The Last Will and Testament
of
James Rapplye
Background and Introduction
Background
In the spring of 2021, we received a request from Ellen Dauzat, a resident of
Avoyelles Parish, to translate a document written in French. Ellen and a colleague
of hers were researching a certain female who lived in the 1800s named Martiene
Rappilier. Hoping to discover the identity of Martiene’s father, Ellen located the
Last Will and Testament of James Rapplye among publicly available
documents.
We received a copy of that document written in a very legible manuscript on two
and one-half well-preserved pages. Nearly all the words and names were distinct
and required very little guesswork before the context of the document made clear
the intended word(s). Because it is a legal document, the Will contains most of the
usual phrases one finds in similar documents, but there are some unusual and
informative historical aspects, ones we wanted to share with our readers.
The document bears the heading, “State of Louisiana, West Baton Rouge Parish,”
and it is dated September 4, 1832. It was dictated in the presence of Louis Favrot,
Judge of West Baton Rouge Parish, and three witnesses. The reason for the
presence of the judge and witnesses is not made clear until page 2, lines 75 and 76
of the translation when the testator explains that he “does not know how to write”
and that he will be signing the document with his mark (X).
James Rapplye declares himself to be a free man of color (FMC), and therefore not
a slave. Free persons of color in places where slavery was legal at the time, as
Louisiana was in 1832, are comparatively few in number. By inference, given his
land and other possessions, including some slaves, James was a person of
considerable wealth. In his Will, he instructs his executor to make certain
dispositions of his possessions: his lands, improvements and furniture. Some of
his directives specify the liberation of certain slaves, a few of which were his own
relatives.
Introduction
That a free person of color would own slaves at all, or even entertain the notion of
owning slaves, gives us a powerful insight into this man’s thinking about slavery in
general. Today, we might guess that free persons of color in those times may have
abhorred the very thought of slavery. But this man’s slave ownership forces us to
take the much wider view that slavery during those times was a very complex and
multi-faceted issue.
To assist Ellen’s research and to facilitate study from our readers, we have
published both the original French document and our English translation together
with this background and introduction. For ease of following the French-toEnglish translation, we have set down the translation in the same lengths of the
lines from the original. Further, in the style of a legal deposition, we have
numbered the lines in the translation.
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It should be noted that spellings during this time period, especially proper names,
were not fixed as they are today, but instead they were often spelled phonetically.
In this manner, both Rappilier and Rapplye are pronounced very similarly in
French, and Ellen wisely thought the two families might be related.
Even more to the point of Ellen’s research, on page 2, line 41of the Will it
mentions a negress named Martine. Since her last name is not given, we can
speculate that Martine was likely a slave, the property of the testator, James
Rapplye.
A widely practiced custom in those times was to impute the same last name as the
slave owner to all of their slaves. In this case, Martine’s last name would be
imputed to be Rapplye.
Ellen desires to know the identity of Martiene Rappilier’s father.
Q: Is the Martine (Rapplye) mentioned in the Will the same person as the
Martiene Rapplier for whom Ellen searches?
A: We simply cannot know for certain on the basis of this document alone,
but we can speculate that they are possibly the very same person.
Q: Does the will mention the identity of Martiene Rappilier’s father?
A: No, there is no mention of Martiene’s father in the Will. If they were the
very same person, it is possible that James Rapplye may be Martiene/Martine’s
father, but for now we can only speculate as to whether that is so.
Translating any document from one language to another usually involves
expressions which, when translated literally, do not seem to convey what was
originally intended. This Will has been translated both literally in some cases and
figuratively in others; in this manner, some of the original French meaning and
intention is carried into the English translation, but hopefully without leading the
reader astray.
Louisiana history reminds us that our part of the world has been ruled under
French, Spanish and British flags in earlier times. From its early days, the
Louisiana Legislature published all its documents and laws in parallel French and
English. Louisiana’s first state constitution is an example of that practice.
Documents from those different eras were often written in French or Spanish as
well as English, and now many of those documents are now available for online
viewing.
For our readers who aspire to translate from one language to another, Google has a
very good and easy-to-use TRANSLATE function. It allows users to type in the
word or phrase needing translation and the result is automatic. It offers translation
from a wide variety of both common and not-so-common languages, so have some
fun and give it a try.
Paul Price
April 30, 2021
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(Last Will & Testatment of James Rapplye)
(dictated 4 September 1832)

The fourth of September of the year of our Lord eighteen hundred
thirty-two and the fifty-seventh year of the independence of the United States of America.
In front of Louis Favrot, Judge of the Parish of West Baton
Rouge, state aforesaid, filling ex-officio functions of
Notary Public for and in the said parish, and in
presence of Messr. William Joyce, Emmanuel Peltier
and Henri Bouvier Favrot all three inhabitants living
in the aforesaid Parish and witnesses required in conformity
with the law, have personally accompanied James Rapplye, free man of color, inhabitant owner and
living in this parish, which being healthy of body
and spirit, so that he affirms to the said Judge
and to the witnesses: the said James Rapplye has
made known his intention to make his testament
dictating it to the said Judge, in presence of the said witnesses
as he is.
I give and bequeath to Manette and to my mother Helene,
both free women of color of this Parish,
and in case of death of one of them or the two, to their
heirs, the piece of land where I reside now:
formed at its upper part by land of Gabriel Hebert
and at its lower part by Mr Villeneuve LeBlanc,
one which features all the dependencies and
improvements at the time of my death.
I give the same as was said above to
their heirs, all the furniture, receivables that I
could have at the time of my death, in overpaying my debts.
I declare hereby to set free from the bonds of
slavery my nephew below named to know: Joseph
negro aged 30 years, Maximilien negro aged 27
years; Simon negro aged 22 years, Pierre negro aged
19 years, praying my testamentary executor below
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constituted to fill the earliest possible, the formalities
wanted by the law, for the emancipation of the slaves
if I had just died before I have it myself
I give and bequeath to my nephew above named and to
his brothers and sisters to know: Heloise wife of William
Collins, negress aged around 25 years, freed
by me the 20th of November 1828, and Martine negress
aged 15 years, Antoine negro aged 12 years, Eulalie
griffonne aged 8 years, James griffe aged 6 years and
Jules griffe aged 3 years, the last five born since
the liberation of their mother, the net product of the
piece of land where now lives William
Collins, free man of color bordered above by
land of heir Louis Dubardeau and below by land
of Gabriel Hebert: desiring that my testamentary executor sell the said land, for produced
in being divided equally between my aforesaid nephews
and nieces; and that he remit to them their portions
as things progress that they will be of age skillful in inheriting
less than he judges appropriate to employ for
procuring for them a state or job to have during
their illnesses, such are my wishes.
I name M. Villeneuve LeBlanc my testamentary executor,
and in case of death M. Victorin Patin.
I declare that I owe nothing, that a sum of four
hundred piastres borrowed from this Parish for Father Julien Poydras, as we can see for the hypothetical act
that I have suscribed to the transplant of the Judge of
the said Parish.
I revoke and annul all other testament
or codicile, declaring never to have made another
than this one.
This testament was so dictated to the Judge aforesaid,
that it is written such that it was dictated and read
next to the testator, who declared it
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71 to take perfectly and to preserve in there, all in
72 presence of the said witnesses
73 Made and passed in my registry the day, month
74 and year that above in presence of the aforesaid witnesses,
75 and the testator having declared he does not know how to write, to
make
76 his ordinary mark when at once the witnesses
77 signed with the Judge aforesaid and undersigned after
78 having read all.
79 Signed, James Rapplye, ordinary mark X, W.
80 Joyce, E. Pettier, H.B. Favrot, L Favrot. P.J.
81 I certify the present copy and registration the 4th of September,
82 1832. In witness whereof I have given my office at West
83 Baton Rouge, this tenth day of May eighteen hundred forty-seven.
S. V. Duralde,
Recorder

