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INTRODUCTION

Unstill Life
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“ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS. LAST CHANCE,” said the auctioneer, peering around the crowded salesroom, his hammer cocked in anticipation. “At one hundred and twenty thousand—and down it goes!”

The hammer fell with a sharp crack. “At one hundred and twenty thousand dollars. Sold!”
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A watercolor study of apples, chestnuts, and medlars, attributed to Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues.


To the auctioneer’s right stood a painting as unostentatious as it was enigmatic. Measuring just under six inches tall by not quite eight inches wide, the watercolor—an austere still life with apples, chestnuts, and medlars arranged on a plain white background—seemed somehow too small, too stark, to fetch such an extravagant price. These were not its only incongruities. There was no signature on the painting, nor had any information been made publicly available about the provenance of this previously unknown work, dated to the mid-1500s. Lost to history for more than four centuries, it had suddenly appeared, with great fanfare but little explanation, in a sale at Sotheby’s, the venerable auction house.

This was in late January of 2004, a time when art collectors, curators, and dealers from all over Europe and America had congregated in Manhattan for a week devoted to auctions of drawings by old masters. The annual event typically features, in the words of one industry journal, “a great deal of schmoozing, drinking, and malicious gossip,” but on this day the mood was sober and tense as buyers jammed into the salesroom, nervously fingering catalogs as they shifted in their seats or whispering in groups as they stood along the walls. Many of them were there to bid on the season’s star attractions: a group of twenty-seven natural-history paintings, including the one that had just sold for $120,000. These works, painted in watercolor and gouache over traces of black chalk, had been executed in the sixteenth century but only recently rediscovered.

The artist to whom they were attributed was as mysterious as the paintings themselves. For hundreds of years, he was little more than a historical footnote, his name mentioned only on the browned pages of a few old books and kept alive by a small group of specialized historians and collectors. The better part of his work remained unknown, the breadth of his interests and achievements unrecognized. It was only in the twentieth century, as more of his paintings were properly identified, that he began to gain wider fame and academic attention. Yet even today his life story is full of gaps and riddles.

This sale marked the first major discovery of his work in more than forty years. And while none of the paintings were signed, the bidders were obviously convinced of their authenticity. As the morning wore on, prices spiraled skyward on one small watercolor after another: $85,000 for a study of a dragonfly, a stag beetle, two narcissi, and a columbine; $95,000 for a gillyflower, two wild daffodils, a lesser periwinkle, and a red admiral butterfly; $100,000 for five clove pinks. The purchasers included private collectors and prominent dealers, as well as such august institutions as the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles. Dead for more than four centuries and for most of those years virtually forgotten, Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues was suddenly an artist very much in demand.

         

BY THE TIME I walked into the salesroom that morning, my own interest in this perplexing figure had already blossomed into a consuming curiosity. It had begun three years earlier, in the manner of so many memorable adventures: with an unintended detour.

In February of 2001, as part of the promotional effort for my earlier book, The Island of Lost Maps: A True Story of Cartographic Crime, I found myself in Jacksonville, Florida, at a literary festival affiliated with the city’s public library. My first morning in town had been spent doing lectures before classes of half-awake high school students, and by the time it was over I was jet-lagged and ready to head back to the hotel.

Mark Allen had other ideas. An affable retiree who was donating his time to the festival, Mark was assigned to get me where I needed to go that weekend. We had struck up a quick rapport. He had lived an interesting life and, better yet, knew how to make good stories of it. Earlier that day, he nonchalantly flipped a street atlas into my hands, said, “Here, you’re the map guy,” and appointed me navigator. Then he launched into some marvelous yarn about his youthful adventures in the Philippines, causing me to forget my duties. An exit was missed; the Map Guy was teased. Now Mark had more fun on his mind.

“I’ve got one last stop for you,” he cheerily announced. “How would you like to swing by the Fort Caroline National Memorial?”

I left the question unanswered. The temperature had been in the 20s when I left Chicago. In Jacksonville, it was more than 80 degrees. The hotel pool was big and wet. I had never heard of the Fort Caroline National Memorial.

“Trust me,” he said. “This place will interest you.”

So we took a drive. Heading east through downtown Jacksonville, Mark began to tell another engrossing story—this one about a group of Frenchmen who in 1564 attempted to establish the first permanent European colony in what is now the United States. That tale had a familiar ring to it, and by the time we pulled into the parking lot, shadowed by live oaks draped in Spanish moss, I knew why.
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Before getting out of the car, I flipped open my battered copy of The Island of Lost Maps. The artwork selected for the book’s dust jacket and endpapers was a cartographic treasure from 1591 called Floridae Americae Provinciae Recens & Exactissima Descriptio. It lay in front of me now. The map showed Florida as a vast region, covering all of the modern-day southeastern United States. This sprawling area was, in the sixteenth century, contested by Spain, England, and France, and the story of how these three powers battled for primacy there was one of the most gripping and bloody chapters in early American history. The map itself was intended, in fact, to bolster France’s claim to sovereignty, as evidenced by the royal coat of arms that occupied hundreds of square miles of Terra Florida.

Sitting there, I realized that the man who drafted this map more than four hundred years ago had resided not far from this very spot, somewhere around the bend from those upscale homes and shopping plazas we had just passed. I did not know then that Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues had barely escaped this place with his life, or that scores of his compatriots had been slaughtered near here, or that after the bloodbath he had somehow managed to make his way back to Europe in an ill-manned ship with nothing to eat but biscuits and water. I was, moreover, completely ignorant of Le Moyne’s lives away from this place: as an important early botanical painter, for instance, or as an employee of Sir Walter Raleigh.

I had always had a special fondness for Le Moyne’s map and its many curiosities: the toad-faced sea monster, the triangular shape of the Florida peninsula, the massive inland sea on the uppermost border, the Atlantic coastline that keeps veering east where it should turn north. One commentator had politely described the work as “curiously inexact” another had less charitably declared it to be “compiled from a series of disjunct sketches drawn on different scales, or with no scale.” It was a handsome map, a fascinating map, even an important map—just not a good map. Le Moyne was, at best, a run-of-the-mill cartographer. His contributions in another area of New World discovery, however, were entirely unique.

Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues was the first European artist in North America. Until he arrived near where I was now standing, the only images of native people and landscapes had been done by amateur adventurers or by draftsmen working with imported models or secondhand information in the safety of their European studios. Le Moyne was the first professional artist known to have visited what is now the continental United States with the express purpose of making a visual record.

In the course of my research for The Island of Lost Maps, I had come across his vivid and sometimes gruesome depictions of native life, made famous in a series of engravings. Full of tattooed Indians wearing clothes made of birds’ heads and inflated fish bladders and moss and practicing rituals that involved fruit-stuffed deerskins or severed human limbs impaled on long sticks, those images had always struck me as profoundly unfamiliar, not so much from another century as from another world entirely. But now, as I wandered around this exotic landscape, perfumed with lush subtropical smells, I began to feel that distant place pulling me in.

The Fort Caroline National Memorial is part of the forty-six-thousand-acre Timucuan Ecological and Historic Preserve, the setting for one of the last unspoiled coastal wetlands on the Atlantic coast. The memorial itself, however, is a modest place, more notable for what is missing than for what remains. At the visitors’ center, Mark and I saw a wooden canoe made by the Timucua, the dominant Native American group in the region at the time of European contact. These people, I learned, had vanished centuries ago. We then visited a two-thirds-scale replica of the fort, modeled in part after an illustration attributed to Le Moyne. The original fort, it turned out, had also disappeared, leaving few clues about its exact location. In truth, there was not much to see: almost no trace of the people and places Le Moyne painted has survived. Yet perhaps those absences stirred my imagination, for later that day, as I sat in the pool after parting company with Mark, I could not stop wondering about the fort and the artist who had called it home.

Over the next several months, I began prowling libraries to find out more about Le Moyne. It was not easy work. Like so many other things associated with Fort Caroline, much of his life story had disappeared. Thirty years were missing from his biography before he came to the New World, and there was another gap of fifteen after he returned to France. And although Le Moyne produced an extraordinary body of work, both written and pictorial, about his experiences in Florida, we know it only secondhand. He left a riveting narrative of his adventures in the New World, but the original manuscript of that work, written in French, has long since disappeared, leaving only Latin and German translations of questionable accuracy. Of all his paintings of Native Americans, meanwhile, only one original has ever been thought to survive, and even its authenticity is highly questionable. The remaining images come to us from a series of prints based on his vanished artwork and published by the Flemish engraver Theodor de Bry after Le Moyne’s death. De Bry, however, is known to have liberally embellished, restructured, and recrafted the artist’s work. It’s often unclear where Le Moyne’s hand leaves off and de Bry’s begins.
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Yet for all that, those engravings haunted me. Le Moyne’s visit to Florida lasted less than a year and a half, but it came at a historic juncture. Before he arrived, Europeans had been only sporadic visitors to what is now the United States; by the time he left, they were permanent residents. Because of this, his images serve as both a first glimpse of native North Americans and a last look at the indigenous people with whom he lived and worked, soon to be exterminated in the European conquest.

“The essence of the explorer’s peculiar profession,” wrote the historian Eric Leed, “is becoming lost…and returning with news of what does and does not lie beyond the boundary of the known.” These days, of course, there are fewer opportunities than in Le Moyne’s time to lose yourself, but as I pored over those pictures, I had the strange sensation that I, too, was embarking on a voyage of discovery—not into the hinter-lands of the globe but the shadowlands of the past. Were the scenes in those engravings fact or fantasy? What did they tell us about that forgotten world? Could they lead to new discoveries? Who was Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues, and how had he wound up on our shores, paint-brush in hand? His story, I would learn, was stranger than fiction and sometimes more thrilling, a tale replete with shipwrecks, mutinies, religious wars, political intrigues, pirate raids, Indian attacks, famines, hurricanes, and mass murders. Surprised to find out how little had been written about this remarkable man, I set out to chronicle his adventures.



CHAPTER ONE

Forbidden Flesh, Forbidden Fruit

[image: image]

THEY HAD HEARD COUNTLESS TALES OF ITS FERTILE SOIL AND ITS sprawling forests through which unicorns roamed, its secret waterways to the Orient, and its cities of gold. These marvels were what had inspired them to undertake this hard journey, but now, after a month at sea, they must have begun to wonder if they would ever reach the New World.
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Detail of a French vessel used on the 1564 expedition, from an engraving based on Le Moyne’s work.


The men—about three hundred soldiers and sailors in all—had departed the Norman port of Le Havre on April 22, 1564, the day before William Shakespeare is thought to have been born. Following the usual route of European explorers, they then traveled south to the Canary Islands and, from there, west with the powerful trade winds. The sprawling territory to which the men were headed was almost entirely unknown to Europeans. Spain claimed Terra Florida as its own, but all its attempts to plant a colony there had ended in disaster. The French insisted the land was still up for grabs, free to be taken by the first country that could occupy it. But they, too, had failed miserably.

Just two years earlier, another expedition had sailed from Le Havre: the first French attempt to establish a settlement in La Florida. Landing at Port Royal Sound in what is now South Carolina, the explorers built an outpost, naming it Charlesfort after their eleven-year-old king, Charles IX. Then the ships returned home, leaving a small garrison behind. But the promised reinforcements did not arrive the following spring, and by that time the men had lapsed into idleness and infighting, their stores steadily dwindling. Finally, on the verge of starvation, they decided to risk a desperate return voyage in a homemade vessel. Powered by sails made from shirts and bedclothes, caulked with moss and pine pitch, equipped with tree-bark ropes supplied by Native Americans, this tiny craft, pieced together by men who knew little of shipbuilding, embarked for France in 1563. A sixteenth-century chronicler recounted the journey:


They were restricted to eating not more than twelve grains by weight of corn meal per man per day. But even this gave out, and they devoured their shoes, leather collars, straps, and dried animal skins…. Finally, it was suggested that it would be wiser that one die rather than all of them. The lot fell on [a man named Lachere]. He was killed and his flesh was equally divided among them. Then they drank his warm blood.


Miraculously, they made it across the Atlantic, the men plucked from the waves by a passing vessel in the English Channel. And their horror story would have been all too well known to those on this new mission, since as many as four survivors of the ill-fated journey were now returning to the New World. The flagship for this second French expedition was the Ysabeau, a three-hundred-ton man-of-war, armed with ten or twelve heavy guns. Accompanying her were two other vessels: the eighty-ton Faulcon and the Petit Breton, a ship of between 120 and two hundred tons, which carried the expedition artist.

No portrait survives of the painter, then about thirty years old. We do not know whether he was slim or burly, tall or short, handsome or disfigured, his voice deep or nasal, his complexion olive or fair. We know only that he was thick-skinned, that some combination of good genes and good luck bestowed on him a genius for survival. We have no idea what a lover would have remembered about his touch or a fortune-teller would have discovered in his palms, yet we can guess that his hands were strong and nimble, skilled at crafting illustrations of infinitesimal detail yet also adept at handling an arquebus, the unwieldy predecessor to the musket. We cannot say whether he inherited dark eyes from the Gauls or blue from the Normans, but the more we learn about him the more we are convinced that those eyes, whatever their color, took everything in and gave very little away.

Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues may have emerged from a culture that still owed much to the Middle Ages, but his outlook was, in many ways, modern: a keen observer of the world, he was also a skeptical one. We see this right away in the artist’s description of his first meeting with the expedition leader, René Laudonnière:


On our arrival [in Le Havre] he received us kindly and with splendid promises, but being well aware that courtiers are in the habit of making profuse promises, I wanted to know what he really intended and for what purpose the King wished, as he said, to take advantage of my loyalty. He then assured me that no obedience was called for from me unless it was voluntary.


Laudonnière and Le Moyne were followers of John Calvin, the exiled theologian whose writings had brought a religious revolution to France during the first thirty years of the artist’s life. Huguenots, as French Protestants were known, now accounted for as much as 15 percent of the population. Yet despite a shared faith, Le Moyne and his commander came from different social strata and seem to have had vastly contrasting temperaments. Laudonnière, a few years older than the artist, was a nobleman from a distinguished family. An experienced sea captain, he was, as Le Moyne observed, “without doubt a man of many accomplishments.” Still, the artist felt compelled to note that Laudonnière was “not so experienced in military theory and practice as he was in naval matters”—no small concern, given that the commander would be tested overwhelmingly on dry land. And if Le Moyne had doubts about Laudonnière’s skills as a soldier, he was soon to be even more concerned about his leadership abilities. The artist would find his captain “too easily influenced by others,” a man with fatal weaknesses for cronyism in good times and indecision in bad. Le Moyne also left a pictorial record of Laudonnière, in which the captain comes off as something of a dandy, striking a mannered pose and donning finery more suited for the French court than the Florida bush. Bombast: We get that word from the stuffing used to puff up the costumes of sixteenth-century gentlemen, and it’s hard to avoid the idea that Laudonnière had more than his share of it, at least in Le Moyne’s eyes.

By contrast, the artist himself emerges from between the lines of his narrative as a man of discretion, determined to avoid cliques and controversy while striving to maintain a sense of objective remove. Yet although Le Moyne would often criticize his commander in the coming months, he would remain loyal to Laudonnière even in the worst moments. In the end, the two would be among the few French to come back from America alive.

They would have something else in common as well: Both would craft memoirs of the journey. Along with a carpenter named Nicolas Le Challeux, they would leave a vivid written record of a key chapter of American history that would have otherwise been lost. And now, in late May or early June of 1564, that story was about to begin. The French ships approached a lush tropical island, studded with cliffs. This was Dominica, on the eastern edge of the Caribbean. The New World stood before them at last.
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LE MOYNE MUST HAVE been among those who crowded on deck as two Native Americans in small boats approached the fleet, which had dropped anchor off the coast in order to collect fresh water. Those vessels were filled with an exotic delicacy that the French had named ananas, derived from a Native American word for “excellent fruit.” For the colonists, this juicy plant, which looked to Europeans like an overgrown fir cone, would soon be the source of great excitement—and great trouble. But at the moment they must have been preoccupied with the sight of those mysterious beings who filled the European mind with such fascination, derision, and fear: les hommes sauvages.
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A woodcut depicting Native American cannibalism, from a book on geography published in 1527.


To get a sense of what that moment was like for the French, you have to imagine yourself in a spaceship just as it sets down on some distant planet, about which you know almost nothing except that it is inhabited by intelligent life. Few of Le Moyne’s contemporaries had ever seen a New World native firsthand. Their impressions came from pictures in books, most of which were far-fetched, just as our own depictions of space aliens must be. One widely distributed woodcut, for example, purports to depict Carib Indians—inhabitants of the very island off which the French were now anchored. It shows a group of “ferocious and loathsome people” at what appears to be a neighborhood butcher shop, hacking up human beings with a cleaver and devouring the raw meat. Even more bizarre: The natives have heads of dogs. Stranger still: The woodcut is based on the writings of Christopher Columbus.

It’s true. On November 4, 1492, less than a month after his historic landing in the New World, Columbus began hearing reports of Indians in the eastern Caribbean “with dogs’ snouts who eat men.” Conflating two mythical races of antiquity—the canine-headed cynocephali and the man-eating anthropophagi—the mariner named these islanders “Caniba,” apparently a corruption of Galibi, the Carib Indians’ own name for themselves, meaning “brave men.” The cannibal was born. And while he would eventually lose his canine features, he would continue to haunt the European imagination for centuries.

Whether the Caribs actually ate other humans continues to be a matter of debate. Proponents cite accounts of explorers such as Columbus, whose soldiers were said to have found “a man’s neck…cooking in a pot” on Guadeloupe, an island near Dominica; opponents insist there is scant archaeological evidence to support such reports. Fact or fiction, however, the concept of the cannibal had a profound effect on the Old World. For Columbus and successive generations of conquistadors, laws authorizing the persecution and enslavement of cannibals “allowed open season on all Indians, for anyone resisting Spanish imperialism was now considered ‘Carib,’” in the words of one scholar. For artists, belief in the legend meant that the typical Native American was shown “as a cannibal, chopping up another Indian and preparing a fire and spit to barbecue him,” wrote another.

But of course the artists who made those pictures had never been to the New World. Even when they weren’t portraying Native Americans as cannibals, their depictions were necessarily based on speculation and myth. Some, for example, showed the Indians with hair all over their bodies to resemble the Wild Man of the Woods, a recurrent character in medieval and Renaissance romance. Others depicted them as giants or other figures from legend, such as Amazons, the tribe of female warriors, or Blemmyes, headless men with faces in their chests. And such fanciful images, amalgams of artists’ ignorance and explorers’ overwrought imaginations, were still common when those French ships arrived on the coast of Dominica.
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Native Americans as cannibals in a 1555 map.


Jacques Le Moyne embodied a new opportunity to understand Native Americans on their own terms, and it’s hard to imagine that he wasn’t at least vaguely aware of the groundbreaking nature of his work. Yet he also knew it was not an altruistic exercise. He would not just be making paintings but gathering intelligence, an assignment part and parcel with France’s plans to claim La Florida as its own.

The Norman city Dieppe, where Le Moyne is known to have resided just prior to his departure for the New World, was then one of Europe’s great maritime hubs. Not only had local ship outfitters established a renowned school of cartography, but they had also seized upon the revolutionary idea of sending painters to distant lands to record the customs of other peoples. The forerunners of today’s documentary photographers, videographers, and filmmakers, these artist-adventurers journeyed as far away as Sumatra. And while the information they brought back was largely intended to help kings plan imperial conquests and merchants establish trade relations, their wanderings nonetheless heralded a new way of understanding non-European societies and helped give rise to modern ethnography and anthropology. Even their equipment marked a major change. Watercolor painting—or, as it is also called, watercolor drawing—was new to Europe in Le Moyne’s day. Thanks to its portability, simplicity, and speed of use, it had quickly become “the medium for the quick notation of strange, exotic and beautiful scenes,” in the words of one art historian.

Le Moyne wrote that his official duties were “to chart the sea-coast and to observe the situation of the towns and the depth and course of the rivers, and also the harbors, the houses of the people, and anything new there might be in that province.” It’s not clear why he was singled out for this vital mission, but someone in the upper echelons of power seems to have had a guiding hand. The art historian Paul Hulton—noting the artist’s apparent access to, and familiarity with, the French court—went so far as to speculate that Le Moyne’s patron was King Charles himself. The nature of the artist’s links to the royal entourage is one of the most intriguing mysteries of his early life, a period as full of blank spaces and conjecture as a sixteenth-century map of the North American interior.

         

EVEN WITHOUT CANINE SNOUTS and fangs, the natives of Dominica must have been an impressive sight. Men of the island went completely naked, their bodies painted red, their black hair dangling far down their backs, their beardless faces decorated with markings that made them look (at least to one later explorer) “like devils,” their necks adorned with necklaces of human teeth. Laudonnière described that first encounter with the two men in boats:


As they approached our barque, one of them was in doubt about us and returned to land, running away. Our men, perceiving this, caught the poor Indian in the other little boat, and he was so astonished at seeing us that he did not know how to behave. I understood afterwards that he had feared that he had fallen into the hands of the Spaniards. These had once captured him and had cut out his testicles, as he showed us.


Whether the Spanish were actually to blame for the man’s disfigurement is unclear: Laudonnière’s interpretation of events was based entirely on sign language, and at least one contemporary account indicates the local warriors themselves made a habit of castrating captives from rival groups. Nonetheless, the commander took care to inflict no further harm on the man, sending him back to the island with “a shirt and certain trifles.”

The prominent nineteenth-century historian Francis Parkman once remarked that “Spanish civilization crushed the Indian; English civilization scorned and neglected him; French civilization embraced and cherished him.” This was, of course, an oversimplification, and no small one; yet there were indeed real, if subtle, differences in the way France and Spain conceived of their relations with Native Americans. What distinguished the French approach, which one modern scholar has dubbed “conquest by love,” was not a mere matter of policy. Yes, Laudonnière had orders to maintain good relations with local chieftains, but such directives were hardly a French innovation. Spanish explorers and colonists had received many similar instructions in the past, to little effect.

The difference in the French attitude is best demonstrated not by some old document but by the inclusion of Jacques Le Moyne on the journey to Florida. For the Spanish, the notion of sending an artist on such a venture at that time was all but alien. It is true that the historian and naturalist Gonzálo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés left an extensive, if crude, pictorial record of his travels in the New World, but even he conceded that he lacked artistic talent and training. And while Spanish authorities regularly asked explorers to bring back information on native customs, “no request seems to have been made for drawings,” observed the historians Paul Hulton and David Beers Quinn.

The first important European painter in Mexico, Simón Pereyns, did not arrive in the New World until two years after Le Moyne, and, once there, he painted the same things that he would have painted in Spain: religious scenes and portraits of his countrymen. The Spanish simply did not deem Native Americans worthy of paint and paper. “In wisdom, skill, virtue and humanity, these people are as inferior to the Spaniards as children are to adults and women to men; there is as great a difference…almost—I am inclined to say—as between monkeys and men,” declared the philosopher Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda in 1550.
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Detail of French soldiers visiting Native Americans, from a print based on Le Moyne’s work.


The French were no less convinced of the superiority of European culture, and they were certainly no less covetous than the Spanish. But aware of the atrocities Hernando de Soto had inflicted on La Florida during his vain quest for gold from 1539 to 1542, they hoped diplomacy might succeed where Spanish terror had failed. Lacking the manpower to subdue the Indians, they knew that if they wanted to trade with them, to forge alliances with them, to live in their midst, they would have to understand them, and that to understand them, they would have to observe them. By bringing Le Moyne, the French were, in some small but significant way, acknowledging the Indians as human beings. Yet even before he and his companions could depart from Dominica, their dreams of peaceful coexistence with the natives would be sorely tested—not by gold but by pineapples.
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A sixteenth-century illustration of the pineapple.


CANNIBALS WERE NOT THE only discovery Columbus had made during his 1493 visit to these islands; his men also stumbled upon a juicy yellow fruit whose “flavor and fragrance…astonished and delighted them,” according to the chronicler Peter Martyr. The admiral named the fruit piña de Indies, or “pine of the Indies,” and it quickly became a much-desired delicacy among European explorers. Magellan’s men found it to be “a very delectable fruit.” De Soto thought it was “of a very good smell and exceeding good taste,” while Jean de Léry, a Calvinist who went to Brazil in 1556, described it as being of such excellence “that the gods might luxuriate upon it and that it should only be gathered by the hand of Venus.” But its sweet aroma and succulent flavor may have been only part of the pineapple’s allure. Scurvy, an illness caused by the lack of vitamin C, was then the major cause of death among sailors on long sea voyages. And although scientists had not yet linked the disease to diet, European adventurers seem to have had a clear sense of the health benefits of the fruit.

It did not take long for Laudonnière and his men to fall under the spell of the pineapple. The colonists apparently developed such an impassioned taste for the fruit that the local Indians “begged us not to go near their homes or gardens. They said to do so would give them great displeasure, and they promised that we would have no shortage of pineapples,” wrote the commander. To the Caribs, the plant was more than a source of food. They hung pineapples or pineapple crowns at the entrances to their huts as symbols of welcome, and they used the plants in self-defense, surrounding their villages with thick pineapple hedges full of dagger-sharp leaves to keep strangers at bay. The fruit also had an important ritual function: As a rite of manhood, Carib boys were forced to dash between two closely grown rows of pineapples to demonstrate their bravery. But although the Indians apparently honored their promise to keep the French well stocked with pineapples, temptation soon proved too much for the French. Wrote Laudonnière:


One day some of our Frenchmen, who were anxious to see something new in this strange land, followed the path through the woods and arrived at the bank of a little river. Following the bank of this river, they noticed two great snakes which were in their way. My soldiers went ahead of the snakes, trying to keep them from entering the woods, but the serpents were not frightened and glided into the bushes, hissing loudly. Swords in hand, my men attacked them and later found that the snakes were nine feet long and as thick as a man’s leg.

After this encounter some of the less discreet of my men gathered pineapples from Indian gardens, carelessly going into the very middle of them. With even less discretion they went toward the homes of the Indians. This made the Indians so angry that they rushed out furiously, let their arrows fly, and hit one of my men, named Martin Chauveau. He remained behind and we never knew whether he was killed on the spot or made a prisoner.


If the elements of this story—the Edenic setting, the forbidden fruit, the serpents (no doubt boa constrictors, still found on the island)—echo the original sin, there is, in fact, no evidence that the French viewed the episode in allegorical terms. Le Moyne, for instance, was matter-of-fact about what happened on that island: “We drew fresh water, losing, however, two of our men.” Temptation, transgression, expulsion: They set sail for Florida the following day, hopeful, despite this failed first encounter, that paradise awaited them still.



CHAPTER TWO

First Sight

[image: image]

LE MOYNE’S INITIAL GLIMPSE OF THE PEOPLE HE WOULD LIVE and nearly die among came on June 25, 1564, three days after the French had first sighted the Florida coast, when the ships reached the mouth of a large river. Laudonnière assembled a heavily armed landing party, apparently including the artist, who reported that the French found “the whole coastline…beset by a great assembly of men and women lighting fires.”

I imagine him climbing out of his boat and wading in through the surf, the bottoms of his breeches damp as he traversed that last stretch between sea and land, Old World and New, past and future, his nose filled with spray and smoke and voluptuous smells of the local flora, his eyes darting from face to face of those strangers on the beach, the men wearing deerskin loincloths, the women naked except for skirts of Spanish moss. Earlier in the century, when Europeans made their initial forays into these waters, the Indians “regarded it as a miracle, for they had never seen ships,” according to one contemporary account. But even though the French had landed at this very spot just two years before, some of them even picking up enough of the native tongue to serve as translators, their arrival still seems to have been cause for wonder among the inhabitants. “They were somewhat astonished,” the artist wrote, “when they noticed the difference between the smoothness and softness of our bodies and theirs, and the unfamiliar clothing we wore.”

Le Moyne had much to be astonished about as well, with four hundred tattooed men and bare-breasted women pressing in on him and his comrades, chattering in an otherworldly tongue. Fear, awe, desire: Some combination of these and other heightened sensations no doubt raced through his soul just then, but overriding them all, we can be fairly sure, was a voracious curiosity. Le Moyne’s entire artistic career is testimony to an inquisitive mind, an unblinking eye for detail. He must have wanted to take out his charcoal and paper the second he set foot on that beach. The chance would come soon enough.

Stepping forward from the crowd to greet the French, wrote Le Moyne, was one of the local chieftains:


When they had exchanged gifts and all manner of courtesies he indicated that he wished to show [the French] something special and asked them for this reason to go along with him. They agreed, but because they were aware that he was surrounded by a great number of his subjects, they set out in caution and vigilance in his company.


These fears would prove unnecessary. The Indians apparently had no intention of an ambush. Their trap would be of a far more subtle nature.

         

THEY KNEEL BEFORE IT, those beautiful women with flowing hair and warriors with sinewy frames, their arms outstretched in apparent ecstasy. Other than their bare skin and their earrings made of inflated fish bladders, they resemble the awestruck onlookers who crowd the edges of countless Crucifixions, Descents from the Cross, Pietàs, Resurrections, Ascensions, and other religious scenes from Renaissance art. In this picture, however, the object of their adoration is not Christ but a stone column bearing the royal arms of France.

This is Jacques Le Moyne’s first eyewitness depiction of the New World, an image as difficult to make sense of as some half-remembered dream. It records an event that took place shortly after that encounter on the beach, when the Indians led their guests to a stone column that the French had planted during an ornate ceremony in 1562 as a means of establishing sovereignty over the land. By the mid-sixteenth century, European explorers had developed a complex protocol of symbolic acts to claim possession of a territory. Such a ceremony typically required an actual presence on the soil (as opposed to a mere sighting from offshore); a formal pronouncement of ownership, made before witnesses and record keepers; and the construction of an edifice to commemorate the takeover. These markers were often improvised affairs: crosses or gallows hewn from local lumber, piles of stones, earthen mounds. But in 1562, the French had come all the way across the Atlantic with hexagonally shaped columns of white stone, intricately engraved with the royal standard. One of these they placed at the mouth of a waterway that they called the River of May—the modern-day Saint Johns. In the two years intervening, the marker had apparently become an object of veneration for the Indians. Wrote Le Moyne:
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Drawing close [the French] noticed that the Indians were worshipping this stone as if it were an idol. For when the chief himself had saluted it and shown it the sort of reverence he was accustomed to receive from his subjects, he kissed it; his people copied him and encouraged us to do the same. In front of the stone were lying various offerings of fruits of the district and roots that were either good to eat or medicinally useful, dishes full of extravagant oils, and bows and arrows; it was also encircled from top to bottom with garlands of all kinds of flowers, and with branches of their most highly prized trees.


But if the French were flattered by local worship of the fleur-de-lis, they were even more intrigued by a present they received that day from a man who would become a close ally, and later a bitter enemy. He was Saturiwa, the most powerful local chieftain, who presented Laudonnière with a silver ingot. The captain—who may have already known the chief from the earlier French expedition, in which Laudonnière served as second in command—returned this favor by giving Saturiwa a knife and a few other gifts, with which “he seemed to be very well pleased.” The French commander, too, claimed delight with the transaction, which appeared to promise not only that the territory was full of precious metals but that these riches would come to the colonists at little cost or effort.

Treasures for trifles: This “grossly unequal gift exchange,” in the words of the scholar Stephen Greenblatt, represented the “European dream, endlessly reiterated in the literature of exploration…. I give you a glass bead and you give me a pearl worth half your tribe.” Among the trinkets Laudonnière had brought to Florida precisely for this purpose were eleven gross of mirrors and some felt hats. Yet the Indians were not nearly as gullible as they appeared. They may have been sincere in their adoration of the stone column, but they also had very practical reasons for convincing the newcomers to remain in the area. If anyone was duped during this initial encounter, it would prove to be the French.

         

THE INDIANS IN THAT picture were members of the Timucua (pronounced tih-MOO-koo-uh), then the largest Native American group in the region, with a territory covering almost twenty thousand square miles of what is now southern Georgia and northeastern Florida. Scholars believe that they may have had fourteen or fifteen distinct tribes and that their population numbered in the hundreds of thousands at the time of European contact in the early 1500s. Noted for their athletic builds, the Timucua decorated their bodies with tattooed and painted designs in azure, red, and black. As Le Moyne’s portrayal of the encounter at the stone monument makes clear, their fingernails were long and pointed for use as weapons, and they wore their hair long, the men trussing it atop their heads, the women letting it hang loose, often to their hips. Their language, divided into as many as eleven different dialects, appears to have been most closely related to those of Caribbean, Central, and South American Indian groups—a possible indication of trade and social links to those distant cultures.

The French did not know it, but they had arrived at a volatile moment in Timucuan history. The Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto had wreaked havoc during his march through the western part of Timucua country in 1539, terrorizing villages, slaughtering warriors, chaining up captives for use as slaves, and unleashing bloodhounds on escapees. The appearance of the conquistadors, and later of the French, seems to have triggered a convulsion in the Timucuan political structure, as individual villages or groups of villages began joining forces in order to provide military protection. These alliances, in turn, upended the traditional balance of power. Near the mouth of the Saint Johns River, scattered villages had begun to assert their strength against the inland chief Utina by confederating around Saturiwa, the local chief.

For his part, Saturiwa seems to have come to a quick realization that the French, with their arquebuses and armor, could help him achieve his own military goals. Although he made a great show of friendship and devotion to the French, his real aims were apparent even at the stone column. As one Frenchman who was present observed:


We stayed with the marker for half an hour and the Natives brought juice of the laurel and their excellent potions, and, embracing the marker, all were chanting TYMANGOUA, as though wanting to say by so doing that they were going to be victorious over their enemies, whom they called TYMANGOUA, and that the Sun god had sent Mr. de Laudonnière, his brother, to avenge them. After giving them some presents, Mr. de Laudonnière ordered the return aboard ship, leaving those poor people wailing and weeping about our departure.


Laudonnière then set out to survey the river and nearby coastline, leaving Saturiwa “a number of little trinkets to keep our friendship alive.” After several days of exploration, he gathered his men to announce that he had decided not to push north to Port Royal, the site of the previous French fort:


I was of the opinion, and it seemed good to them, that we should set ourselves up around the River of May, since on our first voyage we had found it to abound in corn and material for flour, to say nothing of the gold and silver that was found there, a thing which gave me hope for some future happy discovery.


They returned to the River of May/Saint Johns, where, after some reconnaissance, they picked out a site near a steep rise (now known as Saint Johns Bluff ), several miles from the river’s mouth, a place that seemed both defensible and well situated to receive future colonists and supplies from France. The location also gave them control of the river, which they hoped would carry them to untold wealth that seemed to beckon from the Florida interior. “The sea may be seen clearly and openly from [the site],” wrote Laudonnière, adding that it had “a fragrance so delightful that perfume could not improve upon it.” In short, he wrote, “The place is so pleasant that melancholics would be forced to change their character there!”

         

AT DAYBREAK ON THE MORNING of June 30, 1564, Laudonnière ordered a trumpet to sound so that he could assemble his men and offer God thanks for their “favorable and happy arrival.” Then they set to the task of constructing Fort Caroline. Soon they were visited by Saturiwa, accompanied by a huge entourage. Le Moyne described the scene:


The chief was escorted by seven or eight hundred splendid-looking men, strong, hardy, athletic and highly trained as runners, who were carrying their weapons in the way they usually do when about to go to war. He was preceded by fifty youths carrying javelins or spears in their hands. Nearer to him were twenty pipers who were playing some primitive thing discordantly and raggedly, merely blowing the pipes as hard as they could…. Flanking the chief on the right was the sorcerer and his left his leading counselor, for he undertakes nothing without these two.


Taking no chances, Laudonnière readied his men for battle, but the native force proved to be less of a war party than a welcoming committee. The encounter would, in fact, evolve into a ritualized treaty between the two sides. In an earlier exchange, Saturiwa had convinced the French commander that large quantities of gold and silver could be found in the land of the chief’s enemies, who lived up the river. “To increase his friendship,” Laudonnière later recalled, “I promised to go with all my forces to assist him in battle there.” It had been a rash decision, both diplomatically and militarily—one that committed the French to a war against an entirely unknown foe even before they had erected the first wall of their fort. And so, an entente between the two leaders was now formalized in front of their assembled armies. “Gifts were presented on both sides as a pledge of friendship and everlasting alliance,” wrote Le Moyne. “Having gone through this procedure the chief came nearer to us and admired our weapons, especially our arquebuses.”

It would not be long before the chief demanded that his new allies accompany him into battle with those guns. But for now he played the part of obsequious host, supplying his guests with eighty of his strongest men to help them build their outpost. For the French, wrote Le Moyne, everything seemed to be going just right:


Our fort was quickly built and the huts finished…. While this was being done all of us put our hands to the task, nobles, soldiers, craftsmen, sailors and others, in order to fortify ourselves against the enemy and protect ourselves against the weather, each one promising himself (on the strength of what had been given and what acquired by barter) that he would soon be rich.


EL DORADO, ATLANTIS, the Fortunate Isles, the Kingdom of Prester John, the Seven Cities of Cibola, the Enchanted City of the Caesars, Quivira, Xanadu, Eden: the words fall off the tongue and fill the mind like incantations. Such utterances, each a different name for desire, are necessary when you sail into the unknown, as necessary, perhaps, as fair winds or strong masts. Because it is not enough to risk all you have, abandon all you love, for the mere sake of exploration, the intellectual satisfaction of knowing the earth’s contours. The courage to cross an uncharted ocean—that demands a promised land, a place of such beauty and abundance that you could never know sorrow there and never come home poor.

And there, in this one work of art, is the embodiment of all such yearnings: the paradisiacal setting, the ritual offerings to the white-skinned gods, the sensual natives genuflecting before the phallic totem of French power. But did this scene actually take place? Modern experts have noted that while some of the details seem correct, others are perplexing. The baskets at the base of that stone column, for example, appear to be of European design, and the fruits in those baskets “are very improbable—really impossible—for Florida,” as one scholar put it. Is this engraving, one of the first eyewitness depictions of Native Americans in what is now the United States, an accurate portrayal? Is it even faithful to Le Moyne’s original painting?

For centuries, such questions seemed impossible to answer, since all of the artist’s work from Florida was thought to have disappeared. And then, around 1901, a small picture was discovered in the library of a chateau outside Paris. Painted in watercolor and gouache (thickened watercolor), it showed a familiar image of Indians bowing before a monument that bore the royal arms of France. Excited experts, noting the work was almost identical to the engraving, declared that one of Le Moyne’s paintings, lost for more than three hundred years, had been discovered at last.

That painting is now housed at the New York Public Library, and on the afternoon I went to see it, a staff member in the prints division told me that for decades, the work “was considered one of the ten or so items in the whole library you made sure you grabbed if there was a fire.” No longer, apparently. In recent years, it has lost much of its luster, dimmed by the doubts of experts who now question its authenticity. Among other criticisms, these skeptics argue that the “outrageously wrong” colors—Indians with pale pink skin and blondish hair, for example—offer evidence that Le Moyne could not have been the painter. Instead, they view the piece as a “near-contemporaneous copy by an anonymous artist”: a painting patterned after the engraving, in other words, not the other way around. Far from answering questions about Le Moyne, the painting has only added new riddles.

The artist’s opening image of the New World, like so many that would follow, remains an enigma. That some version of the scene—described independently by the artist himself, Laudonnière, and another witness—actually took place, there can be no doubt. Yet if the picture shows what the settlers saw, it also shows what they wanted to see. Part empirical fact, part imperial fantasy, it marks both a first and a final moment in the colony’s history. Never again would Le Moyne portray Florida as quite such a paradise. Never again would the Indians seem so servile. Never again would the colonists be so sure of their destiny. Even in this initial moment of exuberance, the French were already in grave danger.



CHAPTER THREE

Corsarios
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AT THE PRECISE MOMENT LE MOYNE WAS WITNESSING THAT CURIOUS sacrament at the stone column, the monument’s twin—another pillar bearing the fleur-de-lis—was being hauled to Havana in a Spanish frigate. It was all that was left of the previous French colony in North America.

The Spanish had dispatched this vessel in response to alarming intelligence reports about an enemy presence in La Florida. The leader of this twenty-five-man mission, Hernando Manrique de Rojas, had received explicit instructions to remove or destroy stone markers the French were said to have left along the coast. He was also to look for a settlement, “razing the fort so completely that no trace of it shall remain.” The frigate sailed from Havana on May 12, 1564—just as Le Moyne and his countrymen were closing in on the Caribbean.

Two weeks later, Manrique de Rojas was edging up the Florida coast, inquiring after the French at every stop. He failed to find the column on the banks of the Saint Johns, but on June 11 he went ashore in modern-day South Carolina, where the Indians showed him “two iron axes, a mirror, some pieces of cloth, small bells, knives and many other things made by the hands of Christians.” Then they told him about a young Frenchman who lived nearby.

Manrique de Rojas sent two Indians ahead with a wooden cross “to give to the Christian as proof that there were Christians in the land.” The man, seventeen-year-old Guillaume Rouffi, showed up a day later in native attire. Under questioning, he told a haunting story.

Rouffi had been among those at Charlesfort, the earlier French outpost. The leader of that expedition, it turned out, was a man all too familiar to the Spanish. His name was Jean Ribault, a legendary mariner: “one of the best men of the sea in Christendom,” in the words of a contemporary. When Ribault had returned to France, taking with him his second in command, René Laudonnière, he promised the twenty-six volunteers who remained behind that he would be back soon. But Ribault “did not come nor did any other Frenchmen,” Rouffi told his interrogators. When the starving soldiers decided to build a makeshift vessel and try their luck on the high seas, Rouffi helped them prepare. At the last minute, however, he decided not to sail. “Realizing that there would not be in the boat anyone who understood navigation, [he] was not willing to go with them and remained among the Indians of this section where he has been until now,” Manrique de Rojas would later report. “It is about fourteen months since they went away and no news of them has ever been received.”

Rouffi took the Spanish to the abandoned Charlesfort, which Manrique de Rojas and his men promptly burned to the ground. The young castaway also showed them the nearby stone marker. They dug it up and took it back to the ship along with Rouffi, who was to be “held prisoner under close guard on board the frigate and taken to the town of San Cristóbal, Havana, and delivered to the governor to be dealt with as justice might demand.”

On June 15, just a week before the French arrived in Florida, the Spanish commander sailed south, giving orders to stick close to the shore if the winds would allow it. Rouffi had told him of a second stone marker, the one along the banks of the Saint Johns, and now he hoped to complete his mission by hauling it home. These two monuments, he knew, would be prized war trophies for Spanish officials in Havana, who, as recent history made brutally clear, had already suffered incalculable losses at the hands of the French.

         

JULY 10, 1555, WAS a day those officials remembered all too well. It had been near dawn on that fateful morning when a watchman in Havana had spotted a ship passing the harbor. Scouts, sent on horseback to investigate, soon returned to report that heavily armed men had landed and were advancing on the town. Within hours, the invaders had overwhelmed this vital Spanish outpost in Cuba, soon to be known as “Key to the New World and Rampart of the West Indies.” Then, for weeks, they ran amok, pillaging residences, terrorizing citizens, destroying boats in the harbor, ravaging the surrounding countryside, slaughtering prisoners, and hanging African slaves whose only crime was that their masters failed to pay enough ransom. Before burning the city to the ground, the raiders added one final insult. Bursting into the local church, they hacked up the Virgin Mary and other icons, burned a crucifix and broke its arms off, and paraded around wearing stolen vestments.
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A contemporary illustration of Jacques de Sores and his men sacking Havana in 1555.


Their leader, described by one stunned Spanish colonist as a “huge Lutheran heretic,” was Jacques de Sores, a gifted but sadistic seaman who came from the same circle of Protestant captains as Laudonnière and Ribault. By the mid-sixteenth century, Norman navigators were becoming legendary not only as explorers but as pirates, or, as the Spanish bitterly called them, corsarios. In an age when the demarcations between commerce and crime, between government policy and private adventurism, between war and peace, were as vaguely sketched as the outlines of a New World map, the merchants and mariners of Dieppe and Le Havre had hit upon an enterprise that allowed them to serve their king, antagonize their political and religious enemies, and enrich themselves all at the same time.

Normandy got its name from the Scandinavian raiders, or “North-men,” who conquered the region during the Dark Ages, and the predatory spirit of the Vikings had never entirely faded from its ports. With the discovery of America, however, this piratical impulse gained a new urgency and logic. The French found ways to plunder Spain’s New World interests almost as soon as the Spanish began plundering the New World itself.

As early as 1498, Christopher Columbus was taking
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