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Description
The Redhibition Suits and Enslaved People in the Orleans Parish Court, 1813–1846, dataset
contains information about the 347 enslaved people who were the subject of redhibition suits
tried before New Orleans’ Orleans Parish Court between 1813 and 1846. These suits usually
involved a buyer of an enslaved person suing the most recent owner looking to cancel the sale
due to misrepresentation of the enslaved person being sold. Between these years, the Orleans
Parish Court was home to two courts that oversaw civil disputes in the parish: the Orleans
Parish Court and the First District Court of Louisiana. The Orleans Parish Court’s records have
been microfilmed in their entirety and the First District Court’s records have been microfilmed
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selectively, records the Genealogical Society of Utah deemed “genealogically significant.”1
Archivists at the New Orleans Public Library’s Louisiana Division/City Archives and Special
Collections, where these records are housed, created an index to the Orleans Parish Court’s
general docket, which covers the period between 1813 and 1835. There is also an index, on
microfilm, that covers the period between October 11, 1835 to June 1846. These indexes are2

organized by the plaintiff’s surname, not the subject of the lawsuit. There is no subject index for
the Orleans Parish Court or First District Court’s records. Because there is no way to identify
exactly the type of case a researcher is looking for in these records, short of looking for the
name of a specific plaintiff, I created a subject index of the Orleans Parish Court’s records.

I indexed each of the available 17,006 civil suits tried before the Orleans Parish Court between
1813 and 1846, when the court was dissolved. These lawsuits are usually handwritten in3

English, but there are also instances when certain records are written in French. From this larger
dataset, I created two datasets: the first lists each of the slave-centered redhibition suits tried
before the Orleans Parish Court; the second includes all of the freedom suits tried before the
court. I also scanned and archived each of the aforementioned redhibition suits and freedom
suits. The redhibition suits dataset includes information about the enslaved people who found
themselves at the center of redhibition suits, including their (if available) name, sex, and whether
there is evidence that the enslaved person was ever present in court.

Louisiana’s Civil Code of 1825 defined redhibition as the “avoidance of a sale on account of
some vice or defect in the thing sold, which renders it either absolutely useless or its use so
inconvenient and imperfect, that it may be supposed that the buyer would not have purchased it
had he known the vice.” The Civil Code was more specific when it came to what “hidden4

defects” and “redhibitory vices” were unique to enslaved people. In addition to any hidden5

5 For more on redhibition laws, specifically as they pertain to the sale of enslaved people in Louisiana, see
Judith K. Schafer, “‘Guaranteed against the Vices and Maladies Prescribed by Law’: Consumer Protection,
the Law of Slave Sales, and the Supreme Court in Antebellum Louisiana,” The American Journal of Legal
History 31, no. 4 (October 1, 1987): 306–321; Andrew Fede, “Legal Protection for Slave Buyers in the U.S.
South: A Caveat Concerning Caveat Emptor,” The American Journal of Legal History 31, no. 4 (1987):
322–358; Judith Kelleher Schafer, Slavery, the Civil Law, and the Supreme Court of Louisiana (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1994), 127–148; Thomas D. Morris, Southern Slavery and the Law,
1619–1860 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 112–113; Walter Johnson, Soul by Soul:
Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 4, 12–13, 53;
Ariela J. Gross, Double Character: Slavery and Mastery in the Antebellum Southern Courtroom (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000), 73, 92–93; Maria R. Montalvo, “The Slavers’ Archive: Enslaved People,
Power, and the Production of the Past in the Antebellum Courtroom” (Ph.D. diss., Rice University, 2018),
4-6.

4 Thomas Gibbes Morgan, Civil Code of the State of Louisiana: With the Statutory Amendments, from 1825
to 1853, Inclusive; and References to the Decisions of the Supreme Court of Louisiana to the Sixth Volume
of Annual Reports (New Orleans: Bloomfield and Steel, 1854), Book III, Title VII, Chapter VI, Section III,
Article 2496, p. 334. Hereafter referred to as Louisiana Civil Code of 1825.

3 Acts Passed at the First Session of the First Legislature of the State of Louisiana, Begun and Held in the
City of New Orleans, on the 9th Day of February, 1846 (New Orleans: W. Van Benthuysen & P. Besancon, Jr.,
State Printers, 1846), 32–34.

2 “Louisiana. Parish Court (Orleans Parish) Index to the Suit Records, 1813–1835,” City Archives New
Orleans Public Library, accessed July 2, 2022, http://archives.nolalibrary.org/~nopl/inv/vcp/parish1.htm.

1 “Louisiana. First Judicial District Court (Orleans Parish),” City Archives New Orleans Public Library,
accessed July 2, 2022, http://archives.nolalibrary.org/~nopl/inv/1jdc/1jdcind.htm.
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defects—behavioral or bodily traits that would not have been visible by “simple inspection” at6

the moment of sale— a buyer could also sue a seller for redhibition if they later discovered the
person they bought was addicted to theft, had previously committed a capital crime, was in the
habit of running away, or suffered from leprosy, madness, or epilepsy. Dissatisfied buyers could7

also sue for redhibition if a seller declared that “the thing sold has some quality, which it is
found not to have,” specifically when this quality “was the principal motive for making the
purchase.”8

Anyone who sold an enslaved person in Louisiana and created an act of sale could be sued for
redhibition. For instance, even if a contract signed in Louisiana made no reference to the “vices
and maladies prescribed by law,” a buyer could still sue a seller for redhibition if they discovered
that the person they bought suffered from a hidden or redhibitory defect that the buyer could not
have detected when they made their purchase. Although a seller could modify the terms of
Louisiana’s implied warranty or even eliminate it entirely, they could only do so in writing and not
without divulging information about the person they were selling. Vendors could eliminate a
redhibitory warranty by disclaiming it within an act of sale; they could also modify a warranty by
warranting an enslaved person against certain vices or maladies but not others. Such9

modifications protected sellers in terms of future liability for the person they were selling, but
because they also communicated information about an enslaved person, they could also alter
what a buyer was willing to pay for someone.

When a dissatisfied buyer sued a seller for redhibition, he or she usually had to work to prove
that the enslaved person they purchased suffered from what was considered some vice or
defect, unbeknownst to the buyer, before the sale was made. For instance, on January 1, 1853,
Alfred A. Williams purchased an enslaved man named Jack Smith from William F. Talbot in New

9 For example, a seller could warrant an enslaved person against the vices and maladies prescribed by
law save for running away and epilepsy, effectively informing a buyer that an enslaved person frequently
absconded or suffered from seizures.

8 “A declaration made in good faith by the seller, that the thing sold has some quality, which it is found not
to have, gives rise to a redhibition, if this quality was the principal motive for making the purchase.”
Louisiana Civil Code of 1825, Book III, Title VII, Chapter I, Section III, Article 2507, p. 335.

7 Louisiana’s Civil Code—from its first promulgation as a Digest in 1808 and throughout the remainder of
the period when slavery was legal in the state—included six redhibitory vices and defects that were
specific to enslaved people. This does not, however, mean that those six characteristics or illnesses were
the only qualities that were the focus of redhibition suits. Louisiana’s Civil Code divided redhibitory
defects that were specific to enslaved people into two classes: vices of body and vices of character. Vices
of body were distinguished further into categories of absolute and relative vices: “Absolute vices are
those, of which bare existence gives rise to the redhibitory action; Relative vices are those, which give rise
to it, only in proportion to the degree in which they disable the object sold.” The absolute vices of enslaved
people were leprosy, madness, and epilepsy; the vices of character, “which give rise to the redhibition of
slaves, are confined to the cases in which it is proved: That the slave has committed a capital crime; Or,
that he is addicted to theft; Or, that he is in the habit of running away. The slave shall be considered as
being in the habit of running away, when he shall have absented himself from his master’s house twice for
several days, or once for more than a month.” Louisiana Civil Code of 1825, Book III, Title VII, Chapter VI,
Section III, Articles 2501, 2502, 2505.

6 “Hidden” defects were defined as those that would not be visible by “simple inspection” at the time of a
sale. Dissatisfied buyers took this broad definition and ran with it, suing sellers over an enslaved person’s
addiction to drunkenness, their suffering from specific diseases or illnesses. Louisiana Civil Code of 1825,
Book III, Title VII, Chapter I, Section III, Article 2497, p. 334.
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Orleans, Louisiana. On the last day of the year, Williams sued Talbot for redhibition, claiming that
when he purchased Smith, he (Williams) was unaware that Smith was and had been suffering
from consumption. To establish cause for redhibition, Williams and his attorney did not simply
have to prove that Jack Smith was then suffering from consumption, they also had to
demonstrate the following: first, that Smith was too sick to work before Williams purchased him;
second, that Williams did not and could not have known about Smith’s illness when he
purchased him; and third, that Williams had not contributed to Smith’s declining health since the
date of the sale. In this way, plaintiffs in redhibition disputes were responsible for constructing a
historical narrative that centered on a specific enslaved person.10

During slave-centered redhibition suits, enslavers and their attorneys became historians of the
enslaved, working to create a credible, plausible—but not necessarily an entirely
accurate—version of an enslaved person’s past. The evidentiary requirements of these lawsuits
combined with the limited availability of documentary evidence about enslaved individuals
meant that a plaintiff could not necessarily win by fabricating a story about an unsound slave;11
they needed to construct and corroborate—usually with testimony—a story about a specific
enslaved person. They of course could and did use acts of sale to do some of that work, but
because the evidence needed to establish cause for redhibition depending on when a plaintiff
filed suit and the nature of their complaint, contracts and the information contained therein12

could not always meet the burden of proof. And in the instances when their assertions and
contracts alone were insufficient, enslavers and their lawyers turned to enslaved people
themselves.

Because specific enslaved individuals could find themselves at the center of redhibition suits,
court records from these disputes provide us with an opportunity to ask how being at the center

12 The burden of proof in slave-centered redhibition suits varied based on when the buyer discovered the
vice in question, when they filed suit, and the vice or defect at the center of the plaintiff’s claim. The nature
of a plaintiff’s claim as well as when they discovered the vice in question and filed suit also helped define
what they had to demonstrate in order to establish cause for redhibition. According to article 2508 of the
Louisiana Civil Code, “The buyer who institutes the redhibitory action, must prove that the vice existed
before the sale was made to him.” However, “If the vice has made its appearance within three days
immediately following the sale, it is presumed to have existed before the sale.” The article was amended
in 1834 to include specific time constraints for redhibitory vices that were specific to enslaved property.
After 1834, if a buyer sued for redhibition on the grounds that the enslaved person they purchased was a
thief or was in the habit of running away, they did not have to prove that the vice existed before they made
their purchase if they discovered the vice within two months of the date of sale; additionally, if a buyer
discovered any “bodily or mental maladies” within fifteen days of the sale and sued for redhibition, the
court would presume that the vice existed before the sale. There were thus instances when the burden of
proof was such that a plaintiff could rely on an act of sale and their own assessment of an enslaved
person’s diminished value and utility to sue for redhibition. The amendments to article 2508 did not apply
to enslaved people who had been in Louisiana for more than eight months. They would also not be
applicable in instances when “unusual punishments have been inflicted” on the enslaved person in
question. Louisiana Civil Code of 1825, Book III, Title VII, Chapter I, Section III, Article 2508.

11 “Soundness,” explains Sharla M. Fett, in its most basic sense concerned the health of a slave. Yet the
definition of soundness included not only the present health of the individual but past and future health as
well. Soundness was a term used to identify an enslaved person’s “capacity to labor, reproduce, obey, and
submit.” Fett,Working Cures: Healing, Health, and Power on Southern Slave Plantations (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2002), 20.

10 Williams v. Talbot, No. 4628, Louisiana Supreme Court, May 1857.
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of a lawsuit shaped the circumstances of a person’s enslavement, if not make sense of an
enslaved person’s entire life. Mining redhibition suits for the experiences and voices of the
enslaved, however, is but one opportunity these records present us with. They also allow us a
glimpse of the violent, coercive methods enslavers relied on to exploit the people they enslaved.
The RSD offers scholars of slavery as well as genealogists new, untold ways of studying the
lived experiences of the enslaved and the business that shaped their lives.

The dataset discusses 347 enslaved people, 9 of whom are unnamed, and 20 fields of
information documenting each suit. Each case also has a unique identification number that I
assigned, which ascends in time.

Dates of Data Collection
2015-2022

Dataset Languages
English

Geographic Coverage
Orleans Parish, Louisiana

Temporal Coverage
1813-1846

Document Types
Civil Document

Sources
Orleans Parish Court Records, 1813–1846, City Archives, New Orleans Public Library

Methodology
Between 1813 and 1865, the Orleans Parish Court—one of two civil courts that presided over
civil disputes in Orleans Parish between 1813 and 1846—heard 17,006 disputes. At the New
Orleans Public Library’s City Archives, I examined each roll of microfilm that includes the original
case records from each of the extant civil suits tried before the Orleans Parish Court. As I went
through the microfilm, I constructed a dataset wherein I listed the subject of each lawsuit and
the date it was filed. I later transferred the information, contained in three notebooks, to a
spreadsheet. From that dataset, I created a smaller dataset that lists each of the 295
slave-centered redhibition suits that focus on 347 enslaved individuals tried before the court. I
also scanned each of these disputes so that I could continue analyzing each case and refining
the dataset.
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Court records from slave-centered redhibition suits typically include a petition, wherein a
plaintiff and their attorney discuss the reasons for filing suit, a response from a defendant, and
sometimes transcripts of written evidence and witness testimony as well as a description of the
court’s verdict. These records are handwritten, usually in English but sometimes in French. To
create the redhibition suits dataset, I closely read each lawsuit, mining the records for
information about the lawsuit itself and the enslaved person at the center of the dispute.
Because lawsuits can be fairly formulaic, I was typically able to gather consistent information
from each set of court records; however, in some cases, as noted, information such as the
outcome of a case are missing.

Since completing my analysis, I have closely read the 295 sets of court records from
slave-centered redhibition suits, adding information about the disputes and those involved (such
as the plaintiff, defendant, enslaved person, witnesses, notaries, and evidence) to the
spreadsheet. In addition to the pertinent case numbers and a citation for each lawsuit, the
dataset is organized according to the following categories: unique number (I assigned in
ascending order), Orleans Parish Court case number, Louisiana Supreme Court (LASC) case
number, date filed (Orleans Parish Court), Court (local), citation, name of plaintiff, name of
defendant, enslaved person(s) name; enslaved person(s) sex, number (no.) enslaved person(s),
no. witnesses, redhibitory vice, additional vice(s), Orleans Parish Court verdict, LASC verdict, act
of sale, sale price, fraud (when a plaintiff would accuse a defendant of deliberately concealing
information about the person sold), microfilm roll, and microfilm roll no. I have standardized
terms in the “Redhibitory Vice” and “Additional Vice(s)” categories. If an enslaver/plaintiff listed
more than one vice or defect, I added the second and sometimes third vice or defect to the
“Additional Vice(s)” category. When enslavers sued each other for redhibition, their lawsuits
centered on a characteristics or past event that they considered a defect in a specific enslaved
person. Using the characteristics articulated in each of the lawsuits, I thus created broad
categories, taken from descriptions provided by enslavers and their attorneys, including habitual
running away, illness, insanity, epilepsy, theft, drunkenness, committing a capital crime, age, skill,
and outstanding mortgage. While these categories are my creation, each is reflective of the
descriptions articulated by enslavers and their lawyers.

Date of Publication
December 2023

Data Links
Dataset Repository: Harvard Dataverse, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/3QY84T
Linked Data Representation: Enslaved.org
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