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  PREFACE


  THE YEAR 1759 should really be as well known in British history as 1066, for this was when the British finally achieved the global supremacy they would maintain for at least another hundred years. Most of the other, better-known school history dates pale into insignificance. The Magna Carta of 1215 changed nothing; Philip II of Spain launched other armadas after 1588; and 1688 ushered in what was a very precarious ‘revolution’ for the first fifty years. The famous victories of Trafalgar in 1805 and Waterloo in 1815 are justly celebrated as outstanding feats of arms, but they changed little. Napoleon had already abandoned his invasion attempts by the time Trafalgar was fought and, even if Napoleon had won at Waterloo, he could not have prevailed ultimately against a coalition of Britain, Russia, Austria and Prussia. If we can trace the beginning of the British Empire to a single year, it must surely be 1759. The defeat of the French that year paved the way for the Raj in India and made the emergence of the United States possible.


  The entire history of the world would have been different but for the events of 1759. If the French had prevailed in North America, there would have been no United States (at least in the form we know it), for it is inconceivable that France would ever have ceded any of its North American possessions and, without the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, even if we assume the thirteen British colonies had revolted successfully against their French overlords  a questionable assumption  they would have been hemmed in on the Atlantic seaboard, unable to expand westwards to the Pacific. If France had won in India, the global hegemony of the English language could never have happened. Some say that the worldwide struggle for supremacy had to complete another chapter, in the Napoleonic era, before it could be assured. But Napoleon never looked remotely like solving the problems of seapower that prevented him from invading the British Isles. He had no Jacobite fifth column to help him and, even if we posit the near-impossible  a successful invasion of England  the already independent United States would eventually have risen to world supremacy. To some extent this is a simple matter of chronology. Napoleon’s best chance for planting the French tricolour on the Tower of London came in 1805, but he had already sold the Louisiana Purchase (the vast territories on either side of the Mississippi River in what is now the south-central United States) to Thomas Jefferson.


  This book concentrates on the deadly duel between Britain and France in the climactic year of 1759. Contemporaries were aware of the massive import of the struggle and frequently used analogies from the classical world to explain it. On one model, the struggle was freedom and civilisation (Britain) versus despotism and barbarism (France), with the British as the Greeks and the French as the Persians. Others preferred the analogy of seaborne Athens (Britain) against land-based Sparta (France). All such comparisons are useful provided they are not pushed too far in a deterministic, cyclical or ahistorical way, and I must plead guilty to ‘analogy fever’ myself, for in many ways the Seven Years War was, like the Second World War, a two-front conflict. Just as the European and Pacific wars in 194145 occupied separate spheres in every sense and rarely inter-penetrated, so the two different conflicts of 175663 were almost distinct wars. Frederick Great’s land-based, European campaigns against France, Russia and Austria were wholly different in aims and conception from the global conflict of France and Britain which formed the deep structure of the war. Accordingly, in this volume the ‘other’ war (Prussia against France, Russia and Austria) is mentioned only when it impinges on our primary concern or is directly relevant. This book does not purport to be a complete history of the complex and crowded year of 1759, and some of the neglected themes are sketched in the Introduction. But I have tried to avoid the one-dimensionality of a purely military history by indicating some of the main cultural currents swirling around in this year of victory, and by underlining literature’s highest peaks in ‘prologues’ at the start of each chapter. Above all, I wish to concentrate the reader’s mind on what might have been. Counterfactual history is never popular with straitlaced students of socio-economic structures or devotees of la longue durée, but to my mind it is the essence of history. 1940, which likewise could so easily have turned out differently, may have been Britain’s finest hour when backs were to the wall, but 1759 was the finest hour of the infant imperial nation.


  Yet I must confess that, after years of study, I now find the year 1759 fascinating in its own right, almost as a thing-in-itself. An interesting social history of the Anglo-American world could easily be compiled from some obvious leads. In 1759 England was still a rigidly stratified society, with the oligarchy enjoying the best of everything in terms of conspicuous consumption while the masses suffered wartime dearth, warding off the misery with a per capita consumption of spirits 25 per cent higher than at the beginning of the century. Rapid population growth and a succession of poor harvests had driven wages down and prices  especially of food  up. With real wages depressed and with the high price of staples such as bread, the decline of gin and other spirituous liquors was starting to occur spontaneously as disposable income expended on alcohol was cut. On the other hand, one could cite at least one pointer in the opposite direction. In December 1759 the thirty-four-year-old Arthur Guinness acquired a brewery in St James’s Street, Dublin (one of seventy in the fair city), and began manufacturing porter, which in the nineteenth century would be known as ‘stout’. Nonetheless, optimistic reformers like Jonas Hanway concluded that, thanks ‘to the hand of Providence interposed by the instrumentality of His Majesty’s Ministers...the people themselves seem at length to have discovered that health and pleasure, food and raiment, are better than sickness and pain, want and wretchedness’. Other Panglossians pointed to the plummeting crime rates, always a concomitant of warfare in eighteenth-century England. Yet this was only a relative development. Opposition to forced enlistment and press gangs was acute and violent, and juries tended to be sympathetic to ‘lawbreakers’ in this context where the law itself seemed despotic. Local communities often turned out in force to give severe beatings to press gangs and there was loss of life on both sides in such encounters. A typical case from the north of England in March 1759 saw a barber named William Moffat first involved in such an affray, then arrested, then escaped, finally to be captured at Whitehaven and lodged in Carlisle jail before at last being acquitted at Durham Assizes.


  But perhaps the most significant long-term development in Britain in 1759 was the emergence of a ‘middling sort’ of industrial inventors and entrepreneurs  that cluster of talented individuals sometimes referred to as the Lunar Men. Josiah Wedgwood was moving to the Ivy House and the English engineer Matthew Boulton was buying his land in Soho; meanwhile in Scotland James Watt opened a shop in Glasgow’s Saltmarket. A notable ally of the Lunar Men, Francis, Duke of Bridgewater, got the first Canal Act through Parliament, allowing inland waterways to be built and thus, in the long term, leading to a nationwide network of canals. 1759 was indeed a year of building mania. The Yorkshireman John Smeaton built the Eddystone Lighthouse on a treacherous group of rocks fourteen miles out to sea from Plymouth. This was the fourth of five Eddystone lighthouses, of which the first had been constructed in 1703 and the last would be erected in 1882. Smeaton’s lighthouse, designed in the shape of an English oak tree but made of stone, was lit by twenty-four candles and opened to great acclaim on 16 October 1759. Another British architectural triumph this year was John Barnard’s Kew Bridge, which opened on 4 June 1759 after twelve months in the making. The British example was followed by that of their cousins in North America. For most of the eighteenth century the only land passage from the mainland to Manhattan Island had been via the King’s Bridge, but in January 1759 the Free Bridge across the Harlem river, built by Benjamin Palmer and Partners, was completed, and to celebrate, thousands of New Yorkers from both mainland and city attended a party on the green near the bridge on New Year’s Day 1759 and dined on roast oxen.


  1759 was also a good year for literature and the arts. Apart from the literary classics of the year, which we shall consider in some detail later, there was Sarah Fielding’s proto-feminist The Countess of Dellwynn, Charles Macklin’s Love à la Mode, Alexander Gerard’s ‘An Essay on Taste’ and Richard Hurd’s Moral and Political Dialogues. James Paine and Robert Adam designed Kedleston Hall. On 15 January the British Museum opened to the public, exhibiting a variety of bizarre artefacts and fossils, including a tree trunk gnawed by a beaver and a mummified thumb found beneath St James’s coffee house. Most scholarly interest centred on the soon-to-be-famous Reading Room, which issued six-monthly renewable tickets to readers; the librarians kept a record of who used the room and which books were consulted. One of the hot debating issues of the day was freemasonry: what exactly was it, was it anti-religion and could it be considered a secret society or a Jacobite fifth column? Particularly popular in Scotland, the lodges drew the wrath of the papacy, with the new Pope Clement XIII condemning both freemasonry and its links with the anti-clerical philosophes or freethinkers of France, citing Helvétius particularly in this regard. Clement was a busy and energetic pontiff, who found the time to promulgate an encyclical letter on 20 December 1759, stressing the spiritual advantages of fasting. Clement’s ‘interventionism’ had already drawn the fire of Frederick of Prussia, who forged a papal brief, dated 30 January 1759, in which he congratulated the Austrian Marshal Daun for the victory at Hochkirch.


  The future great and good, and the notorious and controversial, enjoyed mixed fortunes in 1759. George Washington married Martha Dandridge Curtis, a wealthy, twenty-seven-year-old widow and mother of two, and proceeded to lose much of her fortune in unwise speculation in tobacco plantations. Tom Paine, later the famous radical critic, settled in Sandwich, Kent as a master stay-maker; in September he married Maria Lambert, but she died within a year. The composer Thomas Arne received an honorary doctorate in music from Oxford University. Benjamin Franklin received the honorary degree of LLD at St Andrew’s University and visited Edinburgh, where he met the doyens of the Scottish Enlightenment including David Hume, Adam Smith, William Robertson and Adam Ferguson. Another Scottish encounter would lead to more explosive results. In October 1759 the poet James Macpherson met John Home (one of Edinburgh’s best-known literary figures) on the bowling green at Moffat in Dumbartonshire, just before the publication of his sensational Fragments of Ancient Poetry, which appeared in early 1760. Originally touted as translations of authentic Gaelic poems, the Ossian cycle actually comprises Macpherson’s own inventions, albeit brilliant ones. Dr Samuel Johnson, who was Macpherson’s most persistent critic, saw the poems as the concoction of a charlatan (on being asked if any man in the modern age could have written such poems, he replied: ‘Yes, sir, many men, many women and many children’) but failed to see that this does not necessarily mean they were ‘fake’, ‘fraudulent’ or ‘forgeries’; the modern consensus is that Johnson missed the point of Macpherson’s achievement.


  Then there was the usual plethora of significant deaths and births. Among the many departing (apart from those who fell in battle) were the composer Handel and the philosophe Maupertuis. Among the births were those of the poet Robert Burns, the writer Mary Wollstonecraft, William Pitt the Younger, the French revolutionary Georges Jacques Danton, Napoleon’s future police chief Joseph Fouché, the poet Johann von Schiller and the philanthropist William Wilberforce. Sadly, we must leave all these and other delightful byways to concentrate on our main theme: how Britain came to dominate the world.


  INTRODUCTION


  THE TREATY OF Aix-la-Chapelle, which ended eight years of fighting in the War of Austrian Succession (174048), was deeply unpopular on all sides (‘as stupid as the peace’ became a French proverb) and everyone was aware that it provided a mere breathing space until the great powers clashed again. The conflict was renewed earlier than expected. There were two distinct triggers for the Seven Years War of 175663. One was in North America, where the very remoteness of the European conflict has led some historians to regard the American warfare as a thing apart, designated as ‘The French and Indian War’. The other was in Eastern Europe, where Prussian and Austrian interests collided. French expansion into the Ohio country in the early 1750s led the British government to respond with a major expedition sent from London under General Edward Braddock. When the French saw the scale of the Braddock mission, they sent six of their best battalions to Canada. The British Cabinet met in emergency session on 22 January 1755 and took the momentous decision to intercept the French convoy. Admiral Edward Boscawen cruised off Newfoundland, engaged three French ships on 10 June and captured two of them, although he failed to intercept the main convoy and clearly revealed Britain as the aggressor nation. France at once broke off diplomatic relations with Britain though it did not proceed to an outright declaration of war, constrained in part by Spain’s unwillingness to help; Spain was at the time under an Anglophile king and an Anglophile Prime Minister. Yet throughout 1755 a bitter undeclared war raged in North America.


  Historians normally date the formal outbreak of the Seven Years War to the late summer of 1756. In Europe Britain’s position was immensely complicated, not to say compromised, by the Hanoverian dynasty itself, which made the Electorate of Hanover the Achilles heel on the continent. When France threatened retaliation for the piracy on the high seas with an invasion of Hanover, Britain asked for help from Holland, under the terms of the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle. But Holland, playing Spain to England’s France, categorically refused. The British turned for help to one of the hostile powers in the War of Austrian Succession. By the Convention of 16 January 1756 Britain and Prussia both agreed to guarantee each other’s dominions and to resist jointly the entry of foreign armies into Germany. Russia, disgusted by British duplicity (since it already had a similar anti-Prussian agreement with Britain), thereupon entered into an alliance with Austria. The Austrian queen Maria Theresa then played her masterstroke. Aware that there was an ancient hostility at Versailles to Austria (the great battles of the last war  Fontenoy, Roucoux, Lawfeldt  had all been fought on the soil of the Austrian Netherlands), the Queen ingeniously decided to make overtures to Madame de Pompadour, Louis XV’s mistress and confidante. Flattered by this royal deference, La Pompadour was instrumental in persuading the French king to undertake the famous ‘reversal of alliances’. The Treaty of Versailles on 1 May 1756, which stunned Europe, stipulated that Austria would be neutral in the French war with Britain and that France would not threaten the Austrian Netherlands or sign any treaty with Russia; if attacked, however, both nations were pledged to come to the aid of the other.


  Louis XV was playing a dangerous game. By the joint strategy of an invasion threat against England and an attack on Minorca in 1756 he hoped to avoid the entanglements of continental warfare, concentrating instead on the global struggle against Britain. But Austria had its own agenda, on which the principal item was the reconquest of Silesia. Realising that the Austrian army would not be ready to carry out this project until spring 1757, Frederick II, King of Prussia, got his retaliation in first and on 28 August 1756 sent his troops across the border into Saxony; by 16 October he had forced the Saxons to surrender. Austria immediately asked France to honour its obligations by sending 24,000 troops. The war was now declared and general, and Louis XV had failed signally to avoid the morass of continental warfare.


  Britain and France were almost constantly at war during the ‘long eighteenth century’ from 1688 to 1815  a war waged to determine who would be master of the world. The so-called War of the League of Augsburg ran for eight years until 1697; after a short breather, the two nations clashed again in the War of Spanish Succession (170213). A longish but tense interlude ended with the outbreak of the War of Austrian Succession in 1740. Seven years after the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, the Seven Years War broke out. France tried, and partly succeeded, in recouping some of the catastrophic losses sustained in the Treaty of Paris in 1763 by a five-year war from 1778 to 1783, which ensured that the United States emerged as an independent nation but thereby bankrupted France and precipitated the French Revolution. Finally, there were twenty-one years of revolutionary and Napoleonic warfare directed against Britain (with a meaningless ‘half-time’ interval in 180203), ending only with Waterloo in 1815. In 127 years, France and Britain were at war for sixty of them. It is customary to refer to the period 16881815 as the ‘Second Hundred Years War’, but the analogy is inexact in a number of ways, for in 13371453 the two combatants were backward, feudal nations, not even at the military cutting edge; in that era the Mongol Empire, especially as revived by Tamerlane, was the dominant warrior state.


  By 1755, however, Britain and France truly were in competition for worldwide hegemony. Both China and Japan had retreated into fearful, self-imposed isolation, sealed off from the outside world. The other main difference from the Hundred Years War of the Middle Ages was that the two combatants were no longer symmetrical powers. Britain was a remarkably focused and homogeneous society; France a disparate and heterogeneous one. When Charles II was restored to the English throne in 1660, England was still a predominantly agricultural country, where five-sixths of the population derived its living from the soil. One single statistic brings this home: after London, the capital, with half a million inhabitants, there was only one significant city: Bristol, with a population of about 30,000. But by the end of the century the new institutions of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688  the Bank of England, the East India Company, the National Debt  were rapidly transforming the situation and Britain was becoming a commercial nation, relying on overseas trade. Money rather than land became the index of wealth and power, commercial capitalism rather than agriculture became the hallmark of society, the class of yeomanry or free peasants disappeared, swallowed up in the burgeoning towns, and the beginnings of industrialism were discernible. The logic of trade and commerce led the British to seek out new lands to conquer, new overseas outlets for surplus capital and exports. The commercial revolution increasingly turned the British into a nation of warriors. Since Britain was an island, never successfully invaded since 1066, it relied heavily on its navy both to defend the shores and to protect its commercial vessels across the seven seas. In short, Britain was an irreducibly maritime nation, relying on seapower.


  France, by contrast, was constrained by geography. Although it had two distinct coastlines (one on the Atlantic, the other on the Mediterranean) and thus had some potential to develop as a seaborne nation, sheer physical facts forced it to be mainly a land-based power. For centuries overland arteries had led south-west to Spain, south-east to Italy and, above all, due east to Germany and Eastern Europe. This was an historical destiny that France could not evade. France was therefore forced to divide its resources between the navy and the army, and its peculiar geographical layout prevented the increasingly monolithic economic specialisation of England. France had its great commercial ports in Marseilles, Nantes and Bordeaux, with Marseilles specialising in goods of the Near East and Nantes and Bordeaux concentrating on colonial produce. There was a silk industry in Lyons and other types of factory in Rouen, Amiens and Orléans. Yet in the main France remained a predominantly agricultural country. History, geography and culture all prevented France from the ruthless concentration on global commerce that characterised eighteenth-century Britain, and the need to defend her frontiers against a number of potential foes meant that there had to be overwhelming emphasis on the army and corresponding neglect of the navy.


  It is difficult to underrate seapower and the advantage it gave Britain in the global struggle in the eighteenth century, but one clue is the way in which it enabled London to nullify the advantages France seemed to have on paper. There were at most seven million people in Britain in 1759, as against more than twenty-five million in France (140 million in Europe as a whole and 800 million in the entire world). In normal circumstances, this kind of disparity in numbers between combatants is crucial and is often cited as the core reason for the victory of the North over the South in the American Civil War. France, then, appeared to hold the best cards in the global struggle, but it was seapower that opened the door to a world of massively increasing wealth; it is well known that in political struggles money can outpoint sheer numbers. A single statistic cited by the great French naval historian, Pierre Chaunu, is eloquent. Between 1750 and 1780 the number of vessels on the world’s oceans increased tenfold.


  In 1759 the exploration of the Pacific lay just a decade away, and there, under the aegis of the great navigators  Cook, Vancouver, Bougainville, La Pérouse  the two great nations would continue their rivalry. The Seven Years War was both prelude and precondition of Pacific exploration and the year 1759 was again salient, for it was then that John Harrison, the man who solved the problem of longitude, produced the fourth version of his chronometer, known as H4. It was H4 that Captain Cook would take with him on his epic voyages of discovery. This was also the year when the Russians, building on the pioneering work of Bering and Chirikov, began exploring the Aleutian Islands and launching out onto the broad northern Pacific in pursuit of seals. The geopolitics of the Pacific, however, still lay some twenty years in the future and in 1759 the global conflict between Britain and France was fought in three main arenas: North America, Latin America and India. It is part of the fascination of the year 1759 that in each case one can discern another crucial element in our story: the presence of a third military force, affecting both the strategies to be employed and the eventual outcome. In Latin America it was the declining imperial power of Spain that complicated the situation; in North America it was the Indian or Native American tribes,fn1 and in India it was the disintegration of the Mughal Empire.


  The power vacuum in Asia, with the disappearance into self-sealed autarky of both China and Japan, became more pronounced in the eighteenth century when the Mughal Empire collapsed. Aurangzeb, the last emperor, who died in 1707, was an ascetic, industrious and courageous Sunni Muslim who spent the last twenty-five years of his reign trying to deal with the troubled Deccan. He sacked Hyderabad in a campaign that carried Delhi’s sway to its farthest point south, but his successors proved utterly unable to hold the unwieldy imperial structure together. At his death Aurangzeb left no fewer than seventeen legitimate claimants to his throne  sons, grandsons, great-grandsons  and the result was a predictable chaos. For a time the Sayyid brothers, Husain Ali, Governor of Patna, and Abdullah, Governor of Allahabad, were the kingmakers, but one of their protégés, Muhammad Shah (who ruled from 1719 to 1748) turned the tables on the brothers, encouraging a revolt in the Deccan and engineering their downfall. By this time Aurangzeb’s mighty empire was disintegrating rapidly. Hyderabad broke away and became an independent kingdom in 1724, and Oudh and Bengal soon followed suit, with Oudh slipping into the Afghan sphere of influence.


  The collapse of the Mughal Empire in many ways echoed the decline of Rome 1,300 years earlier. The army declined in quality, there was factionalism among degenerate nobles, the empire was too big to be governed by ancient methods and required modern technology, and all the time it was assailed by external enemies, with Persians, Afghans and Marathas playing the role of the ‘barbarians’. It scarcely helped that the Mughals were a foreign, Muslim dynasty with no popular support in India. The 1750s witnessed a new kingmaker in the shape of Ghazi-ud-din, who deposed the ruler Ahmed Shah (ruled 174854) and then murdered his successor Alamgir II. The assassination of Alamgir in November 1759 really marks the end of the Mughal story. The dominant powers in the north thereafter were the Afghans and the Marathas. The Afghans took Delhi in December 1759, bringing them into direct conflict with the Marathas; two years later the Afghans defeated them in the great victory at Panipat. But the result of all this was to leave south India wide open to European penetration. The Nawabs of Arcot and Hyderabad were blatantly used as pawns by the British and French and, when Hyderabad decisively switched to the British side, France countered by putting its money on Haidar Ali of Mysore, who checked the invading Marathas in 1758. It was Haidar’s son Tipu Sultan who was later to be the great power in the south and a perennial thorn in the British side. But in the late 1750s there was a clear power vacuum which the Europeans filled greedily, the French based at Pondicherry, the British at Madras.


  For a while the European encroachment on Asia halted at India, for the advance guards elsewhere met with unexpected checks. The French, it is true, set up a puppet named Dhon Bandara as Sultan of the Maldives in December 1759, leaving the ‘ruler’ hamstrung with a treaty of alliance with France and a French bodyguard. But an attempt by the British to establish a sphere of influence in Burma ended badly. In 1753 the East India Company had built a fort on the island of Negrais off the coast of Burma, and there were hopes that this could develop into a second Madras. But in 1755 the founder of the last Burmese dynasty, Alompra Aloung P’Houra came to prominence, founding Rangoon and conquering Pegu. A year later the Peguans revolted, Alompra suspected the British of having fomented the revolt and decided that the foreigners were just too dangerous on his flank. On 6 October 1759 he launched a surprise attack on the settlement at Negrais, attacking just when the British officers at the Fort House were assembling for dinner in the upper storey of the building. The Burmese killed four men and took the others prisoner to Rangoon, forcing the East India Company to abandon its foothold in Burma. But both France and Britain continued to be jumpy about their rival’s ambitions in Asia to the point where, when Captain Cook departed for Australasia and the Pacific in 1769, the French Foreign Ministry at first thought his fleet was part of a British project to conquer Japan.


  It had long been an ambition of both the British and French to break the Spanish and Portuguese monopoly of trade in Latin America. Officially all commerce with Latin America was conducted either by the Manila galleon in the Pacific or by the Cadiz fleet in the Atlantic. The annual Manila galleon sailed south from Acapulco to Callao, the port of Lima, to pick up the prevailing winds, then crossed the Pacific to the Philippines before returning by a very northerly route across the north Pacific and then dropping down along the coast of California to the starting point at Acapulco. The Cadiz fleet sailed twice yearly (in January and October), went first to the French West Indies and then split into two: one convoy proceeded to Vera Cruz and the eastern ports of Mexico and the other to Porto Bello. Discharging cargoes of arms and ammunition, manufactured items and food, they took on gold, silver, precious stones, spices and quinine; the two convoys then united at Havana for the homeward voyage. It was a permanent grievance with France that its great commercial rival had been granted the asiento provision by the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht that ended the War of Spanish Succession. According to that treaty, Britain alone could supply Latin America with the black slaves needed to work the colonial plantations and she could also send two ships annually with merchandise to Vera Cruz and Porto Bello, free of all taxes. France constantly complained that although the tonnage of these ships was supposed to be limited to 500 tons, the British habitually used 1,000-ton vessels and there were numerous frauds and scams practised in addition. The French were really protesting too much, for the reality was that four-fifths of the supposed Spanish monopoly consisted of French goods. Despite their official doctrines, the Spanish could not supply their colonies with what they needed and thus the Cadiz fleet was bulging with silks, hats, stockings, sheets and even ironmongery of French origin.


  By 1759 there was a further muddling of Anglo-French rivalry by the Spanish ‘third force’. The campaign against the Jesuits by the Paris parlement, the Jansenists and powerful influences like Madame de Pompadour and the Duc de Choiseul had spilled over into Spain and Portugal, where the Marquis de Pombal proved to be an even more fanatical harrier of the Society of Jesus than his French and Spanish equivalents (Choiseul and Aranda). The Jesuits had established in Paraguay a society which its supporters claimed was Plato’s Republic come to life and its enemies considered a mere cloak for Jesuit political intrigue and economic exploitation. The essence of the Jesuit ‘reductions’ (colonies) in Paraguay was that production was for use rather than profit and there was no extraction of surplus value. The Jesuit overlordship of the Guaraní Indians was certainly paternalistic but it did prevent their exploitation by Spanish capitalists. The removal of the Indians from an exploitable labour force, plus the sheer horror of such an anti-capitalist example and wild rumours about gold and other treasures salted away in the jungle by the fathers, won the Jesuits a host of enemies. By far the worst of them was Sebastião José de Carvalho e Mello, Marquis of Pombal, who had been appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1750 and by 1759 was Charles III of Spain’s first minister.


  Pombal hated the Jesuits, as they opposed his South American projects. Moreover, like Henry VIII vis-à-vis the monasteries, Pombal calculated that if he could suppress the Society of Jesus in Portuguese domains, a huge economic windfall would accrue. But until 1750 the reductions of Paraguay, in Spanish territory, were beyond his reach. Then, in that year the secret Treaty of Limits between Spain and Portugal transferred to Portugal about two-thirds of the present-day Brazilian province of Rio Grande do Sul, including the seven Jesuit reductions on the left bank of the River Uruguay. To their horror and consternation the missionaries and their Guaraní charges were told they would have to leave their ancestral homes and settle on the opposite bank of the Uruguay. The Jesuits themselves, and even the Spanish Viceroy of La Plata, protested to Madrid and Lisbon about this new arrangement, but Pombal was adamant. The Indians were in despair and finally, in 1758, despite the pleas of their Jesuit mentors, they rose in rebellion and were heavily defeated. While the survivors dispersed to fight guerrilla warfare, Pombal saw his chance, for at this very moment fate dealt him the most favourable possible hand.


  On 3 September 1758 there was an attempt on the life of the Portuguese king Joseph I, a weak and feckless character who had agreed to the Treaty of Limits without understanding any of its implications. Pombal used this as an excuse to execute leading members of the powerful Tavora family in an act of private revenge. It was an easy task for Pombal to link the assassination bid and the Tavoras with the Indian revolt in the so-called War of the Seven Reductions and convince the feeble-minded monarch that he was the victim of a Jesuit plot. Moreover, Pombal claimed (it is uncertain whether he really believed this himself) that the British planned to seize Rio de Janeiro and were in league with the Jesuits to this effect  which was why he (Pombal) had closed all Brazilian ports to foreign shipping in 1755. In this way Pombal achieved the suppression of the Jesuits throughout Portugal and Brazil; the decree to that effect was promulgated in September 1759. Spain took longer to persuade but finally, in 1767, the Jesuits were expelled from Spanish America too. The luckless pope Clement XIII spent most of his pontificate vainly pleading for leniency for the Society of Jesus against its enemies in France, Spain and Portugal before finally accepting the political reality of superior power ruthlessly deployed. It took Frederick of Prussia and Catherine the Great of Russia to save the Jesuits from extinction. From the Anglo-French point of view probably the British were the greater losers from these events. Despite the supposedly historic ties of friendship between Lisbon and London, Pombal identified the British as the major threat to his ambitions in Latin America.


  Spanish indecision about the Jesuits reflected uncertainty, dithering and sometimes chaos at the court of Madrid. It would be 1762 before Spain finally entered the war against Britain, thus ensuring that the geographical scope of campaigning widened still further, with notable British sieges of Havana and Manila in the Philippines. Ricardo Wall, the Spanish Foreign Minister, was pro-England yet widely considered to be a crypto-Jacobite. The Spanish king Ferdinand VI was an extreme neurotic and borderline psychotic, obsessed with the fear that at any moment he would die a sudden and violent death. His corpulent wife Barbara was equally neurotic, equally afraid of sudden death, and monarch and consort simply wound each other up. When Barbara died in 1758, Ferdinand’s fragile mental equilibrium collapsed; he pined away and never recovered.


  One of the new king’s first actions was to sever the connection between the Spanish and Sicilian thrones, which had complicated Spanish affairs just as much as the Hanoverian connection complicated those of Britain. Formerly Carlos VII of the Two Sicilies, the new king Charles III of Spain abdicated the throne of Sicily in the Pragmatic Sanction of 6 October 1759. The Treaty of Naples embodying the Pragmatic Sanction forbade the union of the Spanish Crown with the Italian dominions, abdicated the Two Sicilies to Charles’s third son and his descendants in perpetuity, and set out new procedures for the succession. If the King of Spain inherited the crown of the Two Sicilies, he must then abdicate it to the next male heir in succession provided he was not the Prince of the Asturias. This at least cleared the way for a coherent Spanish foreign policy. Hitherto decisions about Spanish interests in the Americas had to be weighed against Sicilian interests in the Mediterranean, and this was one of the reasons why Spain did not ally itself to France until the eleventh hour of the Seven Years War.


  But it was in North America that Franco-British rivalry was at its most intense. The effective French presence in Canada dated from the early seventeenth century, and France prided itself on a colony that was a perfect microcosm of France, with a similar class structure, its peasantry recruited mainly from Normandy, Picardy, Poitou and all western provinces except Gascony and Brittany. The early Canadian aristocrats tended to be those looking for peace and tranquillity away from the religious turmoil of the Thirty Years War, and it was notable that Canada became a fervently Catholic enclave. Contrary to the ill-informed propaganda of Voltaire and his fellow philosophes, France never used North America as a dumping ground for the criminal classes, the unemployable and the wretched of the earth, as England did. Partly because Canada was barred both to freebooters and the canaille, the colony’s population increased at a painfully slow rate. Lucky to survive the first Iroquois war of 164767, the colony of New France contained only 4,000 people in 1667. It was Louis XIV’s financial genius, Colbert, who saved it by sending out fresh emigrants and a regiment of troops. Even so, the population of Canada was just 19,000 in 1714. The Treaty of Utrecht, which ceded Hudson’s Bay, Newfoundland and Acadia to Britain, alerted the French to the danger that they might be swamped by the more numerous British colonists. Determined efforts to increase Canada’s population during the premiership of Cardinal Fleury brought the population up to 34,000 in 1730 and 40,000 in 1740. By the outbreak of the Seven Years War in 1756 this had more than doubled to over 70,000.


  By contrast, the much more heterogeneous population of the thirteen British colonies along the Atlantic seaboard (where oligarchs and adventurers mingled with deportees, vagabonds, beggars and indentured labourers who were slaves in all but name) amounted to one million inhabitants by 1740. On paper the British colonists should have overwhelmed their French counterparts, but France dealt with the threat from the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ by penning them behind the Allegheny Mountains and expanding southwards and westwards. La Salle’s great exploring expeditions of the 1670s and 1680s brought the Mississippi, the Missouri, the Ohio and the Gulf of Mexico into the French orbit. Not content to bask in their fortresses on the St Lawrence river, the French expanded across the North American continent. Even as they became masters of the fur (and especially beaver) trade, the French trappers and coureurs de bois penetrated inland as far as the prairies and the Rocky Mountains. The so-called pays d’en haut  Ohio and all areas west of the St Lawrence river  became an essential element in French power, allowing them to dominate the commerce of the interior and make treaties with the powerful tribes who lived around the Great Lakes. In the long term Franco-British rivalry in North America hinged on who would control the interior and who would be first to reach the Pacific by the overland route. This geopolitical imperative was constantly in the minds of the British adventurers and entrepreneurs who tried to manipulate the Indian tribes of the interior into abandoning their traditional friendship with France.


  Yet even as the military balance seemed to be tipping decisively in Britain’s favour by 1759, the Anglophone colonies had to confront a serious tribal war that had nothing to do with the collision between Britain and France; had the war broken out a year earlier it might have had a decisive effect on the outcome of the entire conflict. Suddenly in 1759 the most peaceable sector of the frontier, in the far south (South Carolina) burst into flames. For at least thirty years the powerful and populous Cherokee tribe had traded amicably with the colonists of South Carolina. Ensconced in three villages near the modern TennesseeSouth Carolina border, they had traded deer skins and slaves with the colonists and even operated as a police force on their behalf, handing back runaway slaves in return for cash rewards. In 1758 they had volunteered 700 of their warriors to fight for the British. This turned out to be the trigger that detonated the rebellion the following year. Brigadier-General John Forbes treated his new allies with contempt, had no regard for their idiosyncratic folk ways and insisted they abide by the military discipline of the British regular army. Frustrated and disappointed not to receive the cornucopia of plunder and prisoners they had reckoned on, almost all the Cherokees left Forbes and headed south with the muskets and ammunition he had provided. On their way through the Virginia and North Carolina back country, they stole a few horses and butchered a handful of cattle. The reaction of the local militias was savagely punitive; there was cold-blooded murder and even massacre of the Cherokees. To add insult to injury, when the Cherokee warriors eventually staggered in to their homelands, they found that South Carolina colonists had taken advantage of their absence to poach game on the ancestral hunting lands of the tribe. Cherokee elders spent the spring of 1759 debating their options: either a sudden war of revenge or an embassy to Governor William Henry Lyttelton of South Carolina to seek substantial reparations.
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  The Indian tribes of eastern North America, 1759


  


  The Cherokee chief Attakullakulla (Little Carpenter) was the leading advocate of a peaceful resolution of the tribe’s grievances. In the spring of 1759 he spent many months negotiating with Lyttelton. But the Governor was duplicitous and stalled him, refusing to grant the gifts and peace offerings that Little Carpenter demanded. Scholarly opinion is still divided on whether Lyttelton was being stupid or wicked: either he underrated the seriousness of Little Carpenter’s request and failed to realise that he was the one important ‘dove’ in a by now largely hawkish nation; or, more likely, he lusted after military glory and was looking for an excuse to wage war on the Cherokees. The tribal leaders played into his hands by losing patience with Little Carpenter’s mission and launching a punitive raid on the frontier, which killed thirty settlers. Lyttleton escalated the conflict by telling the Cherokees that until the ‘murderers’ were surrendered to him, all the customary supplies of gunpowder and bullets would be embargoed. Since the Cherokees needed this ammunition for their autumn and winter hunts, they sent a second embassy to Charleston to treat with Lyttelton. The Governor then made war inevitable by taking them prisoner (October 1759) and announcing that no one would be released until the killers of the thirty settlers were surrendered. In a show of force he transferred his prisoners to the frontier fort of Fort Prince George, together with 1,300 troops and three tons of gunpowder which, he announced, he would hand over with the captive chiefs once the guilty warriors were given up.


  Lyttelton’s demands were unrealistic. Either he knew that and was being evilly disingenuous, or he did not, in which case he was criminally stupid. His actions played straight into the hands of the hardliners among the Cherokees, but even if they had not, doves like Little Carpenter would not have been able to deliver on any promise made. Not only had the ‘guilty men’ dispersed into the forests where they could not be tracked down but, according to the Cherokee code, they had done no more than avenge their kinsmen massacred the autumn before and were thus acting honourably according to their own lights. Lyttelton then compounded his idiocy by leaving a small garrison behind with the Cherokee hostages and marching back to Charleston with the bulk of his forces  to avoid an outbreak of smallpox, he claimed. The inevitable upshot was that the Cherokees surrounded Fort Prince George and cut it off from the rest of South Carolina. The garrison troops responded by massacring their hostages. A general Cherokee uprising in early 1760 rolled back most of the frontier in South Carolina and by March the warriors were only seventy-five miles from Charleston. Lyttelton, promoted Governor of Jamaica for his ‘sterling’ service, dumped the entire problem into the lap of the British Commander-in-Chief, North America, Jeffrey Amherst. The bloody Cherokee rising lasted another two years; the British used scorched-earth tactics against them and finally, when the Cherokees ran out of ammunition, severely defeated them, in the process taking the previously thriving Cherokee economy back into the Stone Age. It was the luckless Little Carpenter who had to negotiate humiliating peace terms in 1761.


  The southern frontier, detached as it was from the great Franco-British conflict in the north, proved particularly tempestuous in 1759. James Hamilton arrived in Philadelphia on 17 November 1759 as the new Lieutenant-Governor of Pennsylvania and Delaware. He had served in this capacity before and was reluctant to return but did so when it was agreed that he could have new taxation powers. On his arrival he ran straight into a frontier crisis. Shawnee Indians on the Pennsylvania/Virginia border attacked settlers in October 1759 and wiped out entire families. The militia overtook the marauders in Highland County and fought a few inconclusive skirmishes before the Shawnees broke off and withdrew. The dogged militia caught up with the raiders again near the present border with West Virginia and this time managed to kill some twenty warriors. But for a time the worry was that the Shawnees and Cherokees might make common cause and set the entire south alight, thus possibly enabling the French to avoid what otherwise looked like certain defeat in North America. That danger was averted, and ironically Hamilton went on to become a major factor in the downfall and death of the Delaware chief Teedyuscung, a major player in the ‘French and Indian war’ in the north. This was yet another of the salient intersections in the complex mosaic of Native American tribal politics.


  Turbulent events in India, South America and North America  quite distinct from the bloody Anglo-French worldwide conflict itself  illustrate the general thesis that 1759 was an exceptionally violent year. Even the Spanish in North America were beset by problems with the contumacious tribes of modern Texas and New Mexico. Having narrowly averted an uprising of Orcoquiza Indians in March 1759 by the desperate expedient of executing the Spanish soldier who had killed a tribesman, the Spanish authorities of New Spain (Mexico) found themselves having to wage war on the tribes of the plains anyway. The trouble had really begun in 1748 when the Comanches attacked the Apache missions at San Saba (under Spanish protection), carrying off all surviving able-bodied men, women and children as slaves. The Spanish Governor of Mexico ordered Diego Ortiz Parilla, military commander of San Luis de Béjar (now San Antonio) to attack the raiders, who, he had discovered, were secretly backed by the French. Parilla marched out in September 1759 with 300 men (including 100 Spanish cavalry), two cannons, six wagons and a wealth of gunpowder and ammunition. His objective was the twin city-states of the Taovayan Confederation in present-day Oklahoma; this league comprised the Caddoes, Tawconies and Wichitas, who were close allies of the Comanches. Unfortunately Ortiz Parilla was heavily defeated after falling into an Indian trap; at the battle of San Teodor his men were massacred in droves and only sixty of the proud 300-strong force survived to limp back to Texas. Such was the ill-fated Red River campaign of 1759.


  The cosmic violence seemed counterpointed in Nature itself this year, for there was a quite extraordinary number of seismic and volcanic outbreaks reported from all corners of the globe. A world still recovering from the earthquakes of 1755, which had killed 30,000 in Lisbon and 40,000 in Persia, was again convulsed by underground turbulence. An early warning was sounded by a quake in Tripoli in September, but this was only the beginning. Two massive earthquakes struck the Middle East in October and November 1759 (the latter 7.4 on the Richter scale), causing particular damage in Syria, Lebanon and Palestine and killing between 10,000 and 40,000 people along the Dead Sea Rift, causing structural damage and devastation in Beirut, Damascus and Aleppo. The 6.6 Richter-scale earthquake in October along the Jordan Gorge caused severe damage in the Holy Land, especially at Nazareth and Tiberias, and on the coast there were six-foot tsunamis and ships were tossed onshore. Tripoli was convulsed by a quite separate tremor in September. There was another severe earthquake in Scandinavia in December 1759, oddly coinciding with a spell of icy weather in the Baltic so severe that St Petersburg experienced its coldest-ever temperatures. In March 1759 Vesuvius, particularly active in the years 174460, spewed out a torrent of lava after a large portion of cinder cone collapsed, while in Mexico the Jorullo volcano in Michoacan province erupted with deadly effect on 29 September. In Africa Zambia experienced an annular eclipse in December following the earthquakes. Meanwhile on the night of 34 November a ‘perfect storm’, with waves at least fifty feet high and winds in excess of 100 mph, hit Nova Scotia, causing vast damage to wharves at Halifax. All the salt and sugar in the stores was destroyed, two schooners were driven inland, thousands of trees blown down, and the storm broke over the dykes in the Bay of Fundy, raising the water level eight feet above normal and overflowing the marsh lands, which remained unfit for farming for the next three years. But perhaps Nature’s most dramatic manifestation of 1759 was the reappearance of Halley’s Comet, clearly visible in European skies in March. Although the philosophes  and Maupertuis in particular  had gone out of their way to ridicule those who believed that astral phenomena presaged events on Earth, many still believed this was the case. As in 1066 (the first clearly recorded year of Halley’s Comet) it was widely thought that catastrophe was just around the corner. Curiously, as in 1066, the superstitious were not wrong, for 1759 would shape British destinies more than any event since the Battle of Hastings.

  


  fn1 This book generally uses the term ‘Indian’, following the nomenclature of the time.
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  THE STRUGGLE FOR NEW FRANCE


  IF WE WERE to judge only by the long-term impact of human beings at the height of their powers in 1759, there is a strong argument for awarding pride of historical place to John Wesley, the founder of Methodism. Originally inspired by the notion of a return to primitive Christianity and the creation of a ‘new man’ who would be an exemplar of responsibility, sobriety, respectability, piety and probity, the vegetarian, teetotal, diminutive Wesley was, at fifty-six, still pursuing his punishing regime of itinerant preaching which would see him clock up 280,000 miles of horseback travel by the end of his long life. He had originally intended his ‘Methodist Connexion’ to be a splinter group within the Church of England, but the breach with the Anglican communion widened once Wesley began advocating ordination by priests rather than bishops, the institution of lay preachers rather than parsons with ‘livings’, outdoor worship, miracles and ‘enthusiasm’, and reaching out to the poor and dispossessed. As has been well said, the Church of England emphasised churches and pulpits, ordained clergy and local incumbent vicars, while Methodism emphasised open-air meetings, itinerant preachers and nationwide evangelism.


  The year of 1759 was a busy one for the restless Wesley, whose flock had grown steadily to the point where his revivalist movement was already holding its fifteenth Annual Conference. Two very different snapshots from either end of the year evince the different faces of the would-be ‘Pope’ of Methodism. When French invasion threatened at the beginning of the year, Wesley appointed 16 February as a day of national prayer and fasting, in the hope that God would support England against France. That morning Wesley preached at Wandsworth at 5 a.m. and 9 a.m. and again at 3 p.m. at Spitalfields and at 8.30 p.m. at Methodist headquarters. The Countess of Huntingdon attended the evening service and afterwards invited Wesley to preside over a prayer meeting at her house. There he preached to a select company, including the Earl and Countess of Dartmouth, the Earl and Countess of Chesterfield, Sir Charles and Lady Hotham, plus assorted members of the Cavendish and Carteret families. But the autumn of 1759 found Wesley chiding his termagant wife Mary, with whom he lived in a marriage of quite exceptional unhappiness. His letter to her of 23 October listed ten things he disliked about her conduct, with ten items of advice whereby she could expunge her behaviour. ‘I will tell you simply and plainly the things which I dislike...sharing any one of my letters and private papers without my leave...being myself a prisoner in my own house...talking about me behind my back...laying to my charge things which you know to be false.’


  For all his religious fervour and undoubted achievements, John Wesley was not a very pleasant man. Disingenuous, duplicitous and mendacious, he liked to rewrite his own life story in his letters and journals, so that he appeared omniscient, omnipotent and infallible. But occasionally Wesley was faced by phenomena so overpowering that he confronted the truth with a steady eye. He liked to litter his autobiography with ‘turning points’ and lights on the road to Damascus, but one defining moment of truth certainly occurred. On his first visit to America in January 1736, Wesley endured a four-month voyage of tribulation before making landfall and was extremely lucky to survive a severe storm. His diary for 17 January explains the situation: ‘The sea broke over us from bow to stern, burst through the cabins of the state room where three or four of us were and covered us all over.’ On 23 January the storm renewed its full ferocity: ‘The sea broke over, split the mainsail to pieces, covered the ship and poured in between the deck as if the great deep had already swallowed us up. A terrible screaming began among the English. The Germans (Moravians) calmly sang on.’ According to Wesley, the steadfastness of the Moravians converted him to their view of religion though, naturally, it was not long before he had jettisoned them in turn.


  What impresses the chronicler of the eighteenth century, rather than the student of religion, is the extreme hazard of a North Atlantic crossing. Historians talk blithely of entire armies crossing the ocean from Europe to America as if a mere train journey was at issue, but seldom is there any appreciation of what a truly terrifying and diabolical experience it was. In the age of sail the intrepid mariners had few defences against hurricanes, typhoons and high seas, and we now know that the usual track for America-bound vessels from northern Europe, passing the Newfoundland Banks is especially perilous. Tens of thousands of sailors and hundreds of ships vanished without trace in this area in the 300 years after Columbus’s discovery of the New World, including some of the most gifted seamen of the times. In 1498 John Cabot left Bristol with five ships, hoping to consolidate the discoveries he had made the year before at Cape Breton and Cape Cod. Only one ship returned to Bristol, and Cabot was never seen again. In this era England’s rivals for the fisheries of the Grand Banks off Newfoundland were the Portuguese, but even their most eminent mariners fared no better. Portugal’s great maritime pioneers, the Corte-Real brothers, both perished in the North Atlantic. Gaspar Corte-Real left Lisbon in May 1501 with two ships, but disappeared for ever into the Atlantic maw. When his second ship limped back to Portugal in October with news that Gaspar was lost at sea, his brother Miguel organised another expedition to search for him. In May 1502 he departed Lisbon for Labrador but he too vanished without trace.


  Modern science has conclusively established the main cause for the tragedy that befell so many brave men in the age of sail. Giant waves, almost vertical walls of green water seemingly appearing from nowhere, 100 feet or more from trough to crest, were long thought to be the tall tales of old salts who had spent too many years before the mast. Only recently has it been appreciated that such freak waves occur relatively frequently and are a deadly threat to shipping. No vessel ever constructed, even in the era of ocean liners, is equipped to deal with such monsters, and those ships that have had close encounters with these watery leviathans have survived more by good luck than anything else. To give just two examples of the perils posed by the rogue wave, we may cite the following chilling statistics. Even today most ships are designed to deal with maximum wave heights of forty-five feet, producing a maximum pressure of fifteen tons per square inch. Yet a 100-foot wave would produce a pressure of 100 tons per square inch. Similarly, even the largest ocean liner today is built on the principle that the maximum distance between two successive wave crests is 800 feet. Yet unimpeachable evidence has shown that ships in the North Atlantic caught between two different 100-foot waves fall into a trough fully 1,200 feet between the two crests.


  Older maritime ‘experts’ hypothesised that freak waves of these dimensions could occur only in exceptional circumstances: off the coast of South Africa, where the wind pushes against a very strong current, thus piling up a pyramidal wave; or off the coast of Norway, where a shallow sea bottom focuses waves on one spot. But it is now known that previous models of wave behaviour at sea were seriously deficient, since they assumed that all waves obeyed a single ‘linear’ pattern. Unassailable research has now established as a certainty that there is a different kind of unstable, non-linear wave that can suck in energy from nearby waves, creating a monster that will quickly grow to massive proportions. Wave heights are normally determined by a threefold combination: speed of wind, duration of storm and extent of oceanic ‘fetch’ or open sea. But in a prolonged storm when the average wave height is already steep, several large waves can combine to produce the all-devouring Moloch of the oceans. The situation is made even worse when some 100-foot waves are preceded by a deep trough, producing the phenomenon known to sailors as the ‘hole in the ocean’  another nightmare, like the rogue waves themselves, long thought to be the product of mariners’ overwrought imaginations.


  And so, as the French and British fought each other in the 1750s for control of the New World, they always faced a common enemy. The Atlantic in winter is a fearsome place, and for those limited by the technology of sailing ships, its terrors must have been so much greater. The unyielding, grey, white-capped, lumpy cross-seas and the pyramidal waves taxed the endurance of even the greatest masters of sail. For those coming from the St Lawrence and preparing to sail the mighty ocean to Europe, as a brilliant twenty-nine-year-old envoy did in the autumn of 1758, there were the additional perils of the Newfoundland Banks, notorious for its high seas, where waves 100 feet from crest to trough were encountered when the winds reached a three-figure velocity. Louis Antoine de Bougainville, mathematical genius but working within the limited scientific knowledge of his age, thought that the North Atlantic in this region was a statistical freak, for according to the laws of probability such heights should occur only three times in every million waves. But Bougainville was rarely surprised by anything, for he knew about life as well as mathematics. In many ways he was the perfect combination of French rationalism and Anglo-Saxon empiricism. And the sea was in his blood.


  It is one of history’s curiosities that all four of the eighteenth century’s great circumnavigators served in the Seven Years War. The naval commander, George Anson, it is true, was past his glory days and largely sailed a desk at the Admiralty. But Bougainville, like his countryman the Comte de la Pérouse, and like the greatest navigator of all time, Captain James Cook, saw action in the Canadian theatre. Perhaps it is the prerogative only of the multi-talented near-genius to sample life in all its forms and to achieve a synoptic global vision. Bougainville certainly qualified on all counts. At the age of twenty-five, influenced by the French mathematician and philosophe d’Alembert, he published his Treatise on Integral Calculus, written two years earlier, a stunning achievement of great lucidity, which secured him election to the prestigious Royal Society in London in 1756. A great career in mathematics beckoned, but Bougainville’s restless intellect had already sought out new domains. Joining the army in 1754, he was selected two years later to accompany the new commander in ‘New France’ (as the French termed Canada). Now it was as the Marquis de Montcalm’s trusted envoy that Bougainville made the perilous crossing of the Atlantic to lobby Montcalm’s political masters at Versailles. Ahead of Bougainville were all his greatest triumphs. In his circumnavigation of the globe in 176669 he claimed Tahiti and the Tuamotu archipelago for France. His name would be given to an island in the Solomons group and to a brilliant tropical plant. An original member of the Institute of France, he lived to see Napoleon’s greatest triumphs and died a Senator in his eighty-second year.


  Bougainville left Montreal on 3 November 1758 and boarded the Victoire at the mouth of the St Lawrence eight days later. Landfall was at Morlaix after a month’s tempest-tossed travail. When Bougainville arrived at Versailles on 20 December, he found his own fascination with the Indian tribes of North America matched by that of King Louis XV and the Marquise de Pompadour  formerly the King’s mistress but now his confidante, procuress and, to all intents and purposes, Prime Minister in all but name. Much of the attention fastened on the Iroquois or Six Nations, in many ways the key to supremacy in North America. Who were they and why were they so consistently hostile to France? Bougainville, who would later popularise the notion of the Polynesians as ‘noble savages’, had no illusions, but his
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