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The timing was critical and the next step was to begin negotiating for New Orleans. This 
job fell to Robert Livingston, the United States ambassador to France. James Monroe, former 
governor of Virginia, and Secretary of State James Madison would join Livingston. Madison 
detailed their instructions from President Thomas Jefferson in this letter. 

For this the U.S. was willing to pay a hefty sum.  
But fate intervened in the form of a slave revolt.  
The revolt came from the tiny island of  
Saint-Domingue and, in particular, a French  
colony on this Caribbean island. 

 On the western half of the island of 
Saint-Domingue the French Empire operated  
massive sugar plantations. The vast majority  
of the workers on these plantations were  
slaves forcibly imported to the French colony.  
A slave’s life on the island revolved around 
the sugar plantations. And life was not good.  
Working all day in the brutal climate of the  
island many perished and were replaced  
with new imports. Things began to change in  
1791 when the slave population of approximately 500,000 revolted starting a 12-year 
revolutionary war. The revolution had many leaders, but one who came to symbolize the 
struggle was Toussaint L’Ouverture. 

“ The instructions thus far given … France 
may be willing to cede … the whole of 
the island of New Orleans, and both the 
Floridas … Should France refuse to cede 
the whole of the island, as large a 
portion as she can be prevailed on to 
part with may be acceptable … should 
no … portion of it be attainable … space 
enough for a large commercial town… 
on the bank of the river … from the 
mouth … Should it be impossible to 
procure a convenient spot … explain …
the present right of deposite [sp] …”

  — James Madison, March 2, 1803 

Negotiations and Revolt
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He declared the colony independent on October 22, 1798 and renamed it Haiti (meaning 
mountainous land). L’Overture declared himself governor-general for life. At the same time in 
France Napoleon Bonaparte was ending a roughly 10-year war with Britain and gaining his 
hold as first consul of France. 

 In 1800 Napoleon received Louisiana from Spain in a not-so secret deal. Napoleon’s dream 
was to make Louisiana into New France, but he needed a staging ground for this new 
colonization. He needed the colony of Haiti. In 1802 Napoleon decided to end the shaky peace 
with Haiti by sending his brother-in-law, General Charles Leclerc, to invade and subdue the 
colony and bring it firmly under the control of France. Leclerc arrived with 12,000 troops. He 
did not fare well and the war dragged on. France would eventually send 65,000 troops to Haiti, 
but it was useless. The French were outnumbered and many died, including Leclerc, of yellow 
fever and warfare. 

In early 1803, with the losses mounting in Haiti and war with his archenemy, Great Britain, 
again looming, Napoleon decided to cut his losses. He gave up Haiti, his staging point, and 
saw no further need to keep the dream of New France alive. With the Americans already 
seeking to purchase New Orleans, Napoleon stated, “I renounce Louisiana. It is not only New 
Orleans that I will cede, it is the whole colony without reservation . . .  I renounce it with the 
greatest regret . . .  But I require money to make war on the richest nation of the world [Britain].”

                                                                                   And this is how a revolution, that 
some say was inspired by the United 
States revolution, changed the maps 
of the Caribbean, the United States, 
and Europe. 

How did events in Haiti 
affect the U.S.? 

What can the U.S. buy?

Estimate the cost the U.S.  
will have to pay.
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