Final Wishes of Pierre Chesne dit Labutte, pére, for Peniche
3 of October 1772 at Détroit
“A Perfectly Free Child, even though He Was Born of My Servant”
“un Enfant parfaitement libre quoi qu’il s’est né de ma servante™
Suzanne Boivin Sommerville, FCHSM member (s.sommerville@sbcglobal.net)

2017 saw the publication of an article by Bill McGraw? and a book by Tiya Miles® in which the authors
discuss the subject of slavery in Old Detroit (French, British, and Early American). This subject is not
unfamiliar to me, especially for the French and Early British regimes, since | wrote an article in 2011*
about it and have thoroughly reviewed the major English-language source for the topic, Brett Rushforth’s
2012 Bonds of Alliance.® | had also previously read Bill McGraw’s 2012 blog® on the issue, one which
relies heavily on the problematic research and the conclusions reached by Mr. Rushforth that very year.
Miles cites both of these sources, not always accurately.

While | do not intend to critique the recently-published work in this short article, | can, with confidence,
quote statements from my review of Bonds of Alliance and apply them to both the article and the book:

Not all that is presented to us as history has really happened; and what really happened did not
actually happen the way it is presented to us. ~ Goethe

[and] Brett Rushforth’s work has brought Indian slavery in New France to the attention of many
readers, a laudable goal. Although most of his [their] readers may have some understanding about
Afro-American slavery in the history of the United States, they are, for the most part, unfamiliar
with the society of New France as well as unaware of slavery as practiced among Native
Americans. A good number of Rushforth’s [McGraw’s and Miles’s] readers are thus in a position
of having to trust the author’s understanding and presentation of his [their] sources, most of which
were originally written in French, a further complication. In addition, many United States
historians are unaware of some of his [their] secondary sources, such as ... Marcel Trudel’s work
on slavery’” or—and this is important—how to use them accurately. It is therefore unavoidable
that Rushforth’s [McGraw’s and Miles’s] pronouncements will seem impeccable to such
audiences. The citations look good. [If citations are even provided or consulted by readers.]

What bothers me most about all three of these authors in their discussion of slavery (in addition to their
outright errors of historical fact) is that they reduce “slaves” and “slave owners” to stereotypes and
statistics without any knowledge or concern about them as individuals. Hence, this article.
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One Detroit “slave owner,” Pierre Chesne dit Labutte,® pere, the father (so-called to distinguish him
from his fils, his son, also named Pierre) was a real person. There is ample documentation to demonstrate
his attitude toward those he was said to “own’ and enough about one of them to question the conclusions
reached when statistics and “guesses” about him are the only foundations for judging him. My review of
Bonds of Alliance challenges the sensational and jaundiced way Rushforth presents Labutte. Rushforth
writes as if he is a reporter for an article in the National Enquirer instead of a judicious historian. And,
although he can count and “cherry pick” the names of Indian “slaves” Trudel assigns to Labutte, based on
entries in the registers of Ste. Anne de Detroit, Rushforth does not take the time to evaluate his own
statement that “During the 1750s and 1760s, Labutte used his wealth to buy at least eleven Indian slaves,
who bolstered his productive capacity and elevated his status [sic] among Detroit’s most influential
families.”®

After examining the specific references to each of the "eleven" identified by Trudel, | concluded: In total,
ten of the eleven Native Americans Rushforth and Trudel attribute to Pierre Chesne dit Labutte, pére, in
the registers of Ste. Anne de Détroit were said to “belong to him” (one was actually his brother Charles’s
slave, buried 1769), but not all ten can be said to have been "bought,” nor are all referred to in the time
frame mentioned, 1750s-1760s. Of these ten, five were female, one, whose fate is unknown (Charlotte,
the mother of five children); her first child dying soon after birth (1754, Catherine), who most certainly
was not purchased; and the three females who died in their teens, two of them deceased before 1754
(1744 Magdeleine, 1746 Magdeleine), and (1761 Josette). Five were male: one (1732, again before 1754,
Antoine) died in his early teens; and at least one baby died soon after birth (1766 within the time frame
claimed by Rushforth (Charles). The fate of the other males cited by Trudel at their births / baptisms —
thus not “bought” — (Pierre, 1759; Nicolas, 1767; and Frangois Prisque, 1769) is uncertain.’® Yet
Rushforth maintains: “During the 1750s and 1760s, Labutte used his wealth to buy at least eleven Indian
slaves, who bolstered his productive capacity [sic] and elevated his status among Detroit’s most
influential families.” How many of the above could have “bolstered [Labutte’s] productive capacity”?

There is no doubt that documentation for the attitudes Detroit slave owners had toward their “property” is
sparse or non-existent. But, in the case of Pierre Chesne dit Labutte, pere, at least one precious
declaration in his own voice has survived, his 3 October 1772 final wishes for the child Peniche, born of
a woman he names as his servant, not his “slave.” Had he previously “freed” her? Was she even still
alive? Many facts will never be known.

I did not ask to be born in a racist and sexist society, and yet | was, and | have fought both injustices all of
my life. Will some future historian decide that | must have been a racist and a traitor to my gender?
Labutte and his contemporaries also could not control the year or society of their births. Must a totally
negative attitude be assigned to them by writers who are more interested in a thesis to defend and a
political agenda to argue — even an admittedly fictionalized presentation — rather than an unbiased one? |
invite you to read Pierre Chesne dit Labutte’s final wishes for a boy whom he judged to be “a perfectly
free child, even though he was born of [Labutte’s] servant” and judge for yourself.

8 Pierre Chesne dit Labutte (Pierre/Louise Jeanne Bailly) born and baptized 23 July 1698, Montréal; (1m) 25 May
1728 at Ft. St. Philippe (Fort Miamis, later Fort Wayne, Ind), record carried to Ste. Anne du Détroit, to Marie
Madeleine Roy (Pierre/Marguerite OuabanKiKoué); one son: Pierre, 24 May 1729, Détroit. (2m) 2 Jan 1736 at Ste.
Anne du Détroit, to Louise Lotman dite Barrois (Frangois/Marie Anne Sauvage); no posterity. On 16 May 1774,
Détroit, Pierre Chesne dit Labutte died and was buried inside the church of Ste. Anne du Détroit, a distinct honor.
For detailed documentation about him, see “Pierre Chesne dit Labutte | (1698-1774) by Gail Moreau-DesHarnais
and Diane Wolford Sheppard.

http://habitantheritage.org/yahoo_site admin/assets/docs/Pierre_Chesne dit Labutte | 1698-1774.253105013.pdf
% Rushforth, Bonds, 279, with footnote 38 citing Trudel, 303, for “Labutte’s eleven slaves.”

1 An article identifying each of these “slaves” will be on our FCHSM website. See also Diane Sheppard,
http://habitantheritage.org/yahoo_site_admin/assets/docs/Part 5 - Chesne to_Clapham.272113807.pdf
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Ancestry. com, Miscellaneous French Records (Drouin Collection), 1651-1941 R > Registre des Notaires
de Detroit > 1737-1780 > 362 of 552 [a transcription] Pierre Chesne dit Labutte, pere's, final wishes
for Peniche, whom he “always treated and regarded as perfectly free,” although born of his

servant.
38°1772

En presence de temoins soussignées

Moy Pierre Chesne labutte, pere ne

sachant ecrire je declare que J’ay toujours

traité et regardé le petit peniche!! qui [end page]

est au pres de moy comme un Enfant
parfaitement libre quoi qu’il s’est né de
ma servante

C’est pourquoi je donne et ordonne
expressement qu’en cas Dieu dispose

de moy, mes heritiers et nottament mon
Epouse lui continuons leur peines pour

la subsistence et entretiens que pour
I’instruction et les bonnes moeurs jusque a
il soit en age de se procurer par lui meme
le necessaire a I’[h]abié auquel voeu J’
ordonne qu’il jouiera d’une de mes habits
entierre comme tous les sujets de Sa
Majesté et sans aucune difference

Celle est ma volonté irréversible

gue je veux etre exécuté des a presens

a toujours sans revision ?? ou

extention ??

C’est ainsi que j’ay dicté moi

meme le present texte ? le qu’el m’a este
Lu et que j’approve selon la forme et
teneur dans ce qu’il contient

Faite au Detroit le 3. 8™ 1772
Et comme je ne sais point signer
mon nom j’ay fait une croix ...
[Signé] +
Navarre temoin
Le Belair temoin

1 From Carl Ekberg, 6/8/12: "Peniche," "un canot
Iéger, fin, bon voilier" [Littré], that is, a metaphor for
a lively, frisky child.
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3 October 1772
In the presence of the undersigned witnesses
I, Pierre Chesne Labutte, pére [the father or

senior], not

knowing how to write, declare that | have
always

treated and regarded young Peniche who [end
page]

is according to my belief a Child
perfectly free although he was born of my
servant

This is why | have given and ordered

explicitly that in case God disposes

of me, that my heirs and notably my

Wife will continue their efforts to see to his

sustenance as well as to provide for his

education and good behavior up to the time that

he is of the age of majority and can procure

these necessities for himself [and] to clothe
himself [,] to which end |

order that he will enjoy possession of one of my

full suits of clothing like those worn by all

subjects of His Majesty and without any
difference whatsoever

This is my irreversible will

that | wish to execute at this present time

until forever without any revision or
addition

It is in this way that | myself have dictated the

present text that has been

read to me and that | approve according to the
form

and meaning that it contains

Made at Detroit the 3 of October 1772

And since | do not know how to sign

my name | have made a cross ...

[Signed] +
Navarre witness
Le Belair witness



