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Haitian Proverb

Tout sa ou pa konnen pi gran pase ou.

“What you don’t know has power over you.”
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​CHAPTER 1
THE TEMPLE’S MAROON DISCIPLES
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MARIGOT, SAINT-DOMINGUE, 1775.

Justine was a petite, 43-year-old woman with long, thick, curly jet-black hair that she generally pulled back into a loose bun. She had a brown, silky-smooth complexion, and she was barely 5 feet tall and weighed perhaps 100 pounds. 

Despite her size, she worked side-by-side with the men in the fields during each planting and harvesting season, and her body had developed a muscular tone from the manual labor. As she worked in the fields, the other slaves would hear her sing during the hottest part of the day, so they all called her Justine Chante. She bore the nickname proudly.

Her voice was natural, and despite being petite in stature, she had a big, booming voice that resonated and made all the other Blacks smile. One of her favorites, “La Sorrel Femme,” brought out the biggest smiles amongst the laborers:

The white men who come from France, oh! Jele!

They treat their wives like they treat sorrel horses

To be able to caress the Black woman, oh Jele!

Justine hated the nights Gerard Poulet would knock at the hut she shared with several others in the slave quarters. Poulet was the steward of the plantation, and on the evenings he wanted her, he would walk to the slave quarters and rap on the hut’s front door. Five slow knocks. And when one of the occupants would open the door, he’d say, “Justine, viens avec moi.”

And she would go. As she had learned, she had no other choice.

Poulet was a tall, thin man, around 50 years old. He had been the steward on the Sucre Plantation for five years. He was balding and had a rough face, with unkempt, bushy eyebrows and buckteeth that protruded like those of a beaver. 

He would wait at the hut’s door until Justine appeared. When she came to the door, he stared at her, eyeing her from head to toe, grinning slightly.

“Follow me, woman, to la grande case,” he would say in his gravelly voice. “I have a glass of brandy for you to enjoy this evening.” 

Then, he’d smile at her, exposing those buckteeth. He would turn and walk away for a short distance, then look back to ensure she was following. He always walked at least five paces ahead of her, and she would follow, trailing him the entire distance to la grande case. Neither talked.

The Sucre Plantation was small by Saint-Domingue standards, with only 125 acres of planted sugarcane and 90 slaves. It was one of the lowest-producing sugar plantations on the island and struggled to make a profit.

The Blacks said that Poulet knew very little about growing cane, but he knew quite a bit about how to keep the slaves in line, as he managed with an iron fist. While stewards were known for their callous nature, he took special pride in his cruelty. He never hesitated to beat and whip disobedient slaves, both men and women, chaining them to a post in the scorching Caribbean sun. If any Blacks questioned his orders, he would deprive them of meals and water during daylight hours, the lack of which on some days could prove deadly.

All the laborers on Sucre knew he was not stupid. In her younger, childbearing years, Justine had lived with a male slave named Buck, whom she had loved. Buck died ten years ago. She had never been able to bear a child, as she was barren, which matched Poulet’s lustful dreams, as she was a lovely, well-proportioned lady with no chance of becoming pregnant.

Justine had initially tried to resist his sexual advances, but her resistance only resulted in ten lashes to her back with an oxtail, which only made the sex afterward excruciatingly painful. So, she succumbed after a few lashings. 

She was not stupid either.

The evening soirees with Poulet were predictable. Each encounter was preceded by a small glass of guildive brandy and a portion of boucané chicken or fish that had been smoked by the cooks, all laid out on a wooden tray next to the bed alongside a single lit candle. That night, she nibbled on the boucané poisson and drank the glass of brandy. 

After Poulet finished with her, he would open the front door of la grande case and watch her walk off into the darkness. On this evening, as on most evenings, no words were exchanged between the two.

As she silently walked back to the slave quarters, she made a promise to herself. This will not kill me. This will not break me. And I will not lose faith in le bon Dieu. How good is the good God? 

The slaves on Sucre understood the pain of life, and they prayed to le bon Dieu bon et lwi bon—the Supreme Creator and the spirits who serve him—for strength to endure. Many spoke reverently of the Vodou houngan Mackandal, a spiritual leader who’d passed some 17 years earlier.

Justine had been told of the maroon Mackandal, an escaped slave who had lived in the northern plains amongst the teeming sugar plantations near the Cap, squeezed between the Atlantic to the north and the Massifs du Nord to the south. He had been a very popular houngan before he was murdered by a group of planters. They had accused Mackandal of taking part in a conspiracy involving poison and the planned murder of some grands blancs, the rich men who ran the island. Some maroons swore he was innocent, and many believed he had been killed for his revolutionary and inflammatory teachings. Nonetheless, his followers thrived.

Justine had become very interested in Vodou and its teachings ten years earlier, when her partner, Buck, died. She was particularly interested in the teachings of le bon Dieu bon and His love. She marveled at the stories of the various lwi bon, the benevolent spirits that roamed the island, and she immersed herself in Vodou’s connection to the earth, sky, and nature’s creatures. Justine was very astute, and she quickly absorbed Vodou’s teachings. Vodou offered a path to fulfillment and potential for the enslaved, and there was nothing she longed for more, away from Sucre’s trap of darkness, suffering, and evil.

That night, as Justine wandered through the darkness away from le grande case with a grim determination, a maroon fighter and disciple of Mackandal arrived in secret at one of the huts in the slave quarters, as he had five times before. His name was Moreau, and he had personally taken the last name of Chretien. Moreau was a believer in Vodou, though he was not a houngan. He was a teacher, and he enjoyed teaching the Africans the tenets of Vodou as part of his ministry. From sundown to dawn, he’d meet clandestinely with any slaves he could to share his beliefs.

Moreau’s presence on Sucre was kept carefully concealed, revealed only to the enslaved who believed in le bon Dieu bon. There could be no singing or dancing the calinda. No beating of drums, which was saved for other occasions. Justine and the other slaves knew that if their clandestine meetings were ever discovered, it would mean death for Moreau and severe punishment for them. 

She remembered well the first time she met Moreau. He was a short African from Congo, about ten years older than her. His thick, powerful shoulders and arms had immediately reminded her of a bull, as tall as he was wide. Moreau had kind eyes with an easy smile, and his salt-and-pepper hair caught Justine’s eye. He spoke his adopted Creole French in a deep, gravelly voice, and he was always thoughtful in his speech.

During Moreau’s prior visits, he had spoken of the doctrines of Vodou. On occasion, he would also speak of the Bible’s Gospels.

He would say, “I don’t preach the Gospels, but I speak of the Gospels that may inspire us.”

Moreau spoke for several hours on each visit, and though everyone was exhausted from the day’s long labor, all listened intently to his teachings. 

Justine was astounded. She would ask many questions, and he would patiently answer them all. The pair fell into such natural conversation that it was inevitable for them to become close friends. She always looked forward to his next visit, and she felt they shared a special bond. 

When she arrived back at the slave quarters from la grande case that night, she longed to fill the hole cut in her heart by Poulet with the teachings of le bon Dieu bon et lwi bon. Deep in her heart, she knew that Moreau Chretien, the maroon and disciple, could help her. 

She walked into the hut where Moreau was teaching late, entering the room quietly and taking a seat in the corner. A total of seven slaves were already packed into the small hut where their group met, and they sat and listened attentively as he spoke. The others realized Poulet had made his visit to Justine earlier in the evening, and though they did not say anything to her as she entered, they all looked at her with pity and sorrow. Sinking against the wall, she pulled her borrowed, tattered straw hat low over her forehead to hide her red eyes. She just wanted to sit in peace, unnoticed, and listen. 

On this night, Moreau spoke of an ancient text of the Gospel. “It is necessary for us to undergo many hardships to be with le bon Dieu bon in our homeland,” he declared.

As he read and explained the text, Justine felt her heart leap in her chest, and she began weeping uncontrollably. It was not a sad weeping, but a weeping of joy and release. All the slaves understood why her emotions erupted in such a way, and they surrounded her in a comforting embrace as they listened.

Moreau looked at her, stopped reading, then nodded and closed his eyes before resuming his recitation.

The night grew late, and the slaves warmly said their goodbyes to Moreau Chretien. They left, orderly and quiet, leaving only Moreau and Justine. As the pair talked, a peaceful calm fell over Justine, the tension easing from her shoulders, and she was filled with joy.

When the time had come for Moreau to leave, he rose and began to pack his things. Justine reached out and grasped his arm, and she pulled him to her with a sudden urgency.

“With faith, I can survive. But why all this evil, Moreau?” Her eyes were tired, but her voice was still strong.

He looked at her and placed his hand lightly on her cheek. Moreau had come to know each of the slaves who braved these meetings, and he knew all about Justine’s torment at the hands of Poulet. “The powers of Europe have filled this island with evil lwi who roam about, seeking our ruin. You are surrounded by darkness and evil, but you are strong in faith. Seek His light.”

“Is it really possible to find the light here?” She held his arm tighter and tugged at him.

Moreau paused and looked at Justine’s beautiful, sweet brown eyes, filled with sorrow and pain. He poured every ounce of his own faith into his voice. “Yes, it is possible.”

Justine, distraught just moments before, was bright and refreshed at his reassurance.

“Justine, it is possible to find the light!” 

Suddenly, she felt a surge of inner energy. “Tell me how, Moreau.”

His brawny hands held her tiny waist. “Leave with me tonight. Let me take you to a sacred place in the mountains, near Pic la Selle. The hills, valleys, and ravines are filled with giant trees and wild birds. We could settle there. We could live in peace, seeking le bon Dieu bon et lwi bon, and you could help others as a manbo.” 

He quickly released her waist, grasping her hands gently in his. “I will be the teacher. You will be the prophet.”

“You are asking me to leave? With you? My life is Sucre.” Her voice was hesitant, disbelieving.

“Justine, I am older than you. I have witnessed much. I have tried to teach the word of Vodou. You are a woman of great knowledge and of great faith. You can continue your journey, learning of le bon Dieu bon et lwi bon. Come live with me. I will have our union blessed by a houngan. I believe you can become a great, powerful manbo, and I want to aid and support you as your husband and partner.”

“But why me?” Her shining brown eyes pleaded with him.

“You have been touched by His hand. And you have touched my heart.” Moreau reached out with his mighty, callous hand and lightly ran his fingers through her silky-smooth hair.

“But can we survive in the wild?” Her heart raced, and her eyes brightened.

“I have lived the maroon life for over two decades. Lwi bon provides us with everything. I live hard, but I am free. Your Vodou power can grow and help the enslaved and poor of this island.”

A rush of lights flared to life in the windows of la grande case, flooding the yard with their amber glow. Moreau looked in the direction of the house with great alarm. Justine knew that Poulet had been awakened. 

Moreau dropped his voice to a low, hurried whisper. “We must run. Come with me now!”

A wave of sobs washed over Justine, but she took his hand and held it tight. “If I die tonight,” she said to herself in a quiet whisper, “I die seeking le bon Dieu bon with my love.”

With a righteous fire lit deep inside her, she pointed out into the darkness of the night, stretching out beyond the edge of the plantation grounds. “Into the darkness, to the light. Let us not look back!”

The lovers took off running. Moreau held her hand, never letting go as he guided her north. 

Far away from Sucre, forever.
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CHAPTER 2
CANARY ISLEÑOS
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TENERIFE, CANARY ISLANDS, 1779

Emile Hernandez, a young man of 23 years, sat on the rocky hills of Candelaria, about 20 miles south of Santa Cruz de Tenerife, overlooking the Eastern Atlantic. Emile was tall, dark, and toned from working in the fields, and he was known by those around him for his passion. 

His older brother, Roberto, sat next to a boulder further up the hill, gazing overhead at a seahawk as it circled high in the sky. Roberto was shorter and stockier than Emile, but he was known throughout Tenerife for his strength and big heart. 

Angelo, the youngest Hernandez brother, stood on a rocky outcrop even higher up, looking down over his two brothers. He smiled as he gazed off into the rolling waves of the Atlantic. At only 12 years old, Angelo was the youngest and shortest, but his smaller size made him light on his feet. He was mentally agile as well. He was already fluent in Spanish and French and was now learning English. 

Each Hernandez son had his own look, but all three had the same wavy black hair, hazel eyes, and smiles that beamed, such that everyone in Santa Cruz knew at a glance that the three were brothers.

“We do not need the Spanish government’s assistance.” Roberto’s voice was intense. “We can make the farm work.”

The mood turned sullen and serious as Emile and Roberto looked out over the ocean. Emile had insisted they meet to discuss the bleak crop outlook on the tract of land their family farmed. Angelo climbed down to join his brothers. He was interested in all their talk about the future, but he kept to the side and listened silently as the older brothers argued.

“This is insanity. We are killing ourselves!” Emile shouted at his brother. “We are literally dying a slow death each day. We will not be able to survive the winter. We will wither and rot, just like our crops!” 

“You, with your grandiose fantasies,” Roberto answered sharply. “You will be the one to rot, alone, in some dark swampy cesspool filled with venomous vipers—”

Emile cut him off. “How can you live knowing that you are killing your mother? You fool!”

Their voices rose, battling to drown out one another. 

“You are the fool! You believe the Spanish and their lies. When have the Spanish ever helped our family? Never! And do not tell me I’m killing our mother.” Roberto stretched out his right arm and pointed directly at Emile.

“I do not trust the Spanish, but we will have a large group of Isleños,” Emile yelled, defiant. We can make this new settlement work. We can provide. We can thrive as a group. We can make it together.”

Roberto lowered his arm and took a step toward Emile, fists clenched. “If you leave for Orleans, it will be the end of our family.”

“So, let’s all starve together, a loyal peasant family under the Crown!” Emile prodded his brother sarcastically. “Is that your wish? You can go to hell if you think I will die of starvation, a slow and deliberate death, for those bastards. I will not be part of this absurdity.”

With a cry of rage, Emile lunged at Roberto. The two wrestled to the ground, landing with a loud thud and sending small rocks ricocheting down the steep mountainside off the downhill boulders. Emile swung wildly at Roberto, but the eldest brother managed to dodge his blows as they rolled on the parched, dusty ground.

“Emile, I do not want to fight you!” Roberto’s shouts failed to break through Emile’s anger, and the pair continued to throw punches as they rolled about in a cloud of dust. 

Finally, Emile pinned Roberto on his back. He quickly grabbed a rock and held it high above his brother’s head, a wild rage flashing in his eyes.

Roberto sobbed. “Go ahead, Emile. Go ahead. Something has changed you. Go ahead and kill me and see if that solves our problems.”

“Hunger has changed me. What are we to do? Beg? Never.”

Emile swung the rock downward. Angelo believed that Emile was aiming to miss Roberto’s head, that he meant merely to scare him. But his stomach sank as the rock came closer to Roberto’s head than expected, stopping only as their eldest brother grabbed the rock in his mighty hand. Roberto wrestled control of the rock from Emile and tossed it aside. 

Roberto wrapped a giant hand around Emile’s neck, and they rolled again, the clay dirt of the mountainside coating both men’s shirts.

Roberto is solid but too tenderhearted. Emile is fast but too passionate. Somebody is going to get hurt. Angelo had seen and heard enough. He attempted to intervene, trying to tackle both men, but his older brothers threw him to the side like a pebble. 

“Brothers, brothers, stop! Think of Poppa and Mama.” Angelo begged.

Roberto and Emile stopped throwing punches, untangled their limbs, and separated, glaring at each other as they breathed heavily. Roberto wiped blood from his upper lip onto his shirtsleeve. Emile buried his head in his hands, wincing as blood dripped from his swollen nose. Neither spoke.

“Both of you are insane,” barked Angelo.

Again, silence. Both brothers hung their heads, avoiding eye contact with each other and with their younger sibling.

Angelo breathed a sigh of relief now that the fighting had stopped, and he turned his attention back to the sea and picked up a granite pebble. He threw it down the hill, watching as it tumbled off the volcanic rocks that dotted the mountainside until it joined the rubble at the bottom, dislodged from the brothers’ fighting.

Finally, Emile spoke up, a soft plea. “Roberto, I . . . Please listen. We will not survive the winter.”

Roberto stood and shook his head, grimacing in pain. He gave Emile a pensive look. “Who taught you how to fight?”

Exhausted, Emile looked skyward. “You did, big brother.” 

For a moment, they studied each other, sinking into a reflective silence. When Emile finally spoke, his tone was contrite. 

“I am sorry, Roberto.”

The tension in their faces eased.

Roberto wiped more blood from his lip. “Growing a crop in winter will be hard.”

Emile sighed. “Devastating.” He lightly touched his injured nose with his hand, wincing slightly.

“We’ll probably end up cold, penniless, and hungry.”

“There’s no future for us here. When Poppa worked at the dock, the money was good, but the long hours took their toll. He had to go back to subsistence farming, like his father and his father’s father. But these days, the sea breeze and this volcanic rock make growing anything difficult.”

“Yes, and when Poppa cut his leg and the infection gave him the fever,” Roberto said, “he fought and fought, and Mama used all the remedies she knew.”

“Mama took good care of him.” Emile gazed upward at a circling sea hawk as it made its way overhead to the eastern horizon.

“We three brothers have got to take care of Mama and each other,” Roberto declared sternly, watching the sea hawk as well. A fiery determination swelled in his words. “Poppa would want that.”

“Yes, of course. We must work together. But we must eat, mon frère.” 

The sea hawk soared eastward, then made a sharp turn back towards the brothers gathered on the hillside, its great brown wings stretched outward to catch the high sea breeze. 

Emile picked up a pebble and threw it down the hill, close to where Angelo had thrown his. He looked directly at Roberto and said sincerely, “We have drought, and, to add to the misery, we have the African locusts. Nothing grows. If by chance something does, the locusts devour it!”

“Perhaps the drought will break. Once there is rain—”

“By the time the drought breaks, we could be in Orleans, on our own land.” Irritation crept back into Emile’s voice.

“But can we trust the Spanish government?” Roberto asked earnestly.

“I know to never trust the government. You were right earlier. I also know that Mama works day and night as a cook, six days a week. She will break one day.”

Roberto’s cut lip was bleeding again, so he wiped at it with his stained sleeve. “Mama’s father was a French seaman who sailed the Mediterranean. Maybe we should become seamen.”

Emile frowned. “Poppa always said the French were great sailors, but sailors make very poor fathers. Being a seaman is hard on the sailor and his family. Mama would not want that for us.” 

“I think she would want us to have food and a home for our family!” Roberto turned on his heels in exasperation and looked to their youngest brother. “What about Angelo?”

“We can take care of Angelo,” Emile replied matter-of-factly.

Angelo, who had pretended he wasn’t listening closely to his brothers’ conversation, jumped up indignantly and raised his hand high. “You two continue fighting. I’ll take care of myself.” He gazed out over the open ocean, blue and rolling with distant whitecaps. “The sailor’s route sounds like the route for me.”

Emile cut off Angelo. “Stop. You are a boy of twelve. But that is my point, Roberto. We each have our part for a new start in Orleans.”

Angelo placed his hand on his hip. “Wait, what about me?”

Agitated, Roberto answered. “That includes you!” He looked at Emile, who was motionless, then at the high-flying sea hawk still circling overhead. “Can we trust the Spanish decree?”

“The mayor’s own brother is leaving for Orleans.” Emile’s tone was defensive, but his optimism soon took over. “He says that the government is granting land to Isleños. You own the land in this New World. 

Of course, the men must serve in the military, but we’ll be with other Isleños who can help. And the Spanish will give us some support.”

Roberto frowned. “Isleños will need the help and support of the Spanish. Who will protect us from the British and French? The Spanish Crown has many enemies, but they are not our enemies. Do commoners like us need more enemies?”

“You are right. We have enough enemies, like the locusts and drought,” Emile replied with a sarcastic laugh. “We have nothing to farm and no money to buy food.”

Roberto’s tone started to soften. “If we go to this New World, how long do you think it will take for us to send for Mama and Angelo? A year? Two years?”

Emile paused and rubbed his hand on his chin. “Two years. But we can send them money after the first year’s crop.”

Roberto looked down at the parched ground, where a large fissure had formed in the mountainside from the lack of rain. “Yes, if we can get a crop to grow.”

“If we can grow crops in this desert,” Emile quickly added, “we can produce a bounty in the green, fertile land of Orleans.

If we fail, what have Mama and Angelo lost? Nothing. We have nothing! They have a better chance of survival without us here. We can leave them a winter’s worth of wheat and flour and ninety reals, half of what the Spanish give us. We could even help Angelo get work at the dock.” 

Roberto cradled his face in his hands. “How can you say that Mama and Angelo will be better off without us?”

“Think about it, Roberto. Two less mouths to feed.”

Roberto nodded solemnly as he rose, then paced back and forth, looking down and kicking up the dust. He stopped pacing, and when he spoke, his voice was soft and resigned. “How much land will they grant us?”

“A hundred acres total, fifty apiece. We will share everything.” Emile’s eagerness threatened to overflow. “When Angelo joins us later, he will get his own parcel too.”

“When does the next ship sail?”

“Three weeks, just enough time to gather our few possessions and prepare.” Emile looked at Roberto.

Roberto turned and continued to step back and forth, his hands folded behind his back. Finally, he nodded his head in agreement. “Very well. We will talk to Mama.”

Angelo raced forward, placing himself between Roberto and Emile, and angrily spread out his arms. “Wait! What about me?”

“You must take care of Mama until we can send for you and her,” Emile retorted sharply. He placed a comforting hand on Angelo’s shoulder. “Brother, we love you, and we need you to do this for all of us.”

Angelo’s anger subsided, and he quietly added, “Yes, of course, I’ll take care of Mama.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3
WESTWARD
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The next morning, before dawn, Emile and Roberto prepared to make their case to their mother. Marie Louise Hernandez was a petite lady, shorter and weighing less than her youngest son. Her face was filled with wrinkles, but her eyes were still youthful and bright, especially when she smiled. 

She moved about the small kitchen quickly, making no sounds as she prepared the family’s breakfast, as she had done for many years. Angelo was still in bed, but he could hear his brothers and mother speaking softly in French, her native language. Angelo left his bed and saw them sitting at the small, rectangular wooden table. All fell silent as he entered the room.

Emile glanced at Angelo, then back to his mother. “Mama, Roberto and I have discussed this. We’re leaving for the Orleans Territory. The Spanish gave us a small amount of money for signing. We will leave a winter’s worth of grain and flour for you and Angelo, plus ninety reals for anything you need through spring. As soon as we are able, we will send you more money. And, most importantly, once we’ve established a homestead, we will send for you both to join us.”

Marie Louise fretted with motherly worry. “I have heard of this land grant. But Emile, you know I do not trust the Spanish. They will want you to fight in their military in this New World.” She paused, then pleaded with her sons. “We do not need the Spanish. We are peasants, but we do not starve!”

“But Mama, what kind of life is this?” Emile answered. “Poppa worked and died—for what? This five-room hut has a leaky roof and rock floors. We farm other people’s land, and they take most of our profits. We toil all year long, and we barely have enough flour and wheat to fend off starvation. And you, dear Mama, work day and night to cook for other people. You shouldn’t have to come home exhausted and pray for enough bread and meat. If Emile and I stay here, I worry we will not have enough food to last through winter.”

Angelo listened intently and decided it was time to become a part of the conversation. “I wanted to go to sea, Mama. Like your father. But they said no.”

“We discussed this, Angelo,” Emile interrupted angrily. “These adventures are in your mind. We have . . .”

Roberto tried to calm Emile, but Angelo shouted to both brothers. Soon the small kitchen was filled with noise as each voice tried to yell over the others.

Marie Louise silenced everyone with a raise of her hand. “Life is cruel. But we survive. Your father worked hard, but we still managed to sing and dance. Remember the good times.” She smiled softly. “I was proud of my father, and I loved your father dearly. A farmer’s life, a sailor’s life . . . Does it matter if you have your family, your happiness?”

She gazed lovingly at her sons, then looked directly at Roberto. “And you? How do you feel?”

Tears streamed down Roberto’s cheeks. “Mama, Emile and I will work hard every day to farm the land and sell our crops. Papa knew how to farm. He grew crops from these rocks and ash! But there is nothing left for us here. We can farm this new land if we get a chance. And we will send for you and Angelo when the time is right.”

Angelo put on a confident and capable air, puffing himself up with bravado. “Mama, I wanted to go to sea. I told my brothers I would go with them to Orleans. But I will stay here so that I can take care of you until they send for us.”

Marie Louise rose from the table and walked to the kitchen window. Outside, the first rays of light began to lighten the sky, the Atlantic stretching out into the distance. She pulled a rosary from a pocket of her apron and clutched its crucifix.

“The Spanish Crown will profit, but who will suffer? The poor! The Crown never suffers. We say the Spanish Authority, but what is their authority? To take money from the poor so they can decorate their fat necks with jewels!”

Emile saw his mother’s anger growing. “We have no future here on this island. As it stands today, you and Angelo are better off without Roberto and me here. We promise we will work hard, and within three years we will send for you and Angelo, or . . . or . . . or we will die trying!”

Roberto nodded in agreement. “We pledge this, Mama.” 

A flood of tears flowed from Marie Louise’s eyes, and Roberto and Emile wiped away tears of their own at the sight.

Angelo, wide awake now, joined their mother at the window. He put his arm around her, and she leaned into him. The first rays of sunlight multiplied as the sun emerged over the horizon, the clouds exploding in bright reds and pastel pinks.

Angelo gazed to the east in amazement. “Red sky at morning, sailors’ warning,” he whispered to his mother in English.
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CHAPTER 4
NEWS FROM BARATARIA
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In July of 1781, a year and five months after the Hernandez brothers left Santa Cruz de Tenerife aboard the Santa Faz, bound for the Orleans Territory, Marie Louise received the first news from her sons. 

The letter was dated July 10, 1780:

Dearest Mama and our brother Angelo,

We will be brief. We are well. We are still en route to the city of New Orleans. Our ship encountered a strong storm, some say a hurricane, on the journey. The schooner’s standing rigging was severely damaged. We have made it to Cap Français on the island of Saint-Domingue in the Caribbean Sea, just east of Cuba, for ship repairs.

The trip has been difficult, for besides the storm, 17 Isleños have perished due to sickness onboard the ship. We found Saint-Domingue, or as the Spanish say, Santo Domingo, fascinating and vibrant with many ships. Much commercial activity fills the docks and towns here. We are reminded of the Canarian harbors, with many different people and with many different flags waving in the ocean breeze.

The Spanish occupy the eastern part of this island, and the French the western third. We have docked in the French port due to the necessary replacement of two masts and repairs to the standing rigging, which can be performed at the large Cap Français shipyard. Saint-Domingue has many plantations growing sugarcane, and the entire place seems to be filled with powerful merchants from all over the world. All ships are either loading molasses or delivering manufactured goods and sacks of rice and beans.

But our stay here will only be a little longer, perhaps another two weeks. We hope to board our repaired ship soon for the remainder of our journey to the Orleans Territory. Once in Orleans, we will be taken to the Cabildo, where we will receive our land grant! We pray that you and Angelo are doing well. We miss you and think about you and Angelo every day. We will write again once we get to New Orleans and have information on our land grant.

Signed,

Beloved Sons and Brothers

She received the second letter from her sons on July 15, 1783, this time dated November 20, 1782:

Dearest Mama and our brother Angelo,

We are finally in the Orleans Territory. New Orleans is a lot like Saint-Domingue, a vibrant blend of many cultures. The territory is controlled by the Spanish, but most people here speak French. Compared to Saint-Domingue, there are fewer people and fewer anchored ships, but still much activity on the docks. A great river, the Mississippi, runs through the city.

We have been to the Cabildo, and we are awaiting the particulars of our land grant. We understand that we are to help establish the Spanish settlement that will be known as Barataria, on the west side of the great Mississippi River. We have heard that other Isleños settlements—particularly Galveztown—are having difficulties with flooding and pests. Many Isleños are dying of sickness and fever. But our hopes are still very high, and we anxiously await possession of OUR land.

Signed,

Beloved Sons and Brothers,

Marie Louise received one final letter on May 10, 1784, dated January 6, 1784:

Dearest Mama and our brother Angelo,

Please forgive us for not writing sooner, but this life is very demanding. We are on our land in Barataria. But life here is harsh. The country west of the Mississippi is wild, with many different animals and birds.

The winter was mild but very wet. Last December, we encountered another flood. The land, when not flooded, seems very fertile, and game and fish are abundant. Roberto had a fever through December, but he is doing better this new year.

We are sending you a little money. We have only been able to sell some fur from animals we trapped in the marsh areas around Barataria, mostly muskrats. They are plentiful in Barataria, and merchants from New Orleans buy their furs. The fish in the bays and bayous are abundant.

We are very disappointed that we cannot say when we will be able to send for you and Angelo, since life is still very difficult. Nevertheless, we are hopeful to build a better place on higher ground. From what we’ve learned, we believe that sugarcane can do very well in the highlands around the Mississippi River. We hope one day to buy some more land there for growing cane. We believe that sugarcane will provide generous revenue with the right land. Poppa made crops grow from rocks and sand on Tenerife—surely we can grow sugarcane in such fertile soil.

Most of the year, the land is green, bearing fruits and vegetables of every type, flavor, and color. Still, Barataria remains a dangerous, wild place, with black bears, water moccasins, red wolves, and alligators roaming the lowland areas. We hope to have better news and accommodations by next summer.

Signed,

Beloved Sons and Brothers,

That was the last message that Marie Louise received from her sons. Very little news about the New World made its way to Santa Cruz de Tenerife. What news did reach the island through other Isleños was usually bad: that the settlement at Barataria was struggling. Stories of hardship, disease, storms, and death filled the Canary Islands, and Marie Louise was left shaken by her sons’ letter. 

Finally, word reached Tenerife from the Spanish authorities that Barataria had been abandoned and that many of the remaining Isleños had not survived the spring storms and floods. Migration from the Canary Islands to Orleans ceased. 

Logically, she sensed that her sons were dead. Why else would they have gone so long without writing? 

She spoke very little, isolating herself even from her surviving son, Angelo, and her health began to decline.
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CHAPTER 5
I AM TO TAKE CARE OF YOU
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MAY 1784

Angelo woke in the middle of the night to the sound of his mother gasping for air. Their hut was dark, and a half-moon shone brightly in the clear sky outside the window.

He went to her, kneeling at her side as he whispered tenderly. “Mama, are you ill?”

“I feel feverish.” Another gasp rattled through her chest, and she coughed up blood. She regained her composure, wiping the blood from her chin with a torn, stained rag. “Angelo, if something happens to me, there is a gentleman at the dock named Louis Segura. Go to him, tell him who you are, and he will help you find work on a ship, a merchantman ship.”

“Mama, I don’t understand. I am to take care of you.”

“And you have, my handsome son.” She stretched out her arm and caressed his tanned face. “You are blessed, Angelo. You are smart, and fast, and strong. You are just like my father. He was a sailor, sharp as an ax and as fast as an osprey. And he loved the sea. You are such a spitting image of him. You will be able to take care of yourself if I . . . I . . .” 

Her voice failed as her chest was seized with another wave of coughs. When she continued, he could barely hear her. “God has a plan for us. Me, you, and your brothers. Promise . . . to talk to Monsieur Segura. He will arrange for you to get on a merchantman ship as a cabin boy. You can work . . .” 

She struggled to calm her breathing enough to finish her thought. “You can work on ships, provide for yourself, become a seaman, and in time that will take you to Orleans to find your brothers.” 

He shook his head. “But you”

“My son, promise me.”

He was confused, but he looked directly into his mother’s eyes and nodded. “Yes, of course, Mama. I promise.”

“I love you and your brothers always.” She took a deep breath and said in a very low, stern tone, “Go fetch Madame Romero now.”

Angelo ran under the moonlight all the way to Madame Romero’s house in the village and desperately pleaded with her to come. She obliged. He raced back to the hut, with Madame Romero right behind him. 

As they entered the hut, they were met with silence. His mother’s lifeless body stared back at him through the darkness from her bed. 

He gently kissed her forehead, slowly taking the rosary beads from her clenched fist.
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CHAPTER 6
TALL ROWS OF GREEN SUGARCANE
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SAINT-DOMINGUE, APRIL 1784

From sunrise to dusk, the slaves worked among the tall rows of green sugarcane of the Gallifet Plantation, a thriving hub of commercial activity in the west-central plains of Saint-Domingue.

On that morning, the group was comprised of seven men and three women. The oldest was Papa Coco, who was said to be 60 years old, quite old for a slave. 

The youngest was Beouf, who was only 15 years old but a hard worker. Though Beouf didn’t talk much, he smiled quite regularly. His large brown eyes moved wildly, always looking, searching, and learning. He wanted to understand this world that surrounded him, that imprisoned him.

The group was referred to as the Field Gang by Odeluc, Gallifet’s boss and the man in charge of the daily management of over a thousand enslaved workers. Daily, he pushed the slaves to the point of exhaustion. 

This group of the ten hardest workers on the plantation was tasked with the responsibility of cutting the cane during harvest and then cleaning the empty rows of any residue stalks and weeds afterward. Then came the planting season, when the Field Gang hoed thousands of dirt rows to prepare them for receiving the cane seeds before the Field Gang covered them with tilled earth.

One day in the brutal hot sun, Odeluc boasted to Beouf as the young man pulled weeds in the field, “There is a reason that Gallifet is successful. And that is my uncompromising loyalty to the Marquis de Gallifet to maximize production of cane and profits. Yes, I drive you slaves hard, sometimes even to death, but that is what this business demands.” 

Beouf looked incredulously at Odeluc, but he knew better than to say anything other than, “Oui, Monsieur Odeluc, oui.” Then he smiled his big, toothy smile and ripped another weed out of the ground by its roots, shaking it hard so that all the dirt was thrown off, just as he’d been taught.
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CHAPTER 7
SHINING EXAMPLE OF SUCCESS

[image: ]


[image: ]

Odeluc had been informed by the Marquis that a new technology was being developed in France: a hot-air balloon capable of rising hundreds of feet in the air. The Marquis planned to send him all the materials and tools necessary, challenging him to build one of these balloons and ride it into the sky so all the other plantation owners, slaves, and inhabitants of the northern plantations could see this marvel of technology. It would be a shining example of the success of Gallifet. 

Odeluc enthusiastically embraced the challenge. As soon as the materials and tools arrived from Europe, in February 1784, he set about building, experimenting, and testing a design for the balloon. He worked for two months, waking up early and retiring late in the night, until finally he had a working prototype. 

“Now, I will invite all the important planters in the north to Gallifet,” he proclaimed. “It will be a great celebration: a beacon to all that Gallifet can be a driving force in France’s new, technologically advanced economy.”

The date was set for April 19, 1784, and the invitations were sent out. When the 19th arrived, pigs were slaughtered, cooked, and smothered with bee’s honey; sea bass was sautéed with onions, celery, and lemons, then grilled; and elaborate, French-style dark chocolate cakes were baked.

Early in the morning, Odeluc met with his pushers in the fields. “Allow the slaves a brief ten-minute respite to gaze at the scientific marvel as it passes. If any of them turn their eyes to the ground and the past instead of the sky, give their backs a strong lashing with the whip immediately.”

He pumped his fist against his chest twice. “And tell them: This is Odeluc’s work for the Marquis!”

The event had a festival atmosphere, as the elites gathered about, mingling and talking loudly. The men looked garishly out of place in the plantation’s yard in their blue and red jackets and pristine white shirts trimmed in ruffled lace. Officials from the French government wore freshly powdered white wigs. Their wives and daughters wore low-cut ball gowns in delicate tones of pink, rose, and indigo, with belts pulled tight around their waists. 

Once the balloon began its ascent, all the high-society women and gentlemen gathered in a loose circle, with Odeluc in its center. Glasses of sweet rum in hand, they watched delightedly as a quartet of European musicians performed Corelli’s Opus in D Major. The crowd exploded into applause, and Odeluc removed his hat and bowed to the elites with an arrogant look of satisfaction, which only brought louder applause. One of the slave servants brought Odeluc a goblet of champagne, which he enthusiastically took and instantly drank, again to loud applause and rousing cheers.
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CHAPTER 8
MALVEAUX LUNE LÈVE: BAD MOON RISING
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In the fields, the Field Gang couldn’t hear the music nor the applause or see the brightly dressed guests as they dallied at the edge of the grounds. The slaves crouched low in the rows and pulled weeds and vines from the soil under the hot Caribbean sun until their hands were dirty and covered with red blisters.

As the balloon rose into the air, the pusher yelled at them to stop. “Take a ten-minute respite to view Master Odeluc’s technological achievement. You will witness its rise. Odeluc’s orders.”

Most of them paused and looked skyward with frowns and hard faces. “Can that balloon take me far, far away from Gallifet?” Beouf whispered to Papa Coco.

Papa Coco frowned. He pursed his lips and watched the strange balloon pass with disdain. “The planters disrespect our magnificent birds,” Papp Coco said softly to the group. “This is their desire to exert control over nature!” 

The gang pusher galloped his horse over to Papa Coco. “Quiet, old man, and view Odeluc’s marvel.”

Papa Coco laughed. “Le mauvais lune lève!” 

The pusher’s face turned red. In a fury, he jerked hard on his horse’s reins, causing the panicked horse to rear up on its hind legs. He pointed to Papa Coco. “Take him! Ten lashes at the pole.”

As Papa Coco was led off, Beouf stared up at the balloon and whispered to the others in the gang, “Papa Coco is right. It does look like a bad moon rising.” He smiled, careful to make sure the pusher was not looking.

Then the sharp, cruel snap of hard leather striking human skin cut through the air, followed by a second snap, then a third and a fourth. 

Papa Coco didn’t say anything for the first eight lashes, but for the ninth and tenth, he let out a bone-chilling scream that brought goosebumps to Beouf’s forearms. Beouf knew exactly the damage the leather would inflict on Papa Coco’s back. He didn’t have to look to see the blood, the open wounds turning red then purple. He held his breath, and when the ten lashes were over, he breathed heavily and shook his head.

When their ten-minute break was finished, the Field Gang began pulling weeds again in total silence. Beouf saw Papa Coco was weakened by the lashing, and more than once the old man collapsed as he tried to pull at the roots. Each time, one of the other nine workers would go to him and help him stand. Somehow, with the help of Beouf and the rest of the gang, Papa Coco made it till sunset.
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CHAPTER 9
BROTHER DEGE’S LEGACY AND
THE MAKING OF A MAROON
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1787

Beouf awoke in the early morning, before the first light. Not a soul stirred in the darkness, and no sounds emanated from the small hut that he occupied with his younger brother. The brothers had been born to their mother, Suzzanne, here on the plantation. She had died in labor five years earlier while attempting to give birth to her third child. Beouf did not know his father, as his mother had told him that he had been killed by one of the plantation overseers for disobeying orders.

Beouf’s life as a slave on a sugarcane plantation was predictable. Work started before daybreak and dragged on until after sunset. For those with strong hands such as his, maintaining the sugarcane fields of Gallifet Plantation consumed the entire year. Despite the Marquis de Gallifet’s frequent boasting of the humane working and living conditions of those who labored in Gallifet’s fields, the slaves’ work was incredibly demanding and tortuous. Hundreds died each year due to the deplorable conditions. No matter how hard anyone worked, there was no pleasing the plantation’s overseer, Odeluc. 

Dege, Beouf’s brother, was strong-willed. Suzzanne had always said that Beouf reminded her of herself, while Dege acted just like his father. 

One October day, Dege endured a morning beating for disobedience, for failing to dig a drainage trench in one of the cane fields to the correct depth, as ordered. When Dege questioned the orders, the pusher kicked him in the head and chest multiple times. Dege collapsed under the assault and fainted but later regained consciousness. Beouf and another fieldhand known as Tan had carried Dege to their tiny shack, and they brought him racine tea and some bread, which he ate. 

That night, Beouf awoke to the sounds of Dege wailing loudly in pain. As the night dragged on, he slipped deeper and deeper into a high fever. Though he eventually fell asleep, it was a restless sleep. Beouf had finally managed to sleep as well, until he was startled awake shortly before sunrise by Dege yelling out in anguish. He raced to his brother’s side to find him spitting up blood. 

“Do you hear the cracking of the whips, brother?” Dege yelled at Beouf in the darkness, grabbing for his arm. “Tell Poppa Coco they’re here.” Dege jerked and flailed his arms wildly. The others who shared their hut rushed over, all taking turns holding him down. 

Beouf looked on with sad eyes as he tried to soothe his brother. “When we were young and playing in the rolling hills near Gallifet, you pretended that I was an African king and you were an African prince. Do you remember? We would fantasize about hunting young antelopes and taming fierce lions, climbing steep mountain cliffs, and swimming through alligator-infested rivers. At the end of each daydream, we would bring home fresh meat for everyone to eat, and we made our people proud.”

Dege lay silent and only nodded and smiled briefly. He was dying a slow death, and there was nothing Beouf or any of the others could do. There would be no tomorrow for Dege. As the sun rose, Dege held his older brother’s hand clenched tight in his, and Beouf softly whispered in his ear, “Adieu, Prince Dege,” as his brother took his last breath. 

Beouf was allowed two hours to bury his baby brother in a shallow grave in the southern lowlands of the plantation. He had no gravestone to mark the site, so he simply pounded seven black lava rocks into the fresh earth in the shape of a cross. Beouf silently cursed the pusher, as he knew he was powerless to avenge Dege’s death.

On that hot and humid October morning, as Beouf walked away from Dege’s grave, he decided to escape from the plantation. He must live free or die. It was that simple.

Later that night, he snuck out of his hut with only a small rucksack filled with nuts and dried mangoes. He ran south for two days, stopping only to drink from small streams and eat from the abundant blackberry bushes in the lush forest. From the plains of the Cap Français, through the Montagnes Noires, and to the southwest of the Artibonite Valley, he made his way to the Pic de Macaya, where he found a grove of mapou trees. 

The center mapou tree had a huge base of knotty roots that stretched out from the ground, like giant fingers planted in the soil. Beouf dubbed the grove Cote d’Racine. He accepted that tomorrow was never guaranteed. The maroon life felt natural for him in this mysterious, dark forest. 

Finally, he felt at peace.
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CHAPTER 10
RÊVE DU LA MER: DREAM OF THE SEA
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From the Pic de Macaya and his Cote d’Racine hideaway, Beouf could see the blue sea stretching out on the southern horizon. As each season came and went, he saw the sea change, but it was always beautiful. It seemed to go on forever. And the southern sea breeze on his face felt like freedom.

He mostly dreamed of happier days to come. Perhaps there would be treasure. Perhaps there would be a woman. 

At least now, I have hope.

Sometimes, though, his dreams were nightmares of his past. He’d wake in a cold sweat, cursing the overseer and the plantation bosses and filled with a longing for his mother and younger brother. 

Just like many other enslaved people on the plantations, he had turned to the only thing that gave him solace and peace, if only for a short while: religion. He became a follower of Vodou and went to Vodou fetes to be a part of the ceremonies, joining the singing, dancing, and drumming. He witnessed the houngans and manbos offering sacrifices to the lofty lwi. At the ceremonies, he found a community beyond the plantation, and that community inspired him to seek out his natural rights of justice and peace.

Late one night, as Beouf lay in the grove and felt the sea breeze cool on his face, he wondered about the sea and the sailing ships. He had heard stories about maroons taking on privateers in the Caribbean, and he fantasized about sailing away. So, he decided to make the trek from his hut in the Pic de Macaya to the seashore, to the harbor at Les Cayes on the southern shore of the island, to see for himself.

He made the nighttime hike to the harbor, careful not to snap one twig or break one branch. As he walked down to the shore, he came within 25 yards of the dock before he stopped in his tracks. A tall privateering ship loomed over the beach, tied to the dock’s wooden pilings. It felt close enough that if he said anything out loud, a crew member would be able to hear him.

The ship looked 50 feet long, with lanterns hanging all along the railing, casting the deck in flickering light. The wooden masts towered into the night sky, with complex netting and lines draping from the top and shrouding both sides of the boat. Beouf could see a row of seven ports, each with protruding cannon barrels that ominously guarded the ship. 

He walked a few steps closer and winced as he stepped on a branch in the darkness, breaking it into pieces with a loud crack. 

His heart raced, and beads of sweat formed on his forehead. If he got caught now, he would be turned back over to Gallifet, which would mean severe torture, if not death. 

Beouf waited patiently in total silence. He slowed his breathing, bringing his body under complete control, and slowly turned his head to the left and right, searching for any clue that someone had heard.

After a few minutes, he thought it was best to leave and return to the safety and seclusion of the mountains. Still, the sight of several other ships moored in the bay, gently rocking in the breeze down to Les Cayes, the nocturnal trees and hills acting as a cloak to disguise his movements. As he came to the harbor, a gentle east wind caused the halyards to strike the tall wooden masts of the privateer, a sound like a distant Vodou beating drum. The night sky was clear, and thousands of stars blinked down at Beouf. For a moment, he wondered whether the music of the boats had called the siren Agwé, the lwi known as the goddess of the sea.

As he approached the docked privateer, he realized the ship looked much different up close. Its deck was cluttered with crates and sacks, and it lay quiet with only a single lantern lit. The crew were all sleeping, but he knew they would rise with the first rays of the sun. He stared and imagined himself standing on the deck as the boat sailed from the harbor, sails fully raised, and he smiled.

His dream was interrupted when a second lantern was lit, then a third. A bell rang out loud four times. In an instant, the deck was filled with crew who scurried about like ants. He watched, amazed at the feverish pace with which they worked.

His large brown eyes moved up and down, right and left, as he took in everything that he could possibly see from his hiding spot.

The first rays of sunlight lit the eastern horizon, and he continued his approach to the dock warily, trying to remain hidden in the darkness of night. A short white man with stringy, sun-bleached white hair and a bright red bandana tied loosely around his unshaven neck appeared from belowdecks, making Beouf dart behind a crate for cover. The man carried a burlap sack of beans with both hands, his beige shirt soaked with sweat as he struggled with the weight. He dropped the sack of beans to the deck with a grunt and pulled a red handkerchief from his soiled white trousers. He leaned against the railing of the ship and spit over the side, breathing heavily as he wiped the sweat from his face. 

Beouf’s heart pounded in his chest as he crept closer. Words nearly came to his mouth, but he bit his lip, and his mouth stayed closed. He knew the danger, but he realized this might be his best chance. If I can help this sailor, maybe they’ll bring me on.

Other voices filtered up from belowdecks, and they seemed to be getting louder. “Not today. If I get caught, I’m a dead man,” he said to himself and sighed in despair.

Shockingly, a voice spoke. “Maroon, I know you’re there,” the white man said, calling out into the darkness. Beouf’s heart sank. “You were here early yesterday, too. I heard the brush crackle. And I smelled your awful odor.”

Beouf was startled, but he didn’t move nor speak.

The short white man quietly added, “Son, if you want a good breakfast, why don’t you help me load these damn sacks? I will not tell anyone, and I’ll get you a stout meal of salted drum to fill your belly.” Beouf felt his stomach growl. Still, he stood frozen, too scared to move.

“You’re hungry. And I need some help. If you want to work, I’ll make no trouble for you.”

Beouf’s stomach growled again. He looked to his left and right, but no one else seemed to have noticed them. Cautiously, he came forward out of his hiding spot, but still, he didn’t say anything. Instinctively, his eyes scanned the dock for an escape route, just in case—such was the mindset of maroons.

As Beouf advanced another step, the corners of the white man’s mouth curled up, and he raised his hand in the air in greeting. 

“Quickly! Let’s do it, lad. Captain Joubert will only ask questions if the work’s not done.” He extended his hand to Beouf as he approached. “Jesse. Your name?”

The maroon raised his hand and quietly said, “Beouf.”

Jesse eyed him closely. “Maroon, you’ve got large biceps, strong legs, a barrel chest, and rock-solid shoulders like black granite. You’ve got the brawn to handle this load of beans.”

Then Jesse frowned. “You’re built like a bull, but now you look tired, beaten, and trampled. You’re another runaway from a plantation. Still, this ship needs another sturdy hand on deck, and the captain is always on the lookout for strong, able-bodied men.”

Beouf stared at Jesse with a blank, hard face, saying nothing.

Both men stood in silence.

Finally, Jesse broke the silence with a smirk. “Here’s the deal. Get to work straight away and finish loading these beans. Then, we’ll stop for some good cornbread, lima beans, and drum breakfast. If you’re up to it afterward, we’ll get right back at it. After a full day, if you make it through, we’ll throw you in the water and get you cleaned up some. It's kind of like a baptism. Then, we’ll feed you a hearty meal for supper, with plenty of rice and smoked flounder.”

“You aren’t lying about no trouble?” Beouf was guarded, dubious that everything could go so easily.

“No trouble, mate. Just work. You got my word.”

Beouf’s eyes filled with energy as his mouth watered. “What about ship work, on the ocean?”

“We’ll talk about crewing at the end of the day.” Jesse winked.

“I’ve never been on a ship before.”

“You’re a maroon. There are no ships in those cane fields.”

Beouf’s face hardened, and he breathed
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