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  CHAPTER 1


  Little Drummer Boy


  THE GLORY THAT WAS FRANCE LAY STREWN ACROSS THE UNDULATING fields of Waterloo in Brabant as far as the eye could see when dusk crowded in late that mid-June day: thousands of human bodies, spread-eagled in the mud, crumpled in heaps, or sitting upright with arms outstretched as if to cry “Vive l’Empereur!,” the latest of more than 5 million dead across Europe; horses flat on their sides twitching or with legs akimbo; steel cuirasses punctured by cannonballs; plumed helmets dented and discarded in flight; wooden gun carriages shattered and listing; bright and shiny 12-pound cannon—known affectionately to their crews as “les belles filles de l’Empereur”—lying upended in the muck; General Jacquinot’s nine-foot-long lances snapped like toothpicks—all compressed into a twoand-a-half-mile-square patch of rich gently rolling farmland turned for the day of June 18, 1815, into a battlefield on which close to 200,000 men fought; the air still choked and girdled with black powder smoke and cordite that stung the nose, watered the eyes, and cauterized any taste left in the parched mouth, an assault on the senses so presumptuous and complete that it rendered the survivors something less than human—and all the while the sounds: the moans and cries of the wounded begging for water, the pistol shots as the Prussian pursuers picked off stragglers and plundered gold, watches, and rings from the dead and dying, they only the first wave of scavengers soon to be followed in the darker shades of night by a lower order in the hierarchy of degradation, the Belgian peasants, many of them black-shawled crones, who would strip the bodies of whatever plunder the Prussians left behind—boots, pants, shirts, anything—leaving the bodies naked to greet the rising sun: the final verdict of St. Michael the Archangel, Commander of the Heavenly Host, who had hovered over the French all that morning and through much of the day, only to switch sides as the British squares held and Field Marshal von Blücher’s black-clad uhlans appeared from the woods—and to bestow Victory.


  The emperor Napoleon turned his back on Waterloo. He put the Duke of Wellington’s “near run thing” behind him as he gripped the blue and gold lacquered door of his campaign coach with bright red wheels and bulletproof glass and heaved himself inside to flee south on the main road to Paris. Napoleon’s valet Marchand had already locked and loaded onto another vehicle the imperial nécessaire containing 100,000 francs in gold and three times that in banknotes. In Napoleon’s coach and others in the imperial baggage train were hidden bags of precious gems, including a fortune in diamonds. Soon after departing, the advancing and marauding Prussians, who were in close pursuit, set fire to the farm and barns at Le Caillou from which the baggage train had started, burning alive all the French wounded who had sought shelter within.1 Everywhere, Prussian pursuers ran amok in a paroxysm of bayoneting and shooting to death prisoners who surrendered: no quarter given.


  According to Clausewitz, the Prussian general commanding the van of the pursuit ordered his unit’s drummer to beat “incessantly, intending by this sign of his troops’ approach to strike terror into the hearts of the fleeing enemy on all sides, and to keep them in continuous flight.”2


  As the imperial coach accompanied by a guard of the 1/1st Chasseurs slowly made its way along the road clogged with fleeing troops just ahead of the pounding Prussian drum, Napoleon had time to replay the battle in his mind, as he was often to do in his remaining years. Why had Marshal Emmanuel Grouchy, after being commanded to find and intercept the Prussian force before the battle and having failed to do so, not returned to the field of battle to reinforce Napoleon even though he was in audible range of the fighting? Where was Grouchy? Why had Marshal Michel Ney, whom Napoleon had placed in overall charge of the battle, wasted the French cavalry on repeated futile charges against the British squares? Why had Ney bungled his command? Other participants in the battle had different questions, many centered on Napoleon himself, but these were the questions beginning to form in Napoleon’s mind.


  The clogged road made for slow progress. At Genappe, the road passed over a one-lane bridge that became a scene of abandoned artillery as crews unhitched their horses and fled on them. As the village began to burn to the sound of the beating Prussian drum, Napoleon abandoned his coach and continued on horseback. Shortly afterward, a Prussian major found himself in possession of Napoleon’s sword, medals, and hat, as well as a purse filled with diamonds, mere afterthoughts as the emperor panicked and abandoned his coach.3


  Once the Prussian pursuers themselves cleared Genappe they paused to sing a hymn of praise and thanksgiving and then continued the chase in the black of the night.


  The van of the Prussians now reached the rear of the imperial baggage train, abandoned in the middle of the road and with its horses still harnessed. Even as their officers urged them forward, the uhlans fell on the wagons and plundered them, filling their pockets with precious gems and other booty. The following day, an officer wrote, fusiliers were selling diamonds as big as peas for a few francs.4


  The retreat turned into a rout as the Prussian cavalry now joined the chase and fell on and looted the wagon carrying the imperial nécessaire and the vehicles of the marshals of France and general staff. Accompanied by a handful of aides and surrounded by his fleeing troops, Napoleon managed to keep just a few steps ahead of his pursuers. It would by now have been clear that the sole option was sauve que peût—in whatever form that might take. For Napoleon, this meant one last effort to regroup and, failing that, flight from France. For the marshals of France and other senior generals, it meant whatever they could devise. What were they to do—where were they to go before the Allies captured them and the restored Bourbons unleashed the hounds of retribution?




  CHAPTER 2


  Bonaparte’s Retreat


  SHORTLY AFTER HE RETURNED TO PARIS FROM THE DISASTROUS Russian campaign in 1812, Napoleon reportedly placed a large map of the United States on a table and said to his older brother, “Joseph, it is very probable that the time is not distant when you and I will be forced to seek an asylum in the United States. Come, let us look out the best spot.”1


  [image: Figure 2.1. Napoleon on board Bellerophon. Pictures of Travel by Heinrich Hein (1797–1856), Charles Godfrey Leland (1824–1903), and Charles Harvey Genung (New York: D. Appleton), 1898, based on oil painting by same title by Sir William Quiller Orchardson (1832–1910), ca. 1880. Tate Gallery, London, UK. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS.]


Figure 2.1. Napoleon on board Bellerophon. Pictures of Travel by Heinrich Hein (1797–1856), Charles Godfrey Leland (1824–1903), and Charles Harvey Genung (New York: D. Appleton), 1898, based on oil painting by same title by Sir William Quiller Orchardson (1832–1910), ca. 1880. Tate Gallery, London, UK. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS.


  The place they selected lay north of the Delaware River near Philadelphia: New Jersey. The choice proved prophetic in terms of what Napoleon sought and what Joseph achieved.

  
[image: image]


  Napoleon pushed straight for Paris following the debacle at Waterloo. Traveling on horseback and by mail coach, he was determined to arrive in the capital ahead of the bad news and the Allies in order to rally a renewed defense. His motivations were thus political as well as military, to which was added a strong dose of self-preservation, for he feared that the Prussians would execute him if they captured him, which indeed they were most assiduously seeking to do.


  Marshal Emmanuel Grouchy had escaped Waterloo with his corps intact, and Napoleon believed that if he could unite Grouchy’s forces with other scattered units, stragglers, the national guard, garrison soldiers, and new conscripts, he could make another stand. But first he had to shore up his political support in the legislature, which was meeting at the Palais Bourbon across the Seine on the Left Bank.


  Napoleon entered Paris at 7:00 a.m. on Wednesday, June 21, the summer solstice and longest day of the year. From then on, Napoleon found himself on a rapidly shrinking chess board.


  Wednesday, June 21: On reaching his residence at the Elysée Palace near the Place de la République (today’s Place de la Concorde), Napoleon summoned his family (as usual) and top ministers, pausing only to take his first bath in days. Napoleon originally had thought to head straight for the legislature dirty and dressed in his battle uniform to make an impassioned, patriotism-infused appeal for support. He still wished to go, even after bathing. The idea gained the support of some of his ministers but not the majority, who judged the ploy to be too dangerous. Instead, he sent a note to the legislature stating that he had returned to Paris “to consult with my ministers about measures of national salvation”2 and dispatched his eloquent younger brother Lucien as his surrogate to speak for him. It was a maneuver reminiscent of his successful coup d’état on 18 Brumaire 1799 that ended the Directory.


  But he was too late. The Marquis de Lafayette had already appointed five deputies to assume ministerial functions, thus effectively staging a parliamentary coup d’état. Napoleon’s erstwhile chief of police Joseph Fouché and his agents also had been hard at work shaping parliamentary sentiment against the emperor.3 Fouché, whom Napoleon had ennobled in 1809 as the Duke of Otranto, was the head of the provisional government. The exchanges between Lucien Bonaparte and the Marquis de Lafayette were pointed. Lucien took the podium in the Chamber of Deputies and spoke:



   It is not Napoleon that is attacked; it is the French people. And a proposition is now made to this people, to abandon their Emperor; to expose the French nation before the tribunal of the world, to a severe judgment on its levity and inconstancy.




  Lafayette responded directly to Lucien:



   Who shall dare to accuse the French nation of inconstancy to the Emperor Napoleon? That nation has followed his bloody footsteps through the sands of Egypt and through the wastes of Russia; over fifty fields of battle; in disaster as faithfully as victory; and it is for having thus devotedly followed him that we now mourn the blood of three millions of Frenchmen.4




  Lucien left empty-handed. Both the Chamber of Deputies and the Chamber of Peers called for Napoleon’s abdication.


  Napoleon was later to regret his decision not to appear personally at the Palais Bourbon, speculating that had he appeared, he would have cut off Lafayette’s head.5 He also was later to regret his failure to appreciate fully at the time the implications of the absence from his hastily summoned conclave of ministers of Joseph Fouché, who was widely known never to be on the losing side.


  Thursday, June 22 through Saturday, June 24: Bereft of political support, with the legislature calling for his abdication and with even his loyal ministers advising capitulation, Napoleon abdicated at noon on June 22 and appointed his four-year-old son the king of Rome as Napoleon II. Two days later, Fouché, as head of the provisional government, accepted Napoleon’s abdication. The king of Rome’s “reign” was to last a short 15 days.


  That evening Napoleon sent a message to the Ministère de la Marine (minister of the navy) requesting that two French naval frigates in the roadstead of the port of Rochefort on the west coast of France stand by to evacuate him to America. The two ships, Saale and Méduse, were the only two naval vessels reachable and ready to sail. The naval minister Denis Decrès responded that he would be pleased to do so as soon as he received orders from the provisional government, led by Fouché. The following day, Napoleon repeated the request to Lieutenant General Henri Count Bertrand, marshal of France, and also directed him to apply to Fouché for passports.6


  Those surrounding Napoleon commented on his calm demeanor, as he studied reports of troop movements and, ever the autodidact, languished in his bath reading Alexander von Humboldt’s diaries on his travels in the Americas. Napoleon still hoped to command French forces under the provisional government in resistance to the invading Allies, but, if not, he told his aide-de-camp Antoine Chamans Count Lavalette that he hoped to live as a private citizen in the United States—if he could get there.7 On June 23, Lavalette discussed the options with Napoleon, who had been soaking for two hours in his bath:



   [Napoleon] spoke of the United States. I rejected the idea without reflection, and with a degree of vehemence that surprised him. “Why not America?” he asked.8




  The idea was not a stretch: the United States had just concluded the bitter War of 1812 with Napoleon’s archenemy Great Britain, and thus there was a certain “my enemy’s enemy must be my friend” psychology at play. America also had an ambiguous fascination with Napoleon. He had, after all, ended the atrocities of the French Revolution and sold America vast western lands under advantageous terms in the Louisiana Purchase. Moreover, Napoleon would not have been the first Bonaparte to settle in America. His youngest brother, Jérôme, had gone to Maryland and in 1803 married a Baltimore belle Elizabeth (“Betsy”) Patterson from a prominent family. Napoleon, who could not abide his brother’s marriage to an American and a commoner, disapproved of the marriage even though Betsy was soon pregnant with a child. In a coldhearted series of maneuvers, Napoleon refused to recognize the marriage or allow their son to be born on French soil. He eventually annulled the marriage himself when the pope refused to do so.


  The flirtation between America and Napoleon was therefore of the one-sided, unrequited kind: more a matter of convenience than of conviction for Napoleon as his options dwindled.


  Sunday, June 25: Since Napoleon’s arrival at the Elysée Palace, crowds of supportive Parisians had surrounded the building and cheered Napoleon whenever he appeared in public. It is unclear whether these crowds made Fouché sufficiently uneasy to ask Napoleon to leave Paris or whether Napoleon had begun to perceive that Fouché needed to deliver him up to save his own skin with the Bourbons. Either way, Napoleon began to plan his departure from Paris.9 He left the city for the last time on Sunday, June 25, as the Prussians and Allies pressed toward the capital. He was accompanied by his family, aides, a battalion of infantry, and about 100 of his loyal dragoon guards. His destination was the late empress Josephine’s former home Malmaison, some 14 kilometers west of Paris. There he would await the passports.


  On arrival, he conferred further with his entourage of family and friends. Many urged him to escape immediately, but Napoleon appeared to be in no hurry to flee farther for the moment. The imperial treasurer Guillaume Baron de Peyrusse remarked on Napoleon’s calm when he learned that the first English and Prussian skirmishers had been spotted. The emperor “continued to read a work by M. de Humboldt on America.”10


  While at Malmaison, Napoleon’s dream of a new life in America evolved. In his abdication message he had said that his “political life was over.” In its place, Napoleon envisioned a new role for himself in America: that of a scholar and savant surrounded by his family. He would devote himself to his avocations of geography, science, and mathematics. This too was not a stretch, as Napoleon had long harbored serious interests in these subjects, and he was proud of his valid credentials as an intellectual (he often wore the uniform of the prestigious Institut de France, to which he had been elected). As for his family, he even went so far as to summon to Malmaison his two illegitimate children, his son the future count Léon and his other son Alexandre by Marie Walewska, with the intent that they accompany him to the United States. He ordered more concrete steps put into motion as well. He directed the imperial treasurer Baron de Peyrusse to transfer 3 million francs in gold to the banker Jacques Laffitte (not to be confused with the pirate Jean Lafitte, who comes later in the story) for transmittal to the United States. He directed his aide General Henri Bertrand to organize transportation to America of most of the imperial library and sufficient china, linens, and furniture from Malmaison to furnish both a large town house and a country estate. Twenty hunting guns were not neglected. He ordered his groom with 15 stable boys, horses, saddles, and equipment to sail for America. Subscriptions were even taken out for various Parisian newspapers to be delivered to Bertrand in care of general delivery, New York.11


  Monday, June 26: The provisional government, which at this point wanted Napoleon out of France, decreed that “two frigates in the port of Rochefort may be armed for the purpose of transporting Napoleon Bonaparte to the United States.” However, there was a catch: the frigates were not to “leave the roadstead of Rochefort until the passes shall have arrived.”12


  The same day, Napoleon sent his aide Lieutenant General René Savary, the Duke of Rovigo, to ask Fouché for the passports. According to Savary, Fouché in turn asked him,



   “Where does the Emperor intend to go?”


  “Where else can he go,” I resumed, “but to America? I thought you were aware of it.”


  . . . Fouché [responded], “this is the first time the subject is mentioned to me. He is quite right; but I will not take upon myself to let him depart without adopting every precaution for his safety: otherwise, I should be blamed if any accident were to happen to him. I will apply to Lord Wellington for passports for him, as it behooves me to protect my individual responsibility in the eyes of the nation. I should never be forgiven for acting without the requisite precaution.”13




  Fouché’s disingenuousness about his knowledge of Napoleon’s destination and false solicitousness of Napoleon’s safety and not-so-false concern for his own position betray further end games: passing off his own responsibility for issuing the passports and tipping off the British about Napoleon’s plan of escape in order to curry favor. Fouché’s position was also legally disingenuous because the provisional government of France, not Wellington, had jurisdiction over Napoleon and should have been the only authority empowered to issue the passports. The provisional government had not yet surrendered to the Allies, entered into a peace treaty, or abdicated in a way that would bestow sovereign authority over a French citizen on a foreign power. Clearly, Fouché’s calculations were dictated by realpolitik rather than legal niceties, even when those niceties supported the sovereign integrity of the French state.


  Napoleon’s plan to emigrate to America resonated with his immediate family. On June 26, his brother Lucien, then at the Château de Neuilly, wrote their sister Pauline, “You will have known of the recent disaster to the Emperor, who has just abdicated in favor of his son. He will depart for the United States of America, where all of us will join him. I shall try to join my family in Rome in order to conduct them to America.”14


  Tuesday, June 27: General Nicolas Becker, whom Napoleon knew from previous campaigns (in fact, he had sacked him when he was aidede-camp to Marshal André Masséna), arrived at Malmaison and reported to Napoleon that he “had been ordered to watch over his safety.” He explained that he had received orders from the minister of war, no doubt acting at the behest of Fouché, to “take command of the troops entrusted to protect him and to answer for his person to the provisional government.” This move immediately made Napoleon and his aides suspicious. They feared that Becker was the unwitting stalking horse for separating the emperor from whatever troops remained at his disposal and that once Napoleon relinquished command, another, even less sympathetic officer would replace Becker. As Napoleon said to Savary, “This proceeding savours much more of the revolutionary committee than of a noble-minded government.”15


  Napoleon was now more determined than ever to make his exit, and he directed Savary to approach Fouché a second time to demand the passports. Meanwhile, the provisional government, acting through the Ministère de la Marine, sent conflicting signals to Napoleon at Malmaison, once telling him he was free to leave without the passports and then countermanding that direction the following day.


  Wednesday, June 28: Not surprisingly, and almost certainly as anticipated by Fouché, the Duke of Wellington responded to Fouché that he had “no authority from his government, or from the Allies, to give any answer to the demand of a passport and assurances of safety for Napoleon Buonaparte and his family to pass to the United States of America.”16


  Wellington’s carefully worded response was legally correct: he had no authority to issue a passport for a French citizen. It was also practically and politically motivated: he could not ensure Napoleon’s safety when in fact the Allies sought his capture. It appears that Wellington forwarded the request to the government in London. To complete his duplicity, also on June 28, Fouché secretly transmitted a message to Wellington via a British agent. The British agent reported to Wellington, “Every possible concession that a free nation [France] will make can be granted; and the Duc d’Otrante [Fouché, as head of the provisional government], in the name of the French government, pledges himself to deliver up Buonaparte in any way that may be most suitable to the views of the British government.”17


  London’s response was a denial of the request for passports, as made clear in orders shortly thereafter passed down to the British naval squadron blockading France and actively seeking to intercept Napoleon in any effort to escape: “Government received, on the night of the 30th, an application from the rulers of France, for a passport and safe conduct for Buonaparte to America, which had been answered in the negative, and, therefore, directing an increase of vigilance to intercept him: but it remains quite uncertain where he will embark.”18


  Despite the responses of Wellington and subsequently London, the provisional government directed Napoleon to proceed to Rochefort to await the passports. Fouché, acting through the Ministère de la Marine, passed the lie to Napoleon that the passports were in transit and would be available to him aboard one of the British naval vessels patrolling off Rochefort. Napoleon still sought a way to avoid exile; he offered the provisional government to stay to fight the Allies under the authority of his son Napoleon II. Fouché ignored his offer.


  Thursday, June 29: With the advancing Prussian columns closing in on him at Malmaison, Napoleon had to make a quick exit. He bade farewell to his mother and stepdaughter/sister-in-law Hortense de Beauharnais Bonaparte and (in a particularly poignant gesture) visited one last time the room at Malmaison in which the love of his life, the empress Josephine, had died the previous year.


  Savary describes the departure:



   His suite was divided into two parties. The first consisted of several carriages, in which were Madame Bertrand and her children, M. and Madame de Montholon with their child, M. de Las Cases and his son, as well as several orderly officers who had requested leave to accompany the Emperor. All those carriages were to take the road to Orléans, pass by Châteauroux, and reach Rochefort on an appointed day.


  The second convoy consisted of a single summer calash containing the Emperor, General Bertrand, General Becker, and myself. The Emperor’s valet was on the calash-box, and a courier proceeded half a league before us in order that we might find horses in readiness on our arrival at every post station.


  The Emperor was dressed like ourselves, in a plain frock, without any mark of distinction. We carried no luggage with us; and the calash had no appearance of being intended for a long journey. We were merely provided with every kind of arms.


  The Emperor’s effects were in another carriage containing two seats. General Gourgaud was in this carriage, which kept at the distance of two hours’ journey behind us. All the carriages came up to the portico of the palace, with the exception of the calash, which remained in the court-yard that divides the castle from the kitchens. The Emperor over took it with us through the winding walks of the garden, whilst the other persons I have mentioned stepped into the carriages drawn up under the portico.


  The calash was the first to depart through one of the walks of the park. As it was less conspicuous in appearance than the others, the public attention was not directed to it, but was fixed on the carriages of the other convoy, to which the picket stationed at the iron gate opening on the high road presented arms, under the impression that the Emperor was in one of them. It had not discovered that he had already passed.19




  As Napoleon departed for Rochefort, he still was confident that the passports would be issued.


  Monday, July 3: After a four-day journey from Malmaison on the outskirts of Paris, Napoleon arrived at Rochefort at about 9:00 a.m. accompanied by General Becker, his aides, and some 60 guards. The emperor’s party had attempted to travel incognito but was recognized and, in general, warmly greeted by the populace along the way. Despite several close calls with patrolling soldiers, they arrived at Rochefort, where they took up residency in the Maritime Prefecture. The passports of course had not arrived. However, the two French frigates, Saale and Méduse, were on station and ostensibly prepared to sail, but neither the British nor the weather was cooperative. Indeed, the Maritime Prefect at Rochefort Baron de Bonnefoux—and thus Napoleon’s party—was convinced that a full Royal Navy squadron was blockading Rochefort, making escape all but impossible. In fact, at this time only one third-rate British ship of the line, the redoubtable 74-gun HMS Bellerophon (in Greek mythology, Bellerophon was the son of Poseidon and a renowned slayer of monsters), known affectionately to her crews as Billy Ruffian, was doing picket duty off Rochefort. Her commander, Captain Frederick Lewis Maitland, had earlier detached her consorts for duty elsewhere.


  Tuesday, July 4: While en route, General Becker had written the provisional government renewing Napoleon’s offer to fight the Allies and requesting instructions. The response, written by Fouché on July 4 but received some days later by Becker, made clear that (1) the provisional government declined the offer and wanted Napoleon to exit the country as quickly as possible and that (2) no passports would be issued:



   Paris, 4th of July, 1815.


   General Becker,


  The commission of government has received the letter you have written to it from Niort under date of the 2nd of July. Napoleon must embark without delay. The success of the negotiations mainly depends upon the positive assurance the allied powers wish to receive of his actual embarkation; and you are not aware to what extent the safety and repose of the state are compromised by this procrastination. . . . The commission therefore places the person of Napoleon under your responsibility; you must employ every measure of coercion you may deem necessary, without failing in the respect due to him. Accelerate his arrival at Rochefort, and make him instantly embark. As to his offer of services, our duties towards France and our engagements towards foreign powers do not allow us to accept of them; and you must no longer mention the matter to us. Lastly, the commission conceives it to be inexpedient that Napoleon should communicate with the English squadron. It cannot grant the permission which is asked on that subject,


  Accept, &c.


  (Signed) The Duke of Otranto.20




  The letter can be read in several ways. The more cynical interpretation is that it was an attempt to hasten Napoleon into the hands of the British, which would have been consistent with Fouché’s machinations. A more charitable view is that the provisional government simply wanted Napoleon out of the country so as not to complicate its negotiations with the advancing Allies, which was consistent with the provisional government’s expressed views from the start (but at odds with Fouché’s June 28 secret message to Wellington). Perhaps most tellingly, by obliquely warning Napoleon not to contact the British naval vessels because they carried no passports, the message was giving him the favor of honest advice even if the gravamen of that advice was that he must leave at once and that he was on his own. As it turned out, the admonitions were inapposite, for Napoleon lingered at Rochefort, and he was not on his own because a brave French naval captain and an official of the United States had his escape covered—if he were willing to avail himself of it.


  However, at the same time, on July 4, Paris ordered an “embargo” prohibiting all ships from leaving France. It is unclear if Napoleon knew of the embargo, which was to last until July 13. From their ensuing actions, it appears that Napoleon and his entourage were ignorant of it.


  During the course of the day on July 4 Napoleon and his aides met with the Maritime Prefect at Rochefort and tried to devise alternative means of eluding the British blockade. In order to understand what ensued, it is first necessary to understand the geography. Rochefort, on the River Charente, is a port on the western coast of France. Some 163 kilometers by land to the south is the larger port of Bordeaux, situated on the River Garonne near its confluence with the River Dordogne. Just northwest of Bordeaux, the two rivers flow into the Gironde Estuary, a long and broad arm of the sea bounded by a peninsula on its western shore and the French mainland on its eastern shore (see figure 2.2).


  The town of Royan sits at the mouth of the Gironde Estuary on the mainland and is only 41 kilometers by land from Rochefort, easily facilitating communication from Rochefort to the Gironde Estuary. Opposite Royan, on the tip of the peninsula and also at the mouth of the Estuary, is the town of Verdon-sur-Mer. All of these places were to play critical roles in what transpired.


  Savary relates the discussion at the meeting between Napoleon and the Maritime Prefect:



   The Saale and Méduse frigates were those which were appointed to convey us to America.21 There were in the same road two other ships of war, which were placed at the prince’s disposal; a brig, and the corvette La Bayadère, the latter in the direction of the Gironde [near Bordeaux]. The two frigates were quite new. The Méduse carried eighteen-pounders, and had already made an excursion in which it was found to be a very superior sailer. The Saale was of a rather larger class; nevertheless, I could not affirm that it carried heavier guns than eighteen pounders; this was her first attempt at sailing; but all were agreed in opinion that she would also prove an excellent sailer. The crews of both were composed of old seamen who had returned from the prisons of England since the peace of 1814.




    [image: Figure 2.2. Map of Rochefort, Bordeaux, and the Gironde Estuary. COURTESY OF ROGER WILLIAMS.]


Figure 2.2. Map of Rochefort, Bordeaux, and the Gironde Estuary. COURTESY OF ROGER WILLIAMS.



   During the five or six days which the Emperor had passed at Rochefort, a small Danish vessel then in port had been prepared for sea, and fully provisioned: a secret recess had even been contrived in it, in the event of its being visited by the English cruisers. It was proposed to the Emperor that he should proceed in this vessel to America; but he refused, and declined running a risk which might be attended with unpleasant consequences. Nevertheless, he made this small vessel proceed into the road, reserving to himself the power of afterwards considering what course it might be most advantageous for him to adopt.22




  The alternatives boiled down to three possibilities. First, the badly out-gunned and outclassed Méduse could distract Bellerophon in a single ship combat while Saale slipped out with Napoleon for America—not an attractive option. Alternatively, Napoleon might board the French naval corvette Bayadère (a bayadère is a Hindu temple dancer) near Bordeaux (Gaspard Baron Gourgaud, who was involved in the discussions, stated that she “lay off Bordeaux” in the Gironde Estuary)23 and try to elude the British patrols.


  The commander of Bayadère, Charles Baudin (see insert, illustration 1), was no ordinary captain. In 1804 he had sailed as a midshipman on Géographe’s scientific/espionage expedition to Australia, subsequently lost an arm in combat, became an ardent Bonapartist (he was a Huguenot), and went on in later years to rise to full admiral. Captain Baudin was willing but feared his vessel was not sufficiently fast. The third alternative, which Captain Baudin suggested, was to place the former emperor and his dwindling entourage aboard one of two American ships in the Gironde Estuary near Bordeaux, Pike and Ludlow, and make a dash for it, with Bayadère and its consort, the 380 ton transport brig Infatigable, running interference against Bellerophon.


  Just as Captain Baudin was no ordinary captain, Pike and Ludlow were not ordinary merchantmen. Emmons’s List of U.S. privateers during the War of 1812 contains entries for a 275-ton Baltimore schooner named Pike as well as a Kennebec-based Ludlow.24 Pike is of particular interest. Even though Emmons describes her as a schooner, other references call her a brig. Either way, she was special. She was built in Baltimore in 1813 and was owned by a consortium of four owners, all from Baltimore: Peter Arnold Karthaus, his son-in-law Ferdinand Hurxthal,25 Frederick Waesche, and (most important to this story) Joel Vickers, a working captain who had moved into an ownership role beginning about 1808 and had interests in four armed Baltimore privateers: Garonne, Lawrence, Revenge, and Pike.26 After Pike’s successful initial trading voyage to France under Captain Henry Bolton on which she carried letters of marque but took no prizes, her owners converted her into a privateer and upped her armament from one long 12-pound cannon, three long 9-pound cannon, and two 12-pound carronades to one long 9-pounder and 12 12-pounder carronades.27 They also increased her crew from 37 to 120 men, which was typical of a privateer. She then went on a spree, taking 13 prizes, including a British brig also named Pike, which she captured and burned. In terms of prize taking, she was not in the top tier of Baltimore privateers, such as Chasseur, Comet, Surprise, or Amelia, but she was in the very respectable second echelon.28 Baltimore privateers like Pike were renowned at the time for their speed. With their raked masts, topmasts, topsail yards, and topgallant yards, Baltimore privateers, also known as Baltimore Flyers, used the wind more efficiently than other ships. Handled properly, they could cruise at speeds of 11 or 12 knots versus 5 or 6 for ordinary warships. On the rare occasions that the British captured them during the War of 1812, they proved virtually useless because only their specialized Baltimore crews knew how to handle them.29


  Baudin’s exact words, written partially in the third person, describe his proposal:



   At this moment the Bayadère, detached at the opening of the Gironde, was afloat on the road of Verdon. The Emperor, already uncertain of the intentions of the provisional government, charged the maritime prefect of Rochefort, the Baron de Bonnefoux, to ask Captain Baudin if he would wish to undertake conducting him to the United States. The text of the response of the commander of the Bayadère deserves to be reproduced.


  ”Baron,” wrote Captain Baudin, “if it were only a question of myself, of my existence, of my own honor, I would not need a single instance of reflection to respond affirmatively to the question contained in your letter of last night. But it is a matter of saving a great man, France itself, from the humiliation that would result from failure. I have thus seriously considered the chances of the enterprise that you have proposed to me and I do not hesitate to say that I believe it possible and easy, that I am ready to take it on.


  “Neither the Bayadère nor the Infatigable which are here under my orders have the greatest speed but happily by chance I have at my disposition [emphasis added] two magnificent American ships—the Pike and the Ludlow—which because of the recently concluded peace [between America and Great Britain] find themselves at my sides in the bottom of the Gironde, all ready to sail to the United States. Both have, by their extraordinary speed, escaped, as corsairs, all the English cruisers, during the last war. I will take them with me, and if it works, I will put the Emperor aboard one of the two. In case of an encounter [with the British], I will sacrifice the Bayadère and Infatigable to block passage to the enemy: I am well certain of being able to stop them, however superior they might be. I have moreover a close to infallible means to divert the attention of the enemy cruiser[s] and to clear the mouth of the river: there exists but a single line of cruisers: this line once breached, we will have the open sea. The Emperor must hasten therefore to come, in the greatest secrecy, with the least suite and with the least baggage possible: I will take him to the United States. He can have confidence in me. . . . Signed the Bayadère, the roads of Verdon, July 4, 1815 4 o’clock in the morning.”




  This letter sent, Captain Baudin put into place the measures necessary to ensure the execution of his project.30


  For Baudin, an active duty captain in the French navy, to state that he had “at my disposition” what were almost certainly American privateers, possibly operating under official U.S. letters of marque, suggests at least some degree of advance coordination with the U.S. government. Exactly what the two American ships were doing at Bordeaux is a subject of some mystery. On June 28, 1815, based on information that dated from before the Battle of Waterloo, the New York Evening Post reported that “the French have begun their preparations for private maritime hostility. Two armed ships, the one lately belonging to an American and American built, are now at Bordeaux, ready to take advantage of the first notice of a rupture, and to clear the mouth of the Garonne.” Neither Pike nor Ludlow appears in previous lists of merchantmen plying the Bordeaux wine trade. As discussed below, it is likely that the U.S. consul at Bordeaux, William Lee, was at least aware of (and perhaps had a hand in) the armed ships’ presence for operations against the British and that, later, he helped coordinate the ships’ availability to Captain Baudin for the express purpose of spiriting the emperor out of France.


  For his part, Captain Maitland, although aware of the possibility of a breakout at Bordeaux, stated that “it was my decided opinion that Rochefort was much more likely to be the port where the trial would be made.”31 Captain Maitland and his superior officer Rear Admiral Sir Henry Hotham were well aware of the likelihood of Napoleon escaping aboard one of the two French naval frigates and debated between themselves how Maitland could stop them with only Bellerophon and no consort frigate. Thus, Maitland later wrote that



   there was little doubt of its being his intention to effect his escape, if possible, from that place [Rochefort], in the frigates . . . I anchored the Bellerophon as close to the French squadron as the batteries would permit. . . . I trained one hundred of the stoutest men, selecting them from the different stations in the ship; it being my intention to, after firing into and silencing one frigate, to run the Bellerophon alongside of her, throw that party in, and then, leaving her in charge of the first lieutenant, to have proceeded in chase of the other. [In other words, Maitland would take out one of the frigates, place a boarding party aboard her, and then pursue the remaining frigate.]




  Hotham warned Maitland, “Although the force of the Bellerophon would be sufficient for the ships at Isle d’Aix, if they were to give you an opportunity of bringing them to action together, you cannot stop them both, if the frigates separate; I am, therefore, now anxious that you should have a frigate with you.”32


  Thus the British naval commanders opposing Napoleon were well aware of the difficulties posed by the French naval frigates, but at this point, they were unaware of Baudin’s daring plan to use his own ship Bayadère as a shield for the actual means of Napoleon’s escape: the American privateers.


  The plan had a plausible chance of success because the attention of the British was directed toward the River Charente and Rochefort rather than the Gironde Estuary and Bordeaux. Moreover, the plan had the advantage of surprise, as the British at this juncture were focused exclusively on a breakout at Rochefort involving the two French naval frigates Saale and Méduse (and subsequently the Danish merchant ship when Maitland learned of it). The British at this point appear to have been entirely ignorant of Bayadère and the American privateers.


  As noted by Baudin, the Road of Verdon is not more than 15 leagues from Rochefort. The same day that Baudin sent his letter the response from Baron de Bonnefoux arrived. The emperor approved the plan. All Captain Baudin had to do was wait.33


  Napoleon envisioned a new, private life in America. One of his entourage, Gaspard Baron Gourgaud, explained, “[Napoleon] told me . . . that when he reached America he should live there as a private gentleman; that he should never return to France . . . that when he grew bored in the United States, he would take to his carriage, and travel over a thousand leagues, and that he did not think any one would suspect that he intended to return to Europe.”34


  Was his aspiration to a retired life genuine? Later, in exile on St. Helena, he mused, “If I had gone to America, we might have founded a state there.”35 Apparently, imperial ambition still fanned the emperor’s heart and, as shall be seen, motivated some of his closest supporters when they eventually found refuge in the United States.


  Wednesday, July 5 through Saturday, July 8: Napoleon tarried inexplicably at Rochefort, not taking advantage of any of the options at his disposal. Although both the provisional government and his advisers pressed him to depart, Napoleon dallied and offered up only excuses. He still held out an increasingly forlorn hope of receiving the passports. He was reluctant to depart without his entourage. The weather also played an important and maybe even critical role as his naval advisers waited in vain for a favorable wind.


  In the meantime, the British augmented their blockade, and now the escape plan was complicated by the fact that the breakout would face hostile ships in addition to Bellerophon. As one British sailor put it, “nothing could escape our argus-eyes, eagerly looking into every rat-hole for ‘Napoleon Le Grand.’”36


  Finally, on July 8 the provisional government ordered Napoleon to leave Rochefort. He boarded Saale and proceeded to the roadstead of Île d’Aix, a nearby island just beyond the mouth of the River Charente. Napoleon remained on board the ship.


  The same day, Admiral Hotham wrote to Captain Maitland, “I have no doubt that the two frigates at Isle d’Aix are intended for him . . . and I am sure you will use your utmost endeavors to intercept him.” The letter also contained an order: “The Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty having every reason to believe that Napoleon Buonaparte meditates his escape, with his family, from France to America, you are hereby required and directed, in pursuance of orders from their Lordships, . . . to keep the most vigilant look-out for the purpose of intercepting him; and to make the strictest search of any vessel you may fall in with; and if you should be so fortunate as to intercept him, you are to transfer him and his family to the ship you command, and there keeping him in careful custody, return to the nearest port in England (going into Torbay in preference to Plymouth) with all possible expedition; and on your arrival you are not to permit any communication whatever with the shore . . . ; and you will be held responsible for keeping the whole transaction a profound secret, until you receive their Lordships’ further orders.”37


  Sunday, July 9: Napoleon’s situation grew more desperate by the day. Napoleon continued to consider escaping on one of the two French naval frigates or on a merchant ship. All options remained in play. In the absence of the promised passports, Napoleon was anxious to avoid a confrontation with the British patrols that he feared he may well lose.


  Monday, July 10: To these ends and against the admonition from the provisional government to General Becker just days before, Napoleon sent Savary and his counselor of state, Emmanuel Count de Las Cases, under a flag of truce to feel out Captain Maitland of Bellerophon about his intentions if Napoleon were to depart. They bore a letter from Lieutenant General Henri Count Bertrand, marshal of France, explaining Napoleon’s dilemma. The relevant portions of the conversation between the two emissaries and Captain Maitland, as recounted by Savary, are worth reading in full:



   The Emperor has no wish to conceal his departure. He can have no personal motive for doing so, as is clearly demonstrated by the step which he has directed us to take. But in the event of the wind turning fair previously to his receiving your answer, and of his taking advantage of it and sailing out with his suite in the frigates or brigs, what course would you pursue?


  If instead of setting sail in the frigates, he were to put to sea in a French trading vessel, how would you act?


  And lastly, if instead of proceeding in the above vessels, he should sail out in a neutral vessel, an American ship for instance, what would you do in that case?


  Captain Maitland replied as follows: “If the Emperor sails out with the frigates, I will attack, and if possible capture them. The Emperor would, in this case, become a prisoner.


  “If he sails in a French trading vessel, as we are at war, I will capture it; and in this case also the Emperor would become a prisoner.


  “If he sails in a neutral vessel, and I should search it, I will not take upon myself to suffer him to proceed. I will detain the vessel, and refer the matter to my admiral, who will determine the question.”


  It was then observed to him, that in this case also he would no doubt make him a prisoner. “Not at all,” said Captain Maitland, with warmth; “but I will not take upon myself to decide the matter. This is a question of so extraordinary a nature, that I shall leave the responsibility to my admiral.”




  Demonstrating considerable quick thinking, Captain Maitland followed up on this last question by penning a response to Marshal Bertrand, while the two emissaries stood in his cabin talking, to the effect that he would have to raise the matter with Rear Admiral Hotham, “hoping, by that means, to induce Napoleon to remain for the Admiral’s answer, which would give time for the arrival of reinforcements.”38


  Savary’s narrative continues:



   This explanation was followed by many details respecting the Emperor’s position. Captain Maitland said to us in the course of conversation—


  “The Emperor acts very properly in demanding passports, in order to avoid misunderstandings, which would be of daily occurrence at sea. But I do not think that our government would suffer him to proceed to America.”


  “Where then,” said we to Captain Maitland, in return, “would it be proposed to him that he should fix his residence?”


  “I am at a loss to form an idea on the subject,” rejoined the captain; “but I am almost certain of what I tell you. What repugnance could he feel in coming to England? He would thereby
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  APPENDIX A Principal U.S. Foreign Policy Decision Makers Responsible for France, 1809–1823


  
  
  	President
  	Secretary of State
  	Minister to Paris
  

  
  	James Madison (March 4, 1809–March 4, 1817)

  	James Monroe (March 4, 1817–March 4, 1825)

 	Gen. John Armstrong (June 30, 1804–September 14, 1810)

  

  
  	
  	
   	Jonathan Russell, Chargé (September 14, 1810–July, 1811 (arrival of J. Barlow)

 

  
  	
  	
  	Joel Barlow (February 27, 1811–December 26, 1812)

 

  
  	
  	
  	William H. Crawford (April 9, 1813–April 22, 1815)

 

  
  	
  	
  	Henry Jackson, Chargé (April 22, 1815–July 9, 1816)

 

  
  	James Monroe (April 2, 1811–March 3, 1817)

 	John Quincy Adams(September 22, 1817–March 3, 1825)

	Albert Gallatin (July 16, 1816–May 16, 1823)







 
  APPENDIX B Letter from P. S. Ney to Former President James Madison


  Respected Sir, 1 Oct. 1831


  The honour of an introduction to the revered Mr. Madison has not been my happy lot. The subject of this intrusion shall be briefly expressed. “Le Sage entend à demi mot.” And it shall be à demi mot. You, respected Sir, already Stand at the head, the very head of American Patriots. You have it in your power to transcend them all! The step is a bold One—but it requires only one hour of your prolific pen to accomplish your elevation. Neither Tariff, nor Nullification, nor State, nor Federal sovereignty is the object of this “demi Mot,” but what is infinitely more important than either, to the permanent happiness of this Union and the subjects thereof. In a word, it is the future security of the Whites! Your powerful mind can at once grasp the whole subject. Your wisdom and sage habit of thought can readily devise the means, and point out to the States and General Government acting in concert & mutual compromise for their Common welfare, the mode of dislodging the tremendous incubus, which now sits on their bosom. I mean Negro Slavery! Recent events confirm the long established axiom, “That Men submit no longer to slavery & degredation [sic] than circumstances compel them—” & that hope and desperation will prompt to the most sanguinary and woeful attempts at revenge or vindication enough.


  What I propose for your consideration is this. Let the U. S. territory West of the Rocky Mountains be appropriated by Mutual Consent of the States for the colonization of the Sable population of U.S. Let the period for the commencement of gradual emancipation & its equitable details, be fixed by the States and Congress &c. at 1832–33, –34, or such time as their collective wisdom may deem meet. Let the child Unborn be the subject of emancipation and emigration, after a proper servitude to redeem its raising &c. in such proportions as may be agreed on by the proper authorities. Say every 3d. or 5th. Slave &c per annum.


  The African Colonization Society, may, in the mean time, pursue their noble object in view. This drain over the Rocky Mountains will be tenfold, and efficient to keep down the procreation in the States, and its inevitable consequence, if such a plan be not adopted. Enough for you My dear & revered Sir. I have gone over un demi Mot. Permit me merely to suggest one idea more. You I fear will call it selfish—But what are we all but selfish beings! He who leads the <van> in this affair will be immortalized! Yes Sir, immortalized.


  Your name is already high on the Roll of fame; but this Scheme recommended by you, in the clear and irrefutable Style of your Pen, will place your name on the Apex of that Pyramid of American glory & humanity produced to last forever.


  God grant & that you may comprehend my “demi mot,” & that your health & inclination may prompt you to fill one sheet for the consideration of those whom it so deeply concerns.


  P. S. NEY.
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