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Migration is the motor of social change and theésaof culture.
It is the wild card of politics and the handmaiderhistory. Thomas Fiehrer

Over a decade ago | attended a Family reunion misi@na, and while enjoying the
festivities, | came across a genealogy of fiverinédated families of the area. My curiosity was
piqued by a reference to a family connection witexio. As a trained historian of the African
Diaspora | found this tidbit irresistible

The year was 1857, and the newcomers, from Lowasihad settled in Tlacotalpan near
Alvarado, Mexico, about 50 miles inland from theriBbean port of Veracruz. Their history, like
much of the history of the African Diaspora, istwally unknown. When the new arrivals
moved in, there were comments about their appeardimev much money they might have, what
kind of work they did, their morals, their customusd their character. Initially, their presence
was uneventful. The newcomers, most of whom wenades, engineers, mechanics and other
workers, wrote to family and friends left behinddacelebrated the advantages of their new
home. Later, however, a U.S-owned Mexican newspagrean editorial that stirred anxiety and
fear. The editor was alarmed that more of thesg@lpemight come and warned that “since the
Negro is a creature of imitation and not inventiahey will degenerate...and [become]
vicious...a nuisance and pest to sociefy.Spurred by this glimpse of family history, | dée
to investigate this little-known aspect of histamythe broader context of the African Diaspora.

Traditionally, the movement of peoples of Africamgo has tended to be framed almost
solely in the context of the Trans-Atlantic enslamemt. While many U.S. historians
acknowledge that the presence of these Africarsvésraltered the political, economic, social
and cultural nature of the Americas, what is oftgarlooked is the movement of these unwilling
migrants after reaching the “New World.”
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This later involuntary migration helped build regéd economies in what Thomas Fiehrer terms
the “circum-Caribbean” socio-economic formation.ertide from the islands of Hispanola and
Cuba, to Florida and the Gulf Coast of Louisiamaif Texas to Veracruz, Mexico a “technical-

racial diffusion took place in the T&nd 19 centuries.?

By recognizing this circum-Caribbean connection #&schistorical importance in the
transference of commodities, as well as of peopteaulture, we can gain insight into another
important aspect of the African migratory experencThe emergence of diverse class and
cultural interrelationships between and among #sxedndants of these “New World Africans”
has often been relegated to unimportance, or wagsered. In particular, it is often difficult
for contemporary African Americans to acknowledgat fpeople of African descent sometimes
owned and enslaved other Africans. This paper exiplore the activities and interactions of
these individuals, while focusing particular attenton a group of free Blacks, often referred
to as free people of color (FPOC), (or sometimegeas de colour libreor even “Creoles of
Color”). Depending on their circumstances they somes left their homes, at times
voluntarily, other times involuntarily, and travelghroughout the circum-Caribbean -- in
search of security, property or simply a bettex fibr themselves and their families. We will
focus on the ambiguities surrounding this group #red multiple layers of contradiction and
representations that arose as they moved in andfotitese different - yet interconnected
circum-Caribbean societies.

The “Americanization” of Blacks and Europeans in Lauisiana

The end of the 8century ushered in a period of dramatic changspirisiana, which
affected all territorial residence, in particulaople of African ancestry. Beginning with the
decline of Spanish mercantilism in the late 178&& the simultaneous introduction of a
hybrid type of sugar cane into Louisiana, thus,atea’s economy experienced an unparalleled
expansioni. Prior to this time, the economy was primarily éci®n small-scale production of
indigo, flax, hemp, cotton, sugar, rice and tobacoixed with cattle raising. From the 1790
onward, sugar production dominated the economy tmedybrid sugar cane prospered in the
demanding soil and climate of southern Louisi&na.

Within a few years land values rose dramaticallg Hrose who had taken advantage of
Spanish land grant system were positioned to ptdinendously from the “white gold” of
sugar, facilitating and accelerating their risghe class hierarchy. The “invasion” of Anglo-
Americans into the Mississippi valley region becameunforeseen consequence of this boom.
In 1800, Napoléon Bonaparte was able to coerc&plamish crown into returning Louisiana to
French control. Bonaparte, in need of money tbtflgs various wars (in particular the Haitian
Revolution) was convinced by U.S. ambassador RdRettivingston to sell the province of
Louisiana to the United States government. Shdhgreafter Anglo-American immigration
began in earnest.
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The economic prosperity and rapid population sfiér the United States purchase of
the territory in 1803 changed the power dynamic mgnthe various classes and groups that
comprised Louisiana. The French-speaking Saint Dguoe refugees, Spanish-speaking
Canary Islanderdglefiog, as well as Germans and Irish immigrants expanidedethnic mix
of the region.® Not surprisingly antagonisms grew, especiallytizs number of poorer
working class Anglo-American migrated into the mgi This situation also alienated a large
number of French and Spanish planter families wihdhe wake of Louisiana statehood in
1812, opted to leave the area for the Caribbegeosly Cuba, Puerto Rico and Mexico. In
1816, for example, over eighty settlers left Loamnsi and moved to Puerto Rico with their
enslaved, equipment and capifalAmong those who left for Mexico and the West &xdivere
a score ofgens de couleur libravho hoped to continue their livelihood without rogi
victimized by American chauvinismf.

In 1804, in the aftermath of Haitian independenaapther significant connection
occurred: the transformation set in motion popatatnovements involving the entire Caribbean
region. This movement of peoples and cultures bigghificant implications as southern
Louisiana inherited many of social and culturalned@ts drawn directly from its circum-
Caribbean connections including religious and liatic syncretism and the development of a
population of free people of color within an Afridaed culture*

When shiploads of the Saint Domingue refugees bégarrive in New Orleans, over
10,000 in all, they joined Frenchmen, Creoles, @sjUireemen, enslaved Blacks and earlier
refugees already residing in the Crescent CftyMany of the refugee families lived in small
communities in and around New Orleans and, to aedggnaintained their cultural, linguistic
and racial distinctiveness. Many of the malesh&f group kept their commercial ties to the
circum-Caribbean (Cuba and Haiti) by seeking emmient in the City’s Trading Houses. It is
also quite possible that these émigrés had knowh ether before their arrival in New Orleans,
or became acquainted soon thereafter. In latesybase connections were to have an important
impact on the trade and commerce of the entir@regi

While the majority of these refugees remained invN@rleans, about 40% migrated to
the Prairie regions of southwest Louisiana, inipaldr St. Martin Parish (containing present-day
Lafayette and Vermilion parishes), St. Mary Paasil St. Landry, while about 48% settling in
the River Parishes (Ascension, East Baton Rougerville, Pointe Coupeé and St. James
Parishes}? These communities remained fairly small, prinyatWhite, and mostly poor.
However, between 1803 and 1850, the gender andl raake-up of the community changed as
the number of women argkens decouleurlibre (free persons of color, mostly people of mixed
parentage) increasetf. The refugees, both Black and White, tended tert8linto” (or crossed
over into) their new surroundings and primarily kext as farmers, day-laborers and/or
craftsmen in the agricultural sect6r.
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However some, including free Blacks agens decouleurlibre, became planters in the prairie
region and a few accumulated significant wealthaird, cattle and Black chattel. Though their
numbers were small, they had a noticeable impacthencommercial, cultural and racial
developments of Louisiana.

Not surprisingly evidence abounds that many peopl&frican ancestry “crossed-over”
the racial and class divide -- what is commonlernefd to as “passing.” As Legal Historian
Cheryl Harris has noted “Passing...is a feature o€ subordination in all societies structured on
white supremacy.*” The historical evolution of this phenomenon isedily tied to patterns of
“White racial domination and economic exploitatidghat has given passing a certain
logic...[and] valorization...as treasured property isariety structured on racial caste” — this
was the case in Saint Domingue, Louisiana andyuerMexico. *®

In the late 18 and early 19 centuriesgens decouleur libre slowly developed their
economic position (often benefiting from their veéhifathers) as well as a distinct group
consciousness. As Fiehrer has shown, this situatias almost identical to theffranchisin
Saint-Domingue, who tended to marry within theiasd and formed extended “clans tracing
descent from a single European ancestbr. These divisions were reinforced and exacerbated
by periodic Spanish, French and later U.S. lawsdisgzouraged social and economic interaction
between the groups. Such legal impediments habewsaim the creation of barriers between
the groups to forestall any collaborative resistanc

At the same time, members of these groups undolytiederstood that the possibilities
existed for “crossing over” class boundaries, aachappened in Saint Domingue, they took
advantage of these opportunities whenever possiBlecourse, while Free Blacks agdns de
couleur libre distanced themselves from the societal degradatssociated with slavery, they
also understood the critical role it played in pinecess of capital accumulation.

They constituted a proto-middle class, attachedentorthe business of survival
than either to tradition or caste loyalty. To #dent that they were excluded
from white society and refused to consort with @meslaved, they preserved
themselves as a social group. By filling an ecoconeed and by serving the
Spanish government’s aim of using them to offseflass of recalcitrant, and
sometimes hostile, French planters, the free cdlgpglayed a necessary if
anomalous role in the life of the colory.

In the United States, as Cheryl Harris has notkd, historical and legal origins of
“Whiteness as property” are to be found in “theaflar systems of domination of Black and
Native American peoples out of which were creatdally contingent forms of property and
property rights....whiteness shares the critical ati@ristics of property even as the meaning of
property had changed over time. In particular,teress and property share a common premise
— a conceptual nucleus — of a right to excludé.”
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This understanding of the relationship between evidass and property began to take shape in the
period immediately after the Native Americans haerb dispossessed during a long series of
genocidal wars of conquest. Afterwards “White iikgrbecame the basis of racialized privilege
that was ratified and legitimated in the law asypetof status property?* Accordingly the
origins of property rights in both Louisiana andrfd&omingue were situated in White racial
domination of Native Americans and enslaved Africafi With the arrival of the Saint
Domingue refugees to Louisiana in the laté" &hd early 19 centuries this situation was
maghnified, particularly among free women of colBY\(C) and enslaved populatiori8. During

this time of “chaos, venality and materialism” imetprairie frontier of southwest Louisiana,
these relationships were reproduced.

The free Blacks coming to the southwest prairieae@f Louisiana (around Opelousas)
joined free black people who had arrived in theraisas early as 1740. The Frencbhde Noir
adopted for Louisiana by the French governor Joaw in 1724, considered these individuals
“free.” Theoretically, the code granted to "mantiad slaves the same rights, privileges, and
immunities, which are enjoyed by freeborn persdfs.This freedom was extended to their
offspring. Claude Oubre and Roscoe Leonard specthat since no residency requirement for
land claimants existed, many fathers sent thegdfgnulatto or quadroon” offspring, along with
a few enslaved Blacks, to establish homesteads=eed their land holdings. In this way the
character of the southwest prairie communities weis in place; the composition of these
communities included Whites, free and enslaved@laas well agens deouleurlibre. #’

In light of this situation, and the relationshipsit evolved, we must clarify the arguments
of Brasseaux et al, that by the middle of thé" X@ntury, economically successful Black
families:

...had come to share, to a considerable degree,ulb@e of the white Creole

elite ...This drive toward cultural amalgamatiorgée in the earliest days of the
Creole communities' development in the prairie gegiwhen most first-

generation free blacks voluntarily abandoned tidiican names. Creoles of
color also became almost universally Roman Cathatid French-speaking, in
emulation of their white counterparts. Most slavasthe region ... were

Protestant and English-speaking [emphasis added]

In southwest Louisiana, not unlike the entire ameGaribbean, the coming together of racial
and cultural divergence resulted in a processraafiprocal acculturation and assimilation
between Blacks and Whites. That is, cultural ergeabecame a two-way avenue and while
Blacks took on certain outward “characteristicstlié White “Creole elite,” these same elites
also absorbed remnants of African culture in thesene spheres. (Language, religious
syncretism, customs etc) In many ways this acmuurfor the ambiguity over racial
classification. What is even more important is htwve dominant and subsumed cultures
articulated with each other.
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Free Blacks and@jens de couleur libravere not simply ebony reflection of White or Creol
culture — a point often ignored by historians ofootal Louisiana. This “cultural” interchange
can only be understood as race subordination ociety such as Louisiana’s that was based on
white supremacy, whiteness as property, and ecanerploitation.?® Accordingly, it should

not be surprising that former enslaved Blacks geds de couleur libreought to maintain the
stability of the system that legitimated their ¢gice; a system that depended to a considerable
degree on their believing that they had a fundaaienterest in maintaining the economic and
cultural system (“Whiteness as property”) that pirkd at the time — and the social and political
relations that went along with the systeth.

Gens de Couleur Libresand the Early Donato Colony

The first families to arrive in the prairie regiauring the late 18 century were the
Lemelles, Auzennes, Meullions and the Donatos, wieoe gens de couleur libresand the
Simiens, who were free Blacks. The most influerdfahese early families were the Donato clan
who had extensive holdings in St. Landry Parish whd owned enslaved Africans during the
antebellum period. Amongst these families on tpel@usas and Attakapas prairie the pattern of
slave ownership changed very slowly throughoutSpanish period.

Of the 139 families listed in the 1777 census & @pelousas district only 39
owned slaves while only 15 of these owned more fban slaves. Seven of the
139 families were either free Negroes or free peopf color. By 1788 the
Opelousas post numbered 1,983 individuals: 1,194e®/h55 free Negroes and
free people of color; and 734 slaves. By 1796 thypupation of the district was
2,124. There were 20 free families of mixed ra@ntestry and 9 free Negro
families. These 29 families, consisting of 83 induals, owned 42 of the 779
slaves in the district®

Also the relationship between master and enslaa®avell as between Black and White people,
remained “relatively fluid” during the last yearkE@panish rule and the first decade of American
hegemony. The primary reason for this fluidity what most enslavers owned only a few
Chattels, given the nature of cattle raising aras<lIrelationships; as late as 1817 there were
2,507 enslaved people in the entire Opelousasdistn addition, during this period, wealth and
property could move a person into a higher statushé eyes of his neighbor¥ As our
previous discussion indicated, several individualsl families managed to accumulate a great
amount of wealth in the form of land, cattle, cbltt- and privilege.
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The Donato family consisted of three children: Maeleste, Victoria, and Martin
Donato Bello, all fathered by a White militia o#icnamed Donato Bello and his wife, Marie
Jeanne Talliaferro, a free mulatto woman. Mantthp later dropped Bello from his name and
called himself Martin Donato, became the patrian€hthe entire community of free people of
color on the Opelousas frontier. He married Mariecliesne (also referred to as Mary Ann
Duchene and Marianne DuChesne), and they ownedasiiiag land at Bois Mallet and a tract,
referred to as his "plantation and residence" ankdle. *3

The Donato family, in particular the patriarch Marbonato (Bello), had accumulated a
modest fortune in property (including enslaved B&cand invested it in trade. According to
succession records, in 1832 Martin Donato, guardiator) of his grandson Lucien Donato,
petitioned the local Opelousas courts to allow Haryold Lucien to collect on monies he
inherited from his grandmothers estate. The mdray Maryann Duchene’s estate was to be
used for “making a trip to Mexico where he has anle and other relations, for the purpose of
acquiring the Spanish language, a knowledge ofthaners and customs of that country and
other information necessary to a young man in hisason.” ** The young Lucien Donato
received the sizable sum of five hundred dollaloagh it is not clear if he ever made the
journey, since | found no further records verifyithg voyage. What is fairly obvious is that the
Donato family had become part of a fluid movemestween Louisiana and Mexico prior to
1832. These contacts would also prove invaluatdteother members of thgens de couleur
libre who would subsequently migrate to Mexico. Durihg late 1830’s, what had begun as a
trickle of emigrants grew to a steady stream ast&/houisianans intensified their efforts to
remove the free people of color from the prairies.

The mere presence of Free Blacks geds de couleur librén the midst of a society
based on slavery was intolerable to the rapidly &hicanized” White population of southern
Louisiana. To the White plantocracy the term “FBdack (Negro)” remained an oxymoron.
They invoked the notion of hypodescent, i.e. thimmatic designation of mixed union offspring
as inherently inferior — later made law by the aflet! “one-drop rule.”® During the early
United States period attempts were made to ridehéory of this “undesirable population®®
This follows a familiar pattern identified by histan Harry Heotink and others whereby an
economically and socially well-to-do strata withthe Black population evolved, which
subsequently gave rise to tensions between theessalvd Whites, particularly poor working
class Whites. This most often was followed by Wlsiipremacist legislation intended to impede
their profit accumulation capacity and limit thewlitical power. Such was the case in the early
year of American dominion in Louisiana where USndtrds and racial attitudes were
imposed®’
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The initial attempt to extirpate free Blacks iruto Louisiana had consisted of the self-
seeking efforts of the Louisiana Colonization Stgidounded in 1817, to “repatriate” Free
persons of color to their African homeland — anderspecifically to Liberia, the U.S. colony on
the west coast of Africa. During the late antelrellperiod the society's repatriation activities
and propagandizing fell on a deaf ear since feworsc and third-generation free blacks
expressed any interest in leaving. Some Blackdleaeindorsed colonization; their argument was
that Blacks were not wanted, and could never progpéhe racist society that was the United
States. But their argument was not convincingdeéd, the few Free Black who did take
advantage of the “opportunity” left from northertates and Canada. In total only 300 free
people of color emigrated from Louisiana to Liberfa The resistance on the part of Louisiana
Blacks3é:ame in spite of the rising racial tensiamghe prairie parishes during the 1840s and
1850s.

As the national debate over slavery became moatetie relations between the races
began to harden, until racial tensions were stchioethe breaking point in the years preceding
the Civil War. In the late 1850’s, White vigilanggoups began a campaign of terror in the
Attakapas and Opelousas areas of Louisiana. Thint was simple, to rid the area of its
“Creole of Color” population. “Bands of armed vajites terrorized local colonies of
“[sympathetic] White men and Negro “criminals,” @ft beating, banishing and even killing
those who resisted® While some fought the vigilantes, many other FRiacks of the
Attakapas and Opelousas districts were forced am@dmn their homes, making their way to New
Orleans. Among the first emigrants to reach tltg wiere one hundred exiles from St. Landry
Parish, survivors of the prairie genocidfe.

Mexican Emigration Phase Il: The Donato Colony

In the wake of these racial pogroms, a group o fBéacks from St. Landry Parish,
Louisiana — most of who belonged to the extendedabmfamily -- set out for the Mexican state
of Veracruz. This region had long been an are& waitsignificant population of the African
enslaved and people of mixed African ancestry.1B¥9, slavery had been abolished in Mexico
and the recently freed enslaved Africans @addos (individuals of mixed ancestry) began to
adapt to the new society. Under Spanish rulergson had a long history of interaction with
the U.S. gulf coast, and, beginning in the late0l8Some Louisiana migrants sought to exploit
those connections.

In late 1856 the idea of expatriating Free Blatk$/exico reemerged. The Louisiana
legislature, in conjunction with several other $muh states proposed the buying of land from
the Mexican government. These states tried tostetiie Federal government to negotiate the
terms of purchase. Those who promoted the praiepicted Mexico as particularly favorable
for free Blacks since the soil and climate wasahlé “to their natures.” In addition, they
claimed “within a few years amalgamation with thex\tan people would take place” and thus
“obliterate their origin.”™?
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This last statement is symbolic of a recurring tedor the 18 century positivist view of race as
a linear progression where the primitive barbariesmthe African’s “race” can only be
“obliterated” by “amalgamation” with the idealiz€d/hiteness.” Ironically, Mexico’s notion of
a mestizosociety and culture embodied multiple contraditsie- reflecting some of the same
tensions as experienced in the U.S during tHecaitury®?

Although this particular plan did not materializnumber of Free Blacks agens de
couleur libretook the initiative and moved south of the Mexidarder. The vanguard of this
colony consisted of about forty expatriate famifiesn St. Landry Parish, led by members of the
Donato clan, who, in 1857, reportedly carried whlem “a considerable fortune and technical
equipment which promised to make their experimestiecess.** They reportedly founded a
colony in the state of Veracruz. It is entirelyspible that they actually joined an already
existing settlement populated by their relativesl &llow gens de couleur Libre- possibly
dating to the early 1800’s or at least to 1832 -emvijoung Lucien Donato would have left St.
Landry Parish to join his uncle in Mexic8. In early July, 1857 a Mexico City newspapeé,
Siglo XIX,noted the arrival of “more than forty families,’hav brought “a significant amount of
capital, knowledge in different areas of agricudtwultivation, strong moral character, customs,
courteousness, good dispositions with wishes ameddor the progress of this industry®
Unfortunately, we know very little about the ealifg of the colony but we can construct a broad
sketch from eyewitness and newspaper account gietied.

The colonists landed at Veracruz Llave (port) oafdaheTexasin mid-July 1857 and,
within a few days, set out for the fertile landstle vicinity of Tlacotalpan, about 80 km from
the port of Veracruz, on the banks of ttfeopolopan” (Papaloapan) River --not far from
“Goatzacaolcos” (or Coatzacaolco$). It is not clear exactly how the colony was stauet,
either socially or politically, but by August, nepagpers reported that the colonists of Papaloapan
had increased to about 50 families, composed oftal®0 individuals.** There were
indications that some individuals were formerlylamed Blacks, who accompanied the group,
and by virtue of being in Mexico, were thereforeefr

The group included people who were described asntes, engineers, mechanics and
other types of workers -- with capital.” The lattpoint was constantly reiterated as a
justification for their presence in Mexico. It agys that after purchasing and clearing the land
on the fertile floodplain of the Papaloapan Riveytimmediately began to plant crops. Initial
reports claim that many of the refugees from L@uiai concentrated on growing “Indian corn”
for the local market, this being (along with beati® main staple of the Mexican dfét. But
evidently some of the wealthier colonists had marabitious plans. The Mexico City
newspapeleEl Siglo noted, “their principle work consists of the cudtiion and processing of
sugar cane.” This pursuit required larger capiakestments in machinery and hiring labor.
“The captains (leaders) have at their disposaltabghiat was calculated at about 800,000 pesos;
they have acquired machinery and have formed f@staand are not waiting to bring their
relatives or friends, but instead have begun tdwaP
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Sugar had been an important crop during the Spawkinial period and Veracruz was
the main port of exportation. The Bourbon reforaisthe late 18 century and the Haitian
Revolution helped stimulate the production of sugathe Veracruz area (Jalapa in particular),
as it had done in Louisiana. However due to irgeoonflicts, British navel blockades, and a
destructive invasion of locust and other disrupgvents, after 1812 quantity and value of sugar
exports had dropped: from 95, 0¥grobas in 1811, to 12,236 in 1812 and continued it
downward spiral thereaftet' Interestingly, a byproduct of these events wasintkernal use of
the darker, unrefined sugdPifoncillo) and the production of rum by small mills in JaapBy
the beginning of the Independence period, the neajport market for theaguardientehad
shifted from Seville to New Orleans -- thus reirfog the circum-Caribbean connectiorfs.

In the period after the abolition of slavery arte treadjustments in the Mexican
economy, the Veracruz area continued to producardug as late as the 1850’s the total export
still had not approached the volume of the Bourperiod.>® The extent to which the new
Louisiana immigrants impacted the production ofasug unclear but what it is fairly apparent is
that at least some of the sugar plantations inatka were relatively large and well equipped -
although sugar could be grown quite successfullysoraller farms — as had been done in
Louisiana — with the use of “free” labo¥. Many local Mexican officials and other interested
parties expressed hope that “haciendas (plantatwifisonce again flourish” in the area and that
the Donato colony would “serve as the base forctestruction of a colony of industrious men.”
and that Mexico would soon see “producers arrivt@port of Tlacotalpam™

The colony produced sugar for the export marketjlevfindian corn” was for
consumption or sale locally at a small profit. isitalso possible that the United States-owned
Mexican Extraordinaryclaimed they were corn producers to devalue tbeitribution to the
Veracruz economy?® Whatever scenario better describes their aayjtaccording to local
Mexican newspapers the new immigrants soon becansecessful that other family members
joined the colony. At this point, they claimed ttlieacial animosity” was not an issue in this
area, which afforded them the opportunity to likeefand prosper’ However, their presence in
Mexico was not without complications. Soon aftex group of forty arrived in July 1857, some
resentment began to surface related to issuesof paoperty and “race relations.”

Most historians of Louisiana’s Black populationlldaving the interpretations of Herbert
Steryx, have assumed that the immigrant colonigtswith resistance from local Mexicans and
within a few years left the region. The foundatibor this assumption was Steryx’s
interpretation of an article reprinted in the Augtg, 1857 edition of th&lew Orleans Daily
Picayune According to Stryx:
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Whether these colonists remained in their adoed Is uncertain since their Mexican
neighbors looked upon such a population with strawgpicion. The Mexican
Extraordinaryin opposing the colony pointed out that althougtythad “diligently and
successfully cultivated maize, in view of the higtof Santo Domingo [meaning Saint
Domingue or Haiti] and Jamaica and the nature efAlffrican, the project augurs but
poorly of the future of Mexico.®®

What the author neglects to mention was thea Mexican Extraordinarythe original source of
the Picayune article), a newspaper published in idbexCity, represented United States
commercial and political interests, and therefor@s Wpro-slavery” and racist in its view of
people of African descent. The editor of thgraordinary noted that the colonists had bought
the land that they work and “were so successfultthey wrote to their friends in New Orleans,
telling them of the great advantages held out éotin Mexico.” Their main fear was that many
other Free Black families would follow them andtthsince the negro is creature of imitation
and not invention...they will degenerate...and [beconagjous...a nuisance and pest to
society>®

In less than a week after the original editorialuanber of papers, including two other
Mexican newspapers, thd SigloandEl Monitor, and the French language papeait d’'Union
replied to theMexican Extraordinaryeditorial. TheEl Siglo believed the “Negros character
[was] sufficiently strong to build up a prosperazaiony in Mexico.®® Again, a day later on
August 8", the editor oMexican Extraordinarywas forced to defend his editorial becausefthe
Sigloreply had “came down” on them and “in a regulamBnitarian style...strives to make us
out a slavery propagandist®*. On August 13 the editors dflexican Extraordinarywere
attacked again, this time by the French languagespaper thelrait d° Union; that accused
them of being pro-United States (pro-slavery), tmg anti-Mexican. ThExtraordinaryeditor
was forced to back down; claiming “ as a journahsMexico we know no national interests but
those of the country we are in.” They also notd their editorial “did not ask the government to
put a stop to Negro colonization altogether. Sacproposition would be foolish,” but then
rationalized that they considered “the buildingai@ negro [sic] colony in Mexico... worthy of
some notice.

This by no means ended the deb&ieProgresg a local Veracruz newspaper, joined in
the attack on th&xtraordinaryand roundly criticized them for not understanding importance
of the new immigrants. In a parting shot at th&.Unterests represented by teeraordinary
(less than a decade after the American invasion tandiliation of Mexico) El Progreso
commented that the colonists had come “fleeing frbra “christianizing and civilizing”
treatment of the Americans, for whom the Negro tkiag, not a person and declares them to be
children, or who expels them if they are not slavé$ They also joined the others critics in
welcoming the new Black colony and their knowledgé agricultural production and
“industriousness,” hoping that this would “enlivear localJarochos(local Afro-Veracruzanos
and make them shake-off their great lazin&8s.”

67

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.6, no.1, July 2013



The last point reflected the dominant stereotypatatfudes toward the local Afro-Veracruzanos,
only a generation removed from slavery. It appéairty obvious that the editor &l Progreso
hoped that thegens de couleur libreand the localAfro castas(literally African caste: i.e.
Mexicans of mixed African, Indian and European/WHitood) would help bring an “advanced
civilization” to the area — notably their “largenfis of valuable capital,” which they hoped
would enhance land values.

In viewing this exchange it becomes apparent thatewthe local Mexican newspapers
took theExtraordinaryto task for its shortsightedness and racism, ttueetheless shared racial
ambiguity in their editorials — one base on thaarms of White supremacy and “Whiteness” as
cultural capital. All parties still clung to theogitivist notion of a hierarchy of race, which in
Mexico was only slightly different than other paftthe circum-Caribbean. The multiple layers
of contradiction regarding “Whiteness” and “whitevidege” viz a viz theaffranchis (or sang-
meles)in Saint-Domingue/ Haitigens de couleur librén southeast Louisiana and tAdro-
castas(i.e. -Pardos and Mulattogson gulf coast of Mexico was constantly being osluced,
with only slight modifications in the focentury.

During the Spanish colonial period in Mexico therere six principal “racial’ categories
White, Indian, Negro, Mestizo, Mulatto and Parddccording to Patrick Carroll, “Racial
catalogers [mostly religious clerics and publicares] did not assign designations on the basis
of genetic background. They simply matched persgasnst popularly accepted somatic norms
of the six recognized racial groups(they) used three basic physical characteristcdeffine
race. In order of significance these included sidtor, beard thickness, and facial featur&s.”

In describing the men and women of the Donato ggl&hProgresoreported “peoples of these
families are physically large (tall), as Blonde tag Irish [sic], and whose young have long
beards, and none of us doubt that, knowing thecafrirace /peoples, that they could pass for
American children of white peopl&® In very stereotypical language, it was also naked the
“old patriarchs” of those families were of Moreno (brown) color, yet they were “very
respectable in their appearance.” The women weszribed as “beautiful and delicate...
with...tropical charm,” while the men were seen awdlistrious, hard-working and peaceful.”
The article goes on to justify their presence byirgathat new émigrés “do not have from the
colored race more than a trace of tint (in theinsknd are erased to the point that they are only
four generations removed from their grandfatheiad®Vhite.” ®” Thus to White Mexicans in
the 19" century, even though independence and rising mltm brought certain changes, they
still depended on race, ethnicity and economicsclas defining mechanism. Even though
slavery had been abolished and racial mixing walk/ feommon, racism remained an important
factor in differentiating class statue, and Whitméand degrees of Whiteness) was normalized
and used to justify their elevated class positf8nThey could associate Whiteness with beauty,
intelligence and industriousness — therefore wealtid dull wittedness and Laziness with
Blackness — hence poverty.
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Conclusion

While the ultimate fate of this colony is not clesaince it disappeared from the pages of
newspapers and historical record, most historiaska@vledge the importance of such people of
African descent in changing the political, econgnsiacial and cultural nature of the Americas;
however, what is often overlooked is the movemdnthese migrants throughout the “New
World.” As demonstrated in the essay, they helpedd regional economies of the “circum-
Caribbean” socio-economic formation. In particutdre 18 and 18' centuries witnessed a
“technical-racial diffusion took place in Cuba, Haihe Gulf Coast of Louisiana and Texas and
Veracruz, Mexico.

Another equally important aspect of the experieoicBlack people was the emergence
of diverse class and cultural interrelationshipsMeen and among the descendants of these
“New World Africans.” This paper explored the adies of free Blacks andems de couleur
libre (or “Creoles of Color”) who left their homes inwhbwest Louisiana and migrated to
Mexico -- in search of security and a better liée their families. The philosophical and legal
definition of “whiteness” conditioned the interamis between people of African ancestry (both
enslaved and free) and White Louisianans and Masi¢and various subdivisions within each
of these groups)- as a way of illuminating the ctaxpset of socioeconomic relations that
evolved between these diverse classes and culuutigi® the confines of the circum-Caribbean
space. In 18th century Saint Domingue™ X@ntury Louisiana and to a degree the Caribbean
coast of Mexico, “Whiteness” became the basis ohbiaed privilege — a type of status in which
“white” racial identity became the basis on whictdividuals received benefits from society.
The interactions between individuals of differetass, caste and racial categories can only be
understood in this context.

These experiences drawn from the circum-Caribbeamodstrate that on the critical
issue of identity, free Blackgiens de couleur libreand the emerging “Creole” identity were
dialectically and historically interconnected aratially constructed within a set of political,
economic and cultural dynamics. The contradictiohantebellum and reconstruction policies
and attitudes in the United States and Mexico reguihe remaking of racial identity to conform
and justify class position. In order to solidityes class position, there was the need to distance
oneself from slavery and enslaved statue. To ifai@l this one had to consciously or
unconsciously move away from the subservient amdigiated “race” which had been associated
with a particular class position, aadopt,and theradaptthe worldview of the dominant class.
As A. Sivananden has noted: “The whole structurertute racism is built no doubt on economic
exploitation, but it is cemented with white culturtn other words, the racism inherent in white
society is determined economically, but definedurally.” ®
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Finally, the plight of a small, and somewhat maafjized group ofgens de couleur libte
and their interactions with White Louisianans anéxians illuminates the complex set of
socioeconomic and “race” relations that evolvedveen these diverse cultures and classes. The
long-term impact of these relations is not enti@gar, but their migration was truly a “motor of
social change and the leaven of culture” in theisiana prairies and Caribbean coast of Mexico
in 19" century.

Afterwards

In 2002, | made a research trip to Tlacotalpan wittlose colleague, Professor Miguel
Tinker Salas, a specialist in the History of Mexaal particularly questions of race and identity.
0 We discovered very little in the way of eviderateout the gns de colour librevho had
reportedly settled in the area over a century @arliVe visited the local library and tasa de
Cultura where we interviewed the curator and several oidividuals, including the town’s
oldest living resident, a 90 year old woman whanically had lived part of her childhood in
New Orleans. When asked about the existence akddants of “Blacks” in the area she was
unable to provide any enlightenment on our research

In addition, my colleague and | also did researclhe town of Gutierrez Zamora, 300
miles north of Vera Cruz port where another comnyuoi gens de colour libréad established
a colony in the 1870’s. We interviewed the deseeaisl of the original colonists and toured the
local cemetery where we discovered gravestones adths of death and places of origin: “la
Louisiane” (Some bore the name of the parish artdien). We could find no direct connection
between Gutierrez Zamora (@abezasas it was originally known) and the Donato Colany
Tlacotalpan, nor the Eureka colony founded by Ldtgtson Foucher (near Tampico, Mexiéd)

Several years later, Professor Tinker Salas visitltotalpan and continued asking
about the “disappeared” African population. Quiteaccident he met a gentleman who bore a
striking resemblance to the author and asked hioutahis background. To my colleagues
surprise the man mentioned that part of his angestme from “Frenchmen” who has settled in
the area generations back. He showed the proféssoly photographs and it was clear that
these individuals were descended from “Frenchmdrcotor from the north. The implication
was that these individuals were quite likely treng de colour librevho had migrated from
Louisiana in the 1850’s. It also seems likely thabn their arrival, or in subsequent years,
recognizing that claiming “Whiteness” or “Frenchsiesvas a decided advantage to their
acceptance into the community. This is all impasstic data that should be investigated more
thoroughly in the future.

70

The Journal of Pan African Studjesl.6, no.1, July 2013



Notes

! Thomas Fiehrer, “From La Tortue to La Louisiane: Wnfathomed Legacy,” pg. 1 in Carl
Brasseaux and Glenn R. Conrad, dds& Road to Louisiana: The Saint-Domingue Refugees
1792-1809Lafayette, 1992).

2 Mexican ExtraordinaryJuly 30, 1857.

® Thomas Fiehrer, “The African Presence in Colbndiisiana: An Essay on the Continuity of
Caribbean Culture.” Pg. 5 In Robert R. Macdonatdil, Louisiana’s Black Heritage(Baton
Rouge, 1979).

* Virginia DominguezWhite By Definition: Social Classification in CredLouisiana (New
Brunswick, 1997), p. 104

®> Glenn R. Conrad and Ray F. Luci¢hite Gold: A Brief History of the Louisiana Suga
Industry 1795-1995Lafayette, 1995), p4, Davis, Wall.

® Ibid., p. 6. The credit for developing this hybsidgar cane is usually given to the planter
Etienne Boré, but the credit should be equallyetharith Antoine Morin, a sugar-maker from
Saint Domingue who — while working for Boré in 1#94developed the hybrid cane.

" Ibid., p. 8 Originally they only asked for “thelé of Orleans.

8 See Gilbert C. DinThe Canary Islanders of LouisianéBaton Rouge, LSU Press, 1988). Carl
BrasseuxCreoles of Color in the Bayou Countiackson; University Press of Mississippi,
1994). James H. Dormo@yeoles of Color of the Gulf SoyttKnoxville, University of
Tennessee Press, 1996).

® Fiehrer, Culture, p5.

ibid.

1 bid., p.4.

12 Brasseaux and Conrad, eflee Road to Louisiana vii.

13 Ibid., p.xvi.

71

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.6, no.1, July 2013



% Ibid., pp. xi-xii.
15 bid., p. xiii.
1% bid., p. xvi.

7 Harris, Whiteness as Property, p. 1712. Hargstions Myrdal's work on this phenomenon.
Gunnar MyrdalAn American DilemmaNew York, 1944).

8 Harris, Whiteness as Property, 1713. She aldicates that Whiteness had been established

and protected by the law as actual property, tiffiesdang whiteness legal status. Whiteness was
moved from “privileged identity to a vested intdresThe law’s construction of whiteness
defined and affirmed critical aspects of identigh¢ is white) of privilege (what benefits accrue
to that status); and , of property (what legaltetients arise from that status)”. [1725] Also
see the classic work by Oliver C. C&aste, Class and RacdNew York, 1959), pp. 425-31.

19 Fiehrer, Culture, p. 20.

20 bid., p25.

L Harris, Whiteness as Property, p. 1714.
%2 pid.

23 For the island of Hispanola see Eric Williar@slumbus to Castro: The History of the
Caribbean,(New York 1984), chapter Four.

24 bid., p. 25 the Saint Domingue enslaved reprieskalmost a third of the 1810 enslaved
population of New Orleans and 10 percent of OdeBarritory.

25 BrasseauxBayou Country.ppg. 42. See also Mathe Allain, “Slave PolidgieSrench
Louisiana,” Louisiana History 2X1980).

26 Donald Everett, “Free Persons of Color in Colohialiisiana,”Louisiana History 7 (1966):
21-50.

27 Claude Oubre and Roscoe Leonard, “Free and Prpd8, in Vaughn Baker and Jean T.
Kreamer Louisiana Tapestry: The Ethnic Weave of St. Lafdmgsh, (Univ. of Louisiana at
Lafayette; 1983).

72

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.6, no.1, July 2013



28 BrasseauxBayou Country.ppg. 68-69.

29 A.SivanandanA Different Hunger: Writings on Black Resistan(fiuto Press 1991) p. 94
“Thus while “the whole structure of white racisnr (@hite supremacist capitalist patriarchy)
[was] built no doubt on economic exploitation,..vitds] cemented with white culture. In other
words, racism inherent in white society [was] deti@ed economically, but defined culturally.”
30 Nicholls, Dessalines to Duvaliep. 27.

31 Oubre and Leonard, “Free and Proud,” pg. 75.

% bid., p. 79.

% Ibid., p. 78. At the time of his death in 18A&artin Donatto owned 88 enslaved.

34 Claude Oubre, “St. Landry’s Gens de Couleur Lifitee Impact of War and Reconstruction,”
in Baker and Kreamer, edtouisiana Tapestryp.83. See also Conrad A. Auzennhbe

Auzenne, Donato, Frilot, Lemelle and Meullion FaeslUnpublished manuscript. P 155.

% Conrad P. KottakCultural Anthropology: Appreciating Cultural Divetg, (McGraw Hill,

2010). The so-called one-drop rule, while practicethe antebellum period, did not become law
until 1910 (Tennessee). Later similar laws werespdsn several other states, including
Louisiana.

% H. E. SterkxThe Free Negro in Ante-Bellum LouisiarfRutherford, 1972), p. 285.

3" H. Hoetink,Slavery and Race Relations in the Ameri¢hw York, Harper-Collins, 1973),
p. 38.

38 Sterkx,Free Negrop. 295.
39 BrasseauxBayou Countryp. 81.

“%bid., p. 301.

73

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.6, no.1, July 2013



“1 Given the level of violence and terror in the Attpas and Opelousas areas of Louisiana many
“Creole of Color” were encouraged to migrate totHay P.E. Desdunes, the Haitian consul in
New Orleans. However after a few years a numbarmet! to New Orleans and subsequently set
sail to Mexico. See Rudolphe Lucien Desdyr@ar People and Our HistoryBaton Rogue,
1973), p. 112.

“2 Sterkx,Free Negrop. 296.

“3 One of the best discussions of this topic is @titio Batalla and Philip Dennillexico
Profundo: Reclaiming A Civilizatio{University of Texas Press, 1996).

“bid., p 297. See also Alexandre Bardéstoire des Comites de Vigilance aux Attakapas
(Hahnville, 1861), p.337 and BrasseaBayou Countryp. 82.

> Marie Guillory married Juan Mateos of Vera Cruz1B08.
¢ El Siglo XIX, "Immigracion,” July 15, 1857).

“7).Ibid. The Papaloapan River originates in theimtains north of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec,
and empties into the Gulf of Mexico near Coatzaoosl

8 lbid.
49 Mexican ExtraordinaryJuly 30, 1857.
0 E| Siglo XIX“La Raza Negra,” August 8, 1857.

®1 patrick CarrollBlacks in Colonial VeracryZAustin, 1991) p.165. El Siglo XIX,
“Calamidades,” July 1, 1857.

®2 Carroll, Veracruz p.57.
>3 Ibid.
>4 Conrad and LucasVhite Goldp29.

* El Siglo XIX,"Immigracion,” July 15, 1857.

74

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.6, no.1, July 2013



*% Mexican ExtraordinaryJuly 30, 1857. But sugar production requiredaaercomplex
scheme.

> Sterkx,Free Negrop. 296.
%8 |bid., Sterkx paraphrased fronew Orleans Daily Picayun&ugust 12, 1857.
9 Mexican ExtraordinaryJuly 30, 1857.

% |bid.,, “Colonization,” August 4, 1857 See aBbSiglo XIX“La Raza Negra,” August 5,
1857.

®1 Mexican Extraordinary“The Negros,” August 6, 1857.

®2 Ibid., “The Negros Again,” August 13, 1857.

®3 El Siglo XIX "La Colonia Del Papaloapan,” August 27, 1857
* Ibid.

® Carroll, Veracruz p.113.

% E| Siglo XIX "La Colonia Del Papaloapan,” August 27, 1857.
%7 Ipid.

®8 Carroll,Veracruz pp. 142-3.

%9 A. SivanandanA Different Hungerp. 94.

9 Miguel Tinker Salasin the Shadow of the Eagles: Sonora and the Tramsfton of the
Border During the Porfiriato (University of California Press, 1997).

"L Charles Kinzer: “The Tio Family: Four GeneratimisNew Orleans Musicians, 1814-1933.”
PhD Dissertation, Louisiana State University. 19980 see Mary Gehmaiihe Free People of
Color of New Orleans: An Introductior2009.
http://www.margaretmedia.com/index.php?dispatcregaties.view&category id=10

75

The Journal of Pan African Studjesol.6, no.1, July 2013



