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ABSTRACT
Brandon R. Byrd: An Experiment in Self-Government:
Haiti in the African-American Political Imagination, 1863-1915
(Under the direction of W. Fitzhugh Brundage)

In 1804, Haiti, the former French colony of Saint-Domingue, became the second
independent republic in the Western Hemisphere and the first governed by men of African
descent. African Americans immediately recognized the importance of this stunning
conclusion to the Haitian Revolution even as their white counterparts denounced the
“Horrors of St. Domingo.” While some enslaved African Americans drew inspiration from
the nation born out of anti-slavery rebellion, others, particularly blacks in the urban North,
recognized Haiti as an “experiment in self-government” that might vindicate black self-
determination and equal rights as well as freedom for men of all races.

This preoccupation with Haitian independence assumed heightened urgency for
aspiring class and elite African Americans in the post-Emancipation era. Journalists,
politicians, diplomats, missionaries, educators, artists, and other black professionals came
to understand a link between black sovereignty in Haiti and the prospect of full political
and civil rights during the period of Reconstruction and the tumultuous decades that
followed. In their estimation, Haiti’s ability to demonstrate progress according to American
standards and refute charges of backwardness leveled against it by white foreigners would

determine African Americans’ ability to exercise the rights, responsibilities, and privileges

that ostensibly accompanied citizenship.
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This dual anxiety about Haitian progress and the status of black citizens of the
United States eventually coalesced during the U.S. occupation of Haiti, which lasted from
1915-1934. But, before black leaders articulated staunch Pan-Africanist opposition to the
erosion of Haitian autonomy, previous generations of outspoken African Americans
demonstrated great ambivalence about Haiti, a symbol of black pride that, nonetheless,
often failed to meet their outsized expectations or their understandings of civilization and
progress. By examining how African Americans freighted Haiti with importance and
regarded it with ambivalence for much of the period between its founding and the date of
its “Second Independence,” this dissertation thus reshapes our understanding of a
transnational black political and intellectual culture that evolved throughout the

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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INTRODUCTION

The Haitian Revolution captured the attention as well as the imaginations of African
Americans. This much is clear from the extant scholarship that details both enslaved
blacks’ fascination with the successful slave revolt and free black northerners’ interest in
the independent black nation formed in its aftermath. Moreover, a number of studies
confirm that Haiti and the Haitian Revolution maintained great significance for African
Americans long after the antebellum era. In particular, they show that African Americans
in the twentieth century protested the United States military occupation of Haiti, promoted
Haitian arts, and worked to forge greater economic ties between blacks in Haiti and the
United States.

This scholarship tells us a great deal about how African Americans have perceived
their relationship with Haiti. But it also omits much. The two most comprehensive
overviews of the historical connections between African Americans and Haiti devote scant
attention to the five decades after the Emancipation Proclamation. Each contributes one
chapter to this period while privileging the views of Frederick Douglass, the most
prominent black thinker of the nineteenth century. Their focus is curious but

understandable—after all, both studies cover two centuries worth of economic, social, and



intellectual exchange between African Americans and Haitians. Such an ambitious scope
necessitates lending greater focus to certain actors and time periods.!

Perhaps more problematic are the passing references to the postemancipation
period found in works that do not attempt such broad coverage. An otherwise excellent
treatment of African American literary renderings of Haiti calls the antebellum era the
“fleeting ... heyday of African-American public interest in Haiti.” The assumption that
coverage of sovereign Haiti did not find its way into, for instance, the black newspapers
that flourished in the postbellum era seems speculative at best.2 Equally problematic is the
claim in an analysis of the rhetorical impact of the Haitian Revolution on the U.S. Civil War
that African Americans in the postbellum era remembered the achievements of Toussaint
Louverture in much the same way as preceding generations. Their continued celebration
of the Haitian Revolution, the author insists, correlated with continuity in white thought
about the “Horrors of St. Domingo.” How, we might ask, did the interpretations of Haiti
remain so consistent even as the United States experienced dramatic racial, social, and
political transformations.3

To be sure, such peremptory assertions miss the mark. African American interest in

Haiti following Emancipation was neither muted nor was it static. Instead, dynamic

1 The two works are Leon D. Pamphile, Haitians and African Americans: A Heritage of
Tragedy and Hope (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2008) and Millery Polyné, From
Douglass to Duvalier: U.S. African Americans, Haiti, and Pan Americanism,1870-1964
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2010).

2 Laurie Maffly-Kipp, Setting Down the Sacred Past: African-American Race Histories
(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010), 153.

3 Matthew ]. Clavin, Toussaint Louverture and the American Civil War: The Promise and Peril
of a Second Haitian Revolution (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010), 182-
183, 160.



interpretations of Haiti's importance evolved among black men and women who faced the
pressing challenge of securing the political and civil rights that ostensibly accompanied
their new freedom. In particular, aspiring class and elite African Americans freighted the
Western Hemisphere’s only independent nation governed by men of African descent with
great importance.* As white Americans justified the entrenchment of white supremacy by
deriding Haitian cultural and political practices, a wide range of black leaders understood
that their transcendence of the enslavement and marginalization of the antebellum era was
tied to Haitian progress. In essence, they surmised that a prosperous “Black Republic”
would vindicate their capabilities to possess voting rights, serve in public office, and benefit
from equal treatment under the law. Conversely, a failed Haiti would embolden those who
found the idea of an equal and self-determining black citizenry deplorable or impracticable.
Indeed, the ways that aspiring class and elite African Americans re-narrated the
Haitian past, re-considered the Haitian present, and tried to re-shape the Haitian future
underscores a longer preoccupation with citizenship. Anxiety about the status of black
people in the United States was acute in the decades following Emancipation. Yet it was not
exceptional. African Americans in the antebellum era and in the period between the two
World Wars strived for political equality and they, too, thought Haiti was relevant to this
struggle. For these reasons, this dissertation provides more than the first sustained
analysis of African Americans’ imagined relationship with Haiti from 1863 to 1915. It also

places this relationship within the context of the emigration, abolitionist, and black

4 Throughout this work, I will demarcate class in much the same way that other scholars,
including Michele Mitchell, have. “Working poor” pertains to sharecroppers, domestics,
and other African Americans who earned just enough to live, “aspiring class” applies to
teachers, seamstresses, and other workers who saved some money and strived for
respectability, and “elite” describes college educated professionals, leaders of national
organizations, and successful business owners.



nationalist movements that preceded that period and the anti-occupation and Pan-
Africanist protests that came after that era.

By foregrounding one question—how have African Americans conceptualized Haiti,
particularly in the five decades after Emancipation—this dissertation disregards some
other questions. Although I address how Haitians thought about white and black
Americans at times, [ do not seek to pose or answer questions about the place of the United
States or its people in the Haitian political imagination. Similarly, inquiries into African
Americans’ imagined relationships with countries such as Liberia, Jamaica, and the
Dominican Republic are worthy of study but I have not given them sustained treatment
here. To do so, I believe, would have detracted from our understanding of the special
position that Haiti occupied in the minds of African Americans because of its unique impact
on global history. Put simply, no other nation was birthed from a successful slave rebellion,
no other nation faced greater scorn from the Western world, and no other nation was so
consistently acknowledged by critics and champions alike as the “Black Republic.”

It is my hope that addressing the exceptional plaudits, expectations, and, at times,
criticisms directed at Haiti by African Americans will clarify the link between black
sovereignty in the Caribbean and the possibilities of black self-determination in the United
States. This historical issue transcends geographic and temporal boundaries. While it
centers on the period from 1863 to 1915 it is not simply about that era. Although it focuses
on an idealized Haiti it is not just about the importance of that country to black
spokespeople. Instead, this dissertation augments a broader body of knowledge about the
ways in which African Americans have affirmed their belonging in the United States by

manipulating their connection to the African Diaspora. At its core, then, An Experiment in



Self-Government is about the transnational vision of a formerly enslaved people striving for

freedom, equality, and full recognition of their humanity.



PROLOGUE:

I HAVE ADOPTED MYSELF A HAYTIAN

In the summer of 1789, longstanding resentment of the unchecked social privilege,
economic power, and political might of the French aristocracy and clergy boiled over.
Commoners attacked the traditional assumption that birth and divine will sanctioned the
authority of elites, first by demanding a written constitution from King Louis XVI and then
by storming the Bastille, a Parisian prison that symbolized monarchical power. Rioting
throughout the French countryside and ongoing protests in the French capital culminated
in August 1789 with the issuance of a remarkable document. The Declaration of the Rights
of Man and Citizen, which proclaimed that all “men are born and remain free and equal in
rights,” captured the notions of liberty, fraternity, and equality that ignited the passions of
the men and women who would form the first French Republic three years later.!

Observers of the French Revolution worried throughout its duration about the effect
of the discourses on freedom and rights outside of France. In particular, they fretted about
Saint-Domingue. Since officially becoming a French territorial possession in 1697, the
western half of Hispaniola had been transformed into the world’s largest producer of sugar
and the most profitable colony in the world. Hundreds of thousands of enslaved men,

women, and children lived the most degraded lives in the colony, their black bodies used to

1 For a useful, concise history of the French Revolution see Wim Klooster, Revolutions in the
Atlantic World: A Comparative History (New York: New York University Press, 2009), 45-83.



nourish the lucrative crops and their attendant profits. Five to ten percent of these
individuals died every year from the incessant punishment and overwork that defined life
on the sugar plantations. A small group of powerful white planters and colonial officials
replenished this workforce with persistent shipments of Africans from European slavers.
Between this ruling class and the enslaved existed thousands of free people of color whose
birth or ingenuity allowed them to escape the travails of slavery. The upheaval in France
and the circulation of a new rhetoric of natural rights seemed particularly dangerous if
employed by this liminal class of people whose perceived racial connection to the enslaved
masses circumscribed their rights even if they obtained the same wealth and education as
some white colonial elites.?

These concerns proved prescient. Free people of color in Saint-Domingue
immediately recognized that the decline of France’s central government, the related
weakening of French imperial rule, and the circulation of a new language of rights could
facilitate their attempts to gain political and social equality in Saint-Domingue. Prominent
free people of color first petitioned the French government, arguing that slavery should
persist but an egalitarian republic could neither prevent free people of color from
becoming doctors, lawyers, or administrators nor prohibit their purchase of luxuries.
When the pen failed to persuade Saint-Domingue planters and French government officials,
free men of color resolved to use the sword to vindicate their rights. In 1790, Vincent Ogé
led an uprising of his peers, many of whom had previous experience serving in the colonial

militia or its police force. The rebellion was crushed—O0gé was captured and subjected to a

2 Laurent Dubois, Haiti: The Aftershocks of History (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2012),
17-23. The royal census of 1789 listed 500,000 slaves, 32,000 whites, and 25,000 free
people of color.



public execution by breaking on the wheel—but his comrades vowed to continue their
fight. This time, the leading free men of color reasoned, it would behoove them to increase
their numbers by arming the enslaved men who labored on their plantations.3

First conscripted by the free men of color and then by the white planters who
opposed them, enslaved men and women soon ceased aiding their masters and began
fighting for themselves. Initial plans for insurrection coalesced at a religious ceremony that
took place in the woods outside the northern port town of Le Cap in August 1791. The plot,
supervised by an enslaved man named Boukman, came to fruition a few days after the
ceremony when dozens of slaves launched an uprising on sugar plantations across the
north, set fire to the sugarcane fields, and precipitated the flight of terrified planters into Le
Cap. Recognizing the vitality of the insurrection, many of Saint-Domingue’s free people of
color decided that abetting the rebels provided the best chance for obtaining increased
rights from the French government. Before long, the potency of the alliance between free
people of color who possessed rifles, cannons, and military skills with enslaved blacks who
made up nine-tenths of Saint-Domingue’s population became apparent.*

One man in particular commanded the respect of the rebels’ European enemies.
Toussaint Louverture was born a slave in Saint-Domingue but he secured an education and
his freedom at a relatively early age. As a free man, Louverture attained some material
success managing a small plantation. He was even able to purchase a slave. When fighting

erupted in Saint-Domingue, however, Louverture sided with those striking against slavery

3 Ibid., 24-25. Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution
(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004) remains the definitive
work on the Haitian Revolution.

4 Dubois, Haiti, 26.



and racial discrimination. He quickly proved himself an unparalleled military tactician and
a skilled negotiator who used competition among European imperial powers to strengthen
the insurrection. For instance, Louverture accepted weapons from a Spanish government
intent on using the slave uprising to seize control of Saint-Domingue but he later drove the
Spanish from the colony when their help was no longer needed.>

Indeed, the knowledge of geopolitical affairs possessed by Louverture and his peers
contributed to the stunning outcome of the insurrection. By 1792, there was a clear
division between the class of Saint-Domingue planters fighting to preserve the status quo
and radical leaders in the Parisian metropole, many of them prominent abolitionists.
Numerous planters announced that they would support England’s ambitions for Saint-
Domingue if the shift in power meant the maintenance of chattel slavery. Recognizing the
treasonous proclivities of white planters, representatives of the new French regime in
Saint-Domingue appealed to the cosmopolitan sensibilities of their lone, potential allies: the
insurrectionists themselves. In June 1793, two French Republican commissioners
announced that slave insurgents would receive freedom and citizenship if they fought for
the Republican cause. Scores of insurrectionists responded to the overture made by the
French leaders, became officers and soldiers in the Republican army and, in doing so,
forced further concessions from government officials in France. By February 1794, the
National Convention in Paris reaffirmed a commitment to the abolition of slavery in Saint-
Domingue, decreed slavery illegal throughout the former French empire, and extended

French citizenship to “all men, of all colors.”®

> Ibid,, 27.

6 Ibid., 28-29.



It was not long before news of these developments reached black communities in
the United States. From its outset, free and enslaved African Americans monitored
newspaper coverage of the slave uprising and solicited reports of its progress by word of
mouth. American trading vessels that conducted business in Saint-Domingue—including
those staffed by black sailors—proved to be especially vital sources of information about
the unfolding events in the Caribbean. Moreover, as the slave insurrection gained
momentum, an influx of refugees from Saint-Domingue confirmed the sensational accounts
of revolution already received by African Americans. Thousands of planters, slaves, and
free people of color fled the former French colony and landed in New Orleans, Philadelphia,
Norfolk, Charleston and other U.S. cities where they quickly spread word of the tumult in
Saint-Domingue. Those arriving after February 1794 brought with them stories of black
insurgents who had won not only freedom but also citizenship and equal standing within a
multiracial republic.”

African Americans experiencing discrimination or enslavement recognized the
relevance of the news from Saint-Domingue. In 1797, Prince Hall, a black Bostonian who
battled British forces during the American Revolution, urged his peers at the Boston
African Masonic Lodge to “not be cast down under these and many other abuses we at

present labour under: for the darkest is before the break of day.” He advised them to

7 The various networks of information that supplied African Americans with information
about the Haitian Revolution are described in Julius S. Scott, “The Common Wind: Currents
of Afro-American Communication in the Era of the Haitian Revolution,” (Ph.D. diss., Duke
University, 1986) and Scott, “Afro-American Sailors and The International Communication
Network: The Case of Newport Bowers,” in Jack Tar in History: Essays in the History of
Maritime Life and Labour, eds., Colin Howell and Richard ]J. Twomey (Fredericton, N.B.:
Acadiensis Press, 1991), 37-52.

10



“remember what a dark day it was with our African brethren, six years ago, in the French
West Indies” before they struck against their degraded status.® Three years later, Gabriel
Prosser went even further than Hall by trying to replicate the revolution in Saint-
Domingue. The enslaved blacksmith drew inspiration from events in the Caribbean when
he crafted a plan for black Virginians to eradicate chattel slavery and seize control of
Richmond. In fact, Gabriel ordered his troops to leave all Frenchmen unharmed because
gossip circulating in Richmond’s foundries and taverns led him to identify French
Republicans as allies in his fight for freedom and equality.?

Although the state of Virginia executed Gabriel after two slaves exposed the planned
rebellion and Hall and his peers continued to face discrimination in Massachusetts, the
actions and words of both men demonstrate the ways that the insurrection in Saint-
Domingue re-shaped the outlooks of African Americans. For Hall, the ability of the Saint-
Domingue revolutionaries to not only secure emancipation but also achieve legal equality
within the French Republic foretold a future in which black northerners would no longer be
prohibited from juries, polls, or public schools. Likewise, the insurgency in Saint-Domingue
convinced Gabriel to envision a future world in which African Americans were not only free

but also in which some whites and blacks might be collaborators rather than adversaries.

8 Prince Hall, “A Charge (1797),” in Richard Newman, Patrick Rael, and Philip Lapsansky,
eds., Pamphlets of Protest: An Anthology of Early African-American Protest Literature, 1790-
1960 (New York: Routledge, 2001), 47.

9 Gabriel and his co-conspirators, one of them identified as a French national, also advised
the rebels to leave Methodists and Quakers unharmed due to their ant-slavery politics. On
Gabriel’s rebellion see Douglas R. Egerton, Gabriel’s Rebellion: The Virginia Conspiracies of
1800 and 1802 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1993).
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In essence, then, African Americans saw in Saint-Domingue proof that blacks should

neither suffer enslavement nor face exclusion from the national community.10

Ensuing developments in Saint-Domingue would raise the hopes of African
Americans even further. After the decrees issued by the National Convention, Toussaint
Louverture became the governor general and, subsequently, the governor-for-life of Saint-
Domingue. He proceeded to rule the colony as if it were an independent nation. For
instance, Louverture instituted agricultural policies that required the maintenance of the
plantation system, established trade agreements with England and the United States, and
fortified his army. These policies tended to privilege Louverture’s fellow generals while
stifling the ambitions of many formerly enslaved cultivators who yearned for more control
over their land and labor. But, at the same time, the revitalization of sugar and coffee
economies devastated during the insurrection proved that agricultural productivity could
be achieved without slavery.11

Developments in postemancipation Saint-Domingue did not escape the attention of
political leaders in France. In particular, Napoleon Bonaparte viewed Louverture as a
challenger to his authority and, in 1801, the self-appointed French First Consul decided to
remove the former slave from power. He placed his brother-in-law, Victor Emmanuel

Leclerc, at the head of a military expedition that was meant to sail to Saint-Domingue,

10 On citizenship in the early United States see James H. Kettner, The Development of
American Citizenship, 1608-1870 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press,
1978); Douglas Bradburn, The Citizenship Revolution: Politics and the Creation of the
American Union, 1774-1804 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009); and Sean
Wilentz, The Rise of American Democracy: From Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: Norton &
Norton, 2005).

11 Dubois, Haiti, 30-35.
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eliminate any black generals who offered resistance, and prepare the colony for a re-
introduction of slavery. Before departure, Bonaparte gave his brother-in-law a succinct
directive: “rid us of these gilded negroes and we will have nothing more to wish for.”12

Bonaparte assumed the successful conquest of Saint-Domingue was a fait accompli
but the difficulty of Leclerc’s task swiftly became apparent. When the French fleet
appeared off the coast of Saint-Domingue, Louverture staged a tactical retreat along with
his highest-ranking generals, Henry Christophe and Jean Jacques Dessalines. Their troops
fled from the port towns to the mountains, slowing the French advance by burning
everything in their wake. The tactic was shrewd and effective but Louverture soon found
himself fighting not only Leclerc but also André Rigaud, Alexandre Pétion, Jean-Pierre
Boyer and other men of African descent who opposed his regime. Fierce, inspired
resistance could not prevail against this overwhelming opposition and, in April 1802,
Louverture, Christophe, and Dessalines surrendered to the French in exchange for the
preservation of their military titles and privileges.13

Leclerc wasted little time, however, reneging on the bargain. Soon after
Louverture’s surrender, the French general had his chief adversary arrested and deported
to France. The Bonaparte regime proceeded to lock Louverture away in the Fort de Joux, a
prison in the Jura Mountains that offered scant prospects for escape. Denied a hearing,

clothing, and proper sustenance from his captors, the former governor-for-life was left to

12 1bid., 35-36.

13 Ibid., 36-37.

13



die, presumably taking the prospect of black freedom and equality in Saint-Domingue to
the grave with him.14

Too confident in their triumph over Louverture, the French failed to heed a warning
issued by their captive. Before his death in April 1803, Louverture told Leclerc’s men that
“in overthrowing me, you have cut down only the trunk of the tree of liberty of the blacks; it
will grow back from the roots, because they are deep and numerous.” He was right. In
Louverture’s absence, former slaves throughout Saint-Domingue continued to lay siege to
the French troops from their mountain strongholds. Moreover, Dessalines, Christophe, and
Pétion allied themselves with the rebels after realizing the likelihood of French defeat.
Facing massive resistance, the defection of black troops, and an onslaught of yellow fever,
Leclerc ordered his army wage a war of extermination in which only young children were
to be spared. His attempts to eliminate the rebellious population of Saint-Domingue and
clear the way for new slave imports proved futile, however. By November 1803, the French
general had succumbed to yellow fever, most of his troops were dead, too, and rebels now
under the command of Dessalines had effectively vanquished the French invaders of Saint-

Domingue.1>

On January 1, 1804, Dessalines and his fellow generals met at the western city of
Gonaives to formally declare their independence from France. The Haitian Declaration of
Independence and the establishment of the first republic governed by men of African

descent in the Western Hemisphere stunned whites and blacks in the United States. White

14 Ibid., 37-38.

15 Ibid., 38-41.
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planters and their sympathizers denounced Haiti, inventing the phrase “the horrors of St.
Domingo” to describe the violent process by which enslaved black people had risen up,
overthrown their masters, and fulfilled the worst fears of a slaveholding nation. African
Americans, however, articulated a much different interpretation of the Haitian Revolution.
For them, the creation of a sovereign Haitian state with executive, legislative, and judicial
branches represented a radical assertion of racial equality, an unprecedented opportunity
for blacks in the Western Hemisphere to demonstrate their ability to prosper as citizens
and leaders of a modern nation.

It was not long before Haiti became a place where African Americans made claims to
citizenship in theory and in practice. Seeking to repopulate Haiti after the Haitian
Revolution, Dessalines offered U.S. ship captains forty dollars for every African American
they transported to Haiti. His successors continued to encourage a migration of African
Americans who could bolster Haiti’s population, strengthen its economy, and man its naval
vessels. Alexandre Pétion, who established a republic in southern and western Haiti,
appealed to African Americans by publishing and publicizing a new constitution that
granted citizenship to all people of African descent, guaranteed religious toleration, and
provided universal education. Meanwhile, Henry Christophe, who founded a rival kingdom
in northern Haiti, used U.S. newspapers to stress the value that he placed on education and
emphasize his affinity for Protestantism and the English language.16

These emigration appeals found vocal supporters and promoters within black

communities in the United States. In early 1816, Prince Saunders, a black educator from

16 Sara C. Fanning, “The Roots of Early Black Nationalism: Northern African Americans’
Invocations of Haiti in the Early Nineteenth Century,” Slavery and Abolition 28, no. 1 (April
2007): 68-72.
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Connecticut, traveled to Haiti where he met Emperor Christophe. Shortly thereafter, he
published the Haytian Papers, a collection of official proclamations and documents from the
northern Kingdom of Haiti. His supportive tract and impressive manners earned Saunders
an appointment as Christophe’s official courier. In this position, he traveled about the
urban North speaking to black social organizations about the appeal of a black nation
where enhanced self-respect and opportunities for economic success surely awaited any
African Americans who moved there.l”

Initially political changes in Haiti interfered with the collaboration between
Saunders and Christophe but the mass emigration movement both men envisioned
eventually came about. After the death of Pétion in 1818, Jean-Pierre Boyer became the
president of the southern Republic of Haiti. Two years later, after Christophe committed
suicide due to popular unrest against his rule, Boyer seized power in the north and united
Haiti. While he ended the immigration plans promoted by Saunders and Christophe, the
new Haitian President wasted little time in recruiting African Americans to his country. In
U.S. newspapers, Boyer assured African Americans that Haiti’s “wise constitution. ..
insures a free country to Africans and their descendants.” Moreover, he promised that
“Providence has destined Hayti for a land of promise, a sacred asylum, where our

unfortunate brethren will, in the end, see their wounds healed by the balm of equality, and

their tears wiped away by the protecting hand of liberty.”18

17 Arthur 0. White, “Prince Saunders: An Instance of Social Mobility Among Antebellum
New England Blacks,” The Journal of Negro History 60, no. 4 (October, 1975); Elizabeth
Rauh Bethel, “Images of Hayti: The Construction of An Afro-American Lieu De Mémoire,”
Callaloo 15, No. 3 (Summer, 1992): 831-832.

18 Nijles’ Weekly Register, July 1, 1820; Bethel, 832-835.
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As many as 13,000 African Americans, including Saunders, responded to the
overtures from the Boyer regime and emigrated to Haiti during the 1820s. In addition to
the emigration propaganda found in newspapers, prospective émigrés from cities on the
Atlantic seaboard learned about potential settlement in Haiti from Haytian Emigration
Societies and emissaries sent by Boyer.1? Besides promises of land and agricultural
opportunities, the prospect of attaining the protections and privileges that accompanied
citizenship appealed to African Americans who decided to abandon the United States. For
example, in a letter published in the Genius of Universal Emancipation, one African
American who migrated from Washington, D.C. to the mountains outside of Port-au-Prince
wrote:

[ have adopted myself a Haytian; and I bid eternal farewell to America. Here |

repose under my vine and banana tree, contended with Hayti and all its

errors. | fell determined to live and die under the safe-guard of her

constitution, with the hope of aiding to open the door for the relief of my

distressed brethren.20
In the estimation of this settler, the benefits of life in Haiti were clear. While his “distressed
brethren” in the northern United States confronted disfranchising measures even as white

universal manhood suffrage spread, black émigrés enjoyed the “safe-guard” of a Haitian

constitution that recognized their status as citizens.?!

19 Fanning, 74.
20 “Hayti, No. II,” Genius of Universal Emancipation, June 24, 1826.

21 For instance, New York abolished property requirements for all white male voters in
1821. Black men, however, still needed $250 worth of property to exercise their right to
vote. By 1825, only 68 out of 12,259 African Americans in New York City were eligible to
vote. See George E. Walker, The Afro-American in New York City, 1827-1860 (New York:
Garland Press, 1993), 116.
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The possibility of being welcomed by a Haitian “mother” proved equally alluring to
African Americans living in the slaveholding South. In particular, Boyer’s assurances that
those “who groan in the United States in misery and humiliation” would receive freedom
and “the invaluable rights of equal laws and citizenship” might have sparked the
imagination of Denmark Vesey.22 In the summer of 1822, Charleston authorities charged
the free black carpenter—who spent one year of his adolescence enslaved in Saint-
Domingue—with conspiracy. According to multiple witnesses, Vesey and other
participants in the planned slave insurrection had ready access to news and gossip about
events in Haiti. One enslaved man arrested as a co-conspirator testified that Vesey,
perhaps emboldened by news about Haiti gleaned from the Charleston Courier and more
informal information networks, showed him a letter written to Boyer requesting
assistance. The allegations left Charleston authorities convinced that Vesey and his fellow
insurrectionists expected military support during the rebellion and refuge after its
conclusion from a Haitian President who supported black emigration and eliminated
slavery in Santo Domingo after occupying that country.23

The veracity of similar testimonies provided by black witnesses coerced by violence
and confronted with the demands of a white supremacist legal structure deserves scrutiny.

Yet the records from the Vesey trial provide keen insights into the transnational

22 Niles’ Weekly Register, August 14, 1824.

23 Edward A. Pearson, ed., Designs Against Charleston: The Trial Record of the Denmark
Vesey Slave Conspiracy of 1822 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1999),
165-283; Michael P. Johnson, “Denmark Vesey and His Co-Conspirators,” The William and
Mary Quarterly 58, no. 4 (October 2001), 950, 964-966. Boyer invaded Santo Domingo in
February 1822, three months after the colony gained its independence from the Spanish
crown. It did not regain its independence until February 1844, a year after the overthrow
of Boyer.
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worldviews of black southerners even if they pertain to a conspiracy that only existed in
the minds of paranoid white planters.?* The allegations of those who sought to save
themselves by testifying against their peers reveal the heresy of a black population that
rejected prevailing notions of their inherent inferiority by insisting on the emancipation of
enslaved blacks and the equal treatment of their free counterparts.2> Moreover, they
confirm that Haiti appealed to black Charlestonians as the manifestation of these dreams of
universal freedom and racial equality. Indeed, by emphasizing Vesey’s eagerness to
implicate Haitians in his plot, witnesses effectively verified their community’s appreciation
of the transgressive potential of a Haitian state abhorred by much of America’s white
citizenry.26

African Americans in neighboring southern states exhibited a similar proclivity to
express their disavowal of the slave power through their veneration of and travels to Haiti.
In his biography of Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington noted that enslaved men and

women possessed knowledge “of the Haytian struggle for liberty” even if they were

24 Johnson provides a comprehensive overview of the literature on the Vesey conspiracy,
particularly the debates produced by Richard C. Wade’s “The Vesey Plot: A
Reconsideration” which features the central argument that the conspiracy was entirely
fictive. Unlike subsequent historians who denounced Wade, Johnson argues that “Vesey
and the other condemned black men were victims of a conspiracy conjured into being in
1822 by the court, its cooperative black witnesses, and its numerous white supporters and
kept alive ever since by historians eager to accept the court’s judgments while rejecting its
morality.” Ibid., 971.

25 Ibid., 967-971.

26 A succinct yet thorough treatment of the negative attitudes about Haiti shaped by
Western beliefs about race and nationhood appears in Brenda Gayle Plummer, Haiti and
the United States: The Psychological Moment (Athens: The University of Georgia Press,
1992), 34-50. The southern response to the Haitian Revolution receives a more extended
treatment in Alfred Hunt, Haiti’s Influence on Antebellum America: Slumbering Volcano in
the Caribbean (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988), 107-147.
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“ignorant of everything except [their] master and the plantation.”?” The assertion of the
man who would famously documented his own rise from bondage was supported not only
by the upheaval in Charleston but also by oral traditions on the Tidewater region of
Maryland where Douglass experienced enslavement. One bishop of the African Methodist
Episcopal (AME) Church born free in Caroline County, Maryland in 1821 recalled “old
people speaking about persons going to Hayti” during his childhood. In particular, he
remembered that African Americans on the Eastern Shore composed a song about a young
boy who, “on account of bad treatment. .. went to the free country” of Philadelphia before
finally boarding a ship bound for Haiti. It went:
Poor Moses, poor Moses,
Sailing on the ocean.
Bless the Lord,
[ am on the way,
Farewell to Georgia.
Moses is gone to Hayti.28
The recounted song immortalizes an African American who, like Vesey and his co-
conspirators, rejected the idea of black inferiority propagated by the southern slavocracy.

What is more, though, it exposes the young, cosmopolitan fugitive’s implicit castigation of

the urban North. For “Poor Moses,” Haiti represented a striking alternative to a “free

27 Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass (Philadelphia: G.W. Jacobs & Company, 1907),
144.

28 Alexander Walker Wayman, My Recollections of African M.E. Ministers, or Forty Years’

Experience in the African Methodist Episcopal Church (Philadelphia: A.M.E. Book Rooms,
1881), 4.
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country” where his prospects for meaningful freedom, citizenship, and equality might not
have differed fundamentally from those available to his kin who remained in “Georgia.”2°
In the end, the free and enslaved black men and women on the Eastern Shore who
memorialized Moses did not join him in Haiti. But, like other African Americans who
remained in the United States by choice or by force, they contributed to a vibrant culture in
which Haiti was an important symbol of black self-government. Their songs and stories
about peers who fled to Haiti cohered with the products produced by African Americans
who glorified the Haitian past and interpreted the significance of Haitian independence
from their printing presses and potteries.3? More specifically, the oral traditions that
flourished among black Marylanders complemented the journalistic endeavor of two black

abolitionists in New York City.

John Brown Russwurm had displayed an acute interest in Haiti even before he

arrived in the largest city in the United States. As a youth, the native of Jamaica had moved

29 Wayman notes that Moses’s former master, George Calahan, promised to “light alongside
of him in Hayti before he knows it,” after learning of Moses’s departure from another slave
recently returned from Philadelphia. Ibid., 4. The anecdote, even if apocryphal, indicates the
constraints that Moses would have continued to face even as a free man in the urban North.
The vow to recover Moses from an independent nation where slavery was abolished was a
hollow threat. But it does reveal that Calahan and, quite possibly, a number of his allies,
might have gone to great lengths to reclaim the planter’s escaped “property” in
Philadelphia.

30 In the 1840s, a number of pitchers representing Toussaint Louverture were produced in
Medford, Massachusetts and then possibly sold at fundraisers for the abolitionist cause.
There is a strong possibility that Thomas and John Sables produced them and their last
name would indicate that these two brothers were black. More on these tantalizing links
between black material culture, Haiti, and abolitionism can be found in Jonathan Prown,
Glenn Adamson, Katherine Hemple Prown, and Robert Hunter, “The Very Man for the
Hour’: The Toussaint L’Ouverture Portrait Pitcher,” in Robert Hunter, ed., Ceramics in
America (Milwaukee: Chipstone Foundation, 2002), 110-130.
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to Portland, Maine, where he eventually enrolled at Bowdoin College. There he wrote term
papers on Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian Revolution. At the commencement
ceremony where he officially became Bowdoin’s first black graduate, Russwurm delivered
an address on The Conditions and Prospects of Hayti. In a speech highlighting the Haitian
struggle for “freedom and a political existence,” he argued that the persistence of Haitian
independence proved that “degraded man”—a category epitomized by African
Americans—would “rise in his native majesty and claim his rights.”31

In 1827, the year after his graduation from Bowdoin, Russwurm moved to New York
where he met Samuel Cornish, a black Presbyterian minister born to free parents in
Delaware. That March the two men became the editors of Freedom'’s Journal, the first black-
owned and operated newspaper in the United States. Blacks in the North, parts of the
South, and even England, Canada, and Haiti soon turned to the unprecedented journal for
birth, death, and wedding announcements, current regional, national, and international
news, and editorials on black political rights, colonization, and slavery. Moreover, readers
of Freedom’s Journal could find within its pages biographies of Louverture, articles on the
Haitian Revolution, coverage of political conditions in contemporary Haiti, and other
features that evolved from Russwurm’s undergraduate writings. For instance, one of the
first issues of the paper vindicated black self-determination by insisting that:

There are very few events on record which have produced more

extraordinary men than the revolution in St. Domingo. The Negro character

at that eventful period, burst upon us in all the splendor of native and
original greatness: And the subsequent transactions in that Island have

31 John Brown Russwurm, “The Condition and Prospects of Haiti,” in Lift Every Voice:
African American Oratory, 1797-1900, eds. Philip S. Foner and Robert J. Branham
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1998), 102. On the career of Russwurm, see
Winston James, The Struggles of John Brown Russwurm: The Life and Writings of a Pan-
Africanist Pioneer (New York: New York University Press, 2010).
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presented the most incontestable proofs, that the negro is not, in general,

wanting in the higher qualifications of the mind; and that, with the same

advantages of liberty, independence and education, as their white brethren

of Europe and America, the race would not be found deficient in hearts

pregnant with heroic energies, and hands capable of wielding the sword of

war, or swaying the rod of empire.32

The allusions to the equality of “extraordinary [black] men” and “their white
brethren” exemplified the masculine language employed in similar treatments of the
Haitian past, present, and future found in Freedom’s Journal. Editors Russwurm and
Cornish possessed an acute awareness of antebellum discourses that equated resistance to
oppression with masculinity and linked masculinity to citizenship and self-determination.
Consequently, they used their paper to stress that the Haitian Revolution placed the ideal
qualities of black men beyond any reasonable doubt.33 In one editorial appearing in
December 1828, Russwurm proclaimed that “the Haytiens can look back on the past with
great satisfaction; they have fought the good fight of Liberty.” Moreover, he emphasized
that Haitians can now “look forward to what man, even the descendant of Africa, may be,
when blessed with Liberty and Equality and their concomitants.”3* Russwurm would soon

sour on the prospects for racial equality in the United States. But, before immigrating to

Liberia in 1829, he found it feasible that black men could prove their fitness for citizenship

32 Freedom’s Journal, May 4, 1827. On the featuring of Haiti in Freedom’s Journal see
especially Bethel, 835-837 and Jacqueline Bacon, Freedom’s Journal: The First African-
American Newspaper (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2007), 147-175. A modified version
appears in Bacon, “’A Revolution Unexampled in the History of Man’ The Haitian Revolution
in Freedom'’s Journal, 1827-1829,” in African Americans and the Haitian Revolution: Selected
Essays and Historical Documents, eds. Maurice Jackson and Jacqueline Bacon (New York:
Routledge Press, 2010), 81-93.

33 Bacon, “A Revolution,” 85.

34 John B. Russwurm, “Hayti,” Freedom'’s Journal, December 12, 1828.
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in the United States by highlighting their connection to a Haitian people who “taught the
world that the African ... possessed the proper spirit and feelings of a man.”3>

Russwurm was not unique in that regard. After he emigrated from the United States
and Freedom’s Journal ceased production, educated African Americans continued to
emphasize the contemporary relevance of the Haitian Revolution. In February 1841, New
York abolitionist James McCune Smith delivered a lecture on the Haitian Revolution at a
benefit for his city’s Colored Orphan Asylum. The talk given by the European-trained
physician pointed to the “tyranny of caste”—which, in Smith’s words, was “the necessary
and legitimate fruit of slavery”—as the underlying cause of the Haitian Revolution. In
particular, he argued that the white ruling class of Saint-Domingue compounded the error
of their slaveholding ways by denying the “rights of citizenship” to refined and intelligent
free people of color. That mistake was “not unconnected to the present occasion.” Smith
surmised that the exclusion of black children from public educational institutions
demonstrated that the United States was infected by the same “incongruous and
undermining influence of caste” once challenged by free people of color and enslaved
blacks in Saint-Domingue.36

Smith proceeded to suggest that these parallels between past caste divisions in
Saint-Domingue and current racial discrimination in the United States need not discourage
African Americans. He based this assertion on the life of Toussaint Louverture. According

to Smith, the devoted husband, loving father, and devout Christian proved his mettle on the

35].,, “Haytien Revolution,” Freedom’s Journal, April 6, 1827. Before leaving the United
States, Russwurm editorialized that it was a “mere waste of words, to talk of ever enjoying
citizenship in this country: it is utterly impossible in the nature of things.” James, 44.

36 James McCune Smith, A Lecture on the Haytian Revolutions: With a Sketch of the Character
of Toussaint L’Ouverture (New York: D. Fanshaw, 1841), 5-6, 28.
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battlefield before he “seized the reins of government, reduced . .. conflicting elements to
harmony and order, and raised the colony to nearly its former prosperity.” In doing so, the
genteel Louverture showed that “this race is entirely capable of achieving liberty and of
self-government” and proved “that even slavery cannot unfit men for the full exercise of all
the functions which belong to free citizens.”3” Smith concluded that the efforts of
Louverture should assuage the fears of white Americans whose “detestation” of the
“Horrors of St. Domingo” shaped their understanding of postemancipation societies.
Furthermore, he maintained that those who supported the Colored Orphan Asylum and
worked to incorporate African Americans into northern civic life could look to
Louverture—the “spirit of peace, the patriot, the father, the benefactor of mankind”—for
proof that their efforts were not futile.38

Similar writings and lectures on Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian Revolution
permeated black communities throughout the antebellum era. Frederick Douglass
published biographical treatments of Louverture in his Rochester North Star that compared
the governor-for-life of Saint-Domingue to the first president of the United States.3° His
fellow fugitive slave and abolitionist William Wells Brown captivated audiences in the
urban North and in England with a lecture on “St. Domingo: Its Revolutions and Its

Patriots” that praised “Hayti’s Washington” because “from ignorance he became educated . .

37 Ibid., 24-25.
38 Ibid., 28.

39 North Star, February 18, 1848.
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. from a slave he rose to be a soldier, a general, and a governor.”4? In fact, the lessons about
the evils of slavery, the potential for black self-improvement, and the prospects of black
citizenship and self-government found in his speeches reverberated far beyond the lecture
circuit. Two decades after the Civil War, the black editors of the New Orleans Weekly
Pelican reflected fondly on the panegyrics on Toussaint Louverture found in their “old

school reading books.”41

Lot

The veneration of the heroes of the Haitian Revolution would persist throughout the
1840s and the 1850s. But tensions in the present relationship between the United States
and Haiti complicated the assessments of the Haitian past offered by black leaders. The
United States had decided not to establish diplomatic relations with Haiti in the immediate
aftermath of the Haitian Revolution. Now, as debates about national expansion and the
future of slavery in the United States intensified, resistance to the recognition of Haitian
independence became even more obstinate. Southern politicians were particularly
adamant that recognizing Haiti would constitute a tacit endorsement of slave insurrection,
abolitionism, and radical concepts of racial equality. They expressed great resentment for
“traitors” who overrode the so-called gag-rule against anti-slavery petitions by placing the
non-recognition policy towards Haiti on the Congressional agenda. The battle over the

diplomatic relations between the United States and Haiti, then, became part of a war over

40 William Wells Brown, St. Domingo: Its Revolutions and Its Patriots (Boston: Bela Marsh,
1855), 36.

41 Weekly Pelican, January 12, 1889.

26



the fate of the nation being waged among politicians in Washington, border ruffians in
Kansas, abolitionists in New England, and slaveowners in the South.42

African Americans inserted themselves into this swirling controversy over a Haitian
state whose mere existence challenged the foundations of white supremacy upon which the
United States had been built.43 In August 1849, black abolitionist and newspaper editor
Samuel Ringgold Ward critiqued the racist underpinnings of U.S. diplomatic policy by
writing that:

Now one of the “customs” of our Government is to refuse to acknowledge the

independence of a Republic, the majority of whose citizens are black men,

lest such an acknowledgement should offend negro haters in Washington by

introducing a black minister into the society of the Capitol. This is the reason

why our Government has not recognized the independence of Hayti, a

Republic half a century old. A Repubilic, too, that has done more to prove its

capacity for self-government. .. than the United States.*4
Two months later, Frederick Douglass presented a comparable appraisal when he
lambasted the “Slave Power” for compelling “the federal government to abstain from
acknowledging the neighbor republic of Haiti, where slaves have become freemen, and

established an independent nation.”#> Like Haitian leaders, these two men understood that

Haiti could never reach its full economic and political potential so long as it remained

42 Concise treatment of early U.S. policy towards Haiti is found in Don E. Fehrenbacher and
Ward M. McAfee, The Slaveholding Republic: An Account of the United States Government’s
Relations to Slavery (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 112-116. For further reading
on the relationship between the U.S. government and Haiti consult Rayford Logan, The
Diplomatic Relations of the United States with Haiti, 1776-1891 (Chapel Hill: The University
of North Carolina Press, 1941).

43 Compelling analysis of the campaign for Haitian recognition is found in Leslie M.
Alexander, “"The Black Republic:” The Influence of the Haitian Revolution on Northern
Black Political Consciousness, 1816-1862,” in Jackson and Bacon, 65-70.

44 Impartial Citizen, August 15, 1849.

45 North Star, October 5, 1849.
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marginalized by global powers. At the same time though, they acted out of self-interest, out
of a conviction that African Americans would never obtain respect so long as the gains of
the Haitian Revolution remained unrecognized.

Reactions to Haitian political developments further frustrated African Americans
who hoped to improve their status by endorsing Haiti. In 1849, after serving as Haiti’s
president for two years, Faustin Soulouque proclaimed himself emperor. Three years later,
his official coronation as Emperor Faustin I completed the shift from republicanism to
monarchism. Besides launching a series of attacks against the neighboring Dominican
Republic, which gained its independence from Haiti eight years earlier, the newly-
christened Haitian monarch created a hereditary aristocracy, established a secret police
force, and formed a personal army tasked with crushing his opponents. The policies
enacted by a man who foreign pundits lampooned as a barbarian aping royalty or derided
as a “big black nigger” in charge of a “nigger population” did not stop black leaders and
their allies from insisting on the diplomatic recognition of Haiti. However, the oft-ridiculed
rule of Faustin I certainly made it more difficult to argue that sound black self-government
and the capabilities of African Americans were on display in Haiti.#6

Disillusionment with prospects for black citizenship in the United States and
concern that Haiti was not fulfilling its immense potential coalesced in a resurgence of
emigrationist sentiment. James Theodore Holly, an abolitionist journalist who moved from

the United States to Canada following the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, was

46 A few historians have offered more favorable judgments of Soulouque, casting him as an
intelligent and shrews leader whose ruthlessness was dictated by foreign and internal
threats to his authority. For the most part, though, modern scholars have been no more
generous to Soulouque than the nineteenth-century foreign observers who lampooned and
satirized the Haitian Emperor. See Dubois, Haiti, 145-150.
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particularly adamant that African Americans needed to abandon the United States if they
ever hoped to achieve equal protection under the law and unobstructed voting rights. After
championing Haiti as a site for black expatriation at the 1854 National Emigration
Convention, the native of Washington, D.C. obtained authorization from the Convention’s
National Board of Commissioners to assess the conditions of Haiti. A year later, he traveled
to Haiti where he presented Faustin I with an ambitious plan for emigration that included
requests for land, religious freedom, and citizenship for all African Americans willing to
settle there. The Haitian Emperor was less than enthused with the proposal but his tepid
initial reaction did not diminish Holly’s belief that enterprising black émigrés could
simultaneously improve their own status while spearheading the regeneration of Haiti.#”
Upon returning to the United States, Holly dedicated himself to two tasks: becoming
an Episcopal clergyman and inspiring a mass migration to Haiti. A year after his ordination
as an Episcopal priest—and in the same year that the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that neither
Dred Scott nor any other African American was a U.S. citizen—Holly published a lecture
entitled A Vindication of the Capacity of the Negro Race for Self-Government and Civilized
Progress. In it, he argued that the “continued advancement” of Haiti could “regenerate and
disenthrall the oppression and ignorance of the race, throughout the world.” He implied,
however, that Haitians were not capable of achieving this desired progress on their own.
Although Holly praised Faustin I as the heir of African monarchs who ruled ancient
kingdoms unsurpassed in power and prestige, the Episcopal clergyman insinuated that

African Americans were best equipped to lead their race into the future. Holly maintained

47 Brandon R. Byrd, “James Theodore Holly,” in Dictionary of Caribbean and Afro-Latin
American Biography, eds. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and Franklin W. Knight (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014); David M. Dean, Defender of the Race: James Theodore Holly, Black
Nationalist and Bishop (Boston: Lambeth Press, 1979).
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that African Americans had accrued knowledge of “the arts, sciences, and genius of modern
civilization” from their providential albeit inhumane enslavement under the “hardy and
enterprising Anglo-American race.” It was now their “weighty responsibility,” he
concluded, to contribute to the ascension of a “powerful and civilized negro sovereignty” in
the Caribbean rather than “indolently remain” in the United States “asking for political
rights” that might never materialize.*8

Holly stressed that African Americans had an obligation to strengthen the Haitian
state by reforming the religious practices of its people. The devout Episcopalian believed
that culture and civilization were interchangeable terms embodied by middle-class Anglo-
American Protestants. Consequently, he lamented the prevalence of Catholicism and
Vodou in Haiti. While he dismissed the former as a consequence of enslavement under the
decadent French, he regarded the rites of spirit possession, music, and dance found in the
latter as dangerous vestiges of a barbaric African past.#° In his estimation, then, African
Americans needed to transfer the elements of civilization accrued from their experience in
the United States to Haitians. Indeed, they faced dire consequences if they did not. Holly
insisted that Haiti would falter without Protestantism and he predicted that “if Haytien
independence shall cease to exist, the sky of negro-destiny shall be hung in impenetrable

blackness; the hope of Princes coming out of Egypt and Ethiopia soon stretching forth her

48 James Theodore Holly, A Vindication of the Capacity of the Negro Race for Self-
Government, and Civilized Progress, as Demonstrated by Historical Events of the Haytian
Revolution; and the Subsequent Acts of that People Since Their National Independence (New
Haven, CT: W.H. Stanley, 1857), 45-46

49 Maffly-Kipp, 144-150. Wilson Jeremiah Moses provides the best treatment of the cultural
absolutism of nineteenth-century black intellectuals. See, for instance, Afrotopia: The Roots
of African American Popular History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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hands unto God, will die out.”>® Emigration, in Holly’s judgment, had thus become not only
the last hope for the vindication of black self-government but also the means by which God
would fulfill the promise of the Ethiopian prophecy.

Again, a change in Haitian political leadership provided the momentum needed to
transform emigration dreams into reality. By 1858, Faustin I had grown more receptive to
emigration proposals, even sending a representative to promote Haiti as a site of
resettlement for African Americans from Louisiana, Missouri, and other locations. A year
later, though, Fabre Geffrard deposed the Emperor in a coup d’état and re-established
republican governance in Haiti. The former general quickly exceeded his predecessor’s
gradual support for emigration by advancing prospective émigrés money to cover travel
expenses to Haiti and offering them credit to buy land for their settlements. Moreover, he
provided $20,000 for the establishment of a Haytian Bureau of Emigration that facilitated
resettlement from U.S. cities including New Orleans, Boston, New Haven, Philadelphia, and
New York. Unsurprisingly, its leader, James Redpath, hired James Theodore Holly as his
first agent. Together, the Episcopal priest, his fellow agents, and the Haitian President used
the allure of citizenship to capture the attention of potential migrants. In 1860, A Guide to
Hayti produced by the Haytian Bureau of Emigration contained Geffrard’s assurance that:

Hayti is the common country of the black race. Our ancestors, in taking

possession of it, were careful to announce in the Constitution ... that all the

descendants of Africans, and of the inhabitants of the West Indies, belong by

right to the Haytian family. The idea was grand and generous. Listen, then, all

ye negroes and mulattoes who, in the vast Continent of America, suffer from

the prejudice of caste. The Republic calls you; she invites you to bring to her
your arms and your minds.>1

50 Holly, “Thoughts on Hayti,” Anglo-African Magazine 1, no. 6 (June 1859), 187.

51 James Redpath, ed., A Guide to Hayti (Boston: Haytian Bureau of Emigration, 1861, [c.
1860].
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Like their predecessors in the first wave of emigration, African Americans who
responded to these overtures embraced Haiti as a symbolic and actual model of black self-
government. By the end of 1861, approximately 3,000 African Americans had left the
United States to begin new lives in Haiti. The prospect of achieving political equality in a
nation governed by people of African descent animated many of them.52 One black
Philadelphian who moved to Port-au-Prince with her husband reported that “the
government is very good to us,” so good, in fact, that she “could never think of going back to
the United States to live.”>3 Those who joined Holly on a new “Mayflower expedition” that
left New Haven for Port-au-Prince echoed these sentiments. One émigré proclaimed “I am
a man in Hayti where I feel as I never felt before, entirely free.” Another announced that
upon walking the streets of the Haitian capital alongside black politicians, businessmen,
judges, and generals, he surely “felt as no colored man in the United States can feel.”>* And,
at a time when a similar walk around the U.S. capital led to encounters with black slaves

rather than black senators, the observant émigré was probably correct.

[t appeared, though, that times might be changing. In March 1861, Frederick
Douglass agreed to join Holly on a mission to investigate conditions in Haiti. A number of

setbacks including the Fugitive Slave Act and the Dred Scott decision had convinced the

52 On the second wave of emigration to Haiti see Chris Dixon, African America and Haiti:
Emigration and Black Nationalism in the Nineteenth Century (Westport, CT: Greenwood
Press, 2000).

53 “Letter from Hayti,” The Christian Recorder, April 13, 1861.

54 Dixon, 187-190.
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famed abolitionist and former opponent of emigration that he could no longer oppose “a
measure which may prove highly advantageous to many families, and of much service to
the Haytian Republic.”>> Before he could set sail for Haiti, however, secessionists in South
Carolina fired upon Fort Sumter. The outbreak of the Civil War convinced Douglass that
the only appropriate response was to abandon emigration schemes and remain in the
United States. In his estimation, his presence was needed in a country that had reached its
day of reckoning, the moment when it might finally fulfill its promise of liberty and equality
for all.

A number of African Americans who shared Douglass’s opinion joined him in
recruiting black soldiers to fight in the Union Army. In doing so, they frequently invoked
the name of Toussaint Louverture. Black abolitionist Robert Hamilton’s Weekly Anglo-
African advised black men to seize the “opportunity to display those qualities which the
experience of this war, as well as the history of Toussaint’s Battles, has shown him to
possess.”>® A correspondent of that newspaper further implored African Americans to
replicate the feats of their Haitian predecessor. The black southerner wrote:

Men of color, my fellow-citizens, do not stop to ask the question: “What are

we going to fight for?” but enlist, buckle on your armour, and with strong

arms and brave hearts go into this war and fight for your rights. Did

Toussaint L’Ouverture stop to ask that question? Did his followers stop to ask

that question? No, no, not at all. They rose up with all their strength and

struck blow after blow for freedom, and this day their posterity are enjoying
the fruits of their victories.>”

55 Douglass’ Monthly, March 1861.

56 “The Colored Regiments of Massachusetts,” Weekly Anglo-African, December 19, 1863.
57 Bob Logic, “Letter from Washington,” Weekly Anglo-African, August 1, 1863.
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The possibilities introduced by the Civil War thus seemed to exceed black freedom. For the
editor of the Weekly Anglo-African and his correspondents, the Haitian Revolution and
contemporary discourses on violence, masculinity, and citizenship indicated that black
“fellow-citizens” could seize their “rights” only by taking up arms against slaveholding
Confederates.>8

Thousands of African Americans did enlist in the Union Army, many of them
embracing the chance to reenact the Haitian Revolution. A Union Army chaplain stationed
at Port Royal, South Carolina remarked that “the result of the insurrection in St. Domingo
has long been known among the contrabands of the South—the name of Toussaint
L’Overture has been passed from mouth to mouth until it has become a secret household
word—and a love of liberty, fed by a love of arms, has been rendered universal and almost
omnipotent.” His subsequent claim that African Americans “felt it was right for the colored
Haytiens to fight to be free [so] it is equally right for colored Americans” received tacit
confirmation from the men of the famed 54th Massachusetts Regiment.>® The members of
the black military unit would have found it difficult to forget the connection between the
Civil War and the Haitian Revolution as they fought alongside black nationalist Martin
Delany’s son, Toussaint L’Ouverture Delany. In fact, most needed no reminder. As they

proved their valor and spurred further recruitment of black soldiers with an ill-fated

58 On African American invocations of Louverture during the Civil War see Clavin,
“American Toussaints: Symbol, Subversion, and the Black Atlantic Tradition in the
American Civil War,” Slavery and Abolition 28, no. 1 (April 2007): 87-113.

59 “Will the Contrabands Fight,” Washington National Republican, quoted in Weekly Anglo-
African, February 15, 1862.
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assault on South Carolina’s Fort Wagner, one company of the regiment proudly went by the
name of the “Toussaint Guards.”¢0

To be sure, even African Americans who did not don the blue understood their
moment of liberation in relation to the Haitian past. While members of the 54t replicated
the feats of their Haitian predecessors, as many as 10,000 contrabands in New Bern, North
Carolina paid homage to the Haitian Revolution by establishing a community called “New
Hayti.”¢1 The Haitian Revolution also provided inspiration for the names of hospitals and
other public buildings in black communities as well as the numerous “Toussaints” born to
black parents who envisioned a future of racial equality. As these namesakes of the Haitian
hero entered the world, some escaped slaves informed northern white newspaper
correspondents that they were veterans of the Haitian Revolution or descendants of exiles
from Saint-Domingue.? It is unclear to what extent such stories are reliable. Yet,
regardless of their veracity, alleged connections to Louverture or Dessalines demonstrate
the immediacy of Haitian history for many African Americans who hoped to create a

facsimile of the freedom and political autonomy that existed in Haiti.

In the summer of 1862, Abraham Lincoln further increased these hopes by
authorizing two dramatic shifts in U.S. foreign and domestic policy. On June 5, bowing to
arguments from Senator Charles Sumner that recognizing Haiti would help weaken slavery

in the South, the Republican President appointed the first commissioner to Haiti.

60 “The 54th Regiment,” New Bedford Mercury, March 23, 1863.
61 “The Government and the Negroes,” New York Herald, January 6, 1863.

62 Clavin, Toussaint Louverture, 138-139.
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Abolitionists who insisted that the act meant “that this Government henceforth recognizes
Blacks as citizens, capable of a National life” soon had more reason to rejoice.®® Three
months later, Lincoln issued a preliminary proclamation declaring his intention to
emancipate all slaves in any Confederate state that remained in rebellion by January 1,
1863. When the deadline passed, the Emancipation Proclamation took effect with the
Confederacy still united.64

Among others, Frederick Douglass would attribute great significance to the two
acts. During a speech delivered at a gathering of black Philadelphians, he attempted to
secure enlistments in the Union Army by assuring the young black men in attendance that
they would be fighting for a government that respected their rights. According to Douglass,
the recent actions taken by Lincoln proved his assertion. “Events more mighty than men,
eternal Providence, all-wise and all-controlling,” he thundered, “have placed us in new
relations to the Government.” Douglass boasted that “slavery in ten States of the Union is
abolished forever” and “the independence of Haiti is recognized.”®> For the venerable
abolitionist, the establishment of diplomatic relations with Haiti and the Emancipation
Proclamation were interconnected portents of imminent biracial democracy in the United
States.

The idea that the events of late 1862 and early 1863 had drastically improved the

relationship between African Americans and the U.S. government would, however, prove

63 The Liberator, July 4, 1862.

64 On Lincoln’s wartime measures see Eric Foner, The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and the
End of Slavery (New York: W.W. Norton, 2010).

65 Frederick Douglass, “Address for the Promotion of Colored Enlistments,” in Frederick

Douglass: Selected Speeches and Writings, ed. Philip S. Foner (Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books,
1999), 536.
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too hopeful. As Douglass and his contemporaries who shared this optimism quickly
realized, the path towards a more inclusive definition of U.S. citizenship would be a
twisting one filled with hardships and setbacks. Still, African Americans had developed a
transnational political culture during the antebellum era that they could now employ in the
struggle for political and civil rights in the postemancipation period. In fact, leading African
Americans faced with the challenge of making freedom meaningful would revise
longstanding discourses on the Haitian Revolution and independent Haiti while also
introducing new ways of interacting with citizens of the “Black Republic.” It was the hope
of these black educators, artists, missionaries, politicians, journalists, authors, and even
students that their re-narrating of the Haitian past, re-assessment of the Haitian present,
and re-shaping of the Haitian future would vindicate their claims to a host of rights that

accompanied citizenship and fit within an all-encompassing term: self-government.
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CHAPTER ONE:

THE HOME OF FREEDOM, OF GOVERNMENT, AND OF TRUE RELIGION

While Frederick Douglass considered the significance of Lincoln’s wartime
measures, African Americans in Chicago anticipated an annual day of revelry. Throughout
the 1850s and 1860s, they had come together each August to celebrate the anniversary of
emancipation in the British West Indies, a milestone in black freedom and progress.
Hundreds—sometimes more than a thousand—-black men and women typically paraded
through the city before traveling to a suburban grove. There they enjoyed an afternoon
picnic accompanied by live music and orations by speakers of national renown. Finally
they returned to the city, reconvening at a banquet hall for an evening of dancing and
dining that sometimes lasted into the next day. The festivities were certainly lively and a
great cause of excitement yet, to the oft-repeated surprise of the city’s white newspaper
editors, they normally ended without a hint of recklessness, criminality, or inebriation.!

On August 3, 1863, black Chicago once again gathered for the orderly celebration.
This year, however, the enthusiasm reached a fevered pitch because of the changes in U.S.

foreign and domestic policy. That summer morning, scores of black Chicagoans crowded

1 For contemporary accounts of the celebrations see, Chicago Tribune, August 4, 1857;
“Grand State Celebration,” Chicago Press and Tribune, July 31, 1860; “Emancipation in the
West Indies Celebration,” Chicago Press and Tribune, August 1, 1860; “Emancipation Day,”
Chicago Press and Tribune, August 2, 1860; “Emancipation Day,” Chicago Tribune, August 2,
1861; and “The Chicago Liberty Club Excursion to Canada,” Chicago Tribune, August 7,
1862.
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onto six railroad cars bound for a suburban grove where they were joined by large
delegations of African Americans from Detroit, St. Louis, and Milwaukee. After arriving at
the festival grounds, the attendees listened to speeches, sung hymns, and played various
recreational sports. The jubilation was palpable as the substantial crowd celebrated not
only the anniversary of emancipation in the British West Indies but also the Emancipation
Proclamation and the diplomatic recognition of Haiti by the U.S. government. These recent
acts carried great symbolic import for the excursionists. They understood that just as
enslaved African Americans had for centuries fought to gain their freedom, Haitians had
struggled to secure international recognition of the independence won during the Haitian
Revolution. With these historical travails rectified, the African Americans gathered in
Forest Bay Grove joyously filled the air with cries claiming 1863 as the year of jubilee and
thanksgiving.2

Their joyous celebration was just one manifestation of a broader impulse
permeating black communities throughout the United States. In the immediate wake of
Emancipation, a wide-range of African Americans eagerly drew connections between their
seemingly improved status and the past and contemporary advancements made by
Haitians. They voiced their support for the extension of diplomatic relations to Haiti,

celebrated the arrival of the first Haitian diplomat sent to Washington, and produced and

2 “Annual Excursion and Picnic to Forest Bay Grove, August 3r4,” Chicago Tribune, August 3,
1863; “The Emancipation Celebration,” Chicago Tribune, August 4, 1863. On African
American emancipation celebrations, see Mitch Kachun, Festivals of Freedom: Memory and
Meaning in African American Emancipation Celebrations, 1808-1915 (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2003). Kachun notes that, despite occasional calls to commemorate
the Haitian Revolution, African Americans in the nineteenth century often could not
incorporate Haiti into their emancipation celebrations. This omission was due to white
Americans’ revulsion regarding the violent, rebellious means by which blacks secured their
freedom in that former French colony. Kachun, 92, 57.
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consumed sympathetic accounts of the Haitian Revolution. The efforts made to link the
experiences of blacks in the United States to those of blacks in Haiti reflected a providential
and transnational view of history shared by myriad African Americans. Regardless of their
former status or place of birth, African Americans understood the Haitian Revolution, the
recognition of Haitian independence, and the Emancipation Proclamation as related
developments that foreshadowed the deliverance of the black race from bondage and
oppression to a state of freedom and political equality.

These celebratory assessments of black progress, the Haitian Revolution, and
independent Haiti would, however, dwindle over the course of Reconstruction. Black
leaders, especially those in the urban North, welcomed unprecedented federal action on
behalf of African Americans including the 13t, 14th, and 15t Amendments to the U.S.
Constitution. Gradually, though, they worried about the extent to which the freedom,
citizenship, and voting rights now codified in law would exist in practice. Recognizing that
white supremacists disparaged African Americans by pointing to Haitian religious practices
and political upheaval as proof of black inferiority, leading African Americans attempted to
reform the “Black Republic” through missionary work. By 1877, aspiring class and elite
black Protestants crafted a Haitian mission field that they hoped would vindicate African
Americans by making Haitians conform to bourgeoisie Anglo-American standards of piety
and domesticity.

In many respects, then, evolving interpretations of Haitian progress demonstrate
the confidence and competing apprehension of African Americans contemplating the
postemancipation future. Prominent black urbanites claimed that they had ascended to the

vanguard of the black race, surpassing Haitians who worshipped a pantheon of deities and
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expressed their political discontent through revolution. Yet, over time, such declarations
became laced with anxiety. Unsure whether their new ascendant status would prove
fleeting, black leaders freighted the much-maligned Haitian “experiment in self-
government” with great importance. In essence, African Americans speaking and acting on
behalf of their communities attempted to strengthen fragile political fortunes and reinforce
an uncertain relationship with the U.S. government by affirming their connection to Haiti, a

nation that they sometimes embraced, otherwise critiqued, but ultimately needed.

The feeling that 1863 was a watershed moment for black people resonated far
beyond suburban Chicago. In March of that year, ordinary African Americans in
Washington, D.C. showed their enthusiasm for the diplomatic recognition of Haiti by
welcoming Colonel Ernest Roumain to their city. They sent religious leaders to greet him
and anticipated their own opportunity to meet the Haitian consul general and chargé
d’affaires who they considered kin.3 Yet, to the chagrin of these admirers, Roumain
apparently rejected all visitors and confined himself to the company of his diplomatic peers
and fellow communicants at St. Matthew’s Catholic Church.# Henry McNeal Turner
sympathized with the popular anticipation surrounding Roumain’s arrival even as he

justified the reclusiveness of the Haitian official. On the one hand, the African Methodist

3 “News from Washington,” New York Herald, March 17, 1863; “The Minister from Hayti,”
Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, May 15, 1863.

4+ White newspapers alleged that Roumain’s reluctance to accept visitors caused a rift
between the Haitian diplomatic representatives and African Americans. Various
newspapers repeated a white correspondent’s quotation of one contraband who allegedly
cursed Roumain and his entourage as “niggers tink demselbs better dan de President.” See,
“The Minister from Hayti,” The Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, May 15, 1863, The Vincennes
Weekly Western Sun, April 4, 1863, and “The Minister From Hayti,” The (Jackson, MS) Daily
Southern Crisis, March 28, 1863.
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Episcopal (AME) minister understood that the representative of the Haitian government
needed to conduct his designated duties without being inundated with social requests. At
the same time, though, he acknowledged that the bevy of contrabands who identified
Roumain as another welcome arrival to wartime Washington had it correct: it was,
undoubtedly, the appropriate moment to give “all hail and honor to Hayti.”>

Douglass, the most famous fugitive slave in Washington, had an equally difficult time
suppressing the joy produced by the acknowledgment of Haitian independence. Besides
informing potential black soldiers from Philadelphia that Haitian recognition reflected the
hand of “eternal Providence,” Douglass used his editorial influence to lavish praise on
Haiti’s new international standing.6 In the March 1863 edition of Douglass’ Monthly, the
“Sage of Anacostia” opined that the diplomatic recognition of Haiti was one of the most
remarkable developments “in the history of the relation of this Government to the colored
part of mankind.” For Douglass, this heightened respect for black people embodied by the
reception of the Haitian diplomat in Washington represented an “unmistakable sign of the
doom of caste and dawn of higher civilization.””

To be certain, the editorial offered by the veteran of the abolitionist lecture circuit

was based on widespread rhetorical traditions that encouraged hyperbole and

5 “The Haytien Minister,” The Christian Recorder, March 28, 1863; Henry McNeal Turner,
“Washington Correspondence,” The Christian Recorder, March 28, 1863. Newspaper reports
indicating that some of Roumain’s callers were former slaves are corroborated by
demographic data. During the course of the war, as many as 40,000 freedmen and women
made their way to the nation’s capital. Leon Litwack, in Been in the Storm So Long: The
Aftermath of Slavery (New York: Vintage Books, 1980).

6 Douglass, “Address for the Promotion of Colored Enlistments.”

7 Douglass’ Monthly, March 1863.
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argumentation.® Nonetheless, it conformed to a burgeoning view that the ascension of
African Americans in the postemancipation era was inextricably linked to the fate of Haiti,
the only independent black nation in the Western Hemisphere. In the same month that
Douglass offered his reflections on Haitian recognition and “the dawn of higher
civilization,” W.]. Davis penned a letter to the Christian Recorder, the official organ of the
AME Church. The former slave who had since become a minister told readers that he once
called on Abraham Lincoln at his Springfield law office. He maintained that, after hearing
about Davis’s multiple encounters with the auction block, the future president offered a
strong condemnation of the “wretched system” of slavery. Davis was thus unsurprised by
what Lincoln had “done to free so many millions of our poor down-trodden people in the
South.” Indeed, his previous encounter with Lincoln shaped Davis’s perception of the
potential impact of a politician who not only commiserated in private with a former slave
and issued the Emancipation Proclamation but also authorized the diplomatic recognition
of Haiti. He asked readers of the AME newspaper whether any president had ever
considered the prospect of general emancipation or entertained the thought of
acknowledging the independence of a nation governed by black men. Certainly not, he
replied. Implying that the recent acts of his old acquaintance were just the beginning of a
new era in U.S. race relations, he proceeded to declare that “Ethiopia [was] stretching out

her hands to God.”

8 Nan Johnson, Nineteenth-Century Rhetoric in North America (Carbondale: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1991); Shirley Wilson Logan, Liberating Language: Sites of Rhetorical
Education in Nineteenth-Century Black America (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press, 2008).

9 W.]. Davis, “Bloomington Correspondence,” The Christian Recorder, March 21, 1863.
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The prediction found in Psalm 68:31 that “Princes shall come out of Egypt; Ethiopia
shall soon stretch forth her hands unto God” seemed to explain the abrupt acceptance of
black freedom and national independence.l® But, with the apparent dawning of a period
foreshadowed by the Ethiopian Prophecy, African Americans now attempted to ensure that
the promised renaissance of black political life would have the desired transformative
effect on U.S. society. In particular, African Americans who saw themselves as part of an
ascendant community worthy of an equal standing in national life crafted and consumed

new narratives about the outcomes and heroes of the Haitian Revolution.

In 1863, William Wells Brown completed The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius,
and His Achievements. The former bondsman described his work as a repudiation of “the
calumniators and traducers of the Negro” who claimed that individuals of African descent
“were destined only for a servile condition, entitled neither to liberty nor the legitimate
pursuit of happiness.” He intended to show that blacks could meet all the expectations
placed on free citizens of a modern nation by presenting biographical sketches of
“individuals who, by their own genius, capacity, and intellectual development, have
surmounted the many obstacles which slavery and prejudice have thrown in their way.”11

Brown could have relied solely on the achievements of African Americans to prove his

point. Yet, in his attempt to convince white Americans that blacks could prosper in a

10 On the prevalence of this passage in black literature and thought see, Roy Kay, The
Ethiopian Prophecy in Black American Letters (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
2012) and Moses, The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 1850-1925 (Hamden, CT: Archon
Books, 1978).

1Brown, The Black Man: His Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements (Boston: James
Redpath, 1863), 5-6.
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postemancipation society, he placed particular importance on the leading figures in Haitian
history.

The Black Man contains biographies of Toussaint Louverture, Jean Jacques
Dessalines and six other men possessing Saint-Dominguan or Haitian roots. The account of
Louverture describes the governor-for-life of Saint-Domingue as a man of great “humanity,
generosity, and courage” who attained leadership positions due to his unsurpassed
“genius.” Moreover, it contends that Louverture achieved success not only because he
possessed “high qualities of mind” but also because he had great capacity for self-
development. Brown’s treatment of the Haitian hero points out that “from ignorance he
became educated by his own exertions” and “from a slave he rose to be a soldier, a general,
and a governor.”12 Louverture, then, did not merely demonstrate individual black genius
and achievement. Instead, he made obvious the broader capacity of the black race to ascend
from slavery, achieve the highest levels of civilization, and exercise one of the greatest
expressions of citizenship, political leadership.

While his description of Louverture complemented standard treatments of the “first
of the blacks,” Brown’s interpretation of Dessalines was rather exceptional.13 The slave
insurrectionist who became the first ruler of independent Haiti gained a reputation for
brutality based on his unrelenting military tactics during the Haitian Revolution and his
harsh treatment of the population that remained in Haiti after independence. According to

Brown, though, the “untamed ferocity” that drove Dessalines to authorize the deaths of

12 1bid., 99, 105.

13 In December 1861, abolitionist Wendell Phillips began delivering a lecture on Toussaint
Louverture to sold-out crowds in New York and Boston. The oration quickly gained fame
and African Americans, including Brown and Douglass, soon began delivering their own
talks on the Haitian Revolution. Clavin, Toussaint Louverture, 77-78, 86-94.
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thousands of whites also made him a representative figure of black intellectual capacity
and achievement. In particular, the “savage” and “barbarous” tactics employed by
Dessalines matched the “ferocious and sanguinary spirit” of the French and proved vital to
the defense of independent Haiti. Brown thus concluded that Dessalines’s violent
vindication of “the rights of the oppressed in that unfortunate island” was simply evidence
that a free and autonomous black people could replicate the force and cunning that their
white counterparts considered acceptable and effective elements of political and military
culture.14

Although the interests of a white publisher likely influenced The Black Man, the
biographies found within it confirm that African Americans found lessons for their future
within the Haitian past. As the head of the Haytian Emigration Bureau, James Redpath had
hired Brown as one of his agents. With the decline of emigrationist sentiment during the
Civil War, he now turned his energies to publishing The Black Man and other works that
presented Haitian history in a manner that would justify emancipation and the northern
recruitment of black soldiers.1> It stands to reason, then, that the Scottish abolitionist
might have shaped how his former employee wrote about Louverture, Dessalines, and their
peers. Nonetheless, the representations of Haitian history found in Brown’s work
ultimately reflect the experiences of a former slave attempting to navigate the treacherous

path from slavery to freedom to full citizenship. Brown made it clear that noteworthy

14 Brown, The Black Man, 111, 116-117. Dessalines had long assumed a nightmarish quality
in the American imagination, as the nineteenth century version of the black bogeyman later
embodied by Richard Wright's Bigger Thomas. See Hunt,, 90-91.

15 On Redpath, see John R. McKivigan, Forgotten Firebrand: James Redpath and the Making
of Nineteenth-Century America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008).
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Haitians had become remarkable statesmen—even leaders of nations—despite feeling the
callous whip of slavery or suffering from the residual effects of white racism. As he looked
to a future in which African Americans might have to fight for full political and civil equality
after transcending bondage, Brown asked white Americans a simple question: If Haitians
could rise to such greatness then what might be the potential of blacks within the United
States?

While often aimed at white audiences, The Black Man and similar works found a
receptive readership among literate blacks in the United States. Throughout 1863 and
1864, the Christian Recorder placed The Black Man on its list of recommended books while
Douglass’ Monthly maintained that “it should find its way into every school library—and
indeed, every house in the land.”1¢ At the same time, the Recorder also included a
biography of Louverture on its list of recommended books for sale and the paper soon
indicated that the demand for it had exceeded the available supply.1” In January 1864, the
AME organ capitalized on this evident interest in Haitian history by offering a copy of the
"work that every colored lady and gentleman ought to have” to the first individual who

could guarantee the paper twenty-five new subscribers.18 Three months later, a black

16“Books for Our Times,” The Christian Recorder, January 2, 1864 and “The Black Man, His
Antecedents, His Genius, and His Achievements,” Douglass’ Monthly, January 1863. In 1865,
James Meriles Simms, a former slave and Union soldier, even published an edition of The
Black Man in Charleston, South Carolina.

17 “Books for Our Times,” The Christian Recorder, January 2, 1864; “Prize,” The Christian
Recorder, January 30, 1864. Although the name was not listed, the biography advertised
was likely John Relly Beard’s The Life of Toussaint L’Ouverture: The Negro Patriot of Hayti.
Like Brown’s The Black Man, this work was also published in 1863 by James Redpath.

18“Get Subscribers,” The Christian Recorder, January 16, 1864.
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Missourian proselytizing on the Mississippi River won the prize that was predicated upon
African Americans’ widespread interest in the Haitian Revolution.1?

To be sure, the life of Toussaint Louverture was particularly relevant to a minister
working in a state where the transition away from slavery remained contested. But African
Americans in other parts of the country—in fact, the world—expressed a similar yearning
for literature on Haiti. Daniel and James Adger were the sons of a former slave who had
moved from South Carolina to Philadelphia and become a successful furniture dealer. After
receiving an education at the renowned Bird school for colored pupils, the two brothers
decided to venture to Australia rather than join their father’s business.2? James opened a
successful hairdressing salon in Melbourne while Daniel wrote as the Christian Recorder’s
“Australian Correspondent” when he found time away from his shop-keeping job. In May
1864, Daniel ended one of his earliest reports on his experiences in Australia with a
request for books on Toussaint Louverture, Fabre Geffrard, and “many others of
distinguished negroes, and any pertaining to Liberia, Africa, and St. Domingo, written by
colored men, or of Hayti.”21 It is possible that Daniel intended to sell the books to a settler
community of African Americans who had been attracted to Australia by the discovery of
gold and promises of “better rights.” Or, perhaps, Daniel, who advised blacks still in the

United States to “remember that the darkest hours are but the preludes to brighter

19 “Rev. Page Tyler, on the Mississippi, Takes the Premium,” The Christian Recorder, April
16, 1864.

20 Daniel R. Biddle, Tasting Freedom: Octavius Catto and the Battle for Equality in Civil War
America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2010), 101, 185, 201-202.

21 Daniel P. Adger, “Letter from Australia,” The Christian Recorder, May 7, 1864.
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sunshine,” intended to keep them for himself.22 In either case, the request further suggests
that African Americans understood emancipation and the pursuit of political equality
outside of conventional notions of time and space, as processes that connected blacks in
Australia to their peers in the United States and their forbearers in Haiti.

Books were far from the only sources available to African Americans who found
relevance in the Haitian Revolution. Following Emancipation, Haitian history was a
popular topic for public lecturers who visited black communities throughout the United
States. In the winter of 1864, an “octoroon orator” named William Jefferson Harlin traveled
throughout Colorado delivering a lecture entitled “Toussaint I'Ouvreture; or, the Hero of
Hayti.” According to one audience member, Harlin’s lectures were well-attended and much
“appreciated by the intelligent people of color ... on account of the prejudice existing in the
mountain cities against men of color.”23 Black Virginians found lectures on Louverture
timely as well. As the Civil War reached its final stages, African Americans in Alexandria
heard Eliza Wood recount her harrowing escape from slavery before concluding with a
“glowing tribute to the memory of the Negro hero, statesman, and martyr, Toussaint
L’Ouverture.” One attendee noted that the admission fees for the address went towards the
establishment of a school for young women in Gonaives, the Haitian “City of Independence”
that Wood now called home. Although he did not indicate the amount raised by Wood, it is
likely that her lecture achieved not only “great applause” but also financial profit.24 By

linking resistance to slavery in the United States, slave insurrection in Saint-Domingue, and

22 Ibid.

23 The Daily Miners’ Register, October 21, 1864; Rover, “Letter from Denver City, Col.,” The
Christian Recorder, December 10, 1864.

24 ] H.H., “Alexandria Correspondent,” The Christian Recorder, April 25, 1863.
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black independence in Haiti, Wood attended to the intellectual needs of African Americans

contemplating life in a postemancipation society.

By the end of the Civil War, the transnational visions of freedom articulated in
festivals, newspapers, books, and lectures found further expression in official political
gatherings. At colored state conventions, a burgeoning leadership class consisting of
freeborn blacks, veterans of the Union Army, formerly enslaved preachers, independent
businessmen, and skilled artisans pressed for full political and civil rights for African
Americans. They frequently did so by alluding to the recognition of Haitian independence.
In October 1865, the leaders of North Carolina’s Colored State Convention hailed “the event
of Emancipation, the establishment of the Freedmen’s Bureau ... [and] the recognition of
the independence of Hayti.”?> Leading black Pennsylvanians and Californians subsequently
echoed the sentiments of their southern counterparts. While a speaker at Pennsylvania’s
State Equal Rights Convention hailed the fact that Haiti was now “placed in the same
category with other nations of the earth,” participants at the California Colored State
Convention called for the extension of the franchise to all African Americans. They held out
hope that a federal government that abolished slavery in Washington, D.C., employed black
troops in the Union Army, and formally recognized Haiti would heed their call for voting

rights and continue to demonstrate a commitment to racial equality.2¢

25 “Colored Convention in North Carolina,” The Christian Recorder, October 28, 1865.

26 “Proceedings of the State Equal Rights Convention of the Colored People of
Pennsylvania,” (Philadelphia: Printed for and by the order of the Convention, 1865), 22, in
From Slavery to Freedom: The African American Pamphlet Collection, 1822-1909, Rare
Book and Special Collections Division, Library of Congress; “Colored State Convention,” The
Christian Recorder, November 25, 1865.
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Despite their geographical separation, the participants in these conventions
articulated similar goals through a shared transnational language. As the 13t Amendment
garnered sufficient support for adoption into the U.S. Constitution, leading African
Americans drew connections between their changing fortunes and the contemporary and
historical signs of black progress they saw in Haiti. In particular, they derived inspiration
from the diplomatic recognition of a nation founded by former slaves. From North Carolina
to California, black leaders posed a common question: if the U.S. government acknowledged
an independent black nation, how could it deny African Americans the rights and
protections needed to evolve from an oppressed people into a self-determining
community?

A question meant to function as a rhetorical validation of black progress soon
proved more complex than perhaps expected. Black spokespeople who desired the same
political autonomy achieved by Haitians confronted the obduracy of Andrew Johnson, a
former slave-holding president who warned Congress that extending the franchise to
African Americans would be a mistake because the black race had never formed a
successful independent government in Haiti or anywhere else.2? At the same time, they
could not ignore the vitriol of white Americans who foreshadowed the demise of a South

that would surely become a dreaded imitation of Haiti once African Americans were given

27In his third annual address to Congress, Andrew Johnson defended his stance against
black suffrage by arguing, “negroes have shown less capacity for self-government than any
other race of people. No independent government of any form has ever been successful in
their hands. On the contrary whenever they have been left to their own devices they have
shown an instant tendency to relapse into barbarism.” Kenneth Stampp, The Era of
Reconstruction, 1865-1877 (New York: Knopf, 1965), 87. On Johnson and broader views on
African Americans during Reconstruction see George Frederickson, The Black Image in the
White Mind: The Debate on Afro American Character and Destiny, 1817-1914 (Hanover, NH:
Wesleyan University Press, 1971), 165-197.
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voting rights to augment their undeserved freedom. In one representative piece from
January 1868, the editors of the Charleston Courier insisted that “the black Government of
Hayti seems to answer the end of its existence by warning this republic of the danger of
extending the privilege of the ballot to great masses of the blacks without reference to any
preliminary qualifications whatever.”?8 In essence, concerned African Americans could not
escape a truth that has eluded contemporary historians: Reconstruction and the specter of
racial equality had clearly transformed, not simply encouraged, the memory of the “horrors
of St. Domingo” among white citizens.2?

These racist renderings of Haiti were intertwined with continued attempts to
restrict black freedom since the defeat of the Confederacy. Nonetheless, they could not
obscure the demonstrable progress made by African Americans in the years after the Civil
War. As white Democrats alleged that “negro anarchy” in Haiti proved the absurdity of the
“atrocious negro supremacy policy of our radical Congress,” thousands of black citizens
realized the promises of the 14th and 15t Amendments, voted for public officials, assumed
elected office themselves, and helped create a biracial democracy for the first time in U.S.
history.3? For the moment, aspiring class and elite African Americans, particularly those in
the urban North, did not express undue concern about the condemnations of Haiti offered
by foreign observers. Instead, they attempted to reinforce their “Americanness” and
strengthen their position in national life by reconceptualizing Haiti as a site of African

American political acumen and religious refinement.

28 “The Warning From Account,” The Charleston Daily Courier, September 3, 1868.
29 Clavin, Toussaint Louverture, 160.

30 “Serious Troubles in Hayti - The Negro a Disturbing Element Everywhere,” New York
Herald, January 27, 1868.
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At the outset of 1869, black politicians increased their efforts to secure the job of
U.S. minister resident and consul general to Haiti. Attempts to attain diplomatic positions
in preceding years had faltered but leading African Americans now felt confident that they
had accrued enough goodwill with Ulysses S. Grant to benefit from the patronage politics of
the era.3! A letter written by a committee of black Republicans from Baltimore presented
the Republican President with a number of black leaders deemed suitable for diplomatic
positions in the Caribbean, Africa, and Central and South America. While the committee
looked favorably on the posts in Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Columbia and other
countries, it preferred that black leaders including Ebenezer Don Carlos Bassett, George T.
Downing, Frederick Douglass, Henry Highland Garnet, John Mercer Langston, and Robert
Morris first receive consideration for an appointment in Haiti or Liberia. In their
estimation, sending any of these men to one of the “black republics” would affirm the

position of equality “occupied by our people” and prove “the competence of the leading

men of our race.”32

311n 1867, after receiving the encouragement and endorsement of Frederick Douglass, John
Mercer Langston, George T. Downing, and other prominent citizens, Ebenezer Bassett
formally requested the position with William Seward, President Andrew Johnson’s
Secretary of State. Christopher Teal, Hero of Hispaniola: America’s First Black Diplomat,
Ebenezer D. Bassett (Westport, CT: Praeger Press, 2008), 49-50. Langston had previously
declined an invitation to accept the position due to his desire to aid emancipated black
southerners and, possibly, because he did not wish to align himself with a Democratic
administration. See, John Mercer Langston, From the Virginia Plantation to the National
Capitol (New York: Arno Press, 1969): 276; “The Mission to Hayti,” Georgia Weekly
Telegraph, February 12, 1869.

32 Republican Committee of Baltimore, Maryland, letter to Ulysses S. Grant, May, 1869 in
Letters of Application and Recommendation During the Administration of Ulysses S. Grant
1869-1877, National Archives Microfilm Publication M968, General Records of the
Department of State, Record Group 59 (hereafter cited as Letters of Application).
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The pursuit of the Haitian post was competitive but Ebenezer Don Carlos Bassett,
the principal of Philadelphia’s Institute for Colored Youth, received widespread support
from his peers.33 Outspoken black Republicans in Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington,
D.C., and other eastern cities petitioned Grant, asking him to give the prominent black
Philadelphian a job that, in their opinion, a white man could not ably fill. George T.
Downing, President of the National Executive Committee of Colored Men, informed Grant
that African Americans would view Bassett’s appointment as an acknowledgement of their
enhanced political status.34 Bassett echoed these sentiments when he submitted a petition
on his own behalf. He notified the Republican President that his appointment or that of an
equally qualified “representative colored man” would “be hailed by them [African
Americans], especially by the recently enfranchised colored citizens, as a marked
recognition of our new condition in the Republic and an auspicious token of our great
future.”35

With the support of Downing, Douglass, Langston and other would-be competitors,
Bassett eventually became the minister resident and consul general to Haiti. His
appointment received an enthusiastic reception among African Americans, particularly in
the urban North. In May 1869, the Philadelphia Bethel AME Church held a banquet at

which a band played in honor of the local hero who had become the first African American

33 One black newspaper reported that New Orleans resident F.E. Dumas was Bassett’s
primary competition for the post. Grant seems to have offered Dumas the position of
minister resident and consul general to Liberia but Dumas declined. “The Haytien Mission,”
The Elevator, April 23, 1869.

34 The National Executive Committee of Colored Men, letter to Ulysses S. Grant, March 15,
1869 in Letters of Application.

35 Ebenezer Don Carlos Bassett, letter to Ulysses S. Grant, March 17, 1869 in Letters of
Application.
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appointed to a U.S. diplomatic post.3¢ Later that month, AME officials invited Bassett to
deliver a speech at their Annual Conference. They reported that his address met all
expectations as it captured the attention of the many attendees at the Philadelphia event
who had supported Bassett’s campaign and now felt confident that the respected educator
would “reflect credit upon his race and government.”3”

Bassett received a comparable reception in New York City. Shortly after the events
hosted by black Philadelphians, black New Yorkers held a celebration in the new minister’s
honor at Shiloh Church. Reverend Charles B. Ray introduced Bassett to the energized
crowd by stressing the importance of his appointment for all African Americans. The
reverend told the audience that he felt “a deep sense of no ordinary pride and heartfelt
gratification in being selected to preside over the deliberations of one of the most
auspicious events with the history of American civilization.” He proceeded to welcome
Bassett to the stage and proudly proclaim that Grant’s appointee was going to Haiti as a U.S.
citizen as well as “one of the colored race.”3® The audience burst into a sustained applause
and emitted thunderous cheers in order to show their confidence that Haiti would become
a place for African Americans to showcase their ascending status. Bassett, overwhelmed by

the support, assumed his place at the podium, thanked the audience, and expressed his

36 “City Items,” The Christian Recorder, May 1, 1869.

37 Charles Spencer Smith, A History of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (Philadelphia:
Book Concern of the A.M.E. Church, 1922), 87. “Minister to Hayti,” The Christian Recorder,
March 27, 1869.

38 “Public Reception of the Hon. Ebenezer D. Bassett, Minister and Consul General to Hayti,
at Shiloh Church New York,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, June 19, 1869.
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pleasure that seemingly every African American in the United States was praying for his
success.”3?

If some African Americans relied on God to help Bassett, others mobilized the black
press in his support. Although Haitians welcomed Bassett—the black educator later wrote
that nearly all of Port-au-Prince greeted him at the city’s docks or visited him during his
first two days in Haiti—white Americans cast immediate doubt upon his qualifications.4?
George T. Downing countered these critics by assuring black newspaper readers that "the
proud representative of the whole people” was already demonstrating impressive skill in
his initial dealings with Haitian President Sylvain Salnave.*! A correspondent of the
Elevator concurred with Downing’s assessment and opined that Bassett was proving
“weak-kneed [white] Republicans” wrong by ably fulfilling his responsibilities in Haiti. He
assured readers of the leading black journal in San Francisco that they should only expect
exemplary performance from a black diplomat who was also a professor of mathematics, a
“thorough student of history and literature,” and a polyglot who possessed “high
intellectual, moral, and diplomatic qualifications.”42

To those who believed this assessment, the anticipation and eventual realization of
Bassett’s appointment confirmed a new stage in the relationship among African Americans,

the U.S. government, and Haiti. Once a haven for free and enslaved blacks seeking refuge

39 Ibid.

40 Ebenezer D. Bassett, letter to Frederick Douglass, July 3, 1869 in The Frederick Douglass
Papers, Series: General Correspondence, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C., hereafter cited as Douglass Papers.

41 George T. Downing, “Mr. Editor,” The Elevator, October 29, 1869.

42 W.H.H., “The Negro in a New Attitude,” The Elevator, July 16, 1869.
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from slavery and oppression, Haiti had become a proving ground for black leaders eager to
validate their political capabilities and solidify their place within the Republican Party.
Even though Bassett and subsequent appointees to the Haitian post would still need to
perform up to the prejudiced standards of white Americans, African Americans cognizant
of domestic and international politics could point to potential and, subsequently, actual
black diplomats as the embodiment of their citizenship rights and more equitable standing
in national public life. These signs of progress and their community’s longstanding
exposure to Anglo-American culture imbued leading African Americans with a belief that

they, not Haitians, now stood at the vanguard of the black race.

Lot

Benjamin Tucker Tanner captured this chauvinism in editorials that heaped praise
upon African Americans while excoriating Haitians. Just before Bassett accepted his
appointment, the editor of the Christian Recorder argued that African Americans had
become the “best type” of their race due to their exposure to “the cool, aspiring, all-
conquering Saxon.” Furthermore, they had “learned the modus operandi of Republican
government, of Protestant faith,” from Anglo-Americans and could now demonstrate their
political acumen and cultural refinement in the nation’s public sphere. Conversely, “the
land of Toussaint” was incapable of fulfilling its promise as “the home of freedom, of

government, and of true religion” because it was plagued by civil strife and Vodou.*3> While

43 “The American Negro,” The Christian Recorder, November 21, 1868. While exaggerated,
the Recorder’s charges of Haitian political instability were not entirely unfounded. In his
first months in Haiti, Bassett had to negotiate the violent transition from the Salnave
regime to the new government led by Nissage Saget. See Teal, 60-64. The second half of the
nineteenth century was particularly tumultuous for Haiti, which had twelve presidents and
eight different constitutions between 1843 and 1889. Change almost always came as a
result of military action. Dubois, Haiti, 168. Of course, American condemnations of Haitian
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conceding that Haitians were a “noble race,” Tanner possessed little faith that Haiti could
produce a stable example of black self-government. The editor thus called on African
Americans to mentor Haitians and embrace the responsibilities that came with their
position as a “candle in the great house of Negro darkness and barbarity.”44

Tanner’s steadfast conviction that African Americans had surpassed Haitians
reflects his conformity with broader trends in nineteenth-century black thought. The
freeborn native of Pittsburgh accepted dominant discourses of Western material and moral
achievement and felt comfortable in defining civilization by the same standards as middle-
class white Americans. Merging the “fortune fall” doctrine with a belief in the “black man’s
burden,” he insisted that slavery had prepared African Americans to introduce Anglo-
American culture to benighted black people abroad. Martin Delaney, Alexander Crummell,
and Henry McNeal Turner articulated similar ideas. These black nationalists promoted the
development of African culture through Christianity and commerce while emphasizing the
special responsibility that African Americans possessed as leaders of this proposed
redemption of Africa. Much attention has been given to the complexities of these black
nationalists who combined affection for Africa with a commitment to ideals rooted in their

American experience. But this ideological conflict had ramifications for Haiti, too.4>

politics seem hypocritical in hindsight. During that same period, the United States fought its
own Civil War, assassins took the lives of Abraham Lincoln and James A. Garfield, and white
supremacists staged a violent campaign to solidify their political power.

44 “The American Negro.”

450n Tanner and these developments in black thought see August Meier, Negro Thought in
America 1880-1915 (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1963); William Seraile,
Fire in His Heart: Benjamin Tucker Tanner and the A.M.E. Church (Knoxville: University of
Tennessee Press, 1998); Moses, Creative Conflict in African American Thought: Frederick
Douglass, Alexander Crummell, Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, and Marcus Garvey
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In January 1869, an AME Colored Men'’s Convention held in Tanner’s home city
advocated for the annexation of Haiti by the United States. The Recorder editor
immediately lauded this suggestion, arguing that the annexation spirit “should
predominate in the heart of every civilized and Christian Negro of the world.” Moreover, he
stressed that “we Christian Negroes are to act the mother to our race, to bring it up to a
well developed manhood.”#® Whereas free and enslaved blacks once exalted the
masculinity of Louverture or welcomed the appeals of Haitian officials who insisted that
Haiti would “become... a tender Mother” to them, at least one prominent advocate of
annexation now transposed this familial metaphor and claimed a patriarchal place at the
forefront of the black race.*”

Efforts made by Grant to annex the Dominican Republic intensified Tanner’s desire
to incorporate an infantilized Haiti into a nurturing U.S. and African American political

sphere.*8 In February 1869, Tanner asked readers of his Recorder whether “the

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004); and Tunde Adeleke, UnAfrican Americans:
Nineteenth-Century Black Nationalists and the Civilizing Mission ( Lexington: The University
of Kentucky Press, 1998).

46 The Christian Recorder, January 30, 1869.

47 Genius of Universal Emancipation, 3:4 (June 1824). Benjamin Inginac, President Boyer’s
secretary general, made particular use of familial rhetoric in his appeals to émigrés
published in newspapers along the East Coast.

48 In the late 1860s, Dominican President Buenaventura Baez attempted to improve his
country’s foreign trade relations, primarily by attempting to annex it to the United States.
Ulysses S. Grant and Wall Street investors saw annexation as beneficial because of the
Dominican Republic’s rich natural resources, geographic proximity, and budding potential
for U.S. investors. Grant also felt that the Dominican Republic would provide a favorable
destination for African Americans who did not wish to remain in the United States. In
1870, the U.S. Congress effectively thwarted the goals of Grant and his political allies by
voting against an annexation treaty. See Eric T.L. Love, Race over Empire: Racism and U.S.
Imperialism, 1865-1900 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 27-72.
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countrymen of Toussaint” should join the Dominicans, “be taken by the hand, and be
accounted American citizens?” “With all our heart,” came his immediate reply, “we say, Yea
Lord, and Amen.”*® The editor maintained that “the annexation of Hayti is but a
continuation of the good work which God has begun to do for the Negro and for the word.”
The purported benefits of annexation included the cessation of civil strife, the expansion of
international trade, the construction of better schools, and, perhaps most significantly, the
unencumbered spread of Protestantism in Haiti.>°

In fact, Tanner felt that missionary work would provide an appropriate complement
to U.S. intervention in Haitian affairs. As Tanner contended that foreigners should control
Haitian political life, he lamented that the AME Church had “never yet risen to the high
work imposed upon the Christian Church—even the conquest of the world to Christ.” The
prospect of annexation, however, gave the AME community renewed opportunity to fulfill
its foreign mission. Tanner asserted that church bishops were ready to “reap our
missionary conquest” as the “drum of the Lord” could be “heard beating up volunteers” to
go to Haiti. He asked those in charge of church finances whether they would respond to the
drumming and “send one or more missionaries to Hayti along with the starry flag.”>1 By

anticipating the militant expressions of imperialism and evangelism that became more

49 “Hayti at Dominica,” The Christian Recorder, February 13, 1869. A year later, the Recorder
apparently received an erroneous report that the United States had annexed the Dominican
Republic. The paper greeted the news enthusiastically and proclaimed, “Haiti will
inevitably follow; and once in possession.. . its regeneration will be assured, while our own
influence will be greatly enhanced.” “Annexation of Dominica,” The Christian Recorder, April
2,1870.

50 “Hayti at Dominica.”

51 “Our Mission Work,” The Christian Recorder, February 13, 1869.
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prominent in subsequent decades, Tanner implied congruence between the spiritual
renewal of Haiti and an aggressive policy of national expansion in the Americas.52

While some black leaders denounced foreign intervention in colored nations, the
declarations of the Pittsburgh Colored Men’s Convention and Benjamin Tucker Tanner
demonstrate the appeal of Haitian annexation for others.>3 These black elites either
ignored or remained ignorant of the attitudes of Haitians who scrutinized U.S. interest in
the neighboring Dominican Republic and fretted about a potential encroachment on
Haitian sovereignty.>* They were not alone, however, in thinking that all nations could find
opportunity under the U.S. flag during Radical Reconstruction. Tanner and his ilk found
themselves in agreement with Hiram Revels, John Rainey, the delegates of two National
Conventions of Colored Men, and Frederick Douglass, who was an official representative on
Grant’s investigative commission on Dominican annexation.>> In many respects, then,
support for U.S. expansion complemented a broader outlook on citizenship. By insisting
that an army of black missionaries could help mold Haitians into Protestant republicans fit

for integration into U.S. life, Tanner essentially implied that aspiring class and elite African

52 The best treatment of the rise of foreign missionary work by American Protestants
remains William R. Hutchison, Errand to the World: American Protestant Thought and
Foreign Missions (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1987).

53 In fact, several African American leaders were among those who, during a reception at
New York’s Cooper Institute, credited Bassett with helping avert Dominican annexation
and supporting black independence. “Reception of Hon. E.D. Bassett, the Colored Minister
to Hayti,” New York Times, September 23, 1870.

54 On the reaction of the Salnave and Saget governments to U.S. incursions in the Dominican
Republic see Logan, The Diplomatic Relations, 332-347. According to Logan, Stephen
Preston, Haiti’s minister to Washington solicited the support of American newspaper
editors and even resorted to bribery in an attempt to defeat the U.S. government’s
annexation scheme.

55 On Frederick Douglass, Pan-Americanism, and Dominican annexation see Polyné, 25-56.
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Americans had already placed their own fitness for citizenship as well as their

quintessential “Americanness” beyond any reasonable doubt.

The moment of hope in racial equality and national democracy proved fleeting,
however. Between 1869 and 1875, Congress repealed the “ironclad oath” that restricted
the voting rights of ex-Confederates and Democrats returned to power in North Carolina,
Virginia, Georgia, Texas, Arkansas, and Alabama. Moreover, white vigilantes drove black
political officials out of office in South Carolina, threatened black voters in Kentucky with
whippings, maiming, and hanging, and brought Mississippi and Louisiana to the brink of
civil war. At the same time, northern Republicans grew less committed to the idea of racial
equality and more willing to allow white southerners to govern their own affairs. In short,
by the mid-1870s, white Democrats could defiantly claim that they had stifled the progress
of African Americans, restored white supremacy to the South, and successfully “redeemed”
the region.>¢

Those who sanctioned the overturn of black political gains disparaged Haitian
culture at every opportunity. As economic depression, political corruption, and
paramilitary groups devastated the South, even liberal white northerners began to
speculate that the cultural backwardness of Haitians showed that blacks were not yet ready
to assume political responsibility. For instance, Horace White, a Republican who had

supported emancipation and helped Lincoln gain office, decried the “sad state of Hayti.”

56The best treatments of Reconstruction in all its phases and the responses of African
Americans in this era remain Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution,
1863-1877 (New York: Harper & Row, 1988) and Steven Hahn, A Nation Under Our Feet:
Black Political Struggles in the Rural South From Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2005).
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Citing the alleged prevalence of infanticide and cannibalism among Vodou practitioners,
the editor of the Chicago Tribune lamented that the condition of most Haitians was “that of
barbarism.” Moreover, in his estimation, pervasive superstition seemed to explain the
inability of Haitians to maintain a stable republican government.>” These perceived
failures in Haiti offered insights into the supposed mistakes of Reconstruction. For white
Americans who ascribed to romantic racialist views of blackness, the ascension of ignorant,
childlike African Americans to political power would have the same undesired results as
“negro rule” in Haiti.

Such scrutiny of and attacks upon black citizenship affected the ways in which
leading African Americans perceived themselves in relation to Haiti. Although aspiring
class and elite African Americans remained confident in the correctness of their
bourgeoisie Protestant culture, they found it difficult to make unequivocal claims that they
were at the political or social vanguard of the black race. For some, the discrepancy
between their travails and the independence of Haiti was increasingly glaring. One black
Republican noted that while African Americans struggled to establish themselves as equal
citizens Haiti had solidified its “place among the nations.”>8 In fact, in order to affirm their
right to the ballot and self-government, African Americans now needed to rely on Haitians.
If they could somehow confirm the material and cultural advancement of their country,
Haitians would disprove white supremacists who argued that the cultural inferiority and
technological incompetence of the black race justified the political subjugation of African

Americans.

57 “Sad State of Hayti,” Chicago Tribune, June 15, 1873. On White, see Joseph Logsdon,
Horace White, Nineteenth Century Liberal (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1971).

58 Thomas S. Malcolm, “The Republic of Haiti,” The Christian Recorder, May 8, 1873.
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The collision of African American cultural chauvinism and the mounting anxiety
caused by the redemption measures intensified calls for the reform of Haitian society.
Black leaders believed that a sound representation of black self-government needed to be
capitalist, republican, and, most importantly, Protestant. Emboldened by their preference
for Anglo-American culture, aspiring class and elite African Americans thus committed
themselves to missionary work in Haiti. Desperate to use the Western Hemisphere’s only
independent black nation to confirm their political capabilities, they often struggled to
perceive how their attempts to replace notions of inherent racial inferiority with
evolutionary views of cultural assimilation often replicated the very racist ideology that

they opposed.>?

Lot

Black Protestants had looked at Haiti as an inviting missionary field for decades but
they did not commit themselves to that country until Reconstruction. Many of the African
Americans who flocked to Haiti during the antebellum era were AME members but their
communities maintained loose connections to Haitians as well as the AME leadership in the
United States. By 1866, James Theodore Holly had established Holy Trinity Church in Port-
au-Prince, organized missions at Cap-Haitien, Les Cayes, and Carbaret-Quatre, and secured
three native converts to the clergy. Even so, his Protestant Episcopal denomination lacked

a sizeable black influence. Although leaders within the AME Church argued that Haiti was a

59 For the best treatment of the intersection of race and class in racial uplift ideology see
Kevin K. Gaines, Uplifting the Race: Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth
Century (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1996). Gaines stresses that a
notion of uplift that emphasized “self-help, racial solidarity, temperance, thrift, chastity,
social purity, patriarchal authority, and the accumulation of wealth,” prevailed among elite
African Americans in the post-Reconstruction era. The words and actions of AME members
show that this strategy for achieving social mobility despite economic and racial barriers
surfaced during Reconstruction.
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promising site for missions because it “demonstrated the truth that colored men are
capable of self-government,” proposals to augment Holly’s work tended to fall upon deaf
ears.?0 Even as Benjamin Tucker Tanner lauded the evangelical benefits of annexation, the
AME devoted its limited resources to the missions established among former slaves in the
South.61

Missionary work in Haiti achieved heightened salience as the AME infrastructure
and financial state improved and African Americans saw their political rights challenged.
In 1872, Theophilus Gould Steward asked the AME General Conference to invigorate the
church’s long-dormant missionary work in Haiti with new life. Steward had established
missions in Georgia and South Carolina since entering the ministry nearly a decade earlier
but he came to the Philadelphia convention with a proposal to aid a people who were in his
estimation even more benighted than the southern freedman. The Christian Recorder
reported that “the heart of the whole [Conference] body seemed to throb with renewed
life” after the minister introduced his resolution.®? Like tens of thousands of other
Americans during the late-nineteenth century, the men and women who heard Steward'’s
appeal felt compelled to take an active role in the foreign missionary movement, save

heathen souls abroad, and strengthen their churches at home. These goals finally seemed

60 Charles Spencer Smith, A History, 444.

61 On the mixed success of the AME’s mission to the formerly enslaved men and women of
the South during the course and immediate aftermath of the Civil War, see Clarence E.
Walker, A Rock in a Weary Land: The African Methodist Episcopal Church During the Civil
War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1982).

62 “Our Missionary Work,” The Christian Recorder, May 11, 1872.
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attainable when, after a year of fundraising, the AME Church amassed enough money to
send Steward to Haiti.®3

The native of New Jersey born to free black parents was an admirer of Haitian
history but his disdain for contemporary Haitian society quickly surfaced following his
arrival in Port-au-Prince.t* After enjoying the company of minister Bassett and various
émigrés from the United States, Steward traveled about the Haitian capital, using a journal
to record his observations of the customs and habits of its occupants. He noted the “dirty”
food found in Haitian markets and remarked that elite Haitians were polite but “very
ostentatious, superstitious and overbearing in their manners.” Even when Steward
attempted to identify positive aspects of Haitian life he struggled to transcend his
prejudice. Within a day of arriving in Port-au-Prince, the AME missionary felt that he had
enough evidence to identify Haitians as a thrifty and enterprising “nation of traders” who
were “the only people who can beat the Jews.”65

These disparaging views on Haitian culture persisted throughout Steward’s time in
what he considered a “military establishment” masquerading as a republic. His journal
contains scathing denunciations of Haitian women’s alleged lack of modesty,

condemnations of public sanitation in Port-au-Prince, and shock at evidence of interracial
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65 Steward, Journal of the Voyage to Port-au-Prince from New York, June 14-16, 1873 in

Theophilus Gould Steward Papers, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New
York Public Library, hereafter cited as Steward Papers.

66



marriage. The proliferation of the creolized religion of Vodou further infuriated Steward.
He argued that other nations might not be able to conquer Haiti but “liquor, licentiousness,
and superstition” certainly would. In sum, Steward concluded that Holly, his primary
confidant in Haiti, was that country’s lone example of Christian virtue.6¢

Negative assessments of Haitian life reflect a broader perspective on racial
advancement as well as a common religious worldview. To a great extent, Steward'’s
reaction to perceived cultural deficiencies in Haiti cohered to a civilizing impulse that
animated many conservative evangelicals and liberal Protestants in ensuing decades.t” At
the same time, though, the propagation of Anglo-American culture in Haiti served a
practical purpose. As Steward extolled the superiority of Protestantism abroad, African
Americans faced allegations that they exhibited the same proclivity for immoral behavior
as Haitians. Steward understood that these charges of cultural backwardness could negate
any claims for black political autonomy in the United States. So, while contemporary black
nationalists found it necessary for African Americans to become the bearers of civilization
in heathen Africa, Steward represented the interests of black political leaders by identifying
Haitian cultural deficiencies and proposing reforms of them.

This adherence to Anglo-American notions of civilization make the subsequent
actions taken by Steward appear contradictory. Although all missionaries needed to raise
interest in their field by stressing its importance, Steward’s public insistence that the work
of black Protestants in Haiti would have “mighty consequences” suggests his understanding

of the political implications of Haitian uplift. Yet, even as he acknowledged the significance
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of Haitian missions, Steward abandoned his post after six months. In the end, the efforts to
acquire more funding while reconciling the troubling discrepancy between Haiti as a
symbol of black self-government and Haiti as an imitable social model proved too much for
him to handle.®8

In the wake of Steward’s flight from Port-au-Prince, Benjamin Tucker Tanner
demanded the creation of a “Women’s Missionary Society” that would make sure that
enthusiasm for Haitian missions did not wane. He would ultimately get more than he
bargained for. While ostensibly advocating for heightened female authority within the AME
community, the editor of the Christian Recorder wanted women to take a greater role in
church affairs because he thought they were idle, indolent, and irresponsible parishioners.
Moreover, the future bishop envisioned a missionary society that would operate as a
dependent part of a larger, patriarchal church structure rather than an autonomous site of
female organizing. Ordinary female members of the AME Church, however, denounced
Tanner’s views and emphasized their support of temperance and home missions as
evidence of their commitment to their churches. Upon agreeing to organize foreign
missionary work, the wives of church bishops and leading clergymen made it clear that
they too rejected the editor’s paternalism. Their Woman'’s Parent Mite Missionary Society
(WPMMS)—the first national organization established by black women—would respond to
gender and racial concerns.®?

Indeed, WPMMS members understood their organization not only as a continuation

of the work begun by Steward but also as a means of addressing women'’s issues and

68 Steward, “Hayti,” The Christian Recorder, October 3, 1874; Maffly-Kipp, 152.

69 Bettye Collier-Thomas, Jesus, Jobs, and Justice: African American Women and Religion
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), 152-154.
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proving the centrality of black women to racial advancement. The primarily educated and
northern-born women of the WPMMS recognized that all African Americans were invested
in the fate of Haitians, inhabitants of an “historic island ... whose blood flowed so freely for
the emancipation of our race.”’® Nevertheless, WPMMS President Mary A. Campbell
implored black women to embrace a leading role in reforming Haitian society. The mother
of four from Philadelphia spoke directly to the perceived concerns of her peers when she
accentuated the plight of her “Haytian sisters,” characterized other Haitians as “sable
children,” and highlighted allegations of rampant infant sacrifice in Haiti.”! Anticipating
subsequent representations of missionary work in Africa, Campbell implied that black
churchwomen had a “special mission” to save Haitian children from terrible fates and
redeem the women responsible for raising future generations of Haitians.”2 Once Haitian
domestic life improved, political stability would follow. In this view, female missionaries
could address the needs of Haitian women and assume positions of racial leadership even
as they focused on strengthening Haitian self-government and improving claims to black

voting rights, increased political participation, and integration into U.S. public life.”3

70 Mary Quinn, Eliza Payne, Harriet A.E. Wayman, Mary A. Campbell, Maria Shorter, Mary L.
Brown, and Mrs. Bishop Ward, “An Open Letter,” The Christian Recorder, May 14, 1874.

71 Mary A. Campbell, “An Address to the Auxiliary Mite Societies and the Women in General
of the A M.E. Church,” The Christian Recorder, June 29, 1876; Richard R. Wright, Centennial
Encyclopaedia of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (Philadelphia: Book Concern of the
AME Church, 1916), 59.

72 By the turn of the twentieth century, the AME Church had an established missionary
presence in Africa. On the rise of AME missions in South Africa, for instance, see James T.
Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States and
South Africa (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998).

73 Collier-Thomas, 188-190.
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Campbell’s male counterparts demonstrated less interest in female empowerment
but an equal proclivity for stressing the immediate need for reforms in Haitian society. In
September 1874, AME minister T.A. Cuff delivered a speech on temperance before the
Preacher’s Association of the Western District of New Jersey. While decrying the corrosive
impact of intemperance on the human soul, he paid particular attention to its tangible
effect on black populations. Black Protestants, Cuff argued, needed to stop spending money
on spirits and invest in sending missionaries to Haiti. If not for intemperance in the black
community, “the gospel of Christ, religion, science and literature would flourish” in Haiti
while “heathenism would disappear as the snow before the sun.”’# The expected benefits
for African Americans needed little explanation. As other church leaders asked Haiti’s
competing political factions to “simmer down ... for the sake of the race,” AME members
understood that Cuff hoped to elevate the status of blacks in the United States by ensuring
that an evangelized Haiti solidified its position among the world’s independent nations.”>

Within this understanding of racial uplift possessed by male AME leaders, the
performances of female Haitian lecturers also assumed particular importance. During the
mid-1870s, a Haitian woman known simply as Madame Parque traveled throughout states
including Kentucky, Missouri, Maryland, Tennessee, Louisiana, Georgia, and Alabama
speaking to audiences at courthouses and churches on the subject of “Hayti and the

Haytiens.”’¢ The black men in attendance surely found interest in the subject matter but

74 T.A. Cuff, “Temperance,” The Christian Recorder, November 12, 1874.

75The Christian Recorder, June 11, 1874; “Quit You Like Men,” The Christian Recorder,
November 4, 1875.
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their reports on the lectures focused on the Haitian woman’s demeanor and speaking
abilities. AME Bishop Daniel A. Payne characterized Parque as “the Haytien lady of high
culture and great eloquence” while two other AME ministers highlighted her “intelligent”
and “eloquent” elocution.”” Payne and his colleagues further noted that whites who
attended Parque’s talks acknowledged her admirable qualities, too. Consequently, one
AME minister concluded that, “with such an example as this woman.. .. the colored people
should be inspired to a tempt (sic) at least, to demonstrate the capability of the race to
attain more than it has ever yet done.””8

The refinement demonstrated by Parque and acknowledged by her white observers
assuaged the patriarchal anxieties of black leaders and confirmed the link between Haiti
and black progress. On the one hand, responses to her lectures occurred at a moment
when black audiences placed great importance on elocution. At the same time, they
indicate growing assumptions made by black men about the relationship between
femininity and black progress. The public activities of black women challenged
conventional definitions of racial progress that were based on a Victorian notion of
separate spheres. In the minds of aspiring class and elite black men, public lectures by a
black woman could damage their race’s ability to conform to a patriarchal ideal that
assigned men dominion in politics, the economy, and the military while confining women

to the home. Parque, however, was exceptional. AME leaders pleased with her

18, 1874; R. Harper, “A Note From Dalton,” The Christian Recorder, December 23, 1875; F.M.
Henderson, “Madam Parqe,” The Christian Recorder, February 17, 1876.
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comportment and impressed that white audiences deemed her respectable concluded that
Haitian women had the capacity to confirm black progress, even as actors in the public
domain.

Prominent AME officials assumed that their influence would ensure that all Haitians
achieved the same level of cultural refinement needed to vindicate African Americans. By
August 1876, the male leadership of the AME Church was moving to strengthen its
oversight of the Haitian mission field and a Ladies’ Mite Missionary Society in Port-au-
Prince that claimed twenty-four members.”® To a certain extent, the AME churchwomen in
Port-au-Prince welcomed a greater association between their community and the church
body in the United States because it might ensure enhanced prestige and financial support
for their endeavors. This attitude did not, however, mean that they were willing to leave
the selection of a lead resident missionary to the men back home. Eventually, conversations
between WPMMS members and AME officials resulted in the selection of Reverend Charles
W. Mossell as the appropriate man to assume leadership in Haiti. Upon departing for Port-
au-Prince, the native Marylander and graduate of Lincoln University made sure that he had
enough provisions and sufficient prayers that Jesus might grant him “great success” in his
“efforts to assist in making the Haytians a great nation” and a model of black self-
government.80

While Mossell placed ample faith in the power of prayer, he also recognized that

certain material elements of the missionary project required immediate attention. Shortly

79 Isabella Noel, “The Letter From Port-au-Prince Hayti,” The Christian Recorder, October 5,
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80 Daniel Alexander Payne, History of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (Nashville:
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after arriving in the Haitian capital, he reported that none of the church literature
accessible to him was published in “the tongue that is vernacular” to Haitians.8! That
Mossell assumed French, not the Kreyol spoken by most Haitians, to be the local vernacular
indicates the shortcomings of a missionary movement shaped by a mixture of prejudice
and compassion, politics and faith.82

In fact, the lack of resources was so disheartening precisely because Mossell did not
distinguish between the political and spiritual dimensions of his task. The new leader of
AME missions in Haiti maintained that “every American Negro ought to be deeply
interested in the republic of Haiti” and he devoted some of his energy to writing a report on
Haitian history and contemporary life that the Recorder published in a seven part series.
While presenting a rather positive view of the economic initiatives of various Haitian
presidents, he lashed out at the reign of “Roman Catholicism, French Infidelity, and
Voudouism” in Haiti. Relying on the racist accounts of Haiti provided by Martinique-born
slaveholder Moreau de Saint Mery and other white Europeans, Mossell reserved special
condemnation for the alleged proliferation of cannibalism in the “Black Republic.” The

evidence of the “painful and present moral status of the Haitian people” troubled a black

81 Charles Spencer Smith, A History, 123; Llewellyn L. Berry, A Century of Missions of the
African Methodist Episcopal Church, 1840-1940 (New York: Gutenberg Printing Co., 1942),
78; “Brevities,” The Christian Recorder, August 16, 1877.

82 The exclusive use of French and English indicates, perhaps, more of a class and
geographic bias as well as a manner of practicality. Other missionaries, including Holly also
relied on French when attempting to reach Haitians. Holly demonstrated understanding of
the overwhelming use of what he termed a French patois (Haitian Creole) throughout the
country but he still favored French, particularly in the curriculum of training schools and in
catechisms, Bibles, and other texts made available to congregants in Haiti. He primarily
catered to congregants in Port-au-Prince, Haitians trained to become Episcopal clergy also
found converts among those already literate in French, and French texts were relatively
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missionary who was convinced that “the religion of a people ... determine (sic) not only
their future destiny; but their present and comparative worth.”83 For Mossell, the absence
of French bibles in heathen Haiti could have damning repercussions for the advancement of

an entire race.

Lot

As Reconstruction ended with the election of Rutherford B. Hayes and the removal
of federal troops from southern state capitals, Mary Ella Mossell took a trip around Port-au-
Prince. The educator and product of Baltimore’s well-known Colored Normal School would
soon take on the responsibilities associated with her position as principal of the AME
mission school but for now she was preoccupied with absorbing the unfamiliar sights and
sounds of the Haitian capital.84 Mary Ella left her husband, Charles, to his work and
traveled alongside a member of the Mite Missionary Society who introduced her to the
central market, a bustling place congested with stalls, abundant produce, ornate
architecture, and a ceaseless stream of pedestrians.

Overwhelmed by the exotic scene, Mary Ella soon gave voice to disapproving views
on Haitian life. In a report published in the Recorder, she characterized the observed
Haitian mode of transportation—horses and donkeys— as “very inferior to that of our own
country.” Mary Ella further decried the lack of men in the marketplace and identified the
efforts of the Haitian market women as “amusing” rather than indicative of female social
and economic empowerment. To her, the language and decorum of these women and their

children was even more alarming. She lamented “the current and peculiar customs, the

83 Charles W. Mossell, “Haiti,” The Christian Recorder, January 4 and February 1, 1877.
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unintelligible and musical dialect of the natives” and remarked with astonishment that
“children are seen running hither and thither; naked.”8>

Mary Ella was certain that her peers needed to rectify this situation. Apart from
James Theodore Holly, black Protestants did not seem to be allotting sufficient attention to
the cultural improvement of the Haitian people. The Haitian response to these inadequate
efforts had, however, convinced Mary Ella that an increased presence of genteel African
Americans in Haiti could bear fruits. By the time she arrived in Haiti, Holly’s Haitian
Orthodox Apostolic Church boasted of eleven Haitian clergymen, ten adequately attended
parishes throughout Haiti, and dozens of confirmations and baptisms each year.8¢ The
burden now rested on other aspiring class and elite African Americans to join Holly and
provide resources for Haitians who identified Protestantism and other aspects of Anglo-
American culture as appropriate antidotes to poverty, superstition, and political turmoil.8”
Mary Ella thus challenged Mite missionaries in the United States to join the ongoing

struggle for racial uplift in Haiti. She reiterated the declarations of other WPMMS leaders

85 The Christian Recorder, August 16, 1877.

86 James Theodore Holly, Triennial Report for the Haitian Mission for the Years Ending
August 1875-1877, Haiti Mission Papers 1855-1967, The Archives of the Episcopal Church
(hereafter cited as Haiti Mission Paperss).
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and declared, “Women of America, this work of moral elevation concerns you!” Only the
strength of black mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters could assure that the cultural
standards of leading African Americans prevailed in Haiti.88

Mary Ella’s outlook demonstrates that much had changed in the years since African
Americans at the Chicago Emancipation Day festivities drew comparisons between the
diplomatic recognition of Haiti and the Emancipation Proclamation. Mary Ella and her
contemporaries faced the increasingly difficult challenge of realizing the promise of
Emancipation and, in their opinion, a Haitian state lacking in moral and material progress
did not appear capable of vindicating African Americans. The proposed solution to this
vexing problem was to take up the mission of “moral elevation.” As white Americans
derided the notion of black self-government, African Americans speaking on behalf of their
communities articulated the belief that the salvation of Haitian souls could resurrect their
political prospects. This optimism was misguided. In the ensuing decade, developments in
U.S. social, cultural, and political life would increase the uncertainty that black leaders felt
about their prospects for political and civil equality and, subsequently, lead them to

reconsider their assessments of Haiti and its people.

88 The Christian Recorder, August 16, 1877.
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CHAPTER TWO:

HOPE FOR HAYTI YET

In the summer of 1877, as Mary Ella Mossell offered her assessment of Haitian life to
readers of the Christian Recorder, Rutherford B. Hayes attempted to appease black
Republicans who worried about the party’s commitment to racial equality. The President
did so through the time-honored practice of patronage. Hayes tried to conciliate black
voters and reward John Mercer Langston for his loyalty to the Republican Party by offering
the prominent abolitionist, educator, politician, and attorney the position of minister
resident and consul general to Haiti. Langston readily accepted. But before he set sail for
the Haitian capital, Langston was made the guest of honor at a gathering hosted by his
peers in Washington, D.C.

On the night of October 24, 1877, Richard Theodore Greener entertained Frederick
Douglass and the rest of the attendees with a poem that paid homage to Haiti as well as
Langston. The work of the college professor who was also the first black graduate of
Harvard University read:

Across the darksome waves of Carib’s gentle sea,
Proud Hayti lifts her dark-browed, beauteous head,
Crowned with stately palm and fitting laurel-tree,
For Liberty’s brave defenders wide o’erspread.
There first our brothers proved their val'rous steel
Then, made they Negro manhood long respected

By doughty deeds, such as stout Saxons feel
In tawny bosoms brilliantly reflected ...
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Such, the far-famed island our Langston seeks,
All radiant still in song, in cheering story;
Worthy Tell’s renown and Switzer’s snow clad peaks
Aglow with civic pride and martial glory ...

The native shore he leaves, alas, ‘tis one where,
Freedom’s fetters still impede the newly free,
But warmest welcomes wait yet to greet him there,
Where National Freedom means Equality.

Long may the memory of the sturdy blows,
Struck quick and sharp and hard for Race and Right,
Linger like stirring music in hearts of those,
Who've heard his ringing voice and felt its might.

We, too, are of the race from Afric’s burning sun,
Whose noblest triumphs lie unattained before,
The trophies of manly arm were long since won,
On Hayti’s plain and on Carolina’s shore.
Higher glories still of mind must surely come
To mark proud entrance into Race-like life,
Science’s lofty height and Art and Verse when won,
Conquer the bigot’s sneer and Prejudices strife .. .1
Greener’s poem confirms that African Americans viewed Haiti as a unique symbol of
black autonomy in a hostile world dominated by powerful white nations.2 The Harvard
graduate and his contemporaries fondly remembered the Haitian Revolution and credited

that event with setting the precedent for black freedom and racial equality in the Western

Hemisphere. Some defended the progress achieved in contemporary Haiti and juxtaposed

1 The Daily Inter-Ocean, October 24, 1877; Richard Theodore Greener, ““Our Honored Guest’
- Read at the Banquet given by the Citizens of Washington, D.C., October 24, 1877, to Hon.
John M. Langston,” in The John Mercer Langston Collection, Manuscript Division, Moorland-
Spingarn Research Center, Howard University (hereafter cited as Langston Collection).

2 Willard B. Gatewood, Jr., Black Americans and the White Man’s Burden 1898-1903 (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1975), 12. Although Gatewood cites instances of African
American criticism of Haiti, he places emphasis on African Americans’ efforts to condemn
U.S. imperialistic policies towards Haiti and counter popular critiques of its perceived lack
of material and political development during the 1890s.
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the degree of liberty that existed in Haiti with the racial discrimination that pervaded the
United States. Moreover, leading African Americans identified Haiti as a nation where
black citizens had a secure place within electoral politics. They paid close attention to the
evolving relationship between the U.S. and Haitian governments, monitored the actions of
black diplomats in Haiti, and championed Haitian sovereignty because of their conviction
that events on “Hayti’s plain” and “Carolina’s shore” were inextricably linked.

This impulse to sympathize with Haiti and emphasize its promise would become
more pronounced with the escalation of lynching, Jim Crow, and imperialism. But
Greener’s poem also hints at the basis of an overlooked, less optimistic attitude towards
Haiti articulated by aspiring class and elite African Americans in the years immediately
following Reconstruction.? Even as they viewed Haiti as a symbol of hope and black
progress, some African Americans recognized Haiti as a potential liability due to white
supremacists’ persistent tendency to cite its alleged cultural backwardness and political
instability as proof that blacks did not deserve full civil and political rights. Missionaries
and diplomats were among those who built upon previous reform efforts in Haiti, insisting
that their aid was critical to the achievement of “Science’s lofty height and Art and Verse”

and the subsequent conquering of the “bigot’s sneer and Prejudice’s strife.”

3 Along with Gatewood’s work, Lawrence Little’s Disciples of Liberty: The African Methodist
Episcopal Church in the Age of Imperialism, 1884-1916 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee
Press, 2000) provides useful insights into how African Americans interpreted their
relationship with Haiti in the late nineteenth century. He argues that the AME leadership
viewed Haiti as concrete proof of “the black capacity for self-government” and made
consistent efforts to “counter racial arguments in the mainstream American press on the
failure of “Negro governments.” Little, 134-135. Similarly, Leon D. Pamphile has argued
that, during the late nineteenth century, “Haitians and African American intellectuals
devised strategies to combat racism.” He insists that African Americans and Haitians
worked together, using “historical, sociological, and anthropological evidence” and
“education in both societies” to “promote the rehabilitation of the race” and “elevate their
status.” Pamphile, 80.
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An emerging consensus among aspiring class and elite African Americans on the
transnational nature of white supremacy and black political progress produced both
responses towards Haiti. Whether to vindicate or critique Haiti and its alleged failings was
a dilemma that surfaced frequently in black public life, sometimes within the same
diplomatic decision, newspaper editorial, missionary activity, or even poem. Despite their
ambivalence, many black spokespeople shared the opinion that the salvation of their
political rights was intertwined with the fortunes of Haiti, the historical embodiment of
racial equality and a contemporary paradigm of black self-government. In many respects,
African Americans’ efforts to reconcile these divergent attitudes towards Haiti sheds
further light on their broader reaction to the arduous descent into the “vale of tears,” an apt
descriptor for the period of institutionalized disfranchisement, segregation, and economic
inequality that crested at the close of the nineteenth century.# While they struggled to
identify an effective solution, African Americans interested in Haitian affairs sought to
remedy a clear and common problem: the rising tide of white supremacy that threatened to
engulf black populations at home and abroad.

Lot

Following Ebenezer Don Carlos Bassett’s departure from Port-au-Prince, black
leaders expected to receive more prestigious federal appointments, particularly in
diplomatic service. Benjamin Tucker Tanner praised the departing diplomat for reflecting
“so much credit upon his country and upon the race with which he is especially identified.”

His Christian Recorder suggested that the federal government should reward Bassett’s

4 Pioneering African American scholar Benjamin Brawley coined this term in his work A
Social History of the American Negro (New York: Macmillan, 1921), 297.
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service by appointing him to a smaller European court such as Belgium or Switzerland.>
Later, perhaps after realizing the unlikelihood of a European appointment for an African
American, Tanner issued another call for Bassett’s re-appointment. The Recorder editor
expressed his hope that Langston’s selection as the new minister resident and consul
general in Port-au-Prince did not mean that the U.S. government believed the substitution
of one African American for another in limited federal appointments was an appropriate
practice. Instead, he maintained that the fairest policy would result in Langston assuming
the Haitian post provided that Bassett received an appointment to Brazil or another
country in South America.t

The desire for increased and higher profile diplomatic placements for black leaders
would go unfulfilled. Still, Langston’s selection as minister resident and consul general to
Haiti did satisfy African Americans who clamored for a black diplomat who not only
represented their partisan interests but also sympathized with Haiti. Langston garnered
the praise of the prominent black citizens of Washington, D.C. as well as the approval of the

» «

black press, which regarded him as “scholarly,” “experienced,” and fully capable of handling
the “responsibilities of the position.”” For those who identified racial pride as one of the
post’s demands, Langston represented an ideal replacement for Bassett. The future
congressman from Virginia who named his son after Jean Jacques Dessalines later recalled

that he had “familiarized himself in youth with the history of the people who, emancipating

themselves under Toussaint, had under Dessalines declared and established their

5 “Personals,” The Christian Recorder, December 21, 1876.
6 “General Mention,” The Christian Recorder, July 12, 1877.

7 “General Mention,” The Christian Recorder, July 26, 1877.
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sovereignty founding for themselves a republican form of government.” His affinity for
contemporary Haiti appeared to be just as strong as his appreciation for Haitian history. In
his autobiography, Langston recalled thinking that his diplomatic appointment was the
realization of a lifelong dream to “behold... negro nationality in harmonious, honored
activity.”8

Langston’s initial experiences in Haiti solidified his belief in that country’s unique
value to African Americans. Upon arriving in Cap-Haitien in November 1877, Langston had
his first opportunity to interact with Haitians. After his ship entered the harbor of the
northwestern port city, several Haitian professionals came aboard. A doctor arrived first
and he was quickly received by the white captain “as a person of character and authority.”
A Haitian pilot then joined them and, “taking full command, issued his first order, in
obedience to which, at once, the vessel was put under way and carried to her place of
anchorage within the harbor.” Langston marveled that “these officers both were extremely
black men; and yet, appearing in uniforms of official character and demeaning themselves
with intelligence and propriety, they made a remarkably good impression.” Until that
point, the U.S. diplomat “had never seen ... men of their complexion holding such positions
and performing such duties.” When he indicated his surprise at the leadership positions
assumed by Haitians, he received a simple explanation: “You are now, Mr. Minister, in a
negro country.”® For Langston, the everyday manifestations of Haitian sovereignty
produced understandable amazement and strengthened his hope that African Americans

might hold similar responsibilities and rights in the immediate future.

8 Langston, From the Virginia Plantation, 355-356, 358.

9 Ibid., 359-360.
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A subsequent visit to the Haitian National Palace provided further proof that Haiti
was a model of black civic and political participation. At the conclusion of his brief
introduction to Cap-Haitien, Langston traveled to Port-au-Prince to begin his official
diplomatic duties. Although he took note of nearly every new sight and sound in the
Haitian capital, one experience particularly piqued the interest of the former abolitionist.
While attending his official reception at the National Palace, Langston recognized the
portraits of John Brown and Charles Sumner hanging on a wall. He interpreted the artwork
as evidence that the “negro patriots” of Haiti “loved John Brown because he stuck (sic),
against every odds, for the freedom of the slaves of the United States” and immortalized
Sumner because “besides being the bold, fearless, eloquent champion of negro liberty, he
opposed the annexation of Santo Domingo to the United States.”1® As Langston finished
viewing the palace’s décor and bid goodnight to Haitian President Pierre Boisrond-Canal,
the national band played “John Brown’s Body,” the popular marching song about the
martyred abolitionist that had reverberated in Union encampments during the Civil War.11
Langston did not record his response to the musical selection. Nevertheless it is plausible
that the minister resident and consul general felt in that moment that Haitian self-

determination represented the desired end of abolitionism.

10 [pid., 371-372. Additionally, Langston remarked, “in all the houses there [Haiti], where
there is any pretension to ornament the walls, but three portraits are to be senn - those of
Sumner, John Brown, and Von Humboldt.” “The Sumner Club - Professor Langston’s
Address - A Fine Eulogy of Charles Sumner,” Hartford Daily Times, n.d., Langston Collection.
Langston likely knew that part of Sumner’s appeal to Haitians was due to the deceased
senator’s introduction of the bill calling for the diplomatic recognition of Haiti, which
Abraham Lincoln eventually signed into law on June 5, 1862.

11 Langston, 372.
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In many respects, Langston’s satisfaction with his early reception in Haiti and his
perceived bond with Haitians manifested itself during his ensuing diplomatic tenure.
James Theodore Holly, by then the first African American Bishop of the Protestant
Episcopal Church, reported that “open and undisguised sympathies” for Haiti and a desire
to see it achieve “distinction among the great civilized nations