
 

The many faces of Toussaint Louverture : old mysteries, new discoveries

After the 2010 terrible earthquake in Haiti on Tuesday, January 12th, anyone could see a very
strong symbolic image remaining on the Champ de Mars, major square and central spot of the capital
city  Port-au-Prince  :  facing  Duvalier’s  palace  just  collapsed  into  ruins  the  statue  of  Toussaint
Louverture was still standing among the crowdy camp of tents erected by the poor people driven out
from their houses. 

Personally, at this same time, I felt very strongly then, the necessity of writing again (for the
third time) about Toussaint1. First French general to be Black, governor of the former Saint-Domingue
colony, the richiest France ever possessed, celebrated in many countries, he is still poorly known in
France. Overall, despite numerous biographies founded on the universal stature of its protagonist as a
worldwide emblematic figure of the struggle of Blacks for their emancipation, great precursor and
founding father of the first black republic in the world, to-day Haiti, the character remains somehow
mysterious and poorly or partially understood in many ways. Meanwhile, at the same time, between
mythification and historical reality, in this age of revolutions in global South, his personality, his life
and struggles, offer to-day a surprising relevance for memory. 

Especially in Haïti where Papa Toussaint, as the people use to say, stands as the figure of the
providential rescue-president  awaited with eagerness by the whole population, but showing too the
dangers of this kind of restricted vision of politics (as Leslie Manigat, the closest of his successors,
unfortunatly experienced briefly).

I – Re-writing or writing again about Toussaint : difficult but necessary

Biography is a very popular genre... but a difficult form of writing for a historian between
story to tell  and  history to prove. The main old temptations being :  empathy,  unrestricted eulogy,
anachronism or  uchronism,  psittacism,  paraphrase or  plagiarism...  All  this favorized by the heavy
mystery surrounding the  first  fifty years  of his  life versus  the  only last  ten years  of glory which
appeared very clearly in full light. 

Obviously, we absolutly lack a lot of basic biographical information. Nobody can claim to
have  seen his birth  certificate.  What  credit  should  be given  to  the  more  or  less  mythical  stories
surrounding his childhood ? – we will see, for example, what to think about the protection given by the
count of Noé. How not to be surprised that he had been so long thought to be a slave at the date of the
uprising when he had been free for more than twenty years ?

Most biographies indulge in showing only the ten enligthened years on the summits of glory
forgetting,  or  rather disregarding, the  first  fifty  years  of  his  life,  made  of  obscure  enslavement
followed by the restricted liberty given to the Affranchi that he became, this two stages having brought
to him the most important part of his formation. How can we know how he was instructed, formed,
educated, even modelled... to reach the top of his society starting from the bottom, and by or with
whom ? 

We  can  easily  see  that  contemporary  testimonies  offer  no  objectivity  at  all,  due  to  the
implication of writers in the tragic events of the time : some hated him as a criminal and others praised
him as a “libertador”.  Evidently,  a  dual  perception :  hero or devil,  bloodthirsty monster  or  Black
Napoleon ?

Otherwise, we know that he was a very mysterious man by nature, who developed a culture of
secrecy while building his image for posterity. Anything but transparent. 

Even his true face remained unknown until 1989, when I was able to authenticate and give a
complete analysis of his true representation in a French engraving (1802) discovered in Port-au-Prince.
Till this date, his multiple faces were all very different from one another2.

1 Jacques de Cauna, Toussaint Louverture. Le Grand Précurseur, Bordeaux, Ed. Sud-Ouest, 2012. All references
needed are in this book.
2 Jacques de Cauna, Haïti, l'éternelle Révolution, Port-au-Prince, Deschamps, 1997.



 

That is probably why each biographer aims at promoting or tends to deliver the most reliable
figure according to their own political orientations : some seek to bind him towards Marxist Third
World  views  (Cyril  James,  Eric  Williams,  Aimé  Césaire...),  others  to  a  Bonapartist  one  (Pierre
Pluchon), or white supremacists (Girard) or Black nationalist extremists (Edner Brutus, Alain Foix...),
even as a voodoo follower (Madison Smart Bell)... or simply with serious gross errors (Le Clézio, as
an indepedentist creole) or for commercial exploitation purposes (biopic FR2)…

In fact, all this goes simply to show that he is not a dry scientific object but a very living
person, a human mediator for openings. 

Toussaint as The Black Napoleon is a commonplace image. Is it only a romantic conventional
comparison  or  what  is  the  part  of  truth  in  it  ?  Their  biographies  offer  astonishing  similarities,
parallelism of fascinating destinies : 

- both born on an island, almost strangers, in their own mother country, France. The  English  
called Bonaparte, the Mediterranean mulatto,
- issued from noble families :  Buonaparte,  of lesser Corsican nobility, and Toussaint was  
presumed the legendary grandson of a king of Allada (Dahomey),
- small in size : 1m 63 cm (5 feet 4 inches),
-  married creole women  :  Suzanne  Simon-Baptiste  (black)  and Josephine  Tascher  de La  
Pagerie (white),
- extremly clever and ambitious,
- acting  as well as warriors and administrators,
- could be considered as political opportunists served by circumstances,
- developed comparable unscrupulous megalomanias,
-  got  the  same  course  of  carriers  and  posterity  :  quick  ascension,  amazing  height  
(astonishing climax ?)  and brutal fall, sad lonely and isolated end, 
- left descendants unable to succeed, but at the same time a strong brand image concretized 
by an official tribute and return of ashes to Motherland

But who imitates who ? We must not forget that Toussaint was born some 25 years before Napoleon,
which would explain for a good part the appreciation of Chateaubriand and the temporal primacy of
Toussaint imitated by Bonaparte to the last details of their similar fate (destiny ?).

- same sense of decorum : for example, the Roman town entries after a victory,
-  same sense of formula : “come back to your homes” (noble emigrates and white planters)
- The direct call  to the troops : “Soldiers (Grenadiers,  Guards),  you won’t  fire on “Papa  
Toussaint” (or “your Emperor” in 1815, for Bonaparte returning from Elbe island).
- same farewell to arms in the front of troops in Marmelade (1802) and Fontainebleau (1814).
- arrested and embarked on vessels by treachery, they appeal to the judgement of history.
-  complain  exactly  in  the  same  way  with  the  same  antic  reference,  evoking  the  same  
treatment given by the Romans to Annibal, hunted down to his last refuge,
-  humiliated  by  cynic  jailers  (Hudson  Lowe  for  Bonaparte,  Amyot  for  Toussaint),  their  
uniforms removed and titles denied,
- protest energetically and ask for a court judgement never obtained.

However, at the end, appears clearly the blindness of the white emperor facing for history the wise
foresight of the black precursor.

After all, with the legendary image of the black slave who dared defy Bonaparte, the dramatic
fate of his hero and its perfumes of end of French America, the Louverturian saga is a good subject for
biography that has nothing to envy to the great models of historical epics and it is not surprising that
he could have been assimilated to Bonaparte, another great figure in French and world history, so
much so that Chateaubriand could write  :  “The white  Napoleon has imitated and killed the black
Napoleon”, and Lamartine : “This man is a Nation”.

Is  it  a  good  reason  enough  to  entitle  once  again  a  new  book  on  Toussaint  The  Black
Napoleon ? It does not seem so. Finally, the ultimate question is : is it acceptable today, while writing
about Toussaint, to use this kind of Franco-French comparison as a book title and basis for historical
analyses ? When we consider, for example, the Martiniquais mulattoo Raphaël Tardon’s biography of
Toussaint, the best of the kind, Toussaint Louverture, le Napoléon noir (1951), it remains, despite of its



 

good creole contextualization, a romanesque history full of “sensational low floor” populist rhetoric
and “special effects”, as stated by Regis Antoine. 

Highly preferable to this French hexagonal version is the last  important issue raised by
Edouard Glissant about The Great Precursor – as Haitian people use to call him : who are you
“Monsieur  Toussaint” ?  That's  why  I  chose to  use a new approach “from below”, an analysis  by
proximity based on my field knowledge, geographically, physically, socially, due to 15 years of life in
Haiti. That's why, to render everything more lively, more “creol”, every new chapter of the book starts
with an Haitian proverb or old saying giving the essence of what will follow in a popular sensitivity. 

II-  Living in a Creole world : the unknown young Toussaint and the framework of his first life

The  poorly  known  first  life  of  Toussaint  has  also  to  be  re-included  in  his  immediate
surroundings – those around him – and broader environmental context : close  framework of everyday
life on Breda's plantation and larger structural geographic, social, economic patterns.

Since the hagiographic description by Moreau de St-Méry, Saint-Domingue used to be called
“The Queen of the Antilles”. It was in fact the most important of the French sugar islands giving more
than seven times the production of the others (Martinique and Guadeloupe, lesser Antilles, were twent-
five times smaller and gave seven times less). This disproportionate importance in the French colonial
landscape made it as exceptionnal as Toussaint should be later. In this  Eldorado for colonists of all
kinds, the white and mixed population was also different and specific. In a recent book and a museum
exhibition, we had to call St-Domingue “The Eldorado of the Aquitanians”, given the fact that more
than forty per cent of the colonists there came from the Aquitaine basin region of the South-West of
France, mainly through the port of Bordeaux. They controlled the economic and political power on the
island3.

We have to remember that society was organized on a pyramidal discriminating shape piling
up three levels of social status : 

- White colonists, the only “régnicoles”, full subjects of the kingdom, owners of all rights.  
some 30 000 “aristocrates de la peau” (lords by skin),
- Free people of color, also called “Mulattoes”, even if one third of them were native Free  
Blacks or manumissioned ones (like Toussaint, freed at 33). They had only economic rights 
and were considered as “the intermediary class”. They were some 40 000 people ;
- Slaves (currently called “nègres”– niggers), lower class people disregarded by the  Black  
Code as furniture (“biens meubles”) and consequently not human beings, without any rights : 
the group of universal grievance (du “grief généralisé”), accordingly to Aimé Césaire, mostly 
Blacks, with only some Mulattoes. There were more than 500 000 enslaved people.

Don't forget too that, unlike the little windward islands, given the relative enormous size of Saint-
Domingue,  long distances  and mountainous barriers,  and difficulties  of communication leading to
difficulties of exchanges and development inequalities, we had in fact at least five or six colonies in
one, articulated around the great ports : Le Cap-Français (North) Port-au-Prince (West, in fact east for
a lot of people of the northen and southern parts !), Les Cayes (South), Saint-Marc (Artibonite), even
Jérémie (north of the South) and Jacmel (south of the South). 

In the northern part of this gorgeous “Queen of the Antilles”, the oldest and richiest, was the
well-known sugar estate of  Bréda du Haut-du-Cap.  Remembering Voltaire and Pangloss explaining
the world to Candide, could we assume that it was the best plantation in the most beautiful of all
colonies ?

Between  legends and realities, we know without any doubt that  Toussaint was born on this
Bréda du Haut-du-Cap plantation (what  the French called an  habitation,  creole  bitasion). He has
therefore to be considered first as a Northerner product of the plantation system, Northern Haiti being
well known till to-day as the focal point for most of the popular revolts and military dictatorships.

Toussaint is generally said to be born “on the count of Noé's plantation”, which  we usually
take for granted but which  is a false assertion by the simple fact that in 1743, supposed date of his

3 Jacques de Cauna,  L'Eldorado des Aquitains. Gascons, Basques et Béarnais aux Îles d'Amérique,  Biarritz,
Atlantica, 1998.



 

birth, Bréda could not belong to Jean-Louis de Noé (married to Marie-Anne de Bréda in 1725), who
had died in 1730,  killed in a duel,  but  was the property of Elisabeth Bodin,  widow of Pantaléon
Guibert de Bréda, until her death in 1752. And then to Louis-Pantaléon de Bréda, until his death in
1785. At that time, the son of count Jean-Louis de Noé, Louis-Pantaléon de Noé, born in 1728 was
simply one of the heirs of the plantation and did not come to Saint-Domingue before 1769. That is
why Toussaint was first known as “Toussaint Bréda” (and not “Noé”)

We have to note that this date of birth, on May 20, 1743, is also absolutely subject to caution :
nobody ever saw an existing register for slave births at that date. The records of the Breda Haut-du-
Cap sugar estate give him only, far later, in 1785, the ages of 29 or 31, which would mean born circa
1755.

What can we hold for sure about all this ? Among other documents, in the recently uploaded
French overseas archives, a map of the settlement of Haut-du-Cap (1781), a plan of the military Camp
Breda (1774) and a perspective view of the nearby plantation Cassagniard (1760)4 give a good idea of
the location and general configuration of the Breda sugar estate, showing in particular the implantation
of the industrial buildings and dwellings.  We could even imagine through the characters of slaves
represented on the perspective the young coachman Toussaint leading a horse on the wooden bridge
and the washerwoman Suzanne at work in the river.

This plantation was very well  known for  its bad reputation and “laisser aller” due to  the
proximity  of  the  “bourg”  of  Haut-du-Cap,  mainly  populated  by  people  of  color  and  a  place  of
debauchery for the “Cape by night” life, with a lot of mulatto women earning  their livelihood throught
prostitution (still to-day). With approximately the same number of 150-200 slaves, it produced hardly
half  what do the other Breda sugar estate at  La Plaine du Nord. These slaves  were known to be
insubordinated, insolent and accustomed to maroonage (or “running away”). When they returned, they
said they were working in the “Potery” (another “place” – little estate – of the Bréda family, in the
“bourg”). 

The plan of “Camp Bréda” (1774) clearly shows the configuration of the buildings of the
Breda sugar estate. The Toussaint family case was in the south of the plantation, on the way to the
“morne” (hill), not too far from the “Grand-Case” (“Great House” where the manager Bayon used to
stay with his abundant domesticity.  It  is  important  to note  that  the plantation buildings and slave
dwellings were crossed by those of a military hospital where Toussaint had the opportunity, from his
youngest age, to learn about military and sanitary matters.

Toussaint  himself,  and  his  family,  benefitted  from  the  trust  of  the  “procureur-gérant”
(manager),  Bayon  de  Libertat,  who  used  him  as  a  kind  of  factotum :  coachman,  horse  driver,
veterinarian, overseer, mill-master (“moulinier”), all services provider (including the supply of young
and beautiful negresses...), and, obviously, spy of his master. 

Most members of this family can be found, throught a careful reading, in the general inventory
(Etat général des esclaves existant sur l'habitation de M. de Bréda au Haut-du-Cap, 1785) established
by the manager Bayon de Libertat and published by Gabriel Debien in 1965 in the scholastic review of
the Haitian faculty of  ethnology.  Unfortunately the name of  Toussaint  does  not  appear anywhere,
except for a Creole (i.e. born in the colony) “sugar-maker” ranked in 11th position but aged 31, which
does not correspond at all said Debien who concluded from this absence that Toussaint was in fact
released on that date or passed to the exclusive service of the manager. All members of the family
were skilled slaves and considered as good and secure elements (“bons sujets”) assigned to functions
of confidence, at the top of the hierarchy far above the plantation enslaved work team (“l’atelier”,
field gang). His wife, Suzanne, worked in the domestic house-hold of the  Great-House as chamber
maid and linen keeper, his brother-in-law, Bruno, was the workers' driver, the leader of the field gang,
Tony,  another  brother-in-law (as  we  will  see)  was  the  coachman  who  transmitted  this  charge  to
Toussaint, Gilles, brother of Suzanne, “nègre à talent” working as mason builder on the plantation,
was the father or the future general Moyse, still a slave at Bréda, known in history as the nephew of
Toussaint, and the free black Blaise Bréda, was also apparently part of the family circle. 

A new document recently discovered by archivist Jacques Dion in the d'Hericourt family's
private papers throws a clear light on the hypothesis we made on this crucial question5.  Critically

4 Archives Nationales Outre-Mer, 15DFC4218, 882C, 1PL2024.
5 Ibid., 261 MIOM.



 

commented  by  a  former  refiner  of  Bréda,  competitor  of  Bayon  for  the  managerial  position,  the
Inventaire  confirms  how,  in  the  absence  of  the  masters,  the  manager  Bayon  had  enrolled  and
monopolized  this  extended  Toussaint  family,  creating  a  kind  of  Roman  gent  totalling  47  people
working at his own and exclusive service and devotion in exchange for a certain  de facto freedom.
From this point, we can understand clearly why Toussaint had not bought, nor wished to buy, freedom
for all his siblings and relatives maintained at the expense of the plantation. Himself, hidden in the 45 th

rank of slaves as a “mill-master and mules keeper” aged 29, is described as an “intelligent subject and
skilled for the bandages of the animals, sweet but bigot, enjoying to catechize and to make proselytes.
This negro is married to Susane, sister of the commander”.

Suzanne, 40th negress on the list, a 32 year-old “creole laundress, sister of Bruno, married with
Toussaint”, is said to be “the most valiant negress of the workshop”. Other family members are the
future general Moyse, “apprentice mason” aged 16, his two brothers, the future colonels Adrien and
Charles “Zamor” (is that one, maybe, Charles “Belair” ?) and six more children, all  nephews and
nieces of Toussaint. We can find too, on the same slave listing, Toussaint’s brothers, Paul, the second,
aged 25,  future governor of Santo-Domingo, “good domestic, sweet and tidy”,  and Pierre, aged 13,
later killed in the ambush of the camp Barade against Toussaint in 1794 at 24 years, his sister Marie-
Marthe, later “Cayo”, a creole laundress aged 32,  and his two sons from Suzanne : Placide, named
Séraphin, 4 years, and Isaac, 6 months, reported too in the chapter “Births” with the exact date of
1784,  october  19.  All  these  family  connections  refer  to  the  nepotic  system established  later  by
Toussaint as head in his first military circle of commandment. 

Specificities of the plantation and familial heritage helped forge, each for its own part and in
its own way,  what we can call the “agency” of  the ex slave Toussaint (we cannot say “enslaved”
because he was born a slave) before arising to the condition of free man of color.

But there is another hidden face of Toussaint Bréda : a man between three worlds, three
cultures.  This  multicultural  personnality  lies  on  three  main  sources  of  influence  :  African  (more
précisely Arada) by ancestral inheritance, French (or more especially Gascon) by acculturation, and
finally native American (in its Creole variant) by birth. He retains the best of the three leading cultures
in Saint-Domingue, by his spiritual father (and godfather, Simon-Baptiste, his natural parents having
died in 1774 when he was around thirty), his master (Bayon de Libertat) and his close friends, family
and himself, as a creole product of the plantation system very much aware of its operative conduct.

Since the discovery made in 1977 by Marie-Antoinette Menier in the French overseas archives
she was directing at  the time and the resounding article she wrote with Gabriel  Debien and Jean
Fouchard in Conjonction, the cultural journal  of the French Institute of Haïti, we know for sure that
Toussaint was not only freed at the age of 33 but also that he owned personnally at least one slave and
leased from 1779 to 1781 a coffee plantation and its thirteen slaves in Cormier belonging to his son-in-
law Phlippe  Jasmin  Désir.  More  recent  “discoveries”  have  confirmed  what  was  already  strongly
known at this time in Haiti : that Toussaint had already been married before this event, and father in
particular of a girl nicknamed Martine as Jean Fouchard and I stated in the Review of Haitian History
Society giving then the name of Cécile as the mother of Martine. It was she – whose official name was
rather “Marie-Marthe, daughter of Cécile and Toussaint” – that had married Philippe Jasmin Désir, as
said in Conjonction.

At this point, some questions arise :
- Firstly : how did he manage, when he was a young slave (around 18 years old), to marry a free black
woman, Cécile, far older than him ? Was she, Cécile, the motor of this strange situation ? Did she buy
him and free him fifteen years after ?
-  Secondly  :  did  Cécile’s  brother,  Tony,  coachman  of  Bréda,  hand  down  to  his  brother-in-law
Toussaint, his position (it seems quite sure, although we have naturally no act of this) ?
- Thirdly : why, when freed at 33 (age of the Christ) by Bayon (as, he, Toussaint, said), didn't he ever
try to buy and free his second wife, Suzanne, and their three sons ?
- Fourth : did Cécile die before 1782, date of the official marriage with Suzanne, or do we have here a
secret bigamy ?  The second point seems quite sure as Cécile is not indicated as “feue” [late] in 1787
when her daughter Martine remarried with Janvier Dessalines6

6 Ibid, DPPC, Etat-Civil St-Domingue, 1787, f° 72-73.



 

- Fifth : why did he never speak of this first marriage ? And of the first two surviving children from it
(Gabriel and Marie-Marthe, alias Martine) ?

Anyway, we have to consider, since this date of 1776, Toussaint as a Free Black, member of
this  intermediary class  of  Free  people  of  color.  And in  fact,  we can see Free Blacks  of  Le Cap
frequently appearing on parochial records related to Toussaint (marriages, births...). Who were these
men – and friends – of Toussaint ? The common link is their implication in the political and military
affairs : Janvier Dessalines, second husband of Martine-Marie-Marthe, and consequently other son-in-
law of Toussaint – who gave his name to the Cormier's slave Jean-Jacques as I clearly stated in 2012
for the first time7 – was in Savannah in 1779 as a member of the Légion d’Estaing, a Free Blacks and
Colored  company  of  500  soldiers  (“chasseurs”)  recruited  by  the  French  to  help  the  Insurgents  ;
Léveillé, Mars Belley (the future first Black deputy), Lechat were of this troop ; Colonel Desrouleaux,
a lieutenant of Toussaint, son of the famous Des Rouleaux, the pastry top chef, and future head of his
regiment of Bearn, too, like the Mulatto Olivier Bonnefoy (illegitimate relative or child of a Noé) and
maybe the Quadroon Deprez, who shall sign later one of his first proclamations. 

When seeing all these names, the question arises : has Toussaint served in the Black militia
company in Le Cap, and why not as a substitute for Janvier Dessalines ? 

Finally, the most important finding in studying closely the two families of Toussaint is that
Dessalines, his successor and future emperor, had been employed as a slave in the Cormier coffee
plantation (his place of birth as said everywhere and known for sure) for at least two years under the
supervision of Toussaint as a farmer of his son-in-law Jasmin Désir, and was, as it was common on
these little coffee places in the mountains, quite a member of the family. This should explain number
of strange particularities in the conduct of Dessalines towards Toussaint, and vice versa.

III- Politics and people 
Not a French but a Gascon connection has to be considered around Toussaint. Unlike what we

know today as a very centralistic state, eighteenth century France was not unified as a centralized
republic but was in fact a very multicultural state in its provincial dimensions. Like Africa, it was
inhabited by very different Peoples and antique civilizations bearing very different cultures and ways
of life. What is the part of Gascon culture in the making of Toussaint’s personality ? Gascons were
prominent great actors of his formation and accompanied him all along the way on his journey to
power. After his death, his family stayed in Aquitaine and perpetuated there his posterity.

Involved at the forefront as development actors of the plantation economy and events which
led to independence in 1804, Gascon people, particularly numerous in the first circle of power around
the Premier des Noirs, were known, among the other French colonists, as very talented and skillfull in
managing colonial matters. They played an especially prominent role in the building of his culture and
marked his life and action. In fact, they acted as protectors and cultural models for Toussaint (and his
family) from his birth to his death.

The name  of  count  of  Noé is  generally  given as the first  protector  of  Toussaint's  family.
Obviously, it could hardly be the Gascon native count Jean-Louis de Noé, a naval officer, who married
Marie-Anne de Bréda in 1725 and died five years later in 1730, 13 years before Toussaint's birth. He
was absolutely not  the owner of the plantation but  only the  recent  son-in-law of  the real  owner,
Pantaléon de Bréda, who died in 1738. Around the supposed date of arrival of Toussaint's parents, a
kind of confusion reigns between the latter Pantaléon and his grandson, son of Jean-Louis, the Creole
count of Noé, Louis-Pantaléon (1728-1816). This one, an émigré in London, wrote to Toussaint after
the wreckage of his fortune due to the Revolution. Asking for some financial help issued from the
revenues of his lost plantations, he tried to remind Toussaint how his family [underlined by me] had
always considered and protected him and his parents. Anyway, when he left St-Domingue with his
mother Marie-Anne Elisabeth de Bréda in 1737 (before the birth of Toussaint and the death of her
father in 1730), he was only 8 ½ and came back only in 1769, aged 41, before leaving again the colony
in  1775.  Consequently,  it  seems  absolutely  impossible  that  Toussaint’s  father  could  have  been
welcomed and “protected by the count of Noé” – has the legend as it – on his arrival in St-Domingue.
It was in fact more probably “the count of Bréda”. 

7 Jacques de Cauna, Dessalines esclave de Toussaint ?, Outre-Mers, n° 374-375, 2012, p. 319-322.



 

More important than Noé (and most of all) as a model of success story for Toussaint, was
Bayon, for a time associated to another Gascon, Salenave, as manager of Bréda as stated by Gragnon-
Lacoste. Also an officer, but of the militia, in Le Cap, and quite certainly a Freemason, Bayon had
extensive relatives in the first circle of power among the Great Whites of the Northern part, articulated
around the St-Martin family, the Lalanne, du Petit-Thouars, Bullet, Busson, Morand du Puch, Joubert,
Tousard. When Toussaint called him back from the States after sending him money to help, at the very
moment of their first encounter, when the former  émigré was hurrying to kiss him, his arms  wide
opened, Toussaint pronounced his famous sentence : “Take it easy, Mister manager... remember that
there is now more distance from you to me than there was previously from me to you ! Just return to
your plantation and act as a good master to make the Blacks happy and produce more revenues to the
nation”. 

On another focal point : it is usually said that Toussaint could have been manumissed by Noé
in 1773, which is chronologically possible, but it is more probably – as we can see – by the Gascon
manager Bayon de Libertat (from Boulogne-sur-Gesse), arrived on Bréda du Haut-du-Cap in 1772. In
any case, that is expressly what Toussaint himself recognized formally in his Mémoirs : “the virtuous
Bayon, who gave me liberty”. Is this manumission linked in anyway to Toussaint's entry in the corp of
Black militia in Le Cap – and, why not, as a substitute to his good friends, present and future son-in-
law, the Free Blacks Philippe-Jasmin Désir and Janvier Dessalines ? With the help of the militia officer
Bayon ? Precisely at the exact moment when amiral d’Estaing was recruiting in Le Cap a Mulatoo and
Free  Black  Legion  of  Chasseurs to  go  help  the  Insurgents  of  the  Thirteen  colonies  in  their
Independence War.

The masonic ritual tripunctuated signature of Toussaint (four points in fact in 1793) raises
another important cultural question : the affiliation – or not – of Toussaint to Free-Masonary – and
potentially at what time. This question is deeply linked to Bayon’s involvment in it. And to Gascony
too, if we consider that more than half of Saint-Domingue's lodges had a mother-lodge in Bordeaux,
especially for the high grades of the  Ancien Accepted Scottish Rite. Despite the fact that historians
don't know of any document (a masonic lodge roll, for example) telling us expressly that Bayon was a
Freemason – these documents are rare materials – we can be sure, given his relations, that he was too a
membre of this important network in Le Cap. As for Toussaint, a usual objection for many is the
strong religious convictions and practice – bigotry, some said – he always showed. And this because
Masonery  is  known  today  in  France  for  cultivating  a  long-established,  anachronistic,  antiquated,
retrograde and counterproductive anti-clericalism. Yet, it was absolutly not the case in the eighteenth
century France when the very own cousin of the King, Monsieur, duke of Orleans, was the Grand
Master of the French Freemasonary dominated by the high degrees of the Rite Ecossais. If Toussaint
had not been a Freemason, it would be very difficult – impossible – to explain how and why he could
have tolerated at the climax of his power, in the year 1800, in the Port-au-Prince Mother Lodge – the
well-known La Réunion Désirée – the presence of his brother Paul Louverture and his nephew and
presumed heir Charles Bélair. And other similarly important figures as the Bask Charlesteguy (who
reintroduced the  REAE –  Rite Ecossais Ancien et Accepté – in independent Haiti, with Grasse-Tilly
coming from Charleston exile), Huin (double agent, Commandant in Port-au-Prince and Toussaint's
deputy in France), the Rochelais Sabourin (a white Creole from l'Arcahaye disguised in “mulâtre” and
future Grand-Juge of independent Haïti under the Bordelais mulatto president Petion's rule) or Inginac
(Petion's intendant)... 

All these new findings must be brought closer to the great event of the 1791 slave uprising in
the North. All historians agree that Toussaint stayed in the shadows at this time, pulling the strings
behind the scene.

A popular version would like to  picture the event as  a spontaneous grass-roots emotional
uprising as reported in classical history textbooks used in all schools : “The uprising broke out during
the night of August 22. At the same exact time and hour, the slaves of the Trême, Turpin, Clement,
Flaville, and Noé estates revolted against their masters, and, by iron and by blood, avenged their long
years of suffering and oppression”. Which is evidently satisfying for the mind, spirit and ethics, but
not undoubtedly true.



 

More in-depth field research and on period testimonials leads me instead to opt for the thesis
of a  well-prepared royalist plot. In accordance with  an old Haitian proverb that says :  Konplo pi fo
pasé wanga  (a plot is stronger than a spell).

Some disturbing testimonies lead straight to this interpretation, starting with those of the great
classical  Haitian  historians,  Céligny  and  Beaubrun  Ardouin,  Thomas  Madiou,  Jacques-Nicolas
Léger…, who had collected the words of actors of the event, veterans of the war of independence.
White  officers  or  colonists,  like  Kerverseau,  Pamphile  de  Lacroix,  Dalmas,  Gros,  the  Clement's
procurator, Pélage Duboys, Louis de Calbiac…,  or Free men of color like Julien Raimond, also report,
among  other  surprising,  even  paradoxical,  elements,  that  the  insurgent  bands  do  not  claim
revolutionnary values but appear rather clearly royalists, using the identifying password “Gens du
Roi” (King’s men). Parodying a famous comment made to Louis XVI, we could say : “it is not a revolt
but  an  organized  uprising”.  According  to  the  classical  Haitian  historians  reporting  eye-witness
testimonies, three men have been seen concerting to prepare a counter-revolutionnary plot against the
Little White  “patriots” on the Bréda du Haut du Cap estate :  Tousard,  deputy commander  of  the
Regiment du Cap (more probably than Cambefort, as a relative of Bayon and free-mason), Bayon, and
his  faithful  companion  Toussaint.  The latter  finally  intervened in  the  conversation and  offered  to
organize the uprising of a few workshops which would scare the patriots to the point of bringing them
back under their orders and the protection of the troops.

Field-based  research  on  spaces  and  places  actually  shows  very  clearly  as  a  key  to  any
understanding that  the exact  course  of  the  insurged bands place by place  between  Le Limbé and
L’Acul recovers sites that all are in the area under the influence of Toussaint. 

Similarly, concerning the question of how the uprising was prepared and organized, after the
controversy that arose about the ceremony of Bois-Caïman, nobody can deny today what I said some
years ago : the site currently designated for touristic reasons by this name in the “mornes” (highs) at
Lenormand's place is not the right one if only because it is absolutly impossible to see a caïman at this
altitude.

In fact, we don't have just one vodoo ceremony but two meetings confused under the same
name of “Bois-Caïman”. The first one, on the Lenormand estate on Sunday 14th, was the moment of
the encounter  of  some two hundred leaders,  men of influence and operational  ones, mainly gang
commanders and coachmen who knew the roads, summoned by Toussaint, and all close and loyal
friends. That was the political and real organizational meeting. And the second one, six days later, on
the Choiseul plantation, down in the plain, where a place really called the Caïman  does exist because
they were naturally numerous there, in the forested swamps of the river, as shows the Gallifet's estate
plan8.

After that, what actually happened shows that Toussaint and his friends were at the heart of the
action from the begining :  he chose 200 people of major influence  and significant  impact  on the
enslaved  working  gangs  and  in  charge  of  communication  capabilities  by  varied  effective  means,
mainly coachmen and commanders (the uprising is sometimes called “a coachmen plot”). A small
group of them served in first position as immediate representatives of Toussaint. 

How did he manage after that ? Toussaint is pictured, as we say in French, as acting  “Au four
et au moulin” (which means “at the oven and the mill in the same time”), in other words : in two
places at once, as an ubiquitous Toussaint. It is very difficult to follow the agenda and busy schedule
of Toussaint in the first moments of the uprising. He seems to be constantly running (I would rather
say riding, racing, galumphing in fact – he is often called “Le Centaure de la Savane”, The Savannah
Centaurus)  –  from  one  place  to  the  other,  deploying  extraordinary  forces  and  energies  in  an
astonishing range of activities and key-actions. We can see him first running from one estate to the
other  in  the  vicinity  of  Limbé and  Acul  to  warn  his  friends  and  give  instructions,  preparing  the
Lenormand place opening meeting, casting the roles of everyone of the assignated leaders. In a second
time, he urged back to Bréda du Haut du Cap and ordered his younger brother Paul to escort Madame
Bayon and the children to a safe place, asking at the same time the black overseer, his brother-in-law
Bruno, to maintain the slave working gang in peaceful dispositions and to go on with the urgent task of
milling the burnt canes (that is to say crushing canes in the mill).

8 Archives Nationales France, CARAN, 107AP127.



 

Anyway, it appears clearly that he did not act as a Black Spartacus, promised to defeat, simply
due to the disorder of his troops, but rather as a Deus ex machina, that is to say in the theater language
at the time, an extraordinary machinery hidden behind the scenes that suddenly appears providentially
on stage to unravel the tragedy. In other words, the right man at the right time : the providential Savior.

Conclusion
“Listen to me, Brothers, I’m Black like you...”. The well-known and famous proclamation of

Camp Turel on August 29 1793, masonically signed with four points, echoes strangely to our ears
today. Obviously, at the moment of his “volte-face” from Royalism to Republic, Toussaint Breda was
not the mere Black he tried to introduce and embody among those he called his brothers, the great
majority of the rural slaves.

Deeply involved in the political plot leading to the uprising of 1791, he conducted his people
progressively,  with  great  cleaverness,  vision,  prudence  and  tenacity,  on  the  way to  freedom and
independence (“I was the first to begin and I will finish” – he often said), thanks to his wide and deep
knowledge of the African and Creole mentalities, of the plantation system and of the ways of colonial
power. And all this, starting from a very low level. As Aimé Césaire said, we only have to consider
how high he raised the low water level of his people to finally reach his own high degree of awareness.

To understand the reasons of Toussaint Louverture’s success, we have to carefully reconsider
the main elements of the long maturation of Toussaint Breda during the first fifty years of his life. 

At a turning point in history, he asserted himself as extremly smart in overall preparation and
planning, opportunist  in the choice of the right timing, and energetic in deploying action with the
scopes he had determined : to lead his people on the way to progress and liberty under a firm and
enlightened direction sustained by his own conception of moral values (those well established of the
ancient times, stronger at the moment than the new republican ones). He gave his people a scope
(liberty),  an  ideology  (equality),  a  strategy  (fight  till  death)  and  the  necessary  means  to  fight
(organization mainly). In fact, he acted as a great leader, thus demonstrating that he possessed all the
necessary qualities to be qualified as what History calls a « great figure », able to make a difference at
the right moment in order to influence the course of events and to generate new issues. 

Even more so, he clearly demonstrated that these great qualities are not an exclusive privilege
limited to one or another class or race of people, but can obviously be shared by the whole humanitiy. 

Finally, more than Dessalines or Christophe, he must be ranked with Washington, Pétion and
Bolivar as one of the great Libertadores of America, as stated by the Puertorican Emeterio Betances,
El Antillano.

Therefore,  it  is  absoluty  inadequate  –  I  would  rather  say  personally,  humiliating  and
negationist – to conclude, as it was done recently somewhere by some writers, that he was “just a
man... like any other”.

Annex. The Gascon connection

Close advisors 
- Bayon and Noé
- Julien Raimond, quarteron son of a Gascon father from the Landes, rich slave owner in Aquin, ex
French official  agent.  He was Toussaint's  smoke-screen,  like  Ducos,  another  “Landais”,  was with
Bonaparte.
- Pascal, his private secretary, from a parliamentarian family of Bordeaux, white creole born in Aquin
and son-in-law of Raimond. But he was a double agent for Bonaparte.
-  Jean-Baptiste  Borgella  de  Pensié,  Gascon  from  Bigorre,  wealthy  plantor,  president  of  his
constitutionnal assembly and main redactor of his constitution. Father of Jérôme-Maximilien, mulatto,
future president of the Southern State after Rigaud.
- Colonel de Vincent, dead in Bayonne, his defenceman before Napoléon
- Dupuis, Aquitan mulatto, his translator and secretary, 
- Nathan, Sephardic Jew of Bordeaux, his translator,
- Lacoste, from Bearn, Chief-medical officer in the colony.



 

White mistresses  and confidants
-  The  widow  Descahaux,  whose  mother  was  from  the  Landes,  ex  spouse  of  the  grand  planter
Rossignol de Lachicotte, from Agen.
- Madame de Lartigue, born de Rocourt, widow of the noble planter from the Landes Jacques-Maurice
de Lartigue, assassinated.

Military officers and soldiers
- His honor guard, the so-called Garde Béarnaise, composed of some two or three hundred men, last
survivors of the Régiment de Béarn, his Seventh Regiment, commanded by the colonel Des Rouleaux,
son of the famous chef Desrouleaux, ex slave of captain Pinsun, from Bayonne, known as “Le Nègre
comme il y a peu de Bancs” (title of a novel), or “Le Nègre aubergiste” (theater comedy).
- His “aides-de-camp”: Dubuisson, from Bayonne, Lamerenx and Meharon, Basco-Bearnais, Birette,
another Gascon...
- His colonels : Blanc-Cazenave, Gascon mulatto commanding the Eighth Regiment in Artibonite ;
Dessalines,  white  Bordelais,  commanding the  cavalry ;  Baradat,  white  Gascon,  “Commandant  de
Place” in Le Cap...

Trustworhy men
- The Cazes brothers, white Gascons, one colonel, the other “Gros Caze”, merchant in Gonaïves and
official emissary, in charge of transferring his treasure to an American bank
- Me Dufaure, white Gascon, his notary
-  Capdeboscq  (name  meaning  “head of  the forest”),  white  Bearnais,  official  emissary to  English
General Maitland for the 1798 negotiation.
- François Lafitte, Gascon mulatoo, always with him since 1791.   



 


