
chapter 12

Resistance to Empire in the Caribbean 
in the Wake of the French Revolution

On the evening of 20 January 1791, at Grand Bay in the parish of St Patrick, the 
Maroons of Dominica joined forces with plantation slaves and ‘free coloureds’ 
to threaten British control of the island. ! eir leader was Pharcelle. A partici-
pant in an earlier rebellion of 1785, Pharcelle was not a Maroon himself but a 
slave shipped in from the Guinea coast. His revolt in Dominica anticipated the 
great slave rebellion that was to explode a few months later, in August 1791, in 
Saint-Domingue (Haiti), and its course was inK uenced by events there and in 
the other French-speaking islands of the Caribbean.

A small but mountainous island lying between Guadeloupe to the north 
and Martinique to the south, Dominica had been under British control for 
only eight years.1 ! e British had had nothing but trouble from this acquisi-
tion. With a largely French-speaking population, disagreements and conK icts 
within the white population – between French and English settlers and planta-
tion owners – were inevitable. ! ese quarrels had an impact on the slaves, which 
in turn aX ected the ‘free coloureds’ and the Nègres Marrons – the large popula-
tion of former slaves who lived in the central mountains. ! e strength of these 
‘Maroons’ lay in their ability to recruit slaves and in their inaccessible retreat in 
the hills, which the British lacked suM  cient military strength to recover.

Typical in this regard were the slaves from the formerly Jesuit-owned 
plantations in the south-east of the island. ! e French Jesuits had le8  a8 er the 
U rst British takeover in 1763, and their slaves had removed themselves swi8 ly 
into the woods with their families. ‘! ey were joined from time to time here 
by others from diX erent estates’, wrote ! omas Atwood in his history of the 
island, published in 1791. ‘! ere they secreted themselves for a number of 
years, formed companies under diX erent chiefs, built good houses and planted 
gardens in the woods, where they raised poultry, hogs, and other small stock.’ 
Compared with the conditions of slavery, this was an attractive, almost idyllic 
existence: ‘With what the sea, rivers, and woods aX orded, and what they got 
from the negroes they had intercourse with on the plantations, they lived very 
comfortably, and were seldom disturbed in their haunts.’

! e Maroons were hostile to the British occupation of the island, as were 
the ‘free coloureds’, many of them mulatto landowners and tradesmen of French 
origin who lived in Dominica but moved easily between the various French 

            



 the caribbean in the wake of the french revolution 105

islands. ! eir loyalty to the British Empire was weak. With a pragmatic outlook, 
they used their dual nationality to their advantage whenever possible.

! e existence of the Maroons was a permanent enticement to the slaves to 
slip away, and an ever-present threat to the plantation owners. By establishing 
self-suM  cient communities that could be used to attack the slave plantations, 
the Maroons called the entire plantation system into question. ! ey were ‘an 
internal enemy of the most alarming kind’, wrote Captain John Orde, the mili-
tary governor, which threatened ‘to destroy every English estate in the island’.

Pharcelle was among those who had escaped a life sentence on the planta-
tions to join the free Maroons in the hills, and to U ght for independence. ! e 
governor described him as ‘formidable’, yet as with so many imperial rebels, 
he K its through the archives leaving an enigmatic trace. His rebellion in 1785 
had lasted for several months, and was only suppressed when additional troops 
arrived from St Vincent and Grenada. Pharcelle himself survived, holed up in 
the hills for several years, his presence a permanent reproach to the planta-
tion owners. He was known as a gun-runner, and, from an impregnable base 
above the town of Colihaut, he remained in contact with other islands in the 
Caribbean still in French hands.

A8 er the Revolution in Paris in 1789, French Royalists and Republicans 
took part in serious political debate throughout the Caribbean. Much of the 
French-speaking population in British-controlled Dominica was sympathetic 
to the new revolutionary Republic, and many sought to make common cause 
with Maroons and slaves against the British authorities. Among the prominent 
supporters of the French Republic was Jean-Louis Polinaire, a ‘free coloured’ 
originally from Martinique who published revolutionary pamphlets – much to 
the anger of the island’s white assembly, which complained that his pamphlets 
gave encouragement to their already discontented slaves. Only a small spark 
was needed to set oX  a slave explosion on the plantations.

Polinaire lit the fuse. Plantation slaves, according to law, had a right to two 
days in the week to work for themselves, and Polinaire had been urging them 
to demand this right throughout 1790. ! e request was common enough, but 
most plantation owners refused to consider it. ! eir slaves grew increasingly 
resentful. ‘Some individuals had absconded and others would not go to work’, 
noted Captain Orde, just before the rebellion broke out.

! e revolt of January 1791 had an unusual degree of support: from the ‘free 
coloureds’, from the Maroons, and from slaves on virtually every plantation. 
Pharcelle provided 500 muskets that he had squirrelled away in the hills a8 er 
the earlier rebellion. Yet the authorities were well prepared. ! e principal rebel 
positions were seized by British military detachments within a week. ‘Great 
numbers of negroes’ surrendered, Orde recorded, and only Pharcelle escaped 
to U ght another day.
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Orde had oX ered a substantial reward to anyone who captured an escaped 
slave, and Polinaire, the pamphleteer, was betrayed by a treacherous Carib 
who informed a British plantation owner of his hiding place, and claimed the 
reward. Polinaire was tried at Roseau before a jury of French and English resi-
dents, found guilty of rebellion, and hanged.

! is was U erce justice, yet the message of freedom and rebellion was not 
entirely rubbed away. Orde wrote to London to deplore the fact that things 
would never be the same. ‘Notions and opinions have certainly got root in the 
minds of slaves in general, which I much apprehend will militate against their 
ever again being such faithful, obedient and contented servants as they were 
formerly.’ Orde was right to be pessimistic, and he himself soon lost the conU -
dence of the plantation owners. ! e authorities ordered him back to Britain.

Maroon resistance continued over the next twenty years, for Pharcelle 
was a great survivor. He was able to stay in contact with French Republicans 
in Guadeloupe, who promised French assistance in 1794 if he would help to 
U ght the British. Plans were made for a fresh rebellion to coincide with a French 
invasion. Pharcelle was captured before he could go into action and the British 
sought to negotiate a deal, for they were alarmed by the extent of his plans.2 
Pharcelle made the deal to save his life, but his promise did not last long. When 
the French invasion took place in May 1795, he guided the French force through 
the mountains.

Pharcelle was to be found over the next few years working for both the 
French and the British, sometimes rounding up runaway slaves, sometimes 
guiding black troops through the mountains. Something eventually went wrong 
with his balancing act. In 1800 he was detained and accused of ‘insolent and 
highly suspicious conduct’. ! e white assembly ordered him to be sent into 
exile. From the records of Dominica, he disappears without further trace.

! roughout 1793, large black armies of former slaves were operating on the 
French island of Saint-Domingue (later known as Haiti), U ghting to maintain 
their freedom a8 er an historic and successful rebellion in August 1791. ! en, 
in September 1793, the rebel slaves were confronted at Jérémie, on the south-
western tip of the island, by 600 red-coated British soldiers who had landed 
there a8 er crossing from Jamaica. Two days later, the rebels noted the arrival 
of British ships at the important strategic base at Mole St Nicolas, considered 
the ‘Gibraltar of the Caribbean’, a8 er sailing across the bight of Léogane. ! e 
British troops, under the command of Colonel Adam Williamson, the gover-
nor of Jamaica, included French Royalist landowners seeking to recover their 
sugar plantations. ! e former slaves put up substantial resistance to this British 
attempt to include Haiti into the Empire, forcing them to withdraw U ve years 
later.3
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In the weeks before the British landing, rebel forces had been swollen as the 
result of the end to slavery on the island declared by Léger Félicité Sonthonax, a 
Revolutionary ‘commissioner’ sent out by the Republican government in Paris. 
Sonthonax promised freedom to all slaves who joined the resistance forces of 
the Republic, thus anticipating the formal end to slavery throughout the French 
dominions announced in Paris in February 1794. (! e slaves in Haiti had 
already taken matters into their own hands in 1791.)

Five months a8 er the initial British landings, the rebel army was under 
siege at the principal city of Port-au-Prince, U ghting oX  a British naval squadron 
as well as a troop advancing by land from Tiburón, a town seized by the British. 
Called upon to surrender by the British naval commander in February 1794, 
Sonthonax refused: ‘Were we ever forced to leave this place, nothing would be 
le8  of your ships but smoke, since the rest of them would be at the bottom of the 
sea.’ Acknowledging the truth of his words, the British retreated.

Spurred on by their success, the rebel army attacked isolated British 
garrisons in the west, causing 2,000 white refugees to escape into the British 
zone, and in April General André Rigaud, one of the mulatto leaders of the 
revolution, advanced on British-held Tiburón. Commander of the most formi-
dable black army in the south of the island, Rigaud bore the brunt of the early 
resistance against the British, although another leader, Toussaint L’Ouverture, 
would receive much of the credit.4 ! e climate was on the side of the black revo-
lutionaries, for British troops found the tropical conditions intolerable. ! eir 
numbers began to dwindle as yellow fever made its devastating impact.

Control of Haiti would require thousands of soldiers as a permanent garri-
son, and the British sent out an armada to the Caribbean, commanded by 
Admiral Jervis and General Grey, that arrived at Barbados in December 1793. 
Before reinforcements could be sent to Haiti, the British commanders had 
preliminary tasks in Martinique, St Lucia and Guadeloupe,5 and not until May 
1794 were troops available to assist the British enclaves on Haiti.6

! e rebel army and Commissioner Sonthonax were driven out of Port-au-
Prince by the British with the help of a unit of French Royalists, but the rebels 
ensured that no further advance was possible. Yellow fever took its toll of the 
new troops, as it had done of the old. Ships arrived with half their comple-
ment dying – or already cast overboard. Some 700 soldiers had died by the end 
of August. ! ey ‘dropt like the leaves in autumn’, noted one long-established 
planter.7

! e British position in Haiti was bleak, and to survive at all they recruited 
local blacks.8 ! ey sought to preserve the old Royalist slave regime while oX er-
ing freedom to individual slaves if they joined the British army. Black soldiers 
were U ghting on both sides by the autumn of 1794. But the British oX er came 
too late, and Rigaud’s revolutionary army gradually got the upper hand, U nally 
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recapturing Tiburón in December. ! e local British commander committed 
suicide in despair.

! e rebel armies were not strong enough to force out the British until 
another four years had passed, but in 1798 their continuing resistance caused 
Britain to accept that their toe-hold in Haiti was too expensive to maintain.

In May 1798, the leader of Haiti’s victorious black forces, Toussaint L’Ouverture, 
accepted the surrender of British forces at Port-au-Prince, forcing them to 
abandon the island. Among the terms of surrender, L’Ouverture stated that the 
thousands of black slaves recruited into the British army were to remain in free 
Haiti – they were not to be shipped away for resale elsewhere. General ! omas 
Maitland, the British commander, and later the commander in Ceylon, agreed 
immediately. He knew that the white planters on the sugar estates of the other 
Caribbean islands would have little desire to employ the black soldiers of Haiti.

On the U nal day of the British retreat, Toussaint entered Mole St Nicolas 
with an escort of oM  cers – black, mulatto and white. Church bells rang, heavy 
guns were U red, and the British K eet greeted his arrival with salvoes and salutes. 
A special Te Deum was sung in the church, and General Maitland walked with 
Toussaint a8 er the service to the Place des Armes, where a tent had been deco-
rated with red velvet. A thousand British soldiers took part in a formal military 
display, and a8 er a ceremonial banquet the senior British admiral presented the 
silver tableware to Toussaint in the name of King George III.

‘Toussaint’s triumph could not have been greater’, notes the Haitian writer 
Stephen Alexis. ‘! e proudest nation on earth was honouring in him a whole 
race which had till recently dwelt in shameful degradation.’9 ! e phenomenon of 
a senior British oM  cer surrendering to a black general was not much mentioned 
at the time, nor has it been dwelt on much since.

            


