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FOR DON BOARMAN

In the beginning, all the world was America.
JOHN LOCKE

Part One
THE MAKING
OF AN
AMERICAN
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One
MIGRATION
THE SHARP CRIES OF GULLS wheeling above the East River docks welcomed the handsome young Frenchman to America. Crossing from Nantes in late summer, he had been a month and a half at sea and he was grateful for the solidity of New York cobblestones. That August 1803 he was four months past his eighteenth birthday, barely fledged, but the United States was hardly older: Lewis and Clark were just preparing to depart for the West. His father owned a plantation called Mill Grove on Perkiomen Creek near its junction with the Schuylkill River northwest of Philadelphia, close above Valley Forge, and that was where he was going. His father was a former sea captain and retired French Navy officer who had commanded a corvette in the final battle of the American Revolution. Jean Audubon had sent his cherished only son to America to escape conscription into the forces Napoleon was mustering for his war with England, joined the previous May.
Wherever the young man went he watched the birds. Birds moved through the human world at will. In their large freedom they lived rich lives in parallel with people and people hardly knew. On his passage from Nantes, at the Grand Banks off Newfoundland where his ancestors had fished for cod, far out at sea, he had scattered ship’s biscuit on the deck and drawn migrating brown titlarks (American pipits) *1 down from the heavens to feed. “They came on board wearied,” he would remember and write thirty years later, “and so hungry that the crumbs of biscuit thrown to them were picked up with the greatest activity.”
He studied birds for the fables they enacted—he carried La Fontaine’s Fables with him as a guide—and beyond fable he studied them to learn their habits, the patterns and systems of their lives. Studying birds was how he mastered the world, and himself. Leaving his friends, his father and his country had disheartened him. The long hours of sailing brought “deep sorrow or melancholy musing. . . . My affections were with those I had left behind, and the world seemed to me a great wilderness.” Then the New World rolled across the horizon, a real and physical wilderness beyond its settled rim. He had begun drawing birds in France. Now, “prompted by an innate desire to acquire a thorough knowledge of the birds of this happy country, I formed the resolution, immediately on my landing, to spend, if not all my time in that study, at least all that portion generally called leisure, and to draw each individual of its natural size and coloring.” This is retrospect, of course, but it catches the eighteen-year-old’s excitement and bravado.
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Manhattan from the East River. Aquatint engraving (detail) after Robert Havell, Jr.
 
His name—his new name, his name as of the day he had boarded ship—was John James Audubon. In France for the previous ten years he had been Jean-Jacques Fougère Audubon. (Fougère—“fern”—was an offering to placate the Revolutionary authorities, who scorned the names of saints.) From his birth on April 26, 1785, until 1793 he had been Jean Rabin, his father’s bastard child, born on Jean Audubon’s lost Caribbean sugar plantation on Saint Domingue (soon to be renamed Haiti) to a twenty-seven-year-old  French chambermaid, Jeanne Rabin, who had died of infection within months of his birth. His father’s wife in France, Anne Moynet, a generous older widow whom Jean Audubon had married long before, had welcomed her husband’s natural son to Nantes and raised him as her own, but his stigmatic birth was a secret John James was sworn to hide: in France bastard children were denied inheritance.
To complicate his identity further, he began using the name LaForest, enlarging on Fougère: John James LaForest Audubon.
He was taller than the average of his day, lean and athletic, unself-consciously vain:
 
I measured five feet, ten and one half inches, was of fair mien, and quite a handsome figure; large, dark, and rather sunken eyes, light-colored eyebrows, aquiline nose and a fine set of teeth; hair, fine texture and luxuriant, divided and passing down behind each ear in luxuriant ringlets as far as the shoulders.
 
Five feet nine is nearer the truth—taller than his father, who was five feet five. His hair was chestnut, his beak of a nose certifiably French. But without question women found him handsome. “He is the handsomest boy in Nantes,” his adoptive mother had written her husband once, “but perhaps not the most studious.”
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Captain Jean Audubon, John James’s father
 
He could sing, dance, play the flute, the violin and the recorder-like flageolet, fence, hunt, shoot and ride and draw. He was volatile, excitable and vivacious. Young as he was, people already liked to be around him—men and women both.
Before he could learn American birds he had to learn English. His father had asked the captain of his ship of passage, John Smith, to watch over him. Leaving the ship to cash the letter of credit his father had given him, striding along Greenwich Street above the Battery, John James was staggered by the first symptoms of a life-threatening fever. He remembered it as yellow fever, and it may have been; the jaundicing and frequently deadly infection was a common summer scourge. In 1793 an epidemic that refugees had carried from Saint Domingue had killed nearly five thousand people in Philadelphia, and it had struck again that summer of 1803 in New York as well. Audubon’s illness made Smith’s mission imperative. The captain saw his charge delivered to a boardinghouse outside Philadelphia operated by two good Quaker women and left him in their care. Nursing him back to health, the women taught him Quaker English. He thee’d and thou’d his intimates ever after.
WHEN JOHN JAMES’S NURSES thought he was well enough to travel, they sent word to his father’s agent in Philadelphia, and soon a prosperous Quaker lawyer carriaged to their boardinghouse to fetch the young man away. Miers Fisher had negotiated the purchase of Mill Grove for Jean Audubon in 1789. Twenty-three hundred English pounds in gold and silver—roughly $200,000  today—bought 284 acres of fair Pennsylvania farmland and woods with a two-story dormered fieldstone mansion set high on a steep lawn, stone barns and outbuildings and working water-powered flour and sawmills down the lawn beside the broad Perkiomen. The property was meant to be an investment. Jean Audubon had begun his maritime career at twelve as a cabin boy on his father’s merchant ship out of Les Sables-d’Olonne downriver from Nantes on the west coast of France below the Loire. He had advanced to apprentice sailor and eventually captained ships of his own, fishing on the Grand Banks and hauling cargo. Many profitable voyages later, he had acquired a sugar plantation and refinery on Saint Domingue, France’s most prosperous colony, where sugar and indigo worked by half a million African slaves supplied two-thirds of pre-Revolutionary France’s overseas trade. But slave uprisings in Guadeloupe and Martinique and the first stirrings of revolution in France and on Saint Domingue itself had alerted the shrewd négociant to potential disaster. The funds he used to buy Mill Grove came from the hasty sale of a portion of his Les Cayes plantation. Two years later, back in Nantes and an officer in the Republican Guard, he arranged to have his only son and the boy’s younger half-sister, Rose, the daughter of a second, quadroon mistress, delivered to him  from Saint Domingue. The ship entered the Loire in June 1791 with Rose listed on the manifest as Jeanne Rabin’s daughter, obscuring her mixed race; the revolution that eventually established the Republic of Haiti engulfed the island in August.
At Miers Fisher’s country house northwest of Philadelphia young Audubon improved his English further, but by Quaker standards his recreations were shocking. Fisher “was opposed to music of all descriptions,” he complains, “as well as to dancing, could not bear me to carry a gun, or fishing-rod, and, indeed, condemned most of my amusements.” Fisher had impressionable daughters and adolescent sons. As soon as he could decently do so, he delivered his client’s wayward heir on to Mill Grove to board with its less observant Quaker tenant William Thomas and Thomas’s wife and several sons. John James counted Fisher’s departure “a true deliverance” but at least in recollection honored him: “This was only because our tastes and educations were so different, for he certainly was a good and learned man.” Fisher arranged for Thomas to pay John James a quarterly allowance subtracted from his $400 annual lease, and the young man settled in.
Mill Grove delighted him. “Hunting, fishing, drawing, and music occupied my every moment; cares I knew not, and cared naught about them.” But since his father had by then lost most of his wealth in the revolutions of France and Saint Domingue, what would be the young man’s occupation? Jean Audubon had expectations of Mill Grove. The property was known for its mineral deposits, particularly lead. Lead, with its low melting point and high density, was a valuable commodity at a time when hunting with muzzle-loading flintlocks was nearly universal, Quaker lawyers excepted. Hunters ramrodded their weapons with powder, paper and ball each time they fired and routinely carried lead and bullet molds to make their own balls.
In April 1802 Miers Fisher had alerted his Nantes client to his property’s promise:
 
[At] about the expiration of the [first] five years’ [lease], or probably before, [William Thomas] discovered what he thought a very rich lead mine on the premises & communicated the discovery to me, at the same time producing a sample of the ore. Upon inquiry I found that he thought it to exist there in very great quantities & seemed desirous to purchase the land; I told him I had no authority to sell it . . . but promised to inform thee thereof. . . . In this expectation I have kept him on the place ever since & he has paid his rent with more punctuality than is usual with tenants here. . . . He is the only person who knows where the mine is to be found, & will not disclose it until he has some benefit allotted to him for his discovery. . . . He has a very high opinion of it—I have had a sample of it assayed & am assured it will yield about 60 or 70 percent of lead from the 100 lb. of ore. . . . Therefore come in person or employ a confidential friend to judge for thee in this important affair—it may be sufficient to restore all thy losses.
 
Letters traveled slowly and uncertainly in the age of sail, and another year passed before Jean Audubon could send someone to represent him, a young Frenchman supposed to be knowledgeable about ores and mining. Francis Dacosta had arrived in Philadelphia in the spring of 1803, a few months before John James, carrying Jean Audubon’s power of attorney. He was authorized to sell Thomas the Mill Grove acreage that lay across the Perkiomen from the main house in exchange for the location of the lead vein, but Miers Fisher thought such a move unwise—what if the Perkiomen bottomland covered even more valuable veins of ore?—so Dacosta pried the location of the vein from Thomas by paying $300 of his $400 annual lease  that May and promis-ing more. Corresponding with Dacosta about these first negotiations, Jean Audubon revealed his parental program: “Remember, my dear sir, I expect that if your plan succeeds, my son will find a place in the works which will enable him to provide for himself, in order to spare me from expenses that I can only with difficulty support.” Dacosta had taken rooms in Philadelphia that fall to wait out the winter before opening up the mine, which meant John James could continue carefree at Mill Grove at least until spring.
To cut a proper figure a young man needed a horse. Thomas had none to spare. An English family had bought the larger plantation up the hill to the south and across the road and was just moving in; John James might inquire there. On November 11 he did and met William Bakewell, the patriarch, a sturdy, educated squire from Derbyshire by way of New Haven, Connecticut, where he and his brother Benjamin had owned and operated an ale brewery until it burned down the previous winter. The Bakewells had arrived only two days before; William turned John James over to his guest, General Andrew Porter of nearby Norristown, and went about his business.
William Bakewell was a blunt and skeptical man, a Unitarian connected to Joseph Priestley, the experimental chemist, discoverer of oxygen and ammonia and religious reformer who had emigrated to America in 1794 and founded a colony near Northumberland, Pennsylvania, where William had also bought land. (“A feather-bed to catch a falling Christian,” the Bakewell family physician, Erasmus Darwin, had jokingly called Unitarianism, but dissent was dangerous business—mobs burned down Priestley’s house and other dissenting leaders found themselves transported among common criminals to Botany Bay.) William had seriously considered buying a farm in the Shenandoah Valley before Porter pointed him to the Greek Revival mansion with its lush estate and wide view of Valley Forge southward across the Schuylkill. He chose it for its fertility and accepted its odd name, Fatland Ford. “It is not improbable,” he wrote a Derbyshire cousin, “that the name of the ford [on the Schuylkill below the mansion] was taken (tho’ rather vulgarly expressed) from the quality of the land as it is very fertile indeed.”
John James pursued his horse buying. William Bakewell returned his call and found him away but left his card and an invitation to go hunting. Audubon may have been away—he claimed he was out looking for birds—but he had a chip on his shoulder about the English, who had twice jailed his father as a prisoner of war in his maritime years. His father had dismissed the boy’s prejudice magisterially, telling him “thy blood will cool in time. . . . Thou has not been in England; I have, and it is a fine country.” The young man’s blood cooled early in the new year 1804 when he encountered William Bakewell and his pointers pursuing grouse in the snow-silenced woods along the Perkiomen. “I was struck with the kind politeness of his manner, and found him an expert marksman. Entering into conversation, I admired the beauty of his well-trained dogs, and, apologizing for my discourtesy, finally promised to call upon him and his family.” Mrs. Thomas had been encouraging him as well, coaching her boarder that the Bakewells had attractive and interesting daughters.
Audubon called at the Doric-columned, pedimented two-story mansion house just after the middle of January 1804:
 
It happened that [William Bakewell] was absent from home, and I was shown into a parlor where only one young lady was snugly seated at her work by the fire. She rose on my entrance, offered me a seat, and assured me of the gratification her father would feel on his return, which, she added, would be in a few moments, as she would dispatch a servant for him. Other ruddy cheeks and bright eyes made their transient appearance, but, like spirits gay, soon vanished from my sight; and there I sat, my gaze riveted, as it were, on the young girl before me, who, half working, half talking, essayed to make the time pleasant for me. Oh! may God bless her!
 
This vision was Lucy Green Bakewell, the Bakewells’ firstborn child and oldest daughter, named after her mother, two days away from turning seventeen.  She was tall, slim, graceful, poised, modest and lovely to look at, with a turned-up English nose and smoky gray eyes—in the recent estimate of one of her cousins, “a fine lively girl.” She was also, as Audubon would discover, intelligent, loyal, well read, musical, meticulous, a good horsewoman and an athletic swimmer.
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Lucy Bakewell in an 1825 silhouette
 
Her father came in from his chores and introduced the rest of the family: Lucy’s brother Thomas, one year younger than she and about to leave for New York to work for his Uncle Benjamin in the import-export business; her little brother William, who was four; her adolescent sisters Eliza, Sarah and Ann. Mrs. Bakewell was ill and did not appear. Mr. Bakewell asked Lucy to organize lunch, and a dazzled young man watched her go: “She now arose from her seat a second time, and her form, to which I had previously paid but partial attention, showed both grace and beauty; and my heart followed every one of her steps.” By the end of the luncheon, as the men prepared to hunt, Audubon had reason to believe that she had noticed him as well and liked what she saw.
Lunch begat a return invitation to dinner at Mill Grove. The frozen Perkiomen was swept for skating. Mrs. Thomas set her sons to trap pheasants and quail, and the whole Bakewell family sat to dinner. Afterward, John James remembered, “we all repaired to the ice on the creek, and there in comfortable sledges, each fair one was propelled by an ardent skater.” Lucy’s ardent skater was Mr. Audubon. “Tales of love may be extremely stupid to the majority,” he defended his memories, “but to me . . . every moment was . . . one of delight.”
Miss Bakewell and Mr. Audubon began to see each other. She improved his English; he taught her French. They made music together, singing, playing the piano and the violin. They read books to each other. They walked their adjoining woods and went riding. They exchanged childhoods, hers in Derbyshire, his along the Loire. They discovered their common love of country life and distaste for cities. The one reserved but steadfast, the other flamboyant and bold, both gifted at friendship, they began to fall in love.
AUDUBON IN REMINISCENCE preferred to Byronize his youth to the point of parody:
 
I was what in plain terms may be called extremely extravagant. I had no vices, it is true, neither had I any high aims. I was ever fond of shooting, fishing, and riding on horseback; the raising of fowls of every sort was one of my hobbies, and to reach the maximum of my desires in those different things filled every one of my thoughts. I was ridiculously fond of dress. To have seen me going shooting in black satin smallclothes, or breeches, with silk stockings, and the finest ruffled shirt Philadelphia could afford, was, as I now realize, an absurd spectacle, but it was one of my many foibles, and I shall not conceal it. I purchased the best horses in the country, and rode well, and felt proud of it; my guns and fishing-tackle were equally good, always expensive and richly ornamented, often with silver. . . .
I was extremely fond of music, dancing, and drawing. . . . I was, like most young men, filled with the love of amusement, and not a ball, a skating-match, a house or riding party took place without me. Withal, and fortunately for me, I was not addicted to gambling; cards I disliked, and I had no other evil practices. I was, besides, temperate to an intemperate degree. I lived . . . on milk, fruits, and vegetables, with the addition of game and fish at times, but never had I swallowed a single glass of wine or spirits until the day of my wedding. . . . All this time I was as fair and as rosy as a girl, though as strong, indeed stronger than, most young men, and active as a buck.
 
Extravagant he may have been, although where the money came from for all this supposed silk and silver and horseflesh is not clear—he was ever prone to exaggeration. But if extravagant, John James was also generous, opening his home to young French-speaking friends, one of whom pursued Lucy so ardently that her father finally had to warn him off. He helped with the spring plowing and planting at Fatland Ford. His real work even then, however precocious it may seem, was his committed investigation of the natural world around him in Pennsylvania, focused on observing, collecting, mounting and drawing birds.
He said he had a particular goal in mind from the beginning. He wanted to make art of bird illustration: to bring the birds he drew back to animated life, “to complete a collection not only valuable to the scientific class, but pleasing to every person.” Standard ornithologies, such as they were, depicted stuffed specimens in profile, accurate in fine detail but unrealistic and lifeless. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, hardly any American birds had been described. “The first collection of drawings I made of this sort were from European specimens, procured by my father or myself. . . . They were all represented strictly ornithologically, which means neither more or less than in stiff unmeaning profiles.” In America, at Mill Grove, he began to experiment.
To draw birds in Audubon’s day, before the invention of photography, it was necessary to shoot them. Ornithologists relied on professional hunters for their fieldwork. They could do so because wild birds were hunted in quantity for market then, just as fish are hooked and netted today, on the assumption that their supply was inexhaustible. Not only game birds but also songbirds were collected by the dozens and hundreds and sold for food. To supply ornithologists the hunters skinned their catch, stuffed the skins with frayed rope and sent the dried, stuffed skins along to be measured and drawn. Audubon had prepared his earlier specimens this way. At Mill Grove, however, he experimented both with sketching in the field and with arranging his freshly killed subjects unstuffed. “I betook myself to the drawing of specimen[s] hung to a string by one foot,” he ridiculed one early attempt, “with the desire to shew their every portion as the wings lay loosely spread as well as the tail—in this manner I made some pretty fair signboards for poulterers!”
His favorite field excursion—he called such excursions rambles—took him along the ledge of rocky bluff above the southern bank of the Perkiomen. He and Lucy regularly walked there together. From the bluff he could observe kingfishers perched above the creek. Often fish hawks (osprey) appeared, and sometimes even a white-headed eagle (bald eagle). On one of his early Perkiomen rambles he found a cave that he began using as a solitary study, retreating under its arched entrance with paper and pencils and sometimes with a book such as Maria Edgeworth’s educational Tales or La Fontaine’s Fables. (Edgeworth, the daughter of one of Erasmus Darwin’s closest friends, was another connection with Lucy.) That winter John James had noticed a clean but empty nest attached above the entrance of the cave “as if the absent owner intended to revisit it.” Early in April 1804, when “the buds were already much swelled, and some of the trees were ornamented with blossoms, yet the ground was still partially covered with snow, and the air retained the piercing chill of winter,” he discovered to his delight that a pair of pewee flycatchers (Eastern phoebes) had arrived and occupied the nest.
“I concluded that they must have just come, for they seemed fatigued. . . . Insects were yet few, and the return of the birds looked to me as prompted more by their affection to the place, than by any other motive.” He began visiting the black-billed, dusky-olive pair every day until they grew comfortable with his presence. He watched them patch and reline their mud nest, “render[ing] it warm by adding a few large soft feathers of the common goose, which they found strewn along the edge of the water in the creek.”
On a later visit the female remained on the nest while the male flew in and out of the cave bringing her insects, and that afternoon when they both flew off Audubon found the first egg. In six days he counted six eggs, the female spending less and less time in the nest after each laying, keeping the eggs laid earlier cool as if to deliberately retard their development until the whole batch was assembled, after which she settled down to brood. Audubon was both excited and frustrated:
 
One day whilst watching the habits of [the pewees] I looked so intently on their innocent attitudes that a thought struck my mind like a flash of light, that nothing after all could ever answer my enthusiastic desires to represent nature, than to attempt to copy her in her own way, alive and moving! Then, on I went with forming hundreds of outlines of my favorites, the pewees—how good or bad I cannot tell, but I fancied I had mounted a step on the high mount before me. I continued for months together in simply outlining birds as I observed them either alighted or on wing but could finish none of my sketches.
 
Lucy joined him on his visits to the pewee cave. Her father, wary of romance, had already cautioned her about spending so much time with the young Frenchman. He judged Audubon’s family prosperous—Mill Grove, he wrote a relative, was “about the value of [Fatland Ford], the land & house not equal but it has a flour mill & a sawmill on it”—but thought Lucy too young yet for courting. At corn-planting time a hired hand’s  warning that the couple had begun escaping observation in a Perkiomen cave kept him awake at night. He decided to question William Thomas. The Mill Grove tenant told him about the pewees and relieved his concern. But the cave visits were more significant than Thomas or William Bakewell knew. In that first springtime, only months after they met, it was in the Perkiomen cave that Lucy first told  the young man she had come to call “LaForest” that she returned his love. He mixed their feelings with those he ascribed to the pewees in his later description of the birds, writing of their “remarkable and curious twittering . . . while both sat on the edge of the nest at those meetings. . . . It was the soft, tender expression, I thought, of the pleasure they both appeared to anticipate of the future. Their mutual caresses, simple as they might have seemed to another, and the delicate manner used by the male to please his mate, riveted my eyes on these birds, and excited sensations which I can never forget.”
If Audubon had found his love, he had not yet solved his drawing problem. When sketching from life refused to work for him, he tried suspending his freshly killed bird specimens like puppets. “By means of threads I raised or lowered a head, wing, or a tail and by fastening the threads securely I had something like life before me, yet much was wanting—when I saw the living bird I felt the blood rise in my temples and almost in despair spent a month without drawing, but in deep thought.”
Puppetry led him next to the idea of constructing a manikin, a sort of Universal Bird. During his limited course of formal art training in France, which had not progressed as far as life studies, he had worked from manikins as well as from Classical sculpture. Thinking about manikins, he “cogitated how far a manikin of a bird would answer for all of them? I labored in wood, cork and wires, and formed a grotesque figure which I cannot describe in any other terms than by telling you that when sat up it was a very tolerable looking ‘Dodo’! A friend present laughed heartily and raised my blood by assuring me that as far as [I] might wish to represent a tame gander or bird of that sort my model would do. I gave it a kick, demolished it to atoms, walked off and thought again.”
The “friend present” was a visitor from Nantes, Ferdinand Rozier,  the son of one of Jean Audubon’s closest friends among the Nantes maritime bourgeoisie. Rozier was a shrewd, stocky, thoroughly French twenty-seven-year-old who spoke little English, an experienced sailor who had already rounded the Horn of Africa and traveled as far into the Indian Ocean as Mauritius (where the dodo had been harried to extinction more than a century before). Lucy thought Rozier crude when she met him after being away for a month in New Haven visiting her aunt Sarah Atterbury, whence her father had banished her to retard her courtship. When she returned the rye was ready to cut, hot work from which the young people cooled themselves at the end of the day swimming in the Perkiomen millpond.
Francis Dacosta opened up the Mill Grove lead mine that summer. Audubon almost certainly lent a hand. A newspaper report called the mine Dacosta’s “property,” which was not yet true. “The vein proves to be a regular one,” the report continued breathlessly, “. . . its thickness from one foot to 15 inches. . . . Two tons of that beautiful ore were raised in a few hours, and one ton more at least was left in the bottom of the pit, which is yet but nine feet deep. From the situation of this mine, its nearness to navigation and market, its very commanding height, its richness in metal, and the large scale it forms on; it is thought by judges to be one of the first discoveries yet made in the U.S.” The ore assayed 85 percent lead oxide, each 100 ounces of which carried 21⁄2 ounces of fine silver worth $3. Dacosta evidently believed in the mine. In December he signed a mortgage for 31,000 francs, $6,200, for a one-half interest in Mill Grove, which on paper at least represented a 30 percent profit for Jean Audubon.
John James dreamed the solution to his bird-animation problem. “Long before day, one morning, I leaped out of bed fully persuaded that I had obtained my object.” He ordered up a horse, refused to say where he was going and rode off at a hard gallop toward Norristown, five miles away. Not surprisingly, since it was still dark, the town was not yet awake, so Audubon rode on down to the Schuylkill and took a morning bath. Back in Norristown a little later he entered the first shop he found open, bought lengths of wire of several different gauges and galloped back to Mill Grove. Mrs. Thomas thought he was crazy when he rejected breakfast and called for his gun:
 
Off to the creek and down with the first kingfisher I met! I picked the bird up and carried it home by the bill, I sent for the miller and made him fetch me a piece of soft board—when he returned he found me filing into sharp points pieces of my wire, and proud to show him the substance of my discovery, for a discovery I had now in my brains, I pierced the body of the fishing bird and fixed it on the board—another wire passed above his upper mandible was made to hold the head in a pretty fair attitude, smaller skewers fixed the feet according to my notions, and even common pins came to my assistance in the placing [of] the legs and feet. The last wire proved a delightful elevator to the bird’s tail and at last there stood before me the real manikin of a kingfisher!
 
Too excited to be hungry, Audubon sat down then and there and drew the bird’s now animated and three-dimensional outline, using a drawing compass to match the outline to the dimensions of the specimen. “My honest miller stood by me the while and was delighted to see me pleased. Reader, this was what I shall ever call my first attempt at drawing actually from nature, for then even the eye of the kingfisher was as if full of life before me whenever I pressed its lids aside with a finger.” Sharpened wires embedded in a board onto which he could impale his fresh specimens in life-like attitudes set up his subjects in a context his previous art training had made familiar. It was a simple system that he could rig from easily available materials wherever he might go in search of birds, and by scribing a grid into the board he could use its parallax to work out the foreshortening that transferring life-like attitudes from three dimensions to two would require.
(The arrangement of Audubon’s mounting board has been something of a mystery to art historians. A young assistant who saw one many years later and described it in a letter resolves the mystery: “Now, the dear man had his chalks upon the table and upright in front of him was a pine board upon which was secured in position by means of long thin pins, the bird whose likeness he was transferring to the cardboard before him.” That is: the grid board was set on edge, with the wires pointing toward the artist, and the specimen was impaled on the wires. This arrangement put the grid behind the specimen and made the bird seem to float in space in whatever position Audubon decided to arrange it.)
To cap that fundamental summer, nineteen-year-old John James Audubon asked for the hand of seventeen-year-old Lucy Green Bakewell. William Bake-well liked his young French neighbor and thought him suitable, but found a way to delay. “A Mr. Audubon,” he wrote an English cousin, “a young man from France whose father owns a farm next to mine, has solicited Lucy’s hand, but as I made it a point that his father should be informed first, the business was deferred (indeed they are both young enough) till he hears from France.” Lucy’s mother also liked her daughter’s suitor and was happy that her firstborn daughter might settle near her. John James immediately wrote his father, who immediately wrote Dacosta:
 
My son speaks to me about his marriage. If you would have the kindness to inform me about his intended, as well as about her parents, their manners, their conduct, their means, and why they are in that country, whether it was in consequence of misfortune that they left Europe, you will be doing me a signal service, and I beg you, moreover, to oppose this marriage until I may give my consent to it. Tell these good people that my son is not at all rich, and that I can give him nothing if he marries in this condition.
 
Dacosta disliked his patron’s son. He thought John James put on airs—by claiming, for example, that he owned Mill Grove. If so, the sin was one that Dacosta had also committed in the matter of the mine. When he confronted the younger man the two squared off. Audubon, reminiscing later for his sons, says Dacosta “took it into his head that my affection for your mother was rash and inconsiderate. He spoke triflingly of her and of her parents, and one day said to me that for a man of my rank and expectations to marry Lucy Bakewell was out of the question.” Given Dacosta’s instructions from Audubon’s father and his awareness of the retired French officer’s financial reverses, it seems likely Dacosta meant that the Bakewells were above the Audubons, not the other way around. Whatever he meant, John James understandably took umbrage. “If I laughed at him or not I cannot tell you, but of this I am certain, that my answers to his talks on this subject so exasperated him that he immediately afterward curtailed my usual income . . . and wrote to my father accordingly.”
Then tragedy intervened to delay a further resolution: on September 30, after ten days of severe dysentery, Lucy’s mother died. A relative considered it “a great loss to her family, but for herself a happy release; for I have always understood she was greatly averse to going to America.” Lucy disagreed; she thought her mother had almost begun to like Pennsylvania and Fatland Ford, if “not quite as well as New Haven.” Some of the Bakewell neighbors avoided the funeral for fear of contagion, but Audubon and Rozier attended. William had an octagonal burial ground marked out along the border of one of his fields. He discounted contagion from his wife’s fatal illness, since he and Lucy had nursed her without becoming infected. He had sent for a physician, who had bled her and prescribed medications. On the Sunday before her attack they had taken a ride to a neighbor’s “where she eat a great number of peaches, some not ripe”; he thought the peaches might have contributed to her “fatal catastrophe.”
After the funeral came grief, William wrote his Derbyshire cousin, Euphemia Gifford:
 
For the first week we were capable of scarcely anything but walking to & from the grave. Afterwards I had to attend to my wheat sowing & to the erection of a [building]. Such occupations and the necessity there was of arousing myself to fulfill the duties I owed to my children are on these occasions of great service. . . .
On Sunday I took little William on a walk to the grave, & asked him who was laid there? He said “my Mamma” but on seeing some hickory nuts lying near, he picked them [up] & began to crack them as if nothing had happened. In such young minds the impression is soon effaced. . . .
Lucy naturally looks forward & probably like many young persons expects a state of complete happiness with her intended. He is much disappointed with having not received any letter from his father whose approbation I made it a point of his attaining.
 
With younger brothers and sisters to organize and servants to direct, Lucy was needed at home. Audubon waited impatiently to hear from his father. William Thomas encouraged his belief that Dacosta was scheming to defraud them all. Audubon might have returned to France that autumn to expose Dacosta’s perfidy and obtain his father’s permission to marry the graceful young woman he loved, but the reason Jean Audubon had sent him abroad—to avoid conscription—still applied, and despite his Byronic airs John James was a loving and dutiful son. Then an almost fatal accident was succeeded by a crisis of infection, and the two near-death experiences changed his mind.

Two
“I SHALL SAIL ON A SHEEP”
AUDUBON’S ACCIDENT OCCURRED at the end of a day of duck hunting on the frozen Perkiomen, the hunters on ice skates, bundled against the cold and armed with flintlock shotguns and light, long-barreled fowling pieces. Besides Audubon, always an instigator and a leader, the party included Lucy’s younger brother Tom and several of their friends. As they skated home at dusk laden with ducks, later than they probably intended, Audubon tied his handkerchief to a stick for a guidon to lead the way:
 
We were skating swiftly along when darkness came on, and now our speed was increased. Unconsciously I happened to draw so very near a large air-hole that to check my headway became quite impossible, and down it I went, and soon felt the power of a most chilling bath. My senses must, for aught I know, have left me for awhile; be this as it may, I must have glided with the stream some thirty or forty yards, when, as God would have it, up I popped at another air-hole, and here I did, in some way or other, manage to crawl out. My companions, who in the gloom had seen my form so suddenly disappear, escaped the danger, and were around me when I emerged from the greatest peril I have ever encountered. . . . I was helped to a shirt from one, a pair of dry breeches from another, and completely dressed anew in a few minutes . . . our line of march was continued, with, however, much more circumspection.
 
Perhaps compounded by this exposure, complications from an abscess laid Audubon low in early December 1804, with fever intensifying to delirium. Lucy had him moved to Fatland Ford, where she could nurse him. It was ten days before his fever broke, by which time he was so weak that when he got up to try to walk he fainted. Lucy made him stay in bed until after Christmas, reading to him to curb his restlessness—he was never a man happy to sit still, except when he was observing birds. As he gained strength he must certainly also have passed the time by drawing. He could only have glimpsed out a window a Christmas Day demonstration of an experimental steam-powered threshing machine in the Fatland Ford barnyard, but he heard about it in detail. Its inventor was a young mechanic and millwright newly arrived from Scotland, David Prentice. In the English Midlands tradition of technological entrepreneurship, Lucy’s father William Bakewell had sponsored the thresher’s development.
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Mill Grove on the Perkiomen. Oil by Thomas Birch, c. 1830, with lead works at left below house
 
Since her mother’s death, Lucy and her father had drawn closer to her young Frenchman, intimacy that his illness in their midst would have enlarged. He would not have told them the circumstances of his birth, but he did tell them about his childhood in France. It was chaotic. France’s civil wars had closed most of its schools, the real reason—not his supposed truancy—that his formal education was deficient. (“None were good in France at this period,” he would write; “the thunders of the Revolution still roared over the land, the Revolutionists covered the earth with the blood of man, woman, and child” and they were “dreadful days.”) The guillotine had been installed as the official method of execution in France just two months after six-year-old Jean Rabin arrived at Nantes in 1791 with his four-year-old half-sister Rose. Though Jean Audubon had been a colonist and a slave owner, he had taken the Revolution’s measure and shrewdly joined his lot with the Revolutionists. The Revolution consumed its own. No one was safe after Louis XVI was guillotined late in January 1793—the execution required two drops of the heavy blade—and tens of thousands of loyalist peasants rose up against the Revolutionists in the Vendée, the département that bordered Nantes below the Loire. Skeptics were criminals as far as the Committee of Public Safety was concerned. “We must rule by iron those who cannot be ruled by justice,” Saint-Just demanded in words that Robespierre endorsed. “. . . You must punish not merely traitors but the indifferent as well.”
The Vendéan counterrevolution began in mid-March 1793 when the peasants advanced on Nantes armed with scythes and blunderbusses. The National Guard Blues engaged the ragged peasant army outside the city walls, but the Vendéans fought shrewdly enough that they were not defeated until June. On March 7, only days before the storm broke, “Jean Audubon, commanding the war sloop Cerberus, vessel of the Republic, aged forty-nine years, native of Les Sables d’Olonne, department of La Vendée, and Anne Moynet his wife, aged fifty-eight years,” just had time to arrange his two natural children’s adoption at the Nantes town hall, shielding them with the Audubon name and protecting their inheritance.
Counterrevolution was not the worst of it; the worst was the Terror that descended on Nantes in October in the person of a nightmarish Representative, Jean-Baptiste Carrier, sent out from Paris bent on reprisal. “I ought to warn you,” he wrote back to his Committee superiors, “that there are people in the prisons of Nantes arrested as champions of the Vendée. Instead of amusing myself by putting them through the formalities of a trial, I shall send them to their place of residence to have them shot.” Deeming shooting and guillotining inefficient, he ordered victims by the hundreds tied together naked in pairs—“Republican marriage,” this indignity was called—loaded onto barges, gabarres, and the barges sunk mid-river in the Loire. “Sentence of deportation was executed vertically,” Thomas Carlyle reports Carrier writing with bloodthirsty sarcasm. “Or why waste a gabarre,” Carlyle continues, “sinking it with them? Fling them out; fling them out, with their hands tied: pour a continual hail of lead over all the space, till the last struggler of them be sunk! . . . And women were in that gabarre. . . . And young children were thrown in, their mothers vainly pleading: ‘Wolflings,’ answered the Company of Marat, ‘who would grow to be wolves.’ ” For months thereafter, says Carlyle, “clouds of ravens darken the River; wolves prowl on the shoal-places.” The putrefying flesh contaminated the river to such an extent that the health authorities were forced to ban fishing. “Kill and kill,” Carrier was heard to rage, and “butcher children without hesitation.”
Carrier hardly distinguished between Revolutionaries and Loyalists; the Audubons were nearly destroyed. “Mr. Audubon,” William Bakewell wrote his Derbyshire cousin that winter, “. . . gives us some horrid accounts of the cruelties practiced during the time of that monster Robespierre & his agents Carrier & others in Nantes where his father lives. His parents with himself & sister were imprisoned for a considerable time & made their escape in a very dangerous manner.”
Losing his mother in infancy, separated from whoever mothered him afterward on Saint Domingue when he was shipped off to France at six, just months ahead of bloody revolution, enduring dreadful days as a young boy in Nantes when Carrier was emptying the prisons with slaughter and his family feared for its life, was a full burden of trauma for a child. In maturity Audubon would expunge the stigma and the trauma from his family story by relocating his birth to Louisiana and to “a lady of Spanish extraction . . . as beautiful as she was wealthy” when he knew full well that he was the bastard son of the chambermaid Jeanne Rabin. Similarly, an important early memory, which he himself believed to be “one of the curious things which perhaps did lead me in after times to love birds, and to finally study them with pleasure infinite,” displaces the violence he experienced as a child onto a cherished bird.
The story Audubon told might as well be one of La Fontaine’s fables. He said the incident occurred in Nantes. Saint Domingue is more likely; he called himself an “infant,” and would Anne Moynet have kept, as he said, “several beautiful parrots and some monkeys” including “a full-grown male of a very large species” in the cold of maritime France? One morning when he was being served breakfast, a parrot in the room asked for its breakfast as well, “Du pain au lait pour le perroquet Migonne!”—“Bread and milk for the parrot Migonne!” Whereupon the big male monkey, which Audubon called a “man of the woods,” probably thinking that the parrot was presumptuous, walked “deliberately and uprightly toward the poor bird” and “at once killed it, with unnatural composure. The sensations of my infant heart at this cruel sight were agony to me. I prayed the servant to beat the monkey, but he, who for some reason preferred the monkey to the parrot, refused. I uttered long and piercing cries, my mother rushed into the room, I was tranquillized, the monkey was forever afterward chained, and Migonne buried with all the pomp of a cherished lost one.”
Great talents have deep roots. In another reminiscence Audubon traced his attachment to birds back to the time when he had just learned to walk and to speak. “They soon became my playmates; . . . I felt that an intimacy with them . . . bordering on phrenzy must accompany my steps through life. . . . None but aerial companions suited my fancy. No roof seemed so secure to me as that formed of the dense foliage under which the feathered tribes were seen to resort.” His father was his first guide and mentor, taking the boy for walks, picking flowers and catching birds for him, sharing his enthusiasm for them and his years of observation from the decks of ships and the shores and forests of France, North America and the Caribbean. It was his father who first encouraged him to observe them, who “would . . . speak  of the departure and return of birds with the seasons, would describe their haunts, and, more wonderful than all, their change of livery; thus exciting me to study them.”
With a child’s natural avarice he came to wish to possess birds totally. That wish was inevitably frustrated, he wrote, because “the moment a bird was dead, however beautiful it had been when in life, the pleasure arising from the possession of it became blunted.” Whatever effort he gave to preservation, “I looked upon its vesture as more than sullied. . . . I wished to possess all the productions of nature, but I wished life with them. This was impossible.” What was to be done? “I turned to my father, and made known to him my disappointment and anxiety. He produced a book of illustrations. A new life ran in my veins. I turned over the leaves with avidity; and although what I saw was not what I longed for, it gave me a desire to copy nature. To Nature I went, and tried to imitate her.”
So a desire literally to revivify the dead lay at the heart of the boy’s struggles to learn to draw birds in lifelike attitudes. The metaphors Audubon used to characterize his early attempts at drawing clearly connect them to his experiences of trauma. “My pencil gave birth to a family of cripples,” he wrote. “So maimed were most of them that they resembled the mangled corpses on a field of battle compared with the integrity of living men.” But the worse his drawings, the more beautiful the originals seemed to him. He understood that his efforts were obsessive: “To have been torn from the study would have been as death to me.” Yet he also saw that he had moved as he matured from trauma to creativity: “Although I felt the impossibility of giving life to my productions, I did not abandon the idea of representing nature.” He was not the first, nor would he be the last, to turn traumatic childhood experience into adult preoccupation and profession, even into art.
By January he was recovered enough to lace his skates back on and challenge the Perkiomen airholes that had prostrated him. A neighbor, David Pawling, was amazed:
 
Today I saw the swiftest skater I ever beheld; backwards and forwards he went like the wind, even leaping over large air-holes fifteen or more feet across, and continuing to skate without an instant’s delay. I was told he was a young Frenchman, and this evening I met him at a ball, where I found his dancing exceeded his skating; all the ladies wished him as a partner; moreover, a handsomer man I never saw, his eyes alone command attention; his name, Audubon, is strange to me.
 
There had been time during his illness for John James to think through his situation and decide what to do about it. He probably discussed his choices with Lucy and her father as well. Early in February he rode southeastward on the icy winter roads to Miers Fisher’s house outside Philadelphia to inform him of his plans to sail for France. He would return to France to expose Dacosta and convince his father to dismiss the man, “but even more to obtain my father’s consent to my marriage with my Lucy.” From Fisher’s house he rode on to Philadelphia to confront Dacosta himself. “I . . . entered his room quite unexpectedly, and asked him for such an amount of money as would enable me at once to sail for France and there see my father.” Dacosta smiled tightly. “Certainly, my dear sir,” he responded. The overseer gave Audubon a sealed letter of credit and he returned to Mill Grove.
Lucy understood that his trip was “in consequence of the letters to his father having miscarried” and that he “intend[ed] returning this fall.” That he was willing to risk conscription was a measure of his love for her; she must have feared for him. He parted from her sadly on February 28, traveling on horseback in the company of a recent Fatland Ford guest, a young Englishman named Thomas Pears who worked with Tom Bakewell at his Uncle Benjamin’s import-export business in New York. Benjamin Bakewell and his family had emigrated to America in 1794, the same year as Joseph Priestley, and then had coaxed his brother William across in 1801. His wife’s widowed sister Sarah Palmer had emigrated as well—she assisted Priestley in editing the Unitarian Theological  Repository—and it was to her New York residence that John James rode: Pears was her daughter’s fiancé. The ninety-mile journey through winter snow took the two young men three days. Audubon remembered when he ferried the Hudson River seeing schooners coming in to the New York wharves piled like coal barges with mounds of passenger pigeons caught upriver; in the New York markets the palatable birds sold for a cent apiece.
Dacosta’s letter was addressed to his New York banker. John James called on the man the next day. “He read [it], smiled, and after awhile told me he had nothing to give me, and in plain terms said that instead of a letter of credit, Dacosta—that rascal!—had written and advised him to have me arrested and shipped to Canton.” At least Dacosta had advised his banker to refuse funds. It took all of Sarah Palmer’s powers of persuasion to convince the young hothead to give up his plan “of returning at once to Philadelphia and there certainly murdering Dacosta.”
John James sent word of his dilemma to Fatland Ford, and Lucy persuaded her father to endorse his brother’s lending her fiancé $150 to pay for his passage. William Bakewell used the occasion to ask Audubon to locate a quality Spanish jackass in France to ship back to Fatland Ford for stud service breeding mules, hybrid animals produced by crossing a jack with a mare that are superior to their parents in vigor and intelligence. Cooling his heels in New York for another week waiting for a ship bound direct for Nantes, John James enjoyed a round of parties, competed with his future cousins in a friendly bout of painting, paid to watch an elephant perform and joined the Bakewell men on a bucket brigade one cold night fighting an East River warehouse fire.
If he had been able to look over his father’s shoulder on March 9, when Jean Audubon was writing Dacosta unaware that his son was about to leave for France, John James would have known he had his work cut out for him. “I am [vexed], Sir,” Jean Audubon challenged his difficult Philadelphia partner; “one cannot be more vexed at the fact that you should have reason to complain about the conduct of my son.” It was not possible to recall his son to France, as Dacosta had evidently requested; “the reasons which made me send him out still remain,” and in any case “only an instant is needed to make him change from bad to good; his extreme youth and petulance are his only faults, and . . . he can be of great service to you if you use him for your own benefit. . . . This is my only son, my heir, and I am old.” But Jean Audubon was not yet prepared to grant his son permission to marry. “When Mr. Miers Fisher shall have shown my letter to the would-be father-in-law, he will see that he is mistaken in his calculation upon the assumed marriage to his daughter, for if it should take place without my consent, all help on my part would cease from that instant; this . . . is what you may say to the would-be father-in-law, that I do not wish my son to marry so young.”
John James sailed on Tuesday, March 12, 1805, on the Hope, a New Bedford brig with a newly wed captain. The vessel was leaky, and the captain put in at New Bedford for a week of repairs before once again setting sail. Nineteen days out from New Bedford they entered the Loire and anchored at Paimboeuf, the Nantes lower harbor at the Loire estuary 75 kilometers downriver from the town.
The Audubons owned a two-story limestone villa with a swelled slate roof, La Gerbetière, in the village of Couëron, on the river between Nantes and Paimboeuf. During Audubon’s childhood the cool, cream-colored house with a formal garden and an orangery surrounded by a high wall had been the family’s summer residence, an easy walk from the extensive forested marshes below Couëron that Cistercian monks had drained in medieval times and where the boy had hunted birds. With Jean Audubon’s retirement he, Anne and Rose had moved to La Gerbetière permanently, soon after Dacosta had left for the United States in the spring of 1803. The French customs officer who boarded the Hope at Paimboeuf sent John James upriver on his barge to Couëron’s Port-Launay landing. By late evening the prodigal son was striding up the familiar grass-covered lane from the landing, along the narrow road between limestone walls on the crest of the rise to the La Gerbetière gate and into the arms of his parents. He had written them of his coming, but the Hope had been swifter than the boat carrying the mail; “to them my appearance was sudden and unexpected. Most welcome, however, I was; I found my father hale and hearty, and chère maman as fair and good as ever.”
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La Gerbetière, the Audubon family house in Couëron, as it appears today
 
The first order of business was setting his father straight about Dacosta, which Audubon says he did immediately. He also says his father gave him permission to marry as soon as he received answers to his letters to William Bakewell, but in fact Jean Audubon expected his son to find a way to support himself before he took a wife. To avoid conscription—he would be twenty years old on April 26, ripe for military service—John James was instructed to stay out of Nantes and close to home. His father would undertake the purchases that Benjamin Bakewell had asked his niece’s fiancé to make for him, John James wrote William Bakewell in May in enthusiastic but ungrammatical English: “Be so good as to assure your brother that we business is fine. . . . I gived it up to my papa he wants that honor I cannot refuse him, for me poor fallow I must [stay at] housse as if I was very ill.” France, Audubon explained many years later, when he had mastered English, “was at that time in a great state of convulsion; the republic had, as it were, dwindled into a half-monarchical, half-democratic era. Bonaparte was at the height of success, overflowing the country as the mountain torrent overflows the plains in its course. Levies, or conscriptions, were the order of the day, and . . . my father felt uneasy lest I should be forced to take part in the political strife of those days.” He put it more colorfully in his May letter to Lucy’s father, alluding to Don Quixote in the matter of the jackass and revealing his accented pronunciation phonetically; the letter was pure Audubon in its determination to accomplish its purposes despite impediments:
 
I am here in the Snears of the eagle he will plock me a little and then I shall Sail on a Sheep have good wind all the way and as soon a[s] [there is] land under My feet My compagnon of fortune Shall Carry Me Very Swiftly I [as]Sure you [to you]—
. . . Pray your brother to excuse Me if I do not right to him . . . ; present him if you please the respect of My father and family; Kiss all your[s] for me Without forget[ting] Lucy. *2
 
Amused, William Bakewell sent Audubon’s letter on to his Derbyshire cousin Euphemia Gifford, warning her that she “must make it out as you can for I cannot exactly understand it. . . . His ‘compagnon of fortune’ is an ass of the Spanish kind which I desired him to procure me for breeding mules. I do not understand his snares of the eagle but suppose it is that the government are wishing to put him in requisition for the army.”
Confinement to Couëron was confinement to a paradise of birds. John James befriended his family’s thirty-five-year-old physician, Charles-Marie d’Orbigny, a French Navy officer and a passionate naturalist who shared with his new protégé a Saint Domingue birth. He lived nearby with his young second wife and young son. “The doctor was a good fisherman, a good hunter, and fond of all objects in nature,” Audubon wrote. “Together we searched the woods, the fields, and the banks of the Loire, procuring every bird we could, and I made drawings of every one of them—very bad, to be sure, but still they were of assistance to me.”
Bad or good, John James’s Couëron bird drawings, done in pastel and pencil, were the best he could manage at the time, largely self-taught as he was; he meant to give the collection to Lucy when he returned to the United States and he worked hard on it. On June 4 he drew a greater redheaded linnet. On June 6 he diverted from birds to draw a fat, furry marmot complete with two pellets of scat dropped behind it like the eggs he sometimes included in his bird drawings; hunters find animals’ characteristic feces almost as useful as their prints in tracking them. He titled the drawing Marmotte de Savoye. He was always a quick study. In the first fourteen days of July he drew a grosbeak, a nightingale, a nut robber, a goelette, a sedge sparrow and a creeper, the last two on the same day, July 13. D’Orbigny taught him to weigh and measure his specimens and introduced him to the ten volumes on birds of the Comte de Buffon’s best-selling forty-four-volume Natural History, which significantly included field observations, something most contemporary ornithologies lacked.
In August John James and Rose stood up beside Charles and Marie-Anne d’Orbigny as godparents to their newborn second son Gaston-Édouard. Their firstborn, Alcide-Charles, was then a lively toddler, not quite three. Testifying to their father’s gifts as a mentor, both sons were destined to become distinguished naturalists, Alcide famously so for his studies in South America, which would rival Charles Darwin’s.
Another mentor young Audubon learned from was François René André Dubuisson, an herbalist and mineralist who owned a shop on the Rue Saint Jean in Nantes and may have supplied medicinals to d’Orbigny and pastels to Audubon. Dubuisson would be appointed director of the first museum of natural history in Nantes in 1806 (the museum opened its doors in 1810). In a dispute with the town many years later he claimed to have taught Audubon ornithology.
While his son was out drawing birds, Jean Audubon corresponded with Dacosta to resolve the disputes about the lead mine that divided them. Dacosta had stopped mining to wait for properly signed and notarized partnership papers to come from France. The inevitable vagaries of shipping had delayed them, but the suspicious Dacosta concluded they had never been sent, to compromise his authority. “You are about to appeal to the supreme court to prove your ownership,” Jean Audubon wrote him in exasperation in mid-June; “is there any living being who can contest it? If our deeds, granted in France, have not their full force in [the United States], nothing can annul them for us who are French. You shall do in this matter what you like; the greatest objection is this, that it stops your operations; but who is to blame? It is due to distance, and not to any negligence.” Another letter full of complaints arrived from Dacosta a week later. Jean Audubon replied immediately. If Mill Grove needed a new roof, he wrote, “would it not be better for me to send some slate from here? This would perhaps be less expensive, and well nigh everlasting.” Dacosta had proposed that the elder Audubon should come to Philadelphia himself. “If such had been my intention,” the old sea captain responded dryly, “I should have done it long ago. I am still troubled with an inflammation of the lungs; and one ought not to be ill in a foreign country. . . . You ask me to bring you money. . . . You know better than anyone else what was my position when I sold to you; by that alone you must know how difficult this would be for me.” The mine would have to pay for itself, he concluded; “I salute you.”
Reviewing his difficulties with Dacosta, the speculative nature of the mine and his son’s need to establish himself in business in order to marry, Jean Audubon decided to revise his American arrangements. His son needed a partner who could negotiate with Dacosta without rancor. He turned for counsel to his old colleague and friend Claude François Rozier, the father of John James’s Mill Grove visitor Ferdinand Rozier. Within the year Claude Rozier had bought half of Jean Audubon’s doubtful remaining share of his Les Cayes plantation to help him raise cash. Their sons were friends; now the two fathers determined to make them partners.
CHANGE WAS COMING TO Fatland Ford as well. When Lucy wrote her Derbyshire cousin Euphemia Gifford at the beginning of September 1805 she revealed that she had not been away from Fatland Ford since her mother died; “indeed I do not know how it is possible for me to be spared.” Her cousin had asked about the servants. “The Hollander is improved,” Lucy reported, “but the Swiss whom we thought the best is become worse. I have much ado to make her milk the cows clean and I am often obliged to go with her.” Udders not carefully stripped clean at the end of each milking soon dry up. “How people forget their former situations; when they came here they were thankful for linsey gowns and now, though my Papa bought each of them a printed cotton, yet nothing would do but a white dimity, and they have each, out of some money given them, bought one.” In 1805 the United States was rich in land but short of labor, a lack that gave servants leverage they had not had in Europe.
The summer had been the hottest since they had moved to Pennsylvania, Lucy went on, “tho’ our house is high [and] we catch the breeze if any is stirring.” She was reading Anna Seward’s new biography of her childhood physician Erasmus Darwin, who had died in 1802. She still expected “Mr. Audubon” to return that autumn, which means she had not yet heard from him. She reminded Euphemia Gifford that she had previously sent her a parcel with a view Audubon had drawn of Fatland Ford and another drawn by her brother Tom; the parcel also included a ring her fiancé had plaited from Lucy’s mother’s hair. She had saved more of her mother’s hair; “when he returns he will make another.” With few images available of their loved ones and those drawn or painted, Audubon and his contemporaries found hair to be an intimate, emotionally meaningful keepsake, in absence as well as in death.
Euphemia Gifford must have noticed how self-possessed her eighteen-year-old American second cousin sounded; the responsibilities Lucy had assumed since her mother died had matured her.
A letter from Derbyshire crossed Lucy’s in the mail, prompting her to write her cousin again a few days later. Letters were commonly written on single sheets of paper which were then folded up to make their own square envelopes, addressed on the outside and sealed with red or black sealing wax impressed with the writer’s personal seal. To add a message to a sheet already filled with text, the letter-writer simply rotated the sheet ninety degrees and wrote crosswise over the previous text, writing that could be read by isolating each line from its confusing background with a ruler. So
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