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The micro-storia largely demonstrated the heuristic virtue of life-courses for historical 

understanding, assuming that - given the fact that they are embedded in their social, cultural 

and political relations-, their lives tell us something about this broader context.  

This paper deals with the Gradis family, which achieved to become one of the most 

prominent merchant firms in Bordeaux and built a fortune by taking advantage of the 

manifold opportunities the French empire offered to 18th-century merchants1. Their story, 

however, also illustrates the difficulties they met, due to the long-term evolution of the French 

Empire. 

By 1740, Bordeaux had emerged as the most important French colonial port and 

hosted a number of conspicuous merchant communities. Portuguese Jews, French, German 

and Irishmen co-operated to boast the city’s trade. The Gradis family is perfectly 

representative of 18th-century Bordeaux (and French) Atlantic shipping and trade. The firm 

fitted out its first ships to the West Indies shortly after the French King opened participation 

to colonial trade to Bordeaux merchants in 1717. At that time, David Gradis (ca. 1665 -1751) 

was already a well-known merchant who had specialised in the textile trade, and one of the 

most distinguished members of the local Sephardim community. Like most of his 

contemporary colleagues, David Gradis belonged to an international ethno-religious network 

that could support his business, and make his commercial success easier. In the following 

years, the Gradis family spread its members around the Atlantic in order to optimise 

                                                 
1 The Gradis family has attracted historical attention over the past decades: Jean de Maupassant, Un grand 

armateur de Bordeaux, Abraham Gradis, 1699? – 1780, Bordeaux, 1931, a collection of articles formerly 

published in the Revue historique de Bordeaux et de la Gironde (hereafter RHB); Richard Menkis, "The Gradis 

Family of eighteenth-century Bordeaux: a social and economic study", Ph.D. Thesis, Brandeis University, Mass., 

1988; Jean Schwob d’Hericourt, La maison Gradis et ses chefs, Argenteuil 1975. See also : Paul Butel, La 

croissance commerciale bordelaise dans la seconde moitié du XVIIIe siècle, Lille 1973, 2 vols. I have published 

a shorter version of this paper with a more specific Atlantic focus has, Silvia Marzagalli, « Limites et 

opportunités dans l’Atlantique français au XVIIIe siècle. Le cas de la maison Gradis de Bordeaux », Outre-Mers, 

n° 362-363 (2009-1), p. 87-110. 
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commercial chances. Like most of Bordeaux ship-owners, the Gradis were not insensitive to 

speculative slave trade and other opportunities of the Atlantic world. 

During the first half of the eighteenth century, thus, Gradis’ participation to Atlantic 

trade was similar to that of many of their contemporaries, who were exploring the 

opportunities of West Indian trade and expanding their business within the monopolistic and 

mercantilist frame imposed by French authorities to colonial trade. Profits were relative high, 

and risks low. The outbreak of war in the 1740s changed the situation, and made involvement 

into Atlantic trade considerably more dangerous. Gradis eventually choose to reduce their 

personal trade to the West Indies, while getting increasingly involved in contracts with the 

crown to supply the French colonies, and notably Canada, with victualling and money. The 

firm was one of the few ones who could advance millions of livres tournois to fit out the 

ships, and afford consistent delays in payments from the government. The services Gradis 

rendered to the State in times of war procured the firm competitive commercial contracts in 

peace-times, when Gradis associated with officers in Canada in the early 1750s in what was to 

become the affaire du Canada, but they also led to obtain extremely lucrative financial 

contracts with the French State to provide Guyane, Gorée and Saint Domingue with the 

money the king sent to local officials, to charter his ships to the King, and to invest his wealth 

to fulfil government’s contracts to supply the colonies. This experience also gave them an 

opportunity to establish personal relations with colonial authorities, notably in Canada, which 

proved fruitful for the future development of the firm. From the midst of the eighteenth 

century, Gradis’ trade patterns and ventures became more and more complex. After the loss of 

New France, and despite new connections with the French governor in Gorée, however, the 

firm’s interests were increasingly reduced to the West Indies, notably to Saint-Domingue, 

which had emerged as the main world sugar and coffee producer since the 1740s.  

Gradis’ heavy involvement in colonial trade led the firm to acquire plantations in 

Martinique and in Saint-Domingue, when some of their debtors were incapable of paying off 

the sums they owed to Gradis. This shift from merchants to planters heavily affected the 

firm’s responses to changes within the Atlantic world in the following decades. Whereas 

merchants could more easily modify their commercial strategies in order to face the long-term 

evolution of colonial economy and society, as well as the disruptive short-term effects of 

warfare, their involvement as planters made such a redeployment considerably more delicate. 

Furthermore, the value of Gradis’ plantations made them insensitive to the new profit 

opportunities that Atlantic trade offered to inventive merchants during the French Wars. Like 

many other Bordeaux merchants, Moïse Gradis settled in Philadelphia in 1794, but contrary to 

his colleagues, who were eager to reorganise transatlantic trade under the neutral American 

flag2, Moïse’s correspondence shows little interest for such ventures. The family plantations 

in British occupied Martinique and in revolutionary Saint-Domingue were his main and 

almost unique concern. 

This paper retraces the rise and decline of the Gradis family in 18th-century Bordeaux 

in order to assess the opportunities that the French Empire offered to merchants, but also its 

limits. The first part of the paper presents the evolution of the firm over time and its decisive 

                                                 
2 Silvia Marzagalli, Bordeaux et les États-Unis, 1776 – 1815 : politique et stratégies négociantes dans la genèse 

d’un réseau commercial, Geneva, Droz, 2015. 
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shift to imperial commitments in the late 1710s. The second part of the paper shows how 

Gradis took advantage of the opportunities offered by the French Empire though trade, 

shipping, contracting and banking. The last part of the paper insists on the difficulties that 

merchants faced within the imperial frame, and stresses both the means they had to bypass 

them, and the limits of their action. 

 

I. Gradis: a Sephardim firm in 18th-century Bordeaux  

Before assessing how the economic growth of French colonies sustained the success 

of the Gradises of Bordeaux, and how they took part to it, this part of the paper presents the 

family and the opportunities they had, both as Sephardim and as merchants, in an expanding 

maritime city like Bordeaux. Historians of the Gradis have retraced with some details the 

genealogy of the family3. I will rely on their work both to present the main leaders of the firm 

David Gradis & fils and to show the peculiar marriage strategy of the family, which 

contributed to the rapid increase of Gradis’ fortune during the eighteenth century.  

As Sephardim, the Gradis of Bordeaux enjoyed some advantages, but had also some 

disadvantages compared to Christian, and notably Catholic merchants, with regard to colonial 

trade. Their story also clarify how ethnicity and religion interfered with economic 

opportunities within the Atlantic empire.  

The Gradis family has Portuguese origins. We ignore when they arrived in France, 

and whether they belonged or not to the first waves of the Portuguese Jewish diaspora. Diego 

Rodrigues Gradis, the father of David Gradis who made a fortune in 18th-century Bordeaux, 

lived possibly in Toulouse, by then an active inland commercial city, attracting many 

Sephardim until local authorities adopted repressive measures against them in 1685.  

Diego had three sons, Samuel, Antoine and David, who married in the 1690s three 

sisters, the daughters of Michel Rodriguez Moreno, merchant of Toulouse, and Elisabeth 

Rodriguez Mendes. Little is known about the business of Diego Gradis, who took his three 

sons in his business until they got married. His fortune was average although not insignificant, 

but he had established good relations to wealthier merchants, like Mendes-Moreno. The firm 

traded primarily in cloth. When his sons got married, Diego retired from business and decided 

to advance them with his heritage. The total asset of the firm was divided in four parts, 

leaving 2,400 livres tournois each. By 1695, this was a modest asset. Diego believed that this 

sum would prevent his most gifted son, David, from starting off a business on a right foot. He 

therefore decided that Samuel and Antoine would lend David 900 livres each, and Diego 

himself gave him his entire share of 2,400 livres. David paid to his father, in return, a pension 

of 200 livres a year, and provided him food and accommodation in his own house.  

When David Gradis started his business in 1695, at the age of 28, he disposed 

therefore of a total of 5,700 livres4. The dowry of his bride brought him 7,250 livres cash and 

600 livres in clothes and household utensils. The Gradis had obviously started their upward 

trend. Whereas Diego possessed less than 10,000 livres when he retired, his son David was 

starting his active life with almost 13,000 livres. 

                                                 
3 Maupassant, Abraham Gradis; Menkis, Gradis; Jean Cavignac, Dictionnaire du Judaisme bordelais aux XVIIIe 

et XIXe siècles: biographies, généalogies, professions, institutions, Bordeaux, 1987. 
4 David reimbursed his two brothers in 1705. 
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In the 1700s, David started a partnership with his brother Samuel, whereas their 

elder brother Antoine traded on his own. No family or business papers exist for this early 

phase of the firm, but we know that David travelled in 1711 for about a year to Holland and 

England, where he relied on co-religionists like Silva, Depas and Peixotto, who had relatives 

in Bordeaux. As France was involved in the War of Spanish Succession against Great-Britain 

and that much of Bordeaux trade went under Dutch flag5, it is likely that Gradis took part in 

such circuitous trade: in 1708, for instance, he provided the caution for a Dutch ship trading to 

Bordeaux6, and in 1711, he acquired his first ship in Bristol7. David traded in all sort of goods, 

and he made consistent purchases. In 1715, one of his employees was charged for instance to 

load 6,000 livres of brandy on a Dutch ship, and to pay the supplier cash in the Cognac 

region8.  

In 1717, David bought three ships and started trading to the West Indies. Whatever 

his business might have been before this turning point and the beginning of his colonial trade, 

David was successful from the very beginning, despite – or probably thanks to - the War of 

Spanish Succession. In his study of Bordeaux trade during the last part of Louis XIV’s rule, 

Christian Huetz de Lemps remarks the intense activity of Jews in Bordeaux9, who were able 

to optimise their networks of family and co-religionists in Amsterdam and London. The 

Gradis brothers were no exception.  

In order to keep their fortune within the family, the Gradis adopted a close 

intermarriage strategy. In 1710, after the death of his first wife, Samuel Gradis married a 

daughter of his brother David, Esther, who was probably 14, and who died four years later 

giving birth to their second child (see genealogy in the appendix). Her father provided her 

with a dowry of 15,000 livres, twice so much as the dowry he had received in 1695 from his 

own bride. Through the marriages of his other daughters in 1718 and 1719, David Gradis 

strengthened his links to other important Jewish merchants and bankers with whom he had 

been corresponding: his sons-in-law were Louis Lopès-Depas, whose brother had good 

connections in Saint-Domingue; Jacob Peixotto, the son of a Bordeaux Jewish banker with 

relatives in Amsterdam; and Samuel Alexandre, whose father was a wealthy shipper and 

banker in Bayonne.  

Initially, David Gradis took one of his sons-in-laws into the partnership10, but he 

associated his own sons as soon once they grew up. They had been trained for years in their 

father’s house and travelled to England and Holland to achieve their commercial training. In 

1723, their father emancipated them – Abraham was 27, Samuel 17 – and gave them his ship 

Ange-Mickaël, so that they could make their own experiences as ship-owners. He also wrote 

to one of his correspondents in Amsterdam to open them a credit line. The test was obviously 

satisfying, as the father decided to take them both as partners: the firm David Gradis et fils 

was founded in 1728, and it associated David with his two sons Abraham and Samuel.  

                                                 
5 Christian Huetz de Lemps, Géographie du commerce de Bordeaux à la fin du règne de Louis XIV, Paris 1975, 

passim.  
6 Huetz de Lemps, Géographie, p. 72 footnote. 
7 Maupassat, RHB, 1913, p. 180. 
8 Huetz de Lemps, Géographie, p. 500. 
9 Huetz de Lemps, Géographie, p. 500-502.  
10 The firm Gradis and Alexandre frères was active in 1719 and 1720. 
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Samuel died in 1732 in Martinique. By that time, the firm’s capital totalled 188,000 

livres: the firm’s asset had been increased by twenty since 1695, despite the loss of at least 

115,000 livres due to the crash of John Law’ financial system and paper money in 1720. As 

we will see, a consistent part of the success of David Gradis in the 1720s depended on his 

increasing involvement into the West Indian trade. 

In 1730, David and his brother Samuel planned a double marriage for their children: 

Abraham Gradis (the son of David) married his cousin Esther, daughter of Samuel and at the 

same time daughter of Abraham’s sister Sara; and David’s daughter Esther Hana married 

Samuel’s son Benjamin, a child of Samuel’s first marriage. The dowry of each of the brides 

was 26,000 livres, which shows once more the increasing prosperity of the family11. At 

David’s death in 1751, his son Abraham possessed 400,000 livres: 131,500 as his part in the 

net profits of the firm from 1728 to 1751, and 232,800 livres he inherited from his father. 

David’s inheritance included the family’s house, a building and a storehouse he acquired in 

1750, as well as the estate in Talence, near Bordeaux, which he bought in 1748 from Bigot. 

The family had started investing in real estates, like most of Bordeaux merchants. This was 

useful both in case they needed credit, and in order to diversify their incomes. Furthermore, 

the countryside estates produced wine, which was shipped in great quantities to West Indies.  

Parallel to the increase in his business, David Gradis had acquired social 

recognition: in 1731 he obtained the title of bourgeois de Bordeaux12, an extremely rare 

distinction for Jews by that time, which implied also some commercial privileges. Within the 

Jewish community of Bordeaux, the Gradis occupied important functions: Benjamin Gradis 

(Samuel’s son) was for instance syndic in 1735 – just as David in 1718 - and his house hosted 

one of Bordeaux’s private synagogues (non-Catholic public religious buildings were not 

tolerated in the city). His cousin Abraham became syndic of the Portuguese nation in 1738, 

and some years later, because of his links to the French Court, Bordeaux’s Jewish community 

called occasionally upon him to defend the interest of the Portuguese merchants of Bordeaux 

in Paris.  

Abraham Gradis led the firm David Gradis et fils from the 1740s until he died in 

1780. It was under his direction that the firm made the choice of increasing ties with French 

authorities and of becoming contractors while France was engaged in warfare. As Abraham’s 

marriage was barren, he initially took into the business Moïse Gradis (1714-1788), son of his 

oncle Samuel and his sister Sara, and also brother of his wife Esther. At Moïse’s death, in 

1788, the firm’s net assets amounted to 4 millions livres tournois, the majority of which 

consisted in real estates – 700,000 in Bordeaux and its surroundings, 1,800,000 in Saint-

                                                 
11 David made up for the difference of the dowry of his daughter Esther who got married in 1710 (15,000 lt) and 

the dowry of his other daughter Esther (26,000 lt) by granting in his will 11,000 lt to the children of his first 

daughter.  
12 This title was hereditary and was granted to propertied citizens already resident in Bordeaux for a number of 

years. Only a small minority of Bordeaux’s inhabitants (approx. 1,5% in 1789) enjoyed this status. Many New 

Christians acquired this title before 1679, after which date hardly any Sephardim became a "bourgeois de 

Bordeaux." In order to become a bourgeois, one had in fact to be Catholic. Between 1722 and 1752, out of a 

total of 350 new bourgeois, there were only three Jews, all of them merchants. Gradis was one of them – a clear 

indication of his outstanding position. Other prominent Jewish merchants were however already bourgeois, 

having inherited this title from their New Christian fathers. See Georges Cirot, Les Juifs de Bordeaux, leur 

situation morale et sociale de 1550 à la Révolution, Bordeaux, 1920, p. 16-37. 
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Domingue and Martinique13. By comparison to the firm assets in 1751, it is easy to see the 

benefit that Abraham and Moïse Gradis had made through their involvement in the French 

colonial trade and in the State’s needs to keep the Empire working. The capital Moïse left to 

the next generation had increased tenfold in less than 40 years. 

Abraham and Moïse trained to business the four sons of Abraham’s sister Hana 

Esther, who had married Benjamin Gradis: Jacob (1731-1791), Moïse (1737-1825), Abraham 

(1738-1790) and David (1742-1811)14. David and Moïse were to face the challenges of the 

French revolution and of the French Wars, which seriously disrupted the family’s fortune, but 

did not annihilate it. A balance of 1807 still shows a gross asset of 5 million livres, but the 

value of the plantations as well as over one million livres owed by different planters are rather 

virtual. Despite the loss of Haiti, the firm survived. It passed to one generation to the next, and 

it has nowadays the name of Société française pour le commerce avec l'Outre-mer (SFCO), run 

by Diego Gradis. 

 

Bordeaux Sephardim enjoyed a particularly favourable situation in 18th-century France15. In 

1550, the French King had granted privileges to the "merchants and other Portuguese, called 

the New Christians" who settled in South-West France – a decision which enabled French 

authorities to expel Jews whenever they wanted and protecting Portuguese merchants 

pretending or assuming that the latter were in fact Christians. The fundamental ambiguity in 

the French legislation affecting Sephardim merchants disappeared in 1723, when a royal act 

confirmed once again the privileges of 1550. Now for the first time, the Portuguese were 

officially recognised as Jews. 

Whereas the situation of Jews in Bordeaux was relatively safe, this was not the case 

in the French colonies, where Jews did not enjoy the same degree of security, and where their 

position was, in fact, most precarious. Theoretically, Jews had in fact been banned from 

French colonies by the decree of 23 April 161516. At that time, however, the colonial 

expansion of France was extremely limited, and the effects of this decision were insignificant. 

In the following decades, colonial authorities underlined the positive effects of Sephardim 

merchant networks in the West Indies. They offered useful credit to other settlers, as well as 

to the authorities. Thanks to the Sephardim diaspora, they had close ties to Amsterdam and 

were thus able to provide information on world markets directly from the most important 

European port. This positive attitude favoured settlement. By 1680, there were sixteen Jewish 

proprietors in Martinique, and at least four of them owned slave-run sugar plantations. New 

                                                 
13 The firm further increased its vineyards in the Bordeaux region during the French Wars. Butel, Croissance, p. 

1110-1113. 
14 Moïse and David run the firm David Gradis et fils after the death of their brothers, but they were both 

bachelors. They left the firm to their nephews: Benjamin aîné son of Jacob, and Benjamin jeune, son of 

Abraham. 
15 On Bordeaux Sephardim, see Frances Malino, The Sephardic Jews of Bordeaux: Assimilation and 

Emancipation in Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, Alabama 1978 ; Jean Cavignac, "L’immigration des 

Juifs portugais à Bordeaux au XVIIIe siècle," Actes du 38e Congrès de la Fédération Historique du Sud-Ouest 

(Pau, 1985), 125-38, esp. 127-28 ; Silvia Marzagalli, « Atlantic Trade and Sephardim Merchants in eighteenth 

century France: the Case of Bordeaux », in Paolo Bernardini et Norman Fiering (dir.), The Jews and the 

Expansion of Europe to the West, 1493 to 1800, Providence (RI), Berghahn Books, 2001, p. 268-286. 
16 Zosa Szajkowski, "Jewish emigration from Bordeaux in the 18th and 19th century," Jewish Social Studies, 18 

(1956), 118-24. 
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problems rose for the French authorities, as Jewish slave-holders contradicted one of the main 

arguments invoked to legitimise slavery – namely that slavery offered the opportunity of 

getting to know the Christian gospel to Africans, and thus of saving their souls. By 1680, 

Jesuit complaints found an attentive listener in Louis XIV. The first article of the Code Noir 

(1685) banned non-Catholics from the colonies, thus condemning both Jews and Protestants 

to expulsion within three months. Some Jews left for more tolerant Curaçao or Barbados, 

before eventually trying to come back to French colonies with the complicity of colonial 

authorities, who found their presence and their credit facilities still extremely useful. Their 

status was nevertheless precarious. The king of France could for instance confiscate their 

property at their death (droit d’aubaine). Their security depended entirely upon the 

benevolent protection of local authorities, and thus in 1765, when the new governor of 

Saint-Domingue adopted a negative attitude, the Jews were first heavily taxed, and then 

threatened with expulsion17. 

It is useful to keep this situation in mind to understand the specific problem the firm 

David Gradis et fils had to face when organising trade to the West Indies. David Gradis’s 

relatives settled in Martinique and Saint-Domingue in the 1720s. If the Mendes converted to 

Catholicism in the 1730s, his nephew Abraham and the other members of his extended family 

stuck to Judaism. The firm does not seem to have suffered from any form of discrimination in 

the colonies. However, new problems rose once the firm acquired plantations, as Jews being 

considered by law as foreigners (Portuguese) and being officially denied to settle in the 

colonies because of their faith, they had no guarantee about their property. Abraham Gradis 

found a solution to this problem thanks to his familiarity with governmental circles: in 1779 

he obtained from the King an exemption from the droit d’aubaine in the colonies, thus 

granting that his heirs could inherit the plantations he possessed in the West Indies18. This was 

an essential privilege for the Gradis, as his firm’s interests were increasingly dependent upon 

the West Indies.  

If they were well integrated in eighteenth-century Bordeaux, the Gradis had however 

no comparative advantage whatsoever in the French colonies, compared to other merchants. 

They certainly took advantage of the Sephardim diaspora in most of European trading and 

banking places, but their involvement in the Atlantic Empire clearly shows that their success 

depended largely on their capacity to extend contacts and links beyond the circle of co-

religionists. Their choice was to become indispensable partners for the French State in the 

management of the French Empire. 

 

                                                 
17 On the situation of the Jews in Saint-Domingue, see Pierre Pluchon, Nègres et Juifs au XVIIIe siècle, Paris 

1984, p. 91-115. See also Yvan Debbash, "Privilège réél ou privilège personnel ? Le statut des Juifs portugais 

aux Iles," in Religion, société et politique. Melanges en homage à Jacques Ellul, Paris, 1983, p. 213-29. 
18 In 1776, the king had once more confirmed the privileges of the Portuguese Jews of Bordeaux, but it was not 

until 1782 that this act was registered in Cap-Français, thus definitively solving the problems of inheritance for 

the properties belonging to Bordeaux Jews in the colonies. It is likely that Abraham, who was 84 and seriously 

ill, requested this special privilege to the ministry, foreseeing that the general procedure might take too long. He 

was right, as he died in 1780. Malvezin, Histoire des Juifs, 225-28; Maupassant, RHB, 1914, p. 285-288.  
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II. The Gradis and the manifold business opportunities provided by 
the French Empire 

In 1717, the French king’s lettres patentes authorized Bordeaux merchants to equip 

ships for the colonies and granted them duty’s exemptions. Up to that date, French 

monopolistic companies had an exclusive right to trade with the colonies. Permissions had 

been granted to merchant houses, but this was considered an exception to the general rule, 

leaving little room for long-lasting shipping projects19. 

The opening of French colonial trade to private initiative determined a radical 

change in the orientations of the Gradis. As he wrote in 1722 to one of his correspondents, 

“j’ai absolument quitté la boutique et le commerce de toiles pour m’en tenir au commerce des 

îles, qui n’est pas si embarrassant pour moi, quoique plus pénible » [I have completely 

abandoned the shop and the cloth trade in order to stick to West Indian trade, which is not so 

embarrassing for me although more difficult]20. In the following decades, the firm remained 

loyal to this commitment to the French colonial empire, while broadening up their 

participation to New France and Africa, exploring virtually all opportunities opened to French 

merchants within the French Empire. This participation relied heavily on the links that Gradis 

was able to establish with French authorities, both in Versailles and in the colonies. 

 

The core of the business: the West Indies 

In 1717, when the lettres patentes were issued, David Gradis acquired three vessels 

and started shipping to the West Indies. A few years later, the trade looked promising enough 

to dispatch agents to the colonies. These agents were to assist captains at their arrival in the 

West Indies and to sell incoming cargoes to the profit of the Bordeaux firm. They should also 

rapidly procure a return cargo, in order to avoid costly delays for the ship and her crew.  

David Gradis relied on his extended family for suitable agents to accomplish such 

delicate tasks. In 1721 and 1722, he dispatched his nephew Jacob Mendès twice to Saint-

Domingue on his Ange-Mickaël21, to look after his interests and to procure a return cargo. In 

1724, once Jacob Mendès had acquired enough experience in West Indian trade, David Gradis 

settled him in Saint-Domingue, together with one of Gradis’s clerks, Miranda.  

Two years later, the results were positive enough to encourage David Gradis to 

adopt the same strategy in Martinique, where he sent one of his nephews, Abraham, the only 

son of David’s brother Antoine. David Mendès -Jacob Mendes’s brother- joined him in 1727, 

and they founded the Gradis & Mendes in Saint-Pierre. When divergences appeared between 

Abraham Gradis and his partner David Mendès, David Gradis of Bordeaux feared that his 

interests in the colony might suffer, and he dispatched his youngest son, Samuel, to 

Martinique. Samuel left Bordeaux in 1731 and died in January 1732 in Martinique, while he 

was waiting for his return ship. His father decided to add to the Gradis & Mendès of Saint-

Pierre another partner, Aaron Mendès, the younger brother of David Mendès, who sailed from 

Bordeaux in 1732. Antoine Gradis’ son Abraham died in 1738 in Martinique, leaving a 

comfortable fortune of 53,000 livres.  

                                                 
19 On this early phase of Bordeaux West Indian trade, see Jonathan Webster, The Merchants of Bordeaux in 

Trade to the French West Indies, 1664-1717, University of Minnesota, unpublished Ph.D., 1972. 
20 Maupassant, RHB, 1913, p. 184-185. 
21 Maupassant, RHB, 1913, p. 184. 
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Gradis is a perfect example of the existence of different degrees of participation into 

the French colonial world, even within the same family. The main firm in home-country acted 

on its own risks, decided about the familiar strategy and helped commission agents and less 

well-off relatives to settle in different parts of the Atlantic, where the firm had concerns. 

Agents dispatched in the colonies could make an honest fortune – if they survived to the 

climate. But their assets as commission merchants would not match those of a successful firm 

in the mother-country like David Gradis et fils. 

David Gradis et fils shipped on a regular basis to Martinique and Saint-Domingue. 

From the beginning, they diversified their trade to this two different West Indian areas – a 

wise decision, enabling them to reduce risks. If the market in Martinique was not very 

profitable, for instance, their captains were ordered to go to Saint-Domingue. Besides, 

although both islands had similar needs and similar productions, Martinique provided more 

easily silver coins, thanks to its links to Spanish mainland. Occasionally, Gradis’ ships 

optimised profit by selling a cargo cash in Martinique and acquiring a return cargo in Saint-

Domingue, where they obtained lower prices for cash22.  

In the West Indies, Gradis got involved in all sort of trades, legal or not. In the 

1730s, for instance, they owned some small crafts which were regularly employed between 

Martinique and the Spanish mainland. Gradis shipped French brandy and dry-goods to Vera 

Cruz and was paid either cash, or in bills of exchange on Cadiz23. French colonial trade was in 

fact integrated in a wider Atlantic network, where Gradis excelled because of their ties to a 

number of important firms in all major European ports. 

Between 1717 and 1792, the Gradis of Bordeaux fitted out 244 ventures to the French 

colonies, 181 of which to the West Indies24. Other destinations included Canada, Louisiana, 

Cayenne, Africa, and a single venture to Mauritius island (île de France, a French colony 

1715-1815). Despite sustained interest to the West Indies, there is indeed a clear shift in the 

middle of the centur: the firm fitted out 11 ventures only in the decade 1783-1792, tob e 

compared with 9 in 1733 alone (Fig. 1).  

 

                                                 
22 Butel, Croissance, p. 786-787, provides an example.  
23 Butel, Croissance, p. 197. 
24 Archives départementales de la Gironde, (henceforth ADG), 6B 88-116 and Archives Nationales, Paris, G5 45 

and 46. Data were collected by Mr Jean-Claude Bats and will be poured into the online database Navigocorpus 

(navigocorpus.org). P. Butel (1973) stated a total of 221 ventures between 1718 and 1789. Using family business 

records, R. Menkis (1988) stated 77 ventures to Martinique and Saint-Domingue from 1717 to 1744. According 

to the data above, there were 100. 
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Fig. 1. Ships fitted out by Gradis to the West Indies (slave trade excluded)  

Source: Archives départementales de la Gironde, 6B 88-116 ; Archives Nationales, G5 45 et 

46.  

Compared to their participation to trade in other parts of the French Atlantic, the 

West Indies were by far the most regular and long-lasting destinations of Gradis’s shipping. 

However, the firm reduced its ventures to the West Indies in the second half of the century, 

and they sent eight shipments only to the West Indies from 1782 to 178825. This shift is not 

due to a decline in Bordeaux’s West Indian trade, which was, on the contrary, steadily 

increasing, but to a deliberate change in Gradis’ business strategy. As a growing number of 

ships linked Bordeaux to the French West Indian, prices and profit margins shrunk. In the first 

pioneer phase of West Indian trade, profit margins were very irregular, but Gradis’s David 

made up to 40% profit in 1726 for instance26: such a figure was inconceivable for peacetime 

shipping in the second half of the century.  

Since the late 1740s, thus, David Gradis et fils found out other means of achieving 

high profit margins on a larger scale in the Atlantic - and with lesser commercial risk - by 

serving the imperial interests of the French State. If they continued to take advantage of the 

French Empire, the Gradis were exploring different ways of doing it, adapting to changes 

within the Atlantic World. Their involvement in the Canada trade best illustrates this shift.  

 

Gradis and Canada 

                                                 
25 Butel, Croissance, p. 661. 
26 Butel, Croissance, p. 869-870. Profits were however highly irregular, and the average was rather of 5-10%. 
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French Canada was notoriously less integrated into the Atlantic economy than 

British continental colonies. Many reasons explain the striking difference between French and 

British continental America as far as their economic importance for the mother-country is 

concerned, but it is clear that 60,000 Canadian inhabitants were unable to sustain considerable 

production and export flows, nor did they represent an important market for French goods. 

Most of French exports were in fact demanded for the army, which represented an important 

and unproductive part of Canadian society.  

Shortly before France lost Canada in 1760, this colony exported only 2 million livres 

tournois to France, a value representing 6 % only of contemporary West Indian exports to 

France. The attractiveness of Canada for French merchants was far from evident. Furs 

accounted for two thirds up to three quarters of total exports. Normally, less than a dozen 

ships a year could sustain this scant volume of trade. Up to the end of the 1730s, Bordeaux 

sent two to three ships a year to Canada, that is a little less than a third of the total French 

shipping to this area. 27  

In order to compensate the lack of interesting and varied return cargo from Canada, 

Bordeaux merchants organised since the 1670s a triangular trade: after selling wine, brandy 

and dry-goods to Quebec, ships loaded wood and cod, sold them in the French West Indies 

and came back to Bordeaux with sugar and other colonial goods. This itinerary required 14 to 

15 months, instead of the ordinary six months for a return journey from Bordeaux to Quebec. 

Only major French ship-owners who could invest their money and wait for the return over a 

longer period of time could carry out these more complex patterns of trade. The higher profit 

margins further increased their position among local merchant houses. 

David Gradis et fils belonged to those Bordeaux firms who could contemplate such 

ventures. The house started shipping to Canada in the 1740s, when the French government 

looked for ship-owners in order to supply the colonies in the last years of the Jenkin’s Ear 

War. The State paid the freight and organised the convoy to escort merchant ships.  

Once the war was over in 1748, exports from France to Canada peaked, because of 

the growing number of French soldiers and of bad harvests in New France. Colonial 

authorities were demanding foodstuff and munitions in great quantities. Bordeaux became the 

main French port for such ventures, as its hinterland could provide meal, as well as the huge 

amounts of wine and brandy which were necessary to keep French soldiers co-operative. 

Gradis was able to take advantage from these new opportunities.  

In 1747, Quebec intendant Bigot has spent some time in Bordeaux, where he was 

born, and met Gradis. Gradis had already advanced cash money to the intendant’s elder 

brother, and was also connected with his mother’s family28. In 1748, Gradis, Bigot and 

Jacques-Michel Bréard, contrôleur général of the Navy in Québec city, started a business 

partnership, which they called the Société du Canada29.  

                                                 
27 James S. Pritchard, « The pattern of French colonial shipping to Canada before 1760 », Revue française 

d’histoire d’outre-mer, n° 231 (1976), p. 189-209; Silvia Marzagalli, « Bordeaux et le Canada, 1663-1773 », in 

M. Augeron et D. Guillemet (éds), Champlain ou les portes du Nouveau Monde. Cinq siècles d’échanges entre 

le centre-Ouest français et l’Amérique du Nord (XVIe – XXIe s.), La Crèche, Geste éditions, 2004, p. 207-212.  
28 In 1748, Gradis acquired an estate belonging to the Bigot family in Talence for 48,000 livres. See Menkis, 

Gradis, p. 132. 
29 Menkis, Gradis, p. 178-245. David Gradis died in 1751, at the age of 86, but his son Abraham had been 

leading the business for years. See also Dictionnaire biographique du Canada, vol. 4, De 1771 à 1800, sous la 
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From 1749 à 1755, Gradis sent at least 16 ships to his partners. The participation of 

public officers in the Société du Canada reduced costs and increased Gradis’ benefits. The 

Quebec partners could for instance declare that the goods sent by Gradis were intended for the 

King’s service – thus exempted from the recent established droit du Domaine d’Occident. 

And when the goods were intended for the King’s service indeed, it was Bréard who 

determined their price – Bréard being one of the partner in the Société de Canada, there were 

little chances that he fixed low prices. By 1755, Gradis profits in the Société du Canada 

exceeded 400 000 livres30. Gradis continued at the same time to make other business with 

New France, independently of Bigot and Bréard. In 1752-1753, for instance, he got a contract 

with the King for provisioning Canada with meal.  

Both his personal experience in the Canada trade and the links he had established 

with colonial authorities placed Gradis in an optimal position once war broke off again in 

1756. The French government was looking for assistance in order to supply the colonies, and 

to transport troop and munitions. A few merchant houses – those with solid assets and 

experience, but also with good relations to authorities and officials, both in the city and in 

Versailles - were able to get profitable supply contracts from the Minister of the Navy and the 

Colonies. Gradis got heavily involved in this business from 1756 to 1758. The government 

asked Bordeaux merchants to provide the ships, fit them out, and buy the agreed cargo (wine, 

brandy, pork, meal, etc.) to the cheapest possible prices. Merchants advanced all the money 

on their own credit. The King would pay freight and cargo, including a comfortable 

commission for the merchant. The freight was due whatever might happen to the ship and her 

cargo, a clause compensating otherwise exorbitant insurance premiums: by September 1757, 

premiums were as high as 75%, and most of the merchants shipping to Canada did not take 

any insurance at all.  

The evolution of freight shows a similar trend. June 1755, sending a cargo from 

Bordeaux to Quebec cost 80 livres à ton; March 1756, once the war had begun, this price was 

230 livres. A year later, freight was 280 livres a ton, and by September 1757, it rose to 360 

livres. By February 1758, Gradis was able to obtain the extraordinary amount of 400 livres for 

his chartered ships31. At this rate, the loss of the ship was largely compensated by the income 

of the freight.  

However, the State was notoriously very slow in paying its debts. The 1757 cargoes 

Gradis sent to Canada, for instance, were entirely paid in 1762 only, and Gradis had to use all 

his influence in Paris, where he spent months, to obtain some of the money the government 

owed him. Despite this drawback, the business was beneficial for a big house like Gradis, not 

only given the high freight rates, but also because ship-owners had little alternatives of 

employing their bottoms conveniently in wartime.  

                                                                                                                                                         
dir. de Frances G. Halpenny et Jean Hamelin, Québec, Presses de l'Université Laval, 1980 : « Guillaume 

Estèbe », « Jacques-Michel Bréard », « François Bigot », « Joseph-Michel Cadet », « Michel-Jean-Hugues 

Péan », providing also a good summary of the « affaire du Canada » and the process which followed. 
30 On Gradis and Canada, see Menkis, Gradis, p. 178-245 and Maupassant, Gradis.  
31 Freight and insurance rates are stated in different letters Gradis sent to his correspondents. Archives Gradis, 1 

Mi 584 and 1 Mi 585. By 1759, when Gradis cautiously avoided investing his capitals in Canada, while he was 

still waiting for the government to pay him, freight in Bordeaux to Canada reached 1000 livres a ton: 

Maupassant, RHB 1913, p. 445. 
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Gradis organised five shipments to Canada in 1756, eight in 1757 and 15 in 1758. 

From 1756 à 1758, he invested over 4.8 million livres tournois in such ventures, and acquired 

over ten ships to face his engagements; in 1758, the quantities of foodstuff and troops he had 

promised to deliver to Canada obliged him to freight six extra ships. Most of these ships, 

escorted by the French navy or by armed merchant vessels, arrived safely to Canada. Once he 

had delivered the cargo, Gradis was free to dispose of them. He adopted two strategies to 

reduce the losses, or to increase the profit chances. A few ships came back as flags of truce, 

transporting war prisoners back to Plymouth, before coming back to Bordeaux. This choice 

guaranteed that the ship would return safely to her home port, but was not very profitable. 

Alternatively, Gradis ordered his captains to take a cargo to the West Indies before coming 

back to Bordeaux. This was a risky trade, and premiums were so exorbitant that Gradis did 

not take any insurance. As his David was taken to Bristol in 1758, after having delivered a 

cargo in Quebec and Saint-Domingue, he evaluated the loss to 150,000 livres. However, the 

expectation of profits was huge, both on the first leg from Quebec to Saint-Domingue, where 

Canadian fish and wood were badly needed, and in Bordeaux, where West Indian products 

were in highest demand. Gradis, however, was increasingly less successful, due to the 

increasing British mastery in the Atlantic. After 1757, there was little Gradis’s ships could do 

to escape to the English Navy. The four ships Gradis fitted out to Matinique and Saint-

Domingue on the account of the French government in 1761 and 1762 were also taken by the 

British.  

By 1758, Gradis had advanced important capitals to supply Canada. He had lost 

most of his ships, and the government had not paid him yet. Chances to escape to the British 

Navy were as good as none. All these reasons explain why Gradis suspended all shipments to 

New France in 1759 and 176032. This was a judicious choice. Several houses which had 

invested heavily in the supply of Canada went bankrupt. The expenditures of the intendant of 

Quebec had grown enormously: 19 millions en 1757, 28 en 1758, 30 en 1759. Colonial 

authorities were buying increasing quantities of foodstuff, drinks, arms, and munitions for a 

growing army, but the French State was no longer able to pay33. October 1759, the 

government announced he stopped honouring the orders of payment issued by colonial 

authorities. Abraham Gradis, as well as other prominent Bordeaux merchants, went to Paris to 

make sure that under such dramatic circumstances, the government would pay at least the 

money they had advanced to supply of Canada34. At the same time, the Chamber of 

Commerce of Bordeaux wrote an alarming report on the difficult situation the city’s 

merchants involved in colonial shipping were facing35.  

Although he was paid with greatest delays, Gradis was able to draw a substantial profit 

as contractor for the French Navy. For 1757 and 1758 alone, his gross benefit was 2 million 

                                                 
32 Most of these later shipments were organised by other Bordeaux ship-owners. Jean de Maupassant, « Les 

armateurs bordelais au XVIIIe siècle. Les deux expéditions de Pierre Desclaux au Canada (1759 et 1760) », 

RHB, 1915, p. 225-240 et 313-330. 
33 J. Hamelin (ed.), Histoire du Canada, Toulouse 1976, p. 203. 
34 See J.F. Bosher, « Financing the French Navy in the Seven Years War: Beaujon, Goossens et Compagnie in 

1759 », Business History, 28:3 (1986), p. 115-133; Marzagalli, « De Grateloup à l’Elysée ». 
35 Archives départementales de la Gironde, C4267, mémoire, 3 November 1759 ; see also ibidem, mémoire, 8 

December 1759, on the consequences of the crisis on Beaujon, Goossens et Cie, and the effects of this 

prestigious firm’s difficulties on the merchant community.  
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livres36. Besides, the protection of Choiseul and of other influential personalities at the Court 

of Louis XV prevented him all troubles when his former partners Bigot and Bréard were 

charged and persecuted for embezzlement.  

The loss of Canada in 1763 put an end to Gradis’ New France trade. He looked 

therefore for other contracts with the French government within the Atlantic. Gorée and slave 

trade were possible alternatives37. 

 

Gradis and the Slave trade 

Completing ten slave-ship voyages, the Gradis were among the seven largest slave 

traders of eighteenth-century Bordeaux. This participation to slave trade is rather atypical if 

one considers that, although Jews made up twenty to twenty-five percent of Bordeaux 

merchants, four Jewish houses only fitted out slave-ships from 1685 to 1826. Out of a total of 

186 ship-owners involved in slave trade, Bordeaux Jewish merchants represented 2.2 percent 

of the group, and were responsible for twenty shipments out of 460 (4.3 percent). Besides, 

although the Gradis were the most important Jewish slave traders of Bordeaux, this form of 

trade played only a minor part in their activities, compared to the total of 244 shipments they 

fitted out (0.4%)38. This percentage is close to the general ratio between slave trips and direct 

West Indian trade in eighteenth-century Bordeaux, which was 1:20. Thus, Gradis are 

representative of Bordeaux merchant community, but a sort of exception within its Jewish 

component. 

The modest participation of Bordeaux Sephardim to Bordeaux slave trade was 

probably due to their lack of connections or relatives in Africa. Whereas for their direct trade 

to the West Indies Sephardim relied on their agents in Saint-Domingue or in Martinique, to 

whom they consigned the cargo, this was not the case for the slave trade, where most of the 

success of the venture depended from captains. As French captains were all Catholic, 

Bordeaux Jews were obliged to go beyond the usual family and co-religionist networks if they 

wanted to get involved into slave trade. The risks seemed possibly too high to most of Jewish 

ship-owners, and only their links to the government and colonial authorities induced Gradis to 

by-pass the sporadic interest they had shown for slave trade in the first half of the eighteenth 

century.  

Gradis’ first slave ship left Bordeaux in 1730. We ignore the result of this 

expedition, but it was not until 1743 that the firm ventured again to Africa, where it sent two 

ships at once. By that time, Bordeaux was fitting out to Africa on a more regular basis. David 

Gradis et fils were not pioneers among the slave traders of Bordeaux, but they did not remain 

indifferent to the general interest their fellow-citizen showed for this kind of trade. However, 

they choose the wrong moment to fit out for Africa: their two ships left Bordeaux in 

September 1743 and were both taken by the British in the Caribbean. It took 11 years before a 

Gradis dared to venture again to Africa. November 1754, Benjamin Gradis, Abraham brother-

                                                 
36 Paul Butel, Les négociants bordelais, l'Europe et les Îles au XVIIIe siècle, Paris 1974 (reprint 1996), p. 248-

249. 
37 Gradis obtained in 1764 the contract for a three-year supply of French Guyane as well, providing the firm 8% 

commission. 
38 Eric Saugera, Bordeaux, port négrier, XVIIe - XIXe siècles, Paris and Biarritz 1995, p. 230 ; Butel, Croissance, 

p. 632. 
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in-law, sent his Prince de Juda to Africa, but once more, the timing was bad: a British vessel 

captured the ship after she had sold her slaves in Port-au-Prince.  

It was not before the end of the Seven Years War that David Gradis et fils got more 

intensively involved in slave trade. Between 1764 and 1768, the firm fitted out six slave ships, 

four of which sold their human cargo into the West Indies. The two others went back from 

Africa to Bordeaux without completing the intended voyage: The Voltigeur traded an 

insufficient number of slaves and preferred to transfer them in Gradis bigger ship Marquis de 

Marigny, which had arrived in the meanwhile on the African cost. The Isabelle was forced to 

sail back to France by the governor of Gorée39.  

Gradis’ interest in slave trade after the end of the Seven Years War was due to their 

connection to Gorée, where the firm sent all its slave ships in the 1760s. In 1763, Abraham 

Gradis had been charged by the French minister Choiseul to supply the island of Gorée and 

the colonial army stationed there. Gradis had to buy those foodstuff, arms and goods the 

minister listed, and to organise the shipments, which carried troops as well. Gradis, however, 

did not have the exclusiveness of the returns from Gorée (gum, ivory), and he therefore 

looked for a suitable way of employing his vessels once they had delivered their cargo in 

Gorée. Gradis, who was perfectly aware of the West Indian demand, thought that slave trade 

would respond.  

Gradis entered into partnership with the French governor of Gorée –just as he had 

done with Bigot and Bréard in Quebec- and hoped the governor could assist him in the 

purchase of slaves on site40. But divergences led to a sudden end of the partnership - and to 

the recall of the governor. Gradis relations to his successor, however, were just as bad, as the 

fate of the Isabelle shows.  

Altogether, the outcome of slave trade was deceiving, and the Gradis did not fit out 

any slave-ship from 1768 to 1775, when their contract for the supply of Gorée ended. In the 

1780s, Bordeaux became the second most important French slave port, and its merchants 

fitted out over 200 slave ships from 1782 to 1792. David Gradis et fils, however, sent only 

one ship to Africa on their own account, the David in 1786. Significantly, they ordered the 

captain to sail to île de France (Maurice) and Mozambique, where slaves were cheaper and 

competition lower. Besides, the French government granted since 1776 a subsidy of 15 livres 

for each slave arriving in the West Indies from East Africa. As the David wrecked, the firm 

abandoned slave shipping for good.  

Gradis, however, acquired shares on slave-ships belonging to other merchants 

throughout the eighteenth century41, which was a way of reducing risk by sharing it on 

different vessels. The family had black servants in Bordeaux since the 1730s, and acquired 

slave-run plantations in the 1770s. Although Moïse Gradis states in his correspondence that 

he had always given orders that his slaves should be treated with “humanity”42, they never 

                                                 
39 Christophe Grosvallet, “Quelques expéditions négrières bordelaises encore non répertoriées », Bulletin de 

l’Institut Aquitain d’Etudes Sociales, n° 76 (2001), p. 37-47. 
40 Menkis, Gradis, p. 157, 166-67. 
41 Butel, Croissance, p. 665, citing Gradis’s parts in the slave ship Marquis de Marigny belonging to La Rochelle 

merchant Garaché frères – probably Gradis’s former ship - which traded to Africa from 1768 to 1774. Gradis had 

acquired a share on a slaving expedition as early as 1724: Menkis, Gradis, p. 164. 
42 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7, letter of Moïse Gradis from Philadelphia to 

Bernard in Cap-Français (Saint-Domingue), 9 floréal V (28 April 1797): « [ils] ont toujours été traités avec 
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expressed aversion to slavery. Less than six months after he settled on his plantation in 

Martinique, Moïse Gradis’s way of handling his slaves provoked in fact their revolt43. The 

next generation show no major change in mentalities: when slavery was abolished in the 

French colonies in 1848, Gradis wrote to their correspondents that they will obey to the law, 

but they feared both an increase in the costs of running a plantation, and the “laziness” of 

black free labour-force44. Nothing induces us, therefore, to believe that the Gradis were 

morally reluctant to slave trade. If the firm did not get involved more intensively in slave 

trade, it is likely that the explanation lies in the misfortunes they faced. Out of 12 slave-ships 

fitted out by the Gradis in the eighteenth century, two came back to Bordeaux without 

accomplishing the intended voyage, three were taken by the British (although two of them 

managed to deliver their human cargo first), and one wrecked. If insurance might cover the 

losses, at least four out of 12 ventures produced no profit. Gradis, however, found other ways 

of increasing his fortune by responding to the needs of the French Empire.  

 

Financing the King’s service in the French Empire 

As mentioned, Gradis reduced their shipping to the West Indies in the second half of 

the century, while getting increasingly involved in the supply of whatever the French King 

needed in his colonies. The high advances granted to the King reduced the availability of 

money for his own ventures. By 1766, Abraham Gradis explained to his correspondents 

Mendès frères in Martinique that he was investing his capitals in the King’s service and 

suspending therefore his own shipments to the West Indies, for want of cash. In fact, the firm 

was more and more involved in banking. 

Although Abraham Gradis recommended to his heirs not to shift to banking, from its 

beginnings David Gradis et fils provided capitals to those who needed it. In doing so, Gradis 

was contributing to the smooth functioning of the Atlantic World. The firm, for instance, 

provided bottomry loans to Bordeaux captains and merchants throughout the 18th century. 

They also insured maritime trade, and looked for underwriters in foreign places, like Cadiz, 

London or Amsterdam, whenever premiums were more interesting there than in Bordeaux. 

Gradis’ advances helped to sustain French colonial policy in New France, in the West Indies, 

and on the African coasts. Gradis’ capitals, and the firm’s connections both in the West Indies 

and in the most important trading places in Europe induced the French government to apply 

once more to the Gradis in 1768 and to ask them to provide funds in the West Indies. This 

cash allowed colonial authorities to pay for their expenditures.  

From 1769 to 1779, David Gradis et fils shipped to Martinique and Guadeloupe 

about 8 million livres of Spanish and Portuguese coins. The firm gained a commission on 

these transactions and was paid back in bills drawn on the Colonial treasurer in Paris. 

December 1779, Gradis signed a more relevant contract for the supply of 9 million colonial 

                                                                                                                                                         
douceur & humanité, tels du moins ont constamment été les ordres »: “[They = The Negro slaves] have always 

been treated gently and with humanity, or at least such were the given orders”.  
43 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7, letter of Moïse Gradis to James Eyma in 

Saint-Pierre, 14 April 1801, relating the « action » (« mouvement ») of insubordination on his plantation, which 

Gradis himself attributed “to some minor changes I judged necessary” to introduce (“à quelques petits 

changements que j’ai jugés nécessaires et indispensables”). 
44 Interesting excerpts of the correspondence of David Gradis et fils in 1848 have been edited by Zosa 

Szajkowski, “Bordeaux et l’abolition de l’esclavage dans les colonies en 1848”, RHB, 1954, p. 113-141. 
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livres (or 6 million livres tournois) to Saint-Domingue. The contract he signed foresaw 5% 

benefits, but Gradis expected a further 2% benefit by speculating on the difference between 

the pair and the real value of the colonial livres45.  

These activities as bankers were lucrative, and represented an interesting way of 

making a profit out of the French Empire in peacetime. Once the War of Independence broke 

off, David Gradis et fils freighted once more their ships to the King in order to supply the 

colonies, both in the West Indies and in the Indian Ocean. The voyage of the Louise to île de 

France (Maurice) in 1781, for instance, produced a net benefit of 350,000 livres46.  

 

Over the decades, David Gradis et fils kept the bulk of their activities in the French 

Empire, but modified the bulk of business over time. The firm had started to ship to the West 

Indies on its own account at the end of the 1710s, and settled agents in the colonies in order to 

optimise profits. War disrupted this trade pattern and induced the firm to underwrite supply 

contacts for the King’s service. They discovered New France, and integrated it into their West 

Indian trade. They ensured the supply of Guyane and Gorée, and ventured in slave trade. They 

provided cash to colonial authorities, and helped France to keep up its colonies and its 

Atlantic politics.  

To a certain extent, David Gradis et fils was able to adapt to the two major changes 

within the Atlantic trade: increasing competition on the one hand, political struggle reducing 

French control over the ocean in wartime, and ultimately the size of its Empire on the other 

hand. Historians have often admired their success story. I wish to counterpoint this image by 

stressing the limits that such an involvement in the French Empire encompassed. 

III. Placing assets in the first French Empire: risks and limits  

Historians have often shown the opportunities that the growth of colonial economy 

provided to merchants and ports. In doing so, they possibly underestimated the path-

dependencies that a consistent involvement in colonial trade and shipping engendered. How 

could merchants modify their strategies, when changes within the Atlantic prevented them 

from doing the kind of business they were used to? The capacity of reacting to these 

challenges, of adjusting constantly to moving economic and political conditions, was 

undoubtedly an essential characteristic of merchants in Modern Time, the very condition of 

survival in business. The example of Gradis shows the degree, but also the limits of resilience 

within imperial boundaries.  

The firm knew how to face warfare, and indeed, it prospered in times of war 

throughout most of the eighteenth century. Other political changes –such as the loss of 

Canada in 1763– required them to reorganise their trade spatially, and increased 

proportionally their involvement in the West Indies. West Indian trade implied insidious risks, 

inducing David Gradis et fils to become planters. If, as a merchant house, they had been able 

to face warfare during most of the 18th century, Gradis’ involvement as planter changed 

drastically their room of manoeuvre during the French Wars (1793-1815). 

 

Facing the challenges of warfare: success or failure? 

                                                 
45 Maupassant, RHB, 1914, p. 279-281 ; Butel, Croissance, p. 838-840. 
46 Butel, Croissance, p. 828. 
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In times of war French merchants feared the capture of their ships by enemy privateers or the 

British Navy. Some areas of Atlantic shipping, such as Newfoundland fisheries and slave 

trade, were indefensible, and French merchants had to give them up until peace was restored. 

Links to the West Indies and Canada could be maintained under convoy, provided the French 

Navy was able to organise and protect them efficiently. France was relatively successful 

during the War of Austrian Succession (Jenkin’s Ear), whereas the Seven Years’ War was 

disastrous.  

Gradis’ ships did not escape this fate. Out of the 11 vessels the firm fitted out to New 

France in 1756-1757, for instance, two were taken shortly after departure, and another one 

near Louisbourg. The Robust resisted to the attacks of a British frigate in the Bay of Biscay, 

but was forced to repair in La Rochelle after she has lost 90 men. Three other ships were 

taken after they had delivered their cargo in Quebec and reached Saint-Domingue. Out of the 

four ships which came safely back to Bordeaux, two had travelled to Plymouth as flags of 

truce, and two other managed to reach Saint-Domingue and to come back without accident. 

Return voyages to the West Indies in times of war was just as dangerous. David Gradis et fils 

sent three ships to Saint-Domingue in 1761, one of which was taken just outside the Garonne 

river and brought to Lisbon, the two others were seized on their way back to Bordeaux. 

Gradis had wisely decided not to ship on his own account, but to freight his vessels to the 

King. Had he been unable to contracting, such losses would probably have proved fatal for his 

house.  

When convoys proved inefficient, merchants had other means to bypass difficulties 

provided they could rely, as Gradis, on a vast and sound international network. In 1759, for 

instance, Gradis fitted out a ship in Cadiz, a still neutral Spanish port: he bought the Colibry 

(140 tx) and sold shares of this venture to his former partners Bigot and Péan, as well as to the 

most important French merchant house in Cadix, Vincent et Verduc. The 114,524 livres worth 

cargo consisted in brandy and wines. The Colibry delivered its cargo in Québec in May 1759, 

where it was sold for 525,000 livres, with a gross profit of 400%. Furthermore, the Colibry 

was armed, and it seized a British ship on the banks of Newfoundland, whose sale produced 

140,000 livres. Moreover, Gradis fitted out two privateers in 1760, the Brune and the Opale, 

two ships the Navy lent him47. 

Besides fitting out ships under neutral flags and privateering, Gradis invested in other 

Spanish, Portuguese and Dutch ships trading to and from Saint-Domingue. War implied also 

some changes in the nature of the cargoes crossing the Atlantic48. Gradis, for instance, 

privileged indigo to bulkier sugar and coffee. War required some changes in the strategy of a 

firm, in order to reduce risk and optimise profits, but did not annihilate profits within the 

French Empire. 

Neutral ships and flags of truce were part of the traditional means merchants used in 

modern times to face and to bypass the risks of war. Trade was very risky indeed, but profit 

could be extremely high and compensate the loss of other ships. The main strategy adopted by 

the Gradis to face the risks war provoked in the Atlantic trade consisted, however, in lending 

ships, money, and skills to the French King. Gradis obtained supply contracts, and transported 

                                                 
47 Maupassant, RHB, 1914, p. 53-63. 
48 Butel, Croissance, p. 819-822. 
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troops, foodstuff, drinks, arms, munitions to the different parts of the French Empire. When 

he procured cargoes, he obtained an extraordinary high commission of 10%, whereas the 

average commission among merchants varied normally from 2,5%. When he offered his 

ships, he obtained not only high freight rates, but also the guarantee that the freight would be 

paid even if the ship was taken. Because his ships served the interests of the State, the 

Minister made sure that local port and military officials collaborated to speed up departure 

and to procure him a crew, when competition for sailors was high. The services Gradis 

provided to help the State sustain the Empire procured him some comparative advantages. 

However, the firm had to adapt not only to changes from peace to war and from war to peace, 

but also to the 18th-century evolution of colonial trade.  

 

The economic fragility of the French Atlantic Empire  

At the eve of the French Revolution, the French West Indies produced half of the 

world sugar production, and exported to Europe twice as much coffee as England and the 

Netherlands together. The enormous increase in colonial productions during the eighteenth 

century, which was sustained by slave trade, modified the ways Atlantic business was done. 

The expansion of European demand for colonial goods and the consequent growth of 

colonial demand for European goods and African slaves attracted number of merchants and 

ship-owners. Increasing competition reduced profit margins on the long term. In order to 

attract their clients, merchants consented longer credits. The whole French West Indian trade 

relied on credit. At the eve of the French Revolution, for instance, the sale of slaves was paid 

one third cash, one third a year later, and the balance was due two years after purchase49. Dry-

goods, foodstuff and drinks were sold on three or six months’ credit, but inhabitants of the 

colonies were notoriously bad payers, and they were chronically indebted to French firms. 

They promised to ship sugar, coffee, or indigo to pay off their debts, but bad harvests, high 

slave mortality, or other unexpected expenses prevented them often to do so. The growing 

illegal trade to North American and Dutch colonies, moreover, diminished the goods planters 

shipped to the mother-country, thus accentuating their debt vis-à-vis French merchant houses. 

Moreover, the management of the estates of absentee planters –a situation concerning half of 

sugar plantations in the French West Indies– increased expenses and reduced the planters’ net 

profits.  

Year after year, the amount of money planters owed to merchant houses in France 

increased. As early as 1728, Mendes and Miranda in Saint-Domingue notified Gradis that 

different colons owed them 85,000 livres. The balance of 1788 listed 1,300,000 livres due by 

“bad” West Indian creditors. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Moïse Gradis was 

still trying to recover the sums due by Artau, who owed the firm over 600,000 livres since 

1786. Colonial debts vis-à-vis David Gradis et fils would have been even greater, had the firm 

refused to acquire plantations belonging to some of its debtors50.  

                                                 
49 See Gabriel Debien, « Le journal de traite de la Licorne au Mozambique, 1787-1788 », in: Études africaines 

offertes à H. Brunschwig, Paris 1983, p. 91-116 
50 Over the increasing involvement of Bordeaux merchants in plantations, see Françoise Thesée, Négociants 

bordelais et colons de Saint-Domingue : liaisons d’habitation. La maison Henry Romberg, Bapst et Cie, 1783-

1793, Paris 1972  
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Yet, the Gradis had been very reluctant to it. In 1752, Abraham Gradis strongly 

advised a correspondent of him not to acquire any plantation. He wrote “I consider all of them 

[investment in American estates] as very bad and as provoking the ruin of people residing in 

Europe [...]. We never intended to possess estates in the colonies, we would have done it 30 

years ago, if we wanted to, and we would have run marvellous plantations”51. Twenty years 

later, however, Gradis acquired a sugar plantation in Martinique, which formerly belonged to 

a noble councillor of the parliament of Bordeaux, Prunes. Prunes owed 184,000 livres to 

Gradis, and the sale of his plantation allowed him to reimburse some other creditors of him. 

The price of the plantation was stated to be 611,000 livres, but over 250,000 livres were 

converted in life annuity, so that Gradis did, in fact, pay less that a quarter of the total price 

cash. According to Butel, this plantation produced an average benefit of 3,58% until 1788 – 

which is remarkably less of the 5% average interest produced by save investments in France.  

In 1777, Gradis acquired a second sugar plantation for almost 600,000 livres in the 

northern part of Saint-Domingue, which he had been managing for ten years, and he invested 

over 100,000 livres in the purchase of a third plantation, together with Bethmann et fils, 

another prominent Bordeaux merchant house. Their interests as planters faced the Gradis with 

new challenges once the war broke off again. By 1780, the Gradis were provisioning their 

Martinique plantation via Saint-Eustache, which served to neutralise trade to and from 

London, Amsterdam, Rotterdam, where they sold their sugar52. Gradis’ links to major Atlantic 

cities and merchants enabled them to face warfare, but the shift from merchants to planters 

was to change the nature of David Gradis et fils’ involvement into the Atlantic empire. In 

1792, the last year before maritime war broke off once more, their plantations and their 

houses in Cap-Français, which they rented, produced a net benefit of 182,000 livres, whereas 

the firm’s commercial benefit amounted to 67,800 livres only, quite as much as the firm’s 

earnings on banking53. Whereas David Gradis et fils were almost entirely committed to West 

Indian shipping and trade in the 1720s and 1730s, half a century later their participation to 

French imperial economy had profoundly changed. They financed the Atlantic world as 

bankers, and they produced a part of the colonial goods which fed Bordeaux trade.  

This shift from merchant to planter changed the way David Gradis et fils dealt the 

specific problems of warfare in the 1790s. The firm’s interests as planter were seriously 

threatened both by the 1791 slave revolt in Saint-Domingue, and by the British occupation of 

Martinique in 1794. The two surviving Gradis brothers decided that Moïse would settle in 

Philadelphia in order to recover the control over their West Indian plantations. Moïse and his 

brothers had actually parted their assets in 1790, and the Martinique plantation belonged 

exclusively to Moïse. David and Moïse, however, decided to keep this agreement secret 

because they thought that Moïse could be more successful if he acted officially in the name of 

the firm.  

Moïse’s correspondence from Philadelphia (1794-1800) and from Martinique (1800-

1803) offers a deep insight into the different strategies he adopted to face the new challenges 

in the Atlantic World. In Martinique, he succeeded in recovering his plantation, and in 

reviving its production, although he was obliged to settle there in order to avoid the British 

                                                 
51 Quoted by Butel, Croissance, p. 802. 
52 Butel, Croissance, p. 146-147. 
53 Figures published by Butel, Croissance, p. 929-930. 
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seizure of his estate. He bought new slaves, shipped sugar directly to London until peace was 

restored in 1802, and to his brother David in Bordeaux afterwards, when France recovered the 

island. In Saint-Domingue, Moïse Gradis unsuccessfully tried to regain control over the 

family’s plantations in the Northern part of the island54. Once every attempt failed, he offered 

Toussaint-Louverture to buy half of the sugar plantation, hoping that this might help to restore 

production55. Moïse had the greatest difficulties in getting information about the indigo 

plantation in the South, which belonged to the widow of his brother Jacob56.  

By contacting Toussaint-Louverture and trying to establish good relations to the 

officials Napoleon sent to Martinique after the peace of Amiens in 1802, Gradis was adopting 

the old firm recipe, consisting in getting privileged links to colonial authorities. Gradis, 

however, was clearly unable to perceive the proportions of the Haitian revolution. Moreover, 

the importance of their possessions in the West Indies changed Gradis’ way of looking at 

trade and merchants. Moïse Gradis was less and less concerned with trade, and increasingly 

adopting the planter’s view. He kept a commercial attitude, when he hoped in 1802 to make 

some profit in the sale of Madras handkerchiefs he had smuggled into Martinique; and he was 

still trying to have planters both in Saint-Domingue and Maritinique pay off the outstanding 

debts they had vis-à-vis the house David Gradis et fils. But his correspondence reveals a clear 

shift in mentalities. Whereas as former slave traders he appreciated the high price of slaves in 

the West Indies, by December 1801 Moïse complained to his brother David that he had 

bought “a cargo” of seven Negroes “which were very expensive”57. His letters constantly 

complain about the high prices of foodstuff. By 1803, as he was planning to leave Martinique, 

Moïse was satisfied to rely on a Bordeaux commission merchant who had recently settled in 

the West Indies, and who agreed to sell him whatever he needed for his plantation at the same 

price he would himself pay to American of French ships introducing the goods, plus a 5%-

commission. Moïse commented to his brother: “This will avoid me to give a power of 

attorney to merchants to supply the plantations [...] Merchants here stick all together in order 

to make prices go up and down according to the needs of the plantations, and they earn 20%, 

                                                 
54 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7, Moïse Gradis’ letterbook from Philadelphia 

and Martinique. Gradis’ sugar plantation in Saint-Domingue had been devastated by the slave revolt in 1791. Six 

years later, Moïse was reported that 73 former slavers had returned on site. By that time, the plantation had been 

rented by the local authorities for an extremely law amount of money. Moïse was able to get occasionally some 

information about the state of the plantation, but did not succeed in recovering the control over the production 

and the management, despite his many efforts and the powers of attorney he issued to different acquaintances of 

him.  
55 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7, letter of Moïse Gradis to Toussaint 

Louverture, 12 November 1799. See also at the same date the letter he wrote to Guillaume Duperier at Cap-

Français containing further details about his plans. 
56 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7: in 1795 and 1796 Moïse Gradis expressed in 

several letters his lack of information about the indigo plantation belonging to his sister-in-law. September 1796 

he learned that this plantation had been seized by British authorities and sent the papers which he thought would 

led to its delivery. Two years later, he did not even know whether he had been successful. On the British 

occupation of southern Saint-Domingue, see David P. Geggus, Slavery, War and Revolution: the British 

Occupation of Saint Domingue, 1793-1798, Oxford and New York, 1982.  
57 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7, letter of Moïse Gradis to David Gradis of 

Bordeaux, 4 December 1801 : « J’ai acheté dernièrement d’une cargaison de Nègres qui se sont vendu (sic) bien 

cher – sept – mon compte 21000 #. Il me les falloient pour remplacer ceux qui me sont morts ». [I have recently 

bought a cargo of Negroes who were sold very dear – seven – my account 21,000 livres. I needed them to 

replace those who had died”]. 
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30%, 40% or even more”. And he concluded : « The poor planters who turn to them endure 

all the burden” 58. 

 

Conclusion 

Gradis’ involvement into the French Empire over the eighteenth century make it 

possible to outline the manifold ways in which a well-connected firm –both internationally 

and in governmental circles- could take advantage of the existence of a colonial empire. 

David Gradis started shipping to the West Indies in the 1710s, established agents in the 

colonies in the 1720s, experienced slave trade in the 1730s, and by that time, his house 

emerged as one of the main Bordeaux firms involved in colonial trade. The frequency of 

warfare from the 1740s onward introduced a first important shift, as the Gradises found out 

how profitable it could be to serve the King all around the Atlantic. A second major change 

took place when the increasing colonial debts vis-à-vis the firm David Gradis et fils induced 

them to acquire plantations in the West Indies. As years passed, trade on their own account 

became proportionally less important for the firm, compared to contracting, banking and the 

revenues of their plantations. 

The possibilities of adapting to an evolving empire, however, were not endless. The 

prosperity of the French empire relied on two principles: the exclusif (the French equivalent of 

the British Navigation Acts concerning the colonies), and slavery. The principle of the 

exclusif – excluding foreign merchants and ships form the French colonies - was undermined 

both by warfare and by the increasing interconnections across the Atlantic and between 

European markets. In times of war, French colonies were opened to neutral trade. Foreign 

merchants and French planters kept in contact once peace was restored. Besides, France lost 

progressively different parts of its empire, and was forced to open partially the remaining 

colonies (i.e. the West Indies) to foreign trade after the Seven Years War59. French colonial 

goods were to a very large extent re-exported to Northern European markets: that merchants 

dealing in these markets tried to by-pass the exclusif is, after all, quite understandable. By the 

end of the eighteenth century, the close mercantilist system which had ruled colonial trade 

was no longer viable. 

Slavery was the other pillar of the French eighteenth-century empire. Without slave 

trade and without plantation economy, the French Atlantic was just unthinkable. At the very 

moment when the French representatives in Paris gave a fundamental impulsion to the 

Revolution by stating in the 1789 Declaration of the rights of Man and of the Citizen that all 

citizens were born and remained free, there were half a million slaves in Saint-Domingue, and 

a majority of them was born in Africa and had experienced the middle passage on a slave-

ship. The increase in slave population and the assimilation of over 200,000 black new-comers 

                                                 
58 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7, letter of Moïse Gradis to David Gradis of 

Bordeaux, Martinique 20 February 1802 : « Ceci évitera de devoir donner procuration aux négociants pour 

pourvoir les habitations de ce dont elles ont besoin. Les négociants d’ici sont tous unis entre eux pour faire 

hausser ou baisser les prix en fonction des besoins des habitations et gagnent 20, 30 ou 40% ou davantage pour 

n’envoyer aux habitations que le rebut de leurs magasins […] Les pauvres habitans qui ont recours à eux en 

supportent tout le fardeau ». 
59 See Jean Tarrade, Le commerce colonial de la France à la fin de l’ancien régime. L’évolution du régime de 

l’Exclusif de 1763 à 1789, Paris 1967, 2 vols. 
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would have made the situation in Saint-Domingue explosive, even if the French revolution 

had not drastically reduced the capacity of the home-country to repress slaves’ revolts. During 

the summer 1791, the Northern part of Saint-Domingue was set in “flames and devastation”, 

as Moïse Gradis put it when describing the fate of his plantation to Toussaint-Louverture60. 

The War against Great-Britain, which started February 1793, made it virtually impossible for 

France to regain control over the insurrectionary situation of the French West Indies. By 

1794, the French Republic granted freedom to all slaves within the French empire, in a 

desperate attempt to retrieve some form of sovereignty over the subsisting colonies. Ongoing 

discussions in France about the issue of slavery had already led most of the planters in the 

French island to welcome British occupation, as a way to keep their slave-owned plantations 

running. 

The process leading to the growth of the French West Indies during the second half of 

the eighteenth century, which allowed France to become a leader in sugar and coffee trade, 

increased conflicts between planters and the mother-country on the one hand, inducing 

planters to by-pass the exclusif and to weaken the ties to France, and led to an explosive 

situation as far as slaves were concerned, on the other. Under these circumstances, merchants 

were no longer able to adapt. 

This paper explored the opportunities the Gradis family of eighteenth-century 

Bordeaux seized within the French Empire. As maritime wars made colonial trade too risky in 

the 1740s and 1750s, David Gradis et fils answered by intensifying its relations to French 

government and colonial officials. Networking and negotiation with the government offered 

to the Gradis access to interesting opportunities and to information, thus expanding their 

business. The firm was remarkably flexible in dealing with authorities, and used these 

connections to enter in private business with local officials who conflated private and public 

interest, and who used their influence to favour Gradis’s ships and cargoes. The evolution of 

the situation of West Indian planters, and their increasing debts, induced the Gradis to shift 

from merchants to planters. French Wars forced Moïse to move to the United States, but 

ultimately the firm was unable to take an active part into the opportunities of the new era, and 

to trade consistently under neutral flags, and bypassing all imperial rules.  

The story of the Gradis illustrates the manifold opportunities for a merchant house to 

build a fortune within the imperial frame, but also suggests that such opportunities narrowed 

over time in the French case. Whereas the firm could relatively easy by-pass the loss of New 

France in 1763, the independence of Saint-Domingue in 1804 put an end to an era.  

 

Appendix: 

- genealogy of the Gradis family 

 

                                                 
60 Archives Nationales du Monde du Travail (Roubaix), 180 AQ 7, letter of Moïse Gradis to Toussaint 

Louverture, 26 November 1798. 
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