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Becoming Spanish in Florida:
Georges Biassou and his “Family”’
in St. Augustine

ERICA JOHNSON

Georges Biassou was fifty-five years old when he relocated to St. Augustine, Florida in
1796. Born and raised as a slave on the sugar plantations of the North Province of
French Saint-Domingue, Biassou became a leader early in the Haitian Revolution
(1791-1804).' After France and Spain went to war in Europe in 1793, the Spanish
offered freedom to the black and colored Haitian revolutionary leaders and their
families, as well as positions in their military in Santo Domingo to battle the French in
the western half of the shared island of Hispaniola. The rebel leaders would join a
specially created unit, the Black Auxiliaries of Carlos IV.? Biassou accepted, remaining
loyal to Spain even after the French declared universal emancipation in Saint-
Domingue less than a year later. With the Treaty of Basel in 1795, Spain ceded eastern
Hispaniola to the French. Consequently, the Spanish disbanded the Black Auxiliaries,
and its members, including Biassou, had to leave the island. After a stop in nearby
Spanish Cuba, he and his “family”’—a group of twenty-four followers consisting of his
immediate family, other non-relative dependents, fellow military servicemen, and a
few slaves—ended up in Spanish West Florida.

Historian Jane Landers has conducted extensive research on Biassou and
black society in Spanish Florida, and her various historical works provide most of
what is known about Biassou’s experiences there and the perceptions Spanish
officials and Anglo-American planters had of him.> However, Biassou has not been
examined as French (or as a creole of Saint-Domingue). No doubt spending the
majority of his life in France’s prized Caribbean colony influenced his expectations
when he became free, affected his transition into the Spanish military, and shaped his
adjustment to life in a frontier settlement in Spanish West Florida. Building upon
Landers’ work, | approach Biassou as a free man of color from a French colony
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adapting to life in a Spanish colony to further expand historical understanding of him
and others like him.

The colonists and administrators feared Biassou, a former slave who fought
for his freedom, might bring the horrors of the Haitian Revolution to Spanish West
Florida. They had real reason to fear a slave uprising, as a revolt broke out in Pointe
Coupée in Spanish Louisiana in 1795.* A connection between the Haitian Revolution
and slave insurrections elsewhere in the Americas was a common suspicion in the
United States and the Caribbean.’ For example, Cuban administrators did not want to
allow the former Black Auxiliaries into the colony, because they were familiar with
the French revolutionary concepts of liberty and equality and might introduce the
republican ideals to the free and enslaved people of color in Cuba.® While this was,
indeed, true, Biassou had not personally embraced these notions while in Saint-
Domingue or Santo Domingo, where he had more than enough chances. First, when
he engaged the French in negotiations early in the Haitian Revolution, he only sought
freedom for himself and the other rebel leaders, not liberty for all slaves.” After
negotiations failed with the French, Biassou joined the Black Auxiliaries of Carlos 1V,
which offered him freedom and a military rank with the Spanish. Second, when the
French revolutionary commission in Saint-Domingue and government in France
declared general emancipation, Biassou remained loyal the Spanish king.SA royalist,
Biassou proved to be a man of Old Regime Saint-Domingue. His goals and ambitions
from 1791 until his death in Florida were those of a man of color in a French Caribbean
slave colony, not a revolutionary republican of the French Atlantic.

Biassou’s struggles as a man with a French colonial background while living in
Spanish Florida offers a comparison of the free colored populations in French and
Spanish colonies, which is absent from the historiography. Extant comparative
studies on the status and treatment of free people of color in slave societies have
tended to focus on “Anglo-Protestant and the Iberian Catholic societies.”® The most
well known of these comparative works, Frank Tannenbaum’s Slave and Citizen from
1946, contrasted slave systems established by the Portuguese and Spanish with
those founded by the British and the United States.’® Over the years, numerous
scholars have expanded on his original comparative study. For example, in 1985, H.
Hoetnik compared racial systems in Hispanic and non-Hispanic Caribbean societies.
While he suggested there is no exact model for either type, he argued for a striking
distinction between Spanish Santo Domingo and French Saint-Domingue. He
suggested that Santo Domingo had a “color continuum,” but Saint-Domingue had
sharp racial divisions." More recently, Trevor Burnard and John Garrigus examined
the similarities between British Jamaica and French Saint-Domingue during and after
the Seven Years’ War."”” However, scholars still need to write a comprehensive
comparative study of the racial hierarchies in Spanish and French slave societies in
order to understand the experiences of refugees and exiles of all colors of the Haitian
Revolution—Ilike Biassou—in various locations within Spanish America, such as Cuba,
Louisiana, and Florida.”
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Biassou’s story, while in no way definitive, provides a case study in which to
compare free people of color in Spanish and French colonies in the late eighteenth
century. Biassou was already advanced in age when he arrived in St. Augustine,
having lived most of his life in bondage in a French slave colony. His life in French
Saint-Domingue would have been different than his experiences while adjusting to
life in Spanish West Florida. Foremost, Saint-Domingue was a slave society with
almost half a million enslaved blacks, 30,000 whites, and about an equal number of
free people of color in 1789." Conversely, only around thirty-five percent of Spanish
West Florida’s population of 8,400 in 1795 was of African descent.” As a former slave
and Spanish veteran living in Spanish Santo Domingo and Florida, Biassou sought
after the same achievements of free blacks and people of color in French Saint-
Domingue. In the French colony, while a slave, Biassou witnessed the roles of free
blacks and people of color in Saint-Domingue. However, his expectations as a free
creole man from a French colony with honorable military service often conflicted
with the realities of the racial views of the Spanish colonial administrators and
colonists in Florida. What similarities and differences did Biassou encounter while
moving from a French colony to Spanish colonies—Santo Domingo, Cuba, and
Florida? How did the parallels help him to transition? On the other hand, how did the
disparities present obstacles for his transition? His experiences can be better
understood by situating Biassou within his background in a French colony and
highlighting how his perceptions of the lives of free blacks and coloreds in Saint-
Domingue affected how he adapted to life in Spanish West Florida.

Stewart King and John Garrigus have shown that armed service offered an
avenue for freedom for enslaved men and access to modest social advancement and
financial gain for free men of color and blacks in pre-revolutionary Saint-Domingue.'®
There were three forms of armed service in eighteenth-century Saint-Domingue:
colonial military, colonial militia, and the maréchaussée (rural slave-hunting police
force). Colonial military service appealed particularly to free men of color who
already possessed wealth and elite status. Armed service allowed free men of color
to prove their loyalty to France and challenge the racial prejudices against them
within the colony.” In the 1770s, the colony reorganized the militia system, racially
integrating the forces. Around 1772, the militia system, referred to as sang-mélé (half-
blood), “included whites, mulattoes, and blacks, formed in separate corps of cavalry
and infantry.” The regular colonial regiments in Cap-Frangais and Port-au-Prince relied
upon these racially mixed militias to support them in case of war.'® Masters enrolled
their slaves or the enslaved enlisted in the maréchaussée in order to earn their
freedom, as it was “the only unit that granted tax-free manumissions to its members
in peacetime...for them, active service never stopped.”’ By offering liberty and social
advancement for service in the maréchaussée, the colonists ensured the loyalty of
some blacks and free people of color, while protecting the institution of slavery by
policing slaves and potential agitations to colonial society. Each of the three forms of
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armed service offered men of color, enslaved and free, avenues to improve their
status in the French colony.

The Spanish also armed men of color in their American colonies. The most
striking example was Gracia Real de Santa Teresa de Mose, a settlement of around
100 former slaves just outside of St. Augustine. These free blacks had taken
advantage of a Spanish policy of religious sanctuary from 1693, where slaves who
fled from British plantations and Protestantism to the Spanish colony and Catholicism
gained their liberty. This free black town served “as a buffer against foreign
encroachment.”” However, warring elsewhere brought an end to the first Spanish
colonial period in Florida. After the Seven Years’ War, the English took control of
Florida in 1763, and the Spanish relocated the black militia members of Mose,
granting them homesteads in Cuba.” Until the Spanish regained control of West
Florida at the end of the American Revolution in 1783, “black freedom in Florida
became only a remote possibility” under the British.* Further, the Spanish practice of
arming black and colored men in their American colonies became much less
established after 1783. Although the Spanish sought to re-Hispanicize Florida after
1784, the colony was a “polyglot” when Biassou arrived.” By the end of the
eighteenth century, Florida’s black population was sizeable, and though most people
of color were enslaved, a class of free blacks with an ambiguous place in society
emerged in St. Augustine.”* Under the threat of attacks by the French-inspired
Revolutionary League of the Floridas in 1795, Spanish Governor Juan Nepomuceno de
Quesada ordered free men of color to join the militias to defend the colony or face
imprisonment or forced labor. While these troops were admittedly effective in their
armed service, their role did not offer much in the way of social advancement.”
Therefore, colonists in St. Augustine were surprised to see Biassou, the highest
ranking black man in Spanish West Florida, arrive in the city in a uniform with gold
braids and medals the next year.”® While the “blue coat” of the French colonial
military uniform provided the possibility of improving a man of color’s status in Saint-
Domingue, a black caudillo in his military garb provoked confusion and curiosity
among the residents of Spanish St. Augustine.

Spanish West Florida’s administrators were equally dismayed by Biassou,
particularly his proud behavior. Governor Quesada sought to uphold the Spanish
king’s promise to continue the salaries and benefits of the Black Auxiliaries after 1795,
but he was appalled by Biassou’s assertion that the black caudillo should dine with
the governor in his home.” It is likely that Biassou’s interactions with administrators
and clergy in the Caribbean influenced his expectations in Florida. At the beginning of
the Haitian Revolution, Biassou and the other rebel leaders negotiated with the civil
commissioners sent by France to restore order in Saint-Domingue. Initially, they
sought amnesty for their rebellious acts, their personal emancipation, and
improvement of the conditions of slaves in the colony.”® However, they increased
their demands after witnessing the important role the arming of slaves played in the
disputes between the free colored and white populations.” The rebel leaders also
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worked closely with members of the Catholic clergy while negotiating with the civil
commissioners. Multiple priests aided the rebels in understanding the
communications coming from the French, offered political advice, and helped in
drafting proposals to present to the colonial authorities.>® Further, a priest in Santo
Domingo took part in securing the alliance of the rebel leaders with the Spanish
against the French in 1793. He offered them “arms, munitions, and the protection of
the king.”?' The willingness of these European men to negotiate with the
insurrectionists set an irreversible precedent, which likely shaped Biassou’s
expectations when dealing with future colonial administrators, including Governor
Quesada.

The openness of some French administrators to negotiate with the rebel
leaders also seemed to influence Biassou’s frequent appeals to Spanish
administrators at various levels while in Santo Domingo and Florida. When the Black
Auxiliaries were disbanded, Governor Joaquin Garcia in Santo Domingo denied the
men of color the time and opportunity to properly settle their financial and family
affairs. In the case of Biassou, he was unable to take his mother with him when he
departed. Therefore, he “lodged a formal complaint” against the governor, even
suggesting he be dismissed from his duties.’” Later, while living in St. Augustine,
Biassou petitioned Governor Enrique White for permission to return to Hispaniola for
his mother. In contrast to the more receptiveness of French administrators amidst
the revolution, the Spanish bureaucrats “stalled on his request” initially and
eventually denied it because they did not want to allow any new free blacks into the
Spanish colony.?® The authorities in Spanish Florida were all too aware of the Haitian
Revolution, and they feared the arrival of more people of color from Saint-Domingue
could bring violent insurrection to their colony as well. Nonetheless, Biassou
complained over Quesada’s and White’s authority to the captain general of Cuba,
which thoroughly offended both of Florida’s governors. ** While French
administrators in revolutionary Saint-Domingue considered Biassou’s attempts to
negotiate with them, the Spanish administrators in Florida found his complaints
troubling.

Governor Quesada’s view of Biassou as overly proud, particularly for a man of
color, was indicative of the differing historical contexts and perceptions of the free
colored populations in Spanish West Florida and French Saint-Domingue. Whereas
the whites in Saint-Domingue relied on free people of color for their security and as
an intermediary class between enslaved blacks and free whites, the free colored
population in Florida had an ambiguous place in society. As the only black caudillo in
the Spanish colony, the local white population feared Biassou would “set a bad
example for the rest of his class.”* Although Biassou maintained his military rank in
St. Augustine, some of the male members of his “family” sought alternative
employment as masons, bakers, shoemakers, and shopkeepers.>® Whites in Spanish
Florida were uneasy about the potential consequences of how free and enslaved
blacks viewed his reputation and status and might apply it to their own lives. They
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feared the black population would challenge the existing racial hierarchy in their
frontier colony.

Biassou was a part of very different populations in Spanish West Florida and
French Saint-Domingue. The French colony thrived through slave labor, and slaves
greatly outnumbered the free population, both white and of color. For example, in
1788, there were approximately 3,600 whites, 1,400 free people of color, and 10,000
slaves in Cap-Francais, Saint-Domingue’s capital city.”” Significantly, Biassou’s mother
was a slave at a hospital in the capital city when the Haitian Revolution erupted, and
he launched an attack on the Cap-Francais to free her.® In contrast to Cap-Francais,
the free population was greater than the enslaved in St. Augustine. In 1797, the year
after Biassou arrived in the Spanish city, there were around 1,000 whites, 100 free
people of color, and 480 slaves.’® While slavery existed in St. Augustine, the number
of enslaved was relatively small and half the size of the free population. More
importantly, Biassou likely stood out, especially while acting as a man of color from
French Saint-Domingue, with only 100 free people of color in Spanish St. Augustine.

While he caught the attention of colonists and administrators in St. Augustine,
Biassou adapted to life as a free man of color in a Spanish frontier settlement.
Although he had served in the Spanish colonial military forces for five years in
Hispaniola during the Haitian Revolution, Biassou was still unable to write and speak
Spanish upon his arrival in Florida. All of his communications went through an
assigned translator from the Cuban Third Battalion.** Most of Biassou’s “family” was
also from French Saint-Domingue. They provided him with support during his
adjustment in Spanish West Florida; they also depended on him partially or wholly for
their survival. Being loyal to Biassou, his “family” reinforced his expectations for a
free black man—expectations for one living in a French colony, not a Spanish colony.
For example, it was common for free colored military leaders in Saint-Domingue to
“stress the status that came from their jobs.”*' Their “family” aided greatly in this
regard. Therefore, Biassou maintained an extended family through actual and fictive
kin. He brought twenty-four people with him to St. Augustine who were part of his
immediate family or fellow military service members. Juan Jorge Jacobo, Biassou’s
brother-in-law, married Rafaela Witten in St. Augustine. The bride’s father was Juan
Bautista Witten, also known as Prince Witten, “a former slave who had become a
member of Spain’s free black militia and had served with distinction against the
Genét-inspired invaders of 1795.” Therefore, the marriage united “the leading
families of both groups of blacks who had allied with the cause of the Spanish king
against forces of French republicanism.”* This establishment of fictive kin networks
was typical for free people of color in Spanish Florida and pre-revolutionary Saint-
Domingue.

Biassou’s activities in St. Augustine reveal similarities between the lives of free
people of color in Spanish West Florida and French Saint-Domingue. After obtaining
his freedom, Biassou sought after the achievements of “the military leadership
group” of Saint-Domingue as well as fellow blacks in Spanish Florida. For instance,
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among his “family” were two slaves, one belonging to Biassou and another was the
wife of a free man of color.* Just as King shows slave ownership as typical among
free people of color in Saint-Domingue, Landers demonstrates the same in Florida.
However, King argues that black Saint-Dominguan slave owners differentiated
between African or American born slaves, but Landers indicates colored masters in
Florida seemed to have had the same relationship with their slaves as white
masters.** In addition, Biassou aspired to own land near St. Augustine. In Saint-
Domingue, free colored land ownership reflected the “greater entrepreneurial
character of the military leadership group.”* Similarly, free blacks in Spanish Florida
also sought to own land. Landers explains how free blacks were quick to petition for
land when Spain revised the land policies in Florida in 1790.4® While opportunities for
blacks to obtain land came later in Florida than in Saint-Domingue, it appears that
racial tensions did not prevent free people of color from being landowners in the
either colony. Biassou’s desires to own slaves and land could be attributed to him
seeking to live up to the expectations of a Spanish caudillo or as him emulating the
free black population of the French colony.

Even though the whites feared the influence Biassou might have on other
people of color, in Spanish West Florida, he proved his loyalty to Spain through his
frontier military service, only to have it disregarded after his death. Biassou
commanded a black militia unit - that included members of his kinship networks—in
successfully guarding the Spanish colony against hostilities involving Creek and
Seminole Indians.*” After earning and maintaining rank as a black caudillo until his
death in 1801, administrators and residents of Spanish West Florida honored Biassou
with a burial appropriate for a Spanish Catholic military hero.*® However, it did not
take long for the Spanish colonists to forget his brave service and loyalty to the king.
While armed service in Saint-Domingue offered financial gain for free men of color,
Biassou died in Florida with debt. Following his funeral, colonial administrators sold
his valuable belongings at public auction and ordered that his gold “medal be melted
down” to pay the debts he acquired in Florida.*® As quickly as possible, the Spanish
rid West Florida of the remnants of the proud former slave and revolutionary leader
from French Saint-Domingue.

Of course, there are elements of comparison between French and Spanish
colonies that Biassou’s story does not provide but merit study, such as education.
Before the Haitian Revolution, residents of Cap-Francais attempted to establish
colonial schools so children did not have to travel to France for an education.
Traditionally, “the wealthiest white and free colored families sent their children to
France.”’ In 1787 and 1788, Affiches Américaines, the newspaper in Cap-Francais
advertised four new schools in the capital city, but none of the advertisements made
any mention of the racial requirements for students. In contrast, when Spain issued
instructions for education in St. Augustine in 1786, the regulations made clear how
children of color would be addressed. Article 25 dictated that black or colored
children would have to sit separately from white children, but “in matter of
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instruction, spiritual and temporal, the teachers shall do to them the same justice as
to all the rest.””' Given the distance between Spain and Florida, educators could have
followed the regulations as closely as they chose, but numbers likely encouraged
inclusivity. In 1786, the population of St. Augustine was only about 950, with 300 of
those—slave and free—having some African descent.”® Whereas public schools in
Spanish St. Augustine were clearly open to children of all colors, the private schools
in French Cap-Francais may or may not have been racially exclusive. Biassou
navigated two colonial worlds, but his story does not account for all the possible
areas for comparison between French and Spanish colonies.

While not definitive, Biassou’s story demonstrates the need for a comparative
understanding of the treatment and status of free people of color in Spanish and
French colonies. Of course, Spanish Florida and French Saint-Domingue cannot be
seen as fully representative of all Spanish and French colonies. However, Biassou’s
experiences offer the perspective of a man who navigated both worlds and how his
life in one shaped his life in the other. He was not alone. Other members of the Black
Aucxiliaries continued to serve in Florida’s black militia “until Spain surrendered the
colony to the United States in 1821.”> Further, other exiles and refugees of the
Haitian Revolution fled to other Spanish American colonies, particularly Cuba and
Louisiana. More research needs to be done in comparing other French and Spanish
colonies before, during, and after the revolutionary era in order for historians to
better understand the experiences of individuals and the transnational relationships
between differing types of colonies. Examinations of the similarities of and
differences between such colonies have the potential to reveal the local and Atlantic
influences on the racial ideologies and practices in the Americas in the Age of
Revolutions.
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