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In October 1809, a Frenchman named Alexander Burot wrote to Thomas Jefferson. Burot 

was a refugee from colonial Saint-Domingue, who had fled the insurrection that would become 

known as the Haitian Revolution.1 Arriving in Virginia in 1796 with his wife Marie Elizabeth 

Burot,2 children, and nine enslaved “negro and mulatto domestics,” he bought a plantation in 

Chesterfield County near Richmond, and had three more children.3 However, he left Virginia for 

Saint-Domingue in 1801, and, when he returned to Virginia in 1809, found that his slaves had been 

freed and, with Marie Elizabeth left unable to pay their mortgage, that the family had been evicted.4 

Burot appealed to Jefferson as a fellow “Virginia planter and father of a family” for help in 

restoring his slaves, his plantation, and his status as a new member of the Virginia elite. He was 

out of luck; Burot did not regain what he had lost. However, the letter’s description of the 

household’s experience in Virginia, of the opportunities, hardships, and unexpected obstacles 

faced both by Burot, and, implicitly, the other members of the household, provides a valuable 

starting point for a study of the experiences of French refugees from Saint-Domingue in Virginia. 

As many as 25,000 free and enslaved people traveled from Saint-Domingue to the United 

States during this period, and a significant number of these settled in Virginia.5 Despite this, the 

scholarship on French refugees in the state is sparse. Indeed, it has so far only been addressed in 

the context  of larger, more general works; in Ashli White’s work on the impact of the refugees in 

the United States, for example, or in Darrell Meadows’ dissertation on migration in the 

revolutionary French Atlantic.6 The Virginian refugees also appear, albeit often tangentially, in 

more recent work on the geopolitical and diplomatic impact of the French and Haitian revolutions 

on the Early Republic; scholars such as Julia Gaffield and James Alexander Dun have discussed 

the refugees in this wider political context.7 However, there is remains very little scholarship on 

the specific experiences of French refugees, both white and black, in Virginia.  By examining the 

Burot household through the lens of three different marriages – that of Alexander and Marie 

Elizabeth, of their daughter Joséphine, and of Virginia Ann Burot, daughter of one of the nine 
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enslaved members of the household – I argue that the most important factor in the success of Saint-

Dominguan migrants in Virginia was access to a strong family and community support network, 

which was in turn bound up with issues of slavery and freedom. Burot’s failure to maintain his 

household was determined by his separation from it, and his resulting inability to maintain 

ownership of the people he enslaved. Conversely, the success of Julia Ann Burot and her daughter 

Virginia Ann was predicated on Julia Ann’s legal manumission, and her daughter’s resulting 

integration via marriage into a strong, supportive community.  

In addition, I argue that by analyzing the migration at the level of the household, it is 

possible to uncover the ways in which community, kinship, and marriage shaped and were shaped 

by the movement of free and enslaved people from Saint-Domingue to Virginia. Historians of the 

Haitian Revolution in an Atlantic context such as Laurent Dubois, Julius Scott, Ada Ferrer, and, 

in the Virginia context, James Sidbury, have richly demonstrated how revolutionary ideas 

developed and circulated beyond Saint-Domingue, providing inspiration for black liberatory 

ideologies and struggles throughout the Atlantic region.8 By focusing primarily on the content of 

these intellectual exchanges, however, we run the risk of overlooking the social relationships 

which facilitated them.9 The people who spread Haitian revolutionary ideas rarely did so as solo 

actors, but within social, familial, and legal networks that often remained intact despite the 

disruption of the period. This is especially relevant when one considers that of the estimated 25,000 

free and enslaved people who traveled from Saint-Domingue to the United States, many if not 

most traveled in connection with some sort of household unit. People who traveled in these 

households would have had different experiences of revolution than solo travelers, shaped by its 

effects on the daily intimacies of their lives and labors, and they would have held different ideas 

about the revolution as a result. To understand in more detail how different forms of knowledge 

and news were spread in the revolutionary Atlantic, therefore, we must attend to the household 

dynamics of the free and enslaved people who constituted these communication networks.   

 

Alexander Burot and the Perils of Separation 

 

Before migrating, Alexander Burot had the advantage of being a relatively prosperous 

planter in Saint-Domingue. In his letter to Jefferson, Burot described himself as having owned 

“plantations” in the plural, and traces of his commercial activity appear in the notary records of 

Jérémie, the town in southwest Saint-Domingue near which the family lived.10 Alexander and 

Marie Elizabeth may also have considered themselves lucky during the early years of the 

revolution – the area in which they lived was occupied by the British from 1793, meaning that 

when French emancipation was established in 1793-4, it did not extend to the people they enslaved. 

By 1796, however, the Burots must have realized the tide of events was beginning to turn against 

their interests. It had become clear that the British occupation, which had grown increasingly 

unpopular, was faltering. In the rest of the colony, meanwhile, Toussaint Louverture was 

consolidating his power as revolutionary leader and most senior military official in the colony.11 
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The Burots may have decided their best hope for avoiding conflict and keeping their family safe 

was to migrate to Virginia, forcing nine enslaved people to travel with them.  

If Alexander recognized the irony of forcibly separating nine enslaved people from their 

families and communities in order to keep his own family together, he made no note of it. Long 

before the household’s migration, after all, the Burots’ success as a slave owning family had 

depended on the destruction of the kinship networks of the people they owned. For the nine 

enslaved people in the household, leaving Saint-Domingue was yet another dislocation, one 

amongst many they had experienced during their enslavement. However, it also seems possible 

that some of the nine may have had more mixed thoughts about the move. While it had become 

clear by 1796 that the British occupation of Jérémie was faltering, they did not yet show signs of 

withdrawing from the region, despite continued unrest and brief but bloody incursions from 

revolutionary forces. In this immediate context, some may have seen the move as a means to escape 

the turmoil of a revolution that threatened violence, even as it promised freedom. 12 Ashli White 

has suggested that friends or family of some enslaved Saint-Dominguans may have actually 

encouraged them to migrate for this reason     13  

More generally, we can speculate that the attitudes of the nine enslaved household 

members would also have been influenced by their understanding of the political situation in the 

region, as well as by their knowledge of life in the United States. As scholars such as Laurent 

Dubois and John Thornton have shown, republican and royalist intellectual traditions were invoked 

and developed during the revolution to advocate for competing visions of liberty, and these would 

have influenced their attitudes towards the different factions in the Southern Province.14 In 

addition, as Julius Scott demonstrates in The Common Wind, enslaved people were integrated into 

extensive communication networks between sailors, slaves, and other Atlantic travelers, meaning 

that they would have been informed not only about events in Saint-Domingue, but throughout the 

Americas.15 As such, they would have known that moving to Virginia meant moving to a 

jurisdiction where, unlike Saint-Domingue, the institution of slavery was not in the process of 

being dismantled, and chances for liberty would likely be slim. However, there is also a good 

chance they would have known of events like the 1793 ‘Secret-keeper Conspiracy,’ in which 

enslaved and free Black Virginians and South Carolinians allegedly plotted to follow the Saint-

Dominguan example and stage an insurrection; and they would likely have seen and heard support 

for the revolution in the form of tricolor cockades, revolutionary songs, and other expressions of 

solidarity expressed by travelers to the region.16 They may also have heard of enslaved Saint-

Dominguans who had been able to extract promises of manumission from their enslavers in return 

for agreeing to travel to the United States.17 So while documentary evidence for what the enslaved 

members of the household knew or thought about the move has so far been elusive, they would 

not have been uninformed about the significance of their journey. 

Finally, many Saint-Dominguan enslavers, including the Burots, intended their migration 

to be temporary.18 As Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes in Silencing the Past, the ‘unthinkability’ of 

the Haitian Revolution meant that even when enslavers were forced to confront the spectacle of 

Black revolution, they were simply unable to see it as a “serious long-term danger” to the colonial 
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system.19 From the beginning of their time in Virginia, the Burots maintained property and 

business connections in Saint-Domingue, perhaps with the hope that France would re-establish 

slavery and they could return to their old life.20 While the Burot migration separated enslaved 

people from kinship and community connections, the people who traveled with them may have 

expected to return.   

In order to maintain these connections with Saint-Domingue, the Burots divided their 

responsibilities, enabling the family to essentially be in two places at once. Marie Elizabeth, the 

children, and the nine enslaved people remained in Virginia, with some of the latter possibly being 

hired out as laborers in the surrounding area.21 Meanwhile, Alexander used his Saint-Dominguan 

connections to make money as a merchant, sailing back and forth to the colony as the supercargo 

and part-owner of a Richmond-based merchant ship, before returning permanently in 1801 to 

prepare for the family’s anticipated return.22 By leaving the household to pursue business, Burot 

fits what we could see as the stereotype of the early-modern Atlantic traveler – the striving 

European man who leaves his family in search of profit.23 Indeed, Jennifer Palmer has noticed a 

similar pattern among merchant families in La Rochelle, whose patriarchs often left in search of 

fortune in Saint-Domingue, leaving their wives to take on the responsibilities of the de-facto head 

of household.24 To the Burots, accustomed to life in profit-driven Saint-Domingue, this model of 

a separated, mercantile household would have seemed very normal. Of course, however, they were 

using this strategy in a more unstable situation than were the merchants of La Rochelle. They were 

living in a place which, despite also being a plantation slave society, had very different customs 

and laws from Saint-Domingue. And rather than traveling in search of fortune, Burot left to try 

and reconstitute an estate that they had left in the midst of revolution. Ultimately, the uncertainty 

surrounding this strategy was what caused its failure.  

In 1803, it became clear that the French expedition to Saint-Domingue was failing, and that 

the revolutionary forces, now led by General Jean-Jacques Dessalines and fighting for 

independence, were winning the war against the French. In the same year, Alexander left Saint-

Domingue for Cuba, along with most of the other remaining white residents, and seems to have 

stayed there until forced to leave with other French exiles in 1809, following the Napoleonic 

invasion of Spain. As a result, when a newspaper advertisement was placed in Virginia in 1803 

calling for him to appear in court as a defendant in a case brought by his mortgage holder, Burot 

did not appear.25 Perhaps he never heard of the summons; perhaps he was simply unable to return 

home in time. While Marie Elizabeth had acted as head of household for several years, she could 

not appear in court to defend property held in her husband’s name. It is not entirely clear what 

happened next. But as we know, Burot returned to find the family had been evicted, and the nine 

people he enslaved had been freed. While the Burots used a marital strategy that seemed relatively 

reliable, the contingencies of revolution and legalities in Haiti and Virginia resulted in its failure.  

 

Joséphine Burot, Benjamin Chaigneau, and strategic marriage 
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In 1809, the year Alexander returned to Virginia, his daughter Joséphine married another 

Saint-Dominguan exile named Benjamin Chaigneau.26 Chaigneau was almost certainly known to 

the Burots before their migration: they had both embarked from the same region of Aux Cayes, 

and would have been part of the same local community of planters and merchants in southwestern 

Saint-Domingue.27 Chaigneau settled in Philadelphia in 1795, shortly before the Burots’ voyage, 

suggesting he may have even relayed information to the family from the U.S. in order to assist 

with their journey. By marrying Chaigneau, Joséphine forged an alliance with someone whom she 

and her family knew and trusted; perhaps even more importantly, she married someone with the 

same cultural background and experience of migration, who could provide continuity with her old 

life. This marriage wasn’t unusual. A combination of shared experience and culture, unwillingness 

to accept the permanence of their migration, and ambivalent attitudes towards Saint-Dominguans 

in the U.S. meant that they tended to stick together, and first-generation migrants overwhelmingly 

tended to marry each other.28 

In addition to providing cultural continuity, however, the marriage to Chaigneau also aided      

the Burots in much more practical ways. Chaigneau had been naturalized as a U.S. citizen in 1804, 

meaning that by marrying him, Joséphine secured her future as a resident of the country at a time 

when it had become clear that returning to Saint-Domingue was no longer possible.29 As a male 

head of household, Chaigneau was also a useful ally for Alexander, particularly when it came to 

legal matters: in 1813, Chaigneau appeared in a newspaper notice as Alexander’s legal 

administrator.30 So while Joséphine’s marriage, like those of other Saint-Dominguan refugees, can 

partly be understood in sentimental terms, there was also a range of very practical reasons to marry 

a fellow refugee, from ensuring citizenship to gaining business partners.  

 

Julia Ann, Virginia Ann, and freedom in Virginia 

 

    While Alexander portrayed the legal fluke which led to his wife’s eviction as a cruel loss, it 

provided an opportunity for the nine enslaved people, taken from an emancipatory revolution, to 

claim their freedom in Virginia. Even after freedom, however, the nine people brought into 

Virginia by the Burots may well have felt themselves to be in a very vulnerable situation. They 

would likely have been able to forge some connections with other free and enslaved people prior 

to achieving freedom, particularly if they had been hired out in the surrounding area; likewise, they 

would have known and perhaps relied on each other. However, they had been removed from their 

family and community ties, and would not have had the same connections that many free Black 

Virginians relied upon to ensure their social and economic security.31 Julia Ann Burot, the only 

formerly enslaved member of the household for whom I have yet been able to find a name, may 

well have felt particularly vulnerable. A couple of years after gaining her freedom, she had a 

daughter, whom she aptly named Virginia Ann.     32 She seems to have never been legally married 

in Virginia, and  remained in Chesterfield County, suggesting she wanted to stay within a 

community that could support her as she raised her daughter. She may also have wanted to remain 

close to people who knew her experience as a domestic laborer and could provide paid work.33 It 
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seems likely that community, even if it wasn’t kin-based, was instrumental to her decision to stay 

in the area.34  

As she grew older, Julia Ann’s daughter also remained close. In late 1851, then aged 38, 

Virginia Ann married Robert Logan, a free black bricklayer, in Chesterfield County.35 By marrying 

a local bricklayer, Virginia Ann seems to have made a particularly good move. In the early 

nineteenth century, Chesterfield County was industrializing at a rapid pace. Between 1850 and 

1860, Richmond’s factory workforce increased by 581 percent.36 Logan’s skills would have been 

in high demand to build the factories, warehouses, and tenements of the burgeoning industrial city. 

Indeed, it seems the marriage paid off; by 1870, Robert owned real estate estimated at $900, and 

the family was prosperous enough to hire a domestic servant.37 The couple would have been 

members of a burgeoning Black middle-class community in the greater Richmond area, whose 

more prosperous members prided themselves on their economic success and self-sufficiency. In 

1865, only a few months after the surrender of Richmond to the Union Army, a group of local 

Black leaders petitioned President Andrew Johnson, highlighting their community’s 

achievements: “We represent a population…who have ever been distinguished for their good 

behavior…as well as for their high moral and Christian character…. Among us there are at least 

2,000 men who are worth from $200 to $500; 200 who have property valued at from $1,000 to 

$5,000, and a number who are worth $5,000 to $20,000. None of our people are in the almshouse, 

and…our benevolent societies supported [former slaves] while they lived, and buried when they 

died.”38 From Julia Ann’s initial status as an enslaved Saint-Dominguan, a combination of chance 

and careful social maneuvering had enabled her daughter to secure her place in a comfortable free 

household, and her family’s status as part of the Black Virginian industrial middle class. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper represents preliminary research into the Burots in Virginia. As such, there 

remain many questions to be answered. There is more work in particular to be done on uncovering 

the identities and lives of the formerly enslaved members of the household, who have been largely 

absent from the documents consulted so far. Despite this, however, this case study makes it clear 

that migrations such as that from Saint-Domingue to Virginia can only be fully understood by 

examining the household, family, and community networks that supported (or failed to support) 

the migrants. Although migrations such as the one from Saint-Domingue were often shaped by 

macro structures – revolutions, wars, and legislation – they were ultimately constructed on the 

micro-level, through countless decisions about where to move, which kinship units to maintain or 

separate, and whom to marry. The Burots used their marriage strategically, with Marie Elizabeth 

managing their interests in Virginia while Alexander attempted to maintain their property in Saint-

Domingue. Joséphine married a man who would help her to solidify her social position as a citizen 

and as a member of the Virginia upper class, while preserving her ties to the Saint-Dominguan 

community. And while Julia Ann Burot was forcibly separated from her community, the 

breakdown of the Burot household enabled both her and her daughter to create new opportunities 

for themselves, even in a state where their enslavement seemed assured. Migration is a central 
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theme in the history of the early-modern Atlantic world, and as this case study makes clear, 

strategic community formation was a fundamental part of this process. In order to fully understand 

migrations like the one from Saint-Domingue, we must begin by analyzing the choices made by 

individuals such as the Burots.  
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