judgment of the three experts, the map’s authenticity was questioned from the day Yale announced the acquisition. In 1974Yale had the ink tested at an independent laboratory, and it was found to contain a compound, anatase, that was invented in 1920. The laboratory pronounced the map a fake.2 Feeling defrauded, the Yale librarian asked Witten to refund Paul Mellon’s investment. Witten refused, claiming that he no longer had the money. In 1985 a laboratory at the University of California–Davis, using proton beam analysis, disputed the earlier lab’s findings and argued that the compound in question was not anatase at all.3 Nevertheless, when Witten approached the Beineke Library with the mariner’s journal in spring 1984, his reputation was still under a cloud.


One of the people whom the Beinecke Library asked to evaluate the mariner’s journal was a young assistant professor of history who had recently joined the Yale faculty. I had just published a book on the slave trade in the Congo River basin, and it was for that reason, I suppose, that they sought my advice.4 With perhaps more enthusiasm than prudence, and being totally unaware of the controversy over the Vinland Map, I urged the library to acquire the document.


The journal contained First Lieutenant Robert Durand’s account of his voyage on the French slave ship Diligent in the years 1731–1732.5 Durand was only twenty-six years old at the time, and this was his first voyage to Africa. His curiosity prompted him to record many of the details of the voyage that his more jaded companions might have overlooked, and his skills as a sketch artist served him in making the eighty-one drawings that accompany his text. The journal recounted a tale of greed, death, and inhumanity carried out on a transatlantic scale. Although shocking to twenty-first-century bourgeois culture, the story it tells was distressingly ordinary in its own time and place.


But was the document authentic? Given the controversy that surrounded Witten at the time, the question had to be asked. Fortunately, research that I carried out over several years abundantly confirmed the authenticity of Durand’s journal. Although almost all of the shipping records for the French port of Vannes in the eighteenth century have been lost, the records of this particular voyage survived because they were moved to the admiralty court when the Diligent became the object of a lawsuit.6 Tax and parish records from the seaside town of Le Croisic provided details of Robert Durand’s life, and French Royal Navy draft records revealed further biographical information on Durand and many members of the crew. Details on African rulers whom Durand mentions were provided by the reports of a variety of French, Dutch, English, and Portuguese traders who operated on the Guinea coast at the time. Durand’s mention of black priests on the Portuguese island of São Tomé led me to the manuscript written by the black priest Manual do Rosário Pinto in 1734.The effort to verify and elaborate on Robert Durand’s journal took me to archives in Paris, Aix-en-Provence, Nantes, Vannes, Lorient, Lisbon, Rome, The Hague, London, Greenwich, and Fort-de-France, Martinique.


After I began to write this book, I tried to contact Laurence Witten to find out where Robert Durand’s journal had been for the 252 years between the time it was written and the time he offered it to the Beinecke Library. But I was too late; Witten had died on April 18, 1995.Yet I doubt that he would have told me much even if he had been alive. As Witten himself once wrote, “Dealers have little motivation to reveal sources that may provide them with more books, . . . and former owners, most of them legitimate but others possibly not, may have a variety of reasons for not wanting it known that they have sold valuable things.”7 The provenance of the journal remains a mystery.


Robert Durand’s journal tells the story of a great crime. It began with the departure of a converted grain ship from the French city of Vannes on May 31, 1731, and it ended with the trial for fraud of the Diligent’s captain, Pierre Mary, in the admiralty court of Vannes in February 1733. During the course of the Diligent’s voyage to West Africa and the Caribbean, the lives of 256 West Africans were ruined or ended, and four of the ship’s crew members died. The owners of the Diligent viewed the deaths and ruined lives as part of the normal course of an admittedly nasty business. The real tragedy, to them, was the failure of the voyage to produce the large profits that they had anticipated. It was only later generations that would view the voyage itself as a crime.


The voyage of the Diligent was only one of the approximately forty thousand slaving voyages that forcibly carried off more than 11 million captives from the shores of Africa over a period of four centuries. Those individual voyages have been lumped together by historians under the label “ Atlantic slave trade, ” or simply the “slave trade, ” phrases that can create the impression that it was a monolithic phenomenon with uniform characteristics. A closer look, however, reveals that the slave trade was really a kaleidoscope of diverse national and local endeavors that was constantly changing over time.


In the fifteenth century Portuguese explorers who pushed south in their caravels along the coast of West Africa sometimes raided villages to capture Africans to bring back to Portugal. They soon discovered, however, that their ships were likely to be attacked at sea by Africans who could maneuver their dugout canoes under the cannon fire. In pursuit of more peaceful relations, João Fernandes spent a full year getting to know the Africans living along the coast, and he discovered that there were markets where Europeans could exchange their merchandise for African gold and slaves. In 1458 Prince Henry the Navigator sent three caravels to negotiate treaties with African rulers, assuring them that the Portuguese would no longer steal Africans, but would purchase them like honest men.8


The first slaves were carried to Spain and Portugal, where they worked as the servants of noble families, on the docks, and in trades such as printing, sword making, and soap manufacture. Soon the Portuguese began to develop sugar plantations on previously uninhabited islands off the coast of West Africa that were worked mainly by African slaves. By so doing they established a prototype for sugar economies that survived by devouring African slave labor. That pattern would persist for centuries to come.


Sugar cane arrived in the New World with the second voyage of Christopher Columbus in 1493. At first, the Spanish colonists tried to coerce or enslave the indigenous populations to work in their mines and fields, but by 1510 King Ferdinand of Spain had come to believe that one African slave could do the work of four native inhabitants. He therefore gave an order for fifty African slaves (“the best and strongest available”) to be sent from Spain to Hispaniola to work in the mines. The decimation of the indigenous populations of the New World further increased the demand for African slaves, and in 1518 the king authorized transporting four thousand African slaves from Africa to the new territories of the Spanish empire. Because a treaty signed in 1480 had forbidden Spain to trade in Africa, the slaves were carried on Portuguese ships.


Portuguese ships completely dominated the Atlantic slave trade during the sixteenth century, carrying slaves to the Spanish colonies and to their own colony of Brazil, where sugar production expanded rapidly after 1550. In the seventeenth century the Dutch challenged the Portuguese for control of the slave trade. They conquered and held the sugar-producing regions of Brazil from 1630 to 1640 while driving the Portuguese from their forts on the Gold Coast of West Africa. In 1662 the Dutch West India Company gained the biggest prize of all: the exclusive assiento contract from the Spanish Crown to provide all of the slaves to Spain’s New World colonies, a trade that had been dominated by Portugal until 1640.


British involvement in the slave trade developed in the seventeenth century, driven mostly by the demand for labor in their sugar islands in the Caribbean: first Barbados, then Jamaica, which they captured from Spain in 1665. They also carried slaves to their smaller Caribbean islands and their colonies in North America. Less than 4 percent of the total slave trade went to British North America. In order to promote the slave trade, the British government chartered a succession of monopoly companies:

the Guinea Company in 1651, the Royal Adventurers into Africa in 1660, and finally the Royal African Company in 1672.


The French were relative latecomers to the slave trade. Although individual French ships were involved as early as 1525, the French slave trade did not really get wind in its sails until the seventeenth century, when French settlers began producing sugar in their Caribbean colonies, which included Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Saint Domingue (Haiti), as well as several minor islands and Cayenne (French Guiana). In 1625 the only slaves on record in France’s Caribbean colonies were forty slaves on St. Christophe. Sugar production began in 1640, and half a century later there were 27, 258 African slaves in France’s Caribbean colonies, outnumbering free white settlers by nearly two to one. The early slaves were delivered by Dutch ships, but by the end of the century slaves were being supplied by the two French government-chartered monopoly companies: the Senegal Company, which held a monopoly on French trade in West Africa north of the Sierra Leone River, and the Guinea Company, headed by Colbert’s son Jean-François, which had a monopoly of French trade from Sierra Leone south to the Cape of Good Hope. Privately organized slaving voyages, although occasionally undertaken, were strictly forbidden by law.


Unlike the Spanish and the Portuguese, the French did not import African slaves into their own country. After France’s own internal system of slavery (a holdover from the Roman Empire) had gradually transformed itself into serfdom, a common law principle developed that any slave setting foot on French soil became free. So in 1538 a Greek slave who had been bought by an Italian and carried to France was declared free “according to the common law of France.” Similarly, when a Norman slave merchant arrived in Bordeaux with a load of slaves in 1571, he was arrested and the slaves were set free. The handful of black slaves who arrived in France beginning in the late seventeenth century were usually residents of France’s Caribbean colonies who accompanied their masters on visits to France.


The sources of the African captives who were carried to the New World varied greatly over time. In the sixteenth century the major source was the Congo/Angola region. Within West Africa, the regions of Senegambia, Gold Coast, Bight of Benin, and Bight of Biafra all provided roughly equal numbers of slaves. In the first half of the seventeenth century Congo/Angola continued to dominate the slave trade as a whole, but within West Africa the overwhelming majority of captives were coming from the Bight of Biafra. In the final quarter of the seventeenth century the focal point of the Atlantic slave trade as a whole shifted to the Bight of Benin in West Africa, a region dominated by the slaving port of Whydah. During the half century from 1675 to 1725 over 40 percent of all slaves coming out of Africa came from the Bight of Benin. In the second half of the eighteenth century, Whydah was surpassed by a huge upswing in slave departures from Congo/Angola and challenged by a rise in slave trading activities along the Gold Coast.9 The regional shifts in the slave trade tell only part of the story, however; within any given region of Africa the rules and practices of slave trade varied greatly from one port to another, and the inland sources of slaves shifted frequently over time.


The eighteenth century was the heyday of the Atlantic slave trade. Over 85 percent of all slaves were transported to the New World after 1700. In statistical terms, the first 250 years of the slave trade were merely a prelude to the enormous expansion of the eighteenth century. The French slave trade grew rapidly, rising from 100, 000 slaves in the first quarter of the century to over 400, 000 during the final quarter. French ships carried over a million slaves to the New World during the eighteenth century, making France the third largest participant in the slave trade after England and Portugal. The overwhelming majority of slaves carried on French ships were taken to France’s Caribbean colonies of Saint Domingue and Martinique.


During the first quarter of the eighteenth century, the city of Nantes, locatedin Brittany near the mouth of the Loire River, established itself as the major slaving port in France, carrying 55 percent of the entire French slave trade. For the eighteenth century as a whole, over 40 percent of the French slave trade was carried by ships sailing from Nantes. 10 If there was one place that embodied and symbolized the French slave trade, it was Nantes. Its commercial success was displayed by its opulent new mansions, its new mercantile exchange, and its opera house. The English traveler Arthur Young was astonished by the splendor of Nantes. “‘Mon Dieu!’ I cried to myself, do all the wastes, the deserts, the heath, ling, furz, broom, and bog that I have passed for three hundred miles lead to this spectacle? What a miracle, that all this splendor and wealth of the cities in France should be so unconnected with the country!”11 Rival seaports in France tried to replicate the slave trading success of Nantes but never came close.


The eighteenth century also saw a major transformation in the commercial organization of the slave trade. Prior to 1700 slaving voyages were largely launched by government-chartered monopoly companies such as Britain’s Royal African Company, France’s Senegal Company and Guinea Company, the Dutch West India Company, and a variety of Portuguese companies holding royal charters. Their monopolies were seldom recognized by rival nations and served mainly to discourage private interlopers. By the end of the seventeenth century the demand for slaves on New World plantations had begun to outstrip the capacity of the national monopoly companies, and the slave trading nations of Europe gradually began to allow private traders to launch slaving voyages. The British parliament took the first step in 1698, when it allowed private merchants to engage in the slave trade provided that they paid a 10 percent tax to the Royal African Company. The French government briefly allowed private slave trading from 1713 to 1722 and then definitively opened up the slave trade to private traders in 1725. No group in France was more vocal in its advocacy of private enterprise capitalism than the merchants of Nantes. The Dutch followed England and France by opening up the slave trade in 1730. After that, the slave trade became largely a private enterprise affair as individual shippers and ports competed with each other for the profits of the slave trade.


Two of the people who joined the scramble to enter the slave trade in the early eighteenth century were Guillaume and François Billy, two brothers who lived in the small port of Vannes, just up the Brittany coast from Nantes. They were well aware of the commercial success of Nantes, and they hoped to use the slave trade to enrich themselves and pull their city out of a prolonged period of demographic decline and economic recession. Accordingly, they purchased the Diligent, hired a crew, and outfitted the ship for the first slaving voyage ever to leave from the city of Vannes.


It seems ironic that an intensely local decision rooted in the politics and social rivalries of the city of Vannes would tragically affect the lives of people as far away as Africa and the West Indies. In the interconnected worlds of the slave trade, local decisions could have international consequences. The slave trading activities of Robert Durand and his companions along the West African coast, for example, were heavily influenced by local events such as the rise of the military empire of Dahomey and the rivalry between King Agaja of Dahomey and Captain Assou of Whydah. The crew and captives of the Diligent could never have made it across the Atlantic had not the populations of Principe and São Tomé specialized in producing food for slave ships after the collapse of their sugar economy. When the Diligent arrived with its cargo of human captives in Martinique, the conditions of their sale were shaped by a crisis in the local economy resulting from the destruction of the cocoa trees.


In short, a voyage that spanned three continents was largely shaped by local events and local rivalries originating in widely scattered parts of the Atlantic world. There was no overarching “global” context to the voyage, only a series of intersecting local contexts in which the interests of the Billy brothers in Vannes encountered those of King Agaja in Dahomey, Captain Assou in Whydah, the food producers in São Tomé, the European sugar planters in Martinique, and many others. People in all of those places participated in the slave trade in very different ways and for very different reasons, but in the end it took all of them to make the voyage of the Diligent unfold in the way that it did. There was a kind of “logic of local interests” at work on an Atlantic-wide scale.


In any given locality, the slave trade was never an isolated sphere of activity. It was always entangled in local economics, politics, and social struggles. European investors in the slave trade also invested in other forms of commerce. A ship that carried slaves on one voyage could carry wine or grain on the next. In Africa, merchants who sold slaves might also sell gold or ivory, and King Agaja’s slave trading activities cannot be separated from the military expansion of his empire. Wealthy Africans in West African slaving ports sold slaves to Europeans, but they also kept many to work on their farms and in their households. In Martinique, sugar planters traded in slaves according to the rhythms of the agricultural cycle.


At the same time, local interests in the early eighteenth century Atlantic world were conditioned by the economic opportunities and social destructiveness of the slave trade. So seductive was the lure of profits from the slave trade that it could transform economies, reshape moral sensitivities, refocus state policies, and influence the rise and fall of kingdoms. In France, it had transformed the economy of Nantes and turned the heads of the leading citizens of Vannes. In West Africa, it undergirded the rise of new militarized states such as Asante and Dahomey. In the Caribbean, the sugar islands became totally dependent on a constant influx of new slaves. What made the Atlantic slave trade so sinister was that it could appeal to widely divergent local interests in a wide variety of places. The French owners of the Diligent, the king of Dahomey, the cultivators of São Tomé, and the planters of Martinique had very little in common except a belief that they could profit from participating in the slave trade. The voyage of the Diligent affected all of those places by linking their divergent interests together for a fleeting second in time. No place visited by the Diligent would ever be quite the same again.


When the Diligent set sail in 1731, it was traveling through an Atlantic world in transition. In Europe, the English, French, and Dutch had finally opened up the slave trade to private merchants, but company ships still competed with private ones and the monopoly companies still controlled the trading forts and castles. Along the West African coast, the open trade policies of the small African trading states that had dominated commerce on the Gold and Slave Coasts in the seventeenth century were yielding to the monopolistic practices of the rising military empires of Asante and Dahomey. The remnants of the old trading states were still fighting rearguard actions against the new militarized empires when the Diligent arrived. On the Portuguesecontrolled island of São Tomé, black priests were struggling to eliminate the last vestiges of racism from the ecclesiastical hierarchy. In Martinique, the introduction of coffee plantations was changing the way slaves lived and worked. In each place, Robert Durand observed both the old order and the new amid the chaos of transition.


This book seeks to reconstruct the voyage of the Diligent in a way that reveals the various “worlds” through which it passed and the various local interests that conditioned its impact and outcome. Those interests were economic, to be sure, but also social, political, and even religious. I have tried to bring to life the slaving ports of Nantes and Vannes, the trading castles of the West African Gold Coast, the African kingdoms of Whydah and Dahomey, and the island worlds of Cape Verde, São Tomé, and Martinique. These are the contexts that shaped the voyage. During the Diligent’s passage through those diverse worlds, First Lieutenant Robert Durand was transformed from an innocent sailor to a hardened slave trader and the lives of 256 Africans were tragically changed. Nine of them did not survive the middle passage.


Each of the forty thousand or so slaving voyages that made up the Atlantic slave trade was in many ways unique, shaped by its time, its place, and the personalities and interests of the individuals involved. Each has its own story, but most of them can never be told for lack of surviving information. This book attempts to recover one of those stories. Because this narrative is rooted in a particular time and particular places, it makes no claim to encapsulate the story of the slave trade as a whole. No single voyage could. Instead, the book recounts a story of how the slave trade operated in certain places at a certain point in time. As such, it shines a small beam of light onto the dark underside of the Atlantic world during a crucial period of economic and political transformation.


As the 256 West Africans whose names we will never know lay in irons, packed in the stifling and stinking lower deck of the Diligent, a lot of questions must have gone through their minds. Who sent that ship? Why did they send it? What did they hope to gain from such activity? Why was such a trade allowed to exist? This book is a belated attempt to answer those questions.











ILLUSTRATIONS CREDITS


Cover, upper illustration.Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 34.


Cover, lower illustration. “Case of the Vigilante, a ship employed in the Slave-Trade” (London, 1823), figure 4, pamphlet and illustrations in the possession of Professor Edward Tufte, emeritus professor of political science at Yale University.


Frontispiece. Guillaume Delisle, “Carte d’Afrique dressée pour l’usage du roy, ” 1730. Map Collection, Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University.


1.1  Detail of Claude-Joseph Vernet’s “La Madrague ou La pêche du thon. Cet aspect est pris dans le golfe de Bandol, ” 1755, Dépôt du Musée du Louvre, Musée de la Marine, Paris. Photo by Réunion des Musées Nationaux, Paris.


1.2  “Religieuse de Nôtre Dame du Calvaire en habit de choeur, ” in P. Helyot, Histoire des Ordres Monastiques (Paris, 1714–1719), 6:359, New York Public Library.


2.1  Map drawn by Frank Drago based on Guillaume Delisle, “Carte d’Afrique dressée pour l’usage du roy, ” 1730, Map Collection, Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University.


4.1   Pierre Aveline, 1656–1722, “Nantes, Ancienement Corbilo, ” engraving in the possession of the author.


5.1  “Veue et Perspective de la Place Louis le Grand, ” Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, Va 234.


5.2      “Monsieur Law, ” engraving by J. Langlois after a painting by Hubert, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, N2 Law.


5.3      “Veue de Lorient et du Port Louis, ” 1724, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, H 184164.


5.4   “Rue Quincampoix en l’Année 1720, ” Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, Qb 1 1720.


6.1  “Jean-Frédéric Phelyppeaux, compte de Maure pas, sécretaire d’état à la maison du roi, ” Château de Versailles et de Trianon, Versailles, France. Photo by Réunion des Musées Nationaux, Paris.


7.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 34.


7.2  “On ramasse le blé sur l’aire, ” in Alexander Bouet, Galérie Bretonne, par O. Perrin, avec texte explicatif par Alexandre Bouet (Paris, 1835–1838), vol. 2, unpaginated. Seeley Mudd Library, Yale University.


7.3   “Vue de la ville épiscopale de Vannes, ” lithographie vers 1750, Archives Départmentales du Morbihan, Vannes, France, 2 Fi 477.


10.1  Ozanne, “La Citadelle et l’entrée du havre du Palais à Belle Isle, ” 1776, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, Va 56, Morbihan.


11.1  Jean Bouguer, Traite complète de la navigation (Paris, 1706), plate 4, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.


11.2  Map drawn by Frank Drago based on “Pas Caart vertoonende de West-Indische als ook de Westelyskte Custen van Europa en Africa. Eertyds in’t ligt gebracht door wijlen Pieter Goos enz. Door Joannes Van Keulen en Zoonen, ” 1759. Gerard Hulst Van Keulen. Amsterdam, Algemeen Rijksarchief, Gravenhage, The Netherlands. 4 VEL 96. The Diligent used an earlier edition of this map.


14.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 16.


14.2  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 18.


14.3  “Captain Bartholomew Roberts, ” in Captain Charles Johnson, General History of the Pyrates (London, 1726), 1:259, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.


15.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 26.


16.1  “Carte particulière de la partie principale de la Guinée par le Sr. D’Anville, ”Avril 1729, in Jean-Baptiste Labat, Voyage du Chevalier  des Marchais en Guinée, Isles Voisines, et à Cayenne, fait en 1725, 1726  & 1727 (Paris, 1730), 2:1, Seeley Mudd Library, Yale University.


16.2  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 32.


16.3  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 34.


17.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 38.


17.2  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 40.


17.3  William Smith, Surveyor, “The East Prospect of Cape-Coast Castle, 1727, ” in William Smith, Thirty Different Drafts of Guinea  (London, c. 1727), plate 17, British Library, London, England.


18.1   Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 48.


19.1  “Couronnement du roy de Juda à la coste de Guinée au mois d’Avril, 1725, ” in Jean-Baptiste Labat, Voyage du Chevalier des Marchais  en Guinée, Isles Voisines, et à Cayenne, fait en 1725, 1726 & 1727  (Paris, 1730), 2:70, Seeley Mudd Library, Yale University.


19.2  “Comptoirs des Européens à Xavier, ” in Jean-Baptiste Labat, Voyage du Chevalier des Marchais en Guinée, Isles Voisines, et à  Cayenne, fait en 1725, 1726 & 1727 (Paris, 1730), 2:49, Seeley Mudd Library, Yale University.


19.3      “Procession au grand serpent pour le couronnement du Roy de Juda fait le 15 Avril, 1725, ” in Jean-Baptiste Labat, Voyage du  Chevalier des Marchais en Guinée, Isles Voisines, et à Cayenne, fait en  1725, 1726 & 1727 (Paris, 1730), 2:194, Seeley Mudd Library, Yale University.


20.1“Dahomy and Its Environs, ” by R. Norris, in Archibald Dalzel, The History of Dahomy (London, 1793), foldout map, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.


20.2  “Habillement des grands, Habillement des femmes du roy, ” in Jean-Baptiste Labat, Voyage du Chevalier des Marchais en Guinée,  Isles Voisines, et à Cayenne, fait en 1725, 1726 & 1727 (Paris, 1730), 2:243, Seeley Mudd Library, Yale University.


22.1  “King’s Presence Chamber, Court of St. James, London, ” in W. H. Pyne, The History of the Royal Residences of Windsor Castle,  St. James’s Palace, Carlton House, Kensington Palace, Hampton Court,  Buckingham House, and Frogmore (London, 1819), 3:10, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.


23.1   Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 55.


23.2  “Carte Particulière du Royaume de Juda, ” in Jean-Baptiste Labat, Voyage du Chevalier des Marchais en Guinée, Isles Voisines, et à  Cayenne, fait en 1725, 1726 & 1727 (Paris, 1730), 2:10, Seeley Mudd Library, Yale University.


24.1  Plan of Portuguese Fort at Whydah, November 2, 1721, Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Lisbon, S. Tomé, Caixa 4, Doc. 86.


24.2  William Smith, “The South West Prospect of Williams Fort at Whydah, 1727, ” in William Smith, Thirty Different Drafts of Guinea  (London, c. 1727), plate 29, British Library, London, England.


24.3  “Plan du Fort St. Louis, 1717–1718, ” Archives d’Outre-Mer, Aixen-Provence, France, col. C 6 27, no. 175.


26.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 66.


27.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 66.


28.1  “Case of the Vigilante, a ship employed in the Slave-Trade” (London, 1823), figure 5, pamphlet and illustrations in the possession of Professor Edward Tufte, emeritus professor of political science at Yale University.


28.2  Detail of “Vue du Cap Français et du navire La Marie Seraphique de Nantes, Capitain Gaugy, le jour de l’ouverture de sa vente, troisième voyage d’Angole, 1772–1773, ” Musée du Château des ducs de Bretagne, Nantes, France. Photo by Ville de Nantes— Musée du Château.


31.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 70.


32.1  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 76.


32.2  Robert Durand, “Journal de bord d’un négrier, 1731–1732, ” Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, Gen Mss, vol. 7, p. 76.


33.1  “Case of the Vigilante, a ship employed in the Slave-Trade” (London, 1823), figure 8, pamphlet and illustrations in the possession of Professor Edward Tufte, emeritus professor of political science at Yale University.


34.1  “Case of the Vigilante, a ship employed in the Slave-Trade” (London, 1823), figures 3–4, pamphlet and illustrations in the possession of Professor Edward Tufte, emeritus professor of political science at Yale University.


34.2  Pretextat Oursel, “Transport des nègres dans les colonies, ” lithographie colorée, Saint-Malo, France, Musée d’Histoire. Photo by Michel Dupuis, Ville de Saint-Malo.


34.3  Detail of “Vue du Cap Français et du navire La Marie Seraphique de Nantes, Capitain Gaugy, le jour de l’ouverture de sa vente, troisième voyage d’Angole, 1772–1773, ” Musée du Château des ducs de Bretagne, Nantes, France. Photo by Ville de Nantes— Musée du Château.


35.1  Map drawn by Frank Drago based on “Pas Caart vertoonende de West-Indische als ook de Westelyskte Custen van Europa en Africa. Eertyds in’t ligt gebracht door wijlen Pieter Goos enz. Door Joannes Van Keulen en Zoonen, ” 1759. Gerard Hulst Van Keulen. Amsterdam, Algemeen Rijksarchief, Gravenhage, The Netherlands. 4 VEL 96. The Diligent used an earlier edition of this map.


37.1  Ozanne. “Le Fort St. Pierre dans l’Isle de la Martinique, vu du Mouillage. ” Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, Ef 20 folio.


38.1   Detail of “Vue du Cap Français et du navire La Marie Seraphique de Nantes, Capitain Gaugy, le jour de l’ouverture de sa vente, troisième voyage d’Angole, 1772–1773, ” Musée du Château des ducs de Bretagne, Nantes, France. Photo by Ville de Nantes—Musée du Château.


40.1  Detail of Bassot, “Vue de la rivière du Fort Saint-Pierre de la Martinique. ” 1765, oil on canvas, Conseil Régionale, Fort-de-France, Martinique.


40.2  Jean-Baptiste Labat, Nouveau Voyage aux Isles de l’Amérique (The Hague, 1724), 1:258, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.


40.3  M. Chambon, Le Commerce de l’Amérique par Marseille (Avignon, 1764), 1: plate 5, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.


40.4  Jean-Baptiste Labat, Nouveau Voyage aux Isles de l’Amérique (The Hague, 1724), 1:127, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.


47.1  “Port de Vannes, ” Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, Va 56, vol. 4, H137005.


47.2  D. Bonnard du Hanlay, “Le Port de Vannes vu de la Sautière à haute mer, ” Collection des ports de France par Ozanne, 1776, Archives Départmentales du Morbihan, Vannes, France, 2 Fi 215.


47.3  Detail of “Port de Vannes, ” Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, Estampes, Va 56, vol. 4, H137005.











ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



R

ESEARCHING AND WRITING THIS book has been a long journey for me. Along the way I have received enormous amounts of help from friends, colleagues, and strangers alike.


I could not have written this book without considerable institutional support. I did the initial writing in 1995–1996, when I was a fellow at the Wissenschaftskolleg in Berlin. Conversations over meals with my colleagues played a major role in shaping the project. My own institution, Yale University, has been extremely supportive. Grants from the Yale Center for International and Area Studies, the Whitney Humanities Center, and the Yale Provost’s Office made the research possible.


Throughout the process I benefited from talented and insightful research assistants who helped me navigate documents and materials in a variety of languages. I am grateful to Eric Allina, Steven Ebinger, Tim Hughes, Emmanuel Kreike, Marie-Hélène Le Ray, Mireille Hofmann-Jacquod, Teresa Köbele, Ilaria Maggiulli, Erik Myrup, Brian Peterson, Charles Riley, and Matthew Wranovix.


In trying to write a manuscript that would meet high scholarly standards and still be accessible to nonspecialists, I benefited from the comments of friends and colleagues who read all or part of the manuscript: Mary Kay Bercaw Edwards, Bonnie Collier, Katherine and Daniel Darst, John Demos and the members of his graduate seminar on historical narrative, Glenn Grasso, Joanna Hamilton, Roger Levine, Kay Mansfield, Joseph Miller, Liana Vardi, Haynie Wheeler, Sandra Wiens, and Robin Winks.


Another group of people provided hospitality, aid, and advice in a variety of important ways: Louise Bedichek, Eve Crowley, Mamadou Diawara, Frank Drago, Georges Dupré, Petra Eggers, David Eltis, Georg Elwert, Pablo Eyzaguirre, Robert Garfield, Eytan Halaban, Maija Jansson, George Miles, Mireille Mousnier, James Scott, Gerald Thomas, Martha Turner, the captain and crew of the HMS Bounty, and the fellows of the Wissenschaftskolleg.


In writing a book that touched on widely scattered parts of the Atlantic world, I relied on the works of many scholars to guide me through the historiography and sources on distant times and places, especially Robin Law on the Slave Coast, T. J. A. Le Goff on Vannes, Gaston Martin and Jean Meyer on Nantes, Jacques Petitjean Roget and Lucien Peytraud on Martinique, and Pablo Eyzaguirre and Robert Garfield on São Tomé. I am deeply indebted to all of them.












[image: i_Image1]





PART 1 

Matters of Morality













1


A

S THE FIRST RAYS of the sun struck the Brittany coast of France on May 31, 1731, the crew of the Diligent was already hard at work preparing the ship for its departure. The Diligent was anchored off a tiny island in the Gulf of Morbihan about six miles southwest of the walled city of Vannes. The port of Vannes was so silted up that it could not accommodate ships larger than thirty-five tons. So the Diligent  had spent the past several months off the tip of the small arm of land jutting out from the western side of the Ile aux Moines getting refitted and loaded for its upcoming voyage. Now it was almost ready to sail.


The Diligent was sixty-nine feet long at its main deck. Four cannons capable of firing six-pound balls peered out from gun ports at deck level on each side. Atop the deck was a forecastle in front housing the ship’s kitchen and a quarterdeck in back containing the officers’ quarters. Towering above the deck were three masts, the tallest of which was over sixty feet high. The foremast and the mainmast each carried three square sails; the mizzenmast at the back had a lateen yard to accommodate a triangular sail. The Diligent was twenty-one feet wide, and it drew only twelve and a half feet of water when fully loaded. It was almost one-third as wide as it was long because it had been built as a grain ship to carry the wheat and rye grown by peasants in the hinterland of Vannes to the nearby ports of Nantes and Bordeaux, or perhaps as far as Spain.


First Lieutenant Robert Durand, a tall young man with brown hair, made the first entry in his journal even before the ship left its mooring. With a flourish of his quill pen, he formed the D three and a half centimeters high with graceful curlicues at the top and bottom. He continued to write in large Latin letters: “De Majorem Dei Glorium Virginis q: Maria”  (To the greater glory of God and the Virgin Mary). Then, switching from Latin to French, he outlined the purpose of the trip. “With the help of God, ” he wrote, “we are undertaking to go from Vannes, whence we were outfitted, to the coast of Guinea in the ship the Diligent belonging to the brothers Billy and Mr. La Croix, our outfitters, and from thence to Martinique to sell our blacks and make our return to Vannes. ”1
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Figure 1.1 With three masts and a lateen mizzen, the Diligent looked very much like this ship painted by Claude-Joseph Vernet in 1755.




What is especially chilling about Robert Durand’s words is their businesslike, matter-of-fact tone. He was writing about selling people exactly as he would have written about selling barrels of wine or loads of wheat. He gave no indication that he felt any sense of shame or moral ambivalence about his mission; otherwise he would not have dedicated the voyage with such flourish to the “greater glory of God and the Virgin Mary. ” Nor was Durand a hardened slave trader. He was only twenty-six years old, and this was his first trip to Africa.


How could Robert Durand outline such an evil mission in such impersonal prose? If this offhand attitude was not formed by his personal experiences, then it must have been part of a general mind-set in the seaports of early eighteenth century Brittany. There was almost no public discussion of the morality of the slave trade in France during the first half of the eighteenth century. Most public figures were too preoccupied with problems of war, famine, inflation, taxes, religious strife, and quotidian violence to worry about the slave ships that sailed from a handful of French ports. There was far more public discussion of the grain trade in the early eighteenth century than of the trade in human beings.2


If slavery was discussed anywhere in France, it was in the slaving ports. Even there, however, the talk focused on issues of access, profits, tariffs, and bonuses; the humanity of the slaves themselves was conspicuously absent from public discussions. In one rare instance, however, the moral issues raised by the slave trade erupted into the open, providing us with a fleeting glimpse of thoughts and feelings that would otherwise have remained shrouded in time.


That eruption occurred in 1714 in Nantes, a city that flanked Vannes along Brittany’s southern coast. Nicholas De Fer, Parisian mapmaker and “geographer of His Catholic Majesty, ” described Nantes as “the largest city in Brittany even though it is not the capital of anything except its own hinterland. It is situated on the Loire River a dozen leagues from where its mouth joins the sea. It is one of the most famous ports of Europe, with a very long and beautiful bridge interrupted by several very pleasant islands. This city has a fortified castle; it is the seat of a diocese under the authority of the Archdiocese of Tours with a présidial court, an élection court, a chamber of accounts, and a university. The sea, whose tidal surge reaches its quay, makes it a great commercial city. ”3


De Fer failed to mention that Nantes was emerging as the leading slaving port in France. In 1714 three-quarters of all slave ships sailing from France left from Nantes. Despite the intense activity, the slave trade remained a veiled abstraction to ordinary citizens because they did not see slaves. The ships departed for Guinea filled with cloth, brandy, and cowry shells, and they returned over a year later with sugar, cotton, and indigo purchased in France’s Caribbean colonies of Martinique, Guadeloupe, and St. Domingue (Haiti). The slaves themselves were loaded along the African coast and sold to plantation owners in France’s Caribbean colonies. They never came within four thousand miles of Nantes. The only slaves who ever arrived in Nantes were the well-dressed black servants whom sugar planters from France’s Caribbean colonies brought with them when they came to France for visits.


The events that brought the discussion of slavery into the open began in January 1714, when a coach wended its way along the dirt road that ran parallel with the city’s western walls. Moving slowly through the puddles created by the winter rains, the coach traveled northward with its back to the Loire River for about three hundred meters before turning left onto a narrow cul-de-sac known as Calvary Alley.4 As the road began to climb, the ruts and puddles become less deep. At the top of the hill, just beyond the small chapel, the coach came to a halt at the door of the convent of Our Lady of Calvary.5


A white woman and a black teenage girl entered the convent. The woman was Madame Villeneuve, a planter from the French West Indies. The black teenager was named Pauline, and she was the woman’s slave. Madame Villeneuve had brought Pauline along to be her personal servant during the Atlantic crossing and her visit to Nantes, but now she was going on to Paris for a year, where she would most likely stay in a house already well staffed with servants. The girl would therefore remain in Nantes as a boarder in the convent, where she would learn piety, discipline, humility, and manners: all qualities that should be cultivated in a personal servant. After the cost of two hundred livres for a year’s stay was paid in advance, the girl’s name was entered into the convent’s guest register as Pauline Villeneuve.6


A nun wearing a brown linen habit with broad sleeves and a black veil led the two visitors toward the west wing, also known as the boardinghouse. Of the four wings that surrounded the central courtyard, the boardinghouse had been constructed with almost twice the width of the other wings, allowing for guest rooms that were much more spacious than the tiny cubicles that the nuns occupied. Some boarders lived in veritable apartments together with servants and family members. Pauline, however, was one of the “small boarders” with a room that was much more modest.7 After final instructions and good-byes, Madame Villeneuve remounted the coach for the ride back to the walled city.


Although a slave from the Caribbean, Pauline was not unfamiliar with the Catholic faith. The Code Noir, the set of laws that governed slavery in France’s Caribbean colonies, decreed that all slaves should be baptized and allowed to attend mass on Sundays. Whether these requirements were actually honored on the rural plantations of France’s Caribbean islands is doubtful. But since Pauline was Madame Villeneuve’s personal servant, she was familiar with the mass and the basics of Catholic practice. In the weeks that followed, Pauline learned a great deal about life in the convent of Our Lady of Calvary. The ideal of the order of the Benedictine Sisters of Calvary was to attain the level of spiritual perfection embodied in the Virgin Mary at the foot of the Cross.8 The rules and routines of the convent were designed to help the nuns reach this spiritual state through poverty, humiliation, prayer, silence, and chastity.


Poverty and humiliation were built into the very architecture of the convent. The rooms of the nuns were small, less than ten feet on a side, and typically contained nothing more than a bed with a straw mattress, two stools, a small writing desk, and a prayer stool.9 Nuns were not allowed to have a chest, a table, or an armoire that locked. The only heat in the room came from a charcoal foot warmer. In winter, the nuns were allowed to warm themselves twice a day in the second-floor common room furnished with charcoal-filled braziers. Silence was an important part of the discipline of the convent, but it was broken by recreation periods on Sundays and Wednesdays and by assemblies on Mondays and Thursdays.


Despite the severe conditions, the convent could boast that its nuns came from the finest families in Nantes. Many of them came from the old landed aristocracy; others were daughters of members of the parlement of Brittany, the présidial court of Nantes, or the chamber of accounts. The bourgeoisie was represented as well: many of the nuns were daughters of merchants residing near the Loire or of men who signed their names with the title “noble man” or “honorable man, ” always a giveaway of bourgeois status.10


As the months passed, Pauline grew more comfortable with life in the convent, and the once strange routines that she watched from afar gradually became familiar. She developed respect and affection for some of the nuns, and they responded to her in kind.11 As the time approached for her mistress to return to take her back to the West Indies, Pauline began to ponder the idea of becoming a nun and joining the convent. Whether this decision was made out of pious conviction or simply to avoid returning to the West Indies as a slave is hard to determine. Probably it was some of both.


The decision could not have been easy, for both the life of a nun and the life of a slave were dominated by poverty, humiliation, and obedience. But there was something about the shared poverty, the sense of community, and the striving for higher levels of spiritual perfection that gave the discipline of the convent a very different character from the discipline of a slave plantation. In pondering her decision, Pauline knew that she did not have a free choice in the matter because she was a slave owned by Madame Villeneuve. She had long discussions with Sister Anne of the Crucifixion, the mother prioress of the convent. In the end, both of them summoned the determination to fight for her right to become a nun.


When Madame Villeneuve was informed of this decision, she refused to allow it; Pauline was, after all, her personal property. Pauline, for her part, persisted in her desire to follow her newly chosen vocation. Realizing that the upcoming battle would be a difficult one, the mother prioress sought the support of the visitor general of the order. The Sisters of Calvary had a kind of dual-sex authority structure that permitted the female authorities to seek support and protection from powerful men when difficult issues arose. The visitor general was Etienne du Bourg, the abbot of Gimont, who held a doctorate in theology from the Sorbonne. After reviewing the case, he decided to support Pauline and the mother prioress, and he successfully obtained the backing of the director and governing council in Paris.12


Once solidarity had been achieved among the mother prioress in Nantes, the visitor general, and the directors in Paris, there remained the problem of how to pay for Pauline’s upkeep. The convent lived on its dowries, but the meager dowries that the girls brought with them from their families covered only their own subsistence and contributed little, if anything, to the general expenses. In 1715 total revenue from investments of the dowries amounted to only 4, 444 livres.13 Given the tight financial situation, the convent could ill afford to take in the girl without adequate funding. The visitor general therefore sought a benefactor to provide a dowry of four thousand livres, plus five hundred livres for her habits and supplies, and two hundred livres to cover her board and room during her year as a novice.


The benefactor who came forward at that critical moment was René Darquistade: sea captain, merchant, and financier. He could easily afford the 4, 700 livres that Pauline’s dowry required, for only two months earlier he and Joachim Descaseaux, his wife’s uncle, had made plans to invest a million livres to launch a new overseas trading company that would take over some of the functions of the defunct Company of the East Indies. What seems odd about his act of charity was that René Darquistade was himself a strong supporter of the slave trade. Later on, he personally financed three slaving voyages and invested in many others.14 But for one brief moment in 1715 his charitable instincts overcame his ambition. On January 25, 1715, the community of Our Lady of Calvary assembled as a group and voted to accept Pauline as a novice.


Madame Villeneuve fought back. She filed a case in the présidial court of Nantes, arguing that Pauline was her rightful property. She noted that back in the West Indies she had once rejected an offer of five hundred gold piastres for the girl, and so Pauline’s liberty would cost her a considerable financial loss. If she could not get the girl back, she at least wanted monetary compensation. To her, it was a simple case of property rights.


The court, however, saw the matter in more complex terms, since there was a customary principle in France that any slave who set foot on French soil became free. Although that principle had never been written into law, it had been upheld periodically in the recent past. In 1691, when two slaves from Martinique had stowed away on a French ship and requested asylum, the issue went all the way to King Louis XIV. The minister of the marine, Pontchartrain, summarized the king’s response as follows: “He has not judged it appropriate to return them to the isles, their liberty being acquired by the laws of the kingdom concerning slaves as soon as they touch the soil. ”15


There was enormous irony in the king’s statement, for it was Louis XIV himself who, only six years earlier, had promulgated the series of laws known as the Code Noir that provided the legal basis for slavery in France’s Caribbean colonies. By affirming the customary freedom principle in the case of the stowaways, the king was saying that slavery was an appropriate institution for the colonies, but not for France itself. That bifurcated approach to the issue of slavery was reconfirmed in 1698 by the minister of the marine, who wrote to the governor of the West Indies that “His Majesty orders me to explain to you that all slaves who are brought from the islands to France by their masters become free, according to the laws and practices of the kingdom, and cannot be forced to return, ” a sentiment that the minister repeated in 1707.16 By 1715, however, that older custom had run afoul of a newer one, which was that planters from France’s Caribbean colonies who brought slaves with them to Nantes sought protection by registering them as property after landing at the port.


In deciding the case of Pauline Villeneuve, the judges of the présidial court searched in vain for any official decrees or regulations that would help them resolve the contradiction. After a considerable delay, they decided the case on a technicality. Regardless of whether the customary “freedom principle” or the new practice of registering slaves took precedence, Madame Villeneuve had failed to register Pauline when she arrived in Nantes. Therefore, she had no claims on Pauline as property. The girl would stay in the convent. In announcing their decision, the judges used the Latin phrase in favorem libertatis, referring to the principle in Roman law that ambiguous cases should always be resolved in favor of liberty.17


While the case was dragging on in the présidial court, Pauline was busy in the convent learning to read Latin and becoming initiated into the obligations of saintliness and religious life. Because she had a clear voice, she was trained for the profession of cantor, and she devoted much of her time to learning the songs and the chants. On January 27, 1716, two years after she first entered the convent as a boarder, the assembled nuns voted to accept her into the profession. She received a brown dress, a black veil, and a black hooded choir robe to mark the beginning of her six months of probation. On July 27 the sisters met to take the third and last vote on her case. She was again accepted and could now prepare to take the vows that would bind her forever to Christ.
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Figure 1.2 Choir habit of the nuns of Notre Dame du Calvaire.




At the induction ceremony, presided over by Sister Anne of the Crucifixion, Pauline made her vow: “I, Sister Theresa, formerly known as Pauline Villeneuve, unworthy girl and very humble servant of the Virgin, Mother of God, vow to almighty God and promise the glorious Virgin Mary and my glorious Father St. Benedict, to observe the first and exact rule of St. Benedict and promise the transformation of my morals and behavior, perpetual cloistering, poverty, chastity, and obedience according to the statutes of the congregation for all the days of my life. ”18 With those words, Sister Theresa was born, and Pauline Villeneuve, the slave girl from the West Indies, officially ceased to exist.
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T

HE PRÉSIDIAL COURT’S DECISION to grant freedom to Pauline Villeneuve was greeted with dismay in many quarters in Nantes. Plantation owners visiting from the West Indies were unhappy with it because they feared that it might encourage their own slaves, whom they had brought to France as their personal servants, to seek freedom. Merchants who financed and outfitted slaving expeditions to run the triangular route from Nantes to Africa and the Caribbean were concerned because their own captains and officers sometimes brought a personal slave or two with them to Nantes. Some people were merely confused. One man wrote to the Council of the Marine, “I have not been able to decide which side is right—the masters who claim that the slaves whom they bring here to serve them on the voyage and while they are in Europe do not become free, and those slaves who, to the contrary, claim that they become free upon setting foot in France. ”1


Given that Nantes carried over 80 percent of the French slave trade in 1716, such sentiments were not unusual. What was unusual, however, was that the man who took up the cause to make sure that no more slaves would ever be freed by the présidial court was neither a planter nor a slave trader, but the treasurer of France for Brittany, Gérard Mellier. Since the matter did not come under Mellier’s official jurisdiction, he apparently took it up as a private citizen. Perhaps he did it out of a civic desire to promote the commercial prosperity of Nantes, or perhaps he was already thinking of running for mayor and wished to ingratiate himself with the local shipping magnates. He was elected mayor in 1720 and held that office until his death in 1729.


There was little in Mellier’s background that made him an obvious candidate to lead this cause. He was not a native of Brittany. He had come to Nantes when his mother moved there from Lyon after his father died. With his move to Nantes, he revised his family tree to portray himself as a member of the Mellier family, a family of silk and spice merchants from Lyon, even though his paternal ancestors had really been named Jacquemeton. In 1702, at the age of twenty-eight, he purchased the office of treasurer of France for Brittany with the aid of a 63,000 livre loan from his maternal uncle, Nicolas Ballet de la Chenardière, a man who had himself purchased a title of nobility only six years earlier.2 As a seeker of office and status, Mellier did not personally dabble in business or commerce and lived in genteel poverty. In 1716, when he took up the cause of defending slavery, his debt to his uncle was far from being repaid.


As an outsider to Brittany who held an office that he had purchased with borrowed money, Gérard Mellier gradually began to work his way into the community in Nantes. His marriage in 1707 to the daughter of a lawyer at the présidial court gave him family ties to the community, and the marriage of his sister Anne into a local merchant family gradually turned his policy interests from the world of government to the world of commerce. He developed a passion for the city of Nantes and wrote two book-length manuscripts on its history while keeping up a lively correspondence with Gui Lobineau, the foremost historian of Brittany.3 Over time, he grew to love his adopted city with an immigrant’s passion, and he defended its interests with an intensity that put native sons to shame.


When Mellier took office as treasurer in 1702, Nantes had many of the attributes of a medieval port. Ships from Spain, Portugal, Holland, and Hamburg came up the Loire to Nantes and returned home with the products of the Loire Valley, such as wine, brandy, rum, prunes, and salt. Except for a few expeditions to Spain and Flanders, however, Nantes seldom sent ships to those countries in return. The balance of trade was so lopsided that the intendant of Brittany scolded the merchants of Nantes for failing to boost the trade of their own city.4 The one area of commerce that the merchants of Nantes promoted was trade with France’s Caribbean islands, especially Martinique, Guadeloupe, and St. Domingue. About fifty ships a year left Nantes filled with salted cod from Newfoundland and salted beef from Ireland, as well as salt, brandy, flour, slate for roofs, and various household items. They returned from the islands with sugar, indigo, cotton, ginger, and wool.


The ships did not, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, engage in the slave trade because that branch of commerce was the legal monopoly of the Senegal Company and the Guinea Company. Even so, some slave ships went out from Nantes, sometimes as interlopers and sometimes as subcontractors for the Guinea Company, which was always short of shipping capacity. When the Guinea Company went out of business in 1713, the merchants of Nantes saw an opportunity to get into the trade that had for so long been forbidden to them. Despite government restrictions on private slaving ventures, three-fourths of all slave ships that left France in 1714 were private expeditions sailing from Nantes.


At that crucial moment Gérard Mellier emerged as a major booster of the slave trade by publishing a report entitled On the Commerce of Nantes and  the Ways to Increase It. 5 Because issues of international trade were only distantly related to his job as treasurer of Brittany, it seems likely that the report was his own private initiative. One of his major suggestions was that government policy should favor merchants who outfitted slaving vessels. In Mellier’s thinking, the slave trade was one of the keys to expanding the international commerce of Nantes. Mellier must have felt tremendous satisfaction in January 1716, when the king named Nantes as one of four port cities in France that would be allowed to send out unlimited numbers of private slave trading expeditions. With the new commercial privileges, Mellier believed, Nantes was about to enjoy a major upswing in its overseas commerce. In 1716 Nantes carried 80 percent of the French slave trade.


All of that could be jeopardized, Mellier believed, by the présidial court’s decision to grant freedom to Pauline Villeneuve. Mellier was well informed about the case through his father-in-law, a retired lawyer at the présidial court. He did not bear any personal ill will toward Pauline Villeneuve; in fact, he seemed to rejoice in her liberty when he quoted the line from Horace: “It is time, with unfettered feet, to beat the ground in dances. ”6 But Mellier was worried. If slave owners from France’s Caribbean islands feared losing their slaves when they visited Nantes, they would go to the rival slave trading ports of Bordeaux, Rouen, and La Rochelle instead. Even though the case did not fall under Mellier’s official jurisdiction, he decided to take on the project of creating a new system of registration so that Caribbean slaveholders could bring their personal slaves with them to Nantes without fear that they would be set free. He understood that for his plan to be accepted, he would first have to defend the slave trade itself. The comprehensive defense of it that he produced was the only one written by a French public official in the first half of the eighteenth century.


Mellier had never traveled to Africa to see the sorry spectacle of slaves being loaded in chains onto European ships, and he had never traveled to any of France’s Caribbean islands to see slaves working in the cane fields and sugar mills. The only slaves he had ever seen were the well-dressed servants who accompanied planters from the islands on their visits to Nantes. Nevertheless, he felt that he understood the slave trade because he was in regular communication with sea captains, outfitters of slaving voyages, and Caribbean planters. In formulating his defense of the slave trade, he was not expressing his own experience as much as he was condensing the experiences of others. His views therefore represented a kind of composite viewpoint of the slave trading community in Nantes.


Like many of his contemporaries, Mellier had only a vague grasp of the geography of Africa. To him, the slaves purchased by French ships on the Guinea coast came from an interior region called Nigritie, which he described vaguely as a “large region of Africa divided into many kingdoms. ” The king’s mapmaker, Guillaume Delisle, was equally confused about the location of Nigritie. His 1700 map of Africa pictured Nigritie as including parts of the Upper Guinea coast, but his 1730 map placed Nigritie far away from the coast so that it covered only the parts of West Africa that no European had ever visited.7 Nigritie was, in short, an imaginary construction of European mapmakers. Mellier was better informed about the coastal regions of West Africa, and he noted that the best place to purchase slaves at that time was the kingdom of Allada, situated along the Guinea coast between the Benin River and the kingdom of Benin.


Based on his shaky grasp of African geography, Mellier claimed that Nigritie was so overpopulated that its people would starve unless they sold their surplus population into the Atlantic slave trade. In making this claim, he was confusing the interior with the coast. Coastal kingdoms such as Allada were heavily populated, in part because they served as the terminal point for slave trade routes coming from the far interior. Since wealthy Africans in the coastal kingdoms often purchased slaves to work in their fields and serve as their personal servants and concubines, population densities actually increased in the coastal areas, whereas the demographic damage of the slave trade was felt mostly in the interior regions that no Europeans ever visited.
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Figure 2.1 Redrawn version of Delisle’s 1730 map of Africa showing the mythicalland of Nigritie.




If Mellier’s grasp of geography was vague, so were his notions of race. Although he was well aware that Africans had black skin, he did not necessarily link that observation with a set of negative judgments, unlike racist thought of the second half of the eighteenth century.8 French dictionaries in Mellier’s time defined the word nègre, a term the French applied to black slaves, more in geographical terms than in racial ones. Savary des Bruslons’s Dictionnaire Universel de Commerce, published in 1723, defined nègre  as “peoples of Africa whose country extends along the two sides of the Niger River, ” and the 1728 edition Trévoux’s Dictionnaire Universel François  et Latin defined the term as “the proper name of the people who inhabit Nigritie. ” By those definitions, only some black Africans were included in the category of nègre. Thirty-five years would pass before dictionaries began to define nègre exclusively in terms of skin color.9


Mellier’s view of Africans was influenced less by notions of race than by his concepts of social ranking. The hierarchy of nobles, government officials, merchants, and peasants in early eighteenth century Brittany had produced a social system that allowed the upper classes to treat the peasants very badly while still regarding them as fully human.10 Since Mellier had spent his whole life maneuvering within that system, it is not surprising that he would view the African nobility very differently from the African peasantry. He showed his bias in favor of the African nobility when he noted with approval that the African king of Albany, on the Guinea coast, had sent his son to be educated in France under the care of Mr. Pradine, a financier of slave ships. Mellier also proposed that each slave ship should bring back one or two free Africans, presumably from noble families, to learn French and join the crews of sailing ships in order to facilitate trade with Africa.


On the other hand, when speaking of the ordinary African slaves drawn from the African peasantry whom planters from the islands brought with them to Nantes, Mellier’s tone and vocabulary changed to reflect the street talk of a slaving port. “Fundamentally, ” he wrote, “the nègres are naturally inclined toward theft, larceny, lust, laziness, and treason. . . . In general, they are suited only to live in servitude and cultivate the fields of our colonies in America. ” The stereotype that he invoked revealed extreme prejudice, differing more in degree than in kind from the descriptions that urban sophisticates in Nantes applied to Breton peasants.11


Even though he defended the slave trade, Mellier had few illusions about its nature. He readily admitted that it was “driven by greed and afflicted with inhumanity” and caused people to be treated “like cattle. ” He also expressed sympathy with African captives, torn from their country of birth never to see it again. He noted they sometimes became so depressed that they became vulnerable to disease and death. One cause of their depression, he concluded, was their fear that they would be eaten by white cannibals.


Mellier’s acknowledgment of those cruel realities did not, however, dissuade him from launching a defense of the slave trade. Sitting in his office at the chamber of accounts, a four-story building with its back wall running along the left bank of the River Erdre, he prepared his arguments carefully. After fourteen years of working in that building, he no longer noticed that under one of the vaults in its facade was a plaster bas-relief sculpture of King Henry II on a horse.12 Henry, he might have remembered, was the king who abolished some of the remaining forms of servitude in France in 1552.13


Mellier’s first argument in defense of slavery drew on mercantilist economic theory, which saw France locked into a zero-sum competition with the other nations of Europe for national wealth and power. In order for France to triumph over its commercial competitors, Mellier argued, the slave trade was “absolutely necessary for the cultivation of sugar, tobacco, cotton, indigo, and other products” that were exported from the Caribbean colonies to France. Mellier further noted that the authority to carry on the slave trade came from the king himself, and that the slave trade “would not have been authorized except for the indispensable need that we have for their services in our colonies. ”


In proclaiming the slave trade “necessary” and “indispensable” for the economic well-being of France, Mellier indicated that he had already decided the matter. He could have ended his discussion right there, except that he was apparently uncomfortable with the idea of treating people like cattle, even under conditions of “necessity. ” He therefore went on to outline three supplementary arguments to salve the conscience and make his fellow citizens feel better about this deadly and sordid commerce.


Mellier’s first supplementary argument was that the slave traders were rescuing slaves from “error and idolatry” by taking them to a place where they could be baptized and instructed in the Catholic religion. Mellier was undoubtedly referring to the Code Noir, the law governing slavery in France’s Caribbean colonies, which required all slaves to be baptized and buried in holy ground.14 His assumption that African slaves were non-Christians, however, was not entirely correct. One of the slave ships that sailed from Nantes in 1716, the Marie Anne, was bound for Kabinda, where it purchased 183 slaves who had been captured in the civil war that raged in Kongo in 1714 and 1715. The kingdom of Kongo was at the time recognized by the pope as a Catholic kingdom, and the Kongolese people, the vast majority of whom had been baptized, considered themselves Catholics.15 The Marie Anne was carrying enslaved African Catholics to the New World.


Mellier’s second argument was that in the land of Nigritie, “the people are so numerous that it would be difficult for them to maintain a subsistence were it not for the fact that each year the slave trade carries away a portion of the inhabitants. ” Here Mellier was confusing the population densities of the coastal regions, where many slaves ended up, with those of the interior regions, where the slaves originated. The region shown on French maps as Nigritie, explorers would later discover, was in fact underpopulated. Mellier’s third argument was that the slaves actually owed their lives to the slave traders. “These peoples, being accustomed to make war with each other, would kill their prisoners of war were it not for the fact that they must spare their lives order to sell them or exchange them for the merchandise that we bring in our ships. ”What Mellier ignored was that Africans had a variety of ways of dealing with prisoners of war, including exchanging them, holding them for ransom, enslaving them for their own uses, or selling them in the internal African slave trade.


All three of Mellier’s supplementary arguments were actually variations on a single theme: that masters and slaves had implicitly entered into a kind of reverse Faustian bargain, the slaves giving up their freedom in exchange for their temporal or eternal lives.16 Mellier was picturing slavery as a path to salvation. Despite the fantasies and logical contradictions of Mellier’s arguments, they nevertheless had a powerful appeal in early eighteenth century Brittany because they tapped into a strain of thought that allowed slave traders to see the suffering and degradation of their African captives as the price they were paying for their lives and their souls.


Mellier’s arguments in defense of the slave trade were echoed in Paris eight years later when Savery des Bruslons published his Dictionnaire Universel  de Commerce. Under the heading nègre, Savary wrote a brief defense of the slave trade. “It is difficult, ” Savary wrote, “to fully justify the trade in slaves. ” He followed that extraordinary admission with two arguments in defense of the slave trade: (1) in losing their liberty, the slaves gained eternal salvation as a result of the Christian teaching that they received and (2) slave labor was “indispensable” for the cultivation of sugar, tobacco, and indigo in France’s Caribbean colonies. These arguments, claimed Savary, “soften what seems inhuman in a trade where men are merchants of other men and buy them just like cattle to cultivate their land. ”17 Justifications for slavery had become so well disseminated in early eighteenth century France that the Parisian author of the dictionary was echoing, almost point by point, the arguments of Gérard Mellier in Nantes.
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IF GÉRARD MELLIER HAD stopped with his defense of the slave trade to France’s Caribbean colonies, the matter might have ended right there. Most people in France, and even those in Nantes, the major French slaving port, cared little about what happened in Africa and the Caribbean. Because Mellier was defending a trade that was not under attack, his arguments were not seen as controversial. They merely summarized and articulated the consensus opinion of the planters, merchants, and slaving captains in Nantes.


Mellier inadvertently ignited a controversy, however, when he went on to propose that Caribbean slavery should be legally recognized in France itself. As he saw it, the only existing statute law on slavery was the Code Noir—the set of laws regulating slavery in France’s Caribbean colonies— which had declared slaves to be “movable property” (in contrast to serfs, who were tied to a particular piece of land). Accordingly, a slave in the colonies ought to remain a slave if he or she was brought to France. The problem, reasoned Mellier, was that the Code Noir applied only to France’s Caribbean colonies. He accordingly devised a system for registering slaves from the colonies that were brought to France by their owners, thereby extending the “movable property” provisions of the Code Noir into France. Slaves who were properly registered would remain the movable property of their owner.


Mellier’s plan differed sharply from the official French position toward slavery. Up until that moment, the French government had lived with a bifurcated system in which slavery was encouraged in France’s Caribbean colonies but was forbidden in France itself. Mellier saw clearly that the official position was contradictory, and the extension of the Code Noir into France would be a first step toward resolving it in favor of slavery.


By advocating official recognition of slavery, Mellier inadvertently invoked the long history of forced servitude in France, which went back to Roman times. As one of the great agricultural regions of the Roman Empire, the fields of Gaul were tilled by unfree cultivators who were designatedby the Latin term servus, meaning “slave. ” Slavery continued after the fall of Rome. During the sixth to eighth centuries, slaves were treated in legal codes as the equivalent of livestock, and masters had the right to kill or mutilate them at will. By the end of the tenth century, however, slavery had largely disappeared, and agricultural labor was done mostly by smallholders and tenants working on seigneurial estates. In the eleventh century the lords violently enserfed the mass of the peasants. Serfs in the early Middle Ages nevertheless remained bound to their masters by a variety of personal ties. Under certain conditions, they could be bestowed as gifts, sold, or moved to new lands. It was only in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that the personal ties between master and serf weakened as the lords coalesced into a hereditary nobility and the serfs coalesced as a servile class. The serf ’s legal position of being bound to a certain piece of land became more important over time as his or her personal ties to the lord diminished.1


Although the condition of French serfs in the Middle Ages differed in many ways from that of slaves in Roman Gaul, they were far from free. They made annual payments to the lord, they could not marry outside the manor, and they risked confiscation of all their earthly goods if their children were not living in the same house with them when they died. Serfs were bound to work a certain number of days each week in the lord’s fields using their own plows and oxen, work in the harvest, and do carting when required. Various fees were levied on special occasions at the pleasure of the lord. If a serf wanted to grind grain or press grapes, he had to use the lord’s facilities and pay the charges. If a serf got into trouble, the lord was the judge. Manors often possessed their own prisons and gallows.2


During the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, serfdom went into decline throughout France as various types of rent payments replaced labor duties. One reason for the lords’ willingness to manumit their serfs and renegotiate the conditions of servitude was their need for cash. Everywhere serfs had to purchase their own freedom. Even when King Louis IX (who was later canonized as St. Louis) freed the serfs on some of his royal domains in 1246–1263, the serfs paid for their liberty with cash. King Philippe le Bel went so far as to send out commissioners armed with royal seals to negotiate the price of freedom for serfs on royal lands during a period when his treasury was nearly empty. In spite of such occasional manumissions, the last vestiges of serfdom on the royal domains were not removed until 1779. Like the king, the Church owned vast domains that were worked by slave labor up until the tenth century and by serfs after that.3


By 1716, when Gérard Mellier was advocating the extension of Caribbean slavery to French soil, the serfdom of the Middle Ages had largely been replaced by a peasantry of rent-paying tenants and small proprietors who lived on the old manorial lands. Many of the lords had left their rural manors for the cities, living off the rents that came in from the countryside. The conditions of rent tenure could nevertheless be oppressive, and the British traveler Arthur Young was struck by the abject poverty he saw in rural Brittany.4


Many of the vestiges of feudalism still hung on in the French countryside, however. On the lands of the Viscount of Léon in Brittany, serfs were obliged to reside near the lord for a year and a day to serve him at his pleasure. There was another category of subjects called mottiers, who could not leave the land or even marry without the permission of the duke.5 If they died without male heirs, the duke himself inherited their assets. As late as the second half of the eighteenth century, the philosophe Voltaire used the word “slaves” to describe French serfs, and he insisted that, contrary to popular belief, slavery had not yet been abolished in France. On the eve of the French Revolution, estimates of the number of serfs in France ranged from 300, 000 to over a million. Many of the serfs were owned by the Church.6 It was not until the revolution that the last vestiges of serfdom were eliminated.


It was against this backdrop of slavery and serfdom in the French countryside that Gérard Mellier proposed his extension of Caribbean slavery into France. Despite the uncomfortable echoes embedded in Mellier’s proposal, the king and the regent proclaimed the “King’s Edict Concerning Negro Slaves from the Colonies” in October 1716, only a few months after Mellier had sent them his memorandum. The edict contained fifteen articles that closely followed Gérard Mellier’s suggestions. Slave owners from France’s Caribbean colonies could bring their slaves to France as domestic servants, for instruction in religion, or to learn a trade without fear of losing them as long as the slaves were properly registered. Further articles held that slaves could not marry in France without permission of their masters, that runaway slaves from the colonies could not gain freedom by coming to France, and that masters could not sell their slaves while in France.7


The King’s Edict Concerning Negro Slaves from the Colonies could not take effect until it was registered by the regional parlements, bodies that served as high courts and also had legislative functions. The parlement  of Rennes, which had jurisdiction over Brittany, registered the edict on December 24, 1716. Things went very differently, however, in the parlement  of Paris. Given that the parlement of Paris had little direct interest in the fate of West Indian slaves living in France’s coastal ports, the edict might have been approved with minimal debate had it not landed in the middle of a fight between two antagonistic religious groups: the Jansenists and the Jesuits.8


The Jansenists, in contrast to the Jesuits, were not a religious order. They represented a set of theological tendencies rather than an organized movement. Jansenists used a rigid reading of St. Augustine to stress the depravity of man and the grace of God to elect and save sinners. Jansenism was, in short, a kind of Catholic version of Calvinism. Politically, Jansenists embraced a Gallican nationalism that was wary of the authority of the pope and the pope’s messengers—the Jesuits. The disagreements between the two groups had turned deadly serious in 1711, when King Louis XIV, with the blessing of his Jesuit confessor, ordered his troops to raze the Abbey of Port Royal des Champs in Paris, a center of Jansenist theological influence. So complete was the destruction that the bones in the cemetery were dug up and hurled into a common grave.9 Shortly the king forced the parlement  of Paris, the center of Jansenist political influence, to register a papal bull attacking Jansenist teachings that he had solicited from the pope with the support of the Jesuits.10 The fight did not end until 1764, when the Jansenists succeeded in getting the Jesuits expelled from France and its overseas possessions.


What caught the attention of the Jansenists in the parlement of Paris when the King’s Edict of Concerning Negro Slaves from the Colonies was presented to them in 1716 was not the issue of slavery as much as the opportunity to seize the high moral ground in a battle with the Jesuits.11 The Jansenists interpreted the king’s edict as an extension of the Code Noir and therefore a project of the Jesuits. They were correct on both issues. The preamble to the edict stated explicitly that it was being issued in order to uphold the Code Noir, which “maintains the discipline of the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman Church. ” The writing of the Code Noir itself had been heavily influenced by the Jesuits.


The Jesuits were the first missionary order to settle in the French West Indies, coming to Martinique in 1640.12 It was Jesuits who started the first sugar plantation on Martinique, and by 1650 they had become the second largest slaveholder on the island.13 Given that the Church in France had long supported itself with the labor of slaves and serfs, it is not surprising that religious orders in France’s Caribbean colonies used slave labor to support their activities. Father Labat, a Dominican priest who directed a slave plantation in Martinique, did not seem at all embarrassed at being a slave owner, but he became extremely upset when people accused him of dabbling in commerce.14 After King Louis XIV took over direct royal control of the islands from the French West Indies Company in 1674, he became a champion of the Jesuits, writing to the new governor that his top priorities should be the advancement of religion and the protection of the Jesuits.15 Being in favor with the king and the local officials, the Jesuits were in a good position to exert influence on the drafting of the Code Noir.


The earliest draft of the Code Noir, submitted by the governor of France’s Caribbean colonies on May 20, 1682, dealt with issues of slave subsistence, policing, judgments, and punishment, but did not mention religion at all. Later that year the Jesuits of Martinique submitted a memorandum to King Louis XIV warning him about the harmful religious influences that Jews and Protestants were exerting on slaves in the islands.16 The Jews, the Jesuits charged, “have in their homes a great number of slaves whom they introduce to Judaism, or at least divert from Christianity. ”As for the Protestants, the Jesuits urged, “they should not be allowed to practice their religion in any way. ”


When the Code Noir was issued by Louis XIV in March 1685, its religious emphasis was obvious. The preamble specified that its primary purpose was “to maintain the discipline of the Catholic, Apostolic, and Roman Church. ”Article 1 called for the expulsion of all Jews from the islands within three months. Article 2 required that all slaves should be baptized and given instruction in the Catholic religion. Article 3 attacked the Protestants by forbidding the public exercise of any religion other than Catholic. Article 4 made it illegal for any commander who did not profess the Catholic religion to supervise slaves. Article 5 forbade Protestant slaveholders from exerting any religious influence over their slaves, and Article 6 ordered all subjects to observe all Catholic holidays.17


The Jesuits saw the Code Noir as a humanitarian document that curbed some of the worst abuses of slaveholders. It set minimum food and clothing rations for slaves, forbade masters from murdering their slaves, and made provision for manumission. At the same time, however, it provided legal standing for slavery in the islands, and it protected the rights of slaveholders by declaring slaves to be movable property and stating that any personal property possessed by a slave ultimately belonged to his or her master. It also gave masters permission to enchain or whip their slaves at will, and it prescribed the death penalty to any slave who struck his or her master.18


The Code Noir caused little discussion in France as long as it applied only to France’s Caribbean colonies. Its extension to France by the Edict of October 1, 1716, however, aroused the opposition of the Jansenists in the parlement of Paris who felt that they were on solid ground for doing battle with the Jesuits. By this circuitous route, issues of slavery and freedom came to be debated in the parlement of Paris at a time when the French slave trade was beginning an unprecedented period of expansion.


To prepare for the debate, the advocate general of the parlement asked Pierre Lemerre the Younger, a Jansenist sympathizer and expert on canon law, to write an opinion on the edict.19 The legal brief that Lemerre produced was largely a compilation of references to the Bible, canon law, French law, previous legal judgments, and opinions of lawyers.20 Its arguments were sometimes confusing because Lemerre, like most of his contemporaries, used the words “slave” and “serf ” interchangeably, thus revealing how issues of slavery in the Caribbean could not be disentangled from the history of slavery and serfdom in France. Yet it is clear that Lemerre was attempting to go beyond the narrow issues raised by the king’s edict and build a case against slavery itself.


In the opening section of his brief, Lemerre searched in vain through the Old Testament, the New Testament, canon law, and Roman civil law for material to bolster his case against slavery. Old Testament law was concerned mostly with the distinction between Hebrew slaves and non-Hebrew slaves, and the New Testament recommended obedience of slaves to their masters. The Roman code was no help at all, as slaves had no rights under Roman civil law. A number of councils of the Catholic Church had issued decrees and canons advocating obedience of Christian slaves to their masters, and prior to the ninth century the councils did not regard slavery as against the religion of Jesus Christ.


Against the backdrop of the long history of servitude in the Roman Empire and France, Lemerre tried to argue that the French had broken free of their past and had developed a concept of liberty that was founded on two pillars. The first was natural law, which “holds that all men are equal and has made us reject the odious forms of servitude that place people almost at the level of animals. ” Lemerre argued that Roman laws upholding slavery were against the law of nature, which held that all men are equal. The second pillar was Christianity. As soon as Christianity was introduced into France, claimed Lemerre, it recognized that “slavery and servitude were contrary to the purity of the new law, ” and that it was “incompatible that man, who was made in the image of god, would be delivered like an animal into the domination of another man. ” In his flights of rhetorical fancy, Lemerre conveniently ignored the glacial pace and opportunistic nature of the royal emancipations and the fact that a great many French slaves and serfs had worked on the lands of the Church and religious orders.


Moving toward the climax of his argument, he quoted extensively from the writings of Antoine Le Maistre, a seventeenth-century Jansenist lawyer who had argued against slavery on the basis of Christian principles and natural law. “God, ” Le Maistre had argued, “is the God of Liberty. In taking on the form of a servant, he pulled us out of servitude; he broke the chains, he made us walk with our heads held high. ” Le Maistre had also argued on the basis on natural law, noting that “servitude is an offense to natural liberty. ” According to natural law, men should only command animals and not other men. Servitude was therefore a “monster that deforms human nature. ” Lemerre was arguing, in short, that the Edict Concerning Negro Slaves from the Colonies should not be registered by the parlement  of Paris because it was in conflict with the fundamental laws of the realm.


For all its factual and interpretive flaws, Lemerre’s brief nevertheless carried the day. The parlement of Paris defied the king and refused to register the edict.21 It was a victory for antislavery sentiment, but it was a victory narrowly cast. The legal case had been argued in terms of French national history, and Lemerre did not extend his arguments to cover the slave trade or slavery in the France’s colonies overseas. Although the parlement of Paris had successfully challenged the extension of the Code Noir to France, it did not challenge the Code Noir itself. Faced with an opportunity to attack slavery in France’s Caribbean colonies, Pierre Lemerre the Younger had blinked. Caribbean slavery would not again be the subject of serious public debate in France until the 1770s.22


Perhaps it was in response to Lemerre’s timidity that the philosophe Montesquieu wrote a passage in his Persane lettres, published in 1721, pointing out the hypocrisy of Christian rulers who freed the slaves in their own countries and then introduced slavery into the foreign lands that they conquered.23 Gérard Mellier had recognized that contradiction in 1716 and had sought to resolve it by extending Caribbean slavery into France, albeit with stringent limits. The other way of resolving the contradiction would have been to extend Pierre LeMerre the Younger’s claims about liberty to France’s Caribbean colonies. Lemerre had won a limited victory in the parlement of Paris, but Gérard Mellier had carried the day in the slaving ports of France.


Justifications of the slave trade such as those articulated in Mellier’s memorandum and later repeated in Savary’s Dictionnaire Universel de Commerce were spread by word of mouth along the quays of Nantes and through the lesser slaving ports of Brittany. During the ensuing years they were repeated over and over in shipboard and dockside conversations. Such arguments provided First Lieutenant Robert Durand, a young officer preparing for his first voyage to Africa, with the mental defenses he needed to dedicate the slaving voyage of the Diligent “to the greater glory of God and the Virgin Mary. ”
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