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A Critique of The Dawn of Detroit, a Chronicle of Slavery and Freedom in the City of the Straits by Tiya Miles 

Suzanne Boivin Sommerville, FCHSM member (s.sommerville@sbcglobal.net) 

 

Tiya Miles and her The Dawn of Detroit came to my attention through an Op-Ed in The New York Times on 11 

September 2017.1  Among her judgments in the opinion piece are these:   

 

Men who committed crimes against humanity in their fur trade shops and private homes, on their 

farms, islands and Great Lakes trading vessels, are memorialized throughout the metropolis, on 

street signs, school buildings, town halls and county seats.  The Detroit journalist Bill McGraw 

began a catalog of these names in his 2012 article “Slavery Is Detroit’s Big, Bad Secret” — 

Macomb, Campau, Beaubien, McDougall, Abbott, Brush, Cass, Hamtramck, Gouin, Meldrum, 

Dequindre, Beaufait, Groesbeck, Livernois, Rivard.  And that’s just a start. 

 

Talk about an attention getter for a general reader who knows little or nothing about Early Detroit, especially French 

Detroit!  I am an exception:  I was already long-familiar with Bill McGraw and his problematic 2012 comments 

about slavery in Detroit, but I ordered Miles's book to see to what extent she had accepted wholesale McGraw’s 

opinions and those of one of his sources, Brett Rushforth,2 whose factual and interpretive errors I had already 

critiqued with his publishers in 2012.  I began reading Miles’s book only to be stopped short by all of the factual 

errors and questionable or even false interpretations.  Please note that my responses here (and on our FCHSM 

Facebook in late 2017) concern Miles’s treatment of French Detroit and Early British Detroit only, subjects I have 

myself researched.  With my background, it is sadly easy to be critical about her lack of understanding of even basic 

details.   

 

One of the first errors I noticed is that she labels the map she reproduces as 1701, but it is actually a composite map 

showing “ribbon” farms on the land (which would not be conceded until 1707 and not developed for many years 

after 1701) and a drawing of a much-later version of the fort superimposed on it (1749).3    

 
The settlement of Detroit shown in this combined map of the land area by 1752 and the fort in 1749 could not have 

magically arisen in the time between the first convoy's arrival on 24 July 1701 and the end of the year 1701.  Miles 

also claims that Cadillac, in 1701, brought Indian slaves with him to work and harvest the wheat that he reported 

                                                      
1 The New York Times op-ed:  https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/11/opinion/south-slavery-confederate-states.html  
2 Brett Rushforth, Bonds of Alliance: Indigenous & Atlantic Slaveries in New France (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press and the Omohundro Institute, 2012). 
3 Jacques Nicolas Bellin – 1755 – La rivière du Détroit depuis le lac Sainte Claire jusqu'au lac Erié / [Bellin] – 

Available from http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8595976k.r=.langEN – The larger map was based on Gaspard 

Chaussegros de Léry’s original map in 1752; Chaussegros de Léry drew the original inset map of the fort in 1749. 

mailto:s.sommerville@sbcglobal.net
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/11/opinion/south-slavery-confederate-states.html
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was growing by 1702, both absolutely erroneous statements contradicted by surviving primary documents that Miles 

does not know exist.  She asserts that few documents survive for the earliest period so she had decided to "imagine" 

the terrible experiences she just knew slaves must have had.  Her mind was already made up whether she could find 

evidence or not.  As I continued to read, I realized that she (or her assistants) certainly did not understand the entries 

she refers to in the Ste. Anne du Détroit registers.  She even suggests that the men she accuses to be genetic rapist 

fathers of slave babies served as godfathers for their very children, an impossibility in the Catholic Church because 

godparents take the place of parents.  In October, I viewed her presentation on C-Span Book TV,4 a performance 

which further demonstrated she knows little about the French period.  She even admitted then to making up stories 

to imagine what "it must have been like."  To demonstrate her fictional “reconstruction” of events, I will focus in 

this review on her comments on page 55 about one particular entry in the registers of what she calls “Ste. Anne’s 

Church,” comments which she further “imagined” and embellished in her response to questions on the C-Span 

program.  This is not the only time she limits herself in her book to these inventions and will serve as an extended 

example of her others.  She introduces her “story” of one baptism record in this way: 

 

The story of one enslaved woman in the priests’ [sic] notations also demands to be told but resists 

full reconstruction because of the starkness of the record.  She was an unnamed “Panis [Indian] 

slave” doubly confined in the state of slavery and a cell of the military prison in the winter before 

Pontiac’s siege [1763].  The reason for her incarceration went unstated, but it was within the walls 

of the prison house that she gave birth to a baby, Marie Joseph, with the aid of a midwife.  The 

enslaved infant was baptized “with condition” [sic, as written by Miles] in January of 1763.  The 

baby had apparently been intended to go to “Monsieur Goduel Major commandant pour le roy 

de Detroit” – the commander of the fort – but was given instead to the master gunsmith.  This 

change [sic] in the plan of who would gain ownership rights to the infant raises questions about 

paternity [sic, as written] as well as clandestine deals between men of influence.5  [Bolding by 

me.] 

 

The word “apparently” signals that what follows is a guess.  On C-Span Books TV, however, Miles went beyond her 

written statement that the baby had been “intended to go” to “the commander of the fort.”  (Nothing in the record 

suggests this as fact, and Miles cites no further source for additional information.)  Nevertheless, about twenty-six 

minutes into the C-Span program, Miles adlibbed an allegation that there was “debate, “conflict,” and “tension” 

about “who was going to get that baby.”  She added: “two men” at the fort said “the baby should come to them,” and 

the “master gunsmith won in that conflict.”  Continuing her fictional reconstruction, Miles asserted that neither man 

had any thought about the mother of the child or offered to free her, and she concluded that the case was “probably 

sexual exploitation” of the mother.  (Underlining mine.)  Miles thus demonstrated her ability to read the minds of 

men who lived more than 250 years ago and judged them with a charge of “probable” sexual exploitation! 

 

To return to the book, Miles continues her commentary in this vein, raising questions that explore her disingenuous 

reconstruction of this event: 

 

[The Church entry] also begs questions about the unnamed mother’s imprisonment, her reaction to 

her and her child’s lamentable situation, and her fate after release, if indeed she survived the 

ordeal.  Had this woman been confined because she fought her owner or someone else who had 

taken advantage of her lack of power?  Had she attempted to run away in the weeks before giving 

birth, realizing that her child would inherit her unfree condition?  Certainly other enslaved women 

in the coming decades in Detroit would take such drastic measures in order to gain a slice of 

freedom from authoritarianism and abuse.  Although we cannot identify the precise conditions of 

this particular indigenous woman’s life, we can try to imagine [sic] the bleakness of her 

circumstances and the possibility that she rebelled against them.6 

 

                                                      
4 C-Span Book TV, October 6, 2017, https://www.c-span.org/video/?434434-1/dawn-detroit  
5 Tiya Miles, The Dawn of Detroit, a Chronicle of Slavery and Freedom in the City of the Straits (New York: The 

New Press, 2017), 55. 
6 Miles, 55.  Continuation of the paragraph with Footnote 87 on page 281: Ste. Anne’s Church Records, Reel 1, VII, 

1744-1780.  This is the microfilm available at the Burton Library of the Detroit Public Library, Main Branch. 

https://www.c-span.org/video/?434434-1/dawn-detroit
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Miles does not consider or “imagine” the possibility that the unnamed Panis (Indian) female slave could actually 

have been suspected of or had already been found guilty of an action warranting imprisonment.  Miles is unaware of 

judicial matters in New France or British Canada or of a case years earlier of a young woman (not a slave) 

imprisoned in Québec City for minor theft but whose definitive sentencing was delayed when it was discovered that 

she might be or was actually pregnant.7  In that case, time was granted to learn whether she was or was not with 

child before any punishment beyond imprisonment would be applied.  The slaves Miles discusses, though, tend to be 

ubiquitously blameless, any transgressions the consequence of their lives in abject servitude and the dastardly 

actions of their masters.  (Some passages do read like a bad Romance novel.)  What is the sole documentary 

evidence Miles presents for this tale she tells as the emblematic or representative treatment of slaves in Detroit?  

Here is the record Miles cites: 

 

 
 

Entry in the margin: Bapt. of Marie joseph, slave belonging to Sieur Pierre Barthe.  Crossing out approved in the 

first, second, and third line Signed F simple [with paraphe]8 

Translation of the text of the entry: 

In the year of our Lord Seventeen hundred and sixty-three on five January was baptized “sous condition,”9  [word 

erased, and next two lines erased except for last two words] marie joseph 

born three days ago of the current month in the said [plural] prisons, which has been sworn to by dame vien,10 

official midwife  [par la sage femme juré] 

[born] from a panis slave detained in the said prison, the said Marie joseph was given [donné] by Monsieur 

Gaduël [Henry Gladwin],11 Major, commandant for the King at detroit and areas dependent on it [dépendances12], 

 to sieur pierre Barthe – 

master gunsmith [armurier] and bourgeois of this city; the godfather was joseph reaume, fils [the son], the 

 godmother 

Marie joseph chapoton who declared they were unable to sign when asked [signed] f simple Bocquet  

 `      missionary Recollet [with paraphe] 

[signed] Pierre barthe  

 

 

                                                      
7 See my "Marie-Anne Magnan dite Lespérance, called Hope: A Cautionary 'Tale',” Michigan’s Habitant Heritage, 

Journal of the French-Canadian Heritage Society of Michigan, Vol. 25, #1, Jan. 2004.  
8 Ancestry, U.S., French Catholic Church Records (Drouin Collection), 1695-1954,  D,   Détroit, Ste-Anne   1702-

1780, Image 113 of 238, original. 
9 When a private baptism (ondoyement) had been performed by a lay person in situations when a priest was not 

available to administer the full rite and the child could have been in danger of death, the subsequent formal rite was 

performed “sous condition,” in case the lay baptism had not been correct in intention or in the act itself.  
10 Catherine Jean dite Vien, wife of (1) Jacques Sauvage; (2) Pierre Godefroy de Vieuxpont de Roquetaillade. 
11 Henry Gladwin served as commander.  “In 1761 Gladwin accompanied Sir William Johnson on a diplomatic 

mission to the Upper Lakes tribes but became ill at Detroit and returned east.  He took command at Detroit in the 

summer of 1762, and the episode for which he is best known occurred there in 1763.”  Dictionary of Canadian 

Biography, http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/gladwin_henry_4E.html  
12 https://artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/publicdicos/query?report=bibliography&head=dependance 

http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/gladwin_henry_4E.html
https://artflsrv03.uchicago.edu/philologic4/publicdicos/query?report=bibliography&head=dependance
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{Transcription version (hand written copy of the original}   In margin:  Naissance / Birth13 

 
In the year of Our Lord seventeen hundred sixty and 

three, five January, was baptized,  sous condition, Marie joseph 

born on the third of the current month in the prison, which has been sworn to by 

dame “ien” [sic] official midwife, the [baby was] daughter of a panis slave detained 

in the said prisons, the said Marie Joseph was given by Monsieur 

Gaduel [Gladwin] major, Commandant for the King at Detroit and other areas dependent on it,   

to Sieur Pierre Barthe, master gunsmith and bourgeois of this city. 

The godfather was Joseph Réaume fils, the godmother Marie Joseph 

Chapoton, who declared not knowing how to sign when asked. 

[Signed] Pierre Barthe  Simple Bocquet Missionary Recollet.  

{Notice that the transcription does not indicate that any lines in the original were crossed out.} 

 

Critique: In contrast to the version presented by Tiya Miles, on the sole basis of the 5 January 1763 entry in the 

register of Ste. Anne du Détroit (the only source cited by Miles), this is all I can include in a summary:  I begin by 

stating that the entry itself is marred by almost two full lines crossed out at the beginning; this modification is 

approved by Father Bocquet in the margin.  Unless there is another primary source concerning this birth and 

subsequent baptism (and I would love to see such a source cited), the content of the obscured passage will never be 

known.  What is certain is that on 5 January 1763 a girl child born three days earlier was baptized under the name 

Marie Joseph “sous condition” (indicating the baby had been given “ondoyement,” emergency baptism, a fact Miles 

ignores) shortly after she was born in the prison of the fort at Detroit, as sworn to by the legal midwife, Dame Vien, 

who attended her birth.  Major Henry Gladwin (whose full name Miles does not bother to identify) as commander 

at the fort saw to it that the baby went to sieur Pierre Barthe, master armurier, gunsmith.  Godfather was Joseph 

Réaume, fils (the son), and the godmother, Marie Joseph Chapoton, who evidently gave the child her baptismal 

first name, a common practice among French Canadians.  Pierre Barthe signed with Father Simple Bocquet.  In the 

transcription version, no mention is made of the crossed out lines.   

 

Commentary:  Ms Miles in her description and embellishment of this Church record is writing historical fiction—at 

best—not unbiased history.  Turning to documentation other than this one record, I learned that the 1762 census 

identifies Pierre Barthe, who received the baby in question, as living on a “30-foot lot” and “poor” with no 

children.14  This detail questions the accuracy of a transaction described by Miles as "a clandestine" deal "between 

men of influence."  I see no evidence that Miles was curious about who either Pierre Barthe or this “Monsieur 

Goduel” could possibly have been.  Nor was she curious about the other real people taking part in this sacramental 

rite.  How sad it is that some historians make pronouncements without any knowledge of the individuals involved!  

Turning to Pierre Barthe’s family, I wondered whether Pierre Barthe’s brother Charles had anything to do with the 

transaction because he was a more influential man, and he did own one slave, again according to the census in 1762; 

but I am not aware of any proof of his involvement in Gladwin “giving” Pierre the baby.  What is more, neither 

version of the baptismal record indicates any debate or controversy about who “wanted that baby” or who should 

take responsibility for the baby, and it certainly cannot be said that the “master gunsmith won in that conflict,” as 

Miles adlibbed on television.  I cannot imagine the commander of a fort “wanting that baby,” but because Gladwin 

was the person in charge of the fort, he would have been the appropriate person to see to the welfare of a newborn 

whose mother was in prison and, depending on the resolution of her imprisonment, might not have been able to care 

for the child herself.  It is true that no information is given in this record about the ultimate fate of either the mother 

                                                      
13 Ancestry, U.S., French Catholic Church Records (Drouin Collection), 1695-1954, D,  Détroit, Ste-Anne  1760-

1781, Image 35 of 243, transcription.  
14 A transcription of the 1762 census by Diane Wolford Sheppard and Gail Moreau-DesHarnais originally appeared 

in Michigan’s Habitant Heritage in the April, July, and October 2013 issues. 
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or the baby.  As will be seen, however, the surviving documentary record beyond this one Church record of a 

baptism in January 1763 mentions the existence of a Panis woman slave, previously owned by an Englishman and 

judged guilty of murder, who was hanged by the fort’s commander in April of 1763, only months after the baptism 

of a child born to a female Panis.  Let me be clear:  I am unaware of any specific connection with the mother of the 

baby baptized in January, but Miles is ignorant of this factual execution in the history of the year 1763 at Detroit, 

preferring to “imagine” a dramatic conflict over the baby’s destiny and the reason the child’s mother had been 

incarcerated.  I first found reference to the execution on an internet website when I did a general search, but no 

sources were listed to support this statement:  “On or about April 21, 1763 commandant Henry Gladwin at Fort 

Detroit executed a Panis slave woman for being an accomplice to murder, and he let her body remain hanging as an 

example.”15  Also appearing in another internet link was a passage from one of the sources used by Miles, Brett 

Rushforth’s Bonds of Alliance.  According to Rushforth, who gave background about the reason for the execution: 

 

British officers blundered their way into a conflict that grew to terrifying proportions in 1763, 

when an Ottawa warrior named Pontiac struck back after the execution of an enslaved Indian 

woman at Detroit.16 

 

Consulting my copy of Rushforth’s book, I read that William Johnson (see footnote 11) in a letter to Henry Gladwin 

the previous 15 September 1762 reported:  

 

… that a Cruel and Inhuman Murder was lately committed on the Body of Mr. John Clapham, 

on the route from the Detroit to Presqu’Isle, Supposed to be Done by Two Panis Slaves, now in 

custody at your Post.17  (Emphasis mine.) 

 

Jeffery Amherst, in a letter dated a day earlier, 14 September 1762, again according to Rushforth, had “demanded 

that the prisoners be hanged and their corpses be displayed in the public square.18  The male accomplice, however, 

escaped before “a trial could be held….  [and]  Gladwin tried the woman alone.”  Gladwin then reported on 20 April 

1763 that he had carried out Amherst’s orders.19  Is it sheer coincidence that no action was taken to try these 

prisoners before the male had escaped prior to April, three months after the birth in the prison of a baby to a female 

slave in January?  She would have been about five months pregnant in September.  Was any trial and the execution 

ordered then by Amherst delayed, as I suggested above, because the woman was pregnant?  I cannot present this as 

fact but nevertheless offer it as more than coincidence, a credible “reconstruction” based on documentary evidence. 

 

One more fact:  Pierre Barthe and his wife, Charlotte Chapoton, sister of the godmother in January,20 saw the death 

of their first child, a five-month-old boy named Pierre, 19 September 1762.21  His godmother had been Thérèse 

Campeau, also known as Madame Charles Barthe, sister-in-law of Pierre.  I find this is a far more likely explanation 

of why the newborn baby was sent to live with the childless (and grieving) Pierre Barthe family, where, whether she 

was the daughter of a slave and convicted murderer or not, she would be cared for and perhaps even loved.22  It is 

unfortunate that Miles can see only stereotypes in her presentation of French Canada and Early Detroit and that she 

has an amazing lack of curiosity about these real people, all the while hoping to and intending to give life to what 

she calls the nameless and faceless slaves of Detroit.  Knowing that most of her readers will take her at her word and 

rely on her flawed judgment of people she was not interested to learn about, I protest! 

                                                      
15 No sources cited in this article.  http://www.san.beck.org/13-3-AngloFrenchWar1754-63.html 
16 Rushforth, 373.  I have also consulted contemporary correspondence in the papers of Amherst and Gladwin 

verifying the details reported by Rushforth and Gregory Dowd’s War under Heaven: Pontiac, the Indian Nations, 

and the British Empire (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 
17 Rushforth, cited in footnote 4, 372. 
18 Rushforth, cited in footnote 5, 372. 
19 Rushforth, cited in footnote 6, 373. 
20 Program de recherche en démographie historique, PRDH-IGD, Family #36345.   
21 Ancestry:  U.S., French Catholic Church Records (Drouin Collection), 1695-1954, D, Détroit, Ste-Anne, 1702-

1780, Image 113 of 238, original burial Pierre Barthe.  
22 See my "Final Wishes of Pierre Chesne dit Labutte, père, for Peniche, 3rd of October 1772 at Detroit, 'A Perfectly 

Free Child, even though He Was Born of My Servant',” MHH, January 2018, 49-51.  Peniche began life as the son 

of a slave. 

 

http://www.san.beck.org/13-3-AngloFrenchWar1754-63.html

