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Introduction

A SPECTER WAS HAUNTING THE SLAvE-HoLDING republic—the 
specter of an invading army of vengeful Africans.  

“Lamentable!” cried George Washington in response to what he 
described in 1791 as the “unfortunate insurrection of the Negroes in Hispaniola.” 
The president of the fledgling nation was anxious. This is understandable, par-
ticularly given the huge population of restive enslaved Africans that inhabited his 
own nation and the propensity of these bonded workers to unite across borders. 
Washingon reflected morosely on “a spirit of revolt among the Blacks.” “Where it 
will stop,” he said, possibly considering the tenuous state of his own republic, “is 
difficult to say.” The “commencement” of this rebellion, he added sagely, “has been 
both daring and alarming.”1  

Apparently, the president took seriously the sobering words he had received 
in August 1791 from the governor of South Carolina, Charles Pinckney, days after 
the island eruption,  who warned nervously about how “nearly similar” Hispaniola 
was to his state in terms of barely containing an often unruly African majority. 
He warned: “a day may arrive when” mainlanders too would “be exposed to the 
same insurrections” as the “flame” of sedition spread northward.2 It is also pos-
sible that the president was simply listening to his colleague, Tench Coxe, a pow-
erful Pennsylvanian who served as a delegate to the Continental Congress. Coxe 
knew the island well and thought that even if Paris were to prevail over the island’s 
revolutionaries, the French would be inclined to dispatch a “large detachment of 
republican blacks from St. Domingo to Louisiana.” Upon arrival, he surmised, they 
would precipitate “the sudden emancipation of the blacks there,” which would 
have disastrous consequences for slave-based mainland fortunes—including that 
of the president and his family.3 
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The U.S. president remonstrated with Pinckney, as he chose to “lament” 
Carolina’s “decision” on “importing slaves after March 1793” in light of the “direful 
effects of Slavery, which at this moment are presented”—a veiled reference to island 
turbulence too delicate to mention openly. An early indication of the historic ripples 
spreading from the Caribbean was his assertion that this uprising of the enslaved 
should “have operated to produce a total prohibition of the importation of slaves.”4 
The eminent historian Rayford Logan may have had the latter in mind when he 
declared that “at no time in American history have foreign affairs influenced domes-
tic issues more than in the 1790s.”5  

In 1798 Washington’s successor was told that “we are vulnerable in the Southern 
States to an alarming degree.” With just a “few ships of war,” it was said, the French 
could “in a few days convoy an army of ten thousand blacks and people of colour 
in vessels seized from our own citizens. They might land on the defenceless parts of 
South Carolina or virginia. Under such circumstances, the slaves would instantly 
join them & greatly increase their force.” This was quite “possible and whatever is 
possible the enemy will have the enterprise to attempt.”6

As things turned out, there was no phantom that was haunting the slave-holding 
republic. The Haitian Revolution by its very nature proved to be a formidable threat 
to the entire slave system. When what has been described as the “most profitable 
stretch of real estate on the planet” was upended,7 a devastating blow was landed 
simultaneously in favor of all those compelled to toil and sweat for a living.    

THIS IS  A Book CoNCERNED with relations between the United States and 
Hispaniola, more specifically, the reaction of Washington’s republic to the revo-
lutionary process in the nation that became Haiti and the splitting of the island in 
1844, which led to the formation of the Dominican Republic. As well, this book 
concludes with the failed attempt by the United States to annex both in the 1870s. 
This book considers how the island impacted the mainland—and vice versa—
and, thus, has a particular emphasis on how the population that came to be called 
African-American responded. This book is not primarily concerned with internal 
trends on the island nor with the response there to U.S. policy, which will be the 
subject of a subsequent volume. This book also considers how leading powers—
France, Britain, and Spain most notably—sought to take advantage of a slave-hold-
ing republic confronted with militant abolitionism.

What came to be called the Haitian Revolution, 1791–1804,  was one of those 
rare transformative social, political, and economic detonations made all the more 
remarkable in that it took place in not only the richest and most productive colony 
of the French Empire but of any empire. But it also implicated the slave-holding 
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republic in that Paris spent heavily in backing North American rebels opposing 
their seemingly eternal enemy across the channel, which contributed to a crisis in 
Paris that sparked a transforming revolt in 1789, and this correspondingly contrib-
uted mightily to the radicalization of the island. Revolutionary violence in both 
France and Hispaniola seemed to some U.S. citizens to flow together in a common 
river of blood that signaled a new departure that could reach the mainland. 

This was ironic indeed since North American—then U.S.—residents were 
heavily implicated in the dramatic increase of the slave trade to the island, which in 
the 1780s surpassed the British trade, creating a demographic imbalance favorable 
to a slave revolt.8  

In the following pages, I will detail a contradictory skein of events: the recently 
born United States, birthed not least because of its desire to maintain slavery in the 
face of abolitionist pressure from London,9 was then confronted by a threatening 
slave revolt not far from its shores, which created enormous leverage for Britain to 
wield against its former colony.  There was some sympathy for Paris at this time, 
especially due to the anti-monarchical trends unleashed there in 1789. At the same 
time, the United States was coming into sharp conflict with France—the island’s 
former colonial master—which created initial pressure to boost the rebellious 
Africans to gain leverage against Paris, though this was inimical to the interests of 
the all-powerful slaving forces in Dixie. This laid the basis for an early dual policy 
toward the island, initially boosting—then in a continuously malignant pattern— 
undermining the revolutionaries.  This also heightened sectional tensions, as the 
nation hurtled toward civil war. Mercantile interests in New England were increas-
ingly in favor of trade relations with the island—even during the reign of the man 
respectfully known as “General Toussaint”—while Dixie quaked in its boots at the 
prospect of armed Africans surging to power on the island.  

The United States had not been friendly to “free Negros” and “mulattos,” 
who both fomented and resisted the Haitian Revolution, and was faced with a 
dilemma when they began arriving on the mainland: should those fleeing revolu-
tion be embraced as class comrades or potential subversives who would ally with 
the enslaved, as some had done on the island? Should the massacre of these gens de 
couleur on the island in the 1840s, as the D.R. was coming into being, be seen as 
of no consequence to Washington—or a fire bell in the night signaling what would 
next befall those defined as “white,” even in the United States itself? 

Simultaneously, there were some Haitians who were eager to welcome Africans 
fleeing the mainland—but others were uneasy about accepting those defined as 
“mulatto” in the United States who could then exert weight and influence on the 
often fragile color equation on the island. The United States had a similar problem: 
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it encouraged the formation of the D.R., not least as a blow against Haiti, but it 
was also apprehensive about treating a nation with so many of the darker skinned 
with equality—which placed Washington at a disadvantage in its jousting with 
European competitors, particularly London.         

In neighboring Cuba, on the other hand, one group of U.S. nationals brought 
enchained Africans by the boatload, creating the possibility of creating a Haitian 
twin with incalculable detriment for the mainland—while another group fretted 
nervously about the same prospect.10 Inevitably, this created strains that hardly 
halted the march to civil war. It was in 1799 that a Philadelphia journal opined that 
“there are two distinct interests” in this new republic: “Southern states that suffer 
by the curtailment of our trade with Europe” and “Northern states that profit by 
opening the trade to St. Domingo.”11

Above all—and this is a central argument of this work—the Haitian Revolution 
created a general crisis for the system of slavery that could only be resolved with its 
collapse.12 The avid 20th century racialist, T. Lothrop Stoddard, found it necessary 
to study the revolution intensely and emerged with the conclusion that 1791–1804 
marked “the first great shock between the ideals of white supremacy and race equal-
ity,”13 a confrontation that compelled a retreat of the racialized slavery that had given 
rise to the slave-holding republic in the first instance. Indeed, 1791 also marked a 
fitting rebuff to 1776: the latter seemingly had given a new birth of freedom to slave 
dealers and the peculiar institution itself—but then the former raised sharply the 
premium on both.  Recently a scholar has suggested that the “elite” of the slave-
holding republic “were terrified of the egalitarian implications of Haitian indepen-
dence, universal and immediate abolition and peasant-based land reform and its 
attendant stateless egalitarianism.”14  Napoleon Bonaparte suspected that with the 
Haitian Revolution, “the scepter of the new world would fall sooner or later into the 
hands of the blacks,” a thought that also had occurred in the United States itself.15 
Fanning the flames of concern on the mainland were the bloodcurdling journalistic 
reports flowing from the island, virtually on a daily basis: in Philadelphia alone 
between late 1791 and mid-1793 there were hundreds of articles in the local press 
on events there.16 Such reports fueled the buoyancy of the slave-holding republic, 
which simultaneously fueled an antipathy toward emergent Haiti that determined 
that its subsequent path would be rocky.  

Grasping this essential truth of incipient abolitionism early on, London—which 
had been ousted from its prime slave trading market in North America in any case—
prompted by the Haitian Revolution was busily seizing the moral high ground by 
turning against this global flesh peddling, placing its erstwhile mainland colony 
on the defensive and, not coincidentally, winning numerous African adherents 
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particularly in the United States itself. Certainly, 1791 gave an immeasurable boost 
to abolitionism.17 The influential Londoner James Stephen declaimed portentously 
in 1807—as Britain was turning decisively against the slave trade—that the “West 
Indies have probably cost us more money since 1792 than all our military opera-
tions on the continent,” jeopardizing national security in the face of France’s stiff 
challenge. Redcoats were futilely seeking to suppress Haiti and other slave colo-
nies yearning to be free at an enormous cost of blood and treasure, while a surer 
path would involve conciliating Africans—which would at once give a cudgel with 
which to bludgeon its ascending republic enemy. Moreover, he added persuasively, 
“our opprobrius [sic] adherence to this [slave] traffic has added much to the popular 
prejudice against us.”18  

Such coruscating concerns may have crossed the mind of George Washington 
when he first contemplated what was to become one of the defining global events 
in recent centuries. After all, it was during that turbulent time that Edward Stevens, 
the U.S. consul on the island, argued that the paramount revolutionary leader—
Toussaint L’ouverture—commanded an army of 55,000 men, while the greatest 
force that his commander-in-chief had led was no larger than 20,000 men.19 It 
was Stevens who in 1799, when control of the island remained unclear, reported 
that a plan had been hatched on the island to “invade both the Southern States of 
America & the Island of Jamaica,” a design that was to be bruited repeatedly in 
coming years. Toussaint won plaudits from the U.S. consul, when it was reported 
that he was “determined to prevent this Expedition,” a favor he thought would pay 
dividends.20 

Adding ballast to this notion of an invasion were the words of Secretary of State 
Timothy Pickering who advised President John Adams weeks later that not only was 
Jamaica “in jeopardy in [the] case of an invasion by black troops from St. Domingo” 
but “our Southern States too . . . are yet in much danger from attempts to excite the 
blacks to insurrection.” This, Pickering maintained, would lead London and his 
republic to forge an alliance “to guard against the dangers to be apprehended from 
St. Domingo” in pursuit of “mutual security.”21  

Near that same time, a delegate of London, after conferring with the revolution-
aries in Hispaniola, wondered why they were “very inquisitive to know the distance 
Santo Domingo is from France and also from Jamaica, Cuba, and the other islands”; 
concerning the latter, they were “very curious to know their strength and in what 
manner they are governed.” Their idea, it was thought, was “to make an attempt 
on Jamaica,” which at minimum would be “alarming.”22 Unsurprisingly, spirited 
debates over abolition of the slave trade erupted soon after this. one analyst in 1803 
pointed out quite properly that “further increase of [the] Negro population in the 
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colony would prove highly dangerous to the white inhabitants,” since tumult on the 
neighboring island had “placed Jamaica in a new and awful position.”23  

As the revolutionaries gained in strength, mainlanders had to worry about these 
rebels allying with London—or Paris—and landing in Savannah or Charleston 
with mayhem on their minds. A few years after Stevens spoke, Thomas Jefferson 
observed that the inflamed Caribbean “appears to have given a considerable 
impulse to the minds of the slaves in different parts of the United States” itself, 
contributing to a “great disposition to insurgency” that “manifested itself” in his 
own virginia in an “actual insurrection.”24 As early as 1793, as terror raged in Paris, 
Jefferson warned that two reputed Frenchmen—“a small dark mulatto” and a “quar-
teron”—were headed to Charleston “with a design to excite an insurrection among 
the Negroes.”25 This was a Parisian plan he told the governor, “the first branch of 
which has been carried into execution at St. Domingo.”26

Five years later in the Palmetto State, there were rumors of a planned invasion of 
a massive army of Africans from due south.27 Four years after that there were raging 
emotions in what is now Washington, D.C., about a revolt of the enslaved spear-
headed by island African prisoners deposited there by the French—who were seen 
as intentionally cavalier about U.S. security.28 France’s Edmond Charles Genêt 
instructed his nation’s consuls in the United States that their enemies were spread-
ing tales about Paris’s supposed plans to instigate slave revolts in Dixie; yet the ter-
ror then suffusing Paris itself gave weight to the idea that Gallic revolutionaries who 
did not blanch at the idea of massacring their own compatriots would not flinch 
at the idea of shedding blood in a nation in which they were now ensnared in a 
“quasi-war.”29 There was a credible suspicion that Paris would reconcile with island 
rebels, which—if it had occurred—could have left the United States not as a trans-
continental republic but a rump republic pinned along the Atlantic seaboard.30  

The repetitive articulation of plans to invade Jamaica and Dixie from the 
island was suggestive of a spreading contagion of unrest in the hemisphere, which 
reflected, then generated, even more unrest. From 1789–1815 there were dozens of 
slave rebellions and conspiracies in the Americas. As Paris exploded in 1789, unset-
tled colonists and frazzled officials began complaining about abolitionist literature 
and artifacts reaching the Caribbean colonies especially. 

But it was in 1795 in Spanish Louisiana—apparently encouraged by the pos-
sibility of a French attempt to invade and force retrocession of the former colony—
that Africans rose up.31 This slave conspiracy in Pointe Coupee was blamed by 
those on the scene on the direct influence of island revolutionaries.32 There had 
been an extensive plot in July 1791—days before the ignition in Hispaniola—and 
in october one conspirator was said to have stated that he and his comrades were 
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simply awaiting word from Hispaniola before deciding to “strike a blow” in concert 
with islanders. Spanish settlers were accused, in turn, of courting Africans and stor-
ing arms for use by the enslaved against French settlers. That this conspiracy was 
apparently incubating for eighteen months contributed immeasurably to a sense of 
insecurity, creating conditions for Africans to engage in arbitrage among the major 
powers, thereby weakening slavery as a whole.33

Miles away in St. Lucia, during that very same year, a British general conceded 
sadly that “the Negroes are completely Masters of the Island.”34 This may have been 
a booby-prize for the redcoats, since they had only taken this island months before 
as a result of the dislocation delivered by angry Africans—and now found them-
selves in a desperate tussle for survival with these alleged allies at their throats.35

It was not just St. Lucia and Louisiana that were being contested in this great 
power struggle involving at least two European powers—and Africans. A simi-
lar battle was unwinding in Grenada between Britian and France. London’s man 
announced apprehensively in mid-1796 that the “insurgents” leading the “insurrec-
tion” there could be “supplied by canoes from Trinidad and Guadeloupe with arms 
and ammunition.”36  

British settlers were under siege with repeated complaints as early as December 
1791 from Bermuda—within hailing distance of the Carolinas—about “seditious 
Negroes.”  one leader expressed “anxiety” about the “disparity in these islands 
of the whites to the blacks,” meaning that “we have not a single soldier or gun-
man for the guard of the stores and magazines.” In fact, “the arms of the Militia 
are at all times necessarily at the disposal of their black servants.”37 Weeks later 
another fatigued Bermudian leader confessed that since the commencement of 
“insurrections, depredations, and murders” in “St. Domingo, a very manifest altera-
tion has taken place in the behaviour of the Negroes here”—which did not bode 
well, he thought. Before August 1791 a “very dangerous conspiracy” was devised 
by Africans, but it was “suppressed” with “many of the conspirators executed.” But 
since the “dissemination of opinions respecting the lawfulness of slavery through 
these islands,” buoyed by fear of Hispaniola, he felt a rising sense of power among 
Africans. Fortifications were “quite insecure” and, thus, “should an insurrection 
now take place it would be very easy for the Negroes to take possession”—possibly 
of the entire archipelago. This was “alarming,” he asserted with understatement, 
not least since “Negro slaves greatly exceed the white people in number” and were 
“hardy and intelligent.”38 “Bermudian Negroes frequent the French islands now,” it 
was noted worriedly, and “more than those from most of the West India islands,” it 
was reported in January 1792.39 Perhaps reducing the number of Africans by sharply 
circumscribing the slave trade was a possible remedy—but curbing supply would 
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inexorably suffocate slavery itself, though from London’s viewpoint this ban would 
probably prove more harmful to its rising rival, the slave-holding republic.   

But it was not just London that was scrambling to avoid being overtaken by events. 
In venezuela in 1795 an enslaved African, Jose Chirino, who had visited Hispaniola 
returned with militant demands for imposition of “the law of the French.”40 A few 
years later another revolt shook the northern coast of South America, as a militia 
leader, Francisco Xavier Pirela, was said to be in touch with crews of ships from 
Hispaniola.41 Then the “Revolt of the Tailors” in Bahia, Brazil, raised the provoca-
tive issue of racial equality as well as independence.42 Even the rebellion in Mexico 
in 1810 was said to have featured the now ubiquitous hand of Haiti.43

However, it was London, as a leading global force and frequent antagonist of 
the ascending power on the west bank of the Atlantic, whose maneuvers would 
prove most threatening to the slave-holding republic and the human bondage on 
which it was based, which were now under duress by trends uncorked by revolu-
tionary Hispaniola.

Part of the bill of indictment filed by republicans against London before 1776 
and during the resultant war was Britain’s frequent deployment of armed Africans 
on the mainland, a practice seen as deeply dangerous. But the British Empire, seek-
ing to tame the prize that was India while under bombardment in the Caribbean 
and beginning to eye Hong kong and China, felt it had little choice in raising 
armed manpower. Moreover, deploying armed Africans close to a rival’s shores—a 
rival which had reason to fear an armed invasion of Africans, in any case—was a 
prospect too tantalizing to ignore.  Naming this regiment the “Carolina or Black 
Corps” was not just descriptive but a broad hint at their origins as formerly enslaved 
Africans, who had fled the mainland and had an incentive to wreak havoc on their 
former homeland. In the telling year of 1791, it was reported that “many of them 
had made themselves obnoxious to their former owners” and now had been “taught 
the use of arms.” It was also said that they were “better able to bear fatigue” in the 
climates in which they had been deployed, notably St. Lucia and Grenada—or an 
unmentioned Dixie.44

The recently born United States had come onto the global stage trumpeting 
the assertion that its model of development—conspicuously based on enslaving 
Africans—was a great leap forward for humankind and surely worthy of export. Now, 
however, with a conflagration raging in Hispaniola and its London sparring partner 
busily adjusting to same, it was faced with the wrenching prospect of a reconfigura-
tion of its project, just as the ink on its vaunted Constitution and Bill of Rights was 
drying. A nimble United States was able to delay the most severe of adjustments—
until 1865—but this proved to be a torturous path speckled with blood.  
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A contemporary historian has estimated that “over 100,000 whites and 60,000 
blacks lost their lives” during the “thirteen year struggle” encapsulated as the 
Haitian Revolution, 1791–1804.45 That more defined as “white” perished, though 
their numbers were considerably smaller than their counterparts—there were less 
than 500,000 Africans on the island then—with many survivors fleeing to the main-
land imbued with hair-raising tales of woe, was bound to concentrate devilishly 
the collective mind of the slave-holding republic. The revolution posed starkly an 
existential question: retreat stolidly from slavery or risk losing everything—includ-
ing one’s life, as in Hispaniola.46 

This was a “Caribbean genocide” claims another contemporary scholar, a 
precursor of more familiar 20th century catastrophes, with “neither women nor 
children” spared.47 T. Lothrop Stoddard, one of the leading theoreticians of white 
supremacy in the 20th century, argued that the revolution meant the “complete 
extermination of the white race” in the western end of the island, where the revo-
lutionaries were strongest.48    

That so many of these survivors and their relatives wound up playing pivotal 
roles in maintaining the harshest machinery of slavery on the mainland may not 
have been accidental.49 This lengthy list includes Judah P. Benjamin—a loyal leader 
of the Confederate States of America—whose father-in-law fled the island in hor-
ror and proceeded to regale many an audience with the alleged perfidy of incited 
Africans.50  Louis Tousard, who served in the revolt against British rule in North 
America, also owned a plantation on the rebellious island, an enterprise which was 
marred by frequent unrest in the 1780s. He was involved in seeking to suppress the 
revolt in 1791—before fleeing to the mainland, where, tellingly, he was intimately 
involved in establishing the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, New York, 
which was to be both the sturdy sword and shield, if plans by vengeful Africans to 
invade the mainland and ignite vengeance of the enslaved were to come to pass.51 

Then there was Pierre Soule, born in France in 1801 and educated in Bordeaux—a 
city that generated a veritable tidal wave of opposition to island revolutionaries. Soule 
had resided in Haiti but left due to an inability to find work: labor was admittedly 
easier to find for one of his kind in a slave-holding republic than in an abolitionist 
state. So it was on to Baltimore, then New orleans by the fall of 1825, and then to 
the U.S. Senate. Soule would eventually return to Europe as his adopted homeland’s 
chief diplomat in the slave-holding monarchy that was Spain. His tangled ances-
try was topped by that of a fellow Pelican State statesman—and historian—Charles 
Gayarre, whose roots are said to extend back to the conflicted days of the early con-
frontations in Spain with “invading hordes of Mohammedan Moors,” giving him 
further reason to resist the blandishments of the abolition of African slavery.52 These 
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newly minted “white Americans” were hardly in the mood to retreat in face of African 
demands—particularly those backed by Haiti (and London).  

on the other hand, as the slave trade and colonizing of the mainland were accel-
erating hand-in-glove in the late 17th century, Frenchmen—particularly Protestants 
in conflict with a heavily Catholic Paris—participated with gusto. The Huguenot, 
John Guerard became one of Charleston’s leading slave dealers, as those of his reli-
gious faith took to slaving like whales to water.53 Ultimately, in the antebellum era, 
French, according to an observer, was spoken on the streets of Beaufort, Savannah, 
and Charleston “as frequently as English”; it was “the language of trade and diplo-
macy and citizens in the port cities, particularly the cotton and rice agents, used 
French as a business language.” The tellingly named Beaufort “had a larger con-
centration of slaves than any other district in the South.”54 As the enslaving republic 
evolved, those of French ancestry came to play a prominent role.55 As French refu-
gees poured into the mainland, scurrying from slave revolt in the Caribbean, they 
augmented an extant pro-slavery tendency.  

Their arrival was part of a republican calculation. Tench Coxe, a close colleague 
of Washington, who had been posted to the island, in 1802 informed Aaron Burr—
who, like others, was familiar with the fragility of his new nation—that the “evils of 
Negro insurrection are so very great, that I hope our legislature will deem a liberal 
naturalization law” a necessity, since “foreigners with property, professions, and 
occupations will be a good counterbalance for the blacks.”56 

Burr’s mistress, Leonora Sansay, wrote prolifically about Hispaniola and was 
implicated in Burr’s plot to dismember the nation he had served as vice president. 
As one scholar put it, “perhaps being an eyewitness to the successful overthrow 
of what she saw as the tyrannical French government in Saint Domingo by the 
oppressed underdogs lent Sansay special insight into the possibility of effectively 
severing national ties in another place where many inhabitants were downtrod-
den and oppressed.”57 Each and every regime in the Americas was unsteady to a 
degree and the emergent Haiti showed that some of these regimes were susceptible 
to being toppled.   

In sum, the unsteady republic faced a daunting demographic challenge—not 
only because of the manic energy of slave dealers, who kept depositing ever more 
Africans on the mainland, but also because of the still potent threat from indigenes. 
Now with an independent Negro republic looming on the horizon the slave-hold-
ing republic perforce was compelled to entice more racial comrades and, thus, flee-
ing French appeared like manna from heaven.  

These arriving “white Americans” not only had little difficulty adjusting to the 
anti-African bias that characterized the slave-holding republic, they often reveled in 
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it. Their continuing ties to France bolstered illiberal attitudes there too in that the 
hexagonal revolution was not universally admired, particularly outside of Paris;58 
that 1789 led to 1791 was not viewed as coincidence. This complicated the ability 
of France to follow through on articulated plans to invade Dixie and stir up the 
enslaved. Since most of the Europeans massacred in Hispaniola were of French 
origin, this too stoked antipathy toward the island while encouraging amity toward 
those who offered their compatriots refuge.  

In 1819 the French legation in Washington sought to aid the Euro-American 
Duncan McIntosh, then residing on the island but not necessarily in the good 
graces of the regime, since he reputedly aided 3000 French nationals in fleeing. His 
heroic story was spread throughout Europe and that he was then living in misery—
though once he had been wealthy—amidst often unfriendly Africans plucked the 
heartstrings in his favor. Correspondingly, the Africans he had circumvented were 
portrayed as “tigers, excited by blood,” “monsters,”  “barbarous,” and a “frenetic 
race” of “wild Africans.” Such intensely personal stories bonded “white Americans” 
and French conservatives, just as these tales pilloried the common African foe.59 
Surely, when U.S. writers—decades after Haiti’s founding—referred to the revo-
lutionaries’ particular venom toward “merchants,” a class lionized on the mainland, 
this created a combustible brew of race and class antagonisms targeting islanders 
and those who identified with them, e.g. U.S. Negroes.60 Predictably, perhaps the 
planet’s reigning racist theorist, Arthur Gobineau of France, who specialized in pil-
lorying Haiti, found an appreciative audience in the slave-holding republic.61 

Just as surely, the European refugees fleeing in fear from the island and recoil-
ing at the violence inflicted upon so many of them, served to bolster a preexisting 
conservatism within the republic, buttressing slavery at a time when abolitionism 
was rising. 

Contradictorily, there were other French nationals who had a sense of revul-
sion upon encountering the pestiferous racism that pockmarked the slave-holding 
republic.62 

The fire-breathing Edmund Ruffin of Dixie did not see the gens de couleur 
abandoning the island, at times with human property under their control, as com-
rades. Indeed, he said, “it was not the slaves of St. Domingo but the wealthy and 
educated class of free mulattoes that commenced the insurrection”—and who was 
to say they would not seek to do the same on the mainland?63 The point is that there 
was a regnant worry in slave societies that the lighter-skinned and the “free Negroes” 
(who often overlapped) would ally with the darker skinned enslaved against the 
ruling elite—and Haiti was cited as Exhibit A.64 often in Latin America conces-
sions were made to the lighter-skinned to win their allegiance to slavery, whereas 
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the slave-holding republic—buoyed with hard-line refugees from Hispaniola—
begged to differ, as the tendency was to marginalize them too.   

As slavery was ossifying on the mainland, forces seeking to disassemble this 
ogre were gaining strength too. one of the first scholarly explorations of the epochal 
virginia slave revolt led by Nat Turner in 1831 declared that Haitian fingerprints 
were everywhere to be found. Given the frequent commerce between the island 
and the mainland that preceded 1776 and continued thereafter, said William Sidney 
Drewry of Johns Hopkins, mainland Africans “had traveled to and from many of 
the [island] seaports and had ample means of communication with cooks and other 
servants of the vessels plying between the United States and the West Indies”; 
moreover, some of the “refugees from St. Domingo settled in Southampton, hav-
ing brought their Negroes with them” and “recollections of St. Domingo were still 
vivid in 1831.” It is “probable” that the “reports of this catastrophe”—i.e. Negroes 
who “murdered their masters”—were freely available.  Like others before and since, 
he observed further that the conspirators led by Denmark vesey in Charleston in 
1822 “were detected in active communication with St. Domingo.”65 Fear of another 
Hispaniola-style revolt caused William Penceel, a slaveholder of color, to expose the 
plot.66 Dixie may have known of the ominous words of Pompee valentine vastey, 
a Haitian leader, who in 1816 spoke of a global liberation struggle in which “five 
hundred million men, black, yellow, and brown” would reclaim their rights67—a 
formula that assuredly included mainland Africans. Enslaving republicans may not 
have seen it as mere coincidence that organized resistance among U.S. Negroes 
beginning in the 1790s was said to be sparked by the island insurrection or that their 
bonded counterparts in Louisiana decades later were known to bellow revolution-
ary songs originating in Hispaniola.68

The problem for the slave-holding republic was that the presence in ever grow-
ing numbers on mainland shores of enslaved Africans provided a target for subver-
sion too tempting for adversaries to ignore. The evidence gushing from Dixie leads 
to the suspicion that enslaved mainland Africans found inspiration—if not aid—for 
their inclinations in Haiti. Months after the triumph of the revolution and the acces-
sion of Louisiana to the federal union, mostly French-surnamed residents of Pointe 
Coupee—already on edge as a result of the pandemonium of 1795—noted that “the 
revolution of St. Domingo and other places has become common amongs[t] our 
Blacks” and, thus, a “Sp[i]rit of Revolt and Mutiny has Crept in Amongst Them,” 
as manifested in the fact that a “few days” previously “we happily discovered a Plan 
for our Destruction.”69 In Louisiana in 1800 there were complaints that Africans 
were “completely uncontrollable,” possessing the gumption of “not hesitating to 
strike” masters, while runaways were on the upswing.70
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Shortly after this nerve-wracking episode, the Mayor of New orleans wailed 
about a “scheme to produce an insurrection among the Negroes.” He noted that 
they threatened a  “Massacre of the Whites” and planned to either “make them-
selves masters of the city” or, if that failed, “to destroy it by pillage and fire.” The 
conspiracy was aided by a “white man,” who “gave them to understand that he had 
been formerly engaged in a similar plan in St. Domingo.” This man, known as “Le 
Grand,” had been a “soldier in the French Army” before deserting and making his 
way to the island, where he witnessed the “general massacre of the whites,” and then 
departed for Baltimore, kentucky—then New orleans. The Mayor thought that 
“we shall ever be in danger,” from “our contiguity to the West India islands,” given 
“the great number of Slaves and free people of color as well as bad disposed whites 
now among us” who have “encrimsoned [sic] the plains of St. Domingo.” The mili-
tia was unreliable since it was “mingled with those very Negroes and free people of 
color” who could well be deemed “political enemies.” In New orleans then there 
were “twelve thousand souls” comprising the latter, while “not above four thousand 
whites.” Inauspiciously, “the numbers of the former are daily increasing in a much 
greater proportion than those of the latter,” a trend exacerbated by the continued 
busyness of slave dealers: “our country,” he moaned, “is and will continue to be 
overrun with the wretches of St. Domingo, Martinique & Jamaica instead of the 
harmless African.”71

The insecurity of New orleans—and the mainland as a whole—had been 
anticipated by Robert Livingston when he was negotiating the historic Louisiana 
Purchase. While in Paris in 1803 he acknowledged that even taking the strategic 
port at the mouth of the Mississippi River “would not render us secure.” This 
was not only because the presence of Spain “on the other side” of this artery was 
threatening, but also because France  “might . . . have sent their black troops” to 
this unsettled town and “upon any dispute” with the republic would have “found 
a great occasion of slaughter in our southern states” launched from there. With 
Haitian independence, this foreboding did not disintegrate but metastasized: for 
now local Africans could not only engage in arbitrage with Spain and France but 
also unite with fellow avowed abolitionists in Port-au-Prince against the interests of 
Livingston’s slave-holding republic.72  

Thus, in 1811 in Martinique there was a ramifying plot to set fire to the central 
urban node and then massacre settlers as they rushed to extinguish the flames. one 
leader proclaimed that the intent was to “found a second Haitian empire.” But the 
mainland had to be particularly concerned with the confession of one of the key 
plotters, who had roots in Haiti, that “every month Bonaparte sends a number of 
emissaries from France who go to New England” and related sites in order to “cause 
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chaos” in places that he “wants to see destroyed.” At that point in the Caribbean 
there was fear of an Atlantic-wide rebellion that did not necessarily exclude the 
United States itself.73 

That New orleans in that very same year was faced with probably the most 
ambitious slave conspiracy ever to beset the republic, gave sustenance to these 
claims. In some ways, this 1811 plot was a continuation of what had culminated 
in Haiti in 1804, notably since this port city had become the locale for numerous 
slaveholders fleeing the flames of Hispaniola, often with human chattel in tow. 
The reported leader, Charles Deslondes, and many of his lieutenants had resided 
in Hispaniola and, likewise, the judges that handed down harsh sentences to 
the accused—including peremptory executions—also had strong ties to the 
island.74

The Louisiana Purchase had been engineered less than a decade earlier and, 
given that the loss of the island played a great part in Bonaparte’s calculation 
to relinquish his claim to this vast territory, there was good reason to be fearful 
about reverberations from Hispaniola. A little more than a decade earlier than 
the abortive plot in Louisiana, Timothy Dwight, President of Yale University at 
the turn of the 19th century, was among the many who equated the island revolt 
with what had just shaken virginia, a slave conspiracy which took the name of its 
putative leader: Gabriel.75 Testifying against him, an African known as “Ben” said 
that the leader had amassed thousands of combatants and that “two Frenchmen 
had actually joined.”76 By the time the forbidding news reached the Mississippi 
Territory, slaveholders were informed that “fifty thousand were to have rose [sic] 
in arms” and it was likely that the design had its origins in “foreign influence and 
was intended to exist throughout the United States” in order to “reiterate the 
horrid scenes of Rapine and Murders, which have been practiced in the French 
Islands.” The recommendation? keep this news away from the eager ears of the 
enslaved at all costs.77  

It is possible that it became easier—and less immediately terrifying—for malev-
olently guilty slaveholders to point the bloody finger of accusation at Haiti when 
seeking to understand domestic revolts, rather than blame the murderous scheming 
of those who often served them food.78 Painting Haiti in drastically distorting colors 
at once allowed slaveholders to rationalize the continuation of a brutal enslavement 
while comforting them in the falsehood that it was the Caribbean “vampire” that 
was singularly responsible for seditious discontent.79

Yet, as frightening as slave revolts were, similarly terrifying was the prospect 
of Haiti leading to what Jefferson termed an “American Algiers.” Anticipating the 
problem of arbitrage by Africans, which was becoming the most potent tool in their 
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kit, Jefferson worried that London “may play them [island Africans] off on us when 
they please.  Against this,” he warned accurately, “there is no remedy.”80 

As early as 1799, this leading slaveholder was expressing his torment to another 
of his class, James Madison. Both men well knew that in North Africa at that 
precise moment Africans were harassing U.S. shipping—even enslaving Euro-
Americans—and demanding tribute or massive ransoms in return. After fellow U.S. 
leader Albert Gallatin had warned President Jefferson about “dangers from Saint 
Domingo,”81 the virginian narrowed and expanded his concern by reminding him 
of the “danger” of “pirates” from there, which was “not peculiar to S. Carolina but 
threatens all the Southern States.”82

Typically, Jefferson proved to be prescient. Days after the formal proclamation 
of the Caribbean republic, his most perfervid nightmare had been realized. The 
mayor of New orleans espied “twelve Negroes said to have been brigands” from 
a Haitian vessel “on shore and in the French language made use of many insulting 
and menacing expressions to the inhabitants”; supposedly, “they spoke of eating 
human flesh”—which may have been a reflection of the mayor’s own nightmares—
“and in general demonstrated great Savageness of Character, boasting of what they 
had . . . done in the horrors of St. Domingo”—the latter words were quickly becom-
ing a catchphrase summarizing the knife’s edge on which slavery rested.83

By 1818, Haitian soldiers and sailors were said to be active near the then 
inflamed and uncertain Georgia-Florida border.84 It was well-known that Africans 
had decamped en masse to the okefenokee Swamp of southern Georgia to the 
point where James Jackson, the noted duelist and statesman, scoffed in the early 
years of the 19th century that if his republic “even indirectly recognized the Negro 
insurrectionists of Haiti, we should logically recognize the independence” of local 
maroons—which was out of the question but indicative of an African threat that 
could not be easily subdued.85 

It was also well known that Toussaint’s regime was notorious for seizing slave 
ships—the lifeblood of the slave-holding republic—and pressing the Africans into 
his military. Since this meant that slave dealers were, in a sense, adding to an African 
army, this provided a disincentive for the slave trade.86    

“Brigands” or “pirates” were terms used to describe Africans who were prone to 
seize vessels transporting them from the Upper South to the slave marts that were 
Savannah and New orleans—and sail happily to Haiti. The most celebrated case 
of this genre occurred in 1826 when the infamous slave dealer, Austin Woolfolk, 
was transporting enslaved Africans from Baltimore to Georgia. The captives sub-
dued the captain and crew, tossed them overboard unceremoniously, and sought to 
steer the boat to Haiti; unfortunately, they in turn were captured and taken to an 
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uncertain fate in New York.87 At the same time, Aux Cayes, Haiti, was said to har-
bor pirates that preyed on the southeastern quadrant of the mainland, which raises 
the possibility of islanders intercepting this vessel and aiding its escape.88

What were described as “pirates” could also be seen as Haitian envoys who 
realized that an abolitionist republic would have difficulty in surviving in a neigh-
borhood infested with slavery and ventured into nearby territories to make sure 
the status quo did not persist. “Slavery could not easily be maintained,” said one 
antebellum U.S. leader, Abel Upshur, “in a country surrounded by other countries 
whose Governments did not recognize that institution.”89 Haiti could agree—and 
there was the rub—thus reinforcing the irrepressible conflict. For as Christmas was 
about to be celebrated in Cap-Haïtien in 1825, France’s delegate reported to Paris 
a typical event: a ship had run aground on Haitian soil with scores of enslaved 
Africans aboard—fresh from the “Ivory Coast”—presumably destined for Cuba, 
then experiencing a customary spate of imports of human cargo.90

In some ways, Haiti was the antipode to the United States, abolitionism con-
fronting enslavement. As the latter gained strength, it was almost inexorable that the 
former would weaken.  

It would have been suicidal, therefore, for Haiti to not respond powerfully 
to what was becoming a normalized outrage, slave ships and slavery itself in the 
vicinity. It was in 1822 that a fretful observer declared that a recent slave plot in 
Martinique was driven by “some persons” from “St. Domingo,” who brought with 
them the “country songs that are now in the mouth of every Negro in the Island.”91 
Repercussions were felt quickly in Trinidad, where “some rascals” were “intro-
duced” with a “view to entice the Negroes to desert”—already there was a “large 
encampment of runaways.”92 Mainlanders reeling from the Haiti-inflected vesey 
plot would have been further disconcerted if they had known that the authorities 
due south had uncovered a “plan upon a very extensive scale” and that they had 
“little doubt” that “the people of St. Domingo were the instigators & organizers of 
this diabolical plot.” A vessel “loaded with munitions of war and having upwards of 
100 men on board” was found and a “very serious attempt [had] been made” by the 
same Haitians “upon the island of Porto Rico.”93  

As for the Puerto Rican authorities, they condemned these “adventurers and 
ruffians,” who had been recently in venezuela assisting Simon Bolivar, before sail-
ing to the United States, obtaining in the land of the Second Amendment an “enor-
mous quantity of arms and ammunition.” Plans were made in San Juan to “exter-
minate them” if they dared land there. But what would have infuriated mainlanders 
if they had been made aware of the vastness of this plot was the notion that it was 
“hatched and reared” in the United States itself, though the “principal agent” was 
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the “President of Hayti, Boyer, a dangerous and enterprising man who espies at the 
subversion of all the neighboring islands for the better security of his independence, 
including the whole archipelago of the Antilles, the very soul of his object being the 
equality of Colour throughout and the modeling of these Governments similar to 
that of Saint Domingo.”94 In 1841 San Juan leaders continued to charge Haiti with 
dispatching subversive literature to Puerto Rico.95

The foregoing suggests why so many mainland republicans agreed with Edwin 
Holland of South Carolina, who in the wake of the vesey revolt of 1822 said that the 
Africans who thickly populated his state were “truly the Jacobins of the country,” 
those most disposed to emulate France 1789—or Hispaniola 1791—and overthrow 
North America 1776.96

Scorned as Jacobins, enslaved en masse, hunted down, and slaughtered like 
wild boar, mainland Africans had little choice but to contemplate emigration—an 
idea that also had occurred to mainland leaders. By 1821, the U.S. consul in Aux 
Cayes was complaining about a proliferation of “deserters” from his nation’s ves-
sels, “men of colour,” a trend which was “extremely vexatious to commerce” since 
they were not easy to replace.97 This too was nothing new, particularly the idea that 
Haiti would be reluctant to cooperate with the United States in returning African 
refugees. Thousands of black seamen voyaged from the mainland and the island 
between 1790 and 1830—750 in 1797 alone.98 If it was any consolation, it was not 
only the mainland that was being drained of Africans. In 1826 London’s emissary 
in Port-au-Prince noticed that a “very large proportion of the population of the city 
consists of refugee slaves from the British colonies.”99  

In Haiti seafarers could desert with impunity, which exhilarated U.S. Negroes 
and enraged their bosses. Days after the triumph of the revolution in 1804, the para-
mount leader, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, took note of the great number of Africans 
who were maltreated in the United States and offered to help them—materially—
migrate to the island.100 By 1824, Haiti’s President Jean Boyer was dispatching 
“fifty thousand weight of coffee” to New York for Africans there to sell in order 
to “facilitate the emigration” to the island.101 By early 1829, Freedom’s Journal, the 
leading U.S. Negro periodical, asserted that “seven or eight thousand people of 
color from the United States” were now “settled” on the island and that they had 
“emigrated within eight or nine years.”102 Many of these new residents wound up 
on the northern coast of the island in what was to become the Dominican Republic 
and—as shall be seen—a site desperately desired by the United States for strategic 
and military reasons.

Many of these emigrants not only had agricultural and other skills useful 
to building the Black Republic, but many also had a burning desire to extirpate 
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slavery, making them a continuing threat to the slave-holding republic. There was 
an anti-slavery society on the island that was in close touch with William Lloyd 
Garrison.103 By the 1840s an emigrant was reporting from Porto Plata confidently 
that “Haiti will soon become a powerful” part of the “Anti-Slavery Society of the 
United States” with “auxiliaries throughout this country.”104  

In the 1820s Haiti had taken the sprawling—and larger—eastern portion of 
Hispaniola and then proceeded to denude the mainland of thousands of its hardest 
working Negro denizens by settling them there. Haiti was implicated in ever more 
elaborate slave plots—not to mention aboveboard abolitionism, with the likes of 
Garrison, who was viewed as Public Enemy Number 1 in Dixie—while continuing 
to cultivate a de facto alliance with Washington’s adversary in London. In the 1830s 
and 1840s, Haiti inked far-reaching accords with Paris seeking to restrain the slave 
trade, which was then captained by U.S. nationals.105 

But in 1844 the slave-holding republic struck back forcefully by allying with 
the founders of what became the Dominican Republic, assisting this new nation 
to independence. The fire-eating Edmund Ruffin confided to his diary that when 
his comrade, John C. Calhoun, was Secretary of State in 1844, “he used the secret 
service fund to supply arms” to Haiti’s foes in the east with the ultimate aim being 
“the conquest of Hayti,” a plan that overmatched Port-au-Prince’s own capacious 
ambitions and which did not exclude the possibility of reenslavement, rolling back 
the revolution dramatically.106 Intriguingly, a self-described “Colored American” 
concurred, declaring that the slave-holding republic was seeking the “entire over-
throw” of the Haitian regime.107 Paris too, still smarting over the loss of what had 
been their richest colony, also eagerly backed the secession of eastern Hispaniola.108  

The same held true for Madrid, whose enmity toward Haiti knew few bounds. 
By the time the U.S. Civil War erupted, France had moved into Mexico, just as 
Spain reclaimed the D.R., but even before that Madrid noted knowingly that “the 
[very] name Spain” commanded “fear and respect” in Port-au-Prince.109

With options narrowed, Haiti had little choice but to tighten its ties with 
London—which only enraged Washington further.110 The slave-holding repub-
lic was disturbed in particular when London helped to foil Washington’s attempt 
to ally further with the D.R. by reminding Dominicans that “nine tenths of their 
population were rendered liable of arrest and imprisonment . . . should they land in 
Charleston” because of deep-seated racist biases.111  

This blocking opened the door to Spain and France making inroads on the island 
to the detriment of the presumed security of the United States. Simultaneously, 
Haiti was said to have bought well-armed and equipped vessels from London that 
could be easily turned against the slave ships festooned with the Stars-and-Stripes 
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then making a beeline to Cuba.112 The frustrated agent of the slave-holding republic 
stationed in Haiti told Secretary of State Daniel Webster that a confident Haiti felt 
that the “political agitation of the slavery question” on the mainland was “favor-
ing their belief that abolitionists of the north will never permit the use of any forc-
ible means against them,”113 if they were to be so bold as to detain U.S. slavers. 
Washington was not without weapons, however. By 1857 there were reports about 
the ill-famed U.S. filibuster—William Walker, in this case, who at one point had 
taken charge in Nicaragua and had sought to reestablish slavery—was on his way 
to the island.114

Haiti’s alienation of the slave-holding bloc on the mainland was no tiny matter. 
The Mississippi valley centered on New orleans and this citadel of still irked and 
revanchist refugees from the island—besides being a prime slave trading empo-
rium—also happened to contain more millionaires per capita than any other part of 
the nation, which guaranteed maximum influence in Washington.115 Arguably, this 
concentration of wealth was also partly due to the reparations Haiti was made to pay 
to former island slaveholders, some of whom had decamped to Louisiana.  

Hence, understandably, Haiti hailed the raid led by John Brown in virginia 
in late 1859, which portended slavery’s collapse, a process arguably set in motion 
in 1791.  Correspondingly, Haiti reacted badly when Brown and his comrades 
were executed.  Thus, in 1860 Washington was angered when a “mob” reportedly 
“assaulted” an arriving U.S. vessel and crew. “Since the affair of Harper’s Ferry,” 
said the mainland emissary in Aux Cayes, “feelings of animosity, already existing 
against American citizens” had “increased” and the “natives seek every opportu-
nity to pour out their bitter cup of hatred.” This was hardly irrelevant since the 
“commerce of the United States” was “so extensive” on the island and “so much 
American property . . . [was] at stake.” The remedy—U.S. vessels of war dispatched 
forthwith—would only inflame passions more and denude the federal union of 
armament that would be desperately needed within months.116 

But it was Dixie that was crying foul in the wake of John Brown’s martyrdom. 
John Tyler, Jr., son of a former president, was among those who charged that the 
bearded freedom fighter was actually driven—if not sponsored—by Haiti. Brown 
had studied the revolution in preparation for the raid and it was true that flags flew 
at half mast in Port-au-Prince when he was executed (as well, three days of mourn-
ing were proclaimed and a central boulevard in this capital was named after him). 
Bridging the sectional divide, Edward Everett of New England agreed that Brown 
was seeking a replay of 1791.117 The so-called “Texas Terror” of 1861, an uproar 
spearheaded by enslaved Africans, was too seen as a harbinger of 1791, a not too 
distant memory in the minds of many.118  
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This linkage of domestic unrest with foreign motivation was due in part to the 
fearsomeness of the Haitian reaction to slavery. The message had seeped into the 
press by early 1861 that Haitian friends not unlike the martyred John Brown would 
launch an insurrection of the enslaved to “take advantage of [the] first outbreak of 
war.” It was alleged that Haitian troops, according to their ally, James Redpath, 
would land in the thousands “in the neighborhood of Mississippi” and “march in 
a body . . . directly for the Gulf, through the portion of the South most thickly 
populated with slaves to join them, pillage, plunder, murder, and burn”; then “pass 
through Texas,” acting similarly.119

This awesome scenario notwithstanding, when civil war arrived on the main-
land, Washington finally found out who its true friends were. Spain moved to 
reclaim the D.R., France muscled into Mexico, and Britain edged towards recog-
nition of the belligerency of the so-called Confederate States of America, a major 
matter given the proximity of Bermuda and the Bahamas. In contrast, as Haiti’s 
delegate in Washington noted subsequently, it was his republic “alone” that “closed 
her ports” to “Confederate cruisers” and “allowed U.S. war vessels to refit in her 
ports and to establish depots for coal and provisions there.”120 Reciprocally, the now 
abolitionist mainland republic finally chose to recognize diplomatically its south-
ern neighbor, concluding a decades long cold war that had blown hot intermit-
tently121—but, alas, the travails inflicted upon Haiti by its more powerful neighbor 
had simply entered a new stage.   

For resolute racists thought that but for external forces like Haiti, slavery on the 
mainland might have continued. A leading member of a leading South Carolina 
family was “tempted to assert that every race of men are permanently intolerant of 
the domination of another race; but we meet with one exception. The Negroes are 
the only race who have not shown a marked and enduring impatience of the rule of 
another. In all serious and combined efforts of the blacks to throw off the domina-
tion of another people,” he advised in the 1860s, “the inspiration and impulse came 
from abroad, ” Hispaniola not least—a lesson that some thought was magnified in 
the 20th century.122  

Thus, by early 1862, an all too familiar nightmare made a reappearance off 
the coast of Hispaniola. “African slaves have been introduced from Cuba into 
the island of St. Domingo by the Spanish Government” was the controversial 
allegation communicated to London.123 This was near Samaná,124 where many 
U.S. Negroes had chosen exile, raising the ungainly spectacle that they had fled 
a republic where this monstrosity was now under siege only to arrive in a land 
where it seemed to be arriving. Then worse news arrived when a French-American 
entrepreneur, Antonio Pelletier, was detained near the same site by the Haitian 
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authorities and charged with seeking to collar Haitians and take them to Cuba for 
enslavement. A diplomatic row ensued that lingered for decades, which compli-
cated unduly the ability of the now dual abolitionist republics to forge accord.125

The instability brought to the hemisphere by the mainland civil war was unset-
tling, not least to Spain, which had been denuded systematically of its holdings in the 
Americas in recent decades; this anxiety merged with anti-African sentiment to pro-
duce heightened concern about Haiti. It was in July 1862 that Madrid’s envoy in Haiti 
worried that the impending arrival of U.S. Negroes to Hispaniola would unduly bol-
ster Black Jacobins and could mean the rise of a “Garibaldi” who by uniting Africans 
could threaten Spain’s tenuous control of its possessions, including Cuba and Puerto 
Rico and what remained of its control in the Dominican Republic.126     

This angst about Haiti may have been better directed at the enslaving republic, 
which already had dominion of California and was lusting for other vast territories 
once controlled by Madrid. This is suggestive of the point that anger was often dis-
placed to Haiti because, after all, this was the nation that had diverted radically from 
pre-existing norms—and, it was thought, could do it again. Even in 1863 when the 
fate of the United States hung in the balance, London discovered that “Americans” 
were “suspected of having supplied the insurgents” in the D.R. with “arms and 
ammunition” and had been “unusually busy of late” with “secret expeditions into 
the country.” Although this was presumably aimed at destabilizing Spanish rule, this 
weaponry could easily have been turned against Haiti. Moreover, it was curious that 
these “arms and ammunition” were not husbanded for use against slaveholders.127

These curiosities remained after the Civil War’s conclusion when the newly 
empowered federal union moved to annex one of the few territories in the vicinity 
that had not been claimed by competing powers. It was President U.S. Grant who 
pushed for the annexation of Hispaniola, a measure that was said to envision only 
the D.R.—where the mass of newly freed U.S. Negroes could be deported—but as 
the beribboned general conceded later, “if St. Domingo had come we should have 
had Hayti” too.128

Thus, the fiery process of abolition that commenced in 1791 ended ironically in 
1871 when Hispaniola barely eluded the grasp of its mainland neighbor who—in a 
real sense—had driven the process of African enslavement that mandated revolu-
tion in the first place.

A MAJoR THEME oF THIS Book—as the preceding pages suggest—is the impact 
of Haiti on mainland Africans, enslaved and free. Daniel Payne, born in Charleston 
in 1811, was not atypical. The pervasive Huguenot influence there, “aroused” in 
him a “great desire to learn the French language.” “Having heard of Hayti and the 
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Haytiens, I desired to become a soldier and go to Hayti,” he noted militantly, in 
order to combat their mutual foes.129 He was walking in the footsteps of the heralded 
David Walker who—when Payne was still a strapping teenager—sought to bolster 
black pride, then under attack on the mainland, by pointing to the heroic example 
of Haiti. “Read the history,” he advised, “particularly of Hayti.”130 

As the 19th century proceeded, the desire of numerous U.S. nationals to become 
a “soldier” in Haiti had not dissipated.131 Frederick Douglass, who stained his oth-
erwise stellar record by joining with President Grant in the ill-fated effort to annex 
Hispaniola, compensated for this when he remarked just before passing away—
words that echoed the heartfelt sentiments of many Africans slave and free—that 
it was the Haitian Revolution that was the “original pioneer emancipator of the 
nineteenth century,” whose bold intervention plunged the slave system into a death 
spiral from which it could not emerge, posing a mortal “threat to all slave-holders 
throughout the world and the slave-holding world has had its questioning eye upon 
her ever since.” Indeed, “her very name,” he concluded correctly, “was pronounced 
with a shudder.”132 

His 20th century counterpart in eminence, W. E. B. Du Bois—who not so coin-
cidentally had deep roots in Hispaniola—observed in his first book that it was the 
“wild revolt of despised slaves, the rise of a noble black leader, and the birth of a new 
nation of Negro freemen,” which “frightened the pro-slavery advocates and armed 
the anti-slavery agitation.”133 What Du Bois could have added was that a central 
aspect of Haiti’s importance was its sovereignty, which meant that—unlike U.S. 
Negroes behind the bars of the mainland—they could post diplomats worldwide and 
thereby gather intelligence for the formulation of an estimate of the global correlation 
of forces, an assessment of which was strategically important for the demise of slav-
ery, then Jim Crow. Thus, in 1874 as the Reconstruction that Du Bois wrote about 
so effectively was writhing in distress, Haiti’s envoy in London was at once assessing 
the internal scene in London while paying careful attention to German, Russian, 
and Spanish politics, all of which was necessary for determining Haiti’s fate134—and 
was also useful in determining the destiny of the people about to be termed “African-
American.” Similarly, that same year Haiti appointed a consul in Gibraltar,135 occu-
pied by Britain and claimed by Spain, which allowed adroit arbitrage between the 
two for the benefit of Haitians—and potentially African Americans. Being sover-
eign, Haiti was simply in an advantageous position to leverage its weight not only in 
favor of its citizenry, but also Africans globally, who were mostly colonized or other-
wise bludgeoned. Thus, in 1895, Haiti was presented with a far-reaching proposition 
that involved “Australian islands, Japan, China, Siam, India, etc.”136

It was a humdrum matter when Haiti engaged Japanese personnel for 
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infrastructure development137 at a time when this Asian nation was en route to 
making special appeals to African-Americans in order to outflank Washington.138 
Washington was quick to forward its laws respecting the barring of Chinese immi-
gration to the United States, though apparently—and for good reason—Haiti did 
not move in a similar direction.139 Perhaps understandably, in the prelude to aboli-
tion in Brazil in 1888, it was feared that antislavery advocates had in store another 
Haitian Revolution.140 Surely, Haiti paid careful attention to U.S. Negroes. For 
example, in the late 1840s, the Haitian legislature honored the great tragedian Ira 
Aldridge—who like so many African-American artists had been compelled to make 
his mark abroad—for his contribution to the arts: he was named Adjutant to the 
President.141

It was left to the less celebrated but no less perceptive William Wells Brown to 
sum up a developing consensus among U.S. Negroes when he exclaimed in 1854 
that “no historian has yet done . . . justice” to the Haitian Revolution.142 To the 
extent that these stirring remarks remain true, it may be because this revolution 
was so profound, so important, so stunning, that it may require an entire school of 
historians to take its true measure. 

In the following pages, I will seek to add to this necessary and perpetual conver-
sation, while keeping in mind that—quite appropriately—in 1804 the Yaqui River 
in Hispaniola changed course and began to flow into the Bay of Manzanilla, where 
formerly it emptied into the Bay of Monte Christi.143 History too changed course 
in 1804—though this alteration was so far-reaching that we still seek to chart its 
serpentine flow.  
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