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Yes! where is he, the champion and the child

Of all that’s great or little – wise or wild;

Whose game was Empire, and whose stakes were thrones;

Whose table Earth – whose dice were human bones?

Behold the grand result in yon lone Isle,

And, as thy nature urges – weep or smile.

Byron, The Age of Bronze (1823)
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 The Fallen Hero



‘WE HAVE GOT BONAPARTE’

In the evening of 23 July 1815, the Bellerophon or the ‘Billy Ruffian’ as it was known to those who manned it, came in sight of land off the English coast.1 By morning, the seventy-four-gun warship had sailed into Torbay on the Devon coast, with Captain Frederick Maitland and a small group of French officers watching from the poop. Napoleon, in a flannel dressing gown over which he had thrown his greatcoat, exclaimed in French, ‘What a beautiful country.’ It was the closest Napoleon had ever come to English shores. In 1803, he had wanted to do so at the head of an army; now he had arrived as an English prisoner. The ship did not approach port, however, but was kept anchored about a mile out from the fishing village of Brixham on the southern side of the bay, ‘quarantined’ for political reasons.2

Maitland received instructions from Lord Keith, commander-in-chief of the Channel fleet, ordering him not to allow any contact whatsoever between the French on board and the English on land.3 Keith, a big man over six feet tall with ruddy cheeks and a shock of thick white hair, disliked Napoleon and had referred to him in his correspondence as a ‘reptile’.4 It was, however, customary for ships that had just arrived from long stints at sea to be approached by shore boats trying to sell bread, tobacco, fruit and vegetables, and even women, but on this occasion they were warned off, and soon armed patrol boats were put out to keep them away. According to the most commonly accepted account, a local baker by the name of Michelmore approached the Bellerophon and saw a man signal to him through one of the portholes (they had all been closed for secrecy). Accompanying Michelmore was his apprentice and three boys who would normally have been at school, except that they had been given an extra week’s summer vacation to celebrate the victory at Waterloo. Told to pull off, along with all the other provision boats that had come out, Michelmore circled the ship a few times, avoiding the patrol boat also circling the ship until someone on board supposedly threw a small ‘foreign-looking’ bottle into the sea. It contained a note simply saying, ‘We have got Bonaparte on board.’5

Whether it was by this or other means that news of Napoleon’s arrival reached the shore, it was impossible to keep his presence a secret for long. Officers of the Bellerophon, such as Midshipman George Home, had their part to play in this, letting it be known when they went ashore what was going on. Lieutenant Fletcher, who had been sent to London with dispatches, was indiscreetly telling people along the way what had happened. The word, in short, quickly spread so that, within hours, boats filled with locals and, within days, boats bringing the curious from as far afield as Torquay, Paignton and Dartmouth had surrounded the Bellerophon, everyone wanting to catch a glimpse of Napoleon. John Smart, one of the boys who had been in the boat with the baker Michelmore, recalled that Napoleon looked ‘little’ and ‘rather fat’. ‘He took off his hat which had a cockade on it and bowed to the people, who took off their hats and shouted “Hooray!” I recall a feeling of triumph mixed with a natural satisfaction at seeing a wonderful sight.’6 Before long, people in London had heard of the attraction. ‘The boats and yachts continued to arrive all day – and on that day all the country seemed to come in. Gentlemen and ladies on horseback and in carriages; other people in carts and wagons; and to judge by the number of people, all the world inland was flocking to see Bonaparte. The Brixham boatmen had a busy time of it and must have taken more money in two days than in an ordinary month.’7

The crowds were so thick that, on 26 July at three in the morning, less than two days after arriving in Torbay, Maitland received the order to move the ship to Plymouth Sound.8 It was from that time on that Napoleon, or at least those in his entourage, began to complain about his treatment. The move coincides with a report by Napoleon’s chief valet, Louis-Joseph-Narcisse Marchand, who claims that an Irish Catholic soldier on sentry duty outside the dining room of the Bellerophon whispered to Marchand, ‘No good for Emperor Saint Helena,’ although he says he kept the news to himself.9 It became obvious then that they were not going to be allowed to land (since he was being sent further away from London). If there was any doubt in the minds of some in Napoleon’s entourage, they soon realised that they were prisoners when, on reaching Plymouth, two boats full of armed seamen were placed on watch around the Bellerophon.

Plymouth was likely to attract more people, but it was in more secure surrounds. By the time the Bellerophon reached Plymouth, coaches full of people from London and the surrounding areas were travelling down to get a glimpse of the man maligned by the English press for the last fifteen years. They lined the beaches, put out in whatever boats they could hire, and generally pressed as closely as possible to the Bellerophon. The day of 27 July was perfect for it; hot and sunny with a light breeze. By midday, the Sound was full of every imaginable craft from fishing boats and rowing boats to yachts. The crowds – between 8,000 and 10,000 people in as many as 1,000 boats10 – were boisterous, singing, playing music, openly applauding Napoleon, with men removing their hats and cheering him ‘apparently with the view of soothing his fallen fortunes and treating him with respect and consideration’,11 wearing red carnations in their buttonholes (these quickly became a Napoleonic symbol, possibly because the Legion of Honour was carnation red). Keith grew concerned that if Napoleon somehow managed to force his way on to a boat and set foot on shore, no power could then remove him. ‘They [Napoleon and his entourage] are determined to make the attempt if at all possible, they are becoming most refractory and talk of resisting the Emperor’s being taken out of the ship.’12 ‘I am miserable,’ Keith wrote to his daughter, ‘with all the idle people in England coming to see this man. Here is among others my niece Anne, with “dear friends” she never saw before, arrived from Exmouth! Sir J. Hippisley and Sir H. McLean and family – people all the way from Birmingham – not a bed in all the town.’13 And again two days later, ‘I am worried to death with idle folk coming, even from Glasgow, to see him; there is no nation as foolish as we are.’14 The only day that the crowds did not turn out was on Saturday 29 July, when thick weather had set in. The waters around the Bellerophon were empty except for the guard boats.

The very next day, however, was a complete turnaround. It was still a rainy, cloudy afternoon but there were as many boats as on any previous day. ‘I am certain that I speak within bounds,’ Maitland wrote, ‘when I state, that upward of a thousand were collected round the ship, in each of which, on an average, there were not fewer than eight people. The crush was so great as to render it quite impossible for the guard-boats to keep them off.’15 Bands of musicians played French tunes in some of the boats in the hope of attracting Napoleon’s attention. But that was not all. All around the Sound, on the breakwater and on the surrounding hills, people who could not afford boats gathered, where possible with telescope or glasses in hand, in the hope of viewing the most famous prisoner in the world. That day, Napoleon kept them waiting. He did not appear on deck until about five-thirty in the evening, but the acclamations became so loud that he became ‘mortified and displeased and not a little agitated’.16 He went back down below deck. He may have been dejected; it was the first time he had appeared before the English public unshaven.


Napoleon was the international celebrity of his age, and had been a constant presence in the English press ever since the coup of Brumaire in 1799.17 Now, after his defeat, he was an object of both curiosity and pity, still possessed of an immense power of attraction because of his fall.18 Many could not believe that he was ‘actually in Plymouth Sound. How incredible all this is! How astonishing!’ wrote one witness. ‘I cannot think of it coolly, it bewilders me.’19 Although Napoleon was generally lampooned in countless political cartoons, there were also those within English politics sympathetic to him and what they thought he represented, namely, liberty and the values of the French Revolution. For many of these people, whether they expected to see a man with ‘horns or hoofs’ or the greatest general of the age, it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to lay their eyes on him.20 And they were often people of means; they had to be able to afford to rent boats to take them out, and that cost anywhere between twenty and fifty guineas a day.21 Boats were so full that some of the passengers were made to stand, so that they tottered with the waves. Many of these people were so taken with the idea of Napoleon as disconsolate hero that ‘respectable’ Britons among them considered it an honour ‘to put on, for a moment, a shirt, a waistcoat, a neck-cloth’ that had been worn by Napoleon (although where they may have got hold of articles of his clothing is another matter).22 The few attempts made by the naval authorities to keep the boats at bay and to form a cordon of at least a hundred metres around the Bellerophon – firing warning shots, pushing back boats – seem not to have worked. This comic farce turned tragic when boats accidentally overturned and their occupants spilled into the sea, so that some were drowned.23

Napoleon quickly learnt to play to the crowds, appearing regularly on deck at around five or six o’clock every evening, acknowledging the people by raising his hat and bowing.24 Sailors on the Bellerophon would hold up bulletins chalked on boards to keep the curious informed of his every movement – ‘At breakfast’, ‘Resting’, ‘Going to Dinner’, ‘In the Cabin with Captain Maitland’, and so on. When the board announced that Napoleon was ‘Coming on Deck’, the crowd’s excitement would reach fever pitch. Harriet Haviland, the sister of the painter Benjamin Haydon, managed to see Napoleon from a boat near the Bellerophon. ‘He seems a good figure and dignified,’ she wrote to her brother, ‘and to the disgrace of the Plymothians be it said, yesterday, as he withdrew, the people rose up in their boats and applauded him.’25 Of course, there were not only Plymothians present, but English people from all quarters of life.

It was not just the gawking crowds that Napoleon played to; he was playing to the British on the national scene as well.

NAPOLEOMANIA

The British had been at war with France for over twenty years, and more than half that time with Napoleon. Their fascination for him, tinged with a degree of horror or fear, reached its paroxysm in that week in August 1815.

A number of exhibitions, as well as publications, paintings and prints depicting various aspects of the Napoleonic wars appeared in England and Europe after the fall of Napoleon in 1815, which greatly contributed to the development of both the black and the gilded legends. The battlefield of Waterloo almost immediately became a tourist attraction for Britons,26 but for those unable to make the trip to the Continent, there were alternatives in the form of plays, panoramas and virtual tours of the battlefield (and other Napoleonic sites) where for as little as a shilling the viewer could walk through canvas and wood reconstructions of the sites.27 Napoleon and especially Waterloo were among the most popular subjects for British theatre-going audiences,28 and as many as 200,000 people viewed the panorama of the Battle of Waterloo in Leicester Square in 1816. However, the biggest show in London centred on Napoleon’s carriage and Arab stallion, Marengo, both captured at the battle.29

The Prussian officer Major von Keller, who had captured the carriage at Waterloo, gave it to Generalfeldmarschall Gebhard Leberecht von Blücher, in charge of the Prussian forces at the battle, who then gave it to the Prince Regent. The prince then sold it on to William Bullock for 2,500 guineas.30 Bullock displayed it in his own private museum, in the Egyptian Hall, Piccadilly. The carriage, one of three made, served as campaign kitchen, dining room, study, bathroom and sleeper. Its bulletproof panels (a novelty for the period), silver-gilt furniture and the laurelled ‘N’ caused a sensation.31 Around 800,000 people paid a shilling to see and touch the carriage. ‘You cannot imagine the eagerness of the English to examine this carriage,’ wrote one French tourist. ‘It is an endless procession; men, women and children enter by one carriage door, pose for a moment on the back of the seat, and exit out the other carriage door, looking at each other with an air of satisfaction.’32

A booklet on sale at the exhibition forewarned the reader of what to expect: ‘The diversity of thought that must arise, and the energy of those feelings that must be involved in regarding this object, surpass those which could be excited by almost any other upon earth.’33 This was meant to be an experience, both physical and spiritual, as if by touching the object that was once Napoleon’s some insight into the nature of the man could be gleaned. But it was also understood to be a war trophy, a material reminder that, had it not been for Great Britain, ‘the civilised world would at this hour have continued under the dominion of usurped authority’.34 This somewhat lofty description did not prevent the leading caricaturists of the day, Thomas Rowlandson and George Cruikshank, from making fun of the visiting crowds.

Alongside the carriage were items that had been captured with it – the four large brown horses that had drawn the carriage, personal items of clothing belonging to Napoleon and, most curious of all, Napoleon’s Dutch coachman, Jean Hornn, who had lost his right arm when the carriage was captured at Waterloo, and who later published his recollections of the great man.35 Hornn would drive the carriage through the streets of the major cities the exhibition toured – Bristol, Dublin and Edinburgh – no doubt drumming up business in the process, since his presence was supposed proof of the authenticity of the carriage. It was eventually bought by Madame Tussaud’s and displayed as part of her Napoleon Gallery in Baker Street, only to be destroyed by fire there in 1925.36

THE BLACK LEGEND

The fascination for Napoleon in England is in stark contrast to a considerable body of critical works – what is referred to as the ‘black legend’ – that had begun to appear in France after his fall from power in 1814, often translated into English, German and Italian. An example is the Précis historique sur Napoléon Buonaparte (An historical summary of Napoleon Buonaparte), a work filled with anecdotes that illustrate Napoleon’s lack of humanity, his excessive ambition and his utter impassivity before the carnage at Eylau.37 Of a very different genre are the Histoire amoureuse de Napoléon Bonaparte (The love story of Napoleon Bonaparte), published in 1815, and the Amours secrètes de Napoléon Bonaparte (The secret loves of Napoleon Bonaparte). Both of these works reduced Napoleon’s life to a crude sexual romp.38 In the Amours secrètes, the reader could find proof of Napoleon’s perverse nature: he tried to ‘abuse’ a cousin at the impossibly young age of nine; he seduced a young bourgeoise at Brienne; in Paris he frequented brothels to the point where he soon had to be treated by a doctor. Once cured, he rejoined his regiment, only to launch into a series of scandalous exploits, going from women of little repute to respectable daughters of good families, abducted by his men at arms. These activities, the author went on, explain how he came to marry the mistress of Paul Barras, Josephine, and was given as a wedding gift the Army of Italy. Of course, his marriage could not calm his ardour, since he was taken with Josephine’s daughter, Hortense, whom he raped at Spa.39 Once he had tired of Hortense, he passed her to his brother Louis. In Egypt, he had a harem of Georgian and Circassian women. During the Empire, he seduced one of Josephine’s readers, Mlle George (which happened to be true, except that she was an actress). When Napoleon read a copy of the Amours secrètes on St Helena, he laughed ‘very heartily’ and observed that it was ‘monstrous silly’.40

These sensationalist narratives, designed in part to legitimate the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy in 1814, flourished in the first years after their return.41 Historians have suggested that they were the work of people in the pay of the Bourbon regime as much as an expression of a particular popular current.42 Many of these biographies were political statements, designed to disparage the ‘usurper’ as well as throwing some light on the French character that had allowed these circumstances to pass.43 The overriding theme in these works was, first, that Napoleon was not French, that is, he was a foreigner in habit, character and language, and second, that he was driven by an unbounded ambition.44 He was variously portrayed as a Corsican brigand; as an exterminator of men; as Apollyon, the angel of the Apocalypse; as Nero, Attila, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane; as a cruel tyrant.45 The Bonaparte family too came in for a drubbing and was portrayed in a state of frenetic libertinage:46 gambling houses and brothels kept by the mother, Letizia, and her daughters; rape; incest between Lucien and Caroline, Pauline and Napoleon, and Pauline and Lucien; venereal disease and so on. In Italy, a comic opera called La Snapoleonazione ridiculed the whole family, and showed how the earth darkened at Napoleon’s name.47 The purpose of these ‘histories’ was to ‘demythify’ Napoleon’s political and military genius, to set the reader on the right path by pointing to his true character – a man who was not only sexually depraved, but ungrateful, cowardly and an enemy of Christianity (an absence of religion was meant to demonstrate moral inferiority).48 The author of the Apothéose de Napoleone Bonaparte calculated that the letters in his name added up to 666, the sign of the devil.

‘A MOOD OF RECRIMINATION’

Napoleon’s apparent popularity among the English, however, did not facilitate the task of the British government, which had to decide what to do with him, a debate documented in the English press.49 Before boarding the Bellerophon, Napoleon wrote a letter to the Prince Regent, comparing himself to Themistocles, come ‘to throw [himself] upon the hospitality of the British people’.50 General Gaspard, Baron de Gourgaud, who as we shall see plays a considerable role in the years to come, was sent to England to deliver in person Napoleon’s letter to the prince, accompanied by Captain Sartorious of the sloop Slaney. Gourgaud was also to deliver a request, namely, that Napoleon should be allowed to go to America, but, failing that, that he should live in England, preferably on an estate in the country. Napoleon no doubt had in mind his brother Lucien, who had lived as a prisoner in Shropshire from 1810 to 1814.51

The first rude awakening Napoleon got about his situation was the discovery that Gourgaud, who had arrived at Plymouth on 22 July, was refused permission to land. It is true that Captain Sartorious had taken a copy of Napoleon’s letter to the Prince Regent, but no answer had been forthcoming.52 The fate of the letter was of the utmost importance to Napoleon.53 If the Prince Regent accepted it and entered into a correspondence with him, then the British government would have to deal directly with the former Emperor himself in any discussions about his future. If, however, the letter was not officially received, as was the case, then it meant that the government did not formally recognise Napoleon and could go about organising his fate without consulting him. In the end, the government never acknowledged receipt of the letter, despite the fact that it somehow found its way into the newspapers.

The lack of communication with the mainland increased the discomfort felt among Napoleon’s party; it was completely at odds with the deference he had been shown on board the Bellerophon. The newspaper accounts were another rude awakening. Gourgaud, who came on board the Bellerophon on 24 July, brought with him a bunch of newspapers.54 Although largely divided along party lines, they were almost uniformly hostile. The Tory press described Napoleon as ‘the tyrant of the human race’, as ‘the ex-tyrant, the ex-rebel’ and as ‘that bloody miscreant who had so long tortured Europe’.55 There was even a proposal by the English polemicist Lewis Goldsmith that Napoleon, as well as those who had betrayed the French king, Louis XVIII, should appear before a ‘Grand European Tribunal’, a sort of Nuremberg tribunal before its time, in order to answer for their war crimes. The Times in particular pursued this line, with other newspapers taking up the refrain.56 Its editor, John Stoddart, deeply conservative and Francophobe to boot, railed against Napoleon, demanding he be treated like any other criminal and condemned to a dishonourable death by hanging.57 Stoddart’s vindictive editorials led to a riposte by the radical journalist William Hone, who published a pamphlet called Buonaparte-phobia ou La malédiction rendue facile (Buonaparte-phobia or the curse made easy), in which he accused Stoddart of being seduced by simple epithets and easy invectives.58 The desire to see Napoleon executed was nevertheless common enough among British conservatives – there was a ‘mood of recrimination’ against him for having left the island to which he had been exiled in 1814, Elba, and causing another war59 – but it is not something that was taken seriously by the allies. That is, there was no formal discussion about putting Napoleon on trial, even if at the meeting convened by the European powers at the Congress of Vienna in 1815 the allies declared Napoleon ‘liable to public vengeance’.

The newspapers also speculated about what would become of Napoleon and where he might be sent – Gibraltar, Malta, Scotland. The Whig press was necessarily inclined to be more moderate, and was in favour of welcoming Napoleon as an exile. Once an enemy had surrendered his person, commented the Courier, ‘you no longer had any right over his life’.60 Other moderate papers considered the notion of exile and St Helena as distinct possibilities. The first time this was raised in the press, it was probably leaked by the government in an attempt to prepare public opinion.61 The Times lamented the fact that the British were ‘to impose upon ourselves the disgraceful trouble of conveying his body to a distant island, and there watching it’,62 while the Independent Whig protested that it was up to the law, and not ministers, to decide his fate.63

Reading these reports in the English newspapers would have increased the unease felt by Napoleon and his party. ‘It would be difficult to describe our anxiety and our torment,’ wrote Napoleon’s chamberlain, Emmanuel de Las Cases, ‘most of us seemed hardly to be living: the least circumstance that came from land, the most vulgar opinion of anyone on board, the least authentic newspaper article was the subject of the most serious arguments and the cause of constant swings between hope and fear.’64 At first Napoleon appears to have remained unperturbed by these rumours and insisted that they could not let themselves be influenced by the ‘rantings of journalists’.65 He knew full well that newspaper accounts were not government policy and should therefore not be taken too seriously. There were other more encouraging signs that the English would receive them well, including the boatloads of sightseers that had ventured out to see him.


That was not to be. The British government had to decide what status to impose on Napoleon, that is, whether he was to be treated as a European sovereign, as a simple general or as an outlaw, and whether he was to be held prisoner in England, sent back to France or banished to another place of exile. The prime minister, Lord Liverpool, was at first more inclined to hand him over to Louis XVIII, who would ‘hang or shoot Buonaparte, as the best termination of the business’.66 Liverpool had been present during the storming of the Bastille in Paris as a young man in 1789 and associated all things revolutionary with the mob. As a result, he was not inclined to show Napoleon any leniency. The option was quickly rejected not because it would have led to Napoleon’s death, but because it was feared it would have unforeseen repercussions on the stability of the newly reinstalled Bourbon monarchy. Besides, Louis XVIII did not insist on the English handing over Napoleon, so the cabinet decided the best thing was for them to take control of the situation.

The British foreign secretary, Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh, who was in Vienna, later wrote that the allies saw no difficulty in ‘leaving the unrestricted custody of Buonaparte’s person to the British Government, under perhaps some engagement with the other Powers not to turn him loose without their consent’.67 A formal convention was later drawn up in Paris, and signed on 2 August, that left Britain to assume responsibility for Napoleon, but the other allied powers were also insisting that commissioners be stationed at Napoleon’s place of detention so that they could keep an eye on him. Castlereagh assured the allies that commissioners would be attached to any place of imprisonment.68 The Duke of Wellington thought Napoleon ought to be imprisoned in Fort St George in Scotland.69 Other places were discussed, including the Tower of London and Dumbarton Castle on the Clyde. The possibility that Napoleon should remain a prisoner on English soil, on the other hand, while offering some political advantages, was discarded as too complicated and too risky. The greatest fear of the British government was that, if Napoleon did remain in Britain, not only would he become ‘an object of curiosity’, but he would inevitably influence the course of domestic politics in France, and thereby destabilise the Bourbon monarchy.70

‘THE PLACE IN THE WORLD BEST CALCULATED FOR CONFINEMENT’

The only sensible option other than sending Napoleon back to France or letting him remain in England was exile. The cabinet got parliament to pass a law to that effect, and obtained the approval of the allies to carry it out. A few places were considered – Mauritius, for example – and abandoned finally in favour of St Helena in the South Atlantic. The ministers’ goal was to remove him from the European scene, to get him away as far as they could, so that he would ‘soon be forgotten’.71 St Helena was, moreover, a possibility that had been raised on previous occasions, as early as 1800 when a few conspirators considered kidnapping the First Consul and transporting him to the island,72 and more seriously in 1814 when the delegates at the Congress of Vienna envisaged transferring Napoleon from Elba to more secure surroundings.73 Liverpool told Castlereagh as early as 15 July that the choice was between the Cape of Good Hope and St Helena.74 By 21 July, the decision had been made. Discussions between Liverpool, the first lord of the Admiralty, Lord Melville, and John Barrow, a civil servant who was permanent secretary of the Board of Admiralty, had come to the conclusion that the ‘place in the world the best calculated for the confinement of such a person’ was St Helena.75 Owned by the East India Company, about 3,500 kilometres from the Brazilian coast and 2,500 kilometres from Africa, it was the island furthest from any mainland anywhere in the world.

It would be some time yet before Napoleon was told of the decision. The cabinet met on 24 July, the same day the Bellerophon sailed into Torbay. Their first task was to isolate Napoleon from all contact with anyone not on board the ship. There was no precedent for what to do in this situation; the British cabinet did not at all feel as though they were on solid legal grounds. When Napoleon had disembarked with 400 troops at Golfe Juan on 1 March 1815, it was to all intents and purposes a case of one monarch declaring war on another. If he were classified as a prisoner of war – debatable since he had freely given himself up, asking to benefit from English laws – then he would have to be released on the conclusion of peace. Moreover, the manner in which Napoleon had been greeted by Maitland off Rochefort, with a certain amount of deference but not full honours, complicated matters; Maitland had treated him as more than a simple general but somewhat less than a sovereign. In a letter to Keith dated 28 July, Melville informed him of the decision to ‘restrain’ General Bonaparte ‘in his personal liberty’ and to deny him the opportunity of ever again disturbing the peace of Europe.76 The insistence on the part of the British government not to recognise Napoleon’s imperial title appears mean-spirited in hindsight, an unnecessary belittling of a man who had fallen from grace. However, the cabinet took this decision, deliberately marking Napoleon out as a prisoner – indeed, he was referred to as the ‘prisoner’ in official dispatches – a distinction they wanted to press home so that there could be no repeat of Elba.77 This was something Napoleon should have thought of before handing himself over to the British, since he had never been recognised as emperor or addressed as such by Britain the whole time he had been in power; and yet it does not seem to have occurred to him or to anyone in his entourage in their discussions about where best to seek refuge.

One of the apparent reasons for sending Napoleon to St Helena, apart from attempting to isolate him and to keep him so far from Europe that he and the memory of him would fall into oblivion, was the Duke of Wellington’s impression of the island. He had stayed there for three weeks in June 1805 on his return voyage from India. He visited the interior of the island and described it as beautiful and the climate as the healthiest he had ever encountered.78 He was not alone in his assessment. Melville also believed that the island possessed an excellent climate.79


The English were mistaken.80 The main town, Jamestown, may have been considered healthy; other parts of the island were not. There was a considerable literature on St Helena available to contemporaries, in part because it represented such an important staging point on the Indian trading route. Much of it, however, was outdated and coloured by the fact that sailors had had a tendency to project on to it Edenesque qualities – normal for men seeing land after many months at sea – that it certainly no longer possessed by the beginning of the nineteenth century. In 1647, one voyager was able to write that St Helena was ‘so fertile’ that no other province in Europe was able to provide ‘such plenty of excellent fruits’ and ‘so many creatures’.81 The island maintained its paradisiacal reputation until the 1670s. Well after that, travelogues were reporting that the climate was ‘peculiarly adapted to the constitution of Europeans’.82 By the eighteenth century, however, the forests that had once covered St Helena were completely gone in a terrible example of early colonial deforestation. Firewood shortages, drought and soil erosion were major problems that became more acute through the eighteenth century, despite attempts by the East India Company to reverse the environmental decline.

Major-General Alexander Beatson nonetheless prepared a memorandum on St Helena that was delivered to the government on 28 July.83 Beatson was an officer in the East India Company who had served as governor of St Helena from 1808 to 1813. He was therefore intimately acquainted with the vagaries of the island’s climate and the environmental problems it faced.84 He insisted that the island was ‘preeminently suitable to the purpose of confining a state prisoner’. It was small, inaccessible and remote and no one could approach it without being observed. No mention was made, however, of the climate.


The under secretary of state for war, Major-General Sir Henry Bunbury, arrived in Plymouth on the evening of 30 July to present Napoleon with the government’s decision. The next morning, he had to force a passage through the boats full of onlookers that were already thronging around the Bellerophon by ten-thirty. People knew that Bunbury was in town and that his
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