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“To Get Himself Out of Slavery”
Escape, Justice, and Honor in the Life of a Colonial  

French Louisiana Bohemian (“Gypsy”)

Ann Ostendorf (Spokane, WA)

Introduction

The most recent issue of this journal presents an 
invaluable collection of case studies that provide 
insight into the lives of Early Modern Gypsies from 
across the European continent.  This focal issue 
begins to address two major gaps in the scholar-
ship – archival-based historical studies in the field 
of Romani Studies and a consideration of the ways 
Gypsies experienced their lives in Early Modern 
Europe. Though a few individual scholars (many 
of whom are featured) have already published sig-
nificant pieces of scholarship at this intersection, 
this issue is the first to situate the experiences of 
diverse European Gypsies from this era alongside 
each other. Such a juxtaposition will surely lead to 
new insights and hopefully provide a foundational 
nexus from which further research will grow. In 
addition, the turn towards appreciating the possibil-
ity of mapping Gypsy voices within Early Modern 
archival documents has opened new and exciting 
avenues of inquiry previously rarely considered. 
As each of these authors show, despite the dearth 
of ego-documents, the interior landscapes of Early 
Modern European Gypsies can be teased out of the 
available records. 

1

The impact of such scholarship could be extended 
even further with the inclusion of the experiences 
of Early Modern Gypsies in the colonial Atlantic 
world. In addition to using archival sources to un-
cover the experiences of Gypsies on the continent, 
such sources can also be used to reveal much about 
the experiences of Gypsies in the colonies. A sur-
prising number of Gypsies experienced life in the 
colonies of each major European empire. A tradi-
tional assumption for this has been that the colonies 
provided an outlet for the dispersal of undesirable 

subjects from the home country and that Gypsies 
fell squarely into the “undesirable” category. Though 
a handful of scholars have published on Gypsies in 
the American colonies, none have prioritized in-
terrogating archival documents for what they can 
reveal about the interior lives of these men and 
women in this distinctive time and place.2 How did 
individual Gypsies experience European empires in 
the colonies of the Americas? How do their experi-
ences provide new insights into distinctively Ameri-
can diasporic and racialized re-situations? The case 
study presented here extends the work of the prior 
focal issue into trans-Atlantic and colonial contexts. 
This microhistory allows the global phenomena of 
empire to be understood in some of the ways that 
individuals actually experienced it.3 It also reveals 
much about how Gypsies in particular experienced 
life in the American colonies. No doubt buried in 
European and American archives, waiting to be un-
covered and considered, are other records of Early 
Modern Gypsies who lived all or most of their lives 
in the colonies. Only once these are studied will a 
more complete presentation of Gypsies’ experiences 
in the colonial Americas and the Early Modern Era 
be possible.
This case study is built around three documents 
related to Jean Baptiste “La Chaume” Chevalier, a 
Bohemian man who lived in the French Louisiana 
colony in the early 1740s.4 As a soldier and convict 
laborer in the nascent colony stationed at the re-
mote Natchez post, who was punished for desertion 
and later tried for attempted suicide, La Chaume’s 
life provides insight into a diverse array of historical 
forces experienced during this distinctive time and 
place. One of these documents, his interrogation, 
holds particular significance to the historian for 
presenting the only known description of colonial 
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North American life by any Bohemian in his or 
her own words.  Not only do these sources open 
up the world of French colonial Louisiana from the 
perspective of one virtually never considered, but 
they also reveal how La Chaume struggled to situate 
himself in the distinctively fluid social order of the 
developing colony. His concern with escape, justice 
and honor reveal the disconcerting racialized strati-
fications in violent genesis and hint at his sense of 
confused desperation when trying to place himself 
within and conceptually stabilize this uncertain 
social order. 

5

1      Map of Louisiana, 1764. New Orleans and Natchez labeled in the bottom center (La Louisiane et pays voisins.
 From Jacques Nicolas Bellin: Le petit atlas maritime. Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division).

Scholars using these oral testimonies written down 
by the Louisiana Superior Council recognize their 
tremendous significance to uncovering the inner 
lives of subjugated colonial people. Old Regime 
courts that had targeted the poor in France (a prac-
tice which led to populating Louisiana with criminal 
exiles) redirected their enforcement once reborn 
in the colonies towards those most threatening to 
local interests: the enslaved and the soldiery. This, 
combined with the absence of newspapers, diaries, 

and letters, elevate court interrogations’ value to the 
historian hoping for a glimpse of how bound Loui-
sianans gave meaning to their experiences. Though 
mediated by a clerk (greffier), the court’s reliance 
on confession meant justice required precise and 
accurate transcription of oral testimony. Individuals 
used this opportunity to explain themselves, doing 
more than answering the questions posed. As one 
scholar describes it, “appearing before the court pro-
vided individuals with an unexpected opportunity 
to narrate their own stories, to digress, to redirect 
questioning, and to introduce unrelated matters in 
an area where, commanding full attention, they had 
to be heard.” It appears from the nature of his re-
sponses that La Chaume chose to, and was allowed 
to, discourse as he saw fit with the scribe noting 
down his words even as they wandered from the 
query. In the narratives they relate, defendants’ 
“emotional worlds lay at the core of their day-to-day 
response […] overflowing with personality, charac-
ter, subjectivity, and humanity in which they seem 
to quite literally spring to life.” Testimony allowed 
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individuals to construct and publicly express their 
autobiographies, thus revealing to scholars how 
they understood their lives. When La Chaume spoke 
before the court he exposed how he experienced, 
evaluated, and structured his world in ways no oth-
er records can.6
By his own reckoning, La Chaume was born in the 
year 1714. Whether in the colonies or in France is 
not known. He may have been related to two girls 
who arrived to Louisiana six years later on the ship 
Le Tilleul. Magdelaine Marguerite La Chaume, age 
seventeen, and Magdelaine La Chaume, age eight, 
sailed with their mother Claudine de la Roche, who 
was listed on the ship’s manifest under the heading 
“Women who are accused of being Bohemians,”7 
although their natal connection is mere speculation. 
Using nicknames as La Chaume did had become a 
practice common in eighteenth century France that 
carried over and even took new meaning in the colo-
nies. Nicknames were extensively used by soldiers 
in Louisiana and it was rare for non-elites in the 
colonies not to have a nickname. Nicknames could 
be ways of colonial self-fashioning or imposed, in 
jest or derision, by one’s companions. They might 
even replace a person’s surname in official records. 
Louisiana women might become known by their 
husbands’ nicknames and children could even in-
herit their father’s nickname as their surname.  8

La Chaume was a soldier (specifically a drummer 
in the military) in Louisiana by 1741. Around this 
time he attempted, or at least intended, to desert 
with some other men. This plot was uncovered 
while drinking with some soldiers who informed 
on their plans. As punishment, La Chaume was 
forced to work for Sieur d’Orgon, commandant at 
the Natchez garrison. By his own telling, unceasing 
labor and violent abuse at the hands of d’Orgon 
characterized this phase of his life. He referred to 
himself as “a poor man who is in slavery”, although 
his legal status was officially that of a convict la-
borer (forçat). It is likely that his desertion led to 
this status, although he could have arrived to the 
colony already sentenced to forced labor and had 
been serving in the military as a result. In 1743, after 
a physical altercation with another soldier serving 
as the cook for d’Orgon, La Chaume’s circumstances 
worsened. D’Orgon violently beat La Chaume and 
called for a slave to tie him for further punishment. 

La Chaume then stabbed himself leading d’Orgon to 
accuse him of attempted suicide. This charge pre-
cipitated the trial and the three documents that give 
us knowledge of La Chaume’s life.  9

Only two other scholars are known to have refer-
enced this case and only one notes La Chaume’s 
Bohemian identity. Neither of these scholars pro-
vide extensive analysis of his experiences, but rath-
er use his case alongside numerous other examples 
as part of larger studies. The first, Cécile Vidal, 
briefly relates the story of La Chaume’s refusal to 
be punished by a black slave as part of her study 
of violence against African slaves in eighteenth 
century Louisiana. She explains his extreme reac-
tion to this threat as evidence of the influence and 
spread of slavery’s violence into relations between 
the diverse racial, ethnic and status divisions in 
the colony. Vidal twice calls La Chaume “a gypsy” 
(though never refers to him by name) but does 
nothing further with this marker of identity. Vidal 
again describes the case of La Chaume, this time 
in more detail, in her recently published book to 
illustrate the fine line between the enslaved and 
forçats who toiled under the same conditions. The 
latter, like La Chaume, insisted upon their differ-
ential treatment, a theme explored further below. 
The second scholar, Shannon Lee Dawdy, mentions 
La Chaume in the context of interracial and in-
ter-status punishment to illustrate the complex and 
ambiguous racial and status hierarchies that had 
developed in the Louisiana colony. Dawdy twice 
refers to La Chaume as “French” and considers him 
part of “Louisiana’s petits gens”, though she never 
refers to him as Bohemian or Gypsy.10

Though work has been done on Bohemians in 
eighteenth-century France, scholars rarely situate 
Bohemian lives within the larger imperial Atlantic 
world. The foundational research conducted by 
François de Vaux de Foletier in the 1950s and 1960s 
laid the groundwork for Early Modern French 
Bohemian studies. This scholarship has been con-
tinued into the twenty-first century most notably 
by Henriette Asséo. Younger scholars like Jules Ad-
mant seem to guarantee that work on the interior 
lives of Early Modern French Bohemians will con-
tinue to develop out of archival interrogation well 
into the future. Each of these scholars, as well as 
others not named, make extensive use of archival 
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records, including records from criminal trials, to 
uncover the lived experiences of the diverse com-
munities who fell under the French appellation of 
“Bohemian”. Yet, their work remains of limited sig-
nificance in contextualizing the life of La Chaume 
(and the lives of other American Bohemians) due 
to the drastically different social conditions of the 
developing French colonies compared with con-
ditions on the European continent. Though each 
of these scholars mention that French Bohemians 
found themselves in the colonies, none interrogate 
the lived experiences of Bohemians in the Ameri-
cas.11 We must turn to the colonies to understand 
their lives further.

2      Map of Natchez, 1747. The scene of the crime. Carte du Fort Rozalie des Natches françois avec ses  
dependances et village des sauvages (Newberry Library, Edward E. Ayer Digital Collection).

A Soldier’s Life  
in French Colonial Louisiana

Typically considered to have been founded in 1699, 
the Louisiana colony has universally been consid-
ered a violent, chaotic and miserable place to have 
lived. The colony grew in fits and starts, floundering 
until the arrival of 7.000 newcomers between 1717 
and 1721 first bolstered its European population 
above 500. Nearly half of these individuals arrived 
as soldiers or criminal exiles (forçats), the latter 
being primarily smugglers and deserters although 
some arrived specifically designated as “Bohemian”. 
The positions of both soldiers and forçats, the two 
statuses La Chaume is known to have occupied, 
demanded masters in a largely uncontrolled social 
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setting in an autonomous corner of the globe. As a 
military enterprise, colonial forces were expected to 
regulate disruptive forces coming both from with-
out and within. With émigration forcée, the success 
of the Louisiana colony depended on criminals 
becoming productive colonists. After France effec-
tively abandoned the colony in 1731, few Europe-
ans, barring soldiers, arrived until the Spanish took 
over in 1769. Setbacks to Louisiana’s development 
in a way France desired included such intertwined 
factors as the continued power of local tribes, the 
lack of voluntary French settlers, the disagreeable 
climate, circum-Caribbean imperial competition, 
and the French state’s disinterest in and inability 
to control it. The gradual transition from enforced 
French to enslaved African labor only exacerbated 
the situation. The violence required to extort labor 
from unwilling sources of any status category by 
nearly autonomous civil and military elites has led 

one historian to term Louisiana’s condition as that 
of “rogue colonialism”. This disorderly self-interest 
concentrated in and emanated from the capital city 
of New Orleans, established in 1718. It would be here 
that in 1743 La Chaume was sent to be interrogated 
for his crime committed further upstream.12

 3
 Natchez Fort Rosalia, 1770.
 Where La Chaume lived as a soldier.
 From Philip Pittman: The Present 

State of the European Settlements on 
the Mississippi (Library of Congress, 
Geography and Map Division).

Prior to his sojourn to New Orleans, La Chaume was 
living with a few dozen other soldiers at Natchez, 
a precarious and isolated outpost about 250 miles 
upriver from New Orleans. Originally a vibrant 
tribal commercial hub, contentious colonial growth 
in the area sparked war leading to the destruction 
of the first French fort there in 1729, as well as the 
deaths of 237 French colonists. Among the dead 
were several Bohemians, including Jean Baptiste 
Evrard, the first known Bohemian to arrive to the 
colony, and “the old Woman Chevalier, Bohemian”. 
The decade-long conflict that followed prompted 
an increase of French troops to supplement allied 
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tribal forces. La Chaume may have arrived to the 
colony as part of this military investment had he not 
already lived there. If so, he would have been part 
of the multi-national force assembled at the end of 
1739 consisting of French troops, Swiss mercenaries,  
members of multiple Indian nations, and several 
hundred free and enslaved Africans organized to 
break the Chickasaw tribe’s power in the region. 
Soon after this operation, La Chaume fled his post.13

Soldiers like La Chaume appear at the nexus of much 
colonial violence. They existed to protect the colony 
from disruptive tribes, uncooperative African slaves, 
and the competition of enemy empires. Yet the sol-
diers as often as not transgressed the boundaries 
they were meant to uphold. They traded with and 
lived among the Indians, they harassed and frater-
nized with enslaved Africans, and they deserted (or 
attempted to desert) to Spanish, Indian, and English 
settlements. In addition, soldiers begat violence 
internally amongst themselves. The most common 
types of crime reported in French Louisiana were 
those committed by one enlisted soldier against an-
other. These made up over 20 percent of the crimi-
nal cases in the extant records. La Chaume’s known 
activities align closely with these generalizations 
about French colonial Louisiana soldiers. This vio-
lence was also directed towards soldiers by others 
– not just the enemies they were meant to subdue, 
but also their commanders and other colonial elites. 
The specific frustrations La Chaume articulated 
in his testimony help explain why he, and other 
men like him, so often resorted to force. Men like 
La Chaume expected old world honor codes to be 
translated into the colonial situation in ways that, at 
minimum, guaranteed their former social position. 
Colonial elites, on the other hand, opportunistical-
ly took advantage of the unfettered social order to 
claim as much power as possible, often to the detri-
ment of those positioned at the bottom. This ignited 
forceful repercussions among the aggrieved lower 
orders. La Chaume’s geographic and social position 
almost certainly meant that violence, deprivation, 
and desperation defined his life.  14

According to historian Daniel Usner, “in the hier-
archy of free workers in colonial Louisiana, private 
soldiers stood at rock bottom.” Only enslaved Af-
ricans and forced exile or convict laborers (which 
La Chaume would become) were positioned below  

soldiers on the colonial hierarchy. Military disci-
pline and punishment for soldiers paralleled that 
suffered by slaves. Wages couldn’t meet soldiers’ 
costs of living, who had to find other sources of 
income, steal, or go hungry. In the interior posts, 
like Natchez, where La Chaume lived, this typical-
ly meant trade with the tribes. Soldiers, and even 
commanders, in these isolated outposts adopted the 
breechcloths and leggings of the surrounding tribes. 
This suggested that what made one French had be-
come up for consideration. The lack of supplies and 
housing provoked one Major to wonder in 1741, if the 
minister of the marine intended “that the soldiers be 
made to sleep like dogs.” Officers forced soldiers to 
work for their private gain with no compensation. 
This forced labor included tending officers’ pri-
vate farms, one of the tasks La Chaume had been 
sentenced to perform for his commanding officer  
d’Orgon. The universally wretched conditions Loui-
siana soldiers suffered were even more precarious in 
interior posts like Natchez. “Men stationed at remote 
garrisons were especially vulnerable to severe, and 
sometimes cruel, treatment by their officers,” notes 
Usner. Another scholar of French colonial Louisiana 
has concluded more succinctly, “the life of a soldier 
had no value.” The devaluation of their lives made 
Louisiana soldiers desperate and dangerous.15

Complaints about soldiers’ profligacy – fighting, 
drinking but especially desertion – fill the corre-
spondences of officers and administrators. Some 
decried the “bandits and vagabonds” being recruited 
for Louisiana through the military. Governor Ker-
lérec described Louisiana solders in 1757 as “pro-
fessional deserters”, “vicious characters”, and “more 
dangerous to the colony than the enemy himself”. 
Governor Bienville, who had assigned La Chaume 
after his attempted desertion to labor for d’Orgon, 
had already proclaimed such sentiments thirty years 
prior: “It is exceedingly painful for an officer, who 
is entrusted with the destinies of a colony, to have 
nothing better to defend her than a band of desert-
ers, of smugglers, and of rogues.” Over a dozen mu-
tinous plots led by soldiers show that administrators 
feared them for good reason. Yet, 42 percent of Lou-
isiana’s soldiers between 1727 and 1730 could sign 
their name (as could La Chaume), which was about 
the same percentage as in the colony as a whole in 
1769. Though some may have been criminals, the 
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Louisiana soldiery was not completely bereft of 
education.16

Not mere hyperbole, desertion among the troops re-
mained pervasive in the colony. But this can largely 
be attributed to the “all-pervading corruption, ex-
ploitation, and brutality that kept them in desperate 
want and that made them willing to take any risk to 
try to escape.” Hunger, physical violence, and know-
ledge of a better life to be had elsewhere prompted 
hundreds of these young French men to risk their 
lives on the hope of escape. When La Chaume plot-
ted his liberty, he trod a path well worn by others. 
In French colonial Louisiana, desertion made up the 
majority of crimes that did not involve a specific 
victim (such as moral crimes and crimes against the 
state). Between 1752 and 1758, 662 soldiers disem-
barked, 217 died, and 82 deserted. The colony even 
employed Indian nations to help capture runaway 
French soldiers. These same Indians were known to 
hesitate in returning deserters whose punishment 
often meant torture and death. It is not surprising 
that soldiers fled to live among the tribes or con-
spired with slaves to escape their distinctive forms 
of bondage together. One of the larger of these mu-
tinies involved three New Orleans companies who 
in 1745 revolted against being served spoiled bread. 
One of the men involved and who testified, Jean 
Frederick “La Fontaine”, was a member of a local 
Bohemian family exiled to the colony in 1719. Like 
La Chaume, La Fontaine served as a drummer in 
the military. Violent punishment awaited deserters 
if caught, though rarely as extreme as that carried 
out in 1757. These suspected mutineers were broken 
on the wheel, their bodies quartered, and thrown 
into the trash in front of the troops. More fortunate 
failed deserters, like La Chaume, merely ended up 
laboring as convicts, if sometimes for life.  17

A Bohemian Convict Laborer in Court

The only evidence we have about how La Chaume 
considered his life as a soldier must be implied 
from the fact that he considered escaping it. Thus, 
to understand his experiences we must fill in the 
edges of it with the larger context as done above. 
However, the same is not true of his life as a convict. 
La Chaume himself explains in great detail how his 

experiences as a convict laborer affected him. His 
words and actions, traceable in the historical record, 
bare the interior life of one long-suffering colonial 
Louisiana Bohemian trying to navigate his place 
within, and grasp the logic of, an ambiguous colo-
nial order. His sense of injustice spurred by others’ 
disregard for honorable status-appropriate behavior 
prompted his second attempt to escape, this time 
with even higher stakes.
On a mid-June afternoon in 1743, the forçat La 
Chaume’s situation worsened. When a cook of 
d’Orgon tried to make La Chaume clean the kitchen, 
he replied, “it is your duty. I do not have the time. 
I am loaded with work. I do not have time to eat.” 
La Chaume’s resistance resulted in the two men 
physically fighting, which the cook then reported to 
d’Orgon. The commandant, who “could not tolerate 
that such vileness remains unpunished,” and “hav-
ing already been too forgiving towards him” and his 
“knavish practices”, violently punished La Chaume 
by “hitting him a hundred times with a stick.” Fur-
ther abuse awaited.  18

Because, as mentioned by d’Orgon in his report 
of the incident, “no slave was allowed to hit a free 
man,”19 Brutal, an aptly named black slave belonging 
to the colony (un nègre du Roi),20 was called to tie up 
La Chaume, apparently with the task of physically 
punishing him even further. That a law intended to 
control slaves was being applied to him, a forçat, 
via an enslaved African man contained a message 
not lost on La Chaume. On seeing Brutal arrive, La 
Chaume cursed all those present, grabbed a knife, 
and stabbed himself twice in the left breast. Despite 
heavy bleeding, he quickly recovered from what 
proved to be mere flesh wounds. La Chaume insist-
ed that he had stabbed himself “to get himself out 
of slavery” with the hopes of being sent to New Or-
leans where he would be “treated more humanely”. 
D’Orgon thought otherwise and proceeded to treat 
La Chaume’s action as an attempt of suicide.21

D’Orgon’s interpretation of La Chaume’s act as 
attempted suicide, a criminal offense at the time, 
meant that these matters entered the purview of the 
criminal justice system as it then existed in French 
colonial Louisiana. This precipitated La Chaume’s 
transfer to New Orleans, his interrogation by the 
Superior Council, and the construction of the docu-
ments from which we learn about his life. Despite 
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this, La Chaume, at multiple points throughout his 
testimony, insisted that he had not attempted sui-
cide. Under questioning he played down the sever-
ity of the wounds, even revealing them to the court 
and noting they were “merely through the skin”. He 
twice remarked “that he was rather drunk when this 
happened and that he was under the influence of 
anger,” possibly hopeful the court might question his 
mental state during the act, a reason for acquittal. He 
could not deny having stabbed himself as there had 
been a number of witnesses. Rather he explained at 
three different times during the questioning that he 
had done so hoping it would lead to his relocation 
to New Orleans (which it did) and to more humane 
treatment once away from d’Orgon (the success of 
which we do not know). La Chaume clearly wanted 
the court to realize his level of desperation. The vi-
olent abuse had reached such a point that he would 
physically harm himself, and even contrive a suicide 
attempt, to escape his situation.

4      Map of New Orleans, 1744. Shows the location of the prison where La Chaume was held and questioned at letter D.
Plan de la Nouvelle Orleans. (Historic New Orleans Collection, with kind permission).

Whether La Chaume’s case was of an actual or 
contrived suicide attempt (or something else en-
tirely),22 the French state took suicide seriously. 
In eighteenth-century France the punishment for 
attempted suicide was death and, according to one 
historian, “the punishment for successful suicide 
was, if possible, even worse.” As a crime more se-
rious than murder it required even more gruesome 
deterrents. The Ordinance of 1670 allowed for 
criminal proceedings to be held against the body or 
memory of one who had committed suicide. After a 
posthumous trial and confiscation of property, the 
body of a convicted suicide was dragged face down 
through the street, hanged by the feet, and disposed 
of in the trash. Despite royal declarations reiterat-
ing this punishment in 1712 and 1736, the French 
populace seems to have shifted their own judgments 
about suicide from a sinful criminal act to a choice 
made by men (and they usually were men) “out of 
despair of some sort”, who had suffered illness or 
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personal reversals and were more deserving of pity 
than punishment.  23

Because no scholarly literature considers suicide in 
the French colonies, it is difficult to contextualize 
either the accusations levied against La Chaume or 
how La Chaume may have considered the complex 
meanings attached to suicide as he calculated his 
“escape from slavery”. But like other actions deemed 
criminal in the American colonies, suicide can be 
linked to constructions of race and the racialization 
of individuals.  The peculiar realities of colonial 
Louisiana complicate our speculations. Because of 
the difficulty of populating and securing the colony, 
Louisiana officials may have acted on suicide in a 
way that differed from French law. French colo-
nial administrators exercised autonomous ad hoc 

24

authority virtually writing their own criminal code 
to serve elite colonial interests over French imperial 
ones.25 Though Louisiana administrators remained 
occupied with keeping their colonists alive, since 
soldiers’ lives held so little value, and since La Chau-
me was already a proven troublemaker, he could 
easily have been made an exemplary case to fore-
stall others hoping to escape their misery by their 
own hand. How La Chaume fared in his own case 
of attempted suicide remains unknown. He could 
have been held to the letter of the French law, or he 
could have benefited (or suffered) from the Superior 
Council’s interests.  26

5      Prison Buildings, New Orleans, 1730. The prison where La Chaume was held and questioned.
Plans for a New Orleans prison and front and rear elevations and floorplan for the New Orleans prison  

(Colonial Records Collection, Center for Louisiana Studies, University of Louisiana at Lafayette, with kind permission).

The creation of the three documents mentioning La 
Chaume resulted from d’Orgon’s interpretation of 
La Chaume attempting suicide. The first document, 
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a report describing the incidents at Natchez (procès 
verbal), was drawn up on June 18, 1743, seemingly 
the day the events occurred. Eleven men, including 
the cook, d’Orgon, and two corporals who could 
only leave their mark, signed the document. They 
requested that the governor and commissaire-ordon-
nateur, the colony’s co-leaders to whom the report 
was addressed, “order what is just”. Justice involved 
sending La Chaume from Natchez to New Orleans. 
Once in the capital, the procureur general created 
the second document related to La Chaume, dated 
July 6, 1743. His petition to the Superior Council 
(the colony’s semi-autonomous judicial and legisla-
tive body) recounted some of the above events and 
asked that “Jan Baptiste Chevalier La Chaume bo-
heme”, accused of attempting to commit suicide, be 
questioned on the facts of the procès verbal follow-
ing examination by the surgeon. On that same af-
ternoon, a counselor of the Superior Council began 
the interrogation, recorded in the third document, 
by asking La Chaume his name, age, professed faith 
and residence. He answered, “Jean Baptiste Cheva-
lier, aged twenty-nine, of the Roman Catholic and 

apostolic religion, of the Bohemian people (de na-
tion Boheme)”.27 Nine more questions followed.

6      Prison Buildings, New Orleans, 1730. Cross-section 
(Colonial Records Collection, Center for Louisiana Studies, University of Louisiana at Lafayette, with kind permission).

When asked why he was in jail in New Orleans 
when he should be in Natchez, La Chaume inso-
lently replied that “he was sent there by d’Orgon.” 
When asked to elaborate, La Chaume spilled out 
a string of accusations against d’Orgon’s “cruel” 
treatment and temperament. He described moving 
constantly between house and field “having no rest 
either during the day or at night.” After coming in 
from the field he would set the table and serve d’Or-
gon’s dinner then return to planting tobacco only 
to come back indoors and “prepare Mr. d’Orgon’s 
room and bed.” In between, d’Orgon “incessantly 
beat him and [did] not allow him the time to cook 
for himself,” although La Chaume’s term of service 
included compensation in food. La Chaume claimed 
he “worked as a mercenary for him in the field,” and 
he expected the recompense he was due.28 In addi-
tion, though “always having served Mr. d’Orgon 
as well as he could, Mr. d’Orgon would accuse him 
when something got lost of having taken it.” The 
court following up on this point, asking whether he 
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had robbed anyone at Natchez, to which La Chaume 
tersely remarked “no”. 
Before being dismissed the court questioned La 
Chaume about others who could testify. Though the 
court asked whether he referred as witnesses those 
who had seen what had happened at Natchez (pre-
sumably those who signed the original report), he 
overrode their suggestion with his own. He instead 
suggested that the detachment who had brought 
him to New Orleans should serve as witnesses. He 
evidently doubted the stories d’Orgon, the cook, and 
certain others might tell the court, while he trusted 
that these soldiers might corroborate his claims. 
They could “explain how he behaved and whether 
he ever did wrong to anyone while he was at the 
Natchez.” His questioning ended with this plea. Un-
fortunately for La Chaume, he was not on trial for 
his behavior towards others, but rather his behavior 
towards himself. 
In between these introductory and concluding enqui-
ries, the court asked him five other questions focused 
on three themes: his desertion, his fight with the 
cook, and discerning if he had attempted suicide. On 
these three themes La Chaume narrates extensively. 
In his testimony, which will be unpacked further be-
low, it is clear that La Chaume hoped to make three 
main points: he had not attempted suicide, d’Orgon 
was a violently abusive commander and master, 
and using a slave to punish him was an egregiously 
offensive act. In examining how he addressed these 
questions and placing his responses in the context 
of colonial circumstances, images of La Chaume’s 
interior life surface. In the violent, unsettled and re-
probate colony his concerns with escape, justice and 
honor express a noticeable logic.

The Interior Life of La Chaume

La Chaume’s overlapping concerns with escape, 
justice and honor emerge from his testimony. This 
is especially evident when his words are consid-
ered alongside of the violently enforced racialized 
statuses of French colonial Louisiana. During his 
several expressions of a basic desire to escape his 
circumstances, La Chaume exposes a finely tuned 
perception of status, honor, and justice at odds with 
the colonial realities surrounding him. 

La Chaume expressed a noticeable disregard for the 
injustice of being forced into convict labor while 
reflecting on how he had merely planned, but nev-
er executed, his first escape attempt via desertion. 
In addition to his resulting decline in status, from 
a soldier to a forçat, he was violently punished for 
merely considering flight. D’Orgon “who did not 
want to sanction his soldiers, went after his body 
and had him cruelly chastised for this plan” even 
though it “had not been realized.” This status decline 
gave d’Orgon a power over his person different from 
other soldiers – a power which La Chaume appears 
to have recognized as legitimate. At one point in the 
interrogation, La Chaume suggested that though 
d’Orgon was overly tyrannical, had d’Orgon him-
self administered the corporal punishment, instead 
of calling Brutal to dispense it for him, La Chaume 
never would have stabbed himself. “To be ordered 
by a negro rather than him,” as La Chaume put it, 
was an outrageous affront to his honor. A man of 
d’Orgon’s standing should have known better than 
to flout this racialized status line.
La Chaume’s second escape attempt, via stabbing 
himself, seems to have had several precipitating fac-
tors. D’Orgon “cruelly treated” him to an extent that 
was unbecoming to the commandant’s position. His 
litany of grievances against his master reveal La 
Chaume’s hopelessness: “Witnessing his bad temper 
every day, exposed to his anger […] not giving him 
one day of respite, even for Easter. […] making him 
work from morning to night without allowing him a 
moment of rest.” The tenor of these complaints also 
explains La Chaume’s original explanation for his 
act as an attempt “to get himself out from slavery”. 
Witnessing enslaved laborers all around him, La 
Chaume would have recognized his experiences for 
what they were, even if his legal status implied his 
distinctiveness from the enslaved. And, had he actu-
ally intended to take his own life (despite his protes-
tations to the contrary), he may have considered an 
escape from slavery in this way to be an honorable 
act. Some eighteenth-century Europeans, like some 
enslaved West Africans in the Americas, believed 
voluntary death could be an honorable choice under 
certain circumstances, despite religious and secular 
attempts to attach dishonor to suicide. Witnesses 
had claimed that immediately after stabbing himself 
La Chaume had not only remarked of his intention 
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to escape slavery, but “that he had only done what 
honorable men had done before him.” When ques-
tioned directly on the point, however, La Chaume 
could not remember making this claim.   29

Then there was the cook, who had both verbally and 
physically abused him and had also acted outside 
his station. La Chaume found this man’s actions es-
pecially offensive. He “could not suffer” the cook’s 
mistreatment “whereupon he took revenge […] see-
ing that he was abused in this way by a man who 
had no authority over him.” The thin line separating 
the “freedom” of a cook in the military from the 
“slavery” of a forçat like himself made the cook’s 
transgression of that line all the more distasteful. 
To heap on further humiliation, d’Orgon recognized 
his heightened sensitivity to these small status di-
visions and used La Chaume’s own sense of justice 
to humiliate him even further. By claiming him to 
be a “slave” who lacked the right to hit a “free man” 
as justification for further punishment, d’Orgon at-
tacked La Chaume’s ego as much as his body.  
What are we to make of the irregular usage of the 
terms “slave”, “forçat”, and “mercenary” to refer to 
La Chaume in these documents? When not referring 
to La Chaume by name as was most common, (he 
is referred to as “La Chaume” on eight occasions 
and by his full name once) the authors of the court 
documents only ever call him “a forçat”. However, 
on two of the three occasions when La Chaume ex-
presses his own status he does so as one in slavery 
(“esclavage”); in the third instance he calls himself a 
mercenary (“mercenaire”) “working in the field” for 
d’Orgon. This inconsistency can be explained by the 
fact that while La Chaume occupied the particular 
legal category of forçat he experienced this status 
as that of enslavement, even as he was guaranteed 
minimal compensation for his service, in the form 
of food, as befit a mercenary. One particular circum-
stance when La Chaume’s status is considered in the 
documents explains how both La Chaume’s and of-
ficial vocabulary could be accurate and more clearly 
illustrates the precarious ambiguity of La Chaume’s 
actual position. When justifying why he called Bru-
tal to the scene, d’Orgon explains the appropriate-
ness of punishing “the forçat” in this way because 
no “slave” was allowed to hit “a free man”. It appears 
from this seemingly contradictory statement that 
d’Orgon was applying section twenty-eight of 

Louisiana’s slave code, the Code Noir, to La Chaume. 
It states: “And as to the excesses and acts of violence 
which slaves commit against free persons, we wish 
that they be severely punished, even by death if it is 
necessary.”  30

No known Louisiana law code dealt specifically 
with forçats the way the Code Noir did for the 
enslaved. Imported in revised form from Saint 
Domingue in 1724, this comprehensive piece of 
legislation governed all aspects of the enslaved’s 
lives and dictated the relationship between slaves 
and everyone else in the colony. Forçats, on the 
other hand, existed in a gray area that exposed 
them to the summary treatment of their masters. 
It appears that some overseers, like d’Orgon, found 
it appropriate to apply the Code Noir to forçats. Al-
though legally the two statuses remained distinct, 
in practice the individual experience of each status 
differed only minimally. For both groups, virtually 
unregulated labor and harsh discipline character-
ized their condition, hence La Chaume’s insistence 
on his experience of enslavement.   31

The uncertain application of these two status terms 
exemplify elite attempts to simultaneously level and 
divide “the most dangerous elements of the lower 
orders – enslaved Africans and Frenchmen serving 
in the colony under their own degree of servitude 
(forçat, engagé, soldier)”. And local elites like d’Or-
gon might opportunistically mobilize race in ways 
that benefitted themselves regardless of the laws of 
empire. One way this had been accomplished was 
through a “black-on-white penal strategy”, the last 
known instance of which La Chaume had escaped. 
Yet by the 1740’s there was also a “movement toward 
a greater articulation of racial categories”, which La 
Chaume seems to have internalized.32 La Chaume’s 
frustrations illustrate one man’s experience of living 
through these intersecting trends. 
The immediate cause of La Chaume’s self-harm was 
the threat of punishment by Brutal, an African slave. 
To two separate questions, one about his suicide 
and another about the fight, he narrated the events 
with the palpable sense of an honorable man being 
treated disgracefully. He first related how, “when he 
heard d’Orgon wanted to have him tied by a negro 
this is what led him to despair as he had not de-
served nor should he be mistreated by a negro”. He 
later again explained how when d’Orgon “called a 
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negro named Brutal in order to have him tied, which 
compelled him with anger to see himself tied by a 
negro”, he acted to “free himself of Mr. d’Orgon”. 
Clearly who administered his punishment mattered. 
The inhumanity La Chaume complained about from 
d’Orgon stemmed not just from his violence, but 
from using a black slave to administer it.
What exactly awaited La Chaume had Brutal man-
aged to perform his task? It is possible that Brutal, as 
his name implied, was a colonial enforcer, brought 
in to dole out extreme forms of violence with such 
a reputation that even his entering the room might 
precipitate self-harm. La Chaume may have known 
exactly the fate that awaited him had he surrendered 
himself to Brutal. The colonial Louisiana govern-
ment had deployed this racialized status-crossing 
punishment many times before. But from the way 
La Chaume explained his position, his grievance was 
clearly about more than just facing further physical 
punishment. That a Roman Catholic, Bohemian, 
former soldier in the French Louisiana militia could 
be disciplined by an African slave was an act of such 
injustice that escaping by any means necessary im-
mediately rushed to the forefront of La Chaume’s 
mind when confronted with that reality.  33

This race and status crossing even further evidenced 
d’Orgon’s extreme degradation to La Chaume. Call-
ing for Brutal to punish him was merely the last in 
a long list of dishonorable actions those of higher 
status had subjected him to. Too many men had be-
trayed their virtue which justified their privilege in 
La Chaume’s mind. Well before the incidents involv-
ing the cook and Brutal he had attempted supplica-
tions to others in positions to help. He had previ-
ously taken his complaints about d’Orgon’s violence 
to two local gentlemen who had advised him to be 
patient, certain that his miserable treatment would 
not last. Now La Chaume was once again hoping to 
find principled men, this time in New Orleans, who 
might help him escape the many injustices he had 
faced while at Natchez.
La Chaume knew he might be near, but he should 
never be at the bottom of the colonial social hier-
archy. Although he felt like he was “in slavery”, 
even as a forçat he knew himself to be a “free man” 
and not a “black slave”. This distinction mattered to 
him.  And, it may have mattered to him even more 
because of the downward trajectory of his social 

condition. He moved from a soldier to one pun-
ished for desertion and given to work for another 
man – a man whom he recognized as having certain 
(although not complete) rights over his body. He 
also knew that his current condition did not give 
all men the right to treat him as they willed. This 
is seen in his ferocious responses to both the cook 
and to Brutal. These two men might be separated 
from him in the colonial hierarchy, but it was only 
by a matter of degrees. He had to be sure to defend 
his social position and he did this by demanding 
particular types of treatment by particular people. 
D’Orgon might have had the right to tie him, but a 
black slave did not. D’Orgon had the right to con-
trol his labor, but the cook did not. La Chaume even 
conceded that D’Orgon might have had the right to 
physical power over his body (if only to a certain 
degree) but so too did La Chaume control his own 
physical body as a man of honor.
In addition to La Chaume, many other Louisiana 
Bohemians have left evidence of their presence in 
French, Spanish, and American archives. La Chau-
me is not the only Bohemian to have served in 
the Louisiana colonial military. He is not the only 
Louisiana Bohemian to have struggled with the 
region’s racialized social order. And, he is certainly 
not the only Bohemian who suffered violence and 
dislocation due to French imperial policies in the 
colonies. These men and women await scholars 
compelled to narrate Bohemian experiences of this 
distinctive time and place. Only then can we begin 
to construct a fuller story of the imperial state, the 
diasporic Atlantic, and the racialized colonial world. 
A more expansive archival interrogation stands to 
enhance our understanding of Early Modern Gypsy 
experiences and provide all Romani Studies scholars 
a more complete base from which to build. Future 
historians of Early Modern Europe and the colonial 
Americas will do well to continue with this work.
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