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A SHORT

HISTOIRY

OF THE
FreNcH Colony in StT. DomiNGo, &c.

CHAP I

Polstical State of ST. DoMINGO previous to the Year 1789.

as of all the Weft Indian Iflands, were compofed of L
LS |

Inhabitants,

T HE inhabitants of the French part of St. Domingo, cHgaPp.

three great claffes: ift, pure whites. 2d, people of

colour, and blacks of free condition. 3d, negroes in a ftate of
flavery. The reader is apprifed that the clafs which, by a
ftrange abufe of language, is called pegple of colour, originates
from an intermixture of the whites and the blacks. The
genuine offspring of a pure white with a negro is called a
mulatto; but there are various cafts, produced by fubfe~
quent connections, fome of which draw near to the whites,
until all vifible diftin@ion between them is loft ; whilft others
fall retrograde to the blacks. All thefe were known in St.
Domingo by the term fang-melges, or gens de couleur, (in com-
mon
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2 HISTORY OF

CHAP. mon parlance they are colle@ively called mulattoes) and it mufk
1. be attributed, I prefume, to the greater difcountenance which
Y= the married ftate receives from the national manners, that in
all the French iflands thefe people abound in far greater pro-
portion to the whites than in thofe of Great Britain. In
Jamaica, the whites out-number the people of colour as three
to one. In St. Domingo, the whites were eftimated at 30,000,
the mulattoes at 24,000, of whom 4,700 were men capable of
bearing arms, and accordingly, as a diftin& people, aGuated by
an efprit de eorps, they were very formidable. Of the policy
which it was thought nectffary in St. Domingo to maintain
towards this unfortunate race, I fhall prefently treat; but it
feems proper, in the firft place, to give fome account of the
fubordination in which, before the revolution of 1789, the

pareat country thought fit to hold the colony at large.

THE government was exercifed by a Governor General, and.
an officer called Intendant, both of whom were nominated by
the crown, on the recommendation of the minifter of the marine,
and generally confidered as eftablifhed in their refpetive offices
for three years. 'Their powers, in fome cafes, were adminiftered
jointly ; in others, they poflefled feparate and diftin& authority,
which each of them exercifed without the concurrence or par-
ticipation of the other.

In their joint adminiftration their powers were unlimited 3
comprehending every part of colonial government, and extend-
ing even to detail, in the minuteft branches of finance and

police. They enacted the laws, nominated to all vacant offices,
and

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9781108023221

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-02322-1 - An Historical Survey of the French Colony in the Island of St. Domingo
Bryan Edwards

Excerpt

More information

ST. DOMIN G O. 3

and diftributed the crown lands as they thought proper. They CHAP.
refpectively prefided at the fame time in each of the fupreme L
councils, or courts of juftice in the dernier refort; and as ———
vacancies happened in thofe courts, by the death or removal of its
members, they filled up the vacant places. Againft the abufe

of powers, thus extravagant and unbounded, the people had no

certain proteCtion. Fortunately, it was rare that the governor

and intendant agreed in opinion on the exercife of their joint
authority, which therefore becamé neceffarily relaxed ; and the
inhabitants derived fome degree of fecurity from the difputes

and diffenfions of the contending parties. In all fuch cafes,
however, the greateft weight of authority fell to the fhare

of the governor. He was, in truth, an abfolute prince,
whofe will, generally fpeaking, conftituted law. He was
authorized to imprifon any perfon in the colony, for caufes of
which he alone was the judge ; and having at the fame time

the fupreme command of both the naval and military force, he

had the means of exercifing this power whenever he thought
proper. On the other hand, no arreft, by any other authority,

was valid without the governor’s approbation. Thus he had
power to ftop the courfe of juftice, and to hold the courts

of civil and criminal jurifdition in a flavith dependance on
himfelf.

Tue peculiar province of the intendant was that of regulat-
ing the publick revenues, or adminiftering the finances of the
colony. The collectors and receivers of all duties and taxes
were fubject to his infpeclion and controul. He pafled or
rejected their accounts, and made them fuch allowances as he

Ba alone
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4 HISTORY OF

CHAP. alone thought proper. The application of all the publick

L monies refted entirely with the intendant ;— a province which
created fuch temptation to himfelf as no virtue could refift, and
furnifhed fuch means of corruption, as overcame all oppofition
from others (2

For the better adminiftration of juftice, and the eafier col-
le¢tion of the revenues, the colony was divided into three
provinces ; which were diftinguithed, from their relative fituation,
by the names of the Northern, the Weftern and Southern. In
each of thefe provinces refided a deputy governor, or commander
en fecond, and in each were eftablifhed fubordinate courts of
juitice, both civil and criminal; from whofe determination
appeals were allowed to the fuperior councils, of which there
were two; one at Cape Frangois for the Northern province,
the other at Port au Prince for the Weftern and Southern.
They were compofed of the governor-general, the intendant,
the deputy governors, the king’s lieutenants (5 ), a prefident,

(a) The taxes and duties were laid and modified, as occafion required, by a
court compofed of the governor general, the intendant, the prefidents of the
provincial councils, the attorney general, the commiflioner of the navy (ordonateur)
and the feveral commandants of the militia, ‘This court was dignified by the
title of the Colonial Affémbly, although the colonifts had not a fingle delegate in it,

(4) Thefe king’s lieutenants were military officers refiding in the feveral towns,
commonly with the rank of colonel. There were alfo in each town majors and
aides-major. Al thefe officers were wholly independent of the civil power, and
owned no fuperior but the governor-general, who could difimifs them at pleafure,
It may be proper to obferve too that the counfellors held their feats by a very un-
certain tenure. One of the governors (the Prince de Rohan) fent the whole
number ftate prifoners to France, They were feized on their feats of juftice, and
put on board a fhip in irons, and in that condition conveyed to Paris, and fhut up
for a long time in the Baftilé, without trial or hearing.

and
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ST, DOMING Q.

and twelve counfellors, four affeffeurs, or affiftant judges, to-
gether with the attorney general and regifter. In thefe councils,
or courts of fupreme jurifdiction, as in the parliaments of France,
the king’s edicts, and thofe of the governor and intendant, were
regiftered. Seven members conftituted a quorum for the hear~
ing of appeal caufes ; but a hint from the governor-general was
always f{ufficient to render much inveftigation unneceflary : and
it is afferted (with what truth I pretend not to determine) that,
befides their {lavith dependance on the executive power, the
members of thefe courts were notorioufly and thamefully open
to corruption and bribery. An appeal however lay to the king,
in the laft refort; and candour compels me to obferve that,
on fuch appeals, fubftantial juftice was generally obtained /¢ /.

Tue number of the king’s troops on the colonial eftablifh~
ment was commonly from 2 to 3,000 men; and each of the
52 parifhes into which the colony was divided raifed one or
more companies of white militia, a company of mulattoes, and
a company of free blacks. The officers, both of the regular
troops and the militia, were commiflioned provifionally by the
governor-general, fubjec to the king’s approbation ; but the
militia received no pay of any kind.

From this recapitulation, it is evident that the peace and
happinefs of the people of St. Domingo depended very much on

{¢) In the year 1787 thefe two fuperior councils were confolidated into one,
which held its meetings at Port au Prince, this city being the feat of government in
time of peace. In the event of a war, the governor-general removed to Cape
Frangois. 'Fhe true, though not the oftenfible, reafon for this junction of the
council bpards, was an idea that a fingle board would be found more traltable in the
regiftry of edi€s and ordinances than two feparate jurifdiGions.

the

CHAP,
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] HISTORY OF

CHAP. the perlonal qualities and native difpofition of the governor-

L general, who was always feleGted from the army. At the fame

time it muft be honeftly admitted, that the liberality and mild-

nefs, which of late years have dignified and foftened the mili-

tary charaGer among all the nations of Europe, had a powerful

influence in the adminiftration of the government in the French

colonies. It muft be allowed alfo, that the manifeft importance

to which, as mankind become divefted of ancient prejudices,

the commercial part of the community, even among the French,

has imperceptibly rifen, infured to the wealthy and opulent

planters a degree of refpe@ from perfons in power, which, in

former times, attached only to noble birth and powerful con-

netions ; while the lower orders among the whites derived

the fame advantage from that unconquerable diftin¢tion which

nature herfelf has legibly drawn between the white and black

inhabitants; and from their vifible importance, in a country

where, from the difproportion of the whites to the blacks, the

common fafety of the former clafs depends altogether on their
united exertions.

To contend, as fome philofophers have idly contended, that
no natural fuperiority can juftly belong to any one race of peo-
ple over another, to Europeans over Africans, merely from a
difference of colour, is to wafte words to no purpofe, and to
combat with air. Among the inhabitants of every ifland in the
Weft Indies, it is the colour, with fome few exceptions, that
diftinguithes freedom from flavery: fo long therefore as free-
dom fhall be enjoyed exclufively by one race of people, and
flavery be the condition of another, contempt and degradation

X will
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ST. DOMING O.

will attach to the colour by which that condition is generally
recognized, and follow it, in fome degree, through all its varieties
and affinitics. We may trace a fimilar prejudice among the
mofk liberal and enlightened nations of Europe. Although no-
thing furely ought to refleét greater luftre on any man than the
circumftance of his having rifen by induftry and virtue above
the difadvantages of mean birth and indigent parentage, there
are, neverthelefs, but few perfons in the world who delight to
be reminded of this {pecies of merit. There is a confcioufnefs
of fomething difgraceful in the recolleGtion ; and it feems there-
fore reafonable to conclude, that if nature had made the fame
diftin&icn in this cafe as in the other, and ftamped, by an inde-
lible mark, the condition and pasentage on the forehead, the
fame, or nearly the fame, effet would have refulted from it, as
refults from the difference of colour in the Weft Indies. I
mean however only to account for in fome degree, not to de-
fend, the conduct of the whites of St. Domingo towards the
coloured people ; whofe condition was in truth much worfe
than that of the fame clafs in the Britith colonies, and not to
be juftified on any principle of example or reafon.

INn many refpets their fituation was even more degrading and
wretched than that of the enflaved negroes in any part of the
Weft Indies; all of whom have mafters that are interefted in
their prefervation, and many of whom find in thofe mafters
powerful “friends and vigilant proteCtors. Although releafed
from the dominion of individuals, yet the free men of colour in
all tne French iflands were ftill confidered as the property of

the publick, and as publick property they were obnoxious to
the

7
CHAP,
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8 HISTORY OF

CHAP. the caprice and tyranny of all thofe whom the accident of birth

L had placed above them. By the colonial governments they

et S were treated as flaves in the ftriGett fenfe; compelled, on at-

taining the age of manhood, to ferve three years in a military

eftablithment called the maréchauffée (), and on the expiration

of that term they were fubje&, great part of the year, to the

burthen of the corvées ;—a fpecies of labour allotted for the repair

of the highways, of which the hardfhips were infupportable.

They were compelled moreover to ferve in the militia of the

province or quarter to which they belonged, without pay or al-

lowance of any kind, and in the horfe or foot, at the pleafure

of the commanding officer; and obliged alfo to fupply them-

felves, at their own expence, with arms, ammunition, and accou-

trements. Their days of mufter were frequent, and the rigour

with which the King’s licutenants, majors, and aides-major, en-

forced their authority on thofe occafions over thefe people, had
degenerated into the bafeft tyranny.

Tuey were forbidden to hold any publick office, truft, or
employment, however infignificant ; they were not even allowed
to exercife any of thofe profeflions, to which fome fort of liberal
education is fuppofed to be neceffary. All the naval and mili-
tary departments, all degrees in law, phyfick, and divinity, were
appropriated exclufively by the whites. A mulatto could not

(¢) It confifted of certain companies of infantry, which were chiefly employed
as rangers in clearing the woods of maron or runaway flaves. This efta-
blithment was afterwards very prudently diffolved, and the companies difbanded ;
it appearing that the mulattoes acquired, by communication with each other, a fenfe
of common intereft and of common ftrength, which was beginning to render them
formidable to their employers,

be

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9781108023221

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-02322-1 - An Historical Survey of the French Colony in the Island of St. Domingo

Bryan Edwards

Excerpt

More information

§T. DOMINGO.

be a prieft, nor a lawyer, nor a phyfician, nor a furgeon, nor
an apothecary, nor a {choolmafter. Neither did the diftinction
of colour terminate, as in the Bri:ith Weft Indies, with the third
generation. 'There was no law, nor cuftom, that allowed the
privileges of a white perfon to any defcendant from an African,
however remote the origin. ‘The taint in the blood was incur-
able, and fpread to the lateft pofterity. Hence no white man,
who had the fmalleft pretenfions to character, would ever think
of marriage with a negro or mulatto woman: fuch a flep
would immediately have terminated in his difgrace and ruin.

UnpERr the preffure of thefe accumulated grievances, hope
itfelf, too frequently the only folace of the wretched, was de-
nied to thefe unfortunate people; for the courts of criminal
jurifdiGtion, adopting the popular prejudices againft them, gave
effet and permanency to the fyftem. A man of colour being
profecutor (a circumftance in truth which feldom occurred)
muft have made out a ftrong cafe indeed, if at any time he ob~
tained the conviftion of a white perfon. On the other hand,
the whites never failed to procure prompt and fpeedy juftice
againft the mulattoes. 'To mark more ftrongly the diftintion
between the two clafles, the law declared that if a free man of
colour prefumed to ftrike a white perfon of whatever condition,
his right hand fhould be cut off; while a white man, for a
fimilar affault on a free mulatto, was di{miffed on the payment
of an infignificant fine.

IN extenuation of this horrible detail, it may be faid with
truth that the manners of the white inhabitants foftened, in
C fome

CHAP.
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10 HISTORY OF

CHAP. fome meafure, the feverity of their laws : thus, in the cafe laft
L mentioned, the univerfal abhorrence which would have attended
b g an enforcement of the pemalty, made the law a dead letter. It
was the fame with the Roman law of the T'welve T'ables, by which
a father was allowed to infli@ the punifhment of death on his
own child :—manners, not law, prevented the exertion of a

power fo unnatural and odious.

But the circumftance which contributed moft to afford the
coloured people of St. Domingo proteétion, was the privilege
they poflefled of acquiring and holding property to any amount.
Several of them were the owners of confiderable eftates; and fo
prevalent was the influence of money throughout the colony, that
many of the great officers in the adminiftration of government
fcrupled not fecretly to become their penfioners. Such of the
coloured people therefore as had happily the means of gratifying
the venality of their fuperiors, were fecure enough in their per—
fons; although the fame circumftance made them more pointedly
the obje&ts of hatred and envy to the lower orders of the
whites.

THE next enflaved negroes, and loweft, clafs of people in the
French iflands were the negroes in a ftate of flavery ; of whom, in
the year 1789, St. Domingo contained no lefs than 480,0c0. It
was in favour of this clafs that Louis XIV in the year 16835, pub-
lithed the celebrated edi&t, or code of regulations, which is well
known to the world under the title of the Code Noir ; and it muflk
be allowed, that many of its provifions breathe a (pirit of tender~
nefs and philanthropy which refleéts honour on the memory of its

6 author ;
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