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ABSTRACT

Louis-Thomas Villaret de Joyeuse was one of the most important admirals of the French
Republic and an important colonial administrator under Napoléon Bonaparte. Born in 1747 in
Auch, he entered the navy in 1765. Slowly rising through the ranks of the officiers bleus, his
career was accelerated by the War of the American Revolution. Serving under Admiral PierreAndre Suffren, he was promoted into the regular officer corps. The outbreak of the French
Revolution opened vast opportunities to him, allowing him to rise to the rank of vice-admiral in
just a few years. As a junior officer, he served in Saint-Domingue in 1791-1792 and blockaded
the Vendéan coast in 1793. As commander of the Brest fleet in 1794-1796, he participated in
several of the most important naval operations during the French Revolutionary Wars, including
the infamous Battle of 13 Prairial or Glorious First of June.
As a member of the Council of Five Hundred in the Directory government in 1797,
Villaret de Joyeuse was heavily involved in the political debates concerning Saint Domingue and
the other French colonies. While he was exiled due to the Coup d’état of 18 Fructidor, he was
exonerated by Napoléon. Returned to his command of the Brest fleet, he transported Leclerc’s
expedition to Saint-Domingue in 1801. After his return to France, he became capitaine-général
of Martinque in 1802. Faced with the threat of British invasion and a black population animated
by the Haitian Revolution, he maintained control of the island until 1809. Although never found
guilty in a court martial, Napoléon’s ire kept him unemployed until Napoléon named him
governor of Venice in 1811. Villaret de Joyeuse’s tenure in Venice was cut short by his death in
July 1812. This dissertation examines Villaret de Joyeuse’s life and career in both the French
navy and Napoléon’s colonial administration in the Caribbean.
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INTRODUCTION

Admiral of the Brest fleet during the height of the French Revolution, Louis Thomas
Villaret de Joyeuse is best remembered for his command of the French fleet during the Battle of
13 Prairial, known by the British as the Glorious First of June. In addition to being one of the
most important admirals in the French navy during the Revolution, Villaret de Joyeuse was also
profoundly involved in France’s colonial affairs under the Napoleonic regime. Not only did he
lead the massive expedition to re-conquer Saint-Domingue and restore slavery in 1801, but
Villaret de Joyeuse also served as capitaine-général of Martinique from 1802 to 1809. Despite
being one of the grand personas of the French Revolution and Napoleonic era, Villaret de
Joyeuse’s history has only been sparsely depicted in monographs that indirectly treat just one
aspect of his life.1
During his lifetime, Villaret de Joyeuse served as one of the prominent admirals in the
French navy. An examination of his naval career gives insight into the France’s navy and the
maritime war between France and England. His meteoric rise through the ranks of the officer
corps and his subsequent difficulties with inexperienced captains underscored the immense effect
the emigration of so many officers had on the French navy. Furthermore, the succession of
failed naval operations demonstrates how the French navy was worn down and the British navy
established its dominance of the seas. His involvement in the Vendée and Saint Domingue also
provide a look into maritime counter-insurgency operations during the French Revolution and
Napoleonic War. Together, his naval career offers a window into the French navy during this
critical period in French history.

1

Recently, a biography of Villaret de Joyeuse has been published in French. However, the author has not yet been
able to procure a copy. Henri Ortholan, L'amiral Villaret-Joyeuse : Des Antilles à Venise 1747-1812 (Paris, 2005)
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Figure 1 - Louis-Thomas Villaret de Joyeuse (1747-1812)
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A study of Villaret de Joyeuse’s life, however, does more than just illuminate his naval
career. In fact, by examining his life’s story, this dissertation will also highlight the inherent
connection between the French navy and colonial affairs. The study of the French Navy and
French Caribbean colonies are two subjects that are often overlooked or marginalized by the
majority of scholars in the field of French Revolution and Napoleonic history. In contrast to the
Grande Armée and the British Navy, the disappointments of the French Navy do not readily
attract much attention. In addition, the majority of those historians who have treated the French
Navy have focused mostly on operational history.2 Only recently have historians begun to
broaden the focus of their research to look beyond the operational history to examine the French
navy through the lens of instructional and political history.3
As for French Caribbean history, the few historians in the field have focused on SaintDomingue and the Haitian Revolution, leaving the other French colonies in the Caribbean
relatively neglected.4 With the bicentennial of the Haitian Revolution, interest in the French
Caribbean colonies has surged with a number of historians studying the Haitian Revolution and
its effects throughout the Atlantic world.5 While an increasing number of articles and books in
this area have been published, there are many aspects of this period that are to be explored.
More important than their similarly neglected status, the French Navy and the Caribbean
colonies shared a deeper, more profound connection that is essential to understanding both of
these institutions. Besides being a tool to impose the France’s political will, the French navy had
2

For example, see Louis Édouard Chevalier, author of Histoire de la marine française sous la Première République
(1886) and Histoire de la marine française sous le Consulat et l'Empire (Paris, 1886), Onésime-Joachim Troude’s
four-volume Batailles Navales de la France (Paris, 1868), and Alfred Thayer Mahan’s two-volume The Influence of
Sea Power upon the French Revolution and Empire, 1793-1812 (Boston, 1894).
3

The primary examples of this new research are Norman Hampson’s La Marine de l’an II; mobilization de la flotte
de l’océan, 1793-1794 (Paris, 1959), Martine Acerra and Jean Meyer’s Marines et Révolution (Paris, 1988), Joseph
Martary’s La destruction de la marine française par la Révolution (Paris, 1988), and William Cormack’s,
Revolution & Political Conflict in the French Navy, 1789-1794 (Cambridge, 1996).
4

There are a few examples, but relatively sparse in comparison to Haiti. One example is the military history is
Henry de Poyen-Bellisle’s Les Guerres des Antilles, 1793-1815 (Paris, 1896). There are also a few monographs
examining various smaller colonies, such as Henry Lémery’s La Révolution Française À La Martinique. (Paris,
1936).
5

Some examples include these two compilations of articles: David P. Geggus, ed. The Impact of the Haitian
Revolution in the Atlantic world (Columbia, SC, 2001) and A Turbulent time : the French Revolution and the
Greater Caribbean (Bloomington, IN, 1997), edited by David Barry Gaspar and David Patrick Geggus. In addition,
Laurent Dubois has written A Colony of Citizens: Revolution & Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, 17871804. (Chapel Hill, NC, 2004)
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two additional roles that were both direct and indirect links to the colonies. Not only was the
navy the direct link of communications between the Metropolis and her overseas colonies6, but
the navy also had the important function of protecting France’s maritime commerce since a
majority of France’s maritime commerce originated from its overseas colonies, particularly the
island of Saint-Domingue, the largest producer of sugar. So extensive was the connection
between the France’s navy and colonies that one minister was designated to administer both
departments.
What had been so readily obvious to contemporaries has generally eluded current
historians, who have become so focused on their specific field that they often overlook such
major connections. For example, in his recent work on Guadeloupe, A Colony of Citizens:
Revolution & Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, 1787-1804, Laurent Dubois referred
to Eustache Bruix as only “Baron de Bruix”, “the minister of colonies, a planter from SaintDomingue.”7 Not only did Dubois failed to mention that Bruix was also Minister of the Navy,
he also portrayed Bruix as a plantation owner. While Bruix did own a plantation on SaintDomingue, it was a secondary career. Bruix was actually an accomplished naval officer, who had
served in the navy since the American Revolution and risen to rank of contre-amiral before
becoming the Minister of the Navy and Colonies in 1798. As for the French naval historians,
only recently have they begun to look to the connection between the navy and the colonies. One
of the pioneers in this regard was William Cormack, who illustrated in a recent article the
important role the French navy had in the Caribbean colonies during the early tumultuous years
of the French Revolution.8 To continue this important research into the connection between
these navy and the colonies, this dissertation looks at the life of Louis Thomas Villaret de
Joyeuse, who personifies this important link.
Villaret de Joyeuse had a long and varied career in the French navy, serving the
monarchy of Louis XVI, the Republican governments in their various forms and the Napoleonic
Empire. While he is most renowned for his career as an admiral under the French Republic, he
6

See Kenneth Banks, Chasing Empire across the Sea: Communications and the State in the French Atlantic, 17131763 (Montreal, 2003).
7

Dubois, A Colony of Citizens, 300.

8

William Cormack, “Legitimate Authority in Revolution and War: The French Navy in the West Indies, 17891793” The International History Review 18, no. 1 (Feb. 1996): 1-27.
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also served as an important colonial administrator under the Napoleonic regime. Even as a naval
officer, his career was closely connected to France’s colonies. During his early career, Villaret
de Joyeuse served in Indian Ocean during the American Revolutionary War. He was also
present on the island of Saint-Domingue in 1791 during the outbreak of the Haitian Revolution
and took part in early operations to suppress the slave uprising. A few years later, during his
brief political career as a member of the Council of Five Hundred, he was predominantly
preoccupied with colonial affaires in the Caribbean. Although exiled following the Coup d’état
of 18 Fructidor, he returned to active command with the rise to power of Napoléon Bonaparte,
who assigned him to command the naval forces for the expedition against Saint-Domingue.
Following the completion of his mission, Napoléon named him capitaine-general of Martinique,
where he served from 1802 till his surrender of the island in 1809. The capitulation of
Martinique greatly displeased Napoléon, who left Villaret de Joeyeuse to live in virtual exile in
Rouen for a few years. Napoléon eventually pardoned him in 1811 and named him Governor of
Venice, where he focused on assisting Napoléon’s maritime efforts in the Adriatic until his death
in 1812. While this dissertation will examine in detail Villaret-Joyeuse’s service, it will
highlight how his involvement in these two institutions demonstrates the important link between
the colonies and the navy.
A study of Villaret de Joyeuse must begin by investigating family background and his
early career in the French Navy. This dissertation corrects several errors and misconceptions
that have often been repeated concerning his background and his early service. Villaret de
Joyeuse has habitually been categorized him simply as a nobleman; a review of his heritage,
however, demonstrates that this oversimplified label does not accurately portray his true social
background. Rather than descending from established nobility, the Villaret de Joyeuse family
originated from a more modest bourgeois background. In addition, there are a number of
frequently repeated errors in the record of Villaret de Joyeuse’s early service. Many of these
came directly from errors and discrepancies in Villaret de Joyeuse’s personnel file, which had
been copied by Georges Six, whose biographical dictionary of the period has become the main
source of biographical information for subsequent historians. Six incorrectly claimed that
Villaret de Joyeuse “participated in the five battles in the Indian Ocean under Suffren.”9 In truth,

9

Georges Six, Dictionnaire biographique des généraux et amiraux français de la révolution et de l’empire (17921814) (Paris, 1934), II, 553-54.
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although involved in France’s operations in the Indian Ocean, Villaret de Joyeuse only
participated in two engagements that Suffren conducted. Without questioning the veracity of
these claiming, later uninformed scholars have repeated these inaccuracies. In addition to
rectifying these errors, this chapter puts Villaret de Joyeuse’s early career into historical context,
providing a more accurate insight into his social background and its influence on his career.
Following the outbreak of the French Revolution, Villaret de Joyeuse returned to active
command in 1791. During the tumultuous period of 1791 to 1793, Villaret de Joyeuse was a
participant in suppressive operations during the early phase of the Haitian Revolution, naval
operations against the counter-revolution in the Vendée, and the Quiberon Mutiny of 1793.
Analysis of his experiences during these events gives a better understanding of the perilous and
complicated situation that all French naval officers faced during this period. While many
officers either failed to successfully grapple with the dangers of this period or fled in their wake,
Villaret de Joyeuse’s ability to maintain strict discipline aboard his ships was the fundamental
reason for his rapid advancement in the French navy.
Following the Quiberon Mutiny, as a newly promoted admiral, Villaret de Joyeuse was
given command of France’s main battle fleet at Brest. Villaret-Joyeuse’s tenure as an admiral
during this critical period is important since France was under attack by most of Europe. Just
over half a year after the mutiny, Villaret de Joyeuse set sail with the refurbished fleet to
participate in the Prairial Campaign to protect the arrival of a crucial shipment of grain from the
United States. While most attention is given to the Prairial Campaign, it is also important to
reviews the lesser-known Battles of the Îles de Groix and the Cruise of the Great Winter and
their impact on the French navy. All of these operations highlight the difficulties faced by a
military leader supported by incompetent and inexperience captains, without adequate resources,
and a central government in Paris dictating the minute details of the operations.
Following his dismissal in 1796, Villaret de Joyeuse entered politics as a member of the
Council of Five Hundred in the Directory Government. Allied with conservative politicians
known as the Clichy Club, Villaret de Joyeuse’s political speeches divulge a glimpse into the
mindset of the conservatives who wished to install a more conservative Republican government
in France. For his part, Villaret de Joyeuse was also heavily involved in the reactionary efforts
against the Haitian Revolution. Returned from exile by the Consulate, Villaret de Joyeuse’s

6

subsequent naval career was profoundly tied to colonial affaires, particularly as the naval
commander of the Saint-Domingue expedition that Napoléon sent to reestablish slavery.
Following the expedition on Saint-Domingue, Villaret de Joyeuse returned to France,
where Napoleon named him Captaine-General of Martinique. During his six-year
administration of this island, where slavery had never been abolished, Villaret de Joyeuse faced
the dual trouble of external and internal threats. While the British made clear their designs
against the island, he faced a local black population that continued their resistance to the slave
regime. Villaret de Joyeuse’s tenure on the island of Martinique is an interesting contrast to the
events on Saint-Domingue and Guadeloupe.
The sources needed to reconstruct the history of Villaret de Joyeuse’s life were as varied
as his career. The majority of the primary source material comes from numerous archives across
France including the Service Historique de la Marine, the Centre des archives d'Outre Mer,
Centre historique des Archives nationals, and several departmental archives. In addition to these
extensive government archives, a number of previously unused materials have been culled from
Villaret de Joyeuse’s remaining private papers, which are currently held by his descendents.
These numerous archival sources have been supplemented by a vast array of memoirs and
compilations of correspondence. Together, these numerous sources over a striking insight into
Villaret de Joyeuse.
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CHAPTER 1
CHILDHOOD AND EARLY CAREER
Louis-Thomas Villaret de Joyeuse was born the third child of François and MarieThérèse Villaret on 29 May 1747, in the small town of Auch, which lies in the heart of the
southwestern province of Gascony.1 Louis Thomas’ father, François, came from a bourgeois
background. Born the son of a cabinetmaker in Montpellier in 1706, François had joined the
army and had risen to the rank of captain in the dragoons.2 After abandoning his military career,
François became a controleur receveur général des domaines de roi, a royal tax collector, for the
region of Auch. As this position conferred the status of nobility after twenty years of service, the
Villaret family eventually took to adding ‘de Joyeuse’ to their family name.3 During his tenure
at Auch, he had met a local bourgeois girl named Marie-Thérèse Coutrade, Louis-Thomas’
future mother. Records show that in September 1742, François and Marie-Thérèse were in a
hurry to get married. They eventually opted to get married in Auch rather than in François’
hometown of Montpellier, as the rules of marriage of Auch were less strict than those of
Montpellier. 4 After announcing the necessary bands of marriage, François and Marie-Thérèse
were married at the beginning of October 1742.5 A little over three weeks later, the need for
their urgency was revealed when Marie-Thérèse gave birth to their first child, Marie.6 François
1

Registre des actes de la paroisse de Sainte Marie, 29 May 1747, Archives Départementales du Gers (ADG),
Dossier Villaret de Joyeuse 2 ; Other historians have given various dates such as 1750 and 1746, much of this
confusion stems from confusion even in Villaret de Joyeuse’s own dossier in the Navy archives, where his death
certificate lists his age as “around 72 years old.” See Louis Richon, "Mais quand donc, et où, Villaret-de-Joyeuse
est-il né ?" Bulletin de la Société Archéologique, Historique, Littéraire, & Scientifique du Gers, 3rd Trimest, 1980,
321-24.
2

Registre des actes de la paroisse de Notre Dame du 24 février 1705 au 21 janvier 1707, ADG, Dossier Villaret de
Joyeuse 2.
3

Guy Chaussinand-Nogaret, The French nobility in the eighteenth century : from feudalism to enlightenment.
(Cambridge, 1985) 25-27.
4

In Montpelier, more time was required between the announcement of the wedding and the actual ceremony.
Registre des Insinuations ecclésiastiques, 25 September 1742, ADG, Dossier Villaret de Joyeuse 2.
5

Registre des baptismes, mariages et mortuaires de l’Eglise de St. Antonin, 1 October 1742, ADG, Dossier Villaret
de Joyeuse 2.
6

Registre des actes de la paroisse de Ste. Marie, 26 October 1742, ADG, Dossier Villaret de Joyeuse 2.

8

Figure 2. Villaret de Joyeuse Family Crest

and Marie-Thérèse’s second child, Jean, arrived the following year.7 Louis-Thomas, their third
child, was born four years later. While Marie did not have any godparents, both Jean and LouisThomas had their mother’s brother, Thomas, and sister, Jeanne, as their godparents. The fourth
and final member of the family, Jean-Marie, born in 1757, had his uncle Jean and sister Marie
chosen as his godparents. Throughout his life, Louis Thomas appears to have been closer to his
youngest brother Jean-Marie, as their careers often intertwined.
Louis-Thomas’ childhood continued to reflect the Villaret de Joyeuse family’s status as a
newly ennobled family. For his schooling, Louis-Thomas went to the local Jesuit-run College
d’Auch. Upon completion of his education, he continued the family tradition and began his
military career in the army, rather than joining the priesthood as per his mother’s wishes. In
addition to his father, his uncle Jean Villaret de Joyeuse had been a captain in the infantry and
chevalier in the Order of Saint Louis; both his older brother, Jean, and younger brother, JeanMarie, also joined the Royal Corps of Artillery. Rather than entering the regular army, LouisThomas entered the Maison militaire du roi, which was charged with the protection of the royal

7

Registre des actes de la paroisse de Ste. Marie, 11 August 1743, Dossier Villaret de Joyeuse 2, ADG.
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family, as a member of the gendarmerie de la garde cavalry unit.8 Louis-Thomas’ entry into the
Maison Militaire reinforces the conclusion that the Villaret de Joyeuse family was as newly
ennobled family with wealth.9 However, Louis Thomas reportedly cut his career in the
gendarmerie short when he killed an adversary in a duel.10 Whether or not this anecdote has any
veracity, what is known is that Villaret de Joyeuse opted to join the French navy in 1765.
Whatever privilege or leverage that enabled Louis-Thomas to enter the Maison militaire
did not help him when he joined the French navy. Normally, entry into the French naval officer
corps was through special companies of gardes de la marine, which were exclusively for those
of noble birth. However, in addition to noble birth, an applicant needed a letter of appointment,
which generally favored those noble families of naval tradition. Even then, the family needed to
have substantial finances to support their child during his time in the garde.11 The combination
of the Villaret de Joyeuse family’s lack of naval tradition and insufficient resources blocked this
avenue into the officer corps. Unable to enter the regular ranks of the navy’s officer corps,
Villaret de Joyeuse chose the path of what is known as the officiers bleus. The term officiers
bleus was often poorly defined and has been generally misinterpreted. The designation of
officier bleu encompassed merchant captains temporarily serving in the navy, experienced
seaman as temporary officers, as well as those without experience at sea wishing to become
officers. As a member of this later group, Villaret de Joyeuse received the rank of volontaire.12
During his early maritime career, Villaret de Joyeuse traveled extensively around the
world visiting many of France’s various colonies. These voyages provided Villaret de Joyeuse
with the opportunities to improve his seamanship that he needed to advance in his maritime
career. In addition, Villaret de Joyeuse witnessed firsthand the French colonial empire. These
early experiences doubtlessly had a profound effect upon the young naval officer.
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During his first five years at sea, Villaret de Joyeuse sailed mainly between France and its
many Caribbean colonies. On his first voyage aboard the armed naval transport, Nourrice,
commanded by Lieutenant de frégate Charles Gilbert, Villaret de Joyeuse visited the colonies of
Cayenne, Martinique, and Guadeloupe.13 According to Gilbert, Villaret de Joyeuse “had all the
possible zeal and diligence, which gives him all hope of soon becoming a very good sailor if he
continues to apply himself as he has done” and thereby recommending him to be employed
aboard the King’s vessels.14 Pleased with the talents of the young man, Gilbert selected Villaret
de Joyeuse to sail with him later that year aboard another armed naval transport, Eléphant, which
was transporting troops to Saint Domingue. Pleased with Villaret de Joyeuse’s continued “zeal”
and “diligence”, Gilbert gave him the duties of an enseigne.
He fulfilled these with a full knowledge so much above that of which one ought to expect
in a subject after one campaign, that I could not help having the highest hopes for him. I
saw as a justice to attest that he had all the qualities required to become a very good
officer and that one may already entrust him with the second-in-command of a watch,
having much more knowledge of maneuvering and piloting than we had expected.15
Villaret de Joyeuse sailed under Gilbert again in October 1768 as first lieutenant of a watch
aboard another transport heading to Martinique and Saint Domingue.16 In 1769, he again served
as first lieutenant of a watch for Gilbert aboard the armed transport Parham transporting 400
troops to Martinique. Continually impressed by Villaret de Joyeuse’s “zeal, activity and
knowledge”, Gilbert recommended that Villaret de Joyeuse was ready to take command of a
ship.17 Although he did not receive a command, Villaret de Joyeuse continued to find
employment in the French navy thanks to Gilbert’s glowing recommendations.

13

Charles Gilbert began as a cabinboy in 1734. Pilot in 1736. Second lieutenant in 1738. First lieutenant in 1741.
Second Captain in 1742. He commanded a corsair from La Rochelle in 1762. Serving as a lieutenant de frégate for
the campaigns of 1763 to 1765, he commanded the corvette Marie and the fluyt Nourrice. Officially promoted to
lieutenant de frégate on 7 avril 1765. He commanded the Fidel-Jean-Baptiste in 1768 and the fluyt Parham in 1770.
Ronald Deschênes, Jacques Kanon (1726-1800), 1998, http://groups.msn.com/JacquesKanon/chapitre5.msnw
14

Certificate by Lieutenant de frégate Gilbert, 26 April 1766, Service Historique de la Marine (SHM) CC7 2468.

15

Certificate by Lieutenant de frégate Charles Gilbert, 30 June 1767, SHM CC7 2468.

16

Certificate by Lieutenante de fregate Charles Gilbert, 28 June 1769, SHM CC7 2468.

17

Certificate by Lieutenante de fregate Charles Gilbert, 7 August 1770, SMH CC7 2468; Copy of letter from
Villaret-Joyeuse to Clarens, 30 October 1769, ADG, Dossier Villaret-Joyeuse 2

11

Following his voyages to the Caribbean with Gilbert, Villaret de Joyeuse’s travels shifted
towards the Orient when he returned to sea in 1773. Embarking on the armed transport, Fortune,
commanded by Capitaine de brûlot le Mauff, carrying troops to the French colony of
Pondicherry in India, Villaret de Joyeuse served as the ship’s fourth lieutenant.18 After fulfilling
this mission in January 1774, Villaret de Joyeuse found himself unemployed on Île de France
(modern Mauritius). His unemployment lasted only six months as he gained the support of
Charles-Henri-Louis d’Arsac de Ternay, governor-general of Îles de France and Bourbon.19
“Having regard for his services,” de Ternay constantly employed him on various state ships.20
Villaret de Joyuese’s early experience in the Indian Ocean was generally limited to
transporting goods between Île de France and other colonies. During this period, he served
aboard several ships commanded by Lieutenant de vaisseau Armand de Saint-Félix, under the
brevet rank of lieutenant de frégate. 21 His first assignment was aboard the armed transport
Coromandel, commanded by Saint Felix, which transported provisions to Pondicherry.22
According to a report forwarded to Gabriel de Sartine, the Minister of the Navy and Colonies,
“the activity of his services, his talent for navigation and the support of all his superiors” led both
de Ternay and de Courey, the resident commissioner of the navy at Pondicherry, to request a
promotion to the brevet rank of capitaine de brûlot upon his return to Île de France in the fall of
1775.23 In his glowing letter of recommendation, de Courey wrote that Villaret de Joyeuse “had
acquired the general esteem of his superiors and those he has commanded,” and that “his talents,
his capacity and his wisdom have made me become fond of him.”24
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Figure 3 - Eastern India and Gulf of Bengal

13

Meanwhile, the administrators of Pondicherry had requested the service of a ship of around 250
tons. In response, De Ternay purchased the corvette Athalante and gave command of this ship to
Saint-Félix. While aboard the Athalante, Villaret de Joyeuse became increasingly familiarized
with the Indian Ocean region.25
During the nearly ten years of Villaret de Joyeuse’s career, he visited France’s colonies
around the world. In addition to participating directly in the maintenance of the French colonial
empire, Villaret de Joyeuse observed the inner workings of the colonies during his shore leave.
It was during this period that the young Villaret de Joyeuse began to develop his personal views
of slavery and the colonial empire. While there are none of Villaret de Joyeuse’s writings of this
period that would reflect his opinions on this subject, it is reasonable to assume that his later
opinions towards slavery and the colonies were framed by his early experiences in the colonies.
The general tranquility of the Indian Ocean region was shattered in 1778, when France
joined the American colonies in their fight for independence. On a personal note, the year of
1778 also marked a major transformation in Villaret de Joyeuse’s career. In January, Villaret
was selected as the first lieutenant, the equivalent of second-in-command, of the rearmed flute
Pintade (22), commanded by the Claude-Joseph Duchayla de Langlade de Saint Paul. Aboard
the Pintade were one hundred sixty troops destined for the French colony of Mahé in Western
India to reinforce Haider Ali, a past ally of France and the ruler of the Kingdom of Mysore in
central India. Setting out in early February, the Pintade sailed along the coast of Africa stopping
at the island of Socotra, off the coast of modern-day Yemen, and the port of Masqaţ, in modernday Oman.26 As the ship’s first lieutenant, Villaret de Joyeuse exercised considerable
responsibility. For example, upon arriving at island of Socotra, Duchayla sent him ashore to
notify the local leader of the provisions the French needed. Due to the lack of an interpreter,
Villaret de Joyeuse had to communicate with the local leader in sign language. Understandably,
Villaret de Joyeuse remarked in his journal, “our conversation was consequently very
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interesting.”27 These mundane responsibilities of his position were soon expanded as the relative
calm in the region began to breakdown.
During the final leg of the Pintade’s voyage, Villaret de Joyeuse was swept up by the
growing tide of war between France and Britain. When the Pintade reached Pondicherry in July
1778, they discovered the ship-of-the-line Brillant (64), the flagship of Jean-Baptiste-François
Lollivier de Tronjoly, commander of the Indian Ocean station, lying at anchor in the harbor. The
governor of Pondicherry, Pierre-Guillaume-Léonard Sarrazin de Bellecombe, had kept both
Tronjoly’s Brillant and the frigate Pourvoyeuse (38) in port when he learned that the British
were preparing to attack the colony. In preparation for the impending operations, Bellecombe
pressed into military service the armed transport Sartine (26) and gave the command to
Duchayla. With Duchayla taking command of the Sartine, Villaret de Joyeuse received his first
command, when Bellecombe bestowed him command of the Pintade. The outbreak of war once
again led to a major advance in Villaret de Joyeuse’s naval career.
While the French built up their defenses, an army of Muhammad Ali Khan, the Nawab of
the Carnatic and a British ally, blockaded Pondicherry by land during the month of August.
Upon receiving intelligence that a British squadron of five ships was heading to cut Pondicherry
off by sea, Bellecombe pressed two additional merchant ships, the Brisson (20) and the Lauriston
(22), into military service. An acute shortage of European sailors throughout the impromptu
French squadron, however, forced the transfer of the Pintade’s European sailors to the Sartine;
they were then replaced with native Indian seaman, known as lascars.28 Despite this measure,
the French ships remained generally undermanned, as the Brillant had barely one-third of her
normal complement.29
The initial phase of the conflict in the Indian Ocean theater did not bode well for the
French. On 9 August, Tronjoly put to sea with his five ships in order to engage the British
squadron of five ships commanded by Commodore Edward Vernon.30 During the subsequent
27
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indecisive engagement, Tronjoly won an advantageous position through his maneuvering,
forcing Vernon to disengage. According to Villaret de Joyeuse, Tronjoly could not pursue the
British squadron as an “unfortunate broadside had damaged his rudder” and wounded him in the
arm. As Vernon made his way back to Madras, the French squadron returned to Pondicherry on
11 August.31
Despite the withdrawal of the British squadron, the colony of Pondicherry was still not
out of danger. To defend Pondicherry, Bellecombe had only 1,200 men, of which around 700 of
them were European, to face the British army of 2,100 Europeans and ten battalions of sepoys.32
Upon learning that the British intended to land munitions along the coast nearby “where a
number of sampans are already said to have arrived,” Bellecombe ordered Villaret de Joyeuse to
set sail with the Pintade, which had a crew of only twenty coulies and fifty sepoys, in order to
“take, visit, sink or burn all watercraft” that he found along the coast. On the same day he set
out, 13 August, Villaret de Joyeuse scored his first prize, a sampan loaded with firewood for the
British colony of Madras, which he set alight. Several times over the next two weeks, Villaret de
Joyeuse had to evade Vernon’s squadron, which was still cruising in the vicinity. On 24 August,
Villaret de Joyeuse had his closest call as he awaited the right wind to reenter the port of
Pondicherry. When he spotted a squadron of ships sailing for the harbor, he initially assumed it
was Tronjoly’s squadron, which was no longer in port. In his journal de bord, Villaret de
Joyeuse wrote, “I had the greatest confidence it was the French squadron. The lead vessel was
flying a white flag from his main mast.” Only the timely arrival of a message from Bellecombe
warning Villaret de Joyeuse that it was in fact Vernon’s squadron saved Villaret de Joyeuse and
the Pintade from almost certain capture.33
Upon his return to Pondicherry, Villaret de Joyeuse learned that the situation had not
improved. Although Tronjoly had been reinforced by the addition of a corvette, Vernon’s
squadron had been bolstered by the addition of two vessels. Prior to Villaret de Joyeuse’s return,
however, Tronjoly opted to return to Île de France, leaving Bellecombe with a frigate and two
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corvettes.34 Some critics of Tronjoly accused him of abandoning Pondicherry for his own
personal gain.35 Villaret de Joyeuse’s logbook, however, provides better insight into the
situation in Pondicherry that may better explain Tronjoly’s seemingly questionable actions.
Villaret de Joyeuse recorded that Bellecombe “lacked absolutely all [supplies/provisions] that I
have been out of for twelve days.” While Tronjoly’s squadron may have been nearly equal in
strength to that of the British, the continued presence of the French squadron would have only
put more strain on the already stretched supplies of Pondicherry. The situation was so severe
that even Villaret de Joyeuse and the Pintade could not remain. With only three days of
provisions left aboard his own ship, Villaret de Joyeuse had little choice but to abandon
Pondicherry as well. Even if the Pintade had remained, she was of little use to the defense of the
colony because she had already been stripped of all her European seamen and crewed with only
coulis.36 The lack of supplies, troops, and support from Haidiar Ali eventually forced
Bellecombe to surrender the colony of Pondicherry to the British in mid-October.37 The French
position in the Indian Ocean was rapidly deteriorating.
Meanwhile, even though he had left Pondicherry, Villaret de Joyeuse was not out of
danger yet. After departing from Pondicherry, he planned to stop at a nearby island to the east,
presumably Sri Lanka, to obtain provisions on 2 September. However, on the “unfortunate isles”
that Villaret de Joyeuse visited, they “found absolutely no food for the crew.” An apprehensive
Villaret de Joyeuse recorded that “the provisions, of which I have only a very small quantity,
diminish daily.” While the local population supplied Villaret de Joyeuse with food and water,
they could not provide enough food. After four days and little hope of attaining more provisions,
Villaret de Joyeuse opted to set sail with only an estimated twenty-five-day supply of food. His
decision was definitely not without risk, since the Pintade only reached Île de France after a
twenty-day voyage.38 Thus early in his career, Villaret de Joyeuse showed his potential to take a
risk in the face of danger.
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As the Pintade sailed into the harbor of Île de France, Villaret de Joyeuse sighted
Tronjoly’s Brillant and the Lauriston, which had only arrived two days before him. Upon his
return to port, the governor of Île de France, Antoine de Guiran, chevalier de la Brillanne,
informed Villaret de Joyeuse that command of the Pintade would be given to Jacque-Marie
Boudin de Tromelin, a superior officer. La Brillanne in turn gave Villaret de Joyeuse command
of Tromelin’s previous ship, the smaller corvette Dauphine (8). La Brillanne promptly assigned
Villaret de Joyeuse a new mission to sail to Île de Bourdon (modern Île de Réunion) to search for
a supply of grain for the colony.39 Without incident, Villaret de Joyeuse made three successful
voyages between the two islands in November and December 1778.40 Villaret de Joyeuse’s
missions represent the efforts made by the French to prepare for the arrival of reinforcements and
to proceed on the offensive.
While La Brillanne increased his stock of supplies, the British were continuing their
reduction of France’s colonies on the Indian subcontinent. In early December, the British
government of Bengal decided to capture the French colony of Mahé. This unwise decision
triggered an outbreak of war between the British East India Company and a number of
neighboring Indian rulers, as Haidar Ali, the ruler of Mysore, had clearly voiced his opposition to
the British expedition.41 While Haidar cared little for the loss of Pondicherry, Mahé was the
main port from which he obtained his western military equipment. Despite his warning, the
British marched on Mahé, where the French garrison, including Villaret de Joyeuse’s younger
brother Jean-Marie, then a young lieutenant, quickly surrendered within five days of their
arrival.42 With the surrender of Mahé, France lost all of its ports on the Indian subcontinent.
As word trickled back to Paris of the loss of Pondicherry at the end of 1778, the French
began to reinforce their position in the Indian Ocean. During the year of 1779, two additional
ships-of-the-line reached Île de France, transporting much-needed supplies and reinforcements
for the colony: the L’Orient (74) commanded by Capitaine de vaisseau Jean-Baptiste-Barthéléy
Thomas d’Orves, and the Sévère (64) commanded by the old Capitaine de vaisseau Jean39
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Baptiste Christy de La Pallière.43 While these two additional ships bolstered the strength of the
small French naval station, the British had reinforced their position in the Indian Ocean with six
ships-of-the-line under the command of Rear-Admrial Edward Hughes at the end of 1779.44
Rather than risking an encounter with a superior British fleet, Tronjoly opted to sail to the Cape
Colony with his small squadron in December 1779.45 Shortly before the squadron set out to the
Cape, Tronjoly selected Villaret de Joyeuse, now at the rank of lieutenant de frégate, to join the
état-major of his flagship.46 The young Villaret de Joyeuse had caught the attention of his
commanding officer.
Once again, Villaret de Joyeuse and the French squadron would see very little action.
Arriving in the Cape in January 1780, Tronjoly patrolled in hopes of capturing British merchant
vessels. His search, however, was in vain; the only ships the French squadron encountered were
from allied or neutral countries such as Portugal, Holland, Denmark, and Sweden. In his log of
February, Villaret de Joyeuse frankly recorded, “no remarkable event has occurred during our
stay in this road.” In fact the only truly remarkable event was word from a passing Danish ship
of the death of the famous English explorer Captain James Cook. 47 When the squadron returned
to Île de France in May, not a single British ship had been taken as a prize. Thus, Villaret de
Joyeuse had seen how unproductive a commander was if he did not possess the character to take
any risks and chose to follow the safest course of action.
While Tronjoly cruise, the French government continued to reinforce their squadron
incrementally, sending three more ships-of-the-line, several smaller vessels, and a number of
transports. While the Bizarre (64) and Ajax (64) reached Île de France safely, the British
intercepted and captured another ship, the Protée (64), off the coast of Brest.48 In addition to
these reinforcements, the new arrivals brought orders recalling Tronjoly to France, and giving
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command of the station to D’Orves. While Villaret de Joyeuse remained aboard the Brillant,
D’Orves gave command of this ship to de Tromelin. Under the command of d’Orves, the French
fleet would return to India where the situation has changed during the summer of 1780.
France’s fortunes in India improved, in part due to the miscalculation by the leadership of
the British East India Company. Upset by the actions of the British against Mahé, Haidar Ali
fulfilled his warnings to the British by launching an all-out attack along the Carnatic in July
1780. Catching the British generally unprepared, Haidar Ali and his 80,000-man army captured
a number of British posts, even cutting down a British-led force in early September.49 Seeing the
benefit of such prime opportunity, Capitaine de vaisseau François de Souillac, governor of Île de
France and Île de Bourbon, entered into negations with Haidar in hopes of drawing him into a
treaty of alliance. In order to demonstrate his support of Haidar, Souillac ordered d’Orves to
take the fleet to the Coromandel Coast to support Haidar’s assault upon the British.50
Although time was of the essence, the fleet was not prepared to sail until early October as
the newly arrived ships were low on supplies and needed repairs. Although d’Orves signaled for
the fleet to get underway on 11 October, contrary winds delayed their departure until 14 October.
Even then, during the voyage Villaret de Joyeuse remarked in his journal that “the poor Brillant
has indeed the greatest need of masts, ropes, and tar. Never has a ship of the king left a port so
poorly provisioned in every kind.” Sailing by the way of Sumatra, the fleet only reached the
Coromandel Coast in late January 1781. From a captured prize, the French learned precious
intelligence that the British fleet had already departed for Bombay and was no longer in the
vicinity 51
With temporary command of the seas in the region, the French had a great opportunity to
strike at the exposed British positions along the Coromandel Coast. Despite the existence of
such an excellent opportunity, the French did not capitalize on the advantageous situation.
D’Orves did not land the regiment of troops he had aboard, despite the constant pleas of Haidar
Ali. Some historians have criticized d’Orves for his lackluster leadership during the subsequent
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campaign, lamenting the lost possibility of the French offering a more active support to Haidar
Ali against the British.52 However, when Souillac had sent the fleet to India, he had also given
d’Orves implicit instructions to avoid any danger: “it is necessary to carry out the operations of
our squadron in a manner not to compromise the ships essentially and principally destined for the
defense of this colony [Île de France] and to inflict, however, the most damage possible to
English commerce.”53 While Souillac’s orders were restrictive, a more dynamic and daring
commander could have opted to ignore the standing orders and exploited the temporary
advantage that had presented itself. Such a man would eventually take command of the French
fleet in the theater; unfortunately, in the meantime, the French squandered this perfect
opportunity. On 13 February, D’Orves sailed from the Coromandel Coast for Île de France, after
accomplishing little. Again, Villaret de Joyeuse witnessed firsthand how little was accomplished
when a leaders was unwilling to take any risks.
The very nature and character of the Indian Ocean theater changed in October 1781 with
the arrival of additional reinforcements for the French forces. Upon learning of the British plans
to send a small British expedition to capture the Dutch colony of the Cape of Good Hope, the
French government had dispatched a small squadron of five ships-of-the-line and several smaller
vessels to counter this operation, loaded with around 1,200 troops.54 The Marguis de Castries,
the new Minister of the Navy, gave the command of this small squadron to Pierre-André de
Suffren, a brilliant naval officer who eventually emerged from this campaign as one of the most
renowned French admirals.55

After separating from Admiral François-Joseph-Paul, comte de

Grasse’s fleet heading to the Americas in March, Suffren was to make his way southwards and
secure the Cape. Along the way, Suffren demonstrated his character when he discovered the
British expedition heading to the same destination lying at anchor at Porto Praya in the Cape
Verde Islands. Positioned haphazardly in the bay, the British squadron and convoy, under the
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command of Commodore George Johnstone, provided Suffren with a particularly enticing
target.56 Ignoring the neutrality of the Portuguese port, Suffren ordered his ships to attack the
unprepared British squadron. During the ensuing engagement, the untimely death of one of his
captains and the timidity of two other captains had left only two of Suffren’s ships in the middle
of the British ships. After extracting himself from the battle, Suffren immediately set sail for the
Cape, which he reached before the British.57 Although the Battle of Porto Playa had nearly
ended in disaster, it demonstrated the offensive-oriented modus operandi of Suffren.
Command of the Indian Ocean fleet, however, did not fall to Suffren. In the same order
that promoted Suffren to chef d’escadre, Castries has also promoted D’Orves to the same rank.
As D’Orves was the senior officer, he retained command of the fleet.58 With his fleet reinforced
with Suffren’s five ships, D’Orves drew up plans to lead an expedition to India in order to
support Haidar Ali against the British. While repairs were made on Suffren’s ships during the
month of November, D’Orves gave Villaret de Joyeuse command of the fireship Pulvériseur,
which had been recently added to the fleet, and the rank of captaine de brûlot.59 Only in early
December was D’Orves able to set sail with the reinforced fleet of eleven ships-of-the-line and
numerous smaller vessels. Aboard the fleet, the French loaded 2,500 troops under the command
of Maréchal de camps Duchemin de Chenneville on the Coromandel Coast.60 The French had
now gathered a slightly more efficient force in the Indian Ocean.
Command of this expedition however experienced a major change shortly after departure.
While at sea the sickly D’Orves’ health deteriorated further, forcing him eventually to cede
command of the fleet temporarily to Suffren on 3 February. This change in command proved to
be more than a temporary measure as D’Orves succumbed to his illness six days later. Upon his
assumption of command, Suffren instilled a more active character to the campaign in the Indian
Ocean in remarkable contrast to D’Orves. Suffren’s leadership during this subsequent campaign
no doubt left a lasting impact upon the young Villaret de Joyuese.
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On 15 February, the French fleet sailed within sight of Madras, where Suffren sighted a
British squadron of nine ships, now under the command of Vice-Admiral Hughes. Seeing the
British ships well protected under the nearby fort, Suffren opted not to attack the British
squadron and continued on his mission to disembark troops in support of Haidar Ali. Observing
Suffren’s retirement, Hughes opted to give chase to the French squadron. Eventually during the
afternoon of 16 February, Hughes overtook and captured six of Suffren’s troops transports.
During the confusion, the remaining ships of the French convoy, including Villaret de Joyeuse,
scattered in various directions. Suffren raced to the rescue of his transports and on the morning
of 17 February engaged Hughes’ squadron at the First Battle of Sadras. Suffren’s plan called for
his vanguard to sail up along the windward side of the British fleet, while the rear division would
sail up its leeward side, thereby subjecting the rearmost British ships to a deadly crossfire.
Suffren’s bold tactic, however, failed to achieve any measurable success due to the inability or
failure of his subordinates, a recurring theme throughout the entire campaign.61 The problem of
poor subordinates was something that would eventually plague Villaret de Joyeuse twelve years
later during the Battles of Prairial.
Following the Battle of Madras, Suffren turned to gathering up his scattered convoy.
While Suffren found some of the ships at Porto Novo and Tranquebar, there were a number of
ships, including Villaret-Joyeue and the Pulvériseur, which were still missing. Suffren correctly
surmised that the remainder of the convoy had sought refuge in the ports of the Dutch colony of
Ceylon; Villaret de Joyeuse, the corvette Sylphide (16), and two supply-laden transports had
found shelter in the port of Galle in southwestern Ceylon.62 While Suffren landed the troops
from the remainder of the convoy, he needed the supplies aboard the ships in Ceylon. Eventually
on 12 March, Suffren sent the frigate Bellone (32), commanded by Joseph Pas de Beaulieu, to
inform these four ships to “await there for the orders of the general.”63 It was too dangerous for
them to sail unescorted, since the British fleet remained unaccounted for; in fact, it was heading
for the Dutch port of Trincomali on the island of Ceylon. While the British had already captured
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this port back in January to deny its use to the French, Hughes had set out in order to reinforce
the meager British garrison left at Trincomali.64
Learning of their departure, Suffren chased after the British fleet, eventually catching it
on 12 April 1782. The subsequent Battle of Provedin proved to be another indecisive
engagement where several captains again failed to perform their duty to the fullest, thereby
costing the French a possible victory.65 After the battle, the British succeeded in reaching the
relative safe anchorage off the shore. Due to the dangerous corals in the area, Suffren opted to
sail for Batticaloa, where Villaret de Joyeuse and the remaining missing ships of the convoy
were located. On 29 April, as Suffren sailed down the coast of Ceylon, one of the frigates
sighted Villaret de Joyeuse and the Pulvériseur.66
While Suffren had engaged the British at the Battle of Providen, a corvette carrying
correspondence from the King had reached ships waiting at the port of Galle. Beaulieu opted to
send Villaret de Joyeuse ahead to search for Suffren to transmit the orders.67 Suffren’s
instructions were to return to Île-de-France and wait for the arrival of additional reinforcements
of 4,000 troops under the command of Charles-Joseph Patissier, Marquis de Bussy, the famed
commander who had fought in India during the Seven Years’ War. Suffren responded to
Souillac “that is no longer possible, ” citing that six months would be lost during a critical
period.68 In addition to the danger of abandoning the units deployed in India, Suffren adroitly
surmised that a retirement from the coast of India at such a critical instant would have seriously
undermined Haidar Ali’s confidence in the French, which had already diminished due to the
relative inactivity of D’Orves. Upon getting Suffren’s reply, Souillac wrote to Castries in
support of Suffren’s decision; “we can therefore say that the courageous decision made by
Suffren will save India, and prepare for the successes of the Marquis de Bussy.”69 Meanwhile,
Suffren decided to maintain an active French presence along the Coromandel Coast.
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While Suffren remained in Batticaloa to await his supplies, he ascertained from spies in
late May that it appeared that Hughes planned to remain anchored in Trincomali for a period. On
3 June Suffren took this occasion to set sail with the fleet to return to the Carnatic Coast.70
Reaching Cuddalore on 21 June, Suffren learned that the French expeditionary force had
accomplished little. Suffren quickly decided that he would attempt to attack Negapatam, which
would have provided Suffren with another safe anchorage.71 As the French made their
preparations, the frigate Bellone reported on 25 June that it had seen the English fleet sailing just
south of Negapatam.72 The sight of the French fleet sailing past Trincomali had forced Hughes
to sail before he was ready. Upon the reception of this intelligence, Suffren made preparations to
face the British fleet in combat. When the French fleet sailed from Cuddalore on 3 July, Suffren
left many of the lighter vessels in port, taking only Villaret de Joyeuse and the Pulvériseur and
the corvette Sylphide.
During the subsequent Battle of Negapatam on 6 July 1782, Villaret de Joyeuse with his
light support vessel did not play a direct role in the combat. Although the engagement ended in a
tactical draw, the French had suffered almost three times as many casualties.73 More important,
the British succeeded in their strategic aim of blocking Suffren’s attack upon Negapatam, and
forcing him to return back to Cuddalore.74 Despite the setback he suffered at Negapatam,
Suffren was not willing to accede total defeat. Once the wounded had been disembarked, a
determined Suffren set out to restore the fleet to condition in which it could take back to the sea.
With a number of the ships-of-the-line lacked topmasts that had been damaged during the last
three engagements and having no spars in port, Suffren acquired the necessary masts by pillaging
from his lighter vessels. The fore and main masts of Villaret de Joyeuse’s Pulvériseur were
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removed and used as topmasts for other ships-of-the-line; the Pulvériseur, in turn, was equipped
with masts procured from a recently captured East Indiaman, the Yarmouth.75 In little over a
week after returning to Cuddalore, although some ships still needed major repairs, the fleet was
in condition to sail. In addition to repairing his ships, Suffren took the opportunity to remove
from command several of the captains who had continually frustrated him with their poor
performance.76 While Villaret de Joyeuse did not profit directly from Suffren’s decision to alter
the commands, the path was now clearer for future promotions.
While the French offensive against Negapatam was foiled, Suffren soon received the
good news that the Marquis de Bussy had reached Île de France. Along with the 600 troops,
Bussy brought desperately needed naval supplies and \three additional warships to bolster
Suffren’s fleet.77 Bussy, however, had headed to Batticaloa on Ceylon, where they thought
Suffren was located. Suffren quickly decided to rendezvous with these reinforcements, then
launch an attack on the relatively undefended British-held port of Trincomali. In contrast to the
speedy repairs made by the French, the British had retreated back to Madras to make repairs.78
While the French fleet was in condition to sail by mid-July, the British fleet was not ready to
leave Madras until mid-August.79 Taking advantage of the situation, Suffren set sail for
Batticalo, where he arrived on 9 August. Joined by the reinforcements around two weeks later,
the combined fleet set sail for Trincomali, arriving off the coast on 25 August.80 The French
troops disembarked on the morning of the 26th and captured Trincomali after a quick siege.81
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The acquisition of Tricomali gave the French possession of a much-needed port in the Bay of
Bengal.
The timing of the entire French operation against Trincomali proved to be a very close
affair. Only two days after the capitulation of the final fortification, lookouts spotted the sails of
Hughes’ approaching fleet. Suffren ordered the fleet to get underway the next day, despite the
lack of preparedness to fight a naval engagement, and engaged the British in the Battle of
Trincomali. Despite enjoying a numerical advantage of fifteen ships-of-the-line to the British
twelve, the impromptu nature of the engagement left Suffren unable to establish a well-ordered
line of battle and plan of action. In addition, subsequent poor maneuvering on the part of some
of the captains, especially those within the vanguard, kept their ships out of the action, nullifying
the French numerical advantage; in fact, instead of outnumbering the British fleet, Suffren found
the ships of his center outnumbered. When the engagement finally ended in the evening, neither
side was in condition to continue the battle and withdrew.82 Once again, mistakes made by
some of his captains denied Suffren the chance to achieve a victory over Hughes.
Suffren was extremely displeased with the captains who had failed him during the battle.
After the engagement, Suffren removed four captains from their commands, including Villaret de
Joyeuse’s previous commander Saint-Félix.83 These four captains’ misfortune, however, was
Villaret de Joyeuse’s windfall as Suffren shifted officers around to cover these new vacancies.
In a major step in Villaret de Joyeuse’s career, Suffren provisionally gave him command of the
frigate Bellone.84 Command of a frigate, particularly for someone who was not a full-fledged
officer, was a prestigious honor. While Suffren’s action was compelled by his lack of available
officers, it also signified his confidence in Villaret de Joyeuse and his abilities.
In the interim, the French fleet could not remain in Trincomali during the approaching
winter season because it did not have the proper facilities to accommodate his ships. Suffren
opted to winter in Achem (modern day Aceh) on the island of Sumatra, where he had requested
that Bussy rendezvous with him.85 Setting out from Trincomali on 1 October, Suffren reached
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Achem on 1 November after a stop in Cuddalore.86 Although Achem was “excellent for
wintering,” with abundant supplies and water, Suffren found the climate unhealthy as the number
of sick “increased instead of diminishing.”87 Moreover, Suffren received several pieces of
disappointing news concerning France’s war efforts in late November. In addition to learning
about Admiral de Grasse’s defeat at the Battle of the Saintes, Suffren received disheartening
news pertaining to Bussy’s expedition.88 First, the second portion of Bussy’s expedition, led by
Captaine de vaisseau Louis-Antoine-Thomassin Peynier, had reached Île-de-France in late July
with 1,500 troops, four ships-of-the-line and two frigates. Unfortunately, a large number of these
reinforcements were not in condition to take part in the campaign since the vast majority of the
men had to be hospitalized.89 In addition to Bussy’s poor situation on Île-de-France, Suffren
learned that the third installment of Bussy’s expedition had been chased back into port.90
Furthermore, Suffren discovered that Hughes had been reinforced with the arrival of
Commodore Richard Bickerton’s six ships-of-the-line.91 The only agreeable information that
Suffren obtained was the news that both Hughes and Bickerton were on route to Bombay, where
the British could safely ride out the winter season and make the necessary repairs.
After sending Bussy a request to rendezvous with him at Galles, Suffren sought to profit
from his sudden possession of control over the seas and strike at British commerce in December
1782. While Suffren took the fleet to cruise off the Orissa Coast (Northeastern coast of India),
he ordered Villaret de Joyeuse and Beaulieu of the Annibal (50) to cruise the middle of the Bay
of Bengal to “intercept all that enters and leaves the Ganges.”92 On 8 January 1783, both Suffren
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and Villaret de Joyeuse reached their appointed destinations.93 Although the French had control
of the seas, Suffren’s offensive met with several setbacks. First, they were too late to intercept
the large Bengal convoy.94 Second, Suffren’s plans to attack Ganjam were frustrated by the
difficult conditions for the landing. The primary blow to this offensive and French operations in
India as a whole was the death of France’s ally, Haidar Ali. The cruise was not without some
success; in addition to the number of ships loaded with precious supplies, Suffren captured one
of the three frigates that Hughes had left to protect the Coromandel Coast, the British light
frigate Coventry (28), which provided the French with a much-needed copper-bottomed frigate.
On 15 January, Suffren decided to return to Cuddalore to support the army and establish contact
with Haidar Ali’s successor, Tipu.95 After a short stay, the French fleet proceeded back to
Trincomali to effect the junction with Bussy’s expeditionary force.
While Suffren made his way to Cuddalore and then to Trincomali, Villaret de Joyeuse
and Beaulieau continued their cruise to intercept any trade from the Ganges until the end of
February. While they succeeded in capturing two ships loaded with desperately needed cargos
of rice, they were unable to capture the British frigate San-Carlos (40). The captain of the SanCarlos had barely escaped capture only by throwing his cannons overboard and grounding his
ship along the banks of the entrance of the Ganges. Despite Suffren’s worries, the Bellone and
Annibal reached Trincomali safely on 2 March.96
Shortly thereafter, the French once took the offensive. Four days prior to Villaret de
Joyeuse’s arrival at Trincomali, Suffren had received word from Bussy that he had departed from
Île-de-France around 10 December. When Bussy reached Trincomali on 10 March, the muchanticipated expeditionary force also brought critical supplies, provisions, and naval munitions.
Escorting this convoy was the small division, led by de Peynier, comprising of the Argonaute
(74), Fendant (74), Hardi (66), and the frigate Cléopâtre (36).97 The following day, Suffren and
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all of the captains visited Bussy. Knowing the precarious situation of the French forces in the
Carnatic, they decided to sail to Cuddalore with only the copper-bottomed ships so that they
could “more easily escape the English squadron in case it is encountered on its return from
Bombay.”98 In order to speed their travel, only the fastest transports were used to convey the
troops and “the most urgent artillery effects.”99
On 14 March, Suffren and his small squadron, including Villaret de Joyeuse and the
Bellone, set sail from Trincomali for the Carnatic Coast. After disembarking the troops at Porto
Novo during the night of 16-17 March, the ships anchored off of Cuddalore on the 18th and
began to unload the remaining supplies and munitions. Even then, due to the worry of the arrival
of the British fleet from Bombay, the French “only unloaded the most necessary things to
accelerate the departure.” While Suffren sailed with the majority of the squadron from
Cuddalore for Trincomali on 23 March, Suffren ordered Peynier to take a small force of two
ships and two frigates to cruise off of Madras for fifteen days in an attempt to intercept a British
convoy expected from Europe under light escort.100 Due to contrary winds, Suffren did not reach
the coast of Trincomali until 10 April. Only a few hours after sighting land, however, Villaret de
Joyeuse, who with the Bellone was in front of the fleet, signaled the sighting of twenty-three sails
to the south-southwest; after leaving Bombay, Hughes had headed straight for Ceylon. In a bold
move, Suffren crowded his sails and successfully raced for the safety of Trincomali.101 Although
disappointed for having missed Suffren, Hughes learned from a passing ship that Peynier’s
isolated ships were off of Madras and began to head north in order to capture them.102 With the
main fleet safe in Trincolami, Suffren needed to alert Peynier to Hughes’ return.
For this precarious and important mission, Suffren selected Villaret de Joyeuse. To carry
out this potentially suicidal task, Suffren could not afford to lose the powerful Bellone, so
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Suffren gave him command of the corvette Naïade (20). According to Villaret de Joyeuse’s later
recollections, upon receiving his instructions, he trenchantly requested that “since you have
given me a jalopy for such a difficult mission, then give me, General, letters of introduction to
both Lord [George] Macartney [Governor of Madras] and Admiral Hughes.” Suffren reportedly
replied “I sense like you the danger which menaces you….if anyone can succeed in this venture,
it is you.” Reflecting nearly twenty years later, Villaret remarked, “Lord Jupiter knew how to
sugar the pill.”103 As expediency for this important operation was crucial, the other vessels
donated supplies to Naïade, enabling Villaret de Joyeuse to set sail the very next day.104
At daybreak on 14 April, lookouts of the Naïade spotted a large vessel sailing around
twelve miles away between the coastal cities of Cuddalore and Portonovo, south of Pondicherry.
Villaret de Joyeuse “perfectly recognized” the enemy vessel as the Sceptre (64), commanded by
Captain Samuel Graves, “which had already chased the Bellone [his previous command] several
times.” Villaret de Joyeuse attempted to head to the open sea, but as the Naïade sailed “very
poorly, and the enemy very well”, the Sceptre gained on the weaker Naïade during the night.105
Unable to escape, Villaret de Joyeuse’s only option became how long to offer resistance before
being forced to surrender to such a powerful adversary.
The unequal cannonade between the Naïade and the Sceptre commenced around 10:00
PM. After nearly an hour, Graves hailed Villaret de Joyeuse, notifying him of his ship’s strength
and calling upon the outgunned ship not to resist. According to Villaret de Joyeuse, “I sent him
my broadside as an answer.” For another three and a half hours, Villaret de Joyeuse and the men
of the Naïade fought “the most unequal and tenacious battle, there has ever been in the navy.”
Eventually the Naïade stood yard to yard to the larger, more powerful Sceptre. For five hours,
the gunners of the Naïade continued to fire at Sceptre, firing over a thousand shots. Unable to
escape and with the Naïade’s yards and rigging eventually shot away, with seven of her guns
dismounted and her main mast about to fall overboard, Villaret de Joyeuse finally opted to strike
the colors. Once aboard the Sceptre, Graves remarked to Villaret de Joyeuse, “You have given
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us a very fine ship, Monsieur, but you have sold her very dear.”106 Despite the major
disadvantage in firepower, the small frigate had surprisingly inflicted nearly equal number of
casualties upon her opponent; there were thirty-four men wounded aboard the Naïade, while the
Sceptre had twenty-four wounded. In addition, Villaret de Joyeuse reported significant damage
to the Sceptre, as “the enemy’s main mast had been damaged, his mast broken, and one of his
guns dismounted.” The Sceptre took La Naïade in tow back to Madras, where Villaret received
“the most flattering reception from both army and naval officers who viewed his battle as a
phenomenon.” 107
A prisoner of the British, Villaret de Joyeuse played no further part in Suffren’s
campaign. In Madras, Villaret de Joyeuse encountered William Hickey, an English lawyer who
had been stranded in Trincomali and a temporary guest of the French. Hickey remarked that
Villaret de Joyeuse “appeared dejected and low-spirited at the fortune de guerre, observing to me
that through life he had been an unlucky dog, whom the fickle Dame was perpetually at war with
and pelting him in direction.” Although Hickey stated that Villaret de Joyeuse expected to be
returned shortly in a prisoner exchange, Villaret de Joyeuse did not return to the French fleet
until 4 July.108 While remaining in Madras, Villaret de Joyeuse missed Suffren’s fifth and final
engagement with the British fleet at the Battle of Cuddalore on 20 June. While the battle ended
in a draw and saved the besieged French army in Cuddalore, the battle mattered little since word
arrived nine days later that the Treaty of Versailles had been signed.109
With the end of hostilities, Hughes released Villaret de Joyeuse, who was taken aboard
Suffren’s flagship, the Héros, as an officer. According to Villaret de Joyeuse in late July, his
tenacious defense engagement with the Sceptre “redoubled the attachment that Monsieur le
Commandeur Suffren already had for me.” It was due to Suffren’s “kindness” that Villaret de
Joyeuse “was destined to command one of the frigates that would remain along the coast.” 110
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Accordingly, before his departure for France, Suffren gave Villaret de Joyeuse command of the
Coventry, the aforementioned ex-British copper-bottomed frigate, on 11 September 1783.111 In
addition, for his action against the Sceptre, Villaret was promoted to lieutenant de vaisseau on 31
July 1784 and awarded the Cross of Saint Louis, both most likely aided by Suffren.112 While
Suffren returned to France, Villaret de Joyeuse remained in the Indian Ocean.
Over the next year, Villaret de Joyeuse commanded the Coventry in the Indian Ocean,
conveying messages for Bussy and Peynier and carrying out a variety of peace-time missions,
including visiting Batavia(modern-day Jakarta). In late August 1784, Bussy and Peynier ordered
Villaret de Joyeuse to sail for France; discussions between Bussy and Macartney concerning the
peace settlement required further instructions from their respective governments. In addition to
taking Bussy’s dispatches, Villaret de Joyeuse took aboard as a passenger Mr. Stanton, who was
charged with the dispatches of Macartney.113 Once Villaret de Joyeuse reached Brest and
completed his mission in January 1785, however, he lost command of the Coventry. Although
he served for a short time as an officer aboard the frigate Railleuse, he did not regain an active
sea command under the Ancien Regime.
Despite his lack of employment after the War of the American Revolution, it had
provided Villaret de Joyeuse with a great opportunity to advance his naval career. Although he
did not participate in all five of Suffren’s engagements, as had been erroneously reported,
Villaret de Joyeuse did observe the famed Suffren command in the Battles of Negapatam and
Tricomali. His promotion to lieutenant de vaisseau elevated him from an officer bleu to the
official officer corps, also known as the Grands Corps. Even though he had entered the Grands
Corps, the prospects of a thirty-six-year-old lieutenant de vaisseau for future advancement were
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fairly slim. If he were fortunate, Villaret de Joyeuse might have obtained the next rank of
capitaine de vaisseau towards the end of his career. Only the timely outbreak of war or other
major upheaval would allow Villaret de Joyeuse to rise in rank and prominence in the French
Navy.
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CHAPTER 2
REVOLUTIONARY CAREER

While the War of the American Revolution had advanced Villaret de Joyeuse’s career by
promoting him into the ranks of the regular officers, known as the Grand Corps, he was still a
thirty-eight year old lieutenant de vaisseau who had only a small probability to achieve the rank
of capitaine de vaisseau prior to his retirement.

It was only the outbreak of the French

Revolution that opened up the ranks with the subsequent emigration of numerous officers and the
new emphasis on merit and talent for promotion. Owing to these major adjustments in the navy,
Villaret de Joyeuse rocketed through the ranks, rising from lieutenant de vaisseau to contreamiral within a period of less than three years to become one of the most important figures in the
French navy during the Revolutionary period.
Following the conclusion of the War of American Independence, Villaret de Joyeuse’s
naval career appeared to have reached its culminating point. Upon returning to Lorient in 1785,
Villaret de Joyeuse was attached to the port of Lorient, where he served on shore as major de la
marine until 1790.1 While serving in this port, he met Thérèse Félicité Villars de Roche, whom
he married in 1787. They had three children between 1787 and 1794: Alexis-Jean-Marie in
September 1788,2 Hypolite-Nicolas in 1790, and a daughter in 1791.
With the outbreak of Revolution in France, officers in both the army and navy faced an
increasingly complex and dangerous situation. The political chaos of the French Revolution
stemmed from the competition over legitimacy and authority between different political bodies,
including the national executive, national legislature, municipal assemblies and colonial
1
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2
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assemblies.3

During the growing confusion, officers faced mounting occurrences of

insubordination as a number of men claimed to act on behalf of one of these institutions or their
own democratic principles. For example, in August 1790, in the spirit of reform, the National
Assembly adopted a new penal code for the navy. While the new code retained some traditional
harsh punishments such as keelhauling and flogging, it introduced a jury system that became the
only means for an officer to deliver such severe sentences.4 Despite the new penal code’s
introduction of a jury system, sailors of the Brest fleet mutinied in early September, demanding
the suspension of the new code. The situation was further complicated when the Léopard
reached Brest a week later.5 Caught up in the confusion of colonial politics, the crew of the
Léopard had supported Saint-Domingue’s illegal colonial assembly of Saint-Marc, refused their
captain’s orders, mutinied, and then set sail for France without their captain.6 The arrival of the
Léopard only enflamed and further politicized the ongoing mutiny in Brest. Despite the efforts
of the national government, the state of insubordination carried on throughout the winter of
1790-91.7
While the National Assembly attempted to deal with the mutiny in Brest, there was a
growing international crisis in May 1790. During a dispute between Spain and England over the
Pacific Northwest that nearly entangled the fledgling French Republic in a war, known as the
Nootka Sound Controversy, the French government grew concerned with the state of the French
navy as England made preparation for war.8

Although the National Assembly maintained

neutrality in the dispute, it also prepared for the possibility of war by ordering the expansion of
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its naval forces.9 It is most likely due to this sudden expansion of the navy that Villaret de
Joyeuse received his first active command since 1785.
During the first two years of his service during the French Revolution, Villaret de
Joyeuse’s two missions proved to be of a very similar nature. His first assignment included
assisting in operations against the slaves revolting on the island of Saint Domingue. Upon his
return to France, his second mission was to cruise off the Vendean Coast to support operations
against the Vendean royalists.

In both cases, Villaret de Joyeuse was involved in crucial but

often neglected naval operations against insurgency forces.
Villaret de Joyeuse’s first command in five years, however, encompassed a number of
delays. When Villaret de Joyeuse received on 15 September, around the time of the outbreak of
the mutiny in Brest, his orders that gave him command of the frigate Prudente (36), the ship was
still actually under construction in the naval shipyard of Lorient. Even after the frigate was
launched on the 21st, the Prudente was not ready for service because it still needed to be sheathed
in copper, masted, rigged, and armed. On 20 October, while the Prudente was still being stocked
and armed, Villaret de Joyeuse received orders to stock seven months of provisions in
preparation to sail to the Caribbean along with the ships-of-the-line Fougueux (74), Boreé (74),
and the frigate Uranie (44).10 A week later, the commandant informed him that the 250-man
Régiment de Lorraine, which was scheduled to reach Lorient in early November, would supply
the detachments for the ships. However, Villaret de Joyeuse faced a number of delays that were
entirely beyond his control.

A spree of bad weather delayed the transports carrying the

Prudente’s cannons for over a month. Even after the ship carrying the Prudente’s cannons
reached Lorient, storms created so much chop that it was impossible to load them. In his log for
2 January 1791, Villaret de Joyeuse complained “there has maybe been four days of good
weather since October,” as rain, wind and even snow hit Lorient.11 In addition, when the

9
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Régiment de Lorraine finally reached Lorient, Villaret de Joyeuse’s detachment was delayed due
to a mistake in their orders.12
While the men worked on the Prudente, Villaret de Joyeuse had the responsibility to
supervise his new crew.

Throughout the armament process, Villaret de Joyeuse only had

positive remarks for his crew: “I am so content with my men that I gladly lend myself to what
may be agreeable to them while their desires do not contrast with the interests of the King.”13
However, Villaret de Joyeuse had “the greatest desire to exercise his crew”, which he believed
“was quite new in this profession because two-thirds of my crew are paid sixteen and eighteen
livres and consequently have not participated in the last war.”14 Despite his praise for the crew,
the process was not without incidence. Villaret de Joyeuse had his first problem of
insubordination aboard the Prudente on 16 November, when two sailors from Nantes refused the
mate’s order to make yarn “under the pretext of the cold.” When the two sailors again refused to
obey the order of the second officer “with the same obstinacy,” Villaret de Joyeuse placed them
in irons. While a lesser officer may have considered the case closed, Villaret de Joyeuse opted to
verify that “the crew did not share in this insubordination.” After gathering the crew on the
quarterdeck, Villaret de Joyeuse asked them “if they had any complaints,” to which they
“unanimously responded that they disapproved of their comrades.” He then praised his crew for
their conduct and left the “villains” in irons overnight.15 When the prisoners were released the
following day, Villaret de Joyeuse proudly reported that “everything passed absolutely well.”16
In the face of such insubordination, Villaret de Joyeuse had maintained discipline aboard his
vessel by firmly punishing the offenders while maintaining the respect of the rest of his crew by
praising them for their good conduct.
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The exact nature of Villaret de Joyeuse’s mission was clarified on 19 November when the
division commander, Chef de division Jean-François-Alphonse Gabriel de Villages, received
detailed orders. The squadron of two ships-of-the-line and two frigates was to transport 580
troops to reinforce the garrison of Saint Domingue.17 Poor weather, however, continued to delay
the squadron’s departure until early February.18 Despite the general relief to get underway, the
division’s destination proved to be as equally tumultuous as the weather in Brittany.
The confusion following the outbreak of the French Revolution was not limited to the
navy. When word of the Revolution reached the French Caribbean colonies, it provided the
spark to ignite the stewing “powder keg” of intertwining social, political, and racial tensions
within plantation societies. In the French Caribbean, the white minority population was divided
between the grands Blancs, which included the government administrators, wealthy merchants
and plantation owners, and the petits Blancs, which incorporated the less affluent members of
white society including small planters and merchants and artisans. 19 Beneath the whites in the
racial hierarchy were the free blacks and mulattos, known as the gens de couleur, whose
economic status varied from rich plantation owners to artisans. Despite their economic status
and free status, the gens de couleur suffered from discriminatory laws that limited their rights.20
When the French revolutionaries drew up the Declaration of Rights of Man and of Citizen in
1789 to outline what they believed to be their natural rights, they unwittingly opened up the
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Figure 4. Saint Domingue
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question of the rights of the gens de couleur. In February 1790 the planters of Saint Domingue
had formed the aforementioned colonial assembly in Saint-Marc, which soon commenced
issuing decrees heading towards autonomy.

In response the governor of Saint-Domingue,

Peynier, who coincidently had been Villaret de Joyeuse’s commanding officer in 1783,
denounced the assembly as traitors sparking a civil war on Saint Domingue.21 Although Peynier
was able to force the members of the Saint-Marc Assembly to flee aboard the Léopard, the
situation in the Caribbean remained far from stable as similar problems arose with colonial
assemblies in Martinique.22 It was for this very reason that the National Assembly sent two
expeditions to reinforce the Caribbean: Villages’ division to Saint Domingue, and Capitaine de
Vaisseau François-Emmanuel Girardin’s fleet convoying 6,000 troops to Martinique.23
In contrast to the tumultuous situation in France and Saint-Domingue, the weather over
the course of Villages’ squadron’s voyage to Saint Domingue proved to be relatively pleasant.
Only the slow sailing of an accompanying merchant ship, the Nantais, hampered the divisions’
progress. In order to reach their destination in all haste, Villages detached Villaret de Joyeuse
and the Prudente to continue escorting this sluggish ship, while the remaining ships of the
division sailed on ahead.24 The subsequently protracted voyage provided Villaret de Joyeuse
with the perfect opportunity to train his novice crew and test the newly constructed frigate.
Despite the slow sailing of the Nantais, the two ships reached the coast of Saint Domingue
shortly after Villages in early March.
Villages and his division, meanwhile, had reached Le Cap on 28 February, where they
were informed that the governor, Philibert-François-Rouxel de Blanchelande, was down in Portau-Prince. Upon their arrival in Port-au-Prince on 2 March, Blanchelande notified Villages that
he had wanted the troops to be landed at Mole St. Nicolas. When some of the troops heard the
21
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news, they mutinied, demanding to be let off the ships. A number of the troops eventually
disembarked from the ships without permission and raised havoc in Port-au-Prince; the situation
escalated as the mutinous troops allied with the local petit-blancs who wished to avenge the
defeat of the Saint Marc Assembly. 25 Colonel Antoine Mauduit, who was commander of the
regulars at Port-au-Prince and responsible for the defeat of the Saint-Marc Assembly, adroitly
perceived the eminent danger and sent Blanchelande back to Le Cap.

Although it initially

appeared that Mauduit had adeptly restored order, “one of his own grenadiers shouted for his
head,” upon which they hacked Mauduit to pieces and fixed his head upon a bayonet.26 Despite
Mauduit’s murder, a major blow to the governor’s authority, order was eventually reestablished
and the division headed back to Le Cap.
While on his way to join Village in Port-au-Prince, Villaret de Joyeuse encountered the
Uranie, which delivered Villages’ order to him to return to Le Cap.27

Upon his arrival on 14

March, deputies of the Provincial Assembly of the North came to greet the new arrival,
informing Villaret de Joyeuse “of the troubles in Port-au-Prince and the insurrection of the crews
aboard the ships in the station.” Villaret de Joyeuse assured them that he had spoken with no one
and that his crew had “good principles and are as subordinated as I could have wished it ten
years ago.”28 In stark contrast to the indiscipline displayed aboard other ships in the navy,
Villaret de Joyeuse proudly informed the Minister of the Navy and Colonies that the troops
aboard his vessel had a “spirit of discipline and subordination,” and that “every mate, every
soldier, every sailor merited his own praise.”29 Under the command of such a firm and equitable
commander, the crew of the Prudente continued to display the same discipline and subordination
that had made Villaret de Joyeuse proud.
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Villaret de Joyeuse and the Prudente did not remain in Le Cap long. Capitaine de
vaisseau Nicolas Grimouard, the station’s new commander, ordered the Prudente on 30 March to
take its station in Mole St. Nicolas.30 Although pleasantly surprised by the relative tranquility he
found in the Mole St. Nicolas, Villaret de Joyeuse “was cruelly disabused by Monsieur de Sainte
Croix,” who informed him of the existence of “two parties strongly going at one another.” While
“one company of volunteers” had supported the Provincial Assembly of the North, the other had
supported the Colonial Assembly of St. Marc. Most alarming was news that the supporters of
the St. Marc Assembly were “attempting every means of seduction imaginable to win my crew
over to their interests.” Fearing a repetition of the “scenes of horror that had occurred in Port-auPrince”, Villaret de Joyeuse quickly returned to his ship where he “harangued [his] crew to
protect it against all the traps” that this political faction was using. The crew of the Prudente,
whom Villaret de Joyeuse constantly praised, promised not to take part in “this family quarrel.”
During the following days, the crew remained “true to their word”; in vain the supporters of St.
Marc, wearing “the mask of patriotism moaning under the despicable despotism,” lavished his
crew with “caresses and drinks,” seeking “to lead them astray.” When “the weak party of
unconstitutional ex-municipality” saw that their attempts had failed, they came aboard to implore
Villaret de Joyeuse to mediate and restore order. In presence of his crew, Villaret de Joyeuse
initially responded by reproaching them for failing to abide by the laws of the National
Assembly and for their attempts to seduce his crew. After informing them that he supported Ste.
Lacroix and the “true patriots,” they promised to adhere strictly to the views of the Provincial
Assembly of the North and Governor Philibert-François Roussel de Blanchelande. Villaret de
Joyeuse did not take all the credit, writing, “thanks to the good conduct of my crew, I have the
pleasure to see confidence and tranquility reestablished in Mole St. Nicolas, where both parties
hasten to give me daily the most flattering proofs of its esteem and gratitude.”31

Once again,
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Villaret de Joyeuse showed that he was a determined individual who sought to enforce law and
order and that he was a firm supported of the metropolitan authority.
Althought, Villaret de Joyeuse sail for France with 150 troops in late-April, he returned to
Saint-Domingue in early August.32 Upon his return, Blanchelande continued to employ Villaret
de Joyeuse to carry out his orders at a moment’s notice.33 On 17 August, Blanchelande ordered
him to transport a hundred-twenty troops to Mole St. Nicolas to relieve its garrison.34 Shortly
after Villaret de Joyeuse completed this routine mission, Saint-Domingue descended into
anarchy once again.
Inspired by the ideals of the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen and rumors that the
colonial administrators had proscribed decrees issued by the French government ameliorating the
condition of slavery, the slave population in the North Plain rose up in Revolt. Delegates from
various slave plantations had met in secret on the night of 14 August to finalize their plans for
their revolt. Organized predominantly by slaves in privileged positions, such as Boukman Dutty,
they scheduled the uprising for the night of 22 August. Despite some premature actions during
the following days, the massive network launched a massive slave uprising across the Northern
Plain on 22 August.35 In rapid succession, the masses of revolting slaves tore across the North
Plains, setting fire to numerous plantations in their path and destroying much of the
infrastructure of St. Domingue’s agricultural economy.36 While an estimated 15,000 slaves soon
had Le Cap surrounded, other uprisings erupted to the south around Port-au-Prince. Although
the bands of slaves initially appeared disorderly, the rebels generally became more organized as
the revolt progressed; in part this may be due to the influx of recently imported African warriors
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who had been captured during recent wars in the Slave Coast.37 By late October, the estimated
number of insurgents had swelled to nearly 50,000 revolting slaves.38
Unfortunately, no records exist to show Villaret de Joyeuse’s actions between late August
to mid-October. Most likely, Villaret de Joyeuse and the crew of the Prudente disembarked to
help defend Le Cap, as Blanchelande could only organize a paltry force of 1,500 men including
“the Régiment du Cap, patriotic troops and mulattos” to protect Le Cap from the growing
number of revolting slaves. 39 In September, Blanchelande had already begun to launch limited
sorties against nearby insurgent camps. While the sorties from Le Cap succeed in killing “a
considerable number” of slaves, the insurgents continued to recruit enough new slaves to actually
increase their numbers in the face of the losses. Although some operations were successful,
Blancheland reported that they “did not render our position more favorable.”40 Eventually by
October, Blanchelande sought to capitalize upon his maritime resources. With the overland
routes cut off by the revolting slaves, Blanchelande ordered the available naval ships to transport
his forces as well as interdict suspect maritime traffic.41 On several occasions, the navy played
an important role in an offensive aimed at the insurgency. As part of a multi-pronged offense
against the revolting slaves, Blanchelande ordered Villaret de Joyeuse on 19 October to lead a
small convoy of ships to transport reinforcements and supplies to the Army of the West around
Anse à Chouchou.42 Villaret de Joyeuse’s orders, however, were not limited to simple escort
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duty; along the voyage Villaret de Joyeuse was to make two landings along the Bay of Acul,
“which was infested with these rebels.” In order to protect the disembarkations, Villaret de
Joyeuse brought the Prudente within pistol range of the rebel-held batteries along the shore,
sweeping the men from these posts. Although the rebels fired several shots at the Prudente, not
a single man aboard was hurt. The troops quickly disembarked in the available launches,
carrying the batteries without firing a single shot. The guns of the batteries were spiked and the
entrenchments that the rebels had made were destroyed. Villaret de Joyeuse saw evidence of the
organization and sophistication of the rebels, when the accompanying artillery commander found
their entrenchments to “be done perfectly.” During the course of the 22-23 October, the troops
and their equipment were disembarked at their final destination of Port Margot. 43

While the

rebels “valiantly defended” the town of Limbé, the troops led by Colonel Louis de Touzard were
able to carry their entrenchments with little loss. In addition to regaining control of the region
temporarily, de Touzard succeeded in rescuing around a hundred whites who had been taken
prisoner by the rebels and, more important, later captured and executed Boukman, one of the
chief leaders of the slave revolt. 44
The success of this operation gave Villaret de Joyeuse a false sense of superiority over
the rebel forces. While reporting to the Minister, Villaret estimated that nine-tenths of the rebels
“had no weapon other than a baton to which they have added a piece of iron.” With such
makeshift weaponry, “all of these unfortunates flee upon the appearance of a European bayonet
and throw themselves into the foggy swamps or the bluff which had been viewed up until the
present as impenetrable even for the wild animal.” Villaret de Joyeuse believed that “the level of
conduct of these Negroes” demonstrated that “this war will not be very long.”45
Despite his overly confident prediction, Villaret de Joyeuse highlighted many of the
difficulties the French faced when fighting against the rebels who used guerrilla tactics. While
the French were able to kill many of the slaves around Limbé, “the facility with which they
escaped our detachments had emboldened them to divide into platoons of three or four hundred,”
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which then “carried the fire throughout the North province and the neighborhood of Fort
Dauphine.” In addition, the constant fighting was taking their toll as “our troops are exhausted.”
Physical exhaustion left the men susceptible to disease which “patriots, soldiers, sailors and
mulattos all succumb to.”

Of the crew of the Prudente alone, Villaret de Joyeuse had lost

twelve men, while another forty-two were in the hospital.

Disease had also struck the officer

corps, as Villaret de Joyeuse reported that “there is not one of my officers who has not been sick,
not one of my midshipmen or volontaires who has not been in danger.”46 Meanwhile, the
Regiment of Le Cap had less than 400 men in condition to fight and Villaret de Joyeuse
pessimistically estimated that “in less than a few days we will be obligated to come back inside
our palisades and remain on the defensive until some troops from Martinique or Europe arrive.”
Indeed, the stressful nature of the situation in Le Cap began to manifest itself in escalating
insubordination. Villaret de Joyeuse remarked to the Minister of the Navy and Colonies that:
Insubordination is rampant in nearly all the merchant vessels. Every day when I
commanded the road, the captains complained about their crews and vice versa.
Insurrection reaches even the officers corps as several officers have broken or refused
their orders. Our mates, to whom the Penal Code had removed all type of authority, are
very disgusted.
Despite the chaos in the colony, Villaret de Joyeuse informed the Minister that “I am, however,
glad enough to maintain aboard my ship the greatest subordination.”

He believed that the

disintegrating conditions proved to be extremely vexing for commanders, who were required to
be both cautious and firm.47
The following month brought the possibility of peace as the three commissioners, whose
arrival Villaret de Joyeuse had heralded upon his return, finally reached Saint Domingue. With a
relatively uneasy truce established during the course of negotiations with the rebel leaders,
Blanchelande continued to employ the navy as his primary means of transportation and
communication. Between December 1791 and January 1792, the Prudente made several trips
between Le Cap and Port-au-Prince ferrying both troops and letters. When negotiations broke
down with the Colonial Assembly’s refusal to accept several rebel demands, the Prudente was
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sent out on several missions to police maritime traffic.48 Eventually in June 1792, the station
commander, de Girardin, ordered the Prudente, another frigate, and a corvette to sail to
Newfoundland. When Villaret de Joyeuse returned to Saint Domingue, nearly ten years later, he
would be in command of a large expedition sent in an attempt to extinguish the Haitian
Revolution, which he had seen during its initial phase.
While the change of station offered a respite from the deadly climate of Saint-Domingue,
the mission to Newfoundland was also important, especially in the face of growing tension
between France and England. As a part of the station off of Newfoundland, Villaret de Joyeuse’s
mission was to police the fishing vessels, to insure that they were allowed to fish in accordance
to the Treaty of Versailles and to make sure that the British were not fishing out of season.49
Once the allotted French fishing season was over in early October, Villaret de Joyeuse and the
crew of the Prudente sailed for France, while escorting a convoy of fishing vessels loaded with
cod. After a twenty-one day voyage, the Prudente sailed into Saint-Malo, completing nearly a
two-year campaign.50
The situation in France proved to be as equally unstable as in Saint Domingue, as a
number of events had driven the radicalization of the French Revolution toward the abolition of
the monarchy in late September 1792. Villaret de Joyeuse apparently quickly adapted to the
changing political culture. In his second letter to the Minister of the Navy and Colonies after his
return from Newfoundland dated 21 January 1793, Villaret de Joyeuse makes several small yet
significant adjustments in his style of writing. The most striking and fundamental adjustment is
in how he signed and autographed his letter, for the first time signing only “Joyeuse”, dropping
the “de” article that designated someone of nobility. Eventually, he would settle upon “Villaret48
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Joyeuse,” the surname by which he is often referenced in historical records. Villaret de Joyeuse
also began to use the revolutionary title of “citizen” throughout the letter. Furthermore, this
letter was, in essence, a declaration of his loyalty to the new-forming Republic. While Villaret
de Joyeuse expressed that “my zeal and my courage for the defense of the Republic will equal
my love for it, ” he also acknowledged his awareness that the duty of every good citizen, when
France was in danger, was to forgo his own self-interests and “sacrifice oneself for its defense
and prosperity.”51 The combination of his declaration and the praises obtained from preceding
Ministers and the recently formed Council of the Navy assured Villaret de Joyeuse’s status in the
Revolutionary Navy.
The ensuing chaos of the Revolution had heavily disrupted the navy as acts of
subordination and outright mutiny became commonplace. While a number of officers emigrated
prior to 1791, nearly half of the officers of the reorganized roster of 1791 were absent by mid1792.52 Despite his minor noble heritage, Villaret de Joyeuse chose to remain in the service of
his country. While government sought to remedy this predicament, Villaret-Joyeuse’s
advancement emanated from this shortage of officers. During his campaign in the Caribbean, the
Minister of the Navy had recommended that Villaret de Joyeuse fill a recent vacancy of
capitaine de vaisseau. In this internal memo, Villaret de Joyeuse was praised because “he
combines all the qualities which makes a commander loved and respected by the officers of his
staff and his crew.”
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When the National Convention ordered more promotions to fill these

vacancies, Villaret de Joyeuse received upon his return to Lorient the rank of capitaine de
vaisseau as well as a new command better suited for such a ranking officer, the ship-of-the-line
Trajan (74).54 Honored by his new command, Villaret de Joyeuse wrote the Minister, assuring
51

Villaret de Joyeuse to Minister of the Navy and Colonies, 21 January 1793, SHM BB4 10.

52

Lévy-Schneider cites: 2 of 9 vice-amiraux, 3 of 18 contre-amiraux, 42 of 170 capitaines de vaisseaux, 356 of 530
lieutenants de vaisseaux. Lévy-Schneider, Le Conventionnel Jéanbon Saint-André: membre du Comité de Salut
Public, organisateur de la marine de la Terreur (1749-1813) (Paris, 1901), I, 306. To replace these vacancies, the
National Convention passed a decree forcing the Minister to promote a number of officers. Décret relatif à
l'organisation provisoire de la marine militaire de la République française, des 2, 6, 17 Février 1793. ([Paris ],
[1793]).
53

The death of Major de Vaisseau Henri-Puget Bras left a slot for capitaine de vaisseau vacant. Anonymous letter
to the King, 6 November [1792?], SHM CC7 2468.
54

Secqville and Gautier to Minister of the Navy and Colonies, 30 January 1793, SHM CC7 2468; Décret concernant
les officers de marine rebelles à la loi, 13 January 1793, Journal Militaire, 27 January 1793, 59-60.

50

him that “the flag of this ship will fly unstained as long as it is under my command.”55 In his
previous declaration of loyalty, with war looming between France and England, Villaret de
Joyeuse took the opportunity to offer to serve in the Indian Ocean, based upon his intimate
knowledge and experience in the region during the 1780s.56 Despite his desire to serve in the
Indian Ocean, events in France forced the Ministry to keep Villaret de Joyeuse in service along
the coast of France.
As the French Revolution progressed, France had declared war on Austria in 1792. It
soon became readily evident that more troops were needed to bolster the regiments of the Ancien
Regime army. In early February, the National Convention bolstered the ranks of France’s
opponents by declaring war on Britain, Holland, and Spain. In order to fight the expanding
conflict, the National Convention voted later that month for a nationwide call for the
conscription of 300,000 men to serve in the various French armies.

When word of the

declaration reached the western region of the Vendée, it proved to be the catalyst for a counterrevolution that had already been seething in the provinces. The counter-revolutionary forces
quickly overran some of the small Republican garrisons throughout the Vendée. After the
Republican reinforcements from La Rochelle suffered a defeat at the hands of the royalist rebels
at Chantonnay, the accompanying commissioner Joseph Niou ordered the army to fall back to La
Rochelle to regroup.57 Once this force had reached the safety of La Rochelle on 20 March, Niou
began to make preparations for a combined land and sea offensive operation, requisitioning local
boats to provide transportation. In support of this operation, Niou sent request for support from
the naval forces at Lorient.58
To command the naval forces along the coast of Morbihan and the Vendée, the Minister
of the Navy and Colonies, Gaspar Monge, selected Villaret de Joyeuse on 31 March 1793. Only
a few months after receiving a promotion and the command of a larger ship, Monge also gave
him command of a small squadron. The praises he had earned from both Blanchelande and his
naval superiors must have impressed them and given them enough confidence to appoint such a
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relatively junior officer to such an important command. Monge ordered Villaret de Joyeuse to
set sail immediately with the Trajan and the Jean-Bart (74) and head for Quiberon Bay, where
four ships-of-the-line and all frigates that were ready to set sail from Brest would join him as
soon as possible. 59 With this division, Villaret de Joyeuse was to protect the coast from Lorient
down to the Vendée. Considering his experience in Saint-Domingue, this was Villaret de
Joyeuse’s second maritime operation against insurgency forces.
Prior to embarking upon this mission, Villaret de Joyeuse encountered many challenges
to prepare the Trajan to put out to sea. Upon taking command of the Trajan in February, Villaret
de Joyeuse had a crew of only 300 men, less than half of the complement for such a ship-of-theline. The process of conscripting the local population amplified this dilemma; it was necessary
to concede that the conscripted locals would be divided among the three ships currently arming
in Lorient to limit the possibility of one locality losing a significant portion of its population if
some misfortune were to befall a particular ship. 60 With the outbreak of the royalist uprising,
Villaret de Joyeuse faced further delays. The Trajan’s detachment of marines had “to fly to the
aid of [the city of] Vannes”, which was threatened by the royalists, while the crew was short
nearly a hundred and fifty men, since many of the local men stayed home to protect their families
and property from the increasingly rampant vagabondage.61 Upon the reception of the Minister’s
orders of 31 March in early April, however, Villaret de Joyeuse chose to sail as soon as possible
without waiting to complete his crew and the return of his detachment of marines.62
The mission that the Ministry had assigned Villaret de Joyeuse was of the utmost urgency
as France was plunging into civil war. It was Villaret de Joyeuse’s duty to “destroy this horde of
villains who infect the coast of the Vendée and Morbihan.”63 In particular, Monge ordered
Villaret de Joyeuse to “suffocate this rebellion” by regaining the maritime posts, such as Île
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Figure 6 - Vendéan Coast

Noirmoutier, which had been captured by the Vendean rebels.64

In order to carry out his

mission, Villaret de Joyeuse devised a fairly intelligent plan, which would allow him to intercept
any clandestine maritime traffic, while not overextending his lines of operation. While sending
frigates to patrol off the Vendean Coast and creating a chain of smaller vessels running from
Bordeaux all the way to Saint-Malo, he remained at anchor off of Quiberon with the ships-of-
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the-line, ready to sail at the first alert. Besides interdicting any clandestine landings, Villaret de
Joyeuse also planned to lead an offensive operation against the rebel-held Île Noirmoutier.
With a sense of urgency, Villaret de Joyeuse weighed anchor and set out for Quiberon.
In what should have ordinarily been a short trip, the Trajan and the Jean Bart only reached
Quiberon Bay on 14 April as contrary winds hampered their progress.65 Upon dropping anchor,
Villaret de Joyeuse sent a courier to the administrators of the Loire to lead their forces down to
the town of Beauvoir, just off the coast of Île Noirmoutier, in order to cut off the overland escape
route.66 While Villaret de Joyeuse encountered the Auguste (80) on the route to Quiberon, three
other ships-of-the-line, the Superbe (74), the Suffren (74), and the Achille (74), and the frigate
Experiment (44), which were expected from Brest, made their way into Quiberon Bay on 16
April, increasing the strength of the division under Villaret de Joyeuse’s command to six shipsof-the-line, four frigates, and several smaller vessels.67

The captains under his command

represented the drastic transformation in the Revolutionary navy; nearly all had been promoted
to the rank of capitaine de vaisseau within the last year and most of them had served in the
American Revolution as auxiliary officers or officiers bleus.68
Although he did not receive any response from the administrators of the Loire, Villaret de
Joyuese commenced the operations against Île Noirmoutier. Incoming reports of an English
frigate attacking a French corsair in the region, however, compelled Villaret de Joyeuse to divert
a number of his frigates to escort various convoys.69 The greater impediment the invasion faced
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was the inability to disembark troops on the shore, because the draft of the ships’ launches was
too deep to land on the island’s shallow beach. To compensate, Villaret de Joyeuse forwarded a
request to Nantes for seven or eight barges, which would have a sufficiently shallow draft to
make it onto the beaches. Meanwhile, the shallow approaches to Île Noirmoutier also prohibited
the ships-of-the-line to sail within a league of the shore, too far of a distance for them to provide
effective offshore bombardment to support the landing. In order to furnish the necessary coverfire, Villaret de Joyeuse planned to mount 36-pounder howitzers and some swivel guns aboard
the launches.70 While he made these preparations, though, the exigencies of the war delayed the
opening of the operation.
On 22 April, Villaret de Joyeuse received a letter from General Jean-Michel Beysser,
with whom he was to undertake the joint operation, indicting that the current situation required
his attention and that he would be unable to send his forces to participate in the operation.71
Three days later, Villaret de Joyeuse sent the Achille and Superbe to open up communications
with the officials in preparation for the attack on Noirmoutier. When these two ships reached
Noirmoutier on the night of 27 April, the captains landed two hundred men around 1:30 AM the
following day, and quickly seized control of the fortifications by dawn.72

The maritime

operation against Noirmoutier turned out to be a surprisingly easy and fairly bloodless affair.
Villaret de Joyeuse’s command in the Vendée region, however, highlighted some of the
major problems that naval officers faced during this period. The major source of these problems
was, in fact, the sailors themselves. Although two-thirds of the Trajan’s crew had experience at
sea, only ten men were instructed in the ways to fire a cannon.73 In addition to his crew relative
lack of experience, Villaret de Joyeuse faced major troubles of indiscipline and insubordination
among not only his own crew, but also the crews of the other ships under his command. On 17
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April Villaret de Joyeuse reported to the Minister that “there have been these days among my
crew a small movement that I will reprimand most fortunately by an act of vigor and the good
bearing of my detachment [the marines]. Some seditious men excited a large enough number of
novices to request tumultuously for an augmentation of two ounces of biscuits by meal.” When
Villaret de Joyeuse’s second officer, Paul Bazire, placed one of the seditious men in irons, he
called for his fellow crewmen to fight against his punishment. Villaret de Joyeuse responded to
such blatant insubordination with force; he “armed [his] detachment and seized the four most
mutinous sailors”, who were placed in irons “for three days in accordance to the law.” After
“this act of justice”, he “admonished his crew,” for their behavior. By showing his intolerance
for such acts of sedition, Villaret de Joyeuse could proudly report to Jean Dalbarade, the new
Minister of the Navy and Colonies, that since the incident he “not had the slightest complaint.”74
Villaret de Joyeuse had proven to his men that he would not tolerate such behavior. So
strong was his demonstration of force and will that his actions aboard the Trajan also drove the
crew of the Jean Bart, who had been planning to send a deputation to make demands, to return
immediately to order. Keenly aware of the danger of conceding to even such a simple request,
he justified his actions to Dalbarade, citing that “if I had acceded to this request, it would have
become the rule for not only my squadron but for all the ships of the Republic.”75 Villaret de
Joyeuse continued to face disciplinary troubles when men aboard the Achille, which had recently
joined his division, sent him a petition on 21 April requesting an increase in their ration of
biscuits. Once again, he refused to comply with their request.76 The crews were not the only
source of Villaret de Joyeuse’s frustration.
Villaret de Joyeuse furthermore became increasingly aggravated by the conduct of some
of the captains commanding his frigates. Rather than fulfilling their mission to the best of their
ability, several of these officers were returning to port “under more or less frivolous pretexts
instead of continuing their cruise, leaving our commercial shipping entirely at the mercy of
enemy corsairs.” When Villaret de Joyeuse requested that captains guilty of such inadequate
conduct be punished, the local representatives-on-mission fully supported him, offering to
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suspend or arrest any officer guilty of “this grave error.”77 It is evident that Villaret de Joyeuse
readily expected the same subordination from his captains as well as his sailors. When asked by
the Minister for his opinion of the captains under his command, Villaret de Joyeuse believed that
“in general, they are weak in face of their crews and discouraged because the Penal Code is
insufficient.” Supported by his brave officers, however, he was “fortunate to have established
chez moi good order and the strictest subordination.” Villaret de Joyeuse then explained the
secret of his success: “I will maintain [subordination] because I do not fear death; I will maintain
it because I do not fear to lose my position/state, which several of my comrades have lost for
having offended their crews.” He advised the Minister to give more power to the mates and
“flatter the crews less;” if this was done, “order will be reestablished in the Navy." 78 Only by
maintaining a firm demeanor could a captain expect to preserve discipline aboard his ship, as
crews would exploit any sign of weakness.
While occupied with his disciplinary troubles, he also faced issues of sanitation aboard
his ships.

With the arrival of the ships from Brest, a “putrid fever” had struck the crew of

almost every ship, forcing the captains to disembark around twenty to thirty men from each
ship.79 Villaret de Joyeuse blamed this outbreak on the general lack of supplies aboard the
vessels from Brest, as well as the fact that “some of the ships even had to [still] refurbish their
oven and kitchen.”80 A doctor, who had been observing the sick men whom Villaret de Joyeuse
had disembarked and left in the town of Auray, eventually notified him that it was a catarrhal
fever.81 This appallingly poor state of the ships highlights the status of the French Navy on the
eve of a massive war with Great Britain.
In preparation for this future engagement with England, especially when reports reached
Villaret de Joyeuse that an English fleet was at sea, he took the opportunity to exercise his men
while the division lay at anchor at its station in Quiberon during the month of May. He assured
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the Minister that “there is not a moment lost for training…. I have reason to hope that in several
days, each captain and each officer will know perfectly the maneuvers most commonly used in
the presence of the enemy.”82 During the initial trials around Île de Groix, not a single maneuver
was accomplished successfully; “either by ignorance or negligence, never have I seen such poor
maneuvering.”83

Continued practice soon began to provide dividends. “We are still not very

strong in tactic,” Villaret de Joyeuse informed Dalbarade the following day, “with the greatest
pleasure that our maneuvers today resemble nothing like that of the 19th. It is starting to have a
little cohesion; each day brings noticeable changes and I have good reason to hope that with the
willingness which generally reigns here, we will soon be able to present ourselves before the
enemy with success.”84 Villaret de Joyeuse showed himself to be not only a man who made the
most of the opportunities presented to him, but also an optimist who sincerely believed in the
possible future success of the navy.
The nature of operation along the Vendean coast also changed with the reception of
intelligence that a large English fleet of twenty-six ships had been spotted in the English
Channel. Fearing a descent upon the Vendean Coast, Dalbarade ordered Vice-Admiral JustinBonaventure, comte Morard de Galles85, the commander of the Brest fleet, to set sail with as
many ships as possible to bolster Villaret de Joyeuse’s squadron. The Brest fleet, however, was
not in any particular condition to do so; Morard de Galles had just led a small division of seven
ships to patrol off Ireland in March and the results were fairly revealing.86 While this cruise
underscored the logistical problems the French navy faced in 1793, it further highlighted the
increasingly endemic problem of insubordination, with some of the crews refusing to obey orders
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on several occasions.87 At one point during the cruise, Morarde de Galles could only persuade
thirty of his men up on deck to carry out his orders.88 In contrast to Villaret de Joyeuse’s firm
style of command, Morard de Galles does not appear to have had the same resolute leadership.
In accordance to his orders, Morard de Galles set sail in late May with the four ships that
were ready, while the other ships were to follow as soon as they were fitted out.89 Upon their
juncture with Villaret de Joyeuse’s squadron, Morard de Galles continued to cruise with the fleet
along the coast throughout the month of June practicing various maneuvers, a number of which
were poorly carried out.90 Meanwhile, back in Brest, the crews of two ships of Contre-amiral
Jean-Baptiste-Amable Lelarge could only be forced to set sail with the help of the local Jacobin
club and troops.91 Once the ships gathered in the region of Quiberon Bay, the situation quickly
deteriorated. Many of the ships lacked sufficient stocks of basic supplies such as food, water and
clothing; the fact that rebels controlled the shores prevented them from gathering supplies, so the
conditions aboard the ships deteriorated.92 On 23 June, Morard de Galles ordered Villaret de
Joyeuse to take four ships, which had been part of his earlier command and were by then running
low on supplies, to head for the nearby Île de Groix.93 When the weather delayed the arrival of
local boats sent to deliver the supplies, the crews become agitated, particularly that of Villaret de
Joyeuse’s ship when they were within sight of their homes.

To quell a small riot aboard the
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Suffren, Captain de vaisseau Yves-Louis Obet distributed arms to his marine detachment.94
With supplies running precariously low, the sailors appeared highly agitated.95
After waiting over a week, Villaret de Joyeuse was finally able to return to the main fleet
on 6 July. As the fleet continued sailing up and down the coast, Morard de Galles sent Villaret
de Joyeuse back to Île de Groix with the Trajan and Superbe to retrieve a supply of flour for the
fleet on 25 July.96 When these provisions were being loaded during the morning of 27 July,
Villaret de Joyeuse became aware of a “very large movement within [his] crew, which had been
stirred during the night by some anarchists from the Jean Bart,” who had come aboard some of
the ships carrying the provisions.97 The agitators had informed sailors aboard the Trajan that
they had demanded and received three months’ advance in pay, admonishing the crew of the
Trajan as “imbeciles” if they did not do the same. Upon seeing a crowd growing on the
forecastle, Villaret de Joyeuse gave the order to sail immediately before all the supplies had been
loaded, even stranding some of his officers on Île de Groix. A few continuous rumors forced
Villaret de Joyeuse “to get on [his] high horse” and “put three leaders of the cabal in irons,”
threatening to consider the insurgents outside of the law. He then ordered the crew to return to
their posts, which they did “without batting an eyelid.”

98

Nevertheless, as long as the fleet

remained on its station off the coast of Morbihan, the tension among the sailors only intensified.
While Lorient could furnish enough provisions for the few ships that had been part of
Villaret de Joyeuse’s division, it could not support the entire French fleet. Morard de Galles
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the British had arrived. In July, Howe had received intelligence from a passing American vessel
that a French fleet was sighted off of Belle-Isle. After 2 August, both fleets lost sight of each
other. Unknown to the French, Howe opted to continue heading northwards to reconnoiter the
port of Brest.100 Yet, the French fleet remained at a state of high alert, with Morard de Galles
forbidding throughout the nigh all fires except those that were absolutely necessary.101
On 6 August, Morard de Galles called all the admirals and captains of the fleet aboard his
vessel “to deliberate on the critical position” of the fleet; it was impossible for those ships, which
were “in famine,” to resupply with the enemy fleet present. Morard de Galles and ContreAmiral Yves-Joseph de Kergeulen de Tremarec produced letters from the Minister of the Navy
and Colonies, instructing them “to not lose sight of the vicinity of Quiberon, which the English
public announces to be the object of the sortie of the English fleet.” All members of the council,
with the exception of Villaret de Joyeuse, desired to resupply in Quiberon Bay and moor there.
Villaret de Joyeuse staunchly voiced his opposition “to immure ourselves in this bay,” basing his
opinion on subsequent intelligence from neutral ships that had mentioned sighting only fourteen
enemy warships. Morard de Galles pointed out that the veracity of the American report could
not be ascertained and that the British could have split their forces in an attempt to lure the
French fleet out to sea. Although Villaret de Joyeuse remained unconvinced, Morard de Galles
followed the majority advice and ordered the fleet to sail for Quiberon Bay, where he planned to
resupply and depart within three or four days.

Realizing that such estimation was overly

optimistic, Villaret de Joyeuse offered a bet that they would not leave before 20 August. Each
captain then signed the record of the deliberation, which was then sent on to the Committee of
Public Safety, which Villaret de Joyeuse worried would “call it pusillanimous.”
Before returning to his ship, Morard de Galles ordered Villaret de Joyeuse to take the
lead position, because his intimate knowledge of the bay would prove beneficial.102

Almost

immediately following the adjournment of the council, however, Morard de Galles received from
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Lorient recent intelligence that the British fleet had been sighted off the Penmarks near Brest.
The admiral recalled all of the captains to his flagship for a subsequent meeting, where all the
captains suggested canceling the previous orders and sail immediately to engage the enemy.
Subsequently, Morard de Galles ordered the best-provisioned ships to transfer supplies to the
most depleted ships, which he estimated would eventually allow these ships to remain at sea at
least until around 25 August. Aided by the calm weather, the launches of all the ships ferried
supplies between the various ships of the fleet. The men worked with “such zeal and such ardor”
that Morard de Galles was able to raise the signal to prepare to sail by 10:00 A.M. on the
morning of 6 August.103 While awaiting only a favorable wind, the fervor of the officers was
dashed by an act of sabotage aboard the Northumberland (74), when Captain Thomas reported
on the morning of 7 August that all the lanyards for the shrouds and foresails as well as
numerous other ropes had been cut during the night.104 This act was not an act committed by
counter-revolutionaries, but rather by sailors who did not share the officers’ enthusiasm for
battle, fearing a deadly engagement with the British fleet.105

The combination of lack of

supplies, the consequently growing number of cases of scurvy, and the prospect of a lethal mêlée
with the British navy had taxed the willpower of some of the French sailors to the breaking point,
driving them to the desperate act of sabotage.
While contrary winds continued to delay their departure, the French fleet celebrated the
anniversary of the Storming of the Tuileries Palace while at anchor near Belle-Isle on 10 August.
Celebrations aboard the Trajan were “turbulent”, as there was much “drunkenness and disorder”
throughout the night among the marines. Fortunately, sleep “dissipated the fumes of the wine,”
restoring order with only one man placed in irons for being disrespectful to a non-commissioned
officer. The following morning after the Bacchic festivities, a frigate reached the fleet reporting
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to Morard de Galles that they had sighted the English fleet with around twenty-three ships. The
frigate also brought word that two additional ships-of-the-line and four frigates had left Brest at
the same time to reinforce the fleet.106 Morard de Galles ordered the fleet the next morning to set
sail for Quiberon, where a convoy lay waiting for an escort. The weather, however, did not
cooperate. Violent gales impeded the fleet’s progress, forcing the French to seek shelter back
along Belle-Isle on 15 August.107 Eventually the fleet made its way into the bay a week later,
where it assembled with the convoy.108

After safely escorting the convoy to within the

approaches to Brest a few days later, Morard de Galles led the fleet back to Quiberon Bay, where
“there were already several boats loaded with food and other provisions for the fleet.”109 One
can only imagine the emotions and thoughts of the sailors aboard the fleet, many of them
suffering from scurvy, to sail almost within sight of their homeport only to turn around and sail
away.
A week after escorting the convoy up to Brest, the fleet made its way to its anchorage in
the road of Quiberon Bay. As poor weather delayed the loading of the much-needed supplies,
scurvy continued to ravage the men. Villaret de Joyeuse accurately surmised that the crews were
growing apprehensive. If the government ordered the fleet to spend the winter at Quiberon,
Villaret de Joyeuse “feared a strong explosion among the crews.”110 To add to the trouble,
Morard de Galles received an order from the Provisional Executive Council on 4 September to
intercept a large Dutch convoy under the protection of only two ships and four frigates heading
for the Mediterranean Sea.111 The over-ambitious goals of these orders highlight the French
government's poor comprehension of their navy's limited capabilities. Although the fleet was
106
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being restocked with essential supplies, a number of vessels needed repairs and could not
undertake such a cruise. Morard de Galles, in turn, designated Contre-amiral Pierre Landais to
take five ships and four frigates to search for the convoy.112

Only the slow process of

resupplying postponed their departure.
Before this squadron could set sail, the situation in Quiberon Bay deteriorated even
further, finally exploding into open mutiny. In early September, word reached Villaret de
Joyeuse that a “great ferment” existed among the crews. A number of sailors had accumulated
on the Quiberon Peninsula as each vessel was sending landing parties on shore. According to
witnesses, around two thousands sailors voted unanimously to force the fleet to return to Brest on
25 September.113

The catalyst for the ensuing mutiny arrived during the evening of 12

September when news of the capitulation of Toulon to the British reached the fleet.

In

accordance to his orders, Morard de Galles read the news aboard each of the vessels the
following day.114 While the news “redoubled the energy and zeal of the officers and crews” of
several vessels, the news had quite a different effect upon the crews of a great number of other
ships. A delegation from the Auguste (80), led by the two aspirants, demanded that the fleet
return to Brest immediately, fearing that Brest would befall the same fate as Toulon. 115 Morard
de Galles rejected their demands, stating that they would not depart until he received the orders
from the government. Yet they continued to press their demands in a tone that infuriated Morard
de Galles; the admiral in turn treated them as counterrevolutionaries and traitors, threatening that
“twenty loyal ships would fire upon them.”116 Either oblivious to or dismissive of the veritable
situation, Morard de Galles inaccurately believed that the good example set by several ships of
the fleet would “stifle the cries of the malicious ones.”117 At sunrise on the following morning,
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this mistaken belief was shattered by the sight of eight ships having hoisted their topsails in
preparation to set sail without orders.118 Nearly one-third of the fleet was in open mutiny.
In order to restore his control over an increasingly tenuous situation, Morard de Galles
had to act quickly. Accompanied by Contre-amiraux Landais and Kerguelen, he rushed over to
the Tourville, the closest ship in mutiny.

Once aboard, cries of “To Brest” continually

interrupted Morard de Galles, who eventually promised to hold a council to which each ship
would send an officer and a crewmember selected by the crews.119 In an attempt to reestablish
some semblance of subordination, Morard de Galles relinquished a significant portion of his
authority to a partially democratically elected assembly. During the evening, Morard de Galles
convened the promised council, which included the various flag officers, the captains, another
officer and the representatives selected by the crews. The meeting commenced with Morard de
Galles reading a portion of his correspondence, including his orders from the Committee of
Public Safety, after which the floor was opened for discussion. The representatives of three of
the ships, the Tourville, the Suffren and the Auguste, ordered Morard de Galles to set sail and
return to Brest upon the first favorable wind, while five others “invited” him to do the same.
Another five representatives asked to await a response from the government; they also asked that
the fleet get underway as soon as possible and not remain at anchor in Quiberon Bay, where they
feared the British could trap them.

In contrast, the remaining half of the representatives,

including that of Villaret de Joyeuse’s Trajan, “swore obedience to the law and his orders.” The
council eventually adopted the measure to await orders from the Minister or Committee of Public
Safety, either awaiting the answer at anchor or, if the weather permitted, on route back to
Brest.120 Morard de Galles rationalized this decision, citing that it was impossible to remain at
sea “with damaged masts, and the majority of ships only having a little water and wood, and the
diseases continuing their progress, and reinforcements nullified by the disembarkation of the
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sick.”121 Although this summation was correct, the fact that it came after holding a council in
order to quell a mutiny highlighted the weak resolve of Morard de Galles.
After the council, poor weather conditions persisted for several days, forcing the fleet to
remain at anchor. During this period, Morard de Galles attempted to reestablish his authority by
sending two of the most seditious sailors of the Auguste before a jury of his peers in accordance
to the new penal code. In another blow to his authority, the jury dismissed the charges against
the two sailors. Even when Morard de Galles tried to enforce subordination, the penal code
obstructed him from implementing “the severity” that the Minister of the Navy wanted him to
employ.122 Meanwhile by 19 September, the rain began to clear and the winds began to blow in
a direction favorable for the fleet’s departure. Fearing abandonment by part of the fleet, Morard
de Galles opted to set sail for Brest. Despite the tumultuous attitude of many of the sailors,
however, Morard de Galles aspired to fulfill his orders to intercept the Dutch convoy by still
sending a small squadron to search for it.123 Morard de Galles called Contre-amiral Landais and
the captains of the selected ships aboard his flagship to discuss his plans, where they eventually
decided it would be best to tell the crews about the cruise only after the entire fleet was
underway.124
It is impossible to determine if this plan would have worked, but government officials
reached the fleet prior to its implementation.

Around 10:00 A.M. on the morning of 20

September, the fleet finally set sail for Brest. To the relief of Morard de Galles, the fleet was
joined that afternoon by the frigate Nymphe (36) carrying the Representative Bernard-Thomas
Tréhouart de Beaulieu, who had rushed to Lorient as soon as he received word of the
insurrection.125 Tréhouart ordered the fleet to anchor at Belle-Isle, where he called the captains
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of the ships aboard the flagship to inquire into the status of each ship’s crew. After an elevenhour-long meeting, Tréhouart sorted the ships into three classes: mutinous, obedient but with a
record of insubordination, and those who had maintained order.126 During the discussion, an
officer from the Côte-d'Or notified the council that the crew had held deliberations and voted to
set sail the following day. The combination of the fleet's lack of sufficient stores and the
continuing mutinous nature of the majority of the crews led Tréhouart to decide that it was best
for the fleet to return to Brest.127
Shortly after their arrival in the port of Brest on 29 September, Tréhouart and an other
local representative, Jean-Jacques Bréard, began their investigation.128 To aid them in this
process, Morard de Galles isolated the four most mutinous ships, issuing an order prohibiting
them from communicating with the land and the other vessels.129 The two representatives
arrested around thirty individuals implicated in the insurrection by the various logbooks and
testimonies.130 They did not, however, complete their investigation because new representativeson-mission soon reached Brest.
Back in Paris, upon reception of the details of the insurrection, the Committee of Public
Safety acted quickly. During the séance of 30 September, they voted to send two of their
members, Pierre-Louis Prieur de la Marne and Jeanbon Saint-André to Brest, the Committee’s
and fourth deputy to the Convention from the Ile-et-Vilaine. Oscar Harvard. Histoire de la Révolution dans les ports
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expert in maritime affairs, "to take, relative to the navy, all the measures of public safety that
they believe necessary, and that they will exercise.... the same powers that the representativeson-mission have with the army."131 The officers and sailors of the Brest fleet were fortunate that
the Committee had sent a moderate in the guise of Saint-André, an ex-Protestant minister who
had experience as a merchant captain, rather than an extremist representative like Carrier, who
might have implemented mass executions.132 Upon their arrival at Brest on 8 October, SaintAndré and Prieur de la Marne set out to conclude the investigation. The representatives visited
each of the vessels, interviewing both the crews and officers.

Aboard the Trajan, the

representatives praised the crew for their excellent conduct during the mutiny.133

As the

investigation progressed, the exigencies of war required Prieur de la Marne to depart from Brest
in order to assist in the operations against the Vendée.134 Thus, Saint-André alone was to "prune
the parasite branches which [have] attached themselves to the tree of liberty."135 Eventually on
22 October, Saint-André published his findings and judgment. Morard de Galles and two of his
three contre-amiraux Lelarge and Kerguelen were relieved of their commands. 136 While none of
them had committed, in the eyes of the government, any egregious offense that warranted going
to the Revolutionary Tribunal, their “irresolute” and “weak” conduct did not imbue the fleet with
any confidence.137 Landais, the third contre-amiral, offered his resignation based upon his weak
physical condition, which Saint-André accepted. Of the more than twenty captains, Saint-André
removed six of them from command.138 To replace these officers, Saint-André reviewed the
available officers.
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Understandably, Villaret de Joyeuse quickly attracted Jeanbon's attention.

Villaret's

ship, the Trajan, had been one of the five ships praised for their conduct during the mutiny.139
Even the Minister of the Navy claimed, "never a crew was better than that of the Trajan. Vice
Admiral Morard de Galles had constantly cited this ship for its precision in all of its
maneuvers."140 Even on 21 September, after being at sea for over six continuous months and
during the height of the mutiny, Villaret de Joyeuse claimed with confidence that “he was
satisfied by the zeal and the good conduct of the crew, no matter that they were very fatigued.”141
This was due to Villaret de Joyeuse’s proven record as a disciplinarian as seen by his handling of
the episodes in April and July 1793. Upon his reception of the command of the division off of
the Vendée, he described himself to the then new Minister of the Navy and Colonies:
You will not find in me, Citizen Minister, a fanatical mind; you will not find in my letters
these bombastic phrases sometimes employed by the good patriots and always in the
mouths of villains: you will find in me a leader who will have the strength always to tell
you the truth, who will give you the most faithful account of all the citizens who are
under my orders, a leader who will do well to execute your orders in planned cases, but
firm enough to depart from them when it is believed that interests of the Republic are in
danger. Finally, you find in me a good man who wants the best [for the Republic].142
While some other naval officers attempted to enforce discipline, the earlier Revolutionary
governments, whose authority was based on the 'Sovereign People', were often unwilling to
support an officer's absolute authority over his crew. In his quest for the return of order in the
Brest fleet, Saint-André found an excellent candidate for its commander in Villaret de Joyeuse.
Again, Villaret de Joyeuse’s career profited from the Revolution when Saint-André promoted
him to the brevet rank of contre-amiral.143
From a thirty-eight-year old lieutenant de vaisseau at the end of the War of the American
Revolution, Villaret de Joyeuse had catapulted into the upper echelon of the officer corps by
rising to the rank of contre-amiral at the relatively young age of forty-six. Villaret de Joyeuse
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had witnessed firsthand much of the disorder caused by the Revolution in both the colonies and
the navy. In every tumultuous situation, Villaret de Joyeuse had remained in firm control of his
ship and crew due to his firm yet equitable discipline. As the new commander of the Brest fleet,
the only remaining combat-ready French fleet after the surrender of the Mediterranean fleet at
Toulon, Villaret de Joyeuse now had the awesome responsibility to rejuvenate the demoralized
fleet in preparation for the various missions that awaited.

70

CHAPTER 3
THE PRAIRIAL CAMPAIGN

As the appointed admiral of the Brest Fleet, Villaret de Joyeuse’s career became
highlighted by the Battle of 13 Prairial, known to the British as the Glorious First of June. While
naval historians have gravitated their attention towards this single action, it is important to
remember that this battle was only one part of a larger and important campaign. Referred to by
the French as the Prairial Campaign, this campaign encompassed, however, more than just the
maneuvers and operations prior to the engagement. Rather, it is important to view this campaign
as beginning shortly after Villaret de Joyeuse’s ascent to command of the fleet, when both he and
Saint-André began to restore the Brest fleet after the Quiberon Mutiny in preparation for future
operations. Only by reviewing the campaign in its entirety is it possible to understand the true
scope, magnitude and historic importance of this important naval battle.
As commander of main French battle fleet, Villaret de Joyeuse played a crucial role in
both the preparation for and the direction of the Prairial Campaign. Together Saint-André and
Villaret de Joyeuse initiated an ambitious project to restore the Brest Fleet following the
Quiberon Mutiny.

This monumental task included renewing the depleted officer corps,

improving the training of the crews and refurbishing the various dilapidated ships. While their
efforts did not prove to be completely successful, Saint-André and Villaret de Joyeuse were able
to restore the fleet, enabling it to take to the sea in the spring of 1794.
The first major task Saint-André tackled was the reorganization of the commanding
officers, who had lost the confidence of the men of the fleet. Saint-André believed that “it was
necessary to have courageous men, who have at the same time the talent and audacity without
which there would be no success at sea. We surrounded ourselves with all the pure, incorruptible
and enlightened patriots that we know.

We asked them for some observations, some

information, some facts which could gain our confidence.”1 As mentioned earlier, although he
1
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did not find that the admirals were criminally negligent, Saint-André removed them from
command, turning over command to Villaret de Joyeuse under the temporary rank of contreamiral. A number of officers supported Saint-André’s decision, notifying him that “the firmness
and talent of Citizen Joyeuse renders him worthy of your choice; we will never fear a firm man,
who is needed to command an army.”2 To second Villaret de Joyeuse, Saint-André selected
several other captains to be promoted to the rank of contre-amiral.3 The careers of the four
chosen officers varied greatly. François-Joseph Bouvet de Precourt, like Villaret de Joyeuse, had
served in Suffren’s squadron as a young officer.4 More important, he had served as Villaret de
Joyeuse’s second officer aboard the frigate Prudente and had maintained order aboard his own
ship, the Audacieux (74), during the Quiberon Mutiny.5 Both Pierre François Cornic-Dumoulin6
and Joseph Marie Nielly7 had served as officiers bleus during the War of the American
Revolution. In contrast, the fourth officer, Pierre-Jean VanStabel, had served as a corsair during
the War of the American Revolution. 8 Villaret de Joyeuse was also familiar with VanStabel,
who had commanded the frigate Thetis as part of Villaret de Joyeuse’s division off the coast of
the Vendée. The one feature all four officers had in common was that all of them had been
promoted to capitaine de vaisseau only earlier that same year. As the new admiral of the fleet,
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Villaret de Joyeuse took command of the Côte-d’Or, newly named the Montagne, with his
second officer aboard the Trajan, Paul Basire, as his flag-captain.
Following the promotion of these new flag officers, Saint-André and Villaret de Joyeuse
needed to fill the several vacant commands left by the recent arrests and promotions. The
continued deficit of available captains led to another series of promotions from the lieutenants de
vaisseaux. As Saint-André was a firm believer of incorporating merchant captains into the
officer corps, these newly promoted officers had a mixture of both military and commercial
backgrounds.9

Despite Saint-André’s avid support for merchant captains, however, nearly two-

thirds of the thirty captains within the fleet as of the spring of 1794 had prior military service.10
For nearly all of them, this was their first time in command of a ship-of-the-line and for several it
was even their first command ever. The capabilities of these new captains would be eventually
tested during the Prairial Campaign, during which a number failed to meet expectations.
While Saint-André did not implement full-scale Terror in the Brest fleet with massive
executions, he did make it clear that any further seditious acts would be severely punished. To
the crews, Saint-André warned: "Do not doubt that the blade of the law will strike all
conspirators without pity. The Nation wants only faithful servants: it will punish insubordination
and cowardice with firmness."11 One of his steps was to remedy the weaknesses inherent in the
Penal Codes of 1790, which Saint-André considered incomplete. In particular, Saint-André
empowered the officers by eliminating the use of juries, which he considered “inadmissible and
impractical for the punishment of several forms of disciplinary misconduct, and even for more
severe offenses.”12 The new decree, which was later adopted by the National Convention for the
entire navy, gave the officers power to punish any sedition or laziness. If a sailor failed to
execute an order in a timely fashion, he was to be given four days in irons. If this fault was
9
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accompanied by murmurs, the sentence was upped to eight days in irons. Any threats or verbal
assaults would automatically lead to five years in prison with the man forbidden to serve in the
navy. In addition, the decree eliminated any semblance of the right to democratic processes
within the navy. It was expressively forbidden to submit any collective petitions to commanding
officers, citing that the navy “did not have the right to deliberate,” only to “be essentially
obedient.”13

This fervent expectation of subordination, however, was not limited to just the

sailors.
On the same day that the Representatives-on-mission Saint-André and Jean-Jacques
Bréard made their address to the sailors, they gave a different address to the officers. They
advised them that "you demand subordination among the crews, and you are right. But for
subordination to reign, it is necessary that you yourselves give the example; for the sailor to obey
you, it is necessary that you yourselves obey your leaders."14 In the aforementioned addendum
to the penal code, Saint-André had also designated that any disobedience by an officer resulting
in the capture of a ship, defeat in battle or a missed opportunity for victory required that officer
to go before a Revolutionary Tribunal.15 The National Convention also issued a later decree
outlining in more detail the punishments of those captains who failed in their duties during
combat. Any officer aboard a ship-of-the-line who lowered his flag before his ship was in danger
of sinking would be declared a traitor and sentenced to death. In addition, any officer of a frigate
or smaller vessel who surrendered to a force less than double of his own before nearing the point
of sinking would be similarly punished.16 It is plainly evident that the revolutionary government
demanded strict subordination from both its officers and its sailors.
As commander of the fleet, Villaret de Joyeuse continued to pursue his strict sense of
discipline that had earned him his promotion. In December 1793, upon hearing of a farmer's
complaints against unsupervised sailors, Villaret de Joyeuse assured Bréard that he "would have
a kind of pleasure to punish the captains who have failed in my orders."17 When Villaret de
13
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Joyeuse found out that someone aboard the Trente-et-un Mai had falsified an account and
signatures in April 1794, he ordered the captain to be punished “to the terms of the law."18
However, subordination alone would not win the war against the British.
Another problem Saint-André and Villaret de Joyeuse faced was a shortage of manpower.
In order to replace those who had fallen ill while stationed off of Quiberon and to man efficiently
the increasing number of ships, more sailors had to be recruited to serve in the fleet. In addition,
the massive amount of construction and repair work required additional workers. To fill these
vacancies, Saint-André sent out agents to scour nearby maritime provinces for able workers and
seaman.19 In late-February 1794, as the spring campaign season drew near, the representatives
also took measures to address the growing number of deserters or those absent from their posts.
The Ministry of the Navy offered to pay the Gendarmes nationaux a bounty for any such man
captured and returned to service.20 The next month, as fleets were preparing to get underway,
the local representatives decreed that any sailors who did not return to their posts within fifteen
days would be declared deserters and punished as such under the law.21
While the authorities sought to fill the fleet’s complement of men, the growing number of
men in Brest compelled them to take sufficient measures to feed them all. In late January 1794,
Villaret de Joyeuse reported only having biscuit for around six weeks aboard each of the vessels.
While Brest had immense stocks of wheat, there were an insufficient number of windmills to
meet the daily amount of consumption.22 When supplies had to be transferred to the six ships of
Nielly’s division, which was preparing to set sail, Villaret de Joyeuse reported that only fifteen
days provisions remained aboard the other vessels.23 The problem of supply was amplified by
the unregulated rate of consumption aboard certain vessels of the fleet, some nearly twice the
general standard. To help remedy this predicament, Villaret de Joyeuse conferred with a local
18
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representative-on-mission who subsequently fixed the daily consumption rate at 24 ounces of
food.24 In addition, they began to provide rice for both the port workers and the crews aboard
ships in port. While additional windmills increased the daily output, Villaret de Joyeuse blamed
the administration in charge of provisions with gross negligence.25
With the influx of these new sailors, Saint-André and Villaret de Joyeuse had to confront
a serious deficiency in seamanship and experience in fleet maneuvers. The earlier cruises off of
Ireland and Quiberon had highlighted the dearth of these skills. Saint-André also believed that
the sailors’ poor education was one of the factors that contributed to the Quiberon Mutiny,
because their perpetual movements did not permit them to obtain a formal education, leaving
them vulnerable to Royalist propaganda. Therefore, he created "schools of seamanship” where
teachers were placed aboard every ship carrying twenty guns or more. These instructors were to
teach the cabin boys and novice sailors reading, writing, arithmetic and basic elements of
sailing.26 These measures pleased the National Convention so much that they opted to adopt
them for the entire navy.

27

In addition, Villaret de Joyeuse used the interim of the winter

season to instruct his captains in naval theory. In a letter to Dalbarade, Villaret de Joyeuse
proclaimed "schools of tactics, and exercises of all types are employed in the utmost."28
In his report to the National Convention, Saint-André advocated providing crews with the
necessary experience by emphasizing the successes that had already been achieved by cruising
and stopping enemy commerce.29 Several previous cruises highlighted the potential for the
success of this course of action. For example, in November 1793, VanStabel had captured
seventeen British commerce ships while cruising the opening of the English Channel with a
small squadron of five ships-of-the-line and two frigates.30 Jeanbon Saint-André, a member of
the Committee of Public Safety generally charged with naval affairs, had advocated such action
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in a report to the National Convention. Saint-André believed that the benefit would be twofold;
in addition to threatening the enemy's commerce, it would provide French crews with the
valuable experience at sea.31

Based upon this plan, Villaret de Joyuese drew up instructions for

the frigate captains, which called for more cooperation among the patrolling frigates with hopes
that this would lead to an increasing success on the high seas.32 As a result, frigates were sent
out individually and in small groups, capturing many British ships or foreign ships with British
cargoes.33 Such operations were not without risk, however, since the British eventually took
notice and sent their own frigate squadrons to counter the French operations.34

Despite its

hazardous nature, this course of action reaped results not only in material gain but also in
invaluable experience at sea for the crews.
Despite the efforts of the training, the combat effectiveness of the fleet was limited by the
strength of its ships.

While renewing the officer corps and restoring discipline, the

administrators were also active refurbishing the various ships of the fleet to take to the sea.
During the winter of 1793, the progress was slow as continual poor weather interrupted all work
in the harbor. Only during the occasional break in the weather could any work be accomplished.
In addition, a shortage in cannons at Brest made it impossible to arm every available ship.35 In
order to rectify a shortage in both firewood and wood for ship construction, the local
31
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representatives also had to implement stricter measures to ensure a sufficient supply.36 SaintAndré, however, was generally satisfied by the progress being made in the ports, boasting that
“the sound of our hatchets, hammers and mallets has resounded all the way to London. Pitt has
heard them. He will, no doubt, make the greatest effort to suffocate this first impulse of our
maritime ardor. We ought to resist him, we ought to vanquish him.”37 While every deficiency
was not remedied, Saint-André and Villaret de Joyeuse were generally able to revitalize the Brest
fleet. Villaret de Joyeuse's rigorous disciplinary standards, supported by the central government,
directly represented by Saint-André, were able to reduce insubordination significantly. While
their efforts proved inadequate to rectify all of the fleet's material shortages, they were able to
organize a relatively impressive fleet.
Although the initial priority of the Committee of Public Safety had been the invasion of
England, other operations soon took precedence, directing their attention to the United States.
First, a number of boats loaded with various goods from Saint-Domingue and other Caribbean
colonies had sought refuge in various ports in the United States while awaiting escort to France.
Second, to relieve the critical shortage of food in France, the Committee of Public Safety sent
Jean-Antoine-Joseph Fauchet as Minister plenipotentiary to the United States with five million
livres to purchase a vast quantity of wheat.38

With the likelihood that the British Royal Navy

would attempt to capture such a valuable convoy, the Committee decided to send a small
squadron to transport Fauchet to the United States and to escort the convoy back to France. In
December 1793, Vanstabel left Brest with a small squadron of two ships-of-the-line and three
smaller vessels and headed for the Hampton Roads, which he reached in February 1794.39 Upon
his arrival, Vanstabel discovered that the convoy was not prepared to set sail as planned. A
number of the vessels were scattered in different ports and many of them were short of
crewmembers and means to take on the wheat and flour.
36
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convoy ready to depart by mid-March.40 As preparations were underway, Vanstabel sent word
back to France of the convoy’s increasingly precarious situation as the local British officials had
rushed word to Europe and the Caribbean announcing the convoy’s expected departure.41
Indeed, the British admiralty knew of the convoy’s eminent departure and was making plans to
intercept it.42 With the preparations taking longer than estimated, Vanstabel and the convoy of
around one hundred ships were not able to get underway until 17 April.43
Worried about the safety of the convoy, the Committee of Public Safety sought to
reinforce the strength of the escorting fleet. In March, the Committee gave this mission to
Nielly, whom they ordered to rendezvous with Vanstabel and the convoy with his small
squadron.44 Contrary or faint winds, however, continued to delay the departure of Nielly’s
division until 10 April.45 Nielly’s orders were to form a line with his squadron around 100 miles
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Figure 7 - Western France and La Manche
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west of Belle-Isle to intercept Vanstabel and the convoy.

46

As the outcome of this entire

operation demonstrated, attempting to rendezvous with or intercept a fleet at sea was a risky
endeavor that often had limited success.
As delays continually postponed the departure of the convoy, the French government
became increasingly worried about the safety of the convoy. On 22 April, an American vessel
sailed into Brest announcing to Villaret de Joyeuse that Vanstabel planned to set sail at the end
of March, which meant that they could expect the convoy’s arrival in early-May.47 A few days
later, Dalbarade informed Villaret de Joyeuse that “the intention of the Committee of Public
Safety is that the fleet be ready to sail to join Nielly and Van Stabel with the Cancale division, in
the case where the enemy fleet takes to the sea. But in this case the safety of the convoy, which
is awaited under the protection of Van Stabel and Nielly, ought to be your only goal, your only
rule of conduct.”48

With spring approaching, it could be fairly certain that the British would

have completed their repairs from the previous winter and soon be out to sea.
Indeed, on 2 May, Lord Howe set sail with the entire Channel fleet totaling forty-nine
warships, including thirty-four ships-of-the-line. As per his orders, upon reaching the Lizard, the
most southerly tip of Great Britain, Lord Howe detached Rear-Admiral George Montagu with
eight 74-gun ships and two frigates to escort until Cape Finisterre the nearly 100 accompanying
merchant vessels headed for the East Indies. Once Montagu had fulfilled this mission, he was to
return and cruise between Cape Ortegal and Belle-Isle with six of the eight ships-of-the-line in
an attempt to intercept the convoy before it could reach the safety of Brest. With the twenty-six
remaining ships-of-the-line, Howe sailed to the island of Ouessant on 5 May, sending frigates to
reconnoiter the port of Brest to ascertain if the French fleet remained in port. Upon learning that
the Brest fleet was still at anchor, Howe sailed to the west in search of the expected convoy.49
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Just as the French government feared, the British were planning a trap to ensnare the incoming
convoy.
The arrival of the entire British Channel fleet did not go undetected by the French. Two
French cutters and coastal lookouts had spotted Howe’s fleet on 5 May as it sailed towards
Ouessant.50 Upon receipt of this news, Villaret de Joyeuse quickly dispatched a cutter to alert
Nielly and Vanstabel of the presences of the enemy fleet. 51 Saint-André ordered Villaret de
Joyeuse “to make all preparations necessary for the fleet to sail tomorrow” because this fell
within the circumstances established by the Committee of Public Safety.52 Villaret de Joyeuse
also sent word to Nielly and Vanstabel “that I only await a favorable wind to put out to sea and
to take up an intermediary position between them and the enemy.”53

On the day the fleet

prepared to sail, a letter from the Committee of Public Safety reached Saint-André, which
stressed that “we do not need a victory, but our convoy. It is not a battle, but rather a proud and
imposing bearing which will push aside the enemy or stop him.”54 Saint-André responded by
stating that “there are only two circumstances where the fleet ought to engage the enemy: the
first is if the enemy wants to prevent it from joining the convoy and the other is if it menaces the
convoy.”55 Between the Minister of Navy and Colonies, the Committee of Public Safety and
Saint-André, it was clear that the sortie of the Brest fleet had only one goal and that all action
was to be focused on that objective.
During the evening of 16 May, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered the Brest fleet, consisting of
twenty-five ships-of-the-line and a large number of frigates and corvettes, to weigh anchor and,
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for the first time, the newly ordered tricolor flag was raised aboard the ships of the fleet.56 Also
aboard his flagship the Montagne (122), was Saint-André. As the ships made their way out of
the harbor of Brest, the fleet was electrified with excitement and anticipation. Prieur de la
Marne, who only remained aboard the flagship until the fleet slipped its moorings, observed that
“the spectacle was one of the most imposing but also very touching, especially the joy of the
crew which shines in everyone’s eyes; and all, representatives, admirals, officers, sailors,
soldiers were at the height of their wishes.”57 Another spectator wrote that "this departure was a
beautiful spectacle, much different from the squadron’s return from Quiberon.”58 By sunset, all
the ships were outside of the narrows of the port and heading to open sea.59
The months of effort to restore discipline and to renovate the fleet had finally come to
fruition. While ordering the fleet to sail west, Villaret de Joyeuse detached two frigates to sail to
the south to ensure that these passages were clear of the British Navy.60 Often covered by
sporadic thick fog, the fleet made its way westward without knowledge of the location of the
British Channel fleet, Nielly’s squadron or Vanstabel’s convoy. The dearth of information was
partly cleared when the fleet encountered a boat flying the French flag on 18 May. This brig was
a French prize, captured by the packet boat Papillon that Vanstabel had sent ahead to alert
France of his impending departure. Learning that Vanstabel had only left America in early
April, both Villaret de Joyeuse and Saint-André correctly assumed that Nielly had not yet
rendezvoused with the convoy.61

Villaret de Joyeuse and Saint-André learned of Nielly’s

approximate location the following day, when they encountered the Patriote (74), commanded
by Capitaine de Vaisseau Jean-Jacques Lucadou, and the corvette Maire-Guiton, which had been
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part of the Nielly’s division. During his cruise, Nielly had captured a small British convoy and
had sent it back to France under the escort of the Maire-Guiton, which in turn had been captured
by a British squadron of six ships-of-the-line under Montagu. Meanwhile, the Patriote had
become separated from Nielly’s squadron a little over a week before, missing the prowling
British squadron.62 Further intelligence from a French surgeon aboard the Maire-Guiton and
British papers found aboard the captured corvette informed them that the British indeed has set
sail with a massive fleet.63 It was now imperative for Villaret de Joyeuse to unite with Nielly’s
squadron and eventually Vanstabel to ensure the safe passage of the important grain shipment.
Meanwhile, the British were also pursuing their own search for the convoy. When
Montagu’s squadron had captured the Marie-Guiton and accompanying prizes on 15 May, he
gained additional critical intelligence regarding the strengths and approximate locations of
Vanstabel and Nielly. While proceeding to the indicated location of Nielly and Vanstabel’s
rendezvous, Montagu sent word by the frigate Venus to inform Howe of his discovery; he
requested reinforcements in case Nielly and Vanstabel successfully rendezvoused, thereby giving
the French an advantage of nine ships to his six. When the Venus reached the Channel fleet on
19 May, Howe had just reconnoitered the port of Brest to discover the departure of the Brest
fleet. Howe decided to make all sail and proceed to the same destination, concerned that
Montagu was in danger of being overwhelmed by the Brest fleet, which was most likely heading
for the same destination.64
During the evening of 21 May, the Brest fleet reached the approximate latitude where
Nielly’s squadron was supposed to take up position. The following morning, Villaret de Joyeuse
dispatched a number of his frigates to the north and south in order to create a “great fan” in an
attempt to locate Nielly’s squadron.65 Villaret de Joyeuse and Saint-André got their first sign of
Nielly’s division on 24 May. Towards 9:00 A.M., several of his frigates signaled that five ships,
including one possible warship, had been sighted. While they initially thought it might have
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been Vanstabel, they soon learned that it was the frigate Galathée (44), which had been part of
Nielly’s division; Nielly had detached this frigate to escort several captured British and Dutch
prizes back to France. Villaret de Joyeuse and Saint-André also learned that Nielly was near,
since the Galathée had only separated from him the night before, and that one of the frigates sent
to find Nielly had already joined him.66
The Brest fleet continued to sail on with little new information. This lack of intelligence
was due primarily to the conduct of several frigate captains, as an increasing number of the
frigates became separated from the fleet. Saint-André presumed that this behavior was due to
“the young frigate captains, carried by their ardor, undertaking relentless chases and believing to
do great by capturing many enemy commercial ships.”67

Whatever the cause, Villaret de

Joyeuse was without steady intelligence.
Events so far, however, had shown that this campaign was still a shakedown cruise for
the rejuvenated Brest fleet. During the few days after the fleet’s departure from Brest, Villaret
de Joyeuse had trouble maintaining an appropriate order of sail since many of the relatively
inexperienced captains kept allowing their ships fall out of order.68

While the Patriote’s

separation from Nielly’s squadron may have been indicative of Lucadou’s inadequate talents as a
captain, Lucadou provided further evidence of his limitations when he attempted to maneuver his
ship to take up position behind Villaret de Joyeuse’s flagship, the Montagne. During this
maneuver, the Patriote ran afoul with the corvette Mutine, carrying away the Mutine’s bowsprit
and fore mast.69 Then, when the fleet tacked on 23 May, the Jacobin commanded by Capitaine
de Vaisseau Gassin twice missed the tack, putting the rear portion of the center column into
disorder. In order to reestablish a satisfactory order, Villaret de Joyeuse gave the signal for the
Jacobin and the ships that had mistakenly followed it to tack and return to their positions.
During this subsequent maneuver, however, the Mucius also failed to tack. These maneuvers
hardly boosted the confidence of either Villaret de Joyeuse and Saint-André. Saint-André
remarked “some captains maneuver with this timid circumspection which only belongs to men
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who are not sufficiently trained.”70 In a letter to Prieur de la Marne, Saint-André observed that
while “there was a lot of ardor in the fleet and instruction among several officers…there are three
or four for whom ignorance is truly above everything that one can say.”71 The three columns of
the fleet were poorly formed again on 26 May, and when Villaret de Joyeuse’s signals failed to
reestablish order, he had to dispatch one of his frigates to inform the ships of his displeasure and
to repeat his orders.72
Already weary of Lucadou’s questionable talent, both Saint-André and Villaret de
Joyeuse became suspicious of his subsequent behavior. On 26 May, Lucadou came aboard
Villaret de Joyeuse’s flagship, where he continued to inform the admiral of the growing number
of sick aboard the Patriote. When the Patriote fell out of the line later that day and Villaret de
Joyeuse signaled for Lucadou to retake his position, Lucadou responded by once again asking for
permission to come aboard the Montagne, again signaling the number of his sick. Saint-André
deduced from the combination of his previous separation from Nielly and his current behavior
that “the captain desired to obtain that which he dared not to ask – permission to return to Brest.”
While he retook his position, the very next morning Lucadou requested permission “to be
excused from keeping his post, due to the large number of his sick.”73 Once more, Villaret de
Joyeuse and Saint-André refused his request.

This episode demonstrated that there were

definitely some captains within the fleet who were unreliable.
Heading north in the hope of locating Nielly’s division, Villaret de Joyeuse unknowingly
sailed directly towards Howe and the Channel fleet. On the morning of 28 May, around 8:00
AM, several of the vanguard frigates signaled the sighting of thirty plus sails to the south, which
they quickly recognized as the British fleet.74 Incorrectly assuming that his opponent had a
superior force, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered the fleet to form a line of battle, eventually directing
70
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the fleet to sail to the northeast in order to maintain his control of the wind gauge and to steer the
British away from the expected convoy.75 Howe ordered his fleet to take up a similar tack,
giving the signals to “attack or harass the enemy’s rear” and a “general chase” around 1:00 PM.76
Towards nightfall, a number of Howe’s faster ships succeeding in closing in on the rearmost ship
of the French fleet, the Révolutionaire (110), commanded by Captiane de vaisseau Vandongen.77
Five British ships-of-the-line quickly besieged the outnumbered Révolutionaire.78 While Howe
recalled his ships around 8:00 PM, the Audacious did not observe Howe’s signal and continued
to engage the Révolutionaire throughout the night. During the subsequent engagement, a shot
killed Captain Vandongen, leaving the Révolutionaire virtually without an experienced
commanding officer since the first lieutenant was already wounded and the second lieutenant
dead.79 Late at night, with much of the Révoluionaire’s mast and rigging gone and a number of
guns out of service, the most senior acting officer chose to lower the flag to surrender.80 The
Audacious, however, was unable to capture the Révoluionaire because she was in a nearly equal
state of disarray with damage to her sails and rigging leaving her virtually ungovernable.81
Abandoned by their respective fleets, neither of the damaged ships were to take part in the
remainder of the campaign.
The next morning, the Révolutionaire was discovered by Nielly, who sent the Audacieux
(74) and two frigates to secure the damaged ship. Taking the crippled Révolutionaire in tow, the
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Audacieux eventually brought both ships to the safety of the port of Rochefort.82 Meanwhile, the
Audacious limped under its own sail back to the safety of Plymouth Sound.83 The indecisive
engagement of 28 May proved more costly to Villaret de Joyeuse than to Howe, since Villaret de
Joyeuse had lost the services of both a 110-gun ship and 74-gun ship, while Howe was deprived
of only a single 74-gun ship.84
Oblivious of the fate of the Audacious and the Révolutionaire, the two opposing fleets
continued to sail parallel courses throughout the night. The next morning, both Villaret de
Joyeuse and Saint-André were surprised to discover the Révolutionaire’s disappearance. While
both of them were aware of the cannon fire in the rear, they both assumed it had been a distant
cannonade rather than a sharp engagement.85 Meanwhile, Howe had gained ground on the
French fleet, sailing nearly abreast of them. Around 4:00 AM, Howe renewed his order to call
off the general chase and signaled his ships to form a line of battle. Once the British ships fell
into a line of battle around 7:00 AM, Howe ordered the fleet to tack in succession.

With the

Caesar (80) and Howe’s flagship, the Queen Charlotte (110), in the lead, the British fleet bore
down on Villaret de Joyeuse’s rearguard. Shortly after, Howe clarified his objective, signaling
for his ship to pass through the enemy line to steal the weather gauge.86 Villaret de Joyeuse
quickly perceived the danger Howe’s maneuver presented to his rearguard and order the fleet to
tack in succession in order to bring the French fleet on a parallel course to the British.
At the same moment Villaret de Joyeuse began his attempts to bring the fleet around,
near 8:00 AM, the engagement commenced. The four rearmost French ships, particularly the
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Indomptable (80) and the Tyrannicide (74), opened fire upon the advancing British vanguard,
particularly the Caesar (80) and the Queen (98), which returned fire shortly thereafter.87
Eventually, the tail of the French fleet sailed out of reach and by 10:00 AM, the French vanguard
had successfully wore around and was sailing to engage the British vanguard.

Shortly after

noon, Howe ordered the British fleet to tack in succession while at close range in order to put his
fleet upon the opposite tack. The two opposing lines sailed past each other in opposite directions
with every ship continually firing broadsides at their opponents. At 1:15 PM, Howe raised the
signal to “pass through the enemy line,” but the lead ship Caesar did not answer the signal and
the ships of the vanguard continued sailing forward. Howe decided to take the initiative and
steered his own flagship, the Queen Charlotte, to cut the French line towards the rear. To
Howe’s dismay, however, only the Bellerophon and Leviathan seconded Howe’s daring move as
the remaining British ships continued to pass along the leeward side of the French fleet.88
Despite this bungled maneuver, the British poured numerous broadsides into the overwhelmed
Indomptable and Tyrannicide as they passed along both sides, severely punishing the two
beleaguered vessels.
Once again, Villaret de Joyeuse’s rearmost ships were under serious threat of being
overwhelmed. He signaled to his vanguard, requesting if they were able to tack with the wind in
front of them; they responded negatively. When he inquired as to whether they would be able to
tack with the wind behind them, he received no reply. As Howe bore down on his vulnerable
rearmost ships, Villaret de Joyeuse took the initiative and made the bold decision to counter
Howe’s move by wearing the Montagne around, signaling for every ship to follow him in
succession.89 While every French ship, with the exception of the Montagnard, turned to secure
its damaged vessels, the British moved away to protect several of their own disabled ships. By
around 5:00 PM, Villaret de Joyeuse wore the fleet away after successfully getting his two
disabled vessels under tow. One British contemporary author remarked that Villaret de Joyeuse
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Figure 8 - Engagement of 29 May

Figure 9 - End of 29 May engagement
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had showed “considerable ability as a sea-officer, and by such distant and continued, though
partial, cannonade, he gradually brought his fleet into practice; but his manner of recovering the
two ships in question claims the admiration of his enemies and the thanks of his country.”90
Even the renowned contemporary British historian William James remarked that Howe was in no
position “to prevent the complete success of the French Admiral’s well-designed, and, as
acknowledged by many in the British fleet, prettily-executed maneuver.”91 While Villaret de
Joyeuse’s maneuver had successfully brought the French fleet around to save his two
beleaguered vessels, it also cost him possession of the crucial weather gauge.
The engagement of 29 May proved to be slightly more heated than the previous day. As
the two battered opponents disengaged, both laid claim to a victory.92 While nearly every French
ship suffered from some level of damage, Villaret de Joyeuse had two dismasted vessels, the
Indomptable and Tyrannicide. In addition, one of the ships of the vanguard, the Montagnard
commanded by Capitaine de vaisseau Jean-Baptiste-François Bompard, was damaged during
the engagement and failed to execute Villaret de Joyeuse’s maneuvers to turn around, instead
continuing to sail away. After being taken in tow by the frigate Seine, Bompard claims he could
no longer spot the fleet and followed his orders to sail to the expected location of Vanstabel’s
convoy. Several days later, Bompard found Vanstabel with whom he made his way back to
Brest.93 The British, also, did not escape unscathed. A number of British ships had suffered
moderate damage, mostly to the masts and rigging, while the Caesar, Russell and Queen had
considerable damage to both their hull and rigging.94 Despite the damage, none of the British
ships quit the fleet so Howe still had twenty-five ships-of-the-line, while Villaret de Joyeuse, in
contrast, had his fleet reduced to twenty-four ships-of the-line.
Hope for the French appeared shortly after the conclusion of the engagement, when the
packet boat, the Papillon, joined the fleet during the afternoon. Having been dispatched from
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Brest by Prieur de la Marne, the Papillon had encountered Nielly’s division, only eight leagues
to the north. Villaret de Joyeuse and Saint-André quickly sent the boat back to Nielly to inform
him of their location.95 As the night fell, a heavy fog descended upon the two opposing fleets.
In the confusion of the fog, the towed Indomptable found herself isolated. Fearing to fall in with
the British, the captain of the Indomptable chose to sail for Brest.96 While the loss of the
Indomptable was a major blow, Villaret de Joyeuse was consoled the following morning with the
arrival of Nielly’s division, which gave Villaret de Joyeuse three more ships-of-the-line and two
more frigates.97

Eventually Nielly transferred his flag from the Sans-Pareil (80) to the

Républicain (110) and took command of the fleet’s rear division.98
Throughout the 31 May, thick fog continued to obscure the two adversaries from one
another.

During the respite, each side attempted to repair the damage before any future

engagement. During the afternoon the fog began to lift, exposing the location of the French
fleet. As the British fleet began to close the distance between them, Howe raised the signals to
“prepare to engage the enemy” around 5:00 PM.99 Observing that the British ships had formed
into a line of battle and were advancing under full sails, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered his own fleet
into a line of battle, which it formed “promptly.”100 Seeing that the “heavy ships in the rear
[were] a considerable way astern” and “finding it impossible to bring on a general action before
dark,” Howe postponed the attack until the following day.101
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Figure 10 - Battle of 13 Prairial

On the morning of 1 June (13 Prairial), the final battle of the Prairial Campaign
commenced. With a fresh wind from the south and holding the weather gauge, Howe had the
advantage of being able to dictate the terms of the engagement. As the British fleet moved to
engage, Howe notified the fleet of his plan to “pass through the enemy line.”102 By such a
maneuver, Howe would take the British onto the leeward side of the French fleet in an attempt to
cut off their means of escape. In preparation for the imminent engagement, Villaret de Joyeuse
kept his fleet in close line of battle; Villaret de Joyeuse remarked that “never was a line better
formed then that of the Republic.” The ships of the French vanguard began firing upon the
approaching British at long range around 9:00 AM without orders.103 In several places, a
number of British ships succeeded in breaking through the French line and take position on the
leeward side of the French fleet. At this point, the beautifully formed lines of battle gave way to
the confusion of battle, devolving into smaller separate engagements between individual ships.
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At the center of the mêlée was a titanic clash between the two flagships. Howe steered
his Queen Charlotte (110), to cut behind Villaret de Joyeuse’s Montagne. Captain Gassin of the
Jacobin, the ship astern of the Montagne, blocked Howe’s initial attempt by closing the distance
between him and the admiral’s flagship. The tremendous firepower of the Queen Charlotte,
however, took its toll on the Jacobin, eventually forcing the French ship to wear away, which
allowed the Queen Charlotte to sail across the stern of the Montagne. Saint-André and Villaret
de Joyeuse’s flag captain Paul Basire futilely called to the Jacobin to come to its aid, during
which a cannon ball struck Basire, mortally wounding him. Crossing astern of the Montagne, the
Queen Charlotte was able to unleashed stern rake, killing nearly one hundred men aboard the
Montagne.104 While firing away with both its broadsides, the Montagne sustained the barrage of
nearly six enemy vessels for an hour.105

Saint-André, unaccustomed to intense naval

engagements, pointedly described the ensuing battle as “horrible, the fleets were intertwined and
mixed up. We fought at pointblank range, with such tenacity that one has never seen before.
The whirlwind of smoke impeded one from seeing what happened around them.” The smoke
was so thick that the French frigates could not see the Montagne, “only rallying to her by the
sound of her formidable artillery.”106
Despite the Queen Charlotte’s advantageous position, the volleys of the Montagne
succeeded in partially demasting the Queen Charlotte, allowing Villaret de Joyeuse to withdraw
the Montagne from its engagement with Howe. Emerging from the smoke, Villaret de Joyeuse
and Saint-André were able to obtain a clearer picture of the engagement. The French vanguard,
with the exception of the Terrible (110) under Admiral Bouvet, had fallen out of position.
Finding himself windward of the English line and without his main mast, Bouvet passed through
the English line with “a lot of courage and audacity” to rejoin his division.107 Villaret de Joyeuse
rallied his vanguard and made sail to rejoin the rearguard, which was facing the brunt of the
British attack. As Villaret de Joyeuse rallied his vanguard, he had “the pain to see all the ships
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which composed [the rearguard] of the fleet dismasted pêle-mêle with the English.”108 Unable to
gain the wind gauge to rescue his distressed rear division, Villaret de Joyeuse formed a line with
the ten or twelve ships that were able to rally to his flag and heaved to abreast from “these
unfortunate ships;” he wanted to give those ships of the rear division the opportunity to jury-rig a
mast and rejoin him.109 According to Saint-André “such was the poor condition of the English
fleet, that [Villaret de Joyeuse] was not worried.”110 Howe reported to the Admiralty that he was
in no position to interfere as “the greater number of the other ships of the British fleet were at
this time so much disabled or widely separated…that the two or three of their dismasted ships
attempting to get away…could not be detained.”111 In fact, five of the twelve threatened French
ships, including Nielly’s Républicain, succeeded in extracting themselves from the mêlée and
rallied to Villaret de Joyeuse. Seeing that Howe made no moves to chase the corvettes he sent to
take several of the dismasted French ships, Villaret de Joyeuse withdrew towards 8:00 PM. 112
As the first major naval engagement of the Wars of the French Revolution, the Battle of
13 Prairial ended as a British tactical victory. At the end of the day, Howe could count six
captured French ships-of-the-line as his spoils of victory.113 A seventh ship, the renowned
Vengeur du Peuple, which had been engaged in a heated exchange with the HMS Brunswick,
eventually succumbed to her damage and sunk beneath the waves with a number of her hands
still onboard, shortly after surrendering to the British.114 In addition to the lost ships, the battle
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had cost a great number of lives. While the British sustained around 290 killed and 858
wounded during the three engagements, the French lost around 1,500 killed and around 600
seriously wounded, and around 3,000 prisoners.115 Among the French dead were five captains:
Capitaine de vaisseau Daniel Vandongen of the Révolutionaire, Capitaine de vaisseau Jean
Desmartis of the Jemmapes, Paul Basire, flag captain of the Montagne, Capitaine de vaisseau
Yves-Marie Bertrand Keranguen and Capitaine de vaisseau Douville of the Impétueux.116 In
both men and material, the Prairial Campaign proved to be a costly operation for the French
navy.
Both Villaret de Joyeuse and Saint-André attributed the final blame for the French defeat
to the conduct of his vanguard. According to Villaret de Joyeuse, “If my vanguard had not
yielded, if it had not obliged me to sail nearly two leagues to rally it, I would have been able to
take to the windward of my rearguard; not only would I have not lost a ship, but I would have
been able to capture some of the enemy.” After reviewing the state of the British fleet, Villaret
de Joyeuse acknowledged that “the wind alone had given the advantage to the enemy.”117
Similarly, Saint-André reported that “if the vanguard had kept the wind advantage, not only
would we have saved our dismasted ships, but several of the English would have fallen into our
hands.”118 Even discounting the optimistic possibility of capturing some of the British ships, it is
very likely that the French would have been able to extricate their remaining disabled ships.
Following the engagement, both of the battered fleets set sail for their respective
homeports. Meanwhile, to the south, Vanstabel and the convoy continue to make their way to
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Brest. Britain’s last remaining hope of intercepting the convoy now lay with Admiral Montagu.
On 23 May, one of Montagu’s frigates recaptured a Dutch prize and learned of Villaret de
Joyeuse’s departure from Brest. When further reports confirmed this over the next few days,
Montagu decided to sail back to Ushant to rejoin Howe; however, in doing so Montagu was in
fact heading the opposite direction of Howe, who was chasing after Villaret de Joyeuse in fear of
Montagu’s safety. When Montagu learned from some additional recapture prizes that Howe had
indeed headed westward, Montagu opted to fall back on his orders to sail for England rather than
attempt to rejoin Howe. Reaching Plymouth on 31 May, Montague reported to the Admiralty
and made preparations to return to sea as soon as possible.119

Upon receiving additional

intelligence regarding the location of the French convoy, the Admiralty ordered Montagu to set
sail immediately on 3 June.120 The following day, Montagu set sail with a fleet of eight ships-ofthe-line and six frigates.121 Later joined by the Ruby (64), Montagu appeared off of Ushant on 8
June.122
As the Montagu sailed southwards towards Brest, lookouts spotted twelve sails. These
ships were, in fact, a French squadron of eight ships-of-the-line, under the command of Contreamiral Pierre-François Cornic, which had just set out to search for Villaret de Joyeuse.123 Upon
sighting Montagu’s squadron, Cornic tacked and returned to the Bay of Bertheaume with
Montagu in chase. Once the French had reached the safety of the roads, Montagu stood off in
the bay for the night. At daybreak on the morning of 9 June, Montagu sighted Villaret de
Joyeuse and his nineteen remaining ships making their way towards the port around fifteen miles
to the west. Montagu attempted to maneuver to gain an advantageous position, but the poor
sailing of two of his ships denied him this opportunity. Not wishing to be caught between
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Villaret de Joyeuse and Cornic, Montagu edged his own squadron southwards, waiting for an
opportunity to attack the French fleet. In the face of the enemy, however, Villaret de Joyeuse’s
ships “kept so closely connected and guarded with so much care their disabled ships” that
Montagu believed that no opening presented itself.124
Unwilling to allow the British to hamper his entrance to the harbor of Brest, Villaret de
Joyeuse chose to chase away Montagu and his squadron. After dispatching two of his fastest
ships to chase Montagu, Villaret de Joyeuse bore up in pursuit with the entire fleet. Owing to the
slow sailing of two of Montagu’s ships, the lead French ships eventually closed to within four
miles of the rearmost British vessel by the afternoon.

However, fearing to be drawn too far

leeward of Brest and driving the British towards the expected direction of the convoy, Villaret de
Joyeuse called off the chase and stood in for the port.125 Meanwhile, hoping to rendezvous with
Howe, whom he expected to be in pursuit, Montagu sailed to the northwest towards the English
Channel. After several fruitless days searching for Howe, Montagu chose to bear up and return
to Plymouth on 11 June.126 Now, the approaches to Brest lay wide open for the expected
convoy.
The very next day, in fact, Vanstabel and the convoy safely anchored off of Penmarch,
south of Brest. Vanstabel and convoy had passed through the location of the engagement of 29
May and discovered the Montagnard undertow by a frigate. In case the British had been
victorious, Vanstabel wisely steered the convoy southwards, opting to approach Brest from the
more treacherous southern Passage du Raz. On 13 June, Vanstabel and the convoy safely sailed
into the bay, dispelling much of Villaret de Joyeuse’s anxiety and thereby concluding the Prairial
Campaign and claiming a strategic victory for the Republic.127
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It is irrefutable that Howe and the British fleet achieved a tactical victory during the
Battle of 13 Prairial, the battle’s larger importance has been debated. Initially England lauded
Howe’s victory, but critics soon began to question Howe’s unwillingness to press his advantage
and maximize his victory. Some people questioned Montagu’s actions during the campaign as
well.128 Meanwhile, the French, starting with Saint-André and Villaret de Joyeuse, claimed a
strategic victory as the grain convoy reached the port of Brest safely, which was the prime
objective of the campaign. While the campaign guaranteed that France could continue the war
effort against its European adversaries, the loss of seven ships and thousands of sailors was a
major blow to France’s operations against England.
War had erupted between England and France back in February 1793. While the French
Legislative Assembly was the first to declare the war, this move had only been in response to
England’s seizure of French shipping and preparations for war.129 Fighting a war of survival
with England, the French Republic wanted to knock England out of the war. In an overly
ambitious and unrealistic plan, the Committee of Public Safety ordered the Minister of the Navy
and Colonies, with the assistance of the Minister of War and Minister of Interior, “to make all
necessary preparations to land 100,000 men upon the English coast as soon as possible,” in
September 1793.130 The exigencies of war, as the fledgling French Republic found herself at war
with the majority of Europe, soon thwarted the Committee’s ambitious plans. By the dead of the
winter of 1793-1794, the Committee intensified its focus on the Continent. On 31 January 1794,
the Committee toned back its ambitious plans, ordering an invasion of the Channel islands of
Jersey, Guernsey and Aurigny.131

Lazare Carnot, the member of the Committee often

responsible for France’s military affairs, accurately believed that the invasion of England would
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not occur within the next six months and that “it was essential to push the preparations forward
with as much vigor as possible,” in order to be able to “profit from the first occasion to execute
it.”132 At the same time, during a meeting of the Jacobin Club in Paris, Saint-André clarified his
view on the importance of the navy: “The navy has to terminate the war…Quite recently you did
not have a navy, today you have one; if you want it, you will have a formidable one. Soon we
will pursue the English, and their flag brought into our ports will announce their defeat and the
consolidation of our liberty.”133 Even while conferring temporary precedence to the convoy in
May 1794, the Committee of Public Safety reiterated that the overall strategic objective was the
invasion of England.134 Thus the navy was of supreme importance to France’s strategy to defeat
England. Yet in considering the strategic reality of the war in Europe, it was very doubtful that
France could have ever implanted such a policy.
To protect the invasion of the Channel Islands, the Committee of Public Safety had
stationed Cornic and his six ships-of-the-line at the port of Cancale, just east of the port of SaintMalo. Although the invasion of the Channel Islands was called off in March, the Committee of
Public Safety repeatedly denied Saint-André’s requests for this division to return to Brest,
because the Committee still hoped that it could assist in some sort of invasion.135 The same day
the main French fleet departed from Brest, Saint-André wrote to the Committee of Public Safety
in regards to what the Cancale division should do, requesting that Cornic take the most direct
route to Brest, where it would find two additional ships-of-the-line that had not been ready to set
sail on 16 May.136 With these additional eight ships and the expected rendezvous with Nielly
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and Vanstabel, Saint-André expected the fleet to be bolstered to forty-one ships-of-the-line.
With such a formidable strength, he believed that “the English would not dare to attack it.” Even
without the union of Vanstabel and Nielly, the addition of eight more ships-of-the-line would
have given Villaret de Joyeuse a considerable advantage of strength over Howe. As Saint-André
aptly pointed out, Howe might have avoiding engaging the French fleet if they were numerically
superior, leaving both Villaret de Joyeuse and the convoy to make their way into the port of
Brest.137 The Committee of Public Safety, however, had acted too late for Cornic’s division to
take part in the Prairial Campaign, since Cornic did not leave Brest with his eight ships until 8
June, far too late for it to make any contribution to the campaign.
On top of the Committee’s error in not releasing Cornic’s division earlier, the
commanding naval officers committed a major error throughout the course of the campaign.
When the various French naval units captured enemy merchant vessels, the French commanders,
particularly Nielly more than Villaret de Joyeuse, took these ships as prizes and sent them back
to Brest with a small prize-crew aboard, rather than just setting them on fire or scuttling them.
The consequence of this decision was twofold. First, these prize crews reduced the crews aboard
the various ships-of-the-line. For example, Captain Dumoutier of the Trajan, which had been
part of Nielly’s division, reported that his crew was short nearly 150 men thanks to the manning
of numerous prizes captured by Nielly.138 While it is purely speculatory as to whether this
reduction in crew had an adverse effect upon the outcome of the engagement, the action of
sending prizes back to Brest had a detrimental effect upon the campaign. A large number of the
French prizes taken by Nielly later fell in with either Montagu or Howe, giving the British vital
intelligence as to the location of the French operations and the general locations for the planned
rendezvous. Similarly, Howe received important information regarding the location and course
of Villaret de Joyeuse’s fleet from recaptured prizes, allowing him to close on the French fleet.
While Montagu had made the same error, which allowed Villaret de Joyeuse to obtain
information on his location, Howe burned the ships that he captured in order not to maintain the
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full complement of his crews for the anticipated engagement.139 Had the French admirals burned
their prizes rather than attempt to send them back to Brest, Howe and Montagu would have been
seriously deprived of their major source of intelligence.140
While the grain helped to alleviate the shortage, it did not save the Revolutionary
government, Robespierre and his supporters fell at the end of July in the coup d’état of 9
Thermidor on 27 July 1794. The protection of the important convoy of foodstuff had proven to
be costly to France navy; not only did the French navy lose seven ships and thousands of men,
starting a steady decline that lasted throughout the period, but the British navy gained six ships
and invaluable combat experience, effectively ending any chance for France to carry out an
invasion of England for several years. The Brest fleet, however, had not suffered a crippling
defeat and there still remained much potential for the future. Despite the defeat of 13 Prairial,
Villaret de Joyeuse retained his command of the fleet.
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CHAPTER 4
ATLANTIC NAVAL OPERATIONS, 1794-1796
Croisière du Grand Hiver, First and Second Battles of Île de Groix, Invasion of Ireland

The Prairial Campaign had proven to be a costly shakedown cruise for the Brest fleet. At
the loss of seven ships-of-the-line and over a thousand casualties, the French Republic had tested
its newly appointed capitaines de vaisseau under fire. While some captains had demonstrated
that they had merited their promotions, others had shown that they were either woefully lacking
in talent or painfully inexperienced. Following the defeat of 13 Prairial, the government needed
to refurbish both the Brest fleet and the officer corps. While some adjustments were made to the
officer corps, the French government continued assigning the fleet more operations that
gradually wore it down. By the end of Villaret de Joyeuse’s tenure as commander in 1796, the
Brest fleet was a shattered remnant of the magnificent fleet that set sail for the Prairial
Campaign.
Upon the fleet’s return to Brest, one of the first orders of business was the investigation
into the actions of various officers over the course of the Prairial Campaign. Villaret de Joyeuse
blamed the defeat of 13 Prairial on “the inexperience or incompetence of some of our captains.”
“If all of the captains had done their duty, and if they, even without consulting tactics, had been
guided by the natural sentiment to fly to the rescue of his brother,” Villaret de Joyeuse lamented,
“13 Prairial would have never epitomized the arms of the French navy.”1 Saint-André agreed
with Villaret de Joyeuse’s assessment of a number of officers, who were subsequently placed
under arrest.
On 14 June, Prieur de la Marne and Saint-André ordered Cornic (junior) and Bompard to
disembark and be placed under arrest.2 Shortly thereafter, Saint-André issued another order that
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called for the dismissal or arrest of several additional captains, including Gassin, commander of
the Jacobin.3

While Gassin and Bompard were initially scheduled to be tried by the

Revolutionary Tribunal, the Thermidorian Reaction saved them. Instead, the two officers were
sent before court-martial along with the other accused officers. Gassin and Bompard, however,
did not quietly accept their state of arrest; together they wrote up a long, harsh critique of Villaret
de Joyeuse and his conduct. They ended their politicized attack, exclaiming, “Villaret, you will
always be reproached for wanting to gratuitously dishonor ardent patriots. The time of the
Terror is passed. The terrible word ‘guillotine’ will no longer intimidate those who had long kept
silent.” Comparing their current plight to that of the National Convention under the Committee
of Public Safety, they warned that the members of the Convention “only know too well that
patriots in a subordinate rank are subject, especially in the time of Revolution, to be sacrificed to
ambition, ignorance or treason.” In referring to the “sublime” coup of 9 Thermidor, Gassin and
Bompard endeavored to garner a favorable position in the current political climate.4 Rather than
responding to the charges against them, Gassin and Bompard hoped to use the politicization
within the fleet to win their freedom. In fact, robbed of the support of Saint-André, who had
returned to Paris in late-June, Villaret de Joyeuse reported to him the existence of a cabal among
the officers.5 Although some officers were cleared on the basis of the record of their actions and
conducts, others like Gassin and Bompard, whose conduct was highly questionable, profited
from the changing political climate.6 The court-martial acquitted Bompard of all charges, while
Gassin was acquitted of three of his charges, found “guilty but excusable” on the final charge,
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and given the reduced sentence of three months suspension without pay.7 While these officers
awaited their court martial, a small number of officers were again promoted to fill the
corresponding vacancies.

Furthermore, in a show of support for the commanding officer,

Villaret de Joyeuse was promoted to vice-amiral in late-September.8
Among the flag officers, there was only one major change. In November, Villaret de
Joyeuse’s major général of the fleet, who served as his chief of staff, Contre-amiral Jean-Louis
Delmotte was ordered to take up a command in the Mediterranean fleet; the Brest fleet was thus
left without a chief of staff.9 Admirals Villaret de Joyeuse and Nielly and the representative-onmission Amable Faure supported the appointment of Capitaine de vaisseau Eustache Bruix.10 In
this and other capacities, Bruix would serve under Villaret de Joyeuse for nearly two years,
building a solid relationship between these two important figures.
In addition to preening the officers, much work needed to be done for the fleet to take to
the sea. Shortly after the Brest fleet dropped anchor in Bertheaume Bay, just a few miles west
of Brest, repairs were quickly begun aboard the various damaged vessels in order to return them
to sea to contact and protect the then still-unaccounted-for convoy. To bolster the reduced fleet,
the government transferred the Audacieux (74) and Marat (74) from Rochefort to Brest, while
the damaged Révolutionnaire required around two weeks of repairs before also departing.
Meanwhile, work continued on the Droits de l’Homme, under construction in Lorient, in order to
get it ready to set sail.11 During the fall of 1794, repairs and construction continued that
eventually raised the strength of the Brest fleet to thirty-five ships-of-the-line by December
1794.12 Once again, the French possessed a formidable Ocean Fleet.
7

This was on top of the twenty-two months that Gassin was arrested. See the notes of the court martial in SHM BB4
37.
8

The date for this promotion is recorded in several records within his dossier, but a copy of the order is not in his
dossier. SHM CC7 2468.
9

Six, Dictionnaire, I, 320-321.

10

Faure to Committee of Public Safety, 13 November 1794 in Aulard, Recueil des Actes du Comité de salut public,
XVIII, 128-31.
11

Saint-André and Prieur de la Marne to the Committee of Public Safety, 17 June 1794, in Aulard, Recueil des Actes
du Comité de salut public, XIV, 366-67.
12

Faure to Committee of Public Safety, 17 November 1794 in Aulard, Recueil des Actes du Comité de salut public,
XVIII, 203-4; Faure to Committee of Public Safety, 19 November 1794, in Aulard, Recueil des Actes du Comité de
salut public, XVIII, 237.

105

Between the winter of 1794 and the summer of 1795, the newly restored French Ocean
Fleet experienced a series of serious setbacks and reversals that eventually reduced it to a
shadow of its former strength. This bleak period in French naval history commenced with the
launching of a mid-winter cruise to attack British commerce, which later became known as the
Croisière du Grand Hiver. This misfortunate and ill-conceived cruise was succeeded by the
missed golden opportunity to overwhelm and capture a small, isolated British squadron during
the First Battle of Île de Groix in June 1795. Several days later, another larger British fleet
intercepted and routed the Brest fleet as it sailed for Lorient during the Second Battle of Île de
Groix. These three reverses exemplified the generally problematic situation the French navy
faced during this period. The variety of causes for this period included poor strategic planning,
ineptitude of several captains, the always-unpredictable friction of war, and the mounting
experience of their adversaries.
A cruise during the dead of winter did not initially appear to be a logical operation for the
French navy to undertake. Winters in the North Atlantic brought frequent gales and storms that
would topple masts, shred sails, and snap the rigging. In fact, the winter season around Brest
was particularly notorious.

During this season, the British Channel Fleet, which normally

monitored the activity of the French Ocean Fleet at Brest, returned to port, leaving only frigates
and other small craft on station to bear the brunt of the storms. This allowed the British navy to
maintain its important ships-of-the-line in prime condition for the next campaign season. During
the winter of 1794-95, the Committee of Public Safety decided to exploit the absence of the
Channel fleet to launch an attack on the unprotected commerce of France’s enemies.
The idea of raiding British commercial shipping was not wholly original.

At the

beginning of 1794, Saint-André had advocated such action in a report to the National
Convention, believing that the benefit from such cruises would be twofold. In addition to
hurting the enemy's commerce, the cruises would provide French crews with valuable experience
at sea.13 Several previous cruises had already highlighted the possible potential of this course of
action. In November 1793, Admiral Van Stabel had captured seventeen British merchant ships
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while patrolling the opening of the English Channel with only a small squadron of five ships-ofthe-line and two frigates.14 In addition, a number of frigates that had been sent out individually
or in small groups succeeded in capturing numerous British ships or foreign ships with British
cargos.15 While such attacks on commerce were not entirely without risk, it appeared that this
course of action reaped results. Following the poor performance during the Battles of Prairial,
the Committee of Public Safety had a fervent interest in ameliorating the seamanship of its
sailors in preparation for a future engagement with the British navy.
By the late summer of 1794, there appears in the archives no plans drafted for a cruise by
the entire fleet during the winter. Rather, the Minister of Navy and Colonies, Jean D'Albarade,
continued to order the sortie of small squadrons of frigates and smaller ships. D’Albarade
believed that "all of these winter cruises will shape our men for the navy's next campaign."16
Again, the focus was on the improvement of seamanship in preparation for future engagements.
The scale of these operations increased in September 1794, when D'Albarade ordered Villaret de
Joyeuse to prepare six of his fastest ships-of-the-line. These six ships were to form a small
squadron, under the command of Contre-amiral Nielly, with the mission to intercept British
convoys expected from India and the Caribbean Islands.17 While Nielly's squadron, which was
eventually comprised of six ships-of-the-line and three frigates, missed these lucrative British
convoys, it did succeed in capturing a more coveted prize: the Alexander (74), the first British
14
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ship-of-the-line captured by the French Navy during the war.18 It is easy to envision that the
capture of such a prize could have on a service that had generally suffered defeat since the onset
of war. The representative-on-mission A. Faure reported to the Committee of Public Safety that
this affair “produced here the greatest sensation. The energy of the sailors and their vows to go
fight our cruelest enemy have redoubled, if it could, in seeing in the road, floating reversed
aboard a ship of 74 guns, the flag of the tyrant Pitt and George.”19 The excitement was
comprehensible as this was reportedly the first captured British 74-gun ship-of-the line to enter
Brest as a prize in over a hundred years.20 Even more so, the success of these missions must
have convinced the French government of the necessity to continue launching them.
In mid-September, shortly after Nielly’s squadron departed from its cruise, D'Albarade
began to talk about the launching of a cruise of the entire fleet. Initially, this sortie was
envisioned as only a short cruise to last between 15 to 20 days with the sole objective being to
chase off any British navy vessels that they happened across.21 Meanwhile, as efforts were made
during the following month to prepare the fleet at Brest, D'Albarade ordered Villaret de Joyeuse
to supply several of his ships with six-months provisions, while the remaining ships of the fleet
should be provided only three months of rations.22

Villaret de Joyeuse received further

clarification of the details of the future operation, when D'Albarade issued more specific orders
in early November.

Villaret de Joyeuse was now to prepare six ships to be commanded by

recently promoted Contre-amiral Jean-François Renaudin with six months of provisions.23
Rather than launching a raid on British commerce, these ships were to sail to the Mediterranean
18
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in order to reinforce the Mediterranean fleet that had been reduced by the surrender of Toulon to
the British in 1793.

Croisière du Grand Hiver

The objectives of the cruise by the rest of the fleet started to be defined more clearly in
December 1794. D’Albarade passed on to Villaret de Joyeuse the order of the Committee of
Public Safety to prepare to take the entire fleet on a fifteen-day cruise. This operation had two
goals in mind: "1) to help and mask [Renaudin's] division that will sail to the Mediterranean. 2)
to seek to intercept the ships Le Commerce de Marseille and some others that the British seized
at Toulon, as well as the convoy they are escorting."24 D'Albarade, however, had already begun
to express to Villaret de Joyeuse his opposition to the Committee’s plan, pointedly remarking
that "it does not seem prudent to keep the fleet at sea during the winter.” Rather, “we ought to
profit from this season to repair your ships so that they are able to undertake all types of mission
during the first days of spring.” Despite his opposition to the cruise, D’Albarade still believed
that “it seems appropriate that a respectable force remain always ready to sail, if circumstances
demand it."25 Once news arrived that the captured French ships from Toulon had already
reached England, D'Albarade stepped up his criticism of this plan. D’Albarade bluntly pointed
out that "one of the reasons for this fleet to put to sea no longer exists.” In addition, he cautioned
that “the first days of the winter season have arrived, in this weather the seas are rough, bad
weather and wind gusts are frequent. A fleet too considerable, if it was struck by bad weather,
runs the greatest risk of enduring major damage, a greater reason if there were a gust of wind."26
If the Commissar of the Navy and Colonies was not endorsing the Coisière du Grand Hiver, then
the Committee of Public Safety must have been solely behind the decision to launch this cruise.
Thus it appears that the Committee of Public Safety was going beyond setting policy, by also
drawing up specific operations for the navy.
24
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A striking surprise is the lack of opposition voiced by Villaret de Joyeuse himself. He
was not only an experienced naval officer who knew the dangers of the winter season, but also
intimately familiar with the region and its increased dangers during this season. One possible
explanation was the current political climate. Villaret de Joyeuse had been selected to take
command of the Brest fleet by Saint-André, a member of the radical Committee of Public Safety
headed by Robespierre, who was overthrown in the Thermidorian Reaction.

Villaret de

Joyeuse’s connection to Saint-André, who avoided execution alongside of Robespierre, probably
inadvertently, protected Villaret de Joyeuse. His connection, however, to the previous terrorist
government remained a hazardous liability. The episode of Gassin and Bompard’s attack on
Villaret de Joyeuse’s conduct in the Prairial Campaign was a prime example.27 Understandably,
Villaret de Joyeuse probably did not feel secure enough to question the decisions made by the
Thermidorians. After the coup d’état, Villaret de Joyeuse wrote assuredly to the Minister of the
Navy and Colonies, that "I can assure you that … both officers and sailors are tied to the
Convention, not individuals. The latest event has not produced the smallest sensation in the
port."28 While there is only one letter within the official correspondence from Villaret de Joyeuse
to D'Albarade between 17 October and 18 December, which did not make any reference to the
planned operation, Villaret de Joyeuse later cites a letter he had written to D’Albarade sometime
in October:
If the sortie of the fleet can offer some advantage, the inconveniences which can result
appear dreadful to me; the duration of the nights, the variety of the winds, the storms
which follow one another in this season, the violence of the seas, the fog, the collisions,
all make me fear that part of our ships will need to enter the basins upon our return and
that others having suffered major damage, difficult to repair, seeing the shortages within
our magazines, will be in our ports, during the season when the enemy fleets will cover
the seas.29
As an experienced officer, familiar with the sea, Villaret de Joyeuse was completely against this
operation.
From Faure, the Committee of Public Safety received mixed signals. While he reported
that “the winds start to give us hope of putting to sea,” Faure went on to describe the weather the
27
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previous nights as “dreadful.” Although the damage was limited to only a few broken cables and
a few collisions “of little consequence,” Faure perceptively remarked that “we are fortunate not
to have been out at sea.”30 In official correspondence, however, Faure never questioned the
rationality of the proposed operation.
Despite D’Albarade’s reservations, the Committee of Public Safety still ordered the
French fleet out to sea. Eventually on 17 December, when it appeared that the weather improved
to the point to permit the fleet to leave the road of Brest, Villaret de Joyeuse issued the
appropriate signals for the fleet to make sail when the winds appeared favorable. Nearly all the
ships were under way and had sailed past the nearby narrows, when the wind suddenly shifted
direction, leaving several of the rearmost ships stranded at Brest. Expecting poor weather
throughout the night, Villaret de Joyeuse opted to return to the safety of the road and moor the
ships again. When the winds once again appeared favorable the following morning, Villaret de
Joyeuse gave the order to set sail. While twenty-one ships-of-the-line and a majority of the
frigates were able to get underway, Villaret de Joyeuse’s flagship and the other remaining
fourteen ships were laying too close to shore to take advantage of the wind. Going aboard the
Jemappes, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered Renaudin to take those ships able to depart to the road of
Camaret to wait for the remaining ships to make their way out of the Brest road. 31 Contrary
winds over the next several days continually impeded the remaining ships from rejoining the
Brest fleet as it continued to remain at anchor in the Camaret road. The two representatives-onmission in Brest sought to find some solace in the accurate assumption that the same contrary
winds would have also prevented the expected British convoys from leaving the English
Channel.32
The weather, however, failed to cooperate. On 22 December, the winds forewarned of
the strong possibility that weather conditions would deteriorate. Believing it “necessary and
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prudent,” Villaret de Joyeuse ordered Renaudin to return to the safety of the Brest road. The
representatives-on-mission bleakly observed that “we are therefore now, by the setbacks that
drive us to despair, in the same position as on the 18th.”33 With the winds once again appearing
to blow in a favorable direction, Villaret de Joyeuse again issued orders for the fleet to set sail
Christmas-eve morning. As the fleet made its third attempt to get out to sea, the sea roughened
and the massive first-rate ship-of-the-line, the 110-gun Républicaine, struck and ran aground
upon Mingan rock, located in the bay, due to poor handling of the ship. Although all of the crew
was saved, subsequent storms battered the Républicaine upon the rock eventually leaving it a
complete wreck.34 The rough seas also caused damage and distress to a number of the other
vessels.

In his logbook, Villaret de Joyeuse lauded that “the zeal of the flagofficers, my

colleagues, the vigilance of Major général Bruix, the activity of the staff officers, and the
indefatigable intrepidity of the captains had vanquished the elements.”35 While most of the fleet
returned to port and remoored in the Brest road, a light squadron of nine ships-of-the-line, under
the command of Van Stabel, succeeded in making its way out to sea.36 Over the next few days,
the port erupted with activity as men repaired the minor damage the fleet had suffered and
recovered materials from the wreck of the Républicaine.37 Such an avoidable mishap of the
Républicaine ominously presaged the outcome of the cruise.
The days after the fleet’s third failed attempt to embark upon its cruise were marked by
calm weather. As the last few repairs were made, Villaret de Joyeuse took advantage of the good
weather on 28 December to send a part of the fleet to the road of Bertheaume.38 The following
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morning, with all the necessary repairs finished, the rest of the fleet eventually set sail on 29
December. The conditions appeared deceptively pleasant, as the winds were fresh and the ocean
calm. Upon his departure, Villaret de Joyeuse wrote to D’Albarade to inform him that the
current conditions made him hope for “superb weather for our cruise.”39 With Faure and
Tréhouart aboard Villaret de Joyeuse’s Montagne to accompany the fleet, another representativeon-mission reported to the Committee of Public Safety that “the weather, the winds and the cries
of ‘Vivent la République et la Convention!’ all favored the departure of the most beautiful fleet
that Albion has ever had to dread.”40 Despite the three failed attempts to get under way and the
loss of the Républicaine, optimism still ran high.
After spending the night of 29 December at the Bertheaume road, the fleet got underway
the next day. Once the Brest fleet reached the open ocean, Villaret de Joyeuse rendezvoused
with Vanstabel’s light division and ordered the fleet to form into three columns. These columns
were poorly formed at the outset of the cruise, and the morning of 31 December revealed them to
be “in the greatest disorder.”41 While these columns were ultimately restored in order, the
weather began to deteriorate. As the winds began to increase in their intensity and grow violent
over a period of a few days, the ocean waves started to grow rough.42 This bad weather
eventually led to the separation of Van Stabel’s light division from the fleet. Although these
strong winds subsided, the winter weather had shown its fickle nature. As the French fleet
cruised across the Atlantic Ocean, Villaret de Joyeuse dispatched various frigates and ships to
visit the number of foreign ships the fleet encountered. Even though these vessels often returned
with prizes, they also repeatedly failed to rally back to the fleet promptly, much to the chagrin of
Villaret de Joyeuse.
By 10 January, the weather conditions deteriorated once again. After riding out the
stormy weather during the night, Villaret de Joyeuse discovered the following morning that only
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Figure 11 - Winter Cruise (December 1794-January 1795)

twelve of the ships and several frigates were in sight.43 The heavy storm and strong winds that
had temporarily scattered the fleet had also caused much damage to the ships. On the morning of
13 January, the Convention reported thirty-two inches of water and the Scipion thirty-four in
their holds.44 The poor weather continued sporadically with rain, fog and hail. Villaret de
Joyeuse vehemently complained in his log about the wind constantly blowing from the southeast,
which impeded any attempts to return to port. Meanwhile, the Neuf-Thermidor signaled having
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forty-four inches of water below deck.45 While the crew of the Neuf-Thermidor plugged various
holes during a new period of relatively calmer weather, Villaret de Joyeuse recorded that he has
“the very great fortune, with all the diversities, of not having lost a ship nor having them run
afoul.”46 However, the worst was yet to come.
After a few more days of relatively calm weather, the fickle winter weather broke out in
all its fury. During the afternoon of 21 January, the winds increased in intensity, which to
Villaret de Joyeuse “took the character of a storm.”47 The Brest fleet was now faced with an
unrelenting and merciless foe. To ride out the foul weather, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered the ships
to furl all sails except the mainsail. During a relative calm the next day, the Superbe reported
forty-four inches of water in her hold.48 The storm quickly reintensified and battered the Brest
fleet; soon the Neuf-Thermidor and the Scipion signaled to Villaret de Joyeuse that their pumps
were proving to be insufficient as the ships took on more water. Captain Doré of the NeufThermidor came aboard Villaret de Joyeuse’s flagship to inform him of the poor conditions
aboard his ship; the water had risen to the level of the powder of the second battery and that one
of his pumps was out of service after being constantly worked.49 Villaret de Joyeuse confessed
in his logbook that “several ships are so old and others are so poorly provisioned that I am in the
heaviest trance.”50 The next day, the Superb signaled its distress since her pumps were also
proving to be insufficient. Villaret de Joyeuse ordered the Trajan and Nestor to transfer a pump
over to the Superbe to assist, but these additional pumps still could not improve the Superbe’s
status. Other ships transferred additional pumps to the Superbe, which eventually had eleven
pumps working on board.51 Seeing the Scipion in similar distress, despite the ten or eleven
pumps aboard her, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered Captain Gantheaume of the Trente-et-un Mai to
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lead the Scipion back to Brest or any port possible. Meanwhile, Doré reported that the seven
pumps aboard the Neuf-Thermidor were proving adequate to keep the ship afloat.52 When the
wind began to blow from the northwest, Villaret de Joyeuse believed that he would be able to
return to the safety of Brest the following day. Unfortunately for the French fleet, the winter
season was not so cooperative.
During the afternoon of 28 January, the wind from the northwest that the fleet’s safe
entry depended upon died down.

It was replaced, in turn, by “this miserable wind from the

southeast that has tormented us since our departure.”

This wind also brought with it the

dangerously violent seas, forcing the fleet to furl their sails. Towards midnight, one of the ships
raised a distress signal, but “the wind was so violent, the sea so hideous and the darkness so
heavy that it has been impossible to give it the least aid.” Although the Superbe was still afloat
the next morning, the situation aboard was becoming precarious. When the stormy conditions
returned during the night of 29 January, Villaret de Joyeuse sent over two more pumps and fifty
men from the Tourville to assist the crew of the Superbe. This ship, however, was beyond
saving; the discovery of two new holes in the Superbe left Villaret de Joyeuse without any hope
of saving the ship. Fearing little time to save the crew, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered all launches
to the water. “Despite the wind, the rain, the darkness of night and above all the rough sea,” the
launches carried out the Herculean task of rowing back and forth across the tumultuous sea,
successfully evacuating the entire crew of the Superbe.53 Villaret de Joyeuse worried that, if the
stormy weather continued, “the same fate is inevitable for the Neuf-Thermidor, the Scipion, the
Convention and the Révolutionnaire.”54
Twenty minutes after the entire crew was evacuated, the Superbe succumbed to the
elements and sank beneath the waves.55 Villaret de Joyeuse, however, was unaware that the
Scipion and the Neuf-Thermidor, both of which had been separated from the main group of ships,
had shared the same fate as the Superbe that night. The seas had claimed three more victims, but
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not before their crews were evacuated.56 On the 31 January, the wind finally turned in a
direction favorable for the return of the fleet to Brest. With only ten ships and several frigates
with him, Villaret de Joyeuse eventually made its way into the port of Brest in the afternoon of 1
February.57

What was supposed to be a short cruise of around fifteen to twenty days had

become a thirty-four day nightmare filled with storms.
The Coisière du Grand Hiver had been a costly operation. The storms had cost the
French navy three ships: the Superbe, Neuf-Thermidor, and the Scipion. These three ships had
been the oldest of the entire fleet and, in fact, had been hulks that had been refurbished in 1793
and eventually pressed back into service.58 Their weakened timbers could not take the pounding
of the storms and they were taking on more water then the pumps could remove, despite the extra
pumps sent over from other ships.

While the crew of the Superbe were evacuated without

incident, twenty one of the Scipion died and an unknown number of sailors of the NeufThermidor were lost at sea when both the mainmast and the mizzenmast crashed onto the deck.59
Several of the ships had barely made it back to port; both the Majesteux and the
Révolutionnaire had between six to seven feet of water in their holds. Villaret de Joyeuse
estimated that if the winds had not shifted when they did, both ships would have shared a similar
fate.60 The remaining scattered ships slowly trickled back into various French ports. The
Téméraire finally dropped anchor in Saint Malo, the Convention and the Pelletier arrived at Isle
de Groix, and the Fougueux reached Lorient.61

The misfortunate outcome of the cruise
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continued when the captain of the Neptune ran his ship aground in order to save her from
sinking, along the northern coast of the Brittany Peninsula near Perros on 28 January.62 Even
those ships that made it back to port had not totally escaped the ravages of the storm as all of the
ships were damaged, especially in the rigging and masts. To make matters worse, most of the
supplies in the port of Brest had been exhausted in order to outfit the fleet for this precise cruise.
Upon his return, Villaret de Joyeuse remarked, "I painfully saw that the port is nearly without
resources. There are not even ten pounds of oakum."63 With such a depleted supply of resources,
the entire fleet could not be quickly refitted, leaving few ships-of-the-line in suitable condition to
take to the sea.
The departure of such a large French fleet, however, could not have been kept entirely
secret from the British. Faure and Trehouart attributed the eventually prompt British reaction to
an American ship, which left from Lorient four days before the fleet and informed the British of
the Brest fleet’s departure.64 However, the British already forewarned of the possible departure
of the Brest fleet even before it had succeeded in doing so. British frigates stationed off of Brest
had spotted the failed attempts by the French fleet to make it out to sea and had sent word back
to England.65 On 25 December, the recently appointed First Lord of the Admiralty, George
John, 2nd Earl Spencer, passed on the intelligence report to the commander of the Channel Fleet,
Admiral Richard Howe, and sent out orders for the various fleets to prepare to set sail and for all
convoys to await sufficient escort before setting out.66 Even before the Brest fleet had reached
the open sea, British surveillance had nullified Villaret de Joyeuse’ chance to catch the massive
British convoys. However, the British Navy did not immediately set out to clear the entrance to
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the Channel. Before this could happen, the issue of command had to be solved. Howe was on
medical leave at Bath and was not immediately available to resume command of the Channel
Fleet.67
Although rumors reached England that the French Ocean Fleet had left Brest, they were
discounted. A British newspaper reported that "it now begins by many people to be doubted that
the French fleet was actually out. Certain it is, they could not have remained in the Channel, as
no vessel that has come up for the last week, has seen them."68 It was only upon the receipt of a
letter from Sir Sidney Smith, captain of the frigate Diamond (38), that the British leadership was
finally convinced of the sortie of the French fleet.69 Howe eventually joined the Channel Fleet at
Spithead in late-January, but contrary winds prevented him from sailing out of Spithead until 29
January.70 By then, however, it was too late for Howe to catch Villaret de Joyeuse. By the time
Howe had only reached Tor Bay, Villaret de Joyeuse's scattered fleet had already limped back
into its various ports.71
The disastrous winter cruise, however, had not been a total loss for the French. Despite
the British orders to delay the departure of the large convoys, the sortie of the French fleet had
caught a number of British commercial ships by surprise. By the end of the cruise, Villaret de
Joyeuse’s scattered fleet had succeeded in capturing around seventy prizes, including the British
corvette Daphne (20), destroyed around thirty, and garnered 1,200 to 1,500 prisoners. In his
report to D’Albarade, Villaret de Joyeuse confessed that "it is without a doubt a weak
compensation for our loses.” He attempted, however, to qualify these losses in comparison to
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another more important gain: “but if the Republic lost on one hand some old ships which it had
never been able to use, it has acquired on the other hand a very large number of sailors; because
no campaign did more to instruct the officers, to train sailors and to get the conscripts
accustomed to life at sea."72 The sight of the prizes in port, according to Villaret de Joyeuse,
“appears to have thus made the crews forget their fatigue and their dangers,” thus scoring a
victory for the sagging French morale.73 Even the British admiralty realized the danger of this
cruise, warning that the French would have even netted more prizes. If a contrary wind had not
held up the "valuable convoys destined to the West Indies and Mediterranean," the Lord of the
Admiralty, Earl Spencer believed that they would have not received the Admiralty’s order and
most likely would have sailed right into the hands of Villaret de Joyeuse.74
Despite Villaret de Joyeuse's positive interpretation, it is difficult to look at the Coisière
du Grand Hiver as anything more than a naval operation poorly planned by politicians back in
Paris who lacked knowledge in maritime affairs.75 While the loss of the three old ships may not
have been major losses and the experience gained beneficial, the numerous resources lost,
expended, or damaged during this cruise were vital, particularly as the continuing revolt in the
Vendée limited the transportation of supplies by land and the Royal Navy continued to interrupt
much of France’s maritime commerce. There were already ships lying unfinished in port due to
lack of supplies.76 This combination of extensive damages and the dirth of resources limited the
Brest fleet to only twelve ships-of-the-line available for service four months after the cruise.77
This was a drastic reduction from the thirty-two ships that Villaret de Joyeuse had set sail with in
December 1794.
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In his analysis, Villaret de Joyeuse did make a valid point that this was a shake-down
cruise which gave the crews invaluable experience at sea. This gain in experience, however,
could have been garnered in less costly operations. First, it was unnecessary to cruise in the dead
of the dangerous winter season. While it did initially catch the British navy unaware, it did not
take them long to nullify this early advantage by halting the departure of its massive convoys.
Second, there was no reason to send out the entire fleet, including three refitted hulks, into the
storm swept North Atlantic, especially when the sorties of small squadrons had proven highly
effective. In addition to capturing English merchant ships, these small squadrons also launched
raids on England's vast stretch of colonies around the world.78 Not only would this put less
strain upon the limited resources available at Brest, it would allow the French to rotate squadrons
at sea, giving them an almost constant presence at sea. The continual sorties of small squadrons
would definitely give the crews the much-needed opportunity to improve their seamanship.
Given the appropriate time, the quality of the average French seaman could have rivaled that of
his British adversary. Already equipped with better quality ships, such an experienced French
Navy would have been a serious threat to England's maritime power.
Ironically, the winter cruise, in the end, failed to accomplish its primary mission. Due to
the bad weather, Renaudin’s small squadron was unable to depart from the fleet and make its
way to the Meditterranean. Forced back to Brest, the ships had to be repaired and have their
supplies of firewood and water replenished before setting out again.79

Only on 19 February,

over two weeks after the Brest fleet limped back in port, was Renaudin able to set sail with his
small division.80 This time, their departure was not masked by the sortie of the Brest fleet, which
still had numerous ships either requiring or undergoing extensive repairs. After a forty-three day
voyage, Renaudin’s division reached the Mediterranean Sea too late to support the Toulon fleet,
which engaged a British fleet off of Genoa on 12 March.81
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The winter cruise, meanwhile, exposed continued deficiencies within the French naval
officer corps. In his report to D’Albarade, Villaret de Joyeuse complained that some of his
captains, particular those who commanded his frigates, were “below mediocre.”82 Throughout
his logbook, Villaret de Joyeuse had continually complained of being short of frigates on hand.
During the major storm in late-January, Villaret de Joyeuse often had not a single frigate at his
disposal, forcing him to use his own flagship to communicate his orders, thereby slowing down
the general progress of the fleet.83 Naturally, Villaret de Joyeuse was also worried about his
position, particularly after the political attacks following the Prairial Campaign by some of his
incompetent captains. D’Albarade reassured him, however, that the Committee of Public Safety
“conveys to you all the justice that you are due,” and that he “would maintain its opinion like I
ought to, as long as I will be inclined to do it.”84 Once all the reports and accompanying
materials had reached the Committee of Public Safety, D’Albarade informed him that “you know
the Committee of Public Safety’s opinion and confidence in you; it is with great pleasure that I
am its organ to reassure you of its continuation.”85
Following the damages suffered during the winter cruise, the primary concern in Brest
was repairs. Upon receiving word of the entry of several damaged ship in various ports,
D’Albarade instructed Villaret de Joyeuse that “we must actually take every care and employ
every means to put all of our ships in a state to take to the sea as promptly as possible.”86

When

Villaret de Joyeuse complained about the men, D’Albarade reassured him that “I unfortunately
know how impartial your reflections on the personnel of the navy, but the more the deficiency is
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great, the more we must have courage to remedy it.”87 In order to accomplish the task of
restoring the fleet, D’Albarade notified Villaret de Joyeuse to use all measures and authority with
which he was empowered, along with the support of the representatives-on-mission.88
As previously mentioned, by March 1795, Villaret de Joyeuse had only twelve ships-ofthe-line in a state to sail. In early February, D’Albarade had outlined the various planned
expeditions, which took priority in repairs.89 When some of these expeditions were temporarily
suspended, the various frigates that had been assigned to them were freed to serve in cruises in
the Atlantic.90 In particular, in early-April, D’Albarade passed on intelligence to Villaret de
Joyeuse that a small British squadron of three ships-of-the-line and seven to eight frigates had
been cruising in the Bay of Biscay, harassing French shipping.91 D’Albarade later ordered him
prepare a division of ships to intercept enemy ships going to the ports of Spain and to pick a
“wise and capable officer to command this division.”92

On 16 May, the chosen commander,

Contre-amiral Jean-Gaspar Vence, departed the port of Brest with three ships-of-the-line and
three smaller vessels to operate in the Bay of Biscay and to protect the entry of a convoy from
Bordeaux.93 Shortly before Vence’s departure, several reports reached Villaret de Joyeuse that a
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British division more powerful than Vence’s was operating in the Bay of Biscay.94 In response,
Villaret de Joyeuse prepared as many ships-of-the-line as possible in case Vence’s division
needed to be supported.95 In early-June, Vence made his way back to Brest, escorting a small
convoy from Bordeaux, laden with desperately-needed provisions and naval stores for the Brest
fleet. 96 South of the Brittany peninsula, a larger British squadron of five ships-of-the-line and
two frigates, commanded by Vice-Admiral William Cornwallis, intercepted Vence on 7 June.97
Through superior sailing, Vence evaded Cornwallis’s squadron and brought his small squadron
under the protection of batteries of Belle-Isle.98

First Battle of Île de Groix

Upon learning of Vence's predicament, the representatives-on-mission in Brest ordered
Villaret de Joyeuse to sail out with every available ship to raise the blockade.99 During the
afternoon of 11 June, Villaret de Joyeuse set sail with nine ships-of-the-line, nine frigates and
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four corvettes.100 Unknown to both Villaret de Joyeuse and the representatives at this time was
the fact that Vence's squadron was actually no longer under blockade. Rather than blockading
Vence’s squadron at Belle-Isle, Cornwallis had actually escorted his prizes towards the English
Channel. The same day Villaret de Joyeuse set sail from Brest, Cornwallis had dispatch his
prizes to England and was returning back to Belle-Isle to watch Vence's squadron.101
Plagued by contrary winds, Villaret de Joyeuse did not reach Belle-Isle until the late
night of 15 June. With no sign of the British navy upon his arrival, Villaret de Joyeuse made
contact with Vence’s squadron, which now gave Villaret de Joyeuse a total of 12 ships, 18
frigates and corvettes at his disposal.102 Early the next morning, Vence reported to Villaret de
Joyeuse that local fishermen and watchmen had observed that the British fleet, which had
attacked him, was not part of a larger squadron that had been observed along the coast of
Morbihan.103

At 9:00 A.M., the French fleet's forward frigates noticed through the foggy

weather six "suspect" sails around twelve miles to the west.104 Across the sea, the British
lookout frigate Phaëton notified Cornwallis of the presence of the French navy. The Phaëton,
however, continued heading towards the French fleet, leading Cornwallis to follow her. 105 As
fog dissipated for the French a half-hour later, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered the fleet into a line of
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battle, taking the lead position with his flagship.106 Cornwallis only finally realized the true
strength of the enemy fleet when the fog around him lifted at 11:00AM; he quickly ordered his
ships around and sailed to the northwest.107 Once he had discerned that Cornwallis' ships were
indeed not part of a larger fleet, Villaret de Joyeuse, in turn, ordered a general chase without
regard for the slower ships. Throughout the day-long chase, the prevalent weak breeze left the
two opponents at roughly the same distance from each other. Cornwallis' desperate effort to
evade his pursuers was continually hampered by the slow sailing of two of his ships: the
Bellerophon (74) and the Brunswick (74).108 Villaret de Joyeuse now possessed an opportunity
long coveted by the French navy: significant superiority against an isolated British squadron.
In an engagement such as this, speed was of the utmost importance. In anticipation for
the future battle, Villaret de Joyeuse shifted his flag from the slow Peuple (118) to the nearby
frigate Fraternité at 9:00 P.M. in order to better "direct the movements of the fleet and to
reconnoiter for myself the forces that we could have to face."109 During the ensuing darkness,
Villaret de Joyeuse kept track of his advanced ships' positions thanks to the use of signal
rockets.110 Throughout the night, the faltering winds allowed the van of the French fleet to close
the distance between them, approaching within six miles of the rearmost British ship. Desperate
to gain more speed in order to escape, Cornwallis instructed the Brunswick and the Bellerophon
to throw overboard their anchors, launches, some provisions and water; in addition, the
Bellerophon jettisoned into the ocean four of its carronades and "a great quantity of shot."111
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These extreme actions highlighted the perilous nature of Cornwallis’ situation.

Despite

Cornwallis’ efforts, the French fleet continued to gain on the British squadron. During the early
morning of 17 June, a breeze from the northeast freshened, allowing Villaret de Joyeuse to close
increasingly on the outnumbered Cornwallis.112 By now, the lead French ship, the Zélé (74), had
closed within three miles of the nearest British ship.
At dawn, Villaret de Joyeuse was pleased to see that the wind change had favored the
French only, who were now windward of the British squadron. The Zélé, nearly within range of
the rearmost British ship, was followed by the Droits de l’Homme, the Formidable, the Watigny,
the Fougueux and the Tigre. Villaret de Joyeuse signaled for these ships "to harass the Enemy to
slow them down, and for the rear ships to double them." Frustrated by the less-than-hundredpercent effort of the Zélé and Droits de l'homme, Villaret de Joyeuse repeated his signal three
times, supported by the firing of a cannon to call their attention. Finally at 9:30 A.M., the Zèlé,
commanded by Jean-Charles-François Aved-Magnac, opened fire with its bow-chasers upon the
rear British ship, the Mars (74), commanded by Captain Charles Cotton.113 To the leeward of
the Mars, the frigate Viriginie (40), under the command of the gallant Captain de vaisseau
Jacques Bergeret, continually yawed his ship, firing repeated broadsides into the Mars'
vulnerable lee-quarter.114 The British ships responded, in kind, with their stern-chasers. Fearing
the effects of damage to already slow Bellerophon, Cornwallis ordered it to take position in front
of his Royal-Sovereign.115 The situation looked grim for the British and Villaret de Joyeuse “had
not doubt of the success of this day,” as the Droits de l’homme and Formidable were coming
within range and the Tigre was appearing to make its way to the leeward side of the British to
attack the rear British vessel on both side. However, these hopes were quickly dashed.
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After less than thirty minutes of engagement and having received little damage, Aved-Magnac
unexpectedly reduced his sails and dropped the Zélé back in line behind the Formidable.116
Undaunted by the apparent cowardice of his comrades, Captain Jacques Bedout of the 74-gun
Tigre passed the slower ships in front of him and began to fire upon the stern-most British vessel

“in the most lively manner” when he came into range at around 10:30 A.M.117 As one of the
faster British ships positioned in the rear, the Mars was able to make several lee-lurches to bring
its broadsides to bear, catching the Tigre in a punishing enfilading fire as she drew closer.118
Aided by the bow-chasers of the Droits de l'homme, the Tigre continued exchanging broadsides
with the Mars until nearly 3:30 P.M.119 By this time, extensive damage to the Mars' rigging and
sails had caused her to drift slowly to the leeward. Seeing the Mars’ vulnerable position, the
Tigre and the Droits de l'homme attempted to close in to engage and disable her. Cornwallis,

though, seeing that the Mars was in imminent danger, ordered his flagship, the three-decker 100gun Royal-Sovereign to bear up in support of the Mars.120 Followed by the 74-gun Triumph, the
Royal-Sovereign unleashed its massive broadsides at the Tigre. After engaging the three British

ships for nearly thirty minutes and receiving significant damage to sails and top main mast of the
Tigre, Bouvet was forced to bear up and withdraw. Shortly after, the Droits de l'homme, which

had been just astern of the Tigre, press forward and continued the engagement, but like the Tigre
was forced to bear up in the face of such massive and overwhelming firepower.121 Cornwallis’
timely maneuver had saved the Mars from near-certain capture. The French fleet continued to
chase the British, but by 6:30 P.M., the lead French ship,
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the Droits de l'homme had lost ground on the British and was no longer within range.
At this point, Villaret de Joyeuse found himself in a precarious situation. After nearly a
thirty-six hour chase, the French fleet had become dangerously strung out across the sea, with the
slowest ship nearly fifteen miles behind.122 In addition to the damages suffered, the crews were
exhausted, especially those of the three ships that had been cruising with Rear Admiral Vence for
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were around a league leeward of our wake." Eustache de Bruix, Précis du Combât du 28 Prairial an 3, 16 June
1795, SHM BB4 68 ; Villaret de Joyeuse, Journal des evolutions de l’escadre sous les ordres de Brest le 23 Prairial
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over a month. Plus, the steady course maintained by Cornwallis led Villaret de Joyeuse to fear
that Cornwallis was fleeing towards a larger British fleet. The British confirmed Villaret de
Joyeuse's fear with a little ruse de guerre. Cornwallis had sent ahead one of his frigates,
Phaëton, which made signals to a "fictitious" fleet.

Thus, after conferring with the

Representative on Mission, Villaret de Joyeuse raised the signal for the fleet to rally at 7:30
P.M., thereby effectively calling off the chase.123
Since both sides had sought to disable the other by shooting high at the rigging and sails,
neither incurred many casualties. On the British side, the Mars had borne the brunt of the French
cannonade, with its rigging and sails "cut a good deal," and both its main fore mast and
foretopsail yard damaged. Despite this damage, only twelve of the Mars’ crew had been
wounded during the spirited engagement. The rest of the British ships generally suffered only
relatively minor damage, with the Triumph, for example, sustaining no casualties and only a little
damage to her sails.124 Of the French ships, the Tigre had suffered the most, having been
subjected to the fire of several British ships for over four hours. While the crew of the Tigre had
suffered only twenty casualties, her sails were "crippled" and her top main mast damaged. In
contrast, the remaining French ships had suffered significantly less damage. The Droits de
l'homme had only three killed and two wounded aboard, her sails shot-up and damage to her

mizzenmast. The Zèlé, in turn, had sustained only minor damage to her sails and had around
four men wounded.125 These light casualty figures, however, do not genuinely reflect the sheer
intensity of this running engagement, later known as the First Battle of Île de Groix, which had
been a bitter fight for survival for Cornwallis’ small squadron.
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Second Battle of Île de Groix

Following the First Battle of Île de Groix, the situation only continued to deteriorate for
Villaret de Joyeuse and the Brest fleet. Villaret de Joyeuse attempted to bring the fleet back to
its homeport of Brest, but contrary winds incessantly impeded their progress northward past the
Penmarks. Meanwhile throughout 19 June, a number of the lookout frigates brought back
varying reports of spotting numerous sails, some of which appeared large and had three masts.126
Ultimately, a violent northeastern wind scattered the fleet, and forced Villaret de Joyeuse to turn
the fleet southward with the winds carrying the fleet nearly sixty miles southwards. Rather than
attempting to reach Brest, Villaret de Joyeuse opted to sail for Lorient.127 As the French fleet
neared Lorient on 21 June, a corvette sent from that port warned Villaret de Joyeuse that sixteen
ships, suspected to be British after failing to respond to the French signals, had been sighted off
the coast.128 At 4:00 A.M. on the morning of 22 June, lookout frigates signaled a fleet around
fifteen miles to the northwest; they had spotted a large British fleet of seventeen ships-of-the-line
and a number of frigates, commanded by Lord Bridport. Bridport had not been specifically
searching for the Brest fleet, but rather had been escorting the nearby convoy transporting the
British/Royalist expedition to invade Quiberon, the very ships that Villaret de Joyeuse had
reported seeing several days earlier near the Penmarks.129

Villaret de Joyeuse quickly

recognized the danger of the situation as his fleet was not only outnumbered, but his crews were
exhausted, a number of the ships were damaged and his fleet was widely dispersed. Villaret de
Joyeuse needed to reach the safety of the shore batteries of Lorient. Although Bridport had
initially only ordered six of his ships to chase Villaret de Joyeuse, upon seeing that Villaret de
Joyeuse sought to escape rather than stand and fight, Bridport ordered a general chase.130
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Villaret de Joyeuse to the Commission of the Navy and Colonies, 25 June 1795, SHM BB4 68.
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The Second Battle of Île de Groix, as this engagement would be later known, developed
to be a nearly complete reversal of the First Battle of Île de Groix. Faced with a larger British
fleet, Villaret de Joyeuse had to organize an effective fighting withdrawal. With the French fleet
out of order thanks to the soft breeze from the east, Villaret de Joyeuse’s first order of business
was to establish a good sailing order. His primary concern was the 74-gun Alexandre,
commanded by Capitaine de Vaisseau François-Charles Guillemet, the slowest sailing ship of
the French fleet.131 While signaling for the fleet to rally around his flagship, Villaret de Joyeuse
ordered the Alexandre to crowd as much sail as possible and close to the wind. Much to his
chagrin, “very few captains” conformed to his orders; in particular, Guillement of the Alexandre
failed to keep close to the wind, requiring Villaret de Joyeuse to repeat the signal a second
time.132 In the tenuous situation of a fighting withdrawal in face of a superior enemy, such errors
as these were steering the French to disaster.
By around 7:00 A.M., with the British fleet bearing to the southeast towards the French,
Bridport gave the order for a general chase once he saw that Villaret de Joyeuse was attempting
to sail for the safety of the port, with six of his fastest ships already racing towards the fleeing
French.133 As the French fleet began to rally to his flagship, Villaret de Joyeuse began making
preparations for the imminent engagement. After ordering his ships to clear the decks for
combat, he ordered the frigates to transfer crewmembers to several of the ships-of-the-line that
were short of men. Following the transfer, in accordance with established protocol, Villaret de
Joyeuse and his staff, as well as his rear admirals transferred their flags to various frigates to
better direct the expected engagement around 10:30 A.M..134 A half-hour later, looking to profit
from a favorable breeze, Villaret de Joyeuse decided to form the fleet in a line of battle. Not
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wishing to lose any of his precious speed, he ordered the fleet to form up on the slowest ship the
Alexandre, at the same time, signaling to Alexandre to continue crowding the sails and to sail

close to the wind to gain maximum speed. To the dismay of Villaret de Joyeuse, Guillemet, “by
an inconceivable mischance, or rather the most dangerous ignorance, far from sensing the
motives of this order,” failed to comply; rather than maintaining his speed, Guillemet slowed
down to form in line with the ships to the windward.135 Even if Guillemet failed to recognize
Villaret de Joyeuse’s intention, he should have recognized his duty, knowing the poor sailing
qualities of his ship.
The situation was slowing deteriorating for the Brest fleet. By noon, the lead British ship
had neared to within twelve miles to the west by north of the French fleet. However, Villaret de
Joyeuse and his officers knew that the wind would soon begin to come from the west. Around
2:00 PM, the wind did indeed change direction, blowing now from the south-south-west.
Receiving the new wind before the French, the British were able to edge closer to the trailing
French ship. Seeing the increasingly precarious situation, Villaret de Joyeuse signaled for the
fleet to form a bow and quarter line towards east-north-east, with the slower sailing ships to
crowd as much sail as possible.136 In addition, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered the frigate Régénérée
to take the slow Alexandre in tow. The wind, however, continued to frustrate Villaret de Joyeuse
as it persistently blew in favor of the slowly approaching British, this time shifting from the
south-south-west to the west. Judging that the British had faster sailing ships and it was urgent
to reach the safety of the shore, Villaret de Joyeuse signaled the fleet to form a line abreast,
perpendicular to the wind, which would have provided the benefit of not retarding the speed of
the ships and allowing the fleet to fire upon the approaching enemy.137 These orders, however,
were never fulfilled despite Villaret de Joyeuse’s signals and verbal orders.

Furthermore,
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Villaret de Joyeuse noticed that the Redoutable was falling steadily behind, compelling him to
dispatch the frigate Virginie to take her in tow. Bridport still gained on Villaret de Joyeuse with
the nearest British ships having closed within “around double of cannon range,” by 8:00 P.M.138
As night fell, the French fleet plummeted into further disarray, as the faster ships began
to outstrip their slower comrades. With the British lead ships gradually approaching during the
night, Villaret de Joyeuse sent a frigate ahead to order the Mutius, Jean-Bart and the other
advance ships to diminish their speed and rally to the slower Redoutable.

“Despite these

precautions and despite my extreme solicitude and that of the Representative who like me spent
the night on his feet,” Villaret de Joyeuse complained in his subsequent letter, “we never had the
satisfaction of seeing the formation of an order, so simple in its execution, … that could have
rendered the enterprises of the enemy’s light squadron useless.” Bruix agreed that if the twelve
French ships-of-the-line and the two cut-down ships had formed according to Villaret de
Joyeuse’s signals, their formidable battle line would have been enough to hold off the six
headmost British ships that were in pursuit.139 For most of the night a calm befell both of the
fleets with a small breeze from the south picking up only around 1:00 A.M. Dawn on the
morning of 23 June revealed Île de Groix lying around twelve to fifteen miles to the east-northeast. The only hope of Villaret de Joyeuse was that he could reach the safety of the island’s
narrow channel before the battle became “too serious and too unequal.” 140 Villaret de Joyeuse
once again gave the fleet the order to form bow and quarter line towards east-north-east and for
the better-sailing ships to adjust their speed to match that of the slowest sailing vessel. If the
lead British ships closed to engage, the sailing order permitted the French fleet to instantly form
a battle line upon the other tack, allowing the French to engage their aggressors with a superior
force. “The insubordination of several captains and the extreme ignorance of some others”
rendered all of Villaret de Joyeuse’s measures null and void.141
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By 5:00 A.M, around twelve British ships had closed within range of the rearmost French
ship. With the Alexandre’s position became increasingly critical, having drifted to the leeward
while under tow, Villaret de Joyeuse ordered the center and right divisions of the fleet to turn to
the northeast, which would bring these ships to the rescue of the endangered ship. To Villaret de
Joyeuse’s dismay, only several ships obeyed his orders; even then, these ships were forced to
turn back, because several of the ships in the center refused to turn, maintaining their couse to
the east-north-east.142 At 5:45 A.M., the Mucius and Alexandre began to fire their sternchasers;
not long after, the Irresistible (74) and Orion (74) engaged the Alexandre, at which point the
Rénénéré released it from tow and the Mucius crowded its sails, effectively abandoning the
Alexandre. Villaret de Joyeuse, however, was not readily content to abandon one of his vessels

to the enemy, ordering the fleet to form a line upon the threatened Alexandre. Again, a number of
his captains disappointed him as only two or three ships responded to his signal, with the others
continuing to sail for Île de Groix.143 The fighting retreat of Villaret de Joyeuse was dissolving
into a rout.
The Alexandre, now also engaged by the 110-gun Queen Charlotte, continued to resist
despite the overwhelming firepower of her aggressors. In spite of the enemy’s strength, Villaret
de Joyeuse still did not wish to abandon the Alexandre to its doom and signaled for the fleet to
form a close battle line to sail to her rescue. Even though, the accompanying ships repeated his
signal, none executed the maneuver. The precarious situation of the French deteriorated further
when the Formidable, which had been engaged with the Queen Charlotte and 80-gun SansPareil, was set alight by an explosion of some of its powder. Unable to get the flames under

control while subjected to the continual broadsides by the British, the Formidable struck its flag
shortly before.

Not long before, the Alexandre finally succumbed to the overwhelming
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Villaret de Joyeuse believed it was the Peuple, Tigre and Redoutable who turned to help, while Bruix believed it
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firepower and also surrendered. With the loss of these two ships, the remaining ships formed up
a rearguard and continued its fighting withdrawal towards Île de Groix.144
Emboldened by his superiority and the apparent disorder in the French fleet, Bridport
formed his fleet into a chasing order.145 As the French raced for the safety of Île de Groix, the
rearmost French ship, the Tigre, was subjected to the punishing fire of five British ships. With
her sails crippled, her yards in disorder, and her rigging cut up, the Tigre was in danger of falling
to the enemy. After having signaled in vain for the head of the fleet to diminish their sails and
come to the aid of the rearguard, Villaret de Joyeuse signaled for the Jean Bart to take up
position behind the Peuple and for the Zélé to take the Tigre in tow. While the two ships
eventually executed his previous order to diminish their sails, neither came to the rearguard’s aid.
Even with his frigate in an exposed position, Villaret de Joyeuse had the Prosperine’s crew
lower several of her sails in the hope that this example would have more effect than his signals.
The Prosperine, however, could not maintain this hazardous position for long when two British
ships began to pass her to the leeward. In danger of being cut off from the rest of the fleet, the
Prosperine raised its sails, thereby abandoning the Tigre. Surrounded by the three three-decker

British ships, Capitain de vaisseau Jacques Bedout was eventually forced to strike his colors
after a spirited defense with the Tigre lying less than 2,000 feet from Île de Groix.146 With the
French fleet reaching the safety of land, Bridport called off the chase and wore away, allowing
Villaret de Joyeuse to make his way finally into the port of Lorient; the Second Battle of Île de
Groix was over.
The Second Battle of Île de Groix was nothing less than a mitigated disaster for the
French navy with the loss of three ships.147 One of the British admirals incorrectly surmised that
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Villaret de Joyeuse’s transfer to a frigate was “more for the sake of security than with the hope of
maneuvering his ships to greater advantage as sauve qui peut appears to be the only order he
gave and no signal was ever better obeyed.”148 However, as the preceding evidence showed,
Villaret de Joyeuse attempted to direct a fighting withdrawal, similar to Cornwallis, but had his
efforts crippled by the insubordination of a number of his captains. The last straw for Villaret de
Joyeuse was the abandonment of the Tigre; in his report to D’Albarade, Villaret de Joyeuse
complained:
I readily excuse all the errors committed until this moment, I excuse the fear, I excuse the
ignorance, but at less than 2000 feet from land, seven ships that had not received a single
cannonshot, did not dare to obey the signal that I had made for them to secure the
unfortunate Tigre that I saw about to succumb…no, this cowardice will never leave my
memory.149
To hold the captains accountable for their actions, the representative-on-mission Topsent ordered
a court-martial for six captains: Aved-Magnac of the Zélé, Larreguy of the Mucius, LaBriere of
the Fougueux, Donat of the Watigny, Sébirre of the Droits de l’homme, and Le Gouardun of the
Jean-Bart.150 To the juries, Villaret de Joyeuse submitted a scathing report on the conduct of

these captains during both of the Battles of Île de Groix. Aved-Magnac, who had already earned
Villaret de Joyeuse’s ire for his conduct during the winter cruise, appropriately received the
strongest charges leveled against him.151
Criticizing his timid conduct during the First Battle of Île de Groix, despite having the
fastest sailing ship, few casualties and little damage, Villaret de Joyeuse declared that “it is
uniquely to the cowardice of this captain that I impute the evasion of the English division, of
which we would have captured entirely or at least in part, if Magnac having a total lack of
shame, had not put as much effort to slow down his ship as a brave man in this circumstance
would have put into accelerating it.” In addition, Villaret de Joyeuse complained of Aveddans le combat de la division aux ordres du Vice-Amiral Villaret, SHM BB4 68 ; The British in total had 31 killed
and 113 wounded. James, I, 248.
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Magnac’s failure to comply with his signals to aid the Alexander and take the Tigre in tow
during the Second Battle of Île de Groix, laying the blame for the Tigre’s capture solely upon
Magnac’s shoulders. Against Larreguy of the Mucius, Villaret de Joyeuse criticized the fact that
the captain had crowded his sails, abandoning the Alexandre rather than supporting the
threatened vessel, which “showed either the greatest ignorance or the greatest incompetence in
the maneuvers of a fleet.” As for LaBrière of the Fougueux and Donat of the Watigny, Villaret
de Joyeuse complained of their “ignorance and insubordination,” having taken no part in the
action of the second battle. Meanwhile, Villaret de Joyeuse criticized Le Gouardun of the JeanBart for not taking up his position behind the Peuple towards the end of the second battle and for

not aiding the Tigre. The final officer, Sébirre of the Droits de l’homme, received a gentler
reproach for not having remained with reduced sails like the Prosperine as Villaret de Joyeuse
had ordered.152 When Aved-Magnac later published a pamphlet in defense of his actions, which
stated that Villaret de Joyeuse always blamed his captains for his errors, Villaret de Joyeuse
wanted to respond publicly but was dissuaded by one of the local representatives.153 Instead, he
filled out his responses in the margins of “the libel” and submitted it to the court-martial; the
rebuttal was damning:
All the journals attest to your cowardice,….and everyone is revolted by your impudence
to withstand the fire of three first-rate ships at rifle range with a 74-gun ship, while not
having any major damage and only four men lightly wounded. These are the sorts of
stories that one can tell wives or landlubbers who have never seen a dinghy.154
While four of the captains were generally acquitted, the court-martial found both Aved-Magnac
and LaBrière guilty, demoted, and drummed out of the service.155

As for Villaret de Joyeuse,
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the Commissioner of the Navy and Colonies informed him that he still maintained the “complete
confidence” of the government.156
There are several key factors that transformed a genuine opportunity for the French to
obtain a decisive victory into a rout costing three ships-of-the-line. The first important factor
was that Villaret de Joyeuse was operating with a less than optimal force. As mentioned earlier,
Villaret de Joyeuse had detached six ships under the command of Renaudin to bolster the Toulon
Fleet. This loss was twofold. First, D’Albarade had ordered Villaret de Joyeuse to send his six
fastest ships, two of which were new and had copper-plated hulls.157 This reduction of faster
ships left Villaret de Joyeuse with only six ships able to catch up with the British fleet during the
First Battle of Île de Groix, thereby negating his numerical superiority and helping to enable the
British to make their escape.
On top of the loss of these fast ships, Villaret de Joyeuse was denied the services of four
fine officers. Renaudin had proven his tenacity and bravery as captain of the famed Vengeur de
Peuple during the Battles of Prairial, and surely would have not acted as timidly as Aved-

Magnac. In addition to Renaudin, Villaret de Joyeuse lost three experienced ship captains:
Honoré-Joseph-Antoine Ganteaume, Joseph de Richery, and Alain Dordelin. Both Ganteaume
and Dordelin had served under Villaret de Joyeuse during the Battles of Prairial, while all of
them had served with him under Admiral Pierre-André Suffren in the Indian Ocean during the
American Revolution. The departure of these four officers left Villaret de Joyeuse with a
number of relatively untried and inexperienced naval officers. Of the officers under Villaret de
Joyeuse's command during this battle, only one had captained a ship under him during both the
Battles of Prairial and the Winter Cruise, and just five had participated in the Winter Cruise.
This is not to say, however, that Villaret de Joyeuse was entirely lacking competent
officers. Foremost, Jacques Bedout, captain of the Tigre, had admirably engaged the British fleet
for nearly four hours during the First Battle of Île de Groix, only falling back after suffering
damage by the combined fire of the 110-gun Royal-Sovereign and the two 74-gun ships, the
Donat was acquitted on the declaration of the jury that he was convicted but not criminally. Jugement du conseil de
guerre, 20 August 1795, SHM BB4 68 ; Villaret de Joyeuse to Redon, 21 August 1795, SHM BB4 68.
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D’Albarade to Villaret de Joyeuse, 29 August 1794, SHM BB4 37; Villaret de Joyeuse to D’Albarade, 12
November 1794, SHM BB4 37; Villaret de Joyeuse to D’Albarade, 19 February 1795, SHM BB4 83
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Triumph and the Mars.158 Villaret de Joyeuse did not hide his admiration for Bedout, writing

that "he is my hero,"159 and that “never has [a captain] maneuvered with such precision, and
fought with more sang-froid and more courage than this captain.”160 Another enterprising officer
was Jacques Bergeret, captain of the frigate Virginie, the only frigate captain who directly
participated in the First Battle of Île de Groix, showing remarkable skill in the handling of his
ship.

In his report on the conduct of his captains, Villaret de Joyeuse lauded Bergeret's

intelligence and bravery.161

The failure to achieve victory during First Battle of Île de Groix

rested squarely upon the shoulders of the captains of the French fleet's vanguard who had not
shown an equal amount of bravado.
With the fleet in no condition to oppose the British naval forces, Villaret de Joyeuse
watched helplessly as the British and French Royalist made their landing at Quiberon on 26 June
1795. Although unable to aid the efforts to impede the debarkation of the invasion force, a
number of the sailors and marines were sent to reinforce the French army under the command of
General Lazare Hoche.162 In fact, Villaret de Joyeuse was busy trying to maintain order of his
unruly sailors, “who exercise in the neighboring villages, all the horrors of a town taken by
assault.”163

From the port of Lorient, Villaret de Joyeuse could do little but report the

movements of the British Navy in the region, who had free range across the seas. Even though
the main landing force was defeated by General Lazare Hoche in mid-July, the British navy still
maintained a heavy presence in the area, capturing the islands of Hoedic and Houat and Île de
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Yeu for the émigrés, until the British finally evacuated the last émigrés and returned them to
England in December 1795.164
During this entire period, Villaret de Joyeuse attempted to restore the fleet to a condition
to take to the sea. While some frigates and smaller vessels were able both to escape and to enter
the port in the fall, the almost constant presence of the British navy and lack of sufficient
provisions, however, continually impeded him from getting the ships-of-the-line back to Brest.165
In fact, there was such an acute lack of food that a number of sailors had to be discharged,
forcing Villaret de Joyeuse to await the arrival of 2,000 sailors from Brest.166 When these men
did not arrive, Villaret de Joyeuse eventually opted to send the fleet back to Brest in small
divisions. The first small division of the fleet was supposed to depart in mid-November, under
the command of Vence, while the other ships awaited the arrival of these additional sailors.167
However, by then, the poor weather conditions impeded this division’s departure until 9
December.168 With the shortage of sailors, however, Villaret de Joyeuse had to wait for the
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crews of Vence’s division to return from Brest overland to man the Redoutable, Convention and
the Jean Bart.169 By the end of January 1796, Villaret de Joyeuse had only barely enough men to
man the Redoutable and Jean Bart.170 Even then, the poor weather delayed the departure of
these two ships until mid-February, leaving Villaret de Joyeuse to await the return of these men
to crew the final three ships in Lorient.171 Only on 6 March was Villaret de Joyeuse able to get
underway with the Océan (the ex-Peuple), the Convention (ex-Sceptre) and a few smaller
vessels.172 Over the few weeks after reaching Brest, Villaret de Joyeuse sent five frigates and a
corvette loaded with 750 additional men, who were to crew the last remaining seaworthy ship in
Lorient, the Cassard, and last remaining frigate.173 With the Cassard reaching Brest on 15 April,
only the Zélé (74) and the Mucius (74), which were still undergoing repairs, and the Constitution,
which was nearing completion, remained at Lorient.174 By continuing to use the same men to
man the ships, Villaret de Joyeuse eventually returned most the fleet to Brest nearly a year after
the Second Battle of Île de Groix.

Ireland Expedition

As the Brest fleet straggled back to its homeport, plans were being devised for another
major operation. In February 1796, the Irish revolutionary, Theobald Wolfe Tone, arrived in
Joyeuse to Truguet, 27 November 1795, SHM BB4 68; Villaret de Joyeuse to Truguet, 10 December 1795, SHM
BB4 68.
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Paris, where he met with the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Charles Delacroix de Constant and the
Director Lazare Carnot to discuss the possibility of a French expedition to Ireland.175 Aware of
memoirs submitted by Wolfe Tone and other Irish revolutionaries, the Minister of the Navy and
Colonies, Vice-Amiral Laurent-Jean-François Truguet, drew up a grandiose plan “Offensive
maritime system against England.”

Truguet ambitiously envisioned the simultaneous strike

against England in Europe, India and the Caribbean. For the strike against England in Europe,
Truguet prescribed 30,000 men, under the command of General Hoche, to land in Ireland while
another 60,000 prepared for an invasion of England. To strike at the British colonies in India,
Truguet planned to send two small squadrons, which were to go to Île-de-France to arm the free
blacks, to take Trincomali on the island of Ceylon, and then cooperate with the French ally,
Tipu-Sultan, son of Haidar Ali and ruler of Mysore. These forces were to be later joined by a
fleet of ten ships-of-the-line from Brest under the command of Villaret de Joyeuse.176 This
multi-pronged operation, however, led to much conflict between its two respective commanders.
As preparations in Brest and other various ports were underway, both Villaret de Joyeuse
and Hoche believed their operations to be the priority. Hoche believed that the expeditions
should first go Ireland, then India, whereas Villaret de Joyeuse felt that India should be the
primary objective. As Villaret de Joyeuse prepared for the operations in India, the plans
concerning Ireland evolved.177 Eventually in September 1796, the Directory formulated a new
order that called for an invasion of Ireland and only a diversionary invasion of England, with no
mention of operations in India.178 Villaret de Joyeuse still insisted on preparing for the Indian
operation, much to the chagrin of Hoche.179
Eventually, the Directory made its priority clear, ordering Hoche to prepare for the
Ireland expedition, “with Vice-Amiral Villaret, the Director of the navy Sané, and the Director of
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Movements Bruix” placed under his authority.180 It appeared that Villaret de Joyeuse was still
not totally aware of the changes and the friction increased.181 Truguet, who continued to believe
in Villaret de Joyeuse’s abilities, finally decided to inform Villaret de Joyeuse of the operational
changes, and ensured him of his confidence in him. Truguet, however, offered the consolatory
promise of the possibility that once the fleet returned to Brest, as it would “only stay a moment
along the shores of Ireland,” the preparations for the expedition to India would recommence.182
When Villaret de Joyeuse responded that Truguet could absolutely count on him to aid the
expedition to Ireland, Truguet ensured him that he would “attach my responsibility to all your
actions.”183 Meanwhile, Hoche’s earlier complaints reached the Directory, which, in turn, gave
Hoche the power to select the naval commander if Villaret de Joyeuse were to renounce the
command due to “his health or other motives.”184 Upon Hoche’s arrival in Brest, he was
discouraged about the poor condition of the fleet.185 When some of his subsequent complaints
reached the Directory, they ordered on 5 November that Villaret de Joyeuse be relieved of
command of the Ocean fleet.186 In a dry formal letter, Truguet informed Villaret de Joyeuse that
Morard de Galles had been named commander of the expedition, ordering him to turn over his
instructions and papers to him.187 Due to Truguet’s bungling management, the mistaken ire of
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Hoche, and Villaret de Joyeuse’s determined focus on Indian, his career in the Revolutionary
Navy was over.
The results of Villaret de Joyeuse’s naval career, unfortunately, do not represent well his
talents as a naval officer. Given a fleet ripped apart by political discord, Villaret de Joyeuse had
rebuilt the fleet with the aid of Jeanbon Saint-André into a formidable force that had taken to the
sea in the summer of 1794. Hampered by his strict orders and the poor performance of several of
his inexperienced captains, Villaret de Joyeuse met defeat at the Battle of 13 Prairial. Repairing
the damaged fleet, Villaret de Joyeuse was once again ordered out to sea in the disastrous winter
cruise of 1794-95. Upon the Brest fleet’s return to port, it was a battered shell of its former
glory, with only twelve ships ready to take to the sea in the spring of 1795. During the First
Battle of Île de Groix, the incompetence of one of his captains and the skilled maneuvering by
the British commander stopped Villaret de Joyeuse from achieving a striking victory for France.
In the Second Battle of Île de Groix, the inexperience, incompetence, and/or the cowardice of
some of his untested captains led to the further capture of a fourth of his fleet.
In addition to the poor abilities of several of his captains on these occasions, the fault of
the French navy laid with the various executive authorities who continually assigned Villaret de
Joyeuse with tasks that eventually wore down the Brest fleet to around a third of its strength in
mid-1794.

Beginning back in 1793, Villaret de Joyeuse had expressed his preference for

defensive operations to the various Ministers and Commissioners of the Navy. To D’Albarade,
Villaret de Joyeuse wrote:
It is against my advice that we sortie in mass; let us not have illusions, Citizen
Commissioner, that France can fight advantageously against the land forces of the allied
despots, but since the infamous treason of Toulon, our navy is insufficient; if we put forty
ships out to sea, the enemy will oppose it with sixty, and in a fleet, where the artillery
decides the affairs and where valor finds itself enchained, we can not flatter ourselves to
triumph as much as our brothers of the army have daily thanks to the bayonet.
Upon D’Albarade’s departure, Villaret de Joyeuse sent a copy of this to his replacement, Redon.
Whether or not he sent it on to Truguet is unknown. Probably the possibility of achieving glory
in India made Villaret de Joyeuse overlook his previous conclusions, but they still were true. By
trying to undertake these grand operations and many other smaller operations, the French
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government wore down its navy till it was a shadow of its former strength and unable to combat
its ever-improving adversary, the British navy.188
As for Villaret de Joyeuse, his conduct during these operations was not beyond reproach.
Before setting out on the winter cruise, Villaret de Joyeuse could have left the refitted hulks in
port. While the shoddy workmanship was not discovered until they were underway, the stormy
winter season was not the optimal time for these older ships to be out at sea. During the Second
Battle of Île de Groix, Villaret de Joyeuse’s decision to form his line of battle upon his slower
ships, while being chased by a superior squadron was questionable. While some French captains
thought that it was best abandon the slower ships, Villaret de Joyeuse remained with them until
the British succeeded in catching the slower ships within sight of Belle-Isle. Despite all the
setbacks he faced, Villaret de Joyeuse’s leadership was valued until his conflict with Hoche
during the preparations for the campaign to Ireland. In the end, he was dismissed not due to his
lack of success, but for his inability to cooperate with Hoche.
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CHAPTER 5
DIRECTORY POLITICS AND COLONIAL AFFAIRES

Following his dismissal from the command of the Brest fleet in 1796, Villaret de Joyeuse
entered the equally dangerous profession of revolutionary politics.

Villaret de Joyeuse’s

subsequent political career highlights an important part of the history surrounding the oftenmaligned Directory government. As a member of a conservative movement, Villaret de Joyeuse
was deeply involved in major political matters of the period, particularly colonial issues. While
his involvement in this opposition to the Directory eventually led to his exile after being in
power for less than four months, Villaret de Joyeuse’s career was restored by Napoleon
Bonaparte’s ascension to power in 1799. Returned from exile and restored to ranks of the naval
officer corps, Villaret de Joyeuse played a major role in Napoleon’s colonial plans in 1800-2.
Therefore, it is important to view these two periods of Villaret de Joyeuse’s career not as two
separate entities, but rather as a continuation of his role in colonial affairs.
The revolutionary government that Villaret de Joyeuse joined was decidedly different
from those governments under which he had served. In August 1795, the National Convention
adopted a new constitution following the overthrow of Robespierre and the Committee of Public
Safety during the Thermidorian Reaction. Fearing the excessive control of the Committee of
Public Safety, the Constitution of Year III created an elected government based upon the
principle of separation of powers, known as the Directory.

In this new government, the

legislative functions were vested in the bicameral Legislative Corps, which consisted of the
Council of Five Hundred and the Council of Ancients. Initiative of the legislative process rested
with the Council of Five Hundred whose duty it was to propose new resolutions, while the
Council of Ancients, composed of 250 men, could only approve resolutions proposed by the
Council of Five Hundred. The executive power was granted to the Executive Directory of five
men, who were chosen by the Legislative Corps. While the Executive Directory held enormous
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power, it was required to follow the laws created by the Legislative Corps and could not legally
meddle in the legislative process.1
The establishment of the Directory government, however, had not been a peaceful affair.
Upset by the Laws of 5 and 13 Fructidor, which required that two-thirds of the new Legislative
Corps come from the existing National Convention, the people of Paris rose up in revolt on 13
Vendémiaire (5 October 1795). While the Directory government was saved by the efforts of a
young General Napoleon Bonaparte, the foundation of the Directory government proved
questionable. While the Directory presided over Napoleon’s astonishing victories over the
Austrian forces in Italy in 1796, their focus on repressing Jacobinism allowed the resurgence of
the conservatives. The subsequent elections of Year V in April 1797 brought a major change to
the composition of the Legislative Corps. Growing disillusionment of the people with the
Directory government led to the reelection of only 11 out of 216 legislators up for reelection.2 A
majority of the newly elected officials were, in general, politically more conservative, including
Villaret de Joyeuse, who was elected as a deputy of Morbihan to the Council of Five-Hundred.
Many of these newly elected conservatives, including Villaret de Joyeuse, met at an old
monastery on the Rue de Clichy, from which they named their group the Clichy Club.3 One of
the foremost leaders of the club was François-Antoine Boissy d’Anglas, an ex-Conventional who
had helped write the Constitution of the Year III that created the Directory government. Other
prominent club members included General Jean Charles Pichegru, Vincente-Marie Vaublanc and
François Barbé-Marbois. The club’s members, known as Clichyens, were to head the growing
opposition to the Directors. While there were a number of constitutional monarchists and a few
actual royalists, such as Pichegru, the majority of the conservatives were not overt supporters of
the restoration of the monarchy and only looked to moderate the excess of the Revolution.4
1
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On 20 May, the newly elected members of the Legislative Corps, including Villaret de
Joyeuse, took their seats. In the Council of Five Hundred, the first order of business was the
election of the president of the council. The strength of the conservatives was apparent during
the subsequent vote, as the clichyen Pichegru received the most votes and was named the new
president of the council. The four legislators that received the next highest amounts of votes, all
Clichyens, were made secretaries of the council. The president and the four secretaries, known as
the Bureau, would lead the Council in its subsequent debates, thereby giving the Clichyens
considerable power in the Council of Five Hundred.5
In their opposition to the Directory, the Clichyens focused on four main issues. The first
issue was to restore order in the colonies, predominantly Saint Domingue.

Another issue

centered on the question concerning the responsibility of ministers, who, according to the
Constitution, were responsible to the Directors, not the Legislative Corps. Also, religion was
still a major issue, and the Clichyens sought to remove restrictions on the Church by the law of 7
Vendémiaire Year IV. The fourth point of contention centered on the law of 3 Brumaire Year
IV, which restricted the rights of émigrés. In regards to these four issues, Villaret de Joyeuse
was predominantly involved in the first two.
On the second day the new legislature met, the Council of Five Hundred turned its
attention to the subject of the colonies, even before important issues such as the selection of a
new director were broached.6 Much had changed in the Caribbean since Villaret de Joyeuse’s
departure from Saint-Domingue in June 1792. The arrival of three Jacobin commissioners in
September 1792, appointed by the Legislative Assembley arrived on Saint-Domingue to
promulgate the 4 April decree that granted full citizenship to the gens de couleur, started to
relatively stabilize the situation.

Led by Léger Félicité Sonthonax, an ardent Jacobin, the

commissioners deported any whites they suspected of royalism and abolished the Colonial
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Assembly. To replace the deported whites, Sonthonax turned to the newly empowered gens de
couleur. Although the additional reinforcements allowed the French to score major victories
against the insurgency, the onset of war in Europe in 1793 plunged the colony into further chaos.
Led by the governor, a large number of the white population, disgruntled by Sonthonax’s
governance, rose up against him. While besieged in Le Cap, Sonthonax turned to the insurgents
for support, proclaiming freedom to all slaves who fought for the Republic. Meanwhile, an
invasion by British and Spanish forces, garnered the support of various insurgent groups, put
Sonthonax further on the defensive. While the National Convention recalled Sonthonax to
account for his conduct, it also officially abolished slavery on 4 February 1794, which led many
of the insurgent leaders, including Toussaint Louverture, to defect from the foreign invaders and
join the French cause.
Eventually by 1795, Toussaint Louverture began to consolidate his power in the north,
while the mulatto leader André Rigaud fought fiercely against the British in the south. In mid1796, Sonthonax returned to Saint-Domingue at the head of a new commission; shortly thereafter
Louverture and Rigaud had begun to vie for domination of Saint-Domingue. Recognizing
Louverture’s power, Sonthonax name him governor-general in May 1797, but Louverture was
already looking to remove Sonthonax from Saint-Domingue.7 As Louverture sought to get rid of
Sonthonax for his own purpose, the conservatives in France would soon begin to call for his
removal as well.
The first representative to bring up the colonial issue in the Council of Five Hundred was
René Eschassériaux, a moderately conservative politician from the department of CharenteMaritime.8 After commenting on the “intimate liaison between [the colonies’] prosperity and
that of the metropolis, the commerce and the navy,” Eschassériaux called for three actions.
First, Eschassériaux called for the Directory to send the Council an account on the state of the
colonies from their perspective. He also requested the formation of a new commission on the
colonies since several legislators had departed as a result of the recent election, leaving several
vacancies to be filled. Finally, he suggested opening discussion relative to the division of
7
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territory on Saint Domingue. Although differing on “the course to follow,” Vaublanc eagerly
seconded Eschassériaux’ call for a discussion on the colonies.9 Since the fall of 1796, Vaublanc
had been decrying Sonthonax’s management; eventually in January 1797, Vaublanc was able to
persuade the Council to commission a report on Saint-Domingue, in the hopes that it would
reflect poorly on Sonthonax.10 While the resulting report proved to be favorable to Sonthonax,
Vaublanc now had stronger support in the more conservative Council to renew his assault on
Sonthonax. In turn, Vaublanc, proposed the presentation of works prepared by several member
of the Council concerning “the state of tyranny under which Saint Domingue groans.”11
Several fellow Clichyens, François-Louis Bourdon de l’Oise, Georges Doulcet de
Pontécoulant and J.C.G. Delahaye, quickly supported Vaublanc’s proposition.

While

Eschassériaux’ specific suggestions was not without support, as Hardy voiced his support to
focus on the division of the territory “as a salutary means,”12 this proposal was quickly ridiculed
as resembling “an architect who puts all his talent to plotting apartments of a house that is still on
fire.”13 Vaublanc’s proposal was subsequently approved and, before the meeting adjourned,
Pichegru ordered the Bureau of the Council to draw up a list of nominations for a new
commission on the colonies. Consequently, the conservative supporters of the plantation owners
and colonial merchants had won an early victory.
The next day, 22 May 1797, the Bureau presented a list of nominees selected for the new
commission on the colonies, which the Council of Five Hundred readily approved. The Clichyen
influence in the Bureau was evident by the very men who were selected to compose the
commission: Villaret de Joyeuse, Charles Tarbé, Vaublanc, Bourdon and DoulcetPontécoulant.14 The like-minded politics of the commission’s members became readily apparent
when the commission began to present its reports to the Council a week later. Vaublanc initiated
9
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the tirade against Sonthonax and the situation on Saint Domingue on 29 May, while Tarbé
continued the next day denouncing “Sonthonax and his crimes,” claiming “never has Asia or
Africa known a despot more insolent and barbarian.”15 Tarbé’s speech was followed up by a
similar speech delivered by Delahaye, who, although was not on the commission, was a fellow
Clichyen who had supported Vaublanc’s call for the creation of a commission on the colonies.16
For the most part, there were few differences between the reports of Vaublanc, Tarbé and
Delahaye, sounding more as diatribes against Sonthonax and the situation on Saint Domingue
than as reports offering possible solutions to the colonial situation. So far, the only action
suggested was the recall of Sonthonax and the sending of new agents to the colonies.
A different tone was set in the discussion of colonial affairs, when Villaret de Joyeuse
gave his report “on the importance of the colonies and the means to pacify them,” on 31 May
1797.

To separate himself from the Clichyens who had proceeded him, Villaret de Joyeuse

swiftly proclaimed that “I am in a position where impartiality is not even a merit, as it is easy:
because, I have no property in the colonies.” Rather, Villaret de Joyeuse professed that he was
more concerned with the colonial situation’s effects on the French navy: “our commerce, our
navy, our finances are linked, in every sense, to the existence and prosperity of our colonies.”
The destruction of the colonies has “ruined the fifty thousand families who, in our principal
ports, languish without work; it is them who have taught our sailors the means of instruction that
make them the rivals and vanquishers of the English sailors.” Although claiming that, “without a
doubt, slavery is always an outrage against human nature,” he went on to describe how slavery
was not as terrible as some believed, claiming that “this work was not excessive; they were, I
will choose the word carefully, a lot more fortunate than the majority of our peasants under the
Ancien Régime.” 17 It is clear that despite his proclamations, Villaret de Joyeuse was firmly on
the side of the colonial planters and merchants.
In his plan to restore order to Saint-Domingue, Villaret de Joyeuse went one step further
than his fellow members of the commission. He suggested that the island should be treated like
15
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the Vendée: “it is the wisdom and firm and conciliatory spirit of an able general, invested with
great power, and surrounded by an imposing force, that will extinguish this great political
volcano.”18 According to Villaret de Joyeuse:
There is only one regime that can be suitable for Saint-Domingue. There is only one that
can save the remaining unfortunate whites from the daggers of the nègres. There is only
one that can make the blacks return to work; There is only one that can re-accustom
them, not to the slavery which is irrevocably destroyed and will never be reestablished,
but to subordination and obedience: that is the military regime. Saint-Domingue is
besieged; therefore it is necessary to declare it in a state of siege during the war.19
His proposal amounted to little more than a call to impose martial law on Saint Domingue.
According to Villaret de Joyeuse’s plan, upon his arrival on Saint-Domingue, the general would
“make a proclamation ordering each to return to their properties, and to the nègres to return to
their work.” In order to help reestablish peace and order, the general would “order a general
disarmament in all regions not threatened by the British.”

Foreseeing the possibility of

resistance from the black soldiers, Villaret de Joyeuse suggested that “if the black armies…
refuse to surrender to the voice of persuasion; force would be deployed against them.” It was his
opinion, that “the nègres, submitted to a supervision severe but just, will take up again the
habitude of work..… The colony will revive little by little from its ashes and its ruins. Nothing
will be impossible with a well chosen and well disciplined corps of French troops.”20 At the
conclusion of his speech, Villaret de Joyeuse was greeted with applause from several parts of the
room to the point that it forced President Pichegru to call for order.21 This enthusiastic reception,
however, did not mean that Villaret de Joyeuse’s proposal was unopposed.
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On 4 June, Eschassériaux called for a different approach to the situation on Saint
Domingue. In order to bring peace and tranquility to the island, Eschassériaux proposed a
general amnesty and the reassertion of the Constitution of Year III within the colonies, noting
“the reign of laws is the pitfall and tomb of all personal ambition.” He warned the Council of the
possible dangers of Villaret de Joyeuse’s proposal : “What is a military government? What is a
state of siege? It is a political state outside the law.” Eschassériaux correctly cautioned the
Council that the appearance of a military expedition could give the blacks “some doubts or fears
concerning their liberty.” He also disagreed with Villaret de Joyeuse’s comparison of Saint
Domingue with the Vendée, warning that if “you want to submit [Saint Domingue] by force, it
will be the tomb of your armies and the despair of your legislation once you have forced it to
submit.” 22 The accuracy of Eschassériaux’ prediction would prove to be hauntingly accurate in
the course of events in 1801.
Debate over the suggested proposals continued, with politicians weighing in on both
sides. The only open support that Villaret de Joyeuse’s proposal received, however, was from
General Jean-Baptiste Jourdan. Despite suggesting some modifications, Jourdan believed that it
was “the only choice capable of saving the colony of Saint Domingue.”23 After a few days of
debate, no decision was reached and the propositions were sent back to the Commission on the
Colonies.24 Villaret de Joyeuse’s proposition, however, did not die completely.
One of the issues in debate was the Law of 5 Pluviose Year 4, which authorized the
sending of eleven agents to the various French colonies. Both Vaublanc and Tarbé, at the end of
their diatribes against Sonthonax, had called for the revocation of this law, thereby revoking
Sonthonax’s mandate, which was passed by an immense majority on 4 June.25 On 9 June, the
Executive Directory compromised by affirming that the tenure of the agents would expire as
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planed in July and that the commission should select three new commissioners.26 After a few
days deliberation, Bourdon de l’Oise announced to the Council of Five Hundred that the
commission approved this plan, suggesting that the duration of the three agents’ mission be fixed
at 18 months. While several member of the Council of Five Hundred called for an immediate
vote, others called for an adjournment. Boissy d’Anglas seconded the request for a delay, citing
that “After what has happened on Saint Domingue, is it certain that the sending of new agents is
necessary? Our colleague Villaret de Joyeuse proposed a state of siege. The diversity of opinions
in this regard proves the necessity not to take partial measures.” Vaublanc countered that “the
authorization is a necessary preliminary measure.” However, Vaublanc distanced himself from
the idea of declaring a state of siege, citing that such a measure was forbidden by the
constitution. Rather, according to Vaublanc, “only a general can put some parts of the island in
this state.”27

Despite Vaublanc’s call for an immediate vote, the Council declared an

adjournment.
Discussion of the proposal, however, was further delayed with the arrival of the new
Revolutionary month of Messidor, which called for a new election for the president and bureau
of the Council of Five Hundred.

Once again, the strength of the Clichy Club was evident as

many of its members were elected. With 213 votes, Henry Lariviere was elected president, while
Villaret de Joyeuse came in second place with 191 votes and made a secretary of the Bureau.
Lariviere and Villaret de Joyeuse were joined by Jourdan des Bouches du Rhone, Delahaye de
l’Ainse and J.J. Aymé, all three of them members of the Clichy Club.28 Accordingly, the
Clichyens were still in position to continue to direct the debate within the Council of Five
Hundred.
The following day, 20 July, the Council of Five Hundred returned to the subject of the
colonies. Bourdon, the spokesman of the commission, presented a two-fold proposal. While
calling for the Council to give the Directory the authorization to send new agents, the proposal
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also called for the Council to allow the refugee colonists to return back to Saint Domingue.
Following some critiques against the combination of these two subjects, Bourdon went further to
suggest a compromise of Villaret de Joyeuse’ plan. For the three agents to be sent to Saint
Domingue, Bourdon suggested that the Directory “name a general and an agent, and send a
director to accompany them to take care of the administration.”29
During the following meeting, the focus of the Council’s discussion centered on
Bourdon’s proposal. Among the several politicians who expressed their opinions, Villaret de
Joyeuse once again made his view known.

After expressing his disappointment over the

rejection of his military solution, which “the public and the majority of the property owners of
Saint Domingue seem to welcome favorably,” Villaret de Joyeuse turned to the debate at hand
over the selection of the commissioners.30 As the orders recalling Sonthonax were already in
route to Saint-Domingue, Villaret de Joyeuse urged the Council to grant the Directory the
authorization immediately to select the number of these commissioners.

He warned his

colleagues in the Council that “if you refuse the measure [the Directory] has solicited by its
message, the responsibility of the subsequent disasters which can consummate the ruin of the
most important of our islands will rest only on you.”31 Once permission was granted, Villaret de
Joyeuse pointed out that the choice of the commissioners was the responsibility of Directory and
its minister and any problems would be theirs if their choices was equally as bad as Sonthonax.
By the end of the day, the Council unanimously voted to adopt a proposition giving the Directory
the authorization it sought.32 The Directory took note of Bourdon’s proposal and selected
General Marie –Joseph-Gabriel-Théodore Hédouville, a successful military commander in the
Vendée, as one of the two agents on 4 July.33 While the Directory decided to send a military
officer, as Villaret de Joyeuse had envisioned, Hédouville eventually brought with him a paltry
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force of several hundred men in 1798, which proved far too insufficient to regain control over
the island.
Related to the affaires in the Caribbean colonies were the less pressing problems in its
Indian Ocean colonies.

Villaret de Joyeuse’s very own younger brother, Jean-Marie, had

returned to France in January 1797, sent by Île-de-France to justify the expulsion of the two
government agents in 1796.34 Jean-Marie’s views of the colonies and slavery were even more
extreme than his older brother, wishing for “the revocation of the principle” of abolition. His
hopes, however, were crushed as the deputies remained “generally attached to the liberty of the
blacks,” including his own brother who had referred to slavers as “irrevocably destroyed.” Still,
Jean-Marie hoped to gain a thirty-year delay for the application of abolition in the Indian Ocean
colonies.35
Villaret de Joyeuse had personal past connection to the Director Barras. He had also met
Barras in Pondicherry back in 1778, when Barras was serving as a junior army officer in
Pondicherry. In his report of the siege of Pondicherry, Barras had even referred to Villaret de
Joyeuse as “an excellent officer.”36 Villaret de Joyeuse and the conservatives attempted to use
his personal connection to Barras to win him over to the side of the conservatives. Several times,
he went to visit Barras on behalf of the Clichyens.
During the Council’s debate on the colonies, the subject of the government’s ministers
was raised. Many of the Clichyens began to attack Sonthonax’s political ally, the Minsiter of the
Navy and Colonies Vice-Amiral Laurent-Jean-François Truguet. As a police report in early June
recorded, “all who appear interested in the colonial situation, and especially the large number of
colonists and merchants who have not stopped accusing Sonthonax of their misfortunes,
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denounce the Minister of the Navy.”37

During a discussion on the selection of the

commissioners on 20 June, Boissy d’Anglas caused a stir when he warned of the possible danger
of sending someone just like Sonthonax, stating “if [the Directory] was mistaken once, there is
no reason that it will not be mistaken again. The same men are in it.” When questioned about this
remark, Boissy d’Anglas specified that he was referring to Truguet.38 On 1 July, Vaublanc also
focused on the embattled Truguet, presenting to the Council evidence that Truguet had misspent
his ministry’s funds. In particular, Truguet had spent 1,800 livres a month to subscribe to the
journal Républicain des Colonies, which Vaublanc labeled “an inflammatory piece...that
represented the white land owners as assassins of the black.” With the author already fined as a
slanderer, Vaublanc warned of the danger as the journal represented “the majority of legislators
as wanting to reestablish slavery of blacks.” The fact that this “vile slander” was being paid with
public funds, according to Vaublanc, was “the height of indignity.” Vaublanc’s subsequent
proposition, calling for the Council to denounce Truguet to the Directory and to set up a
commission to review his finances, was quickly adopted.39 Truguet was now under heavy
scrutiny.
About a week later, Villaret de Joyeuse joined in on the attack against Truguet, the man
largely responsible for his dismissal from command of the Brest fleet the previous year. When
the commission of expenses presented a report asking for more funds to be given to the Ministry
of the Navy and Colonies, Villaret de Joyeuse questioned the wisdom of providing more funds to
Truguet before he had accounted for his previous expenditures. In addition, Villaret de Joyeuse
was “surprised that in the funds requested, there is not a part specifically allocated for the
payments of the arrears of the unfortunate sailors, who until now have seemed deprived of the
public protection of they are, however, so worthy.” According to Villaret de Joyeuse, having
shared “the misery that ravages our ports,” he had promised the sailors upon his departure that he
would work to remedy this problem. Villaret de Joyeuse announced that he had received word
from a number of officers that the salaries of the sailors were five and half months in arrears. He
then went on to describe the difficulties this had caused, referring to men forced to beg, others
37
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forced out of their apartments, and still others who were forced to wash their own laundry in the
public fountains. Due to these depredations, Villaret de Joyeuse noted that three “unfortunate
officers” had committed suicide; “one blew out his brains, the other threw himself into the deep,
a third cut his own throat to escape the long torture of famine.”40 It was probably sweet justice
for Villaret de Joyeuse to paint such a disparaging picture of the French navy under the tenure of
Truguet, the very man culpable for Villaret de Joyeuse’s discharge.
Although the focus of the discussion returned to the situation of the colonies, these
outbursts were only representative of the general political agenda of the conservative legislators
particularly the Clichyens, to garner more power for the Legislative branch over the executive.
According to the Constitution of Year III, the Executive Directory had the power to name and
dismiss ministers, but the legislators wish to have some power over the ministers.41 Truguet was,
in fact, only one of a number of ministers who were under assault by the conservatives in the
Council of Five Hundred. During the Directory séance of 16 July, Carnot, then acting president
of the Executive Directory, called for the dismissal of the Ministers of Justice, Finance, Foreign
Relations, and the Navy and Colonies, as “it appears to be the view of the Legislative Corps.”
This proposition, the ensuing debate, and votes revealed the sharp division amongst the five
directors.
In 1797, the Directory still had four of its original members: Louis-Marie de La
Revellière-Lepeaux, Paul Barras, Lazare Carnot, and Jean-François Reubell. Educated in law,
La Revellière was a moderate republican, who had served in the Convention, and "passionately
anti-jacobin.”42 La Revellière’s closest political ally, Reubell, was also a lawyer by trade and an
experienced but an opinionated Revolutionary politician. Barras was a revolutionary, whose
politics were self-centered, with a reputation to be “absolutely without scruples, greedy and even
cruel.” Carnot was a moderate republican whose politics were often at odds with the other
directors, while his association with the Terrorist regime earned him the ire of La Revellière.43
The fifth original director, Étienne-François Le Tourneur, who was a military engineer whose
40
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politics often mirrored Carnot, had been randomly selected to for replacement in 1797.44 With
the support of the Clichy members and Villaret de Joyeuse, the Legislative Corps selected
François Barthélemy was as the new fifth director.45 During his tenure as Director, Barthélemy
found himself often siding with Carnot and being out voted by the other three directors.
This schism between the directors was readily evident in the debates surrounding
Carnot’s proposition of 16 July, which called for the resignation of certain ministers.
Vehemently opposing Carnot’s view, Reubell believed that this move had been sponsored by
British bribes. He believed that all of the ministers should be voted on individually, rather than
the four Carnot singled out. With Barras and La Revellière’s support, Reubell’s proposition
passed. While the Directors voted unanimously on the dismissal of Truguet and the Minister of
Foreign Affairs Charles Delacroix de Constant, the votes for the other minister continued with
the support of Reubell, Barras, and La Revellière, outvoting Barthélemy and Carnot.46 So even
though the conservatives had succeeded in removing Truguet, they suffered a massive political
defeat, when Reubell, Barras, and La Revellière selected all of the replacement ministers.47
According to one source, the conservatives had planned to nominate Villaret de Joyeuse to take
Truguet’s place, but it never reached a vote.48
The debates concerning the colonies, however, were only part of a larger political agenda
of the Villaret de Joyeuse and the Clichyens to install a more conservative government. While
attacking Sonthonax and Truguet, they also pushed forward other conservative legislation
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concerning émigrés and religion. In regards to the émigrés, the conservatives voided the law of 3
Brumaire Year 4, which excluded émigrés and their relatives from serving in the government in
“all tribunal, administrative, municipal, and judicial functions.”49 The conservatives also sought
repealed the laws against refractory priests, which they portrayed in the argument for the
freedom of religion.

50

The Villaret de Joyeuse and his fellow conservatives were gradually

overturning some of the radical laws passed during the Revolution.
One of the main struggles between the conservatives in the Legislative Corps and the
Directory was over the power of the Directory, as the conservatives sought to diminish it. One
of these powers under assail by the conservatives was the Directory’s authority to arbitrarily
destitute a military officer like a civil servant, with the conservatives calling for destitution to be
possible only if the officer is found guilty in some sort of court of law.51 When opponents
criticized this proposal as reeking of monarchism, Villaret de Joyeuse weighed in on the debate.
Citing that Directors may make arbitrary decisions based on misinformation from disgruntled
subordinates, Villaret de Joyeuse asked what was so contrary to republican principles to have a
jury in a court-martial review an officer’s conduct. He prophetically warned that “if the fate of
the officers is not fixed by the law, they will become, to conserve their state, the slaves of the
parties..; they will divide between these parties; they will deliver their troops to one or the other
and from there, civil war.”

Following Villaret de Joyeuse’s speech, the proposal was

unanimously adopted.52
Their political efforts were not restricted to internal matters, especially since France was
still at war with a number of other European powers. Seeking to obtain peace in order to
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stabilize the country, the conservatives were heavily in favor of establishing conciliatory peace
treaties with both England and Austria. The conservatives were similarly against the ongoing
quasi-war with the United States.53 All of these policies, however, were opposed by a number of
powerful individuals. When the newly elected Legislative Corps took power in May 1797, the
conservatives had attempted to win over one of the other three directors to their cause in order to
acquire a majority within the Directory. When they failed to persuade La Revellière, they turned
to Barras, who in his usual unscrupulous fashion was playing all sides.54

One of the deputies

sent to talk with Barras was Villaret de Joyeuse, who visited him on 29 June, requesting Barras’
support for the revocation of the four-targeted Ministers.

According to Barras, he reportedly

replied that he would “follow the dictates of [his] conscience if that proposal were seriously
made,” but one of Barras’ agents later reported that Barras “had responded to Villaret de Joyeuse
in terms which allowed him to hope” to win him to their cause.55 However, that very night,
Barras and La Revellière arranged a meeting with Reubell to organize their triumvirate to “save”
the Republic.56 The conservatives thought Barras had agreed to join them, but during the vote
for the ministers, Barras sided with Reubell’s faction inflicting a decisive defeat on Villaret de
Joyeuse and the conservative faction.57
The conservative policies had also angered influential individuals in the French army,
particularly Bonaparte and Hoche. The heated debate over finances and the push for peace had
direct repercussions for France’s war effort because the conservatives attempted to limit the
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various measures that the Directory used to raise funds, such as borrowing on credit.58 Looking
to the army for support of the triumvirate’s future coup d’état, Barras looked to both Napoleon
and Hoche. Initially, the triumvirate turned to Hoche, the least threatening of the two options,
even before the Directory had voted on the ministers. In response, Hoche ordered a number of
troops to begin their march on Paris on 1 July, under the pretext that they were going to Brest for
future operations against Ireland.59 When the vote on the ministers occurred on 16 July, the
conservatives received a major shock. Vaublanc, Pichegru, Carnot and Villaret de Joyeuse
entered into an elaborate plan to strike at the triumvirate first. Carnot was to denounce the three
directors, which would be supported by the Council of Five Hundred, and Pichegru would be
given command of Paris. This plan fell apart most likely because the next day Barras revealed
evidence of Pichegru’s treasonous discussions with the British.60
Meanwhile, the triumvirates plan became readily obvious to the conservatives when
Claude-Louis Petiet, the recently dismissed Minister of War, passed on information that his
recently selected replacement, Hoche, had already sent troops towards Paris.61 On 18 July, a
report to the Council of Five Hundred announced that troops were marching towards Paris and
were well within the boundary of sixty miles restricted by the constitution.62 Unprepared to
overthrow the Legislative Corps, Barras let Hoche take all the blame.63

Unsatisfied with
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Hoche’s excuses, the Legislative Corps formed a special commission to look into this affair.64
After a few weeks of investigation and incrimination, the furor over the incident subsided and
soon attempts to reconcile between the Directory and the Legislative Corps were begun anew
with Villaret de Joyeuse as one of the members of this compromising party.65 Reconciliation,
however, proved to be impossible and the triumvirate looked to their second choice, Napoleon.
In a letter to the Directory, Napoleon vividly depicted that “the Clichy Club wants to march on
my cadaver to arrive at the destruction of the Republic,” calling for the Directory to “arrest the
émigrés, destroy the foreign influence. If you have need of force, call the armies. Crush all the
newspapers who are sold to England, and more bloodthirsty than Marat ever was.”66

In

preparation for the coup, Napoleon sent General Charles-Pierre Augereau to Paris, where he was
eventually named commander of the military division of Paris on 8 August.67 The preparations
for the Coup d’état of 18 Fructidor were underway.
The members of the Legislative Corps were not completely blinded to the coup
preparations.68

There was little agreement, however, over what course to take between the

various fractions of the majority. A number of the more moderate council members feared a
victory of the royalists more than a victory of the Directory.69 On 12 August, the Council of
Ancients passed the law calling for the organization of a national guard; the execution of this
law, however, was left to the Directory and they did nothing.70 The conservatives attempted to
his betrayal by questioning whether or not he had the appropriate age to be a director, Meynier, Dix-huit fructidor,
58.
64

Meynier, Dix-huit fructidor, 61.

65

The compromising party consisted of Thibaudeau, Émery, Doulcet, Villaret de Joyeuse, Siméon, Vaublanc and
Pichegru; Pichegru will later lean more towards the royalists. Meynier, Dix-huit fructidor, 75.
66

While siding with Barras, Napoleon continued a dialogue with Carnot. Napoleon to the Directory, 15 July 1797,
Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 2014, III, 242-43; Lefebvre, La France sous le Directoire, 412.

67

Séance of 8 August 1797 in Cheynet, Les procès-verbaux du Directoire exécutif, II, 149.

68

Dumas refers to the “the arrival of Augueau and his own indiscreet people, the seditious organization of five to six
thousand destitute officers.” Mathieu Dumas to General Monreau, 14 August 1797, cited in Victor Pierre, 18
Fructidor, 38-42.
69

Lefebvre, La France sous le Directoire, 413-15.

70

Séance of 25 Thermidor Year 5 (12 August 1797) in the Moniteur, 30 Thermidor Year 5 (17 August 1797), 131830.

166

reorganize the local gendarmerie, in order to place sympathetic officers in charge, but this
measure met with defeat in the Council of Ancients.71 They also attempted to revise the Garde
du Corps legislatif, calling for the Guard to be increased to 1,570 men.72 More important, the
project claimed the right of nominating the commanders and controlling the guard to a special
commission of the Council of Five Hundred.73 This measure, however, was never enacted
because the Council of Ancients was still debating the issue when the coup d’état took place.74
The Legislative Corps was relatively defenseless against the Directory and the armed forces.
On 24 August, Carnot’s tenure as President of the Directory was over, and, according to
the pre-established order, LaRevelliere-Lépaux took over as the new president.75 Several days
later, LaRevelliere-Lépaux issued an inflammatory discourse indirectly aimed at the Legislative
Corps: “the Executive Directory will stand up to anything to assure the French people their
liberty, their Constitution, their property, their ease and their glory… It will not compromise with
the enemies of the Republic to make [the Directory] a shameless scheme.”76 While some of the
royalists started to formulate a coup, their efforts were nevertheless very preliminary and trifling
in comparison to the triumvirate’s plans.77 Pichegru, however, failed to exploit the opportunity,
most likely because Barras had sent him word that he was not adverse to work with Pichegru, but
he was unavailable until 4 September (18 Fructidor).78
While plans for an overt coup by the some of the Legislative Corps members were
delayed, those deputies who wished to work within the confines of the law did not halt their
condemnation on the triumvirate. The day before the coup, the Council of Five Hundred voted
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to launch an investigation into the squandering of public funds, based on numerous accounts
from the armies that only received around ten percent of the rations purchased. In fact, the very
last act of the Council of Five Hundred prior to the coup was to create a commission of seven
deputies, which included Pichegru, Villaret de Joyeuse, and Tarbé, to investigate the various
suppliers and punish all of the “spendthrifts.”79 This was an obvious attempt to strike at Barras,
who was renowned for his corruption.80 The deputies, however, never got the opportunity to
reveal Barras’ corruption because he would strike first.
During the afternoon of 3 September, the Council of Five Hundred learned that the
Directory had given orders to gather all of the troops around Paris under the pretext of a military
exercise at Montrouge, a small commune south of Paris.81

Shortly before midnight, the

triumvirate met with their ministers and General Augereau, giving the instructions for the army
to move at dawn the following morning.

As the army poured into Paris, the severely

outnumbered Garde du Corps legislatif offered little resistance.82 A number of the council
members were arrested either at their homes or when they attempted to make their way to the
council; most of the coup d’état’s targets, including Villaret de Joyeuse, however, fled Paris.83
On 8 September, the rump of the Legislative Corps ultimately approved the Directory’s
resolution of 18 Fructidor, which legitimized the Directory’s attack on the Legislative Corps and
virtually erased the conservative majority. First the legislation annulled the primary, communal
and electoral elections of forty-nine of the departments, while a few elections invalidated by the
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conservative majority were revalidated. In addition, the legislation called for the deportation of
forty-two deputies of the Council of Five Hundred, including Villaret de Joyeuse, eleven
deputies of the Council of Ancients, as well as the Directors Carnot and Barthélemy. In total
over 177 deputies of the Legislative Corps were deposed.84 The Directory’s strike went beyond
the national political level, as all public officials who had been named since the May election
were revoked of their position. Meanwhile, the Law of 3 Brumaire Year IV against the émigrés
was renewed. With this proposition, the triumvirate was handed an immense amount of power
as they were given the right to select the people to fill the subsequently vacant positions.85 The
Law of 19 Fructidor was nothing short of a somber blow to democratic government in France.
The fates of the men proscribed by the Coup of 18 Fructidor, known as homme
fructidorisé, varied greatly. Of those men arrested, the Directory expedited fifteen to Guiana.86
While some of the deposed deputies fled to England and others, like Carnot, fled to Germany and
other parts of Europe, a number of them went into hiding in France.87 Of the later, the details of
their flight are scant; what is known is that Villaret de Joyeuse and a number of exiled deputies,
including Boissy d’Anglas, made their way to Île d’Oléron, just off the western coast of France
near La Rochelle, which became the official location of their exile in January 1799.88 Villaret de
Joyeuse was later joined by his younger brother, Jean-Marie, who also had to go into hiding
when the Directory ordered his arrest after some of his incriminating correspondence to Île de
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France was intercepted.89 While these deputies fructidorisé lived (and died) in exile over the
next two years, the Directory government continued along its unstable course.
In the aftermath of the Coup d’état of 18 Fructidor, the measure taken by the Directory
government has been labeled the “Directorial Terror,” which targeted émigrés and priests.
Despite the Directory’s attempts to rig the elections in 1798 in their favor, the neo-Jacobins won
a decisive victory. To maintain their ‘moderate’ government, the Directory government again
annulled a large percentage of the election results. Known as the Coup d’état of Floréal, the
Directory once again succeeded in destroying the principal of a democratic government. When
the elections of 1799 once again provided a Neo-Jacobin victory, the growing number of
discontents in the Council of Five Hundred spurned the Directory’s wishes to suppress the vote,
which permitted the entry of a number of neo-Jacobins. At this point, Reubell drew the lot to
retire and Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès, a noted critic of the Constitution of Year III, entered the
Directory. During the Coup d’état of Prairial, with the support of Sieyès and the compliance of
Barras, the Legislative Corps struck back at the Executive Directory, forcing the three other
directors to resign in June 1799. The Directory government was advancing towards its own
demise, as the very critics of the Constitution of Year III, like Sieyès, had ascended to seats of
power.90
Sieyès and the other revisionists soon began to consider the possible overthrow of the
entire Directory government and the establishment of a new government. For their planned coup,
they looked for a military leader. When other candidates died, declined or appeared too suspect,
the revisionists turned to Napoléon. With the support of Napoléon and the army, they launched
their bloodless coup on 9 November 1799. Despite the Napoléon’s miscue to enter the council
chambers, the coup d’état of 18 Brumaire was a success. However, Sieyès and the revisionists
had not prepared a working constitution in advance, which led to the hasty creation of the
Consulate government and Napoleon’s ascension to power as the First Consul.91
Many of the victims of the Coup of 18 Fructidor found solace with the new Consulate
regime. Shortly after the fall of the Directory, the Consulate government issued laws allowing
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the return of those exiled during the coup, with the exception of a few ardent royalists.92 Less
than a month after the coup, the Consulate sent a frigate to Guiana with passports for a number
of the exiled politicians and orders to render themselves to Île d’Oléron with their fellow
fructidorisé.93

Before these exiles even set foot in France, Napoleon went further on 24

December 1799, issuing an order that allowed all of those exiled by legislative acts without a
trial to return to France on the condition that they are given permission by the government and
put under surveillance.94 Napoleon even annulled the required observation of these individuals
shortly there after.

Many of the individuals were to assume prominent positions in the

Napoleon-dominated Consulate government, along side of a number of those responsible for
their deportation. In particular, many of conservative and pro-slavery abdicates were given
positions of power in the Consulate government. François Barbé-Marbois, who had been an
intendant of Saint-Domingue under the Ancien Regime, was made member of the Council of the
State and later Minister of the Treasury. Victor-Pierre Malouet, ancien propriétéur of Saint
Domingue and member of the old pro-slavery Club Massaic, returned to in the administration of
the marine.

Méderic Louis-Elie Moreau de Saint-Méry, another strong proponent of slavery,

returned to France and became historiographe, or historiographer, of the Ministry of Navy and
Colonies. Jean-Baptiste Guillemin de Vaivre, another intendant of Saint-Domingue under the
Ancien Regime, became director of the Bureau of Colonies under the Ministry of Navy and
Colonies.95 The Consulate’s views in colonial affairs were readily apparent by the selection of
its administrators.
In addition to the aforementioned administrators, Villaret de Joyeuse offered his services
to the new Consulate regime. In his report on plans for the French Mascarene Islands of Île-de92
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France and La Réunion in late January 1800, the new Minister of the Marine and Colonies,
Pierre Forfait, proposed to Napoleon that Villaret de Joyeuse serve as the military delegate.96
Accordingly, Napoleon restored Villaret de Joyeuse to his rightful rank of vice-amiral and his
position of seniority in the navy the following month.97 Together with the civilian delegate,
Lequoy-Montgiraud, Villaret de Joyeuse was to restore metropolitan control over the colonies.
However, the administration on the Mascarene Islands did not have to follow every French law
as the newly adopted Constitution of Year VIII contained the vague article calling for special
laws to determine the regime within the French colonies.98 Rather than disturb the current social
structure on the islands, which had not yet enacted the laws of emancipation, Napoleon issued
secret orders calling for gradual emancipation.99 For the expedition, Villaret de Joyeuse was to
command a small squadron of one ship-of-the-line, three frigates, two corvettes and one or two
transport ships, which was to carry around one thousand troops. Despite the preparations, the
expedition never got underway, partly due to a lack of funds and partly because Napoleon was
also preoccupied with other regions such as Egypt.100 Meanwhile, events would shift the focus
from the East to the West.
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Villaret de Joyeuse stems from their earlier conflict in 1796 and Villaret de Joyeuse’s political attack on him in
1797. Wanquet, 572, 577-78.
97

The date on the order is blank, however, Six states that the date is 27 February 1800. Order of Napoleon
Bonaparte, [1800], SHM CC7 2368; Six, Dictionnaire Biographique, II, 553-4.
98

Consitution of Year VIII in Rondonneau, ed. Collection Générale, VII, 572-80.

99

Napoleon ordered that the words ‘slave’ and ‘slavery’ cease to be used and adopt the cultivator system used in the
Caribbean. Wanquet, France et la première abolition, 582-88.
100

The ships were to be the Argonaute (74), the frigates Sémillante (40), Cocarde(40) and the Furieuse (40), the two
corvettes Tactique (16) and Aurore (16), along with the transports Normande and Nécessité. Wanquet, France et la
première abolition, 591-93. For example of Napoléon’s interest in Egypt, in December 1800, Napoleon ordered
Villaret de Joyeuse, Truguet and Bruix to assist two engineers to design a 74-gun ship that would have a shallow
enough draft to enter the port of Alexandria easily. While the order was not in his dossier, a reference to the order of
22 December 1800 can be found in Dossier Villaret de Joyeuse, SHM CC7 2368; Napoleon to Forfait, 22 December
1800, Correspondance de Napoléon 1er publiée par ordre de l’Empereur Napoléon III (Paris, 1868), No. 5238, VI,
685; On 20 March 1801, Napoleon allotted him a sum of money “to fulfill for mission to Isle de France and
Reunion.” Extrait des registres des deliberations des Consuls de la République, 20 March 1801, SHM CC7 2468.

172

While the plans for his expedition to the Indian Ocean were eventually abandoned,
Villaret de Joyeuse returned to active command on 3 May 1801, when Napoleon named him as
the new commanding admiral of the Brest fleet.101 Hoisting his flag upon his old flagship,
recently renamed the Océan, Villaret de Joyeuse took command of the combined Franco-Spanish
fleet that lay in the port of Brest.102 During the early half of 1801, Napoleon and the Ministery
of the Navy and Colonies proposed and cancelled a number of campaigns for the Brest fleet.
Prior to his appointment, the focus had been to shield the departure a squadron under the
command of now contre-amiral Gantheaume, which was to relieve the French forces in Egypt.103
In addition, there were plans for the Rochefort squadron to lead a Franco-Spanish-Dutch
expedition to re-conquer Cape Town, recently invaded by the British.104 For his part, Villaret de
Joyeuse was ordered to prepare a squadron of six French ships and five Spanish ships ready to
set sail by the end of May.105 The siphoning of so many ships for various operations, however,
left the Brest fleet with only six ships-of-the-line, two heavy frigates and four corvettes by
July.106 Nevertheless, Villaret de Joyeuse was not given orders to set sail and the Brest fleet
remained in port.
Following Napoleon Bonaparte’s rise to power with the coup d’état of 18 Brumaire, the
character of his government towards the colonies was readily evident by not only those past
defenders of slavery whom Napoleon employed, but also by the various laws that he produced.
To begin with, the Constitution of Year VIII, ratified in January 1800, contained the vague
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article #91, stating that special laws would determine the regime within the French colonies.107
Already in February 1801, nearly eight months before the signing of the preliminaries for the
Peace of Amiens, Napoléon had ordered Forfait to prepare the future organization of the
colonies.108 Napoleon eventually drew up a colonial administration that mirrored the Consulate:
a triumvirate consisting of the captaine-général, a préfet colonial and a commissaire de justice.
In March 1801, Napoleon named Toussaint Louverture, already in defacto control of the colony,
as the provisional captaine-général of the island.109 Initially, Napoleon seemed to want to work
with Louverture, however, several events led Napoleon to decide to invade Saint-Domingue in a
attempt to establish a more centralized control over the island.
There were two major events in October 1801 that eventually set in motion the expedition
to Saint-Domingue. One of the events was the signing of the preliminaries of the Peace of
Amiens between France and Britain on 1 October 1801. The peace treaty guaranteed the return
of France’s captured colonies in the West Indies and gave Napoleon virtually free reign to
restore France’s control over her colonies without interference from the British navy.110 The
foremost catalyst for the invasion was the reception of news from Saint Domingue. In July 1801,
Toussaint had issued a constitution for Saint-Domingue, which reaffirmed the abolition of
slavery, created a semi-autonomous government, and named Toussaint governor for life with the
right to name his own successor.111 For a number of reasons, including troublesome news of the
Napoleonic administration on Guadeloupe, and the rapprochement between France, the United
States and England, Toussaint created a government that much reflected Napoleon’s own regime
in France.112 In addition, Napoleon learned that Toussaint had sent in an armed expedition to
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take control of Spanish Santo Domingo.113 Upon the reception of a copy of the constitution and
news of Toussaint’s actions, the infuriated Napoleon decided to launch an expedition to reimpose metropolitan control over Saint-Domingue. Meanwhile, the head of the Ministry of the
Navy and Colonies changed when Forfait stepped down and Vice-amiral Denis Decrès assumed
his place.
The expeditionary forces, which had already been concentrating in various French ports
for other planned expedition, were bolstered following the signing of the preliminaries of Peace
of Amiens.

For Saint-Domingue, Napoleon ordered the formation of 18,000 troops on 7

October.114 The same day, Napoleon sent Decrès orders to send naval squadrons to France’s
various colonies; in this initial plan, Villaret de Joyeuse was to set sail with twelve French and
five Spanish ships-of-the-line, carrying 6,000 to 7,000 troops, rally with the Rochefort squadron
carrying around 2,500 more troops, and then make their way to Saint-Domingue, where they
were to “make the laws of the metropolis respected on Saint-Domingue.”115 In preparation for
the invasion, Napoleon requested all the plans of the forts and strong points of SaintDomingue.116

Shortly thereafter, Napoleon named his brother-in-law, General Emmanuel

Leclerc, as the commander of the expeditionary force and captaine-général of the colony.117
While Leclerc’s orders were to placate to Toussaint Louverture, Napoleon issued secret
instructions to Leclerc. These secret instructions bear a striking resemblance to Villaret de
Joyeuse’s proposal of 1797 in several ways. First, command of the island was placed in the
hands of a general. Second, Napoleon also carefully avoided using term slavery; “never will the
French nation put in chains men that it has recognized as free.” Instead, the blacks were to work
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as cultivateurs for the state, as had been done by Victor Hugues on Guadeloupe.

Third,

Napoleon sought to disarm the black population; Leclerc was to disarm first the blacks in
rebellion and then eventually the entire black population. 118 While Napoleon’s instructions went
further into specific detail, such as the eventual arrest and deportation of Toussaint Louverture,
the unequivocal correlation between Napoleon’s instructions and Villaret de Joyeuse’s 1797
proposal is immediately evident. Therefore, it should be no surprise, that Napoleon selected
Villaret de Joyeuse to be the expedition’s chief naval commander.
With Leclerc remaining in Paris until mid-November, preparation for the expedition fell
primarily to Villaret de Joyeuse. Upon reception of the news of peace, Villaret de Joyeuse
confidently wrote to Decrès that “discipline, union between the troops and the crews, good report
with the allies, zeal, emulation, confidence and patriotism exists on all of the ships with no
exception.” In fact, “despite the destitution of our magazines, the armament of my ships is a lot
better than what I had hoped.”119 However, when Villaret de Joyeuse received word that he was
expected to transport 6,000 troops, he notified Decrès that “it is not possible to distribute [the
additional men] within the squadron already overloaded by the immense quantity of munitions
and packed with the enormous artillery train.” Villaret de Joyeuse suggested to either arm a
couple ships-of-the-line en flute120 or to reduce the crews to peacetime levels.121 When Decrès
ordered five more ships to be prepared to join the fleet, Villaret de Joyeuse was faced with a
deficit of sailors for the fleet.

While some sailors were gained through the impressments of

fishermen, Villaret de Joyeuse believed that this would not prove to be sufficient and requested
sailors be sent from the Boulogne flotilla if the French prisoners were not returned from England
in time.122 When the expeditionary force in Brest was raised to 7,000 men, Villaret de Joyeuse
was forced to arm three more ships-of-the-line to facilitate their transportation, raising the Brest
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fleet total to fifteen ships-of-the-line.123 Without the assistance of the army commander, the
overtaxed Villaret de Joyeuse had to complete all of the preparations for both the navy and
army.124
Leclerc finally reached the port of Brest on 19 November.125 Leclerc happily reported
that “I am very content with Admiral Villaret’s manière d’être; I am persuaded that we will
never have the least difficulties together.”126 By late November, the expeditionary forces was
loaded and the fleet was ready to set sail, but as Villaret de Joyeuse had previously warned “the
greatest zeal, devotion, and willpower can master neither the wind nor the sea.”127 Held up by
contrary winds, Leclerc reported to Napoléon that “Admiral Villaret is very upset by the bad
weather; he shows much more impatience than I for not being able to execute your orders. I
believed I am able to assure you that the most perfect harmony will always reign between him
and I.”128 The harmony between the two commanders, however, did not survive the campaign.
With Villaret de Joyeuse and Leclerc aboard the Océan and the expeditionary force dispersed
among the various ships, including Villaret de Joyeuse’s younger brother Jean-Marie129, the
weather finally cleared on 11 December and the Franco-Spanish fleet was able to get
underway.130 Prior to setting out, Villaret de Joyeuse keenly proclaimed that “I go to offer the
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olive branch to Toussaint Louverture with thirty-eight or forty ship carrying 18,000 men under
the orders of General Leclerc.”131
The plan for the expedition called for the ships from Brest, Lorient and Rochefort to rally at four
successive points: Belle-Île, ninety miles west of Cap Finistère, thirty miles west of the Canary
islands and finally the Samana Bay on the eastern side of Hispañiola.132

While Villaret de

Joyeuse and the Lorient squadron successfully rallied near Belle-Île, Contre-amiral Louis-René
Latouche-Tréville, commander of the Rochefort squadron, opted to sail directly to the second
rallying point.133

Not finding Villaret de Joyeuse either there or near the Canary Islands,

Latouche-Tréville proceeded to Samana Bay, where he arrived on 18 January 1802. A few days
later, he was joined by the Lorient squadron, which had become separated from the Brest fleet,
and eventually on 29 January by Villaret de Joyeuse and the main fleet.134 As the French fleet
straggled into the Samana Bay, word of their arrival spread across the island to Toussaint.
Leclerc divided up the expeditionary forces into separate units to carry out a
simultaneous strike against Toussaint’s forces. While the main force of 4,000 under Villaret de
Joyeuse and Leclerc men went to Le Cap, a second force of 3,000 men and six ships, under
Latouche-Tréville and General Jean Boudet, were to take Port-au-Prince. A third force of 1,800
men under Captain Charles René Magon de Medine and General Donatien Rochambeau were to
take Fort Liberté, a town east of Le Cap, previously known as Fort Dauphin. The fourth group
of 450 men under General Kerverseau was to take the city of Santo-Domingo.135 This success
of this initial operation highlighted the benefits of combined-arms operations.
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Figure 15 - Invasion of Saint Domingue

Napoleon had hoped for an initial peaceful phase when Leclerc could undermine the
black leaders and their army; however, this did not occur. When Villaret and Leclerc reached Le
Cap on 3 February 1802, they were given a hostile welcome, as the nearby battery of Picolet
opened fire upon the two frigates that were sent to deliver Napoleon’s message. Toussaint and
several other black leaders on Saint-Domingue, already aware of the events on Guadeloupe and
the rendezvous of a massive fleet in the Samana Bay, openly resisted the landing of the
expeditionary force. Christophe, Toussaint’s commander in Le Cap, warned Leclerc and Villaret
de Joyeuse that no ships were to enter the port until he heard from Toussaint, otherwise he would
burn the town and massacre the white population. While bad weather carried the main fleet few
miles away from the island, Rochambeau landed around 600 troops near Fort Liberté, who were
quickly fired upon by the black defenders.136 The campaign to re-conquer Saint-Domingue and
restore slavery had begun.
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Figure 16 - Landing at Le Cap

Leclerc planned to envelop Le Cap and Christophe’s forces by having Rochambeau
attack from the east and landing with his own forces to the west. While Rochambeau succeeded
in taking Fort Liberté and proceeding westward, Leclerc and Villaret de Joyeuse were finding it
difficult to effect their landing near Le Cap. None of the pilots, however, wished to direct the
fleet into the Bay of Acul, forcing them to execute their landing around Port Magot, still further
west of Le Cap. Impeded by contrary winds, Leclerc did not reach landing point between Port
Magot and Limbé until the afternoon of 5 February. With the debarkation process advancing
slowly, Leclerc set out with around a third of his force towards Le Cap the following morning.137
However, Leclerc was too late. True to his word, Christophe had set Le Cap afire.138 Despite
claiming that “the most perfect accord has constantly reigned between Admiral Villaret and me”
to Decrès, Leclerc vehemently attacked Villaret de Joyeuse, blaming him for his inability to save
Le Cap from burning. Claiming that he was not “right to reestablish the French Navy,” Leclerc
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advised Napoleon to “take it away from his hands” if he wished to save the Navy. Leclerc
demanded that he would never undertake another combined operation unless the naval
commander was under his direct command.139 Much like Napoléon would be guilty of later,
Leclerc expected the navy to work on a strict timetable without taking weather or the other
intricacies of the navy into account.
Despite Leclerc’s bitter attack against Villaret de Joyeuse, the combined-arms operation
was generally as success. Santo-Domingo had surrendered to the French without a fight, Portau-Prince fell quickly, and some of the black leaders began to defect from Toussaint within the
first week.140 When Leclerc sent Toussaint’s sons with a letter from Napoleon a few days later,
Toussaint responded by offering an armistice, but Leclerc rightfully assumed that Toussaint was
stalling for time.141 With the armistice expiring on 17 February, Leclerc, bolstered by the arrival
of several thousand additional reinforcements from Toulon, launched his offensive into the
interior.142 Through bitter costly fighting Leclerc advanced on Toussiant’s positions, forcing the
black armies to fall back into the mountains.143
As the center of the conflict shifted to the center of the island, the French navy’s ability to
assist in the operations decreased. Conversely, in fact, the presence of the large number of ships
was becoming a liability as the French faced a shortage of food.144 By early March, both Villaret
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de Joyeuse and Leclerc agreed that the presence of a large navy was no longer useful and Villaret
de Joyeuse prepared to get underway with a majority of the fleet in the next few weeks.145 In the
meantime, Villaret de Joyeuse transferred his flag to the 74-gun Jemappes and sent back the
larger three-decker Océan and three of the large ships en flûte to France, in order to cut down on
the consummation of provisions.146 When Villaret de Joyeuse eventually set sail in April 1802,
he opted to set sail directly for France due to the pressing need for the ships back in France to
transport more troops and supplies to Saint-Domingue, as “the conquest and restoration of SaintDomingue is the most important object of public interest.”147 At this point, however, Villaret de
Joyeuse did not know that Napoléon had other plans for him rather than continuing the lead the
Brest fleet.
As for the expedition to Saint Domingue, the ravages of yellow fever and fighting
pockets of resistance continued to wear down the French forces eventually leading to their
defeat. While many historians have focused on how costly the expedition to Saint Domingue
had been for the French army, they often overlooked the casualties incurred by the French navy.
In mid-September 1802, Leclerc recounted to Napoleon the casualties suffered since the
beginning of the expedition. Of nearly 1600 naval gunners, only 400 were still alive although
they were not in a state to serve. Meanwhile, an estimated 5,000 sailors had perished.148 By the
end of the campaign, it is estimated that nearly 8,000 sailors perished, nearly 10% of France’s
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naval force.149 In comparison, the expedition to Saint Domingue proved deadlier than the Battle
of 13 Prairial and the future Battle of Trafalgar.150 Therefore, the failed expedition proved
extremely cost to both the French army and navy.
During this period of five years, Villaret de Joyeuse’s career, both politically and
militarily, were centered on colonial affairs. During his brief political career, Villaret de Joyeuse
and fellow reactionaries had nearly succeeded in establishing a more conservative interpretation
of the Revolution and set back some of its most liberal advances. Foiled by the intervention of
Napoléon, the men fructidorisé surprisingly found their savoir in the very man who had ousted
them from power. With the return of these men to power in France, Toussaint sought to protect
the fragile emancipation with the Constitution of 1801. To restore metropolitan control of its
wayward colony, Napoleon adopted Villaret de Joyeuse 1797 plan of operations and had Villaret
de Joyeuse as the commander of the expedition’s naval force. The plan ultimately failed for a
number of reasons. The forces that initially reached Saint-Domingue numbered only around
15,000 men, half of what Villaret de Joyeuse believed necessary. In addition, the spontaneity of
the expedition left the army with many deficiencies particularly in provisions and medical
supplies. Furthermore, the French encountered stiff resistance from the black population, which
had garnered considerable experience in the past years fighting against the French and British.
While Villaret de Joyeuse was no longer serving on Saint-Domingue, the events on SaintDomingue, however, still had a major influence on his next career.
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CHAPTER 6
“LA REPRISE DE POSSESSION” OF MARTINIQUE1
1802-1803
While Villaret de Joyeuse would not return to Saint-Domingue, he would return to the
Caribbean. Upon his arrival at Brest in May 1802, Villaret de Joyeuse discovered that Napoleon
had already named him capitaine-général of Martinique and Saint-Lucia the previous month.2
Villaret de Joyeuse would serve in this capacity for around six and a half years, from late 1802 to
early 1809. During his tenure as capitaine-général, Villaret de Joyeuse faced both internal and
external threats to the island’s tranquility. While Villaret de Joyeuse did not face the difficult
task of re-enslaving an emancipated population, he still faced opposition from various forces that
wished to disrupt Martinique’s plantation system. With the rupture of the fragile Peace of
Amiens in 1803, Villaret de Joyeuse also had to deal with the menace of invasion by the British.
The island of Martinique, with a surface area of 410 square miles, was the center of the
French government in the Windward Islands for several centuries. Spanning nearly forty-seven
miles long and eighteen miles across, Martinique, nestled between the islands of Dominica and
Saint Lucia, possesses one of the best ports in the Windward Islands and numerous small coves
along its 220 mile irregular coastline. Its mountainous interior is dominated by Mount Pelée, a
volcano with a height of 4,583 feet, and the southern part of the island is composed of small hills
known as mornes.

In addition to the hurricanes that regularly passed through the Caribbean,

Martinique also suffered from frequent volcanic activity and corresponding earthquakes. The
two largest towns of Martinique were Saint-Pierre, the commercial center, and Fort-Royal, the
seat of the administration, while numerous smaller towns dot the shores.3 At the outbreak of the
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Figure 17 - Windward Islands – 1802 (Post-Amiens)

185

French Revolution, census records noted a population of 83,400 slaves, 5,200 free blacks, and
10,600 whites. By 1802, following all the turmoil of the Revolution, the free black population
had grew to 6,578, while the white population had decreased to 9,826.4 While Martinique was
not as influential colony as Saint-Domingue, it was still one of France’s largest colonies.
While Martinique did not have a tumultuous history as Saint-Domingue, it has not been
spared from the chaos of the French Revolution. At the end of 1792, upon hearing rumors of
counter-revolution in France, the Leeward station naval commander had struck the Republican
tricolors and hoisted the fleur-de-lis aboard his ships5; officials on Guadeloupe and Martinique
followed suit with only Saint-Lucia remaining loyal to the Republic.6 In December 1792,
Lieutenant de vaisseau Jean-Raymond Lacrosse arrived in the Caribbean with word of the fall of
the monarchy and the creation of a republic. Through the use of proclamations and newspapers,
Lacrosse eroded the support for the royalist uprising leading both Guadeloupe and Martinique to
surrender to Lacrosse in January 1793.7 Shortly thereafter, Rochambeau returned to take over as
the governor general, but the Royalist threat had not been completely eliminated. In mid-1793,
the Royalists rose up in revolt, forcing Rochambeau to organize several battalions of the mulatto
militia and offered freedom to any slaves who deserted their Royalist masters. Even though the
British sent over a thousand troops to reinforce the Royalists, Rochambeau had captured the
main Royalist stronghold and most of their artillery the day before their arrival. After an
abortive landing at Saint-Pierre, the British fleet departed Martinique with five to six thousand
additional French refugees.8
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Figure 18 - Martinique
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However, this failed attempt to seize Martinique did not entirely dissuade the British
from making further attempts.

Upon receiving news of the invasion’s failure, the British

Secretary of the State Henry Dundas initiated the preparations for a new expedition to the West
Indies.9 In late-November 1793, a British expeditionary force of 7,000 troops set sail with the
ultimate goal of eliminating the French presence in the Lesser Antilles.10 Benefiting from
intelligence provided by French royalists, the British landed their forces at different key sites on
the island in early February 1794. Despite the initial success of the British, Rochambeau’s
outnumbered defenders in Fort-Royal held out against the overwhelming British forces until the
end of March.11

Although the forty-seven-day siege delayed their campaign, the British

ultimately captured both Guadeloupe and Saint Lucia as well.
While the French succeeded in freeing Guadeloupe, their efforts to regain Martinique and
Saint Lucia failed with the two islands remaining under British control until the Treaty of
Amiens in 1802.12 Almost immediately after capturing Martinique, the commander-in-chief of
the Leeward and Windward Islands, Charles Grey, ordered the island’s courts to reopen under
the pre-Revolutionary laws.13 The successive British governors set about trying to reorganize
Martinique's administration and slave-based agriculture to return to its profitable pre-revolution
status.14
The eight years of British occupation of Martinique and Saint-Lucia, however, were far
from peaceful. In December 1795, Victor Hugues, the main commissioner on Guadeloupe, sent
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troops in an abortive attempt to retake Martinique.15 Five years later, in December 1800, free
blacks led by Jean Kina rebelled in Fort Royal against a new law that called for the reenslavement of unofficially freed blacks.16

Meanwhile, on Saint-Lucia, the British fought

against Black insurgents from 1794 until 1799 in what became known as “La Guerre des Bois”.17
Plagued with uprisings in Grenada and St. Vincent, both aided by Hugues, the beleaguered
British garrison withdrew from Saint Lucia in mid-June 1795.18 French control of Saint-Lucia,
however, only lasted fifteen months because another large British expedition seized Saint Lucia
again in April 1796.19 Minor resistance on Saint Lucia continued until October 1797, when the
main insurgent leader, Stanislaus, was killed.20 Following their reestablishment of control, the
British commander Brigadier-General George Prevost set out to return the administration back to
as it had been in prior to the French Revolution.21
While the inhabitants of African descent, both slave and free, on both islands were not
content with the return of slavery under British rule, the white planters, on the other hand,
15
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benefited greatly from the British administration. Robert Shore Milnes, governor from 1795 to
1796, initiated a rejuvenation of Martinique’s finances and improved the island’s production and
administration. His successor, William Keppel, governor from 1796 to 1802, further continued
his work. Both were so successful that the planters thanked King George III for their efforts.22
Benefiting from Britain’s expansive maritime commerce and control of the sea, the plantation
owner of Martinique saw a boom in their profits under British control.
Meanwhile, back in Paris, Napoléon laid out the organization of the future administration
of Martinique and Saint-Lucia, which took the form of a triumvirate, consisting of a capitainegénéral, a Colonial Prefect and a Commissioner of Justice, also known as the Grand Judge. The
powers of the capitaine-général resembled those of an ancien regime governor with his primary
function being the primary executive and military commander on the island.23

As capitaine-

général, Villaret de Joyeuse was the most powerful official on Martinique. The Colonial Prefect,
on the other hand, was the chief overseer of the civil administration of the island, similar to that
of the ancien regime Intendant.24
25

administrator of the island.
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Thus, the military, civil and judicial executive functions were split
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between the three officials with the capitaine-général assuming a higher stature than his two
colleagues.26
While preparations for Villaret de Joyeuse’s expedition were underway, Napoleon
continued to formulate his colonial policy. In late-May 1802, Napoleon finally began to
publicize his vision for the French colonies publicly. In the colonies returned by the Peace of
Amiens, where slavery had not been abolished, “slavery will be maintained conforming to the
laws and regulations prior to 1789.” In addition, Napoleon renewed the French slave trade.27 An
addition to the law called for made allusions to future changes to the law of emancipation, stating
that “we must rush to substitute a healing system.”28 The following month, Napoléon further
forbid “all blacks, mulattos, or other gens de couleur, …, who are not in service of the state, to
enter, in the future, the continental territory of the Republic,…, without the authorization of the
Minister of the Marine and the Colonies.”29

Shortly after, the Consuls decreed that the white

planters would be given free transportation back to Saint-Domingue.30 While Napoleon’s orders
to restoration of slavery did not reach the Caribbean until September 1802, the aim of the
Consulate government was readily evident to the freed blacks on Saint-Domingue and
Guadeloupe.
While Leclerc had generally subdued Saint-Domingue by mid-1802, the island of
Guadeloupe was still ripe with insurrection. Back in October 1801, the black officers and troops
of Guadeloupe had expelled Napoleon’s capitaine-général who had undertaken repressive
measures against the black population. In February 1802, Napoleon sent General Antoine
26

The administration of Saint Lucia was exactly the same, except for the fact that these officials were subordinated
to their equivalents on Martinique. On Saint-Lucia, the capitaine-général was called the Commander and the
position of Colonial Prefect was labeled the Chief of Administration. On the other hand, Tobago had only a
capitaine-général and a chief of administration, who were also under those of MartiniqueArrêté qui détermine la
Manière dont seront régies les îles de la Martinique et de Saint-Lucie, 26 May 1802, in Rondonneau, Collection
Générale des, XIII, 932-36 ; Arrêté relatif à l‘Organisation administrative et judiciaire de l‘Île de Tabago, June 30,
1802, in Rondonneau, Collection Générale des lois, IX, 11-13.
27

Loi relative à la Traite des Nègres et au Régime des Colonies. 20 Mai 1802, in Rondonneau, L. ed. Collection
Générale, VIII, 924 ; Jules François Saintoyant, La Colonisation Française pendant la période Napoléonienne
(1799-1815) (Paris: La Renaissance du Livre, 1931), 73-75, 86-89.

28

Dubois, A Colony of Citizens, 370.

29

Arrêté portant Défense aux Noirs, Mulâtres et autres Gens de couleur, d’entrer sans autorisation sur le territoire
continental de la France. 2 Juillet 1802, in Rondonneau, Collection Générale, IX, 20.
30

Extrait des Registres des délibérations des Consuls de la République, 5 July 1802, SHM BB4 161.

191

Richepanse with around 3,500 troops to reestablish metropolitan control over the colony.
Although Richepanse initially received a warm welcome when he reached Guadeloupe, his
attempts to disarm the black troops quickly met with stiff resistance.31 The conflict on SaintDomingue re-ignited when premature rumors of the restoration of slavery on Guadeloupe
reached the island. With the forces on Saint-Domingue readily depleted by the ravages of war
and yellow fever, the French resorted to the use of terror in an attempt to restore order to the
colony.32 The renewed outbreak of violence would resonate throughout the Caribbean.
As Villaret de Joyeuse was making preparations for his expedition to Martinique, reports
of the growing war in the Caribbean were reaching France. General Bouvet on Guadeloupe
wrote Villaret de Joyeuse warning him that the troubles on Guadeloupe might spill over onto
Martinique. Aware that Guadeloupe would probably be unable to furnish the 400 expected
troops to increase the garrison on Martinique, Villaret de Joyeuse requested that an additional
600 men be attached to the expedition force.33 It was important to arrive with a powerful and
disciplined force, Villaret de Joyeuse warned Decres, because there were “germs of insurrections
that need to be smothered” on Martinique.34
Since Villaret de Joyeuse’s expedition was not ready to sail when the Peace of Amiens
was finally ratified, Napoleon dispatched the Colonial Prefect, Charles-Henri Bertin, and several
other officers, who arrived on Martinique on 7 July 1802.35 Greeted by a fifteen cannon salute,
Bertin was well received by the British commander-in-chief of the Windward Islands, General
Thomas Trigge. Yet, Trigge would not surrender control of the island to him since they had not
31
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yet received official orders from England.36 On the 14 July, Bertin and the accompanying
officers sailed up to Saint-Pierre to meet with the British governor, Major General William
Keppel, whose sickness had prohibited him from greeting them at Fort-Royal. Welcomed by a
large jubilant crowd of locals, Bertin met with Keppel, who expressed his wishes to render the
island most promptly and most orderly to the French. 37
Upon his arrival on Martinique, Bertin commenced his inspection the island, reporting
back to France the dismal state of military infrastructure on Martinique. In Fort-Royal, every
public building required considerable repairs with the exception of the military hospital. For
example, the barracks of the forts were dilapidated because the British had made no repairs to
them for sometime prior to the signing of the preliminaries of the Treaty of Amiens. With the
expected arrival of the French garrison, Bertin reported that major work was necessary in order
to house troops, which unfortunately could not begin until the English garrison departed.38 After
his discussion with Keppel, Bertin sent engineering and artillery officers to inspect all the forts
and military establishments on the island.39 Their subsequent reports revealed to Bertin the
dismal state of the island’s defenses. Bertin bitterly complained to Keppel, on 25 July:
Without a doubt His Britannic Majesty has intended to render this colony in a
state to resist at least interior enemies. However, Fort Bourbon and Fort Royal are
unable to defend themselves from a coup de main, not only due to the poor state
of the artillery, but due to the lack of ammunition [the British] are disposed to
leave here…The intentions of the French Government…gave me the duty to
demand that the colony be left in a fit state of defense, due to distance from our
arsenals in Europe presents to equip all the necessary munitions.40
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A month later, Bertin bitterly informed Napoléon that “the English have left the forts of
Martinique in the most absolute destitution of all types of munitions.”41 Much of the work
would have to be completed by the incoming French garrison.
With the signing of the Peace of Amiens, the French were to retake control of the island
as soon as possible. Since Villaret de Joyeuse and the garrison would not be arriving until
September, Bertin requested a temporary loan of 1,000 troops from Guadeloupe until their
arrival.42

Unfortunately, Richepanse was in no position to furnish that many troops since

fighting and sickness had greatly reduced his own forces, while the unstable conditions on
Guadeloupe required their continual presence. As a result, Richepanse did offer to send a small
group of troops to replace the English garrison.43 Bertin inevitably rejected Richepanse’s offer,
because Keppel offered to maintain the British administration on the island until Villaret de
Joyeuse’s expedition arrived as long as the French were able to pay the costs for their services.44
This cooperation was not specifically limited to civil matters; in August 1802, Bertin even
cooperated with British Navy in order to prevent the gens de coleur, expelled from Guadeloupe
by Richepanse, from landing on Martinique.45 Thus, the continued presence of the British
garrison maintained the general tranquility of the island until Villaret de Joyeuse arrived.
Bertin’s waiting ended on 12 September 1802, when Villaret de Joyeuse's small squadron
sailed into the bay of Fort-Royal after a trip of forty-one days.46 Following negotiations with
Keppel concerning France's repossession of the island, the French took possession of the forts
41
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and town on the morning of 14 September, where they were once again greeted with jubilation.47
After taking possession of the island from the British, Villaret de Joyeuse issued a proclamation
declaring:
The French government will maintain these ancient laws which gave the colony
happiness, protects the religion of your fathers, guarantees property in its entirety and
conserves slavery, which is part of all colonial property. Misfortune to those who dare to
trouble the social order of the colony, who seek to raise suspicions or to cut the links that
unite it with the Metropolis; the glaive of justice will soon reach them and punish them.48
Villaret de Joyeuse and Bertin quickly set out to restore Martinique and Saint Lucia to within the
folds of the Napoleonic regime. The day after taking possession of the island, Villaret de
Joyeuse promulgated Napoléon's order of 28 April 1802, which changed various place names on
the islands to erase connections with the Bourbons.49 On Martinique, the town and port of FortRoyal became Fort-de-France, while the adjacent Fort Bourbon, also known during the
Revolution as Fort Convention, took the name Fort Desaix. The port and town of Castries on
Saint-Lucia was changed to Carénage, while Port-Louis on Tobago took the name Scarboroug.
In addition, in order to facilitate a better communication between the colonists and the mother
country, Villaret de Joyeuse and Bertin reestablished the French post office, while Villaret de
Joyeuse requested that more newspapers be sent from France.50 Not all of the ordinances,
however, were inclusive, as a number of the laws were discriminatory against the island’s black
population.
Previously warned of the troubles on Guadeloupe, Villaret de Joyeuse was particularly
worried about the gens de couleur. Having “ excessively multiplied,” the gens de couleur had
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replaced the middle class white population, known as Petits Blancs, in all occupations “and by
which, they have acquired riches and a type of utility, which ferments their ambition.” Villaret
de Joyeuse, wishing to undermine the economic power of the gens de couleur, suggested to
Decrès that “it would be advantageous to send to the colony a large enough number of workers
to share the profits and diminish the importance of the gens de couleur.”51 A few days later,
Villaret de Joyeuse published the “Ordinance concerning the general surveillance of the the gens
de couleur libre and the slaves,” which attacked the rights of gens de couleur libre, forbidding
them to practice medicine and severely limiting their right to bear arms.52 Like on Guadeloupe
and Saint-Domingue, the Napoleonic colonial policy quickly became obvious on Martinique.
Villaret de Joyeuse had some reason to fear disruption of Martinque’s social structure,
particularly as the situation on Saint-Domingue degenerated.

He warned Decrès that “the

example of what has passed in the other American islands in opposition to the old laws that the
government has revived for Martinique and Saint-Lucia, irritates incessantly the spite and
ambition of the gens de couleur.”53 In October, the capitaine-général of Guadeloupe warned
Villaret de Joyeuse that he had received word of a plot organized between gens de couleur on
Martinique and Guadeloupe.54 Combined with other reports of various suspicious activities from
around the Caribbean, Villaret de Joyeuse feared that there was “a secret correspondence
between all the hommes de couleur in the Antilles.”55 He believed that:
They are only too well informed of our forces and our continual loses. They count on the
crowd of petits blancs que le commerce y attire, whose hopes often make the mistake of
being disposes naturally to revolution. For a month, despite the most active surveillance,
they have introduced onto the island a large enough number of spies and agitators by
clandestine disembarkations.56
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Fearing the gens de couleur would find support among the Petits-Blancs, Villaret de Joyeuse had
already sent out a circular to all local officials “to arrest, without distinction of color, all
individuals” without “a regular passport”.57 When one white person was arrested “for having
furnished gunpowder, weapons and supplies to those revolting on Guadeloupe,” Villaret de
Joyeuse looked forward to making an example of him. However, Villaret de Joyeuse
concentrated his efforts against the gens de couleur, as “the wisdom of the government has
ordered me to take the most severe precautions and the most attentive vigilance in regards to this
dangerous caste.” 58 Villaret de Joyeuse began by ordering the closure of all public schools that
admitted black students.59 Villaret de Joyeuse justified this measure to Decrès, stating:
Half-knowledge will only serve to mislead the intelligence and foment the ambition of
these turbulent people. Destined to physical labor, they do not need any other kind of
talent. I believe to assure the present and future tranquility of the colony, in quashing the
germ of this dangerous instruction, which corrupts all through false maxims and
contagious examples, which only tend to destroy the inequalities of the social order and
the subordination of all sense of subordination.60
Therefore, the Napoleonic colonial regime sought to eliminate any chances the blacks had of
improving their station in life.
Another problem that faced Villaret de Joyeuse was the question of what to do with “a
large number of villains,” who had been “captured aboard some corsairs and treated as prisoners
of war.” Villaret de Joyeuse was sure that among these gens de couleur, “there is not one of
these brigands who have not dipped his hands in the blood of the whites.” Not wanting “to let
loose onto society these ferocious beasts,” Villaret decided to “drop them onto the coast of the
Gulf of Venezuela.”

Taking this opportunity, Villaret de Joyeuse opted “to add to these

monsters,...all the hommes de couleur of Martinique convicted or accused by pure voices of
assassination, arson, poisoning and even those who… scare their masters by their conduct.”61 It
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is unknown how many slave owners used this opportunity to get rid of unwanted slaves or accuse
innocent gens de couleur for their own economic gain. While there is no data, it is easy to see
how easy this ordinance could have been abused.
With the establishment of these racist laws, Martinique saw a growing number of cases of
poisonings, boat theft and arson.

In order to curtail this “scourge,” Villaret de Joyeuse

established a special military-like tribunal, comprised of two commanders of the local
gendarmerie, a local notable, and four other government officials. Directly after hearing the
evidence, the tribunal voted, with only a simple majority needed. The accused had no right to
appeal his sentence, which in almost every case was death.62 It is simple to see how this special
tribunal weighed heavily against the black population, giving them little chance for a fair trial.
Even the very freedom of the gens de couleur libre came under investigation. Like the
process that had taken place on Guadeloupe, Villaret de Joyeuse and the préfet colonial ordered
every black person claiming to be free to report with supporting documents to the government
offices in March 1803. Those who could not produce such evidence would be deemed runaways
and sold as slaves, with the profits going to the state.63 While it appears that not many were sold
into slavery, it is not difficult to imagine that the gens de couleur could easily see that the
Napoleonic government was not friendly to their continued status.
Besides curtailing the black population, Villaret de Joyeuse sought to improve the
island’s defensive works in preparation for the next conflict. After receiving the descriptions of
the decrepit state of Martinique's coastal defenses and fortifications, Napoléon told Decrès in
November 1802, that "it seems to me most urgent still to charter a ship and to send immediately
all the cannons and other munitions of war necessary to complete the armament of Martinique."64
Joyeuse to Decrès, 22 Novembre 1802, CAOM, Colonies C8A 105; Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 2 February 1803.
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It was not until January 1803 that Decrès fulfilled most of Villaret de Joyeuse's requests for
supplies and munitions. Even then, in agreement with Louis Alexandre Berthier, the Minister of
War, Decrès had reduced the number of gun carriages by half and sent only two squadrons of
engineers.65 This cut would reduce the firepower available to Villaret de Joyeuse, while the
small detachment of engineers limited the extent of new projects Villaret de Joyeuse would be
able to carry out.
In addition to re-provisioning war materials, Martinique’s fundamental infrastructure
needed to be repaired and improved.

Villaret de Joyeuse lamented in March 1803 that

“Martinique is the only colony of the American archipelago which does not have great roads.
The paths which lead from one small town to another hark back to the crude simplicity of the
Caribs rather than the arts of a great nation.”66 In addition to facilitating commerce, such repairs
were crucial for a successful defense plan; Martinique needed adequate roads to facilitate the
rapid deployment of troops against an enemy invasion force or a swift withdrawal to Fort Desaix.
Villaret de Joyeuse followed the defensive operational plan drawn up by Henry François Charles
de Bexon, the deputy director of fortifications, which focused on the concentration of defenses
around Fort-de-France.67 Not only did the plan call for the improvement of the defenses of the
citadel of Fort-de-France and the nearby Fort Desaix, which overlooked the northern side of the
bay, but it also recommended securing the southern side of the bay by fortifying the Islet of
Ramiers.68 However, two major crisis hampered Villaret de Joyeuse’s efforts to improve the
island’s state of defense.
The first major crisis Villaret de Joyeuse faced was the onset of yellow fever. The same
epidemic that killed Leclerc and decimated the French Army on Saint-Domingue reached
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Martinique and its dependants, Saint Lucia and Tobago, in late September 1802.69 Through
December, this disease continued to strike down both enlisted men, officers, and civilian officials
alike, including General Jean-Joseph-François-Léonard d'Amarzit de Sahuguet, the Captain
General of Tobago.70 Indeed, the epidemic was so widespread that Villaret de Joyeuse feared for
the health of Napoléon’s younger brother, Ensign de vaisseau Jérôme Bonaparte, who had
arrived as officer aboard the corvette L’Épervier (16) in late-October.71 When the captain of
L’Épervier fell ill, Villaret de Joyeuse promoted Jérôme to lieutenant de vaisseau and gave him
command of the L’Épervier.72 Villaret de Joyeuse then instructed Contre-amiral Pierre de
Villeneuve, Jérôme's superior officer, to send him on cruise until the epidemic had run its
course.73 Despite this precaution, Jérôme fell seriously ill during his cruise near Saint Lucia.74
Fortunately, Jérôme prove to be luckier than many other men in the Caribbean and was soon
restored to good health.75 Many, including Villeneuve’s own brother, were not so lucky.76
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The ravages of this yellow fever epidemic left the garrison of Martinique and her
dependencies severely weakened. By December, Villaret reported that of the 390 troops sent to
Saint-Lucia, only 272 remained, and only 667 out of Martinique’s 1,160 troops were fit for
duty.77 Even with the arrival of around 600 reinforcements between January and March 1803,
the garrison remained depleted as these additional troops only replaced those men who had since
died.78 Tragedy struck when Villaret de Joyeuse's experienced army commander, General DenisFélix Devrigny, whose well-known bravery inspired so much confidence in the inhabitants as his
own soldiers, passed away on 28 July 1803.79

Villaret de Joyeuse nearly faced a heart-

wrenching personnel dilemma, when his own wife, who accompanied him to Martinique, fell ill,
although she was fortunate enough to recover.80 The ensuing shortage of men led to difficulties
in administering the island.81 Villaret de Joyeuse, Bertin and the Grand Judge Jacques-AndréSimon Lefessier-Grandpré all had to exercise their power to nominate people provisionally to fill
in the numerous vacancies. Eventually, by the beginning of January 1804, the number of cases
of yellow fever began to drop.82 Though Villaret de Joyeuse could happily report on 14 January
that the yellow fever had subsided, the disease had already severely depleted the French forces
sent to Martinique.83
As if Villaret de Joyeuse’s situation was not precarious enough, the situation in the
Caribbean destabilized further in spring 1803. The already fragile Peace of Amiens had reached
a breaking point. By the end of March, Lord Robert Hobart, the British Minister of War and
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Colonies, had obtained King George III's approval for operations to prevent further
reinforcements from reaching Martinique.84 At the beginning of April, Hobart reinforced the
British fleet in the Caribbean, with instructions to intercept any French reinforcements.85 Even
two days prior to the declaration of war, on 16 May, Hobart had sent instructions to the West
Indies ordering the capture of Saint Lucia, Tobago and Martinique.86 This turn of events,
however, was not a complete surprise to Villaret de Joyeuse, who had already anticipated this
imminent attack back in April. He warned Decrès that "fifteen thousand men are essential for
the attack of Martinique, and, of course, it will not be long before England is in a state to make
such a try."87 With the possibility of renewed war with England, Villaret de Joyeuse redoubled
his efforts to improve the fortifications and coastal batteries in early April, but his efforts had
been hampered by both the poor quality of the materials from France and shortage of trained
engineers.88 The situation appeared no better on Saint Lucia, where the fortifications were
collapsing, yet Villaret de Joyeusebelieved that:
The confidence that [General Antoine Noguès, commander of Saint-Lucia] inspires in the
troops, his zeal, his courage and his talent assures me that Saint-Lucia, in case of attack,
will serve a longtime as an outpost of Martinique. General Noquès will fight inch by inch
for the land, determined to withdraw only at the last extremity, into some entrenchments,
which are falling into ruin.89
Unfortunately, Noguès’ qualities proved insufficient to hold off the overwhelming British forces
for long.
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Aware of his perilous situation, Villaret de Joyeuse declared Martinique in a state of
siege on 21 June 1803.90 In accordance with the law, Villaret de Joyeuse assumed “immediate
surveillance and direction of the different branches of the public authority.”91 He also issued a
passionate call for the inhabitants of Martinique to volunteer as corsairs, as in former times
“when the buccaneers of Martinique, braving the number and superiority of their adversaries,
carried onto all the American seas, the terror of our arms and the glory of the French name!"92
On the same day of Villaret de Joyeuse's declarations, the British struck, landing three thousand
men on Saint Lucia.93

With his regulars severely reduced by disease and few militiamen

answering the call to arms, Noguès withdrew to the fortress on Morne Fortunée and refused the
call to surrender, stating “[Napoléon] has given orders not to surrender a fortress before it has
been attacked, I shall stick to this order."94 The next morning the British stormed and carried the
fortress, thereby capturing Saint Lucia in less than 24 hours.95 Hood then detached a smaller
force to invade Tobago, which surrendered less than twenty-four hours after the British fleet’s
arrival. Despite the rapid capture of both Saint Lucia and Tobago, Admiral Hood's limited forces
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Figure 19 - Windward Islands – End of 1803
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could not attempt to storm the heavily fortified island of Martinique so he was reduced to
establishing a blockade.96 Patrolling the waters around Martinique, the British navy interdicted
any French commercial shipping, reinforcements, and supplies, and even made several raids
upon Martinique’s shores.
Faced with such a dire situation, Villaret de Joyeuse had to turn for help from the target
of his attacks, the gens de couleur, because they were an important element within the Garde
Nationale. Shortly after the declaration of war, Villaret de Joyeuse issued a proclamation to the
Garde Nationale. After describing the situation, the proclamation made a special call to the gens
de couleur. “Hommes de couleur! This glorious title is not foreign to you; you have also bear
amrs for the Partie and the Patrie has not forgotten your services….Count invariably on my
character and my loyalty….Maintain a subordination that will keep you safe, a devotion that will
give you glory. Be brave, loyal, and devoted, and do not fear that the Patrie will refuse you the
compensation that you have merited.”97 This public announcement was strikingly difference
from Villaret de Joyeuse’s earlier proclamations and his private correspondence. Despite Villaret
de Joyeuse’s plea, many of the gens de couleur in the Garde Nationale either deserted or did not
answer the call to duty when the British finally invaded in January 1809.
To oppose the British naval presence, Villaret de Joyeuse possessed only a small flotilla
of six smaller vessels.98 While he employed these ships to protect incoming merchant ships from
roaming English corsairs and frigates, Villaret de Joyeuse also used them to carry material and
supplies to other parts of Martinique since the road network was still in relatively poor
condition.99 Although several transports reached Martinique safely, the blockading British ships
succeeded in intercepting six French troop transports, depriving the island’s garrison of sorely
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needed reinforcements.100 Meanwhile, the French naval force stationed at Martinique also fell
victim to the ravages of yellow fever, eventually limiting Villaret de Joyeuse to manning only
one ship.101 By November 1803, with several of the ships were no longer seaworthy, Villaret de
Joyeuse assigned their crews, around a hundred men, to garrison a battery near Fort-de-France.
Afterwards, the only remaining available naval ships were the brig Curieux (16) and the
schooner Fine (14), leaving Villaret de Joyeuse reliant upon corsairs to strike at British merchant
shipping. 102
Meanwhile, the British navy diligently sought out any French privateers from Martinique
and Guadeloupe, while taking any opportunity to raid Martinique’s coastal batteries. On 14
November 1803, a detachment of British sailors and marines from the Blenheim (74) and the brig
Drake (14) captured the French privateer Harmonie, which lay in the harbor of Marin in the Bay
of Sainte-Anne. While one unit seized this vessel, another surprised the nearby battery on Pointe
Dunkerque, destroying the six 24-pounders and the magazines.103 A few days later, on 26
November, sailors and marines from Hood’s Centaur raided the battery on Cap Salomon,
destroying the six 24-pounder cannon there.104

These raids put a continual strain on
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Martinique’s defenses as only a finite amount of replacement cannon were successfully passing
through the British blockade.
Napoléon was genuinely pleased with Villaret-Joyeuse’s efforts during his first year and
a half on Martinique. Decrès ended his dispatch of 1 February 1804 by adding: “I should not
dispatch this letter without fulfilling the duty to testify to you that the First Consul is satisfied
with your services, your zeal, and the conduct at the same time firm and reconciling by which
you can make [them] respect and cherish the government.”105 Nevertheless, during 1804, he
would face a new political rival and continual British incursions that would threaten his control
of the island.

105

Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 1 February 1804, CAOM, Colonies B 257.
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CHAPTER 7
MARTINIQUE AND MARITIME OPERATIONS
1804-1805

The relative weakness of the French naval forces in the Leeward Islands continued to
permit the British navy the freedom of action. Although unable to take Martinique, Hood turned
his attention to Diamond Rock, a barren monolithic basalt islet around six hundred foot high and
a mile in circumference laying a mile off of Martinique’s southwestern shore. With many
French ships evading the British blockade by slipping between this islet and Martinique, Hood
decided to seize and fortify Diamond Rock in January 1804. Over the next month and a half, his
men installed three 24 and two 18-pounder naval pieces on the islet and constructed various
facilities to sustain a garrison on the stark islet.1 Christened the H.M.S. Diamond Rock, Hood
left this stone "sloop of war" with a sloop, Fort Diamond (16), and several launches to inspect
passing ships and to serve the island as a tender.2 In addition to acting as an impediment to
French blockade running, Diamond Rock served as a hospital for British sailors suffering from
yellow fever.
Not content to take up a defensive blockade, Hood also sought to capture French
warships, privateers or American merchant ships anchored off Martinique. During the evening
of 3 February, four longboats with over seventy British sailors and marines from the H.M.S.
Centaur (74) successfully cut out the French brig Curieux (16), which lay at the entrance of Bay
of Fort-de-France between Islet of Ramiers and Fort-de-France, after a fierce hand-to-hand

1

One 24-pounder commanded the landing-place, another was on the northeast side, and the third was around
midway up the cliff, while the two 18-pounders were placed on the summit. W. B. Rowbotham, "The British
Occupation of the Diamond Rock, 1804-1805" Journal of the Royal United Service Institution 101, no. 603 (1956)
398-99.
2

The H.M.S. Fort Diamond, the ex –Sirène, carried sixteen guns (6-pounders and carronades). Vivian Stuart and
George T. Eggleston. His Majesty's Sloop-of-war Diamond Rock (London, 1978), 51; Dorothy Hood. The Admirals
Hood. (London, 1942), 213.
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engagement.3

During 19 February, boats from the British brig Drake were able to cut out

American merchant ship in the port of Trinité from underneath the guns of a nearby battery.4 The
British succeeded again on 13 March, when boats from several ships cut out a French 10-gun
privateer Mozambique from underneath the coastal battery at Ceron, north-northwest of the town
of Précheur.5 Not every attempt proved successful however, as the French schooner Coureuse
(14), commanded by Bernard Dubourdieu, anchored in front of Saint-Pierre, fended off an
attacked by three English launches from the Blenheim during the night of 4 May.6
In addition to attacks on French and neutral vessels around Martinique, the British also launched
raids on various French military installations along Martinique’s coast. During the night of 7
February, Hood landed a force to attack a French military camp established at Ceron, which lay
between towns of Diamont and Saint-Luce. The prompt arrival of reinforcements from the 84th
Demi-Brigade and local national guard unit, however, drove off the British invaders.7 In May,

3

The Curieux, which had a crew of seventy men, had just finished stocking up three months provisions. Though
spotted by French sentries, the British were able to force their way on board against the 28 men on watch. During
the fierce hand-to-hand combat which raged on deck with pikes and the butts of muskets, the French Captain,
Joseph-Marie-Emmanuel Cordier, was knocked overboard and the French crew was forced down below decks.
After securing the deck, the British quickly sailed out of the harbor. The fire of nearby coastal batteries could not
prevent the capture of this ship Procès-verbal de l’enlèvement du Brick Le Curieux, commandé par le Capitaine de
Frégate Cordier, dans la nuit du 14 Pluviôse an XII, par des peniches anglaises à l’Amiral Villaret-Joyeuse,
Capitaine Général de la Martinque et Dépendances. SHM Marine BB4 208 ; Rapport fait par l’Enseigne de
Vaisseau Cheminant de la Corvette Le Curieux au Villaret-Joyeuse, Capitaine Général de la Martinique. SHM
Marine BB4 208; Hood to Even Nepean, 6 February 1804, The Naval Chronicle, XII, 65.
4

The lack of wind forced the British did not allow them to cut out the other two American ships anchored there.
The British returned during the night of 25 Feb. and spiked the three 24-pounders in the battery. Sam W. King to
Nash, 25 February 1804, The Naval Chronicle, XII, 68.
5

The British ships were the frigate Emerald (38), the sloop Fort-Diamond (16), and the Pandour (44). The French
privateer crew of 60 jumped over board after firing one broadside. Tho. Forrest to James O’Brian, 13 March 1804,
The Naval Chronicle, XII, 69; James O’Brian to Hood, 13 March 1804, The Naval Chronicle, XII, 69.
6

The watch of the French ship watch spotted the approaching boats and poured down volleys of musket fire,
supported by the nearby onshore batteries. The French sunk one launch, while repulsing the other two. British had
3 killed, 16 wounded, and 3 missing. Dubourdieu to Decrès, 28 November 1803, SHM BB4 184; W. Ferris to Hood,
5 March 1804, The Naval Chronicle, XII, 68; Daney, Histoire de la Martinique, IV, 295.
7

While the French suffered no casualties, the British seemed to have suffered 12 to 14 dead and at least forty
wounded. Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 15 February 1804. CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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Figure 20. Bay of Fort-de-France
the British raided an isolated battery that protected the coastal shipping, but this battery was
quickly put back into action.8 The British also attempted to install themselves on the Islet SaintAubin, which would have given them control over the entrance of the port of Trinité, but the
French drove them off.9

8

The name of this battery is unknown. D’Houdetot to Decrès, 30 May 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

9

D’Houdetot to Decrès, 19 July 1804. CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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To face this growing British menace, Villaret de Joyeuse repeatedly requested that
Decrès send more guns and reinforcements to replace those killed by the yellow fever
epidemic.10 The new commander of the garrison troops, General César-Louis-Marie-FrançoisAnge D’Houdetot, similarly complained that the British attacks would not be so successful if
there were more troops available.11 During the summer 1804, the Martinique garrison received
several shipments of reinforcements and supplies, with several ships profiting from a lessening
of the British blockade.12 Several frigates trickled through the loosened blockade, supplying
Martinique with around 850 additional troops and other badly needed supplies.13 Besides these
troops and supplies, Martinique also received a new administrator who would soon clash with
Villaret de Joyeuse.

10

Villaret de Joyeuse requested 1,200 men and 3000 muskets. Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 15 February 1804,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 109. Villaret de Joyeuse’s repeated request, see Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 17 March 1804,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
11

D’Houdetot arrived from Guadeloupe, in May, to replace Devrigny, who had died during the recent yellow fever
epidemic. D’Houdetot to Decrès, 30 May 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109. D’Houdetot had served the ancien
regime in various capacities, including as a Musketeer and an infantrymen in the colonies. He took part in the Battle
of Gondelour in India on 13 June 1783. During the French Revolution, he was removed from his presidency over
the assembly of Ile de France in 1793. He was not reemployed until 1799. He was put in command of the troops at
Toulon destined to embark on Ganteaume’s squadron to Egypt. In May 1803, he had sailed to Guadeloupe. Six,
Dictionnaire Biographique, I, 577.
12

Hood had left to transport General Charles Green and two thousand troops to invade the Dutch colony of Surinam
in April 1804. Decrès to Villaret-Joyeuse, 30 January 1805, CAOM, Colonies B 260;
13

In early August, the frigates Cybèle (40) and Didon (40) arrived with four hundred men from the 93rd Line,
muskets, and gunpowder. These two frigates went to Guadeloupe initially due to the blockade of Martinique in June.
Decrès to the Colonial Prefect, 26 January 1804, CAOM, Colonies B 257; Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 1 Feb.
1804, CAOM, Colonies B 257; Villaret to Decrès, 1 June 1804 I 6 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109. These
frigates went on to evacuated some of the French forces on Saint-Domingue. Instructions au Captain Brouard,
commandant la Didon, et au Captain Senès, commandant la Cybèle. 24 August 1804, CAOM Colonies C8A 109; In
September, the frigate Ville-de-Milan (44) brought two hundred twenty men of the 4th Colonial Battalion and fifteen
hundred muskets, of which nearly two thirds were of poor quality, Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 28 October 1804,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 16 July 1804, CAOM, Colonies B 257; Decrès to Villaret
de Joyeuse, 22 July 1804, CAOM, Colonies B 257; Another frigate, Le President (44), landed its cargo destined for
Martinique on the neighboring island of Guadeloupe. The schooner La Fine had to make two trips to ferry over the
220 men of the 12th Léger, two thousand pounds of gunpowder and ropes and sails for the ships stationed there.
Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 16 December 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 16 July
1804, CAOM, Colonies B 257; Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 22 July 1804, CAOM, Colonies B 257; Decrès to
Villaret de Joyeuse, 21 December 1804, CAOM, Colonies B 260.
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.
Figure 21. Pierre-Clément Laussat

A new colonial prefect, Pierre-Clément Laussat, arrived at Saint Pierre on 10 June after
traveling from Louisiana as Bertin’s replacement.14 Having just completed his duty as the
Colonial Prefect of Louisiana where he turned territory over to the Americans, Laussat was
assigned to be the new colonial prefect of Martinique.15 On 20 June, Bertin officially handed
over his position to Laussat.16 Upon his arrival, Laussat discovered that Bertin had left the
14

Laussat left New Orleans on 21 March 1804. Laussat to Decrès, 16 June 1804. AOM, Colonies C8A 109.

15

The Americans paid 60 million francs (~$11.3 million) and assumed 20 million francs (~$3.8 million) worth of
claims made by Americans against France. On 30 November 1803, Louisiana was officially handed over to France,
who, in turn, handed it over to the Americans on 20 December 1803. Pierre-Clément Laussat. Memoires sur ma vie,
à mon fils, pendant les années 1803 et suivantes, que j'ai rempli des fonctions publiques, savoir à la Louisianne, en
qualité de commissaire du gouvernement français pour la reprise de possession de cette colonie et pour sa remise
aux Etats-Unis ; à la Martinique, comme préfet colonial ; à la Guyane française, en qualité de commandant et
administrateur pour le roi (Pau, France, 1831) I, 124, 140-46 ; E. Wilson Lyon, Louisiana in French Diplomacy.
(Norman, Oklahoma, 1934), 223.
16

Bertin did not know he was to be replaced until Laussat arrived with his orders in hand. Laussat to Decrès, 28
June 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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finances in a state of confusion.17 Following his first meeting with Villaret de Joyeuse, Laussat
initially wrote to Decrès, praising him as “full of honor,… honest, [and] objective.”18 Impressed
that Villaret de Joyeuse “received him with all the cordiality imaginable,” Laussat remarked that
he would seek to “second his efforts and gain his friendship,” and that he saw “the advantage to
enter in public liaison with a man like him.”19 Despite his enthusiastic first impression, the
relationship between Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat was almost constantly riddled with conflict.
Both Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat were used to exerting executive authority in their
administrations. Villaret de Joyeuse had enjoyed working with a generally subservient colonial
prefect, while Laussat had been the sole administrator in Louisiana.20 The clash between these
two administrators centered on their difference of opinions on the balance of power between civil
and military administration. In incensed letter to Decrès, Laussat astutely observed that, due to
the state of siege, the Colonial Prefect would “always be a passive instrument of the military
power.”21 Laussat soon began to attack the military administration bitterly in letters back to the
metropolis. While the troops in Martinique’s garrison were “of the best fiber,” Laussat criticized
that their leadership was antiquated.22 In particular, he focused on the commander of these
troops, D’Houdetot, who had upset Laussat by assuming the title of Lieutenant of the CapitaineGénéral; Laussat was suspicious that this new title would lead to the appropriation of new

17

It is very likely that Bertin had been replaced due to his handling of the colonies’ finances. Laussat estimated that
the administration was operating at a deficit of around 60,000 francs a trimester during Bertin’s administration.
However, Laussat’s later calculates that during Year XII (Sept 1803-Sept 1804) posted a gain of almost 550,000
francs. (Expenses 2.3 million, Revenue 2.8 million francs) Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 1 February 1804, CAOM,
Colonies B 257; Laussat to Decrès, 28 June 1804, 3 October 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Daney, Histoire de la
Martinique, IV, 298.
18

Laussat to Decrès, 26 May 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

19

Laussat to Decrès, 16 June 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

20

In Louisiana, Laussat had run the colony, because the Captain-General, General Claude Victor, nor the GrandJudge had ever arrived. Conversely, Martinique’s previous Colonial Prefect, Bertin, had almost always consented to
Villaret de Joyeuse’s actions.
21

Laussat to Decrès, 16 June 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

22

At this time, the commander D’Houdetot was 55, the director of artillery Villaret de Joyeuse was 47, and director
of the engineers Bexon was 62. Laussat to Decrès, 26 May 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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powers by the military.23 Conflict between Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat soon erupted over
the issue of the budget for the army’s artillery and engineers. Villaret de Joyeuse greatly
perturbed Laussat when he sought to quadruple their budget, because Laussat felt that he should
be consulted: “we hand over the money but do not hear about it again.” Laussat naively chided
the military for its belief that “the enemy was at the doors; the attack is imminent; and that I
[have] come to undermine the two branches of the military service.”24 While Laussat did not
intentionally seek to undermine the island’s defense, Martinique was definitely under threat of
invasion. When an issue developed over a widow’s pension, Laussat exclaimed that he “refused
to renew…all types of liberties my predecessor allowed.”25 While the indifferent Laussat was
only concerned with keeping the expenses within the budget, Villaret de Joyeuse knew that
showing compassion would help garner the loyalty and support of the local population. Villaret
recognized their difference in opinion, but made it clear to Laussat that: “I am sure of the
confidence of the government, which has constantly approved my conduct and my operations, I
will continue to hold on to the reins of power in the colony …, and I will only abandon them to
my successor.”26 Villaret de Joyeuse adamantly defended the powers of his position.
The struggle over jurisdiction between the military and civil authorities came to a head on
the issue of the island’s police force. Laussat was distressed by the police’s subordination to the

23

Villaret de Joyeuse argued that Ernouf, the Captain General of Guadeloupe, had previously given him this title
and it was not a problem because it did not entitle any power or salary. Laussat to Villaret de Joyeuse, 15 July 1804,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, [date unknown], CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
24

Laussat to Decrès, 4 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; The two leaders were similarly at odds over the
traveling expenditures for the Director of Artillery, Director of Engineers and the general commanding the troops.
Eventually, Villaret issued that each year the Commander of the troops would have a sum of 7,250 francs, while the
Directors of Artillery and Engineers 4,840 francs. Order of Villaret de Joyeuse, 27 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies
C8A 109; Laussat to Decrès, 23 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Laussat to Villaret de Joyeuse, 2
September 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109;
25

The widow and her four daughters had been assigned five rations equaling 3285 colonial livres. Villaret de
Joyeuse defended his actions by stating that they were “in the most profound misery, should not the government
come to their aid?” The British had “spared nothing to seduce the inhabitants,” such as giving pensions and rations.
He and Bertin had already reduced these as much as possible, while maintaining “public tranquility.” Laussat to
Villaret de Joyeuse, 26 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, 28 August 1804,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
26

Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, 28 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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military authority.27 Prior to Laussat’s arrival, Bertin, the Grand-judge Lefessier-Grandpré and
Villaret de Joyeuse had agreed that all the powers of the police ought to be concentrated in the
hands of the Captain-General due to disturbing news from Guadeloupe and Saint Dominigue.28
Villaret defended this measure since the Captain General of Guadeloupe “had only maintained
public tranquility with frequent burnings and hangings.”29

Laussat, in turn, labeled the

administration of the colony as a “military dictatorship.”30 Clearly, their views on Martinique’s
governance were completely divergent.
Their heated debate soon led to the question of who had the primary role in nominating
individuals to vacant administrative positions.31 Villaret de Joyeuse warned Laussat that, “the
First Consul has often told me that he would easily forgive an act of severity, more than an act of
weakness.”32 While Laussat eventually admitted that it was Villaret de Joyeuse’s prerogative, he
wrote to Villaret de Joyeuse telling him that he was “not the master to denature the dignity,
character and powers of the Colonial Prefect.”33 Villaret de Joyeuse, in turn, insisted that he
would continue to run the island as he had so successively in the past, denying any personal
ambition by stating that “I have been too long at the head of armies and administrations to have
the thirst for power.”34 Laussat went on to bitterly complain to Decrès that Villaret de Joyeuse
saw the position of Colonial Prefect as “the first minister passive to his supreme wishes.”35
27

While the men were good, they “The was not a day where there was not a disorder in the streets.” Laussat to
Decrès, 17 September 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Laussat to Villaret de Joyeuse, 1 August 1804, CAOM,
Colonies C8A 109.
28

Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, 2 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Lefessier-Grandpré to Decrès, 27
February 1803, CAOM, Colonies C8A 108; Extrait des deliberations prises entre le Capitaine General, le prefet
coloniale et le grand-juge, 2 November 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 108.
29

Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, 2 August 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

30

Laussat to Decrès, [Date Unknown – 3? August 1804]. AOM, Colonies C8A 109.

31

Laussat to Decrès, 13 October 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

32

Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, 17 September 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

33

Laussat to Villaret de Joyeuse, 19 September 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

34

Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, 20 September 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.

35

Laussat told Decrès that “The Captain-General is by himself an excellent man and has only excellent views.” It
was General D’Houdetot and Villaret de Joyeuse’s younger brother who told the Captain-General that Laussat
wanted to “eclipse him.” Laussat to Decrès, 20 September 1803, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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While Laussat acrimoniously criticized Villaret de Joyeuse, Villaret de Joyeuse’s sense of
governance was more in line with that of Napoléon.
This was most readily evident when Napoléon made adjustments to the colonial
government. In December 1803, he had issued a new order that changed the line of succession in
the colonial administration. According to the initial plan, the Colonial Prefect was to replace the
Capitaine-Général upon his death or absence, followed by the Commander of the troops. As a
definite sign that Napoléon leaned toward a military regime, his new decree, instead, placed the
Commander of the troops as the first in line, to be followed by the Colonial Prefect.36 This
measure was especially relevant because Villaret de Joyeuse fell seriously ill in September 1804.
Unable to criticize Napoléon decree directly, Laussat attempted to dissuade the metropolis from
selecting General D’Houdetot, whom he claimed was unpopular with the local population.37
While Laussat’s assessment of D’Houdetot may have been accurate, this was most likely
retaliation by Laussat, who was disappointed to see the military increase its power over the
colonial administration to the detriment of his own power.
Further evidence of Napoléon’s view of government reached at the end of September,
when an incoming frigate brought news that Napoléon had become Emperor of France.38 In
support of this news, Villaret de Joyeuse issued the following proclamation to the citizens of
Martinique:
The French people, tired of the revolutionary upheaval and the disorders which
have caused the instability of the various succeeding governments, had given
Bonaparte great authority, while entrusting to him, under the title of First Consul,
the reins of the Republic. Never choice was better justified…Bonaparte appeared,
and saved [France]. The First Consul withdrew France from the abyss. Four years
were enough for him to heal all the wounds of the State, to reopen all the sources
of splendor, to create new ones, to alleviate concerns, to extinguish hatreds, to
calm passions, to restore order, raise the altars of religion and the temple of
justice…. [with] the disorders reappearing with each new election: there was only
one remedy, it has been adopted. Napoléon Bonaparte was proclaimed hereditary

36

Napoléon had ordered this back on 13 December 1803. Lefessier-Grandré to Decrès, 25 May 1804, CAOM,
Colonies C8A 109.
37

As evidence, Laussat sent nearly thirty letters from complaining inhabitants. Laussat to Decrès, 19 September
1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
38

Daney, Histoire de la Martinique, IV, 304.
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Emperor of the French.39
He went on to clearly notify the white slave-owning Martiniquais, the local population of the
most importance, that “the nature of your properties requires a constant protection on behalf of
the Government. These advantages can only exist only under the Government of one, and a
hereditary Government.” Thus, Villaret de Joyeuse cautioned the slave-owners that only by
accepting Napoléon’s ascencion to power could they guarantee their precious plantation-system.
He invited the people to rejoice as “Josephine was born amongst you; this Colony was her
cradle. Martinique can be honored in having given France her first Empress and in still having
[on the island] her august mother, who gave her the first lessons of the sublime virtues that she
carried to the throne.” 40 In honor of Napoléon’s coronation and the anniversary of Austerlitz,
the administration held celebratory parties “with epoch-making brilliance and pomp” in SaintPierre and Fort-de-France.41 There were little qualms on Martinique of Napoleon’s new imperial
regime.
Following these celebrations, Villaret de Joyeuse and his wife visited Laussat, and their
relationship improved. Despite their rapprochement, they continued to disagree on several
issues.42 These disagreements generally centered on the budget and expenses for the army and
the police. The competitive relationship between Laussat and Villaret de Joyeuse, however, did
not abate. For example, Laussat jealously complained to Decrès that people called Villaret de
Joyeuse ‘His Excellence’, while his title was only Monseigneur.43 Although this is just a minor
example of their quarrels, it highlights their often-trivial nature.

39

Proclamation de Villaret-Joyeuse aux habitants de la Martinique et à l’armée à l’occasion de l’élévation de
Bonaparte à l’Empire, 3 October 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
40

Proclamation de Villaret-Joyeuse aux habitants de la Martinique et à l’armée à l’occasion de l’élévation de
Bonaparte à l’Empire, 3 October 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
41

Laussat to Decrès, 1 December 1804, 24 December 1804. AOM, Colonies C8A 109;Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès,
16 December 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109 ; État des sommes dépensées pour la célébration des fêtes données à
la Martinique les 10 vendémiaire et 18 brumaire en l’honneur du couronnement de l’Empereur. 21December 1804,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
42

Laussat to Decrès, 1 December 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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The military expenses are campaign bonuses, the housing of troops, and the creation of 12th Light Infantry
Regiment. Laussat to Decrès, 21 December 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109.
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Meanwhile, Martinique became a central component in Napoléon’s grand strategy. For
the past several years, Napoléon had planned to invade England. His initial project called for the
French fleets to unite and obtained local superiority in the English Channel, while Napoléon’s
Army of England crossed the channel aboard the invasion flotilla. The death of one of France’s
finest admirals, Latouche-Tréville, however, forced Napoléon to revise his strategy.44 Instead of
the Toulon fleet joining the other French fleets to sail straight into the English Channel,
Napoléon began to incorporate the idea of attacking British colonies and overseas commerce
before gaining command of the English Channel, particularly in the Caribbean. Napoléon’s
revised strategy called for the Rochefort squadron to sail to the West Indies, the Toulon fleet to
attack Surinam and a third expedition to attack Saint Helena.45 When Spain declared war against
England in December 1804, Napoléon modified his plans once again, this time concentrating his
attention on the West Indies. In particular, Martinique was to become the rallying point for all of
France’s fleets.46

For

Villaret de Joyeuse and Martinique, this new plan would bring a

temporary reprieve from the British blockade and much need reinforcements to these isolated
outposts.
The massive campaign commenced in January 1805, with the departure of Contre-Amiral
Edouard de Burgues de Missiessy and the Rochefort squadron.47 Loaded aboard this small
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Latouche-Tréville had been a good frigate captain during the American Revolution, during which he ferried
Lafayette over from France once. In 1793, he participated in the abortive attempt to take Sardinia, which Napoléon
took part in. In 1801, he took command of the invasion flotilla at Boulogne. On 4 and 15 August, he defeated
Nelson’s attack on the flotilla. In 1802, he had served under Villaret-Joyeuse during the transportation of Leclerc’s
army to Saint-Domingue. He died on 19 August 1804 at the age of 59. He is buried on top of the entrance to the
road of Toulon. Six, Dictionnaire Biographique, II, 66-68.
45

Napoléon to Decrès, 29 September 1804, Correspondance de Napoléon avec le Ministre de la Marine (Paris,
1837), I, 21-28.
46

Rear-Admiral Edouard de Burgues de Missiessy and the Rochefort fleet were to attack the British colonies while
waiting thirty-five days to rendezvous with the Franco-Spanish fleet, under the command of Vice-Amiral Pierre de
Villeneuve. Missiessy had sailed in the Caribbean while serving under Admiral D'Estaing during the American
Revolution. Shortly after being promoted to Rear Admiral in 1793, Missiessy was arrested by the Jacobins in
Toulon. Though released a few months later, Missiessy did not return to the navy until 1799. After serving on
various naval commissions, Missiessy returned to active duty in 1803. In 1804, he received command of the
Rochefort Fleet, when the previous commander, Villeneuve, took command of the Toulon Fleet following the
unfortunate death of Latouche-Tréville. Six, Dictionnaire Biographique, II, 206-7.
47

The British fleet under Rear-Admiral Thomas Graves, which consisted of 5 ships and 4 frigates, had left to water
at Quiberon Bay, and the frigate Doris which Grave had left to monitor the fleet had run aground while trying to
report back to Graves. The Rochefort squadron was composed of five ships-of-the-line, three frigates and two brigcorvettes: Majestueux (124) – Captain Pierre-François Violette, Magnanime (86) - Captain Zacharie Allemand,
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squadron were around 3,500 troops under the command of General Joseph Lagrange, and muchneeded supplies for the Caribbean garrisons.48 Missiessy's current orders were to sail to either
Martinique or Guadeloupe and plan with the Captain General of either island for an attack on
Dominica and Saint Lucia. Then, he was to disembark supplies and reinforcements and “to do
all the harm possible to the enemy” while he awaited the arrival of Villeneuve. If they did not
arrive after six weeks, he was to sail onto Santo Domingo, resupply the garrison and then return
to France.49 When Missiessy finally reached the Caribbean in late-February, the naval campaign
of 1805 was well underway.50
Admiral Missiessy and General LaGrange quickly disembarked to meet with the Captain
General Villaret-Joyeuse and to plan the future operations. The three officers decided upon
launching an immediate attack on the British island of Dominica, because it was situated
between Guadeloupe and Martinique and an impediment to communications between the two
islands.51 To support the attack, Villaret assigned the schooner Fine to Missiessy, who departed
the following day. While the French invasion of Dominica quickly overwhelmed the initial

Jemmapes (86) - Captain Jean-Nicolas Petit, Lion (86) - Captain Eléonore-Jean-Nicolas Soleil, Suffren (86) Captain Amable-Gilles Troude, Armide (44) - Captain Louvel, La Gloire (44) - Captain Bonamy, Infatiguable (44)
- Captain Girardias, Lynx (16) -Lieutenant Fargenee, Actéon (16) - Lieutenant Depoge. Précis de la Campagne de
l’Escadre aux Ordres du Contre-amiral Missiessy, SHM BB4 227 ; Stuart I Eggleston, Diamond Rock, 117.
48
General Lagrange had served in the Army of the Pyrenees during the French Revolution and rose to the rank of
adjudant général chef de brigade. He went on to serve in Napoléon’s expedition to Egypt , where he stayed until
1801, took part in numerous battles and rose to the rank of général de division. He would go on to serve with
distinction in Spain, Russia and the Campaigns of 1813 & 1814. The command included the two battalions of the
26th Line (1,579 men), the Legion de Midi (1,059men), 4th Chasseurs à cheval (65 men), 3rd Artillery (198 men), and
the 3rd Colonial Battalion (380 men). List of Troops, AN, Marine BB4 227; Six, Dictionnaire Biographique, II, 3335.
49

Instructions de 3 Nivose an 13. 24 December 1804. SHM BB4 227.

50

After a two-week delay in Bay of Biscay due to contrary winds, Missiessy's fleet reached the Caribbean on 20
February. In the channel between Martinique and Saint Lucia, Missiessy sighted six British merchant ships escorted
by a frigate; he quickly captured one merchant ship before the rest found protection under the guns of Saint Lucia.
Précis de la Campagne de l’Escadre aux Ordres du Contre-amiral Missiessy, AN, Marine BB4 227.
51

Napoléon had, also, insisted that if only one island could be captured, it should be Dominica, due to its location.
Instructions pour le contre-amiral Missiessy, commandant l’escadre en rade de L'Île d'Aix I Instructions pour le
Général LaGrange, 23 December 1804 Napoléon Bonaparte, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 8231, 8232, X,
97-104 ; In addition to offering a better strategic position, Dominica had a stronger economy, while Saint Lucia’s
climate would probably quickly deplete any garrison left there. Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, Feb. 25 1805, CAOM,
Colonies C8A 110.
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British position, the British fell back to the strong Fort Prince-Rupert. 52 Lagrange called upon
Prevost to surrender, but he refused. Believing that there was not enough time to besiege the
fort, LaGrange decided to evacuate the island. The Capitaine-Général of Guadeloupe, General
Manuel-Louis-Jean-Augustin Ernouf, pleaded with LeGarnge to capture Dominica, even offering
to send a corps of grenadiers to assist him, but Lagrange felt he was following Napoléon’s
instructions, which allowed him to make “extensions and modifications” if the circumstances
warranted it.53 Before leaving, the French confiscated the militia's arms, seized the twenty-two
merchant ships in the port as prizes, disarmed the captured fortifications, dumped the war
munitions into the sea and collected an indemnity of 100,000 francs from the inhabitants.54 After
a short stay on Guadeloupe, Missiessy sailed on to the islands of St. Kitts, Nevis and Montserrat,
where he imposed a contribution of nearly 200,000 francs.55
Prevented by calms from carrying on these attacks against British islands to the south,
Missiessy returned to Martinique on 16 March. Upon his arrival, Villaret de Joyeuse gave him a
letter from Decrès, dated 27 January, which stated that Villeneuve's attempt to sail from Toulon
in January had been frustrated by the weather.56 Decrès’ ordered Missiessy to set sail for France
52

This invasion of Dominica was envisioned as a three-pronged attack. Two landings were to surround the town of
Roseau; General LaGrange was to land with 900 men to the southeast of Roseau at Point Michel, while his secondin-command, Adjutant Barbot, would land his 500 troops to the north, to capture the redoubt on Morne-Daniel.
Barbot was supposed to swing south and cut of the garrison‘s retreat, thereby entrapping the remaining British
forces with the town. The third column of 900 troops, under General Michel Marie Claparède, was supposed to sail
to the northern tip of Dominica to take Fort Cabril, which overlooked a fleet anchorage in the adjacent Prince
Rupert’s Bay. The Governor of Dominica, Brigadier-General George Prevost had eight weak companies of the 46th
Foot, one light company and five regular companies of the 1st West India Regiment, two companies of the York
Light Infantry Volunteers and small detachments of Royal Artillery battalions. In all, there were about 700 regulars
and 400-500 unreliable militia. Henry de Poyen-Bellisle, Les Guerres des Antilles, 1793-1815. (Paris, 1896), 27980 ; Pierre Marius Dieudonné Mestre, Le Géneral Claparède, sa vie militaire, ses campagnes. (Paris, 1899), 115-8;
M.E. S. Laws, "The Defense of Dominica" The Journal of Royal Artillery, 76, No. 1 (1949): 54; Fortescue, British
Army, V, 246.
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Instructions pour le Général LaGrange, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 8232, X, 101-104; Poyen, Guerres
des Antilles, 282.
54

The militia also gave their parole not to give any service for a year. Précis de la Campagne de l’Escadre aux
Ordres du Contre-amiral Missiessy, SHM BB4 227.
55

Before leaving, Missiessy destroyed the batteries, disarmed the militias, and seized any merchant ships in the
ports. Rapport à Sa Majesté l’Empereur et Roi, 9 Prairial an 13, 29 May 1805. SHM Marine BB4 227.
56

When Villeneuve came out, Nelson said that “I have not a shadow of a doubt, but that Egypt was the original
destination of the Toulon Fleet.” However a strong gale in the Gulf of Lyon forced Villeneuve to return to Toulon.
The damaged ship-of-the-line L’Annibal had to be replaced by Le Pluton and the frigate L’Uranie by L’Hermione.
The frigate L’Incorruptable was too damaged, but there were no more available frigates to substitute. Nelson to
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as previously planned, after waiting the prescribed 35 days.57 Villaret de Joyeuse pleaded with
Missiessy to seize the nearby British-held Diamond Rock, but Missiessy was unwilling to
deviate from Napoléon’s instructions.58 After landing the 577 troops and supplies relegated for
Martinique, Missiessy departed from Martinique on 22 March.59 Nearly a week after Missiessy
had departed from Martinique, a frigate arrived with Decrès’ letter of 27 February, which
ordered Missiessy to wait in the West Indies until June for Villeneuve or the Brest fleet under
Vice Admiral Honoré-Joseph-Antoine Ganteaume.60 However, it was too late, as Missiessy was
already on his way back to France. Meanwhile, on the very same day that Napoléon’s latest
orders reached Martinique, Villeneuve finally sailed out Toulon and slipped past Nelson, who,
once again, thought Villeneuve was heading to Egypt.61 After gathering additional Spanish and
French ships at Cadiz, Villeneuve set out for his true destination, the Caribbean.62. Aboard this
massive Franco-Spanish fleet63 were around 3,500 French troops, under the command of General
Jacques-Alexandre-Bernard Law Lauriston, and 1,500 Spanish troops.64
Alexander John Ball, 11 February 1805. Nicholas Harris Nicolas, ed. The Dispatches and Letters of Lord Nelson
(London, 1998), VI, 338-40; O. Troude, Batailles Navales de la France. (Paris, 1868), III, 340.
57

Decrès to Missiessy, 27 January 1805, SHM BB4 227.

58

Villaret told Missiessy that the operation was within the parameters of his orders and that “The glory from the
presence of the squadron in these seas with the imperial flag makes the French Antilles recall the days of maritime
splendor...I only see glory for the navy in this project, this of so little inconvenience that they will balance the
advantages.” Missiessy stated that he could not carry out such an operation because “the goal and spirit of these
dispatches was to press my return to France, because the emperor had no doubt thought that having the only
squadron at sea, superior enemy forces would soon be looking for me.” Villaret de Joyeuse to Missiessy, 18 March
1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 110; Missiessy to Villaret de Joyeuse, 19 March 1805, SHM BB4 227; Villaret de
Joyeuse to Decrès, 20 March 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 110.
59

After delivering supplies to General Louis Ferrand’s besieged forces in Santo-Domingo on 28 March, Missiessy
sailed unmolested back to Rochefort. Précis de la Campagne de l’Escadre aux Ordres du Contre-amiral Missiessy,
SHM BB4 227.
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Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 20 March 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 110.

61

Nelson was to the south in Palma Bay in Sardinia and did not learn that Villeneuve had sailed until 4 April. Once
again, believing that Villenueve was heading to Egypt, he stationed himself between Sardinia and Italy. Nelson did
not learned until 16 April from a passing ship that Villeneuve had given him the slip. Nelson to William Marsden, 5
April 1805, Nicolas, The Dispatches and Letters of Lord Nelson, VI, 338-40; Nelson to Hugh Elliot, 16 April 1805,
Nicolas, The Dispatches and Letters of Lord Nelson. VI, 405-406.
62

The Spanish were under the command of Admiral Federico Carlos Gravina, who worked with Villaret de Joyeuse
in 1801.
63

This Franco-Spanish fleet now consisted of 18 ships (12 French and six Spanish), seven frigates (six French and
one Spanish) and four corvettes. French – Le Bucentaure (94) – Captain Jean-Jaques Magendie, Admiral
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This impressive combined fleet eventually reached Martinique on 14 May.65 Villaret de
Joyeuse optimistically believed that “a reunion of such important naval forces at Martinique will
form one of the most brilliant epochs of our maritime history; and has given the colony a
spectacle that has electrified the hearts and spirits of everyone.”66

In accordance with

Napoléon’s order of 2 March 1805, Villeneuve waited for Ganteaume to arrive with the Brest
Fleet.67 After waiting nearly two weeks, Villaret de Joyeuse eventually convinced Villeneuve to
carry out a small operation to seize Diamond Rock in the meantime. On 27 May, Admirals
Villaret-Joyeuse, Villeneuve, and Federico Carlos Gravina and Generals Lauriston and Honoré
To carry out the attack, Villeneuve assigned of two ships-of-the-line, a frigate and two
smaller craft, under the command of Captain Julien Marie Cosmao-Kerjulien,68 while Villaret de
Joyeuse sent two hundred troops from the 82nd Line, under the command of his aide de camp
Eugène-Edouard Boyer-Peyreleau, to carry out this assault.69 Reille went down to the southern
Villeneuve, Formidable (94) – Captain Jean-Marie Letellier, Rear Admiral Dumanoir-le-Pelley, Le Neptune (94) –
Captain Esprit-Tranquille Maistral, L’Indomptable (94) – Captain Jean-Jospeh Hubert, Le Pluton – Commodore
Julien-Marie Cosmao-Kerjulien, Le Mont-Blanc (86) – Captain Guillaume La Villesgris, Le Swiftsure (86) – Captain
C.E. L’Hospitalier-Villemadrin, L’Atlas (86) – Captain Pierre-Nicolas Rolland, L’Intrépide (86) – Captain Léonore
Deperonne, Le Scipion (86) – Captain Charles Berrenger, Le Berwick (86) – Captain Jean-Gilles Filhol-Camas,
L’Aigle (86) – Captain Pierre-Paul Gourrège. The frigates Rhin, Cornélie,Sirène, Thémis, Uranie, the brig Naïade,
Torche, Argus, Furet. Spanish – Argonauta (80) – Captain Rafael Hore and Adm. Fredrico Gravina, San-Rafaël
(80) – Captain Francisco Montes, Firme (74) – Captain Rafaël Villavicencio, Terrible (74) – Captain Francisco
Mondragón, America (64) – Captain Juan Darrac, España (64) – Bernardo Muñoz and the frigate Magdalema –
Captain José Caro. Troude, Batailles Navales, III, 338-40, 342 ; James, Naval History, III, 323-25, 330.
64

General Lauriston was an artillery officer, who had risen to the rank of chef de brigade during the Revolution
while serving in the Armies of the North and Moselle. After the expedition, he served in various political and army
positions, including Napoléon’s aide de camp until his capture at the Battle of Leipzig. His second in command was
General Honoré-Charles-Michel-Joseph Reille, who had served in the Army of Italy from 1793 to 1798 and
Massena’s Army of Helvetia in 1799. Following this expedition to the Antilles, Reille took part in the battles of
Jena, Wagram, Toulouse, Quatre-Bras and Waterloo. Six, Dictionnaire Biographique, II, 72-73, 352-53 ; Troude,
Batailles Navales, III, 338-39.
65

The San-Rafaël (80) reached Fort-de-France on the 16 May, having left from Cadiz later.

66

Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 21 May 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 110.

67

If Ganteaume did not arrive in forty days, Villeneuve was to land two battalions of the 67th Line, some artillery
and workers, a total of 1,300 men, on Martinique, Guadeloupe, Dominica and St. Lucia. Napoléon to Villeneuve, 2
March 1805, Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 8381, X, 231-32.
68

Le Pluton (74) - Commodore Cosmao, Le Berwick (74) - Captain Filhol-Camas, La Sirène (44) - Captain Chabert,
L’Argus (16) - Lieutenant Taillard, La Fine (14) - Lieutenant Maynard.
69

The landing would be entirely carried out by the 82nd Line, not a mix of 50-50 French and Spanish volunteers as
Stuart and Eggleston stated. What is true is that half of the boats that carried the troops were Spanish, so Spanish
sailors did participate. Rappôrt sur l’attaque et la reddition du diamont par le chef d’Escadron Boÿer. 6 June 1805,
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Figure 22 - Top View of Diamond Rock

CAOM, Colonies C8A 110; Boyer would later serve under Linois on Guadeloupe in 1815, where they sided with
Napoléon during the Hundred Days. Later, he wrote Les Antilles françaises, particulièrement la Guadeloupe, depuis
leur découverte jusqu'au premier novembre 1825.
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coast of Martinique to reconnoiter Diamond Rock.70 Although not impenetrable, the assault on
Diamond Rock was not going an easy task since the only place to land troops on this rock was on
the west side, which was often protected by the surf.
Forced off station by a strong current during the night of 29 May, the small flotilla spent
the entire next day working its way back. At sunrise on 31 May, the appearance of the French
task force towing launches laden with troops quickly convinced the British commander that the
French were planning to attack his post. Certain that he would be unable to hold the lower
defensive works, he ordered his troops to abandon them.71 At 8:00 A.M., the French ships
opened fire upon Diamond Rock; after a two-hour bombardment, the French launches made their
way towards the rock. Although the initial landing proved relatively easily, the heavy musket
fire from the British positions above forced the boats to withdraw before the provisions and
climbing equipment could be landed. Boyer ordered his forces to take shelter in the two lower
alcoves, as the British rained both bullets and rocks down upon them. While sixty grenadiers of
the 82nd Line and some provisions were landed around midnight, the French troops still lacked
the proper equipment to scale the imposing heights. The next day, as the squadron continued to
bombard the British, Boyer reconnoitered his surroundings in an attempt to find a route to reach
the English positions above. While some provisions were discovered in a magazine, the French
troops were unable to make any significant progress.72 Early in the morning of 2 June, Boyer’s
men eventually found a route to reach the heights above with the aid of a staircase from the
abandoned British hospital. A charge by the grenadiers took the grotto, which housed the British
garrison’s food and water supply. Unable to hold out after this loss, the British garrison of
Diamond Rock surrendered.73
70

This group was also accompanied by General Armand Maximillian d’Houdetot, who was in command of
Martinique’s garrison, Jean Marie Villaret-Joyeuse, the Captain-General’s younger brother and the artillery
commander on Martinique, Bexon, the director of engineers on Martinique, and chef d’escadron Eugène-Edouard
Boyer-Peyrelau, the Captain-General’s aide de camp and the leader of the assault on Diamond Rock. Poyen,
Guerres des Antilles, 286.
71

The supplies that could not be carried were destroyed and the ladders were removed. Commander Maurice’s
report to Admiral Cochrane, 19 June 1805 in Rowbotham, “Diamond Rock,” 101, no. 604: 538-541.
72

Again, under cover of the night, another seventy-five grenadiers of the 82nd Line were landed with more
provisions and ammunition.
73
Under the terms of the surrender, Maurice and his garrison were shipped on 6 July to Barbados, where they were
to remain on parole until exchanged. The British had two killed and about ten wounded, while the French had
around 40 dead and numerous wounded. Rappôrt sur l’attaque et la reddition du diamont par le chef d’Escadron
Boÿer. 6 June 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 110; Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 7 June 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A
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While the assault on Diamond Rock was underway, a frigate arrived carrying two more
dispatches by Napoléon. The first letter, dated 14 April, which had been written when Napoléon
was under the impression that Missiessy had taken control of Saint Lucia and Dominica, ordered
Villeneuve to “assure the possession of our islands of Martinique, Guadeloupe, Sainte-Lucia and
Dominica” and to captured additional colonies.74 The second letter of 29 April presumed that
Villeneuve had already begun to carry out the operations against the British colonies.75
Consequently, Villeneuve moved quickly to comply with these new instructions; to assist
Villeneuve, Villaret de Joyeuse detached eight hundred troops from his garrison.76 Early the
next morning, Villeneuve set out for Guadeloupe. After he gathering another 800 troops from
Guadeloupe, Villeneuve sailed north to attack Montserrat and Antigua.77 While sailing south of
Antigua, the Franco-Spanish Fleet captured a British convoy of fifteen merchant vessels, from
whom Villeneuve learned that Horatio Nelson’s fleet had reached Barbados on 4 June.78
Villeneuve quickly dispatched four frigates to drop off all of the borrowed garrison troops on
Guadeloupe before setting out back for Europe.
While these French naval expeditions to the Caribbean had cost the British considerable
money, supplies and manpower, they generally failed to achieve any lasting effect. Missiessy’s
expedition cost the British around over a million francs in damages and contributions,79 while the
110. Decrès later praised its capture, stating that it was “one of the most brilliant armed feats which honor French
valor.” Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 12 September 1805, CAOM, Colonies B 260.
74

Napoléon to Villeneuve, 14 April 1805. Correspondance de Napoléon Ier, No. 8583, X, 398-99.
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Napoléon to Decrès, 23 April 1805, Correspondance de Napoléon avec le Ministre de la Marine, I, 52-54.
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Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 7 June 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 110; Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 8 June 1805,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 110.
77

On 4 June, Villeneuve was joined by Contre-amiral Charles-René Magon, who had two ships-of-the-line and an
additional 860 men. Villeneuve’s disposition is not readily known. Villaret does not mention any specifics prior to
his departure and Villeneuve’s letters explaining his departure to Villaret were thrown into the sea on the way to
Martinique from Guadeloupe. Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 8 July 1805. AOM, Colonies C8A 110.
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Nelson thought that “there is not a doubt,… that Tobago and Trinidad are the Enemy’s objects” and embarked
2000 troops from the Barbados garrison. (Nelson to William Marsden, 4 June 1805, Nicolas, The Dispatches and
Letters of Lord Nelson. VI, 445-46) Just as Nelson realized that the Franco-Spanish fleet had not sailed against
Trinadad or Tobago on 8 June, he received word from Maurice, ex-commander of Diamond Rock, that the fleet was
still at Martinique on 4 June. Nelson to William Marsden, 11 June 1805, Nicolas, The Dispatches and Letters of
Lord Nelson. VI, 451-52.
79

Collected nearly 400,000 francs in contributions captured around 38 merchants ships. Though half of these ships
were burnt, the value of the remaining ships and their cargoes totaled nearly 900,000 francs. Unfortunately, the
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presence of a French fleet caused a panic in the British colonies that led to a rush in military
expenditures.80

Nevertheless, this French expedition failed to achieve any of their more

significant objectives: the reduction of Dominica and Saint Lucia.81

In fact, Villeneuve’s

expedition had even left Martinique in a worse state. His quick departure for Europe only
permitted him to disembark the troops he had borrowed from the two colonies on Guadeloupe,
which denied these colonies the 1,300 reinforcements that Napoléon designated for them. In
addition, nearly a hundred of these garrison troops died from a combination of disease and
exhaustion after marching across Guadeloupe, having been hastily disembarked on the island’s
northern shore. Even those reinforcements brought were soon ravaged by epidemics of yellow
fever and dysentery.82 With the unlikely prospect of the additional reinforcements in the near
future, the defensive capabilities of Martinique had been severely compromised.83 Finally, the
presence of these fleets, in particularly the large Combined Fleet, seriously drained the resources
of Martinique, which already had to import some supplies to sustain its own population. For all
of these costs, Villeneuve had only succeeded in expelling the British from Diamond Rock and
capturing fifteen merchant ships, worth about five million francs; even this last victory was
fleeting as these prizes had to be burnt when two British warships spotted them.

While

value of the arms and ammunition confiscated or destroyed is unknown. Rapport à Sa Majesté l’Empereur et Roi, 9
Prairial an 13, May 29, 1805. SHM BB4 227.
80

The construction of new defenses and constant drilling cost the administration of Antigua around £20,000 and led
to the ruin of the season’s sugar crop. There were similar preparations taken on Barbados. J. Holland Rose, “British
West India Commerce As a Factor in the Napoleonic Wars,” Cambridge Historical Journal 3, no. 1 (1929): 38;
Robert H. Schomburgk, The History of Barbados. (London, 1848), 360.
81

General Lagrange’s reluctance to take possession of Dominica could have possibly been due the fact that he
would have become the Captain General of this island.
82

While the 82nd Line Regiment, having acclimated to the climate, lost few, the 26th Line Regiment, which had been
there for only four months, lost many men. Between 20 July and 16 October, nearly 540 people died from yellow
fever on Martinique, including 300 soldiers and officers. In addition, there were 470 sick and 150 convalescents.
Less than two thousand men were in condition to take arms. The Grand Judge and the Captain General would fall
seriously ill during these epidemics. Laussat to Decrès, 10 July 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111; Laussat to Decrès,
30 July 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111; Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 24 July 1805, 16 October 1805, CAOM,
Colonies C8A 110.
83

In May, Decrès told Villaret that he was going to send reinforcements. The frigate Canonnière with 250 men of
the 112th Line Regiment, while the brigs Palinure and Pandour would carry an additional fifty men each. However,
events would change these plans. Decrès later ordered Canonnière to join Admiral Charles-Alexandre-Léon Durand
Linois’ small squadron in the Indian Ocean. Pandour would stop off in Guadeoupe instead in January 1806. Decrès
to Villaret de Joyeuse, 30 January 1805, CAOM, Colonies B 260; . Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse, 23 March 1805,
CAOM, Colonies B 260; Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 16 January 1806, CAOM, Colonies C8A 112.
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accomplishing little, these two naval expeditions only succeeded in generally weakening the
situation on Martinique.
This was particularly important, as evidence of an impending attack by the British had
been discovered on Dominica.

Upon entering Roseau, General Lagrange had discovered

treasonous letters from several inhabitants on Martinique to the British authorities.84 Within the
Governor of Dominica’s office, Lagrange also found a letter from an anonymous colonist to the
British, which suggested a plan for an attack on Martinique.85 It seemed that it was now just a
matter of time before the British built up sufficient forces in the area to carry out the invasion of
Martinique.
Meanwhile, the competitive tension between Laussat and Villaret de Joyeuse continued.
In particular, Laussat complained that the “pretentious” Villaret-Joyeuse often bypassed him,
communicating orders from Decrès directly to the sous-prefet Ménard.86 He also criticized Chef
d’escadron Jacques-Marie Hyppolite Le Bertre, the Commander of Saint-Pierre and served as
Villaret’s representative in Saint-Pierre, who seemed to “transform [the position of Colonial
Prefect] to a simple servant.” Laussat was also deeply offended when d’Houdetot did not visit
him when he was in town.87 Napoléon apparently did not entirely fault the military commander
and urged Laussat to improve his relations with Villaret de Joyeuse.88

As proof of their

cooperation, Laussat sent a series of correspondence between himself and Villaret de Joyeuse
concerning the suppression of the nègres pionniers.89 The bitterness appeared to have subsided

84

Decrès was upset that Villaret had not mentioned these letter, nor that any actions had been taken to punish these
traitors. He ordered that they should be “punished following all the rigor of the law.” Decrès to Villaret de Joyeuse,
12 September 1805, CAOM, Colonies B 260.
85

The letter even gives an estimate of forces available (500-600 troops and 120 sailors) The author also knew about
the French plans for the defense (concentration around Fort-Desaix with some units harassing the landing sites) The
author suggested, for attack on Fort-de France, to land one detachment between Case-Navire and Pointe des Negres
to take Morne Cartenfou, and another in Lamentin Bay to attack and seize the ports of Matilda and Champin.
Another force should land near Diamont. The author also suggested to the British not to land at Trinité or Gros
Morne. Anonymous Letter,[Date unknown], CAOM, Colonies C8A 110.
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They also, argued over the right to nominate people to vacant administrative posts. Laussat to Decrès, 5 January
1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111.
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Laussat to Decrès, 26 January 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111.
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Laussat to Decrès, 20 March 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111.

89

The nègres pionniers had been established back on 6 March 1804 to assist in military construction projects, since
many of the workers had died from yellow fever. It was formed by slaves hired out by their owners. This proved no
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by July, when Laussat notified Decrès that Villaret de Joyeuse “shows me today extreme
confidence and friendship” and “far from being contrary to my ideas, he embraced them,
sometimes with a warmth that enhances more and more his excellent intentions, and makes me
really appreciate his views.”90 Their relation, however, only remained cordial when the finances
were in good order, as Laussat still complained that Villaret de Joyeuse still took every occasion
to make him look like “a very devoted imbecile.”91 By October, their relation deteriorated again,
when Laussat moved to limit foreign trade to the ports of Saint-Pierre, Fort-de-France, Trinité
and Marin. Villaret de Joyeuse argued that if they closed all the other ports, it would “alienate
the owners of the richest parts of the island,” and, by limiting the ports of entry, this measure
would certainly facilitate the British efforts to blockade the island.92 Laussat responded by
formally accusing Villaret-Joyeuse of providing too many favors for eminent members of the
Anglophile population.93 Laussat continued to criticize Villaret-Joyeuse, whom he believed
lacked “the necessary firmness to govern” and was too preoccupied with his popularity.94
Laussat became extremely upset by his satirical depiction in cartoons and songs which were sung
everywhere, even the town square in front of the National Guard.95 While the commander of
troops in Saint Pierre, Le Bertre had let this go on, D’Houdetot eventually instructed Le Bertre to
fulfill his duty by arresting the young man responsible a few days later.96 Laussat also received
an anonymous “hate” mail, probably from an Anglophile notable, who labeled Laussat “a

longer necessary as the expeditions of Missiessy and Villeneuve brought reinforcements. Order creating the nègres
pionniers by Villaret de Joyeuse and Bertin, 6 March 1804, CAOM, Colonies C8A 109; Laussat to Decrès, 18 March
1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111; Laussat to Villaret de Joyeuse, 11 March 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111; Villaret
de Joyeuse to Laussat, 11 March 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111; Order suppressing the nègres pionniers by
Villaret and Laussat, 15 April 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 110.
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93

Laussat to Decrès, 23 October 1805, CAOM, Colonies C8A 111.
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turbulent, obstinate, [and] cantankerous spirit,” and warned of the possibility of an uprising.97 It
is very likely that Laussat’s unpopularity was directly related to fact that he had to institute the
Code Napoléon, of which certain parts, especially the registers, produced opposition from some
of the colonists and the island’s clergy.98 In contrast to Laussat’s flagging popularity, following
his review of Saint-Pierre’s National Guard, they praised Villaret de Joyeuse in a song.99
Laussat, however, obtained a little revenge by having those responsible arrested and deported to
the United States.100 In fact, Laussat nearly got Villaret de Joyeuse and the other military
officials removed from command, when he wrote scathing letters of the events to Napoléon.101
Similarly grim was Martinique’s financial situation by the end of 1805. Few American
or neutral merchants ships visited Martinique’s ports following the British Admiralty’s orders
against cargoes of raw French materials. By November, the deficit had reached 786,000 francs
with Laussat warning that “it will increase every day! And not one sou has arrived from France
for us!”102 By the time the devastating news of the Battle of Trafalgar arrived in December;
British ships were already actively cruising the channels between Martinique, Dominica and
Saint Lucia. Laussat proclaimed to Decrès that if this increased activity was a sign of British
intentions in the Antilles, “they will find us ready to receive them.”103 In a circular, dated 19
December 1805, Decrès addressed all the administrators of the Caribbean colonies concerning
the “check” at Trafalgar: “In the middle of his triumphs, His Majesty, has not fixed his eyes less
upon the colonies; it does not occupy him less than his navy; and it is far from his wishes to
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restrict naval operations….The Emperor does not hesitate to put new forces into activity.”104
Despite these claims, Martinique’s position after 1805 only continued to deteriorate.
With the end of the Peace of Amiens, the loss of Saint-Domingue, and the sale of
Louisiana, Napoléon’s dreams of a colonial empire in the Caribbean crumbled. Rather than
beings a part of an expansive network of colonies, Martinique became an isolated bastion in a
sea controlled predominantly by the British navy. While the arrival of Missiessy and Villeneuve
brought a temporary respite, these admirals failed to achieve any lasting advantage for the
French. The invasion of Dominica devolved into a large-scale raid, while the massive FrancoSpanish fleet only succeeded in reducing the small outpost of Diamond Rock. For these small
gains, Martinique was left devoid of naval supplies and at the mercy of the patrolling British
navy. After 1805, the situation for the isolated French colonies only continued to decline.
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Ferrand at San Domingo, 19 December 1805. AOM, Colonies B262.

230

CHAPTER 8
DECLINE AND FALL OF MARTINIQUE
1806-1809
Following the large maritime operations of 1805, the situation on Martinique entered into
a period of steady decline that ended with the British invasion at the beginning of 1809. During
these years, Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat continued to squabble as the British closed in on the
isolated colony.

These tumultuous years were marked by assassination attempts, a declining

economy, and a hurricane.

This period was crowned by that massive British Caribbean

campaign of 1809, which ended the remnants of the Napoleonic Empire in the Caribbean.
A quarrel among the French administrators erupted on the very first day of the year.
Laussat’s temper flared again when several of the militia officers failed to visit him on New
Year’s Day, sparking new complaints to Villaret de Joyeuse.1 The friction intensified when a Te
Deum was to be sung in honor of Napoléon’s victory at Austerlitz on 11 January; Laussat and Le
Bertre disagreed over how they should enter into the church.2 Laussat eventually yelled at Le
Bertre: “I am surprised, sir, that you have spoken in the offices of the Colonial Prefect and in his
presence.”3 Shortly thereafter, Le Bertre notified Villaret of unruly opposition developing in
Saint Pierre, where some colonists were trying to form a party in support of Laussat against
Villaret de Joyeuse, whom they saw as the protector of the rich.4 It appeared that the division
1

Laussat wanted sanctions to be taken against Mr. Despres, the commander of the St. Pierre National Guard, and
Mr. Laguigneraie, the parish commissioner. Laussat to Villaret de Joyeuse, 1 January 1806. CAOM, Colonies C8A
112; Villaret de Joyeuse to Laussat, 8 January 1806, CAOM, Colonies C8A 112; Laussat to Decrès, 16 January 1806,
CAOM, Colonies C8A 113. This is similar to an occasion in Louisiana, when “his naturally irritable temper was..
aroused afresh” because some Spanish officials refused to help in a party held by his wife. Daniel Clark to Governor
Claiborne, 23 November 1803, in Clarence Edwin Carter, ed. The Territorial Papers of the United States,
(Washington, 1940), IX, The Territory of Orleans 1803-1812, 120-21.
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between the Grands Blancs and the Petits Blancs populations had not completely subsided.
Villaret de Joyeuse responded to these rumors by requesting Laussat’s recall “for the tranquility
of the public and for that of my successor.” If Laussat were not to be recalled, Villaret de
Joyeuse requested that he be required, at least, to reside in Fort-de-France, rather than Saint
Pierre, where Villaret de Joyeuse could keep him under his close supervision.5 Subsequent
difficulties with Laussat over the recruitment of new clergymen further convinced Villaret de
Joyeuse that he alone “ought to be the only center of all power.”6 Laussat, in turn, complained to
Decrès that “since the beginning of January, [Villaret de Joyeuse] has absolutely broken off
relations with me and treats me and has others treat me as an enemy.”7 Villaret de Joyeuse was
further disturbed upon learning that one of Laussat’s secretaries had left Martinique secretly for
France aboard a neutral ship, without obtaining the proper passport.8 Aware that Laussat’s
secretary was probably carrying dispatches that spoke ill of him, Villaret de Joyeuse cautioned
Decrès to:
Guard against the errors and passions of Mr. Laussat; this administrator, who has the
desire to talk about himself, craving power to the point of mentioning upon his arrival
here that if he had known that Martinique was a theatre so insignificant [and] the
Colonial Prefect was not the successor of the Captain General, he would have not come.
The combination of Le Berte’s warning and this secret departure, Villaret de Joyeuse concluded
that Laussat wanted to make “Saint Pierre a sphere separated from me, where his desire to
dominate can be satisfied as he pleased.”9 The infighting between Villaret de Joyeuse and
Laussat refused to abate. When another French naval squadron reached Martinique, they argued
over the process of requisitioning the required supplies.10 Then, in July, Laussat was upset that
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Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat disagreed over the closing of the smaller ports to foreign commerce, control over
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Villaret de Joyeuse and Le Bertre were distributing passports to foreigners without notifying
him.11 In August, the two administrators quarreled over the secret police and the receiption of
orders from the government in France; Laussat complained that Villaret de Joyeuse considered
that he “ought to be the spokesman of the Emperor and in consequence the sole master in these
affairs,” which he believed was expressed in Napoléon’s Decree of 26 March 1802 concerning
the governance of the colony.12 Similarly, Laussat protested against Villaret’s surveillance of the
Gazette de la Martinique.13 While this was originally the official responsibility of the Colonial
Prefect, Villaret de Joyeuse had proclaimed, under his rights with the island in a state of siege,
that printed papers had to be submitted to him prior to going to the press and that the printer had
to print any orders by General D’Houdetot, his chief of staff Boyer, or Le Bertre.14 Villaret de
Joyeuse, in turn, denounced Laussat, stating “there was never a man less appropriate for the
service of the colony, of which he is the least knowledgeable.”15 He reported that Laussat had
failed to attend the celebration of Saint Napoléon and the anniversary of Austerlitz, which had
caused a scandal in the colony and that his subsequent excuses were “ridiculous.”16 When his
requests for Laussat’s dismissal went unanswered, Villaret de Joyeuse resorted to demanding his
own recall.17 The tension had reached such a point that Napoléon and Decrès had to intervene.
Bombarded by numerous fiery dispatches from the various colonial officials, the
administration back in France had to mediate in September 1806. Rather than taking one side or
the other, Decrès informed both Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat that while their services were
forcing people to house soldiers. Laussat to Decrès, 23 June 1806, CAOM, Colonies C8A 116.
11
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satisfactory, they needed to halt their disputes, as they displeased the Emperor.18 Upon receiving
this notice in early November, Laussat went to Villaret de Joyeuse’s home to reconcile, stating
that “the Emperor desires from us a frank, noble and prompt reconciliation, I bring it to you.”
The two reconciled and hugged.19 To settle the atmosphere, Villaret de Joyseu, as Grand
Cordon of the Legion of Honor, presented Laussat with the Legion of Honor.20 Unfortunately,
despite Napoléon’s firm wishes, this reconciliation proved to be temporary.
Meanwhile, Laussat’s clashes were not limited to just Villaret de Joyeuse.

Since

November 1805, a petty squabble had arisen between Laussat and Villaret de Joyeuse’s younger
brother, Jean-Marie. The whole incident started over Laussat’s refusal to sign a transaction
because Villaret de Joyeuse had not yet signed it.21 Jean-Marie retorted, “as I am jealous that the
Colonial Prefect gives example of the execution of the law, I will conform to it strictly,” citing a
clause that he did not have to sign in this particular case.22 This trivial and somewhat comical
disagreement continued to escalate, with Jean-Marie eventually stating that he preferred to
“leave the island and go to Guadeloupe, rather than give up.”23 Similarly, General D’Houdetot
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became the recipient of Laussat’s rebuke when D’Houdetot ordered troop reviews every quarter,
in accordance with an order of the Minister of War without notifying Laussat or garnering his
approval.24 It is readily obvious that Laussat did not enjoy life on Martinique and was eager for
a different post. In mid-July, he had already sent his wife and his three daughters back to France
citing that “the education of my daughters: that is my veritable motive, the essential motive. This
land here offers no strong resources of this kind.”25 It is obvious that Laussat was discontented
to have a subordinate role to Villaret de Joyeuse.
While this clash of egos raged on Martinique, white colonists throughout the Caribbean
feared the expansive influence of the Haitian Revolution. An agent on St. Thomas, Roberjot
Lartigue, sent word to Villaret de Joyeuse that Jean Jacques Dessalines, the ruler of Haiti, had
sent emissaries to neutral countries in an attempt to organize slave rebellions on both Martinique
and Guadeloupe. The Danish governor of St. Thomas had expelled them, but they had since
moved to Tortola, a neighboring Virgin Island, which was a “den of pirates well deserving…to
give them asylum.” While the accuracy of these reports were unknown, it persuaded Villaret de
Joyeuse to redouble the surveillance of the shores for clandestine landings.26

While this

physical threat never materialized, the ideological influence of the Haitian Revolution resounded
on Martinique. The most marked example occurred on 3 June when a slave attempted to
“poison” Madame Marie-Rose Claire Tascher de La Pagerie, the mother of the Empress
Josephine. When La Pagerie, who was staying in the home of Villaret de Joyeuse, began to eat
her plate of sweet peas, she discovered on her first bite that there were pieces of crushed glass.
Upon questioning, some of her servants quickly pointed their fingers at her longtime personal
servant, a 30-year-old mulatto slave named Emilie. After being arrested and interrogated, Emilie
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eventually confessed.27

Found guilty by the Special Tribunal, Émilie was burned alive.28

Unable to gain their freedom, the slave population on Martinique continued their passive
resistance to the slave-plantation system.
While controversy and fear gripped the French West Indies, Martinique still played a
significant role in Napoléon’s maritime strategy. In December 1805, the Brest fleet slipped out
of port and subsequently divided into two squadrons.

While the first squadron sailed

reinforcements to Saint-Domingue, the second squadron under the command of Vice-Amiral
Jean-Baptiste-Phillibert Willaumez sailed around in the Atlantic in attempt to cause as much
damage to British commerce as possible.29 After achieving little success, Willaumez split up his
ships in hopes of increasing his chances of intercepting British merchant ships, assigning
Martinique as their ultimate rallying point.30 Over the month of June 1806, the French ships
straggled into Fort-de-France. Willaumez expressed his wishes to leave at once, but the French
squadron had “urgent needs of all kinds.” While the stores on Martinique were precariously
depleted, the neighboring regions donated some of their products with “spontaneous élan.”31
While the colonists extraordinary efforts enabled Willaumez to set sail during the night of 30
June/1 July, the visitation of another squadron in such poor state put additional strains on
Martinique’s finances, where taxes were already 600,000 colonial livres in arrears.32 This was a
heavy expenditure for a colony already drained by the recent visits of Admirals Missiessy and
Villeneuve and receiving only sporadic deliveries of funds from France.33 Therefore, not only
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did Napoléon’s maritime provide much success, it also seriously undermined the deteriorating
state of his Caribbean colonies.
With the exception of Willaumez’ appearance, Martinique was generally under the
watchful blockade of the British navy.

The presence of British naval vessels continually

impeded communications between the colony and France, capturing several of the ships carrying
important dispatches, resulting in additional delays in their communications.34

Meanwhile,

Napoléon attempted to dispatch additional reinforcements to the depleted garrisons on
Martinique and Guadeloupe.35 To their misfortune, British navy was actively patrolling the
waters off of Rochefort and intercepted the frigate squadron, capturing nearly three-fourths of the
reinforcements allotted for Martinique.36 This loss of reinforcements continued to leave the
island’s defensive capabilities significantly insufficient to repel a major attack.
While the British navy continued to intercept his reinforcements, Villaret de Joyeuse
received further rumors and intelligence reports that indicated the possibility of an imminent
invasion by the British. While the campaign season for 1806 had passed, he believed that the
British would attempt to launch their strike the following year, with reports that a neighboring
British colony was requisitioning provisions for 8,000 men.37 Furthermore, he discovered that
34
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the British colony of Trinidad was supplying the Venezuelan independence fighter, Francisco
Miranda, with 4,000 men, twenty small transport ships, and several small warships to attack the
Caracas in the Spanish colony of Venezuela.38 These reports, however, had grossly exaggerated
the level of British support, which was limited to assisting him in gathering supplies, allowing
Miranda to recruit on the island; in all, Miranda’s expedition amounted to only three hundred
men aboard six borrowed British ships.39 Although these rumors and reports had proven to be
exaggerated or erroneous, Decrès sent Villaret de Joyeuse a warning in September 1806 that the
British were actively forming plans to invade Martinique.40 Despite all the signs, the expected
invasion in January 1807 never materialized.41 By December 1807, Villaret de Joyeuse obtained
new reports that a convoy from London brought 3,000 British troops to Barbados, doubling the
number of troops there.42 Rather than attacking Martinique, however, the British decided to
seize several colonies of France’s allies instead, invading the Danish West Indies colonies of St.
Thomas and St. Croix, and the Dutch colony of Curação.43 The British noose was slowly
tightening around Martinique.
Although the British did not invade in 1807, the British navy increased its presence in the
waters around Martinique.

By April, the British admiralty had significantly bolstered its

Windward station to five ships-of-the-line, eight frigates, six corvettes, and number of smaller
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ships.44 The mounting pressure by the British navy succeeding in capturing several smaller
vessels that Villaret de Joyeuse had under his command.45

Furthermore, their continued

presence severely limited maritime commerce; even though a number of merchant ships were
still able to reach Martinique, the island’s commerce had stagnated significantly. While some
American ships continued to deliver various foodstuffs to the island, they no longer purchased
Martinique’s colonial produce, most likely out of fear of confiscation from a patrolling British
vessel. This trade deficit lead to a serious drain on the island’s limited monetary funds and
caused much dissatisfaction in the colony, as “day by day, the inhabitants’ worries concerning
the market of their goods increases.”46
To compensate for the corresponding reduction in the administration’s income that relied
heavily on customs duties, Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat agreed to levy a 9% penalty tax
against all merchant ships that left with a cargo less than three-quarters of what they imported
into the island; the penalty rose to 12% if they departed with empty cargo holds.47 Laussat
estimated that this duty, combined with some additional minor measures, would supply a
supplemental income of almost 700,000 francs a year.48

In further attempts to balance

Martinique’s budget, Laussat, in conjunction with an assembly of local notables, levied other
taxes on the local population.49 While these measures temporarily supplemented the loss of
44
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revenue, they could not entirely compensate for the diminishing maritime commerce and the
increasing trade deficit particularly as France, Britain and the United States became entangled in
a trade war.
Over the course of 1806-1807, France and England published a number of retaliatory
economic decrees, which later embroiled the United States. To counter the British blockade of
French ports, Napoléon issued the Berlin Decree in late-November 1806, which declared Britain
in a virtual state of blockade; as Napoléon did not have the naval capacity to blockade the British
isles, he ordered that any ship trading with Britain would be prevented from entering any ports
on the European continent. The British responded with an Order of Council in January 1807,
which forbade any nation from trading with France or her allies. A second Order of Council in
11 November declared any ship trading with the enemy ports would be considered a fair prize by
the British navy, a measure directed primarily against the Americans, who had one of the most
active merchant fleets during this period. Napoléon retaliated with the First Milan Decree,
declaring all ships that traded with British ports would be confiscated. The combination of these
decrees and Britain’s policy of searching American ships for deserters led the United States to
enact the Embargo of 22 December, which affected all ships lying in American ports and bound
for foreign ports. The Americans also renewed the Non-Importation Act of 18 April 1806,
which forbid the importation of goods aboard foreign ships.50 The collective result of all these
acts, decrees and orders was disastrous decline in Martinique’s economy.
Coupled with the escalating economic warfare, the British navy began to execute a
permanent blockade of Martinique at the beginning of 1808. On 15 January, the British Rear
Admiral Alexander Cochrane stationed his ship-of-the-line off the entrance to the Bay of Fortde-France, while sending other ships to guard the channels between Martinique, Dominica and
Saint Lucia. With only four months of wheat and salted meats stockpiled, Villaret de Joyeuse
ordered the inhabitants to plant manioc and potatoes, which they were going to eat “with the
serpents and rats.”

Despite the deteriorating situation, Villaret de Joyeuse optimistically
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reassured Decrès that “Martinique will never fall to the British, as long as I govern it.”51
Martinique, however, was not the initial target.

With Martinique effectively blockaded,

Cochrane began to seize the smaller dependant islands of Guadeloupe systematically.52 With the
capture of Guadeloupe’s dependant islands and the continual presence of numerous British ships,
Villaret de Joyeuse reported that communications between Martinique and Guadeloupe were
“absolutely interrupted.”53

While there were no attempts to invade, the British did

occasionally raid various posts along Martinique’s shores.54 It was readily apparent that the
British offensive was slowly developing.
Faced with the pending invasion, Villaret de Joyeuse did his utmost to prepare for the
inevitable attack. In June 1807, Villaret de Joyeuse sent his aide de camp, Boyer, to France to
present firsthand to Decrès his requests for supplies that he deemed “essential to the defense of
the colony.”55 While some of these items arrived in December, Villaret de Joyeuse continued to
request more cannons, mortars, howitzers, gun carriages and ammunition, as well as sabers and
pistols.56 Meanwhile, the American embargo continued to cause distress throughout Martinique.
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As of March 1808, Villaret de Joyeuse reported dejectedly that “no Americans have come to
replace what we have consumed since the embargo.”57 The few American ships that did visit
Martinique just dropped off passengers, purchasing only materials essential for a return trip. The
lack of commerce hit Martinique’s economy heavily; Villaret de Joyeuse reported that “the
misery is already excessive in towns and village…where all industry is paralyzed.”58 Laussat
complained that “not one barrel of flour, salted meats or cod” has come from America; “the
roads [of the ports] are empty.”59
This dearth of commercial activity was a sharp contrast to the amount of trade during the
first three-quarters of 1806, when nearly 740 ships had visited Martinique’s ports.60 The arrival
of eighty American merchant ships in September 1807 caused hopes rose, but their cargo holds
were empty. Before departing, they purchased only a small amount of sugar, “providing nearly
nothing in duties and little for the inhabitants.”61

Troubles in the Spanish colonies further

aggravated these difficulties with the Spanish colonial authorities detaining several French ships
and imprisoned their crews.62
63

deported all the French.

While the Spanish eventually released the ships, they also

The loss of its two main trading partners, the U.S. and the Spanish

colonies, left Martinique’s economy devastated and the colonial administration entirely
dependent upon the fickle supply of funds from France.
In support of the besieged colony, Napoléon decided to send a number of ships laden
with supplies and reinforcements for Martinique. Relying upon the speed and maneuverability
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of the frigates and smaller craft to evade the British blockade, Napoléon could only expedite the
necessary supplies and reinforcements in small increments.64 Despite Britain’s relative control
of the sea, a number of these ships succeeding in slipping through the blockade. In February
1808, two French frigates reached Fort-de-France dropped off a couple hundred troops.65 The
following month, three French brigs arrived with 181 additional reinforcements.66
Given the opportunity, Villaret de Joyeuse sent several of these ships to the United States
to obtain more supplies.67 In early-August, the brig Oreste arrived safely with twenty-nine
conscripts and three hundred barrels of flour, while the merchant ship Hyène delivered another
two hundred barrels of flour.68 The next month, the small corsair from Saint Malo slipped into
Fort-de-France, but it only had a small cargo of assorted materials aboard.69 In November, the
schooner Espérance delivered a hundred barrels of flour, while the Jenny landed another four
hundred barrels in December.70 Later the same month, three more ships succeeded in delivering
1,400 more barrels of flour.71 While these ships had succeeded in dropping off their cargoes, a
64
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number of them were subsequently captured on their return voyages.72 Also, not every ship
successfully reached Martinique; the frigate Thétis, carrying over a hundred troops and a
thousand barrels of flour for Martinique, was captured by a British frigate just off of Lorient.73
The arrival of so many ships, meanwhile, proved to be an additional burden on
Martinique. The naval stores on the island were completely exhausted following the visitation of
three large French fleets during 1805 and 1806.

Villaret de Joyeuse complained that the

deficiency was so striking that “if one of these ships is damaged, I will be obliged to disarm it
completely, not having a morsel of proper wood to make a mast or a yard.”74 While a great
number of the ships succeeded in bringing much-needed supplies and men through the blockade,
Villaret de Joyeuse would still not have a significant force to defend against a major invasion by
the British.
The British consequently moved to secure their control of the seas around Martinique.
On 25 October, Cochrane strengthened his blockade by permanently stationing his forces around
the island with four ships-of-the-line, two frigates and five brigs forming a chain from Point
Caravelle to Vauclin and three ships guarding the entrance of the Saint Lucia Channel. In
addition, Cochrane positioned a frigate in front of both Saint-Pierre and Fort-de-France, while
two brigs patrolled the Dominica Channel. Villaret de Joyeuse informed Decrès that “the
blockade is growing day by day.”75

In November, Cochrane received new orders to put

Martinique under strict blockade, with the British blockading force increased to nearly forty
British ships the following month.76

With the strengthened blockade in effect, there was little

hope for more French ships being able reach Martinique safely.77
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In addition to the constricting British blockade, the French on Martinique also faced a
series of difficulties. During the months of March and April 1808, there was a minor outbreak of
yellow fever that killed eighty men. Furthermore, the inconsistent importation of foodstuffs led
to a growing sense of famine.

In May, Villaret de Joyeuse reported that “the sting of hunger

was beginning to make itself felt in the towns.”78 According to estimates in early-April 1808, the
island had only three to four months of provisions available.79 Besides ordering the cultivation
of foodstuffs, Villaret de Joyeuse and Laussat attempted to coax neutrals to Martinique by
exempting all imported foodstuffs from taxes.80
As a cautionary measure, however, Laussat and Villaret de Joyeuse were also forced to
take the precaution by reducing the garrison’s rations.81 In preparation for the expected invasion,
Villaret de Joyeuse took several actions in preparing the defenses to maximize their ability to
hold out against the likely superior British forces. Villaret de Joyeuse contrustred an entrenched
camp, composed of five defensive works, built atop of Morne Surirey, which dominated Fort
Desaix to the northwest.

Although costly, Villaret de Joyeuse assured Decrès that “the

advantages [it will provide] will be priceless.”

The armament of these new fortifications,

however, required more gun carriages. Since wood was expensive and in short supply, Villaret
de Joyeuse approved Jean-Marie’s suggestion to build a new type of carriage requiring less wood
that had been used successfully in Egypt.82 The wood remaining would then used to build
palisades on Fort Desaix and the covered way that connected it to the Grand Redoubt. Gutters
were to be placed along buildings to gather rainwater into the cistern, while the Grand Redoubt’s
escarpments were to be increased to 15 feet in height and 90 feet in length. Other workers
cleared the shrubs and brush surrounding Fort Desaix, which would have provided cover to

78

Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 6 May 1808, CAOM, Colonies C8A 116.

79

The island had 2,500 barrels of flour (a 5 months supply), 500 barrels of salted beef (4 months), 380 barrels of
salted pork (4 months) and 1,400 quintals of biscuits (3 to 4 months). Laussat to Decrès, 10 April 1808, CAOM,
Colonies C8A, 117.
80

Colonial Order by Villaret and Laussat , 18 January 1808, 19 May 1808, CAOM, Colonies C8A 116.

81

Villaret de Joyeuse to Decrès, 13 July 1808, CAOM, Colonies C8A 116; Order by Villaret and Laussat, 13 June
1808, CAOM, Colonies C8A 116.

82

The traditional gun carriage used 122 square feet of wood, while the new design required only 75. Villaret de
Joyeuse to Decrès, 13 February 1808, CAOM, Colonies C8A 116.

245

attacking troops. Across the Bay of Fort-de-France, the old defenses on the Islet of Ramiers
were repaired with new walls added. On top of the wood shortage, the engineers’ work was
made more difficult due to a shortage of tools.83
While these measures could extend the length of time that the garrison might hold out, only a
significant relief force could raise the blockade and save Martinique.
While busily preparing the island’s defenses, Villaret de Joyeuse suffered his own
personal tragedy. During the afternoon of 10 November, his wife of over twenty years passed
away from “pulmonary phthisis,” better known as tuberculosis. She had been in agony for the
previous three or four months with Villaret de Joyeuse staying at her side during this
“heartrending spectacle.” Setting aside his disputes with Villaret de Joyeuse, Laussat described
Madame Villaret as “a respectable women with a strong soul. She was an excellent wife and
mother. The pain of the Captain General is too appropriate. The colony mourns as well.”84 One
can only imagine the impact this “profound affliction” had on Villaret de Joyeuse.85 The
exigencies of Martinique’s beleaguered status left Villaret de Joyeuse only a brief period to
mourn his loss, after which he returned to the critical job of preparing Martinique for the
impending invasion.
Despite the expectations of Villaret de Joyeuse, Decrès and others, the English decision
to attack Martinique was not a forgone conclusion. In early 1808, the British command was still
divided over the course of action to take. While Lieutenant General George Beckwith, the
Commander in Chief of the Windward Islands, wanted to await further reinforcements,
Lieutenant General George Prevost, the Governor of Canada, advocated a prompt assault. The
issue was decided when Cochrane intercepted two of Laussat’s letters that described in detail the
destitute state of Martinique and included a detailed analysis of the island’s garrison.86 the
British set their plan into motion in November, with Cochrane instituting a more rigorous
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blockade of the island, while Beckwith gathered the scattered Caribbean garrisons on Barbados.
Beckwith also commanded Brigadier General Edward Stehelin of the Royal Artillery to organize
both a field and a siege train.87 To the north, Prevost embarked his troops at Halifax and sailed
for the Caribbean.88 The concentration of forces for a massive invasion had begun.
While the British were compiling their invasion force, they commenced their offensive
by sending a small force to take the colony of French Guiana.89 Although unaware of the fall
French Guiana, Villaret de Joyeuse realized that the British were closing in. He received
accurate reports describing how the British were gathering the garrisons and artillery from all the
neighboring islands on Barbados, which were to be bolstered by another 4,000 troops from
Halifax, under General Prevost.

He had also heard rumors that the British had begun

constructing gunboats and shallow-bottomed boats on Barbados.90 By later December, he was
aware of the large number of transport ships that had been gathered at Barbados as well and that
the British were only awaiting the arrival of the troops from Halifax.91
Their wait ended on 29 December 1808 with the arrival of Prevost and the Canadian regiments.92
With these additional forces, the British had amassed an invasion force comprised of 12,000
troops.93 While most of the British troops were lax from years of island garrison duty, the
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regiments from Halifax were fresh and well disciplined.

Placed under the command of

Beckwith, these troops were loaded aboard an equally large fleet.94 To oppose this impressive
force, Villaret de Joyeuse’s available forces were vastly inferior. Yellow fever had killed a large
percentage of the few reinforcements that had made it through the blockade. His infantry was
comprised of two battalions of the 26th Line with a strength of 791 men and three battalions of
the 82nd Line with 1,589 men. To man the guns of Fort Desaix and the various batteries, Villaret
had only two hundred and ten artillerymen and sixty artillery workers. Four hundred of his men,
however, were in the hospitals, leaving only around 2,300 troops available for duty.95 Upon the
event of invasion, these line troops were to be bolstered by six National Guard battalions, one
from each of the military arrondissements of the island, each with an estimated strength of five to
six hundred men. These militia units proved to be unreliable, as many locals did not answer the
call to arms.
Villaret de Joyeuse’s plan was to center his defenses on Martinique’s two main
fortifications, Fort Desaix and Fort Saint-Louis. Fort Saint-Louis was a Vauban-style fortress
built in the seventeenth century, which had undergone several reinforcements over the years.
This fortification had proven to be vulnerable to attack from the heights to the north, known as
Morne Garnier, during the British invasion of 1763. In response, the French had built Fort
Desiax, originally named Fort Bourbon, between 1764-1772.96 Following Villaret de Joyeuse’s
most recent modifications, Fort Desaix possessed four bastions and one demi-bastion, protected
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Figure 23. Fort-de-France region (shows British batteries during attack)
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Figure 24 - Defensive works around Fort-de-France

by four demi-lunes, and armed with forty-eight large cannon ranging between 16 and 36 pounds,
thirty-four smaller cannons, twelve mortars, and five howitzers. Despite this fortification’s
impressive armament and defensive works, a nearby hill a quarter-mile to the northeast over
looked the fort. To defend these positions, the French had built an advanced lunette atop of it,
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known as the Grand Redoubt. Even further to the north lay the Plateau Surrirey, where Villaret
had an entrenched camp with several defensive works.97 Regardless of their strengths, these
defensive works could only provide additional time against a determined siege.
Once their forces were gathered on Barbados, the British wasted little time in launching the
attack. The troops boarded their transports in Barbados on 28 January, and the fleet arrived off
Martinique the following day.98 “The red flag was raised immediately at Fort-de-France and the
cannon called the National Guard to their assigned posts,” after thirty to forty-five sails were
sighted off of Marin and another forty-five to sixty vessels off the Bay of Robert.99 During the
course of 30 January, the British made two separate landings. The first division consisting of
7,100 men, under Lieutenant General George Prevost, disembarked at Robert Bay. Their goal
was to march west towards Fort-de-France, taking the heights above Fort Desaix. The majority
of the second division, numbering around 3,000 men, under Major-General Frederick Maitland,
landed at Saint Luce, while he detached 600 men of the Royal York Rangers, under Major
Patrick Henderson, aboard the York, to land at Cap Salomon, where they quickly captured the ten
soldiers who manned the battery there.100 The British plan was to strike at the various exposed
French outposts and drive them towards Fort-de France.
Villaret de Joyeuse presumed that the British would carry out a third landing near CaseNavire, where the British had landed in 1762 and 1793, in order to sever his lines of
communication with Saint-Pierre. Although he dispatched the 82nd Line to Case-Navire, he
believed that the weakness of his garrison did not permit him to “divide them up to defend the
other points.” Rather than dispersing his regulars, Villaret de Joyeuse opted to have the rest of
the forces fall back towards Fort-de-France, where they would establish themselves “within three
leagues of Fort Desaix.” At Trinité, adjutant commander François-Dominique Miany gathered
the town’s National Guard battalion and the company of chasseurs of Martinique, totaling
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Figure 25. Attack on Martinique
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around four hundred men, and headed to the ridge of Gros-Morne. Although word was sent to
the northern town of Basse-Pointe, their National Guard battalion never materialized.101 When
the signals reached Saint-Pierre around noon, Le Bertre gathered the troops and National Guard,
approximately five hundred men, and marched southwards, reaching Case Pilote by midnight,
where he found orders to continue on towards Case Navire. Upon their arrival in Case-Navire on
the morning of 31 January, Le Bertre found further instructions to return the line troops to their
units, leaving his grenadiers as well with the commander of the 82nd Line Regiment, Colonel
Jacques Montfort. The remaining militia units marched to the entrenched camp at Surirey, just
north of Fort Desaix, while Le Bertre went to Fort Desaix to meet with Villaret de Joyeuse and
his staff.102 On the western side of the island, the approach of 6,500 British troops under Prevost
rendered Miany’s position on Gros-Morne untenable. Falling back towards Fort-de-France,
Miany joined the 500 men of the 26th Line Regiment, under the command of chef de bataillon
Jean Francois Prost, who had already taken position on Morne Bruno, just to the northeast of
Fort-Desaix. To the south, Villaret de Joyeuse sent instructions to the National Guard battalions
from Marin and Rivière-Salée to monitor the advance of General Maitland’s 3,000 men, who
were marching north. As soon as Villaret de Joyeuse realized that Cochrane had anchored off
Cap Salomon and was not planning to land at Case-Navire, he ordered the 82nd Regiment to the
entrenched camp.103 Slowly, the French fell back to their defenses around Fort-de-France.
Over the course of 1 February, British continued to drive the French forces back towards
Fort-de-France with increasing success. On the eastern flank, Prevost assaulted the French
defensive positions on Morne Bruno in the morning, sending several of his units to flank their
positions to the north and south.104 Despite their vigorous defense, the overwhelming number of
British troops forced Miany and Prost to fall back. Upon hearing the fierce commotion to the
east, Montfort rushed to the sound of the guns with the 82nd Line Regiment. While these
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reinforcements enabled the French to momentarily halt Prevost’s advance, the numerically
superior British troops eventually forced the French to fall back towards their entrenched camp
with Le Bertre rushing forward with some additional fresh troops from the camp to cover their
105

retreat.

Villaret de Joyeuse arrived in the camp shortly after with food and water,

encouraging the weary soldiers with shouts of Vive l’Empereur. With the British now occupying
the heights of Morne Lacalle, which, if fortified, would compromise the defenses of the French
entrenched camp, Villaret de Joyeuse launched a counterattack to drive the British off the
heights.

“Five times [the French] grenadiers encountered the bayonet and five times they

renewed the charge with a new ardor,” yet the superior numbers and position of the British
proved too difficult to surmount, costing the French several hundred casualties.106

Failing to

take Morne Lacalle, the French pulled back to their entrenched camp.
Across the Bay of Fort-de-France, the British proceeded to strike at the fortified Islet of
Ramiers, which partly blocked the British navy from entering the bay. Initially the British
mounted a 13-inch mortar on Anse Noire, almost a mile to the south, but its shots had little effect
upon the French fortifications.107 In order to accelerate the reduction of the island, Admiral
Cochrane sent a number of men ashore to establish more guns onto this position.108 Despite the
ineffective British artillery barrages, the islet was far from impenetrable. Poorly provisioned
with food and ammunition, it would be only a matter of time before the small garrison would be
forced to surrender, thereby giving the British navy safe access to the bay.109
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The British began their push towards Fort Desaix on 2 February. Prevost quickly drove
the French outposts back to the redoubts at Malgloire and Henry, which were defended by the
82nd Line. The two redoubts was armed with three 12-pounders and 150 men each, with an
additional 200 men protecting their flanks; the remaining men of the regiment were placed in
reserve to the south at Collart. In his journal, Villaret de Joyeuserecorded that the British
soldiers advanced upon these redoubts “with fearlessness that neither the grapeshot nor the lively
musket fire from the redoubts could intimidate.” While some of the British were able to reach
the foot of the entrenchments, “they paid dearly for their temerity.”110 Despite their spirited
drive, the British troops were surprised to discover “a deep ditch and high palisades, which were
impossible to [seize] without scaling ladders and we had not been supplied with any.”111 After
two hours of this “violence,” Villaret de Joyeuse’s chief of staff, Boyer-Peyreleau, noticed that
the British offensive had slackened.

Gathering a part of the reserve, he led a decisive

counterattack that drove the British soldiers away from the besieged redoubts.

While the ill-

prepared attack cost the British around 190 casualties, the French had sustained twenty killed,
including Captain Vincent Mazin, one of Villaret-Joyeuse’s staff officers, and sixty wounded.
Furthermore, all of cannons in the redoubts and most of the unit’s poor-quality muskets were out
of service after the violent combat.112 With these positions no longer tenable, Villaret de Joyeuse
evacuated the redoubts during the night; the 82nd Line fell back to the Grand Redoubt, where
they were joined by 250 men of the 26th Line.113 Slowly but surely, the British were driving the
French back into Fort Desaix.
Villaret de Joyeuse suffered another major setback following this spirited defense. After
conferring with his staff, Villaret de Joyeuse decided to abandon the outer positions and
withdraw all available forces within the confines of Fort Desaix to bolster the French position.
The National Guard battalions of Marin and Rivière-Salée, stationed at Lamentin, however,
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“dissolved due to total defection of the gens de couleur,” who made up the majority of the
militia. Similarly, the National Guard battalion of Saint-Pierre disbanded during the night, while
the militia of Fort-de-France opted to return to their homes.114 Villaret de Joyeuse blamed these
massive defections on the intrigues of a Mr. Sotter, a Martiniquais Creole who had served as a
colonel in command of a Black corps for the British. To persuade the militia units to disband,
General Beckwith and Admiral Cochrane distributed proclamations threatening whites with the
confiscation of their property, gens de coleur of their freedom, and that everyone caught with
arms would be deported to Botany Bay.115 These measures most likely proved so effective due
to a growing disenchantment with the Napoleonic regime. In stark contrast to the prosperity of
the years under British administration, the years of blockade had planter economy. In addition,
the Napoleonic regime had proven to be no friend of the gens de couleur, who made up a
significant percentage of the militia units. With their defection, Villaret de Joyeuse found
himself in an increasingly perilous situation.
In addition to their propaganda campaign, the British navy also moved to block the
retreat of the units stationed at Lamentin. Cochrane sent two of his frigates and a sloop past the
Islet of Ramiers and into the Bay of Fort-de-France, where they could cover the roads leading
from Lamentin to Fort-de-France.116 Villaret de Joyeuse believed that these ships were scouting
the approaches and the rest of the massive British fleet would soon follow them into the bay.
Upon the “advice of General D’Houdetot, the two directors of the artillery and engineers, Col.
Montfort and some other officers, and in the presence of the Prefect,” Villaret ordered the
evacuation of the town of Fort-de-France.117

The next day, 3 February, the French evacuated

the town and Fort Saint-Louis; Villaret de Joyeuse sent Le Bertre with 700 to 800 men to
“remove the gunpowder, flour and salted foods as possible, to destroy the batteries and gun
carriages, to spike the cannons and mortars.” Despite the protests of her captain, Villaret de
Joyeuse ordered the frigate Amphitrite set on fire, after having removed everything of use. The
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crew of the frigate was brought into Fort Desaix, where they joined with the crews of the other
ships that had been scuttled in various ports around Martinique, adding a total of 305 sailors to
the garrison. These sailors served as much-needed trained artilleryman, with Villaret de Joyeuse
boasting that “our navy gunners fire with the same precision as a tested hunter with a rifle.”118
That evening the British continued to tighten their cordon on the French defenders. The
new British battery finally opened fire upon the Islet of Ramiers with a total of nine 24-pounders,
13-inch mortars and howitzers, pouring around 500 bombs and shells into the French exposed
defenses. While the French garrison maintained a counter-battery fire, their rate of fire slowly
diminished over the course of the day until it finally ceased during the night. While the French
only suffered four killed and twelve wounded during this furious bombardment, the British
artillery fired had wrecked most of their fortifications.119 While the British batteries were
bombarding the Islet of Ramiers, the division under General Frederick Maitland completed their
juncture with General Prevost, bringing the British forces around Fort Desaix to over 10,000
men. Around 4:00 P.M., Brigadier General George William Rampsay approached the French
advanced posts with a letter from Prevost, but Villaret de Joyeuse refused to receive any
proposals of surrender so early in the siege.120 The British were going to have to conduct a fullscale siege to force the French to surrender.
Over the next several days both sides prepared for the expected siege. At sunrise on the 4
February, Cochrane dispatched seven British launches loaded with over 500 soldiers to seize the
Islet of Ramiers.121 Rather than making a stand against these overwhelming odds, the French
commander of the post lowered his flag.122 The isolated garrison had suffered five killed and
forty wounded, out of 136 defenders, and most of their walls had been destroyed.123 Across the
bay, the French troops continued to remove supplies from Fort-de-France up to Fort Desaix. On
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the north side of Fort Desaix, French troops reoccupied the Laurent Redoubt, which had been
abandoned the night before.124 Little else occurred over the next two inclement days other than
the continued evacuation of Fort-de-France and work on the defenses. On 5 February, Villaret de
Joyeuse descended to visit the hospital, which housed around 740 sick and wounded, nearly a
fourth of his forces.125 Meanwhile, Maitland’s division marched around Fort Desaix to the north
to complete the encirclement of the French garrison. Some of the French batteries opened fire on
these columns, but the British were cautious enough to remain well out of range. Further to the
north, a detachment of British soldiers peacefully took control of Saint-Pierre.126 The French had
now been reduced to just the defenses around Fort Desaix.
With the French pulling out of Fort-de-France, the British moved to take control of the
city. During the night of 7 February, twenty-two launches, carrying around 600 to 800 men,
landed in city, guided by a traitorous local landowner who had served as an officer in the
National Guard, Mr. Destreuse, and a mulatto Fontane. To the west, the British navy landed
finally men and guns at Case-Navire, which were to be used to build batteries to bombard Fort
Desaix into submission. The British also occupied the advance outposts of the Grand Redoubt
and the Laurent Redoubt, since the informed French troops had already withdrawn to the.127
Upon the sunrise the next morning, the defenders of Fort Desaix discovered the British flag
flying over Fort Saint-Louis. To harass the British below, Villaret de Joyeuse directed two of his
mortars to fire upon Fort Saint-Louis, with most of the shots falling within the walls. While the
French engineers and laborers continued to repair the fortifications of Fort Desaix, Villaret de
Joyeuse held a conference with all the officers to discuss different contingency plans for the
fort’s defense.128
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A reconnaissance on the morning of 10 February discovered that the British had
established their advance posts in the captured redoubts of Magloire and Henry, while they only
occupied the old redoubts of Martin and Collart during the night. Down below, the British
continued to work on Fort Saint-Louis, which they renamed Fort Edward, with the two French
mortars continually pounding them day and night. Thirty French soldiers escaped from the
hospital in Fort-de-France and reported that the British had set up a battery of cannons and
another battery of mortars in the town. Other reports notified Villaret de Joyeuse that the British
were building additional batteries to the southwest. To the detriment of the French defense, the
very the ravines that protected this side of the fort also rendered it impossible for the garrison to
launch sorties to disrupt the British engineers. By the afternoon, one of the newly established
British batteries to the north opened fire on the Laurent Redoubt, killing three men.129 The
British had completely circled the French and were now slowly establishing the batteries
necessary to batter down Fort Desaix’s defenses.
The following day, 11 February, the British batteries set up down below in Fort-deFrance, consisting of three 12-inch mortars and several 24-pounders, opened fire upon Fort
Desaix. Despite firing around thirty bombs and a hundred shot, the British inflicted little
damage. While one bomb fell on the engineering building destroying it entirely, most of the men
stationed there were outside and only four were wounded. The continual counter-battery fire,
however, began to take its toll on the French artillery. Two of the mortars were in “great need of
repair,” while another cannon was dismounted for the third time. The sustained artillery barrages
were also straining the nerves of the men as well; Villaret de Joyeuse reported a number of
desertions, especially within the 82nd Line, which was filled with “refractory conscripts,
Piedmontese, and the bad subjects from colonial depots.”130

While the French artillery

exchanged fire with the English batteries below in Fort-de-France, the British were continually
constructing new batteries around Fort Desaix. During the night of 12 February, 100 French
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troops, under Captain Antoine Dutil, made a sortie to disrupt their work but the British repulsed
their attack. Two days later, a British bomb struck Villaret de Joyeuse’s casemate, while he and
several officers were busy celebrating Mardi Gras. The powerful explosion cut a black kitchen
worker in half, killed a grenadier of the 82nd Line serving as Villaret de Joyeuse’s guard, and
mortally wounded Captain Trobriant, the ex-captain of Amphitrite, who had one of his legs
blown off and his remaining limbs shattered. Several others, including one of Villaret de
Joyeuse’s aide de camps, were also wounded.131
This devastating shot was preview to the increasing intensity of the British artillery as the
British continued constructing new batteries. In an attempt to disrupt their work, Prost launched
another sortie, which succeeding in recapturing the Laurent Redoubt on 17 February. Further
reconnaissance revealed that the British were also refortifying the redoubts of Henry and
Malgloire. Villaret de Joyeuse directed some of his batteries to disrupt the construction work,
but their fire proved fairly ineffective at that long of a range.132 While hampered little by the
French artillery, according to one British officer, it was the “incessant rains, which render[ed] all
progress in the batteries exceedingly tedious.”133
While the British continued to construct these new batteries, the artillery pieces already
established down in Fort-de-France continued to lob hundreds of shells and bombs towards Fort
Desaix every day. According to Le Bertre, Villaret maintained his composure throughout the
whole bombardment; when “a bomb exploded [near him], he did not move.” Le Bertre praised
Villaret de Joyeuse, writing in his journal that “it is impossible to be braver than him, he is
certainly the bravest of all of us. The soldiers say that he exposes himself too much. Several
officers and I told him and he responded that he believed, here on his ship and quarterdeck, that
it was his duty to encourage everyone with his words and especially his example.”134 The
veteran of numerous intensive naval engagements, Villaret de Joyeuse found himself at ease
131
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during the massive artillery bombardment.
In the early afternoon of 19 February, a detachment of several hundred British light
infantry recaptured the Laurent Redoubt. When the French troops took to the ramparts of Fort
Desaix to fend off the expected attack, the British artillery opened fire with five new batteries,
which caught the French by surprise.135 Over the next fourteen hours, the British artillery
maintained a continual barrage upon the French fort, firing around 1,500 shots. While this
inundation of artillery fire only wounded twenty-two French soldiers, Villaret de Joyeuse found
that “nearly all our platforms and shieldings are shattered,” and several casemates were hit,
including that of Laussat. For five days, the British artillery kept up a sustained bombardment
on the beleaguered French fort. Eventually on the 21 February, they scored a direct hit on a
small powder magazine in one of the bastions; while the resulting explosion killed only one man,
it consumed around 3,000 pounds of precious gunpowder, and dismounted several of the French
guns. Although Villaret de Joyeuse and the French garrison continued to hold out stubbornly,
their situation was steadily deteriorating day-by-day. By the morning of 23 February, the French
could no longer return fire due to “the loss of our best gunners and the poor state of our
batteries.” On the ramparts, “there was not a space of three feet that had not been hit by a bomb
or shell.”136 Similarly, “the view of the interior of the fort was horrible,” where the British
artillery fire had demolished nearly all the barracks.137 Most important, the directors of the
artillery and engineers reported to Villaret de Joyeuse that the main gunpowder magazine had
been hit several times; they feared that another direct hit would ignite the 200,000 pounds of
gunpowder stored there, blowing up both the fort and the town below and killing everyone.138
Villaret de Joyeuse now had to make a critical decision.
After consulting with his senior officers, all of whom were in support of surrendering,
Villaret de Joyeuse decided to open negotiations for surrender.139 He sent Boyer with the offer
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to capitulate on the condition that the garrison be returned to France free from parole.140
Beckwith responded with an offer to return them to France on parole. Villaret wrote in his
journal that “this condition seemed too humiliating, and hoping to obtain my demand with my
stubbornness, I broke off negotiations.”141

The British responded by recommencing their

bombardment of Fort Desaix. Another large explosion rocked the fort, when a bomb ignited
another small gunpowder magazine, killing twenty men and destroying a battery of four 18pounder cannon. “Convinced of the uselessness and impossibility of continuing resistance, and
having honored the glory of His Majesty and satisfying the honor of the garrison,” Villaret de
Joyeuse raised the white flag of surrender on the morning of 24 February.142 Beckwith once
again rejected the notion to return the troops to France free from parole, aware of the fate of the
British generals who had given the same conditions to General Jean-Andoche Junot’s Army of
Portugal.143 After a brief period of negations, the two sides agreed to the final terms that allowed
Villaret de Joyeuse and his aides de camp to return to France free of parole, while the rest were
to be exchanged on parole.144 That afternoon, the French garrison was “allowed to march out
with the honours of war, and pile their arms on the glacis.”145 The invasion of Martinique was
over in twenty-six days.
The siege had left Fort Desaix in shambles. Nearly every building within the fort had
been destroyed or severely damaged.146 Over the course of the siege, the British had fired more
Colonel Jaques-Marie Hyppolite Le Bertre, Colonel Julien Elie Faure, Chef de Bataillon Jean-Louis Alexander
Gídéon Rideouet de Sancé of the artillery, director of the artillery Louis Richaud, Boyer, Chef de Escadron Tascher
Lapagerie, Chef de Bataillon Simon Clàude Puiguet, ex-captain of brig Le Favori Jean Le Brettevillois, and Captain
Jean-Marie Cocherel of Le Pilade. Journal kept by Colonel Jaques-Marie Hyppolite Le Bertre, Archives de la
Guerre, Sous-série B9 2
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1809, CAOM, Colonies C8A 118.
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than 8,000 bombs, 2,000 shells, and 4,000 cannon balls. Upon examining the fort after the
surrender, the British only expressed admiration for the defenders.147 This stubborn defense,
however, was not without its price; the French garrison had suffered 886 men killed or wounded,
which was nearly a third of their total force.148 When Captain Thomas Henry Browne of the 23rd
Foot entered the Grand Redoubt, he saw that “the inside of the [fort] presented a shocking
spectacle of ruins, and blood, and half-buried bodies, and was latterly ploughed up, by the shells
we had thrown into it.”149 Although the British had suffered fewer casualties than the French
during the invasion, the British navy and army still had around 560 men killed and wounded.150
While the French garrison’s struggle were important, the possibility of a French victory hinged
solely on the timely arrival of a relief force.
Unknown to both of the combatants, Napoléon was unwilling to abandon his West Indian
colonies to the British. In late October 1808, Napoléon sent Decrès orders for the squadrons at
Lorient and Rochefort to deliver several hundred reinforcements and various supplies and
provisions to Martinique.151

The continual presence of large British squadrons, however,

impeded their departure. After several failed attempts to slip out, Napoléon was forced to revise
his plan. On 7 February 1809, he ordered Admiral Willaumez, now in command of the Brest
Fleet, to raise the blockades to allow these small squadrons to make their way to Martinique.152
Two weeks later, Willaumez finally set out with eight ships-of-the-line and two frigates towards
Lorient. Although he chased off the British ships stationed there, calms prevented the Lorient
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squadron from weighing anchor. Fearful of being caught by the British, Willaumez continued on
his way south to Rochefort, but the Rochefort squadron was in no shape to sail, having been
recently ravaged by sickness. With the subsequent arrival of a large British fleet, Willaumez was
trapped in Rochefort.153 While several ships eventually slipped out of Lorient on 26 February, it
was too late as Villaret de Joyeuse had already surrendered a few days earlier.154 If Napoléon
had ordered Willaumez to raise the blockades of Lorient and Rochefort several months earlier, it
was possible that the reinforcements could have reached Martinique. While the addition of 800
troops would have certainly aided Villaret de Joyeuse’s efforts to defend Martinique, they would
not been enough to ensure victory. Napoléon could not spare any more men at this time, since he
had already become involved in Spain and Austria was preparing for war.155
Despite the overwhelming odds against Villaret de Joyeuse and the lack of any relief
expedition, Napoléon ordered Decrès to investigate the course of events upon hearing about the
capitulation of Martinique. Napoléon had three main questions he wanted answered: “How
could [Villaret de Joyeuse] surrender so promptly? Why was the garrison not free and not
prisoners? Finally, why was the Colonial Prefect made an exception of the surrender?”156 While
Villaret de Joyeuse remained ‘exiled’ in Rouen, Decrès gathered statements from Montfort,
Boyer, and the director of engineers.157 Finally, on 7 September 1809, Napoléon ordered an
inquiry council to investigate the causes and circumstances of the loss of Martinique.158 On 29
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November 1809, the council submitted their report, which blamed the defeat on several factors.
First, they reproached Villaret de Joyeuse and his staff for not sending out regular units to bolster
the National Guard units, which they held accountable for their defection, while sending his
strongest detachment to the presumed position of a third disembarkation that never materialized.
Other admonishments included the failure to reinforce the magazines, evacuating Fort-de-France,
and falling back into Fort Desaix, which only had facilities for a garrison of a thousand.159
While Villaret de Joyeuse, an admiral untrained in art of land warfare, did commit several errors
that hastened the garrison’s capitulation, the fate of Martinique had been ultimately sealed by the
lack of a relief expedition.160
Despite his best efforts over a period of six and a half years, Villaret de Joyeuse failed to
preserve Martinique for the French Empire. Soon after his arrival in 1802, the island faced an
epidemic of yellow fever that claimed almost two-thirds of the initial garrison troops. Beset by
hurricanes, earthquakes, and British raids, he strived to maintain the defenses of the colony,
hampered by the lack of supplies and funds. The resources of the island were further depleted by
the visitation of three large French fleets, between 1805 and 1806, which produced little lasting
benefit to the colony. Following the departure of these fleets, he was virtually powerless to
prevent a British blockade. He struggled to improve Martinique’s defenses in anticipation of the
British invasion, but his efforts proved futile, since the British forces eventually invaded with
such overwhelming numbers. The continual state of war between France and England had
decimated Martinique’s economy, leading the inhabitants to look back longingly to the
prosperity they had enjoyed during the British occupation between 1794 and 1802. This growing
dissatisfaction manifested itself in the traitorous conduct of the National Guard units, whose
desertion left Villaret de Joyeuse further outnumbered. When the French navy proved unable to
send a major relief force to rescue the besieged island, the fate of Martinique was sealed, and
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along with it, Villaret de Joyeuse’s career.
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EPILOGUE

After receiving the negative report of the committee, Napoléon suggested that a courtmartial should be held to judge Villaret de Joyeuse in December because someone had to be held
accountable for the surrender of Martinique. This court martial never came and while he waited,
Villaret de Joyeuse was forced to live in Rouen without an income, despite the law that
authorized those who were going before a court to receive a third of their salary.1 Villaret de
Joyeuse repeatedly wrote to Napoléon stating that more reports would absolve him of the guilty
verdict.2 Sign of Napoléon’s displeasure easead, and Villaret de Joyeuse was allowed to moved
to Versailles in February 1811.3 In early-April, he beseeched Decrès to submit his responses to
the inquiry council directly to Napoléon.4

Upon his behalf, Decrès forwarded a report to

Napoléon requesting the Emperor make a personal decision on the affair, rather than by a courtmartial that might be heavily influenced by the inquiry council’s report. Decrès also pointed out
that many of the faults found by the council of inquiry could be blamed on his inexperience in
siege warfare and “the facility with which he had lent his ear to the insinuations of those who
told him that his duty was fulfilled.”5 Napoleon approved the measure the following day and, on
12 April 1811, Decrès notified Villaret that “after having looked, himself, [into] the details and
circumstances which had led to the surrender of Martinique, His Imperial Majesty has decided
that [you] should be employed in [your] rank of Vice-admiral in his fleets.”6 Napoleon believed
that “Courage and fidelity plead in favor of the vice-admiral... His errors lost the colony? They at
1
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most shortened the duration of its conservation a few days”7 Napoléon’s ire had subsided and
Villaret de Joyeuse’s career remained untarnished by a court martial.
While Villaret de Joyeuse had been exonerated, he did not return to active duty until lateAugust, when Napoléon named him the military governor of Venice; “it is a favor that I’d like to
do for him and not an obligation that I want to impose on him.”8 Since he wished to build a
naval force in Venice, Napoléon informed his stepson Eugène Beauharnais, Viceroy of Italy, that
he believed that Villaret de Joyeuse was “a man who appears to be to suitable in all points of
view; his maritime knowledge will not hurt you.”9 Napoléon later notified him that Villaret de
Joyeuse was “to have the same attributions and appointments as his predecessors…In addition to
command of the military, artillery, engineers for the service of the batteries, and maritime for the
defense of the lagoons, give him some influence in the police.” Napoléon warned Eugène that
“it is possible that he has high pretensions, but it is necessary to give him more than less; we can
always augment the attributions of this position.”10 Despite his large array of responsibility,
Villaret de Joyeuse’s primary concern was maritime operations.
It was due Villaret de Joyeuse’s vast maritime experience that Napoléon had selected him
for the position. Napoléon was impatience to have a French naval force operating in the Adriatic
Sea and was upset by the slow pace with which the designated ships were being prepared.11
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With the three ships-of-the-line in Venise ready to sail in October 1811, Napoléon ordered these
ships to make their way to either Ancona, an Italian port further to the south, or Pula, a Croatian
port on the eastern side of Adriatic, during the winter.12 Even though several British vessels had
been sighted off Ancona, the Rivoli (80) set out with two Italian brigs for Ancona, despite
Napoléon’s order that a frigate escort her.13 On 22 February, the Rivoli (80) was attacked and
captured by the Victorious (74) and the brig Weazel (18).14 When Napoléon heard of the capture
of the Rivoli, he was furious and ordered Decrès to determine the fault for its capture.15 For his
part, Villaret de Joyeuse investigated the conduct of the Italian captain of the brig Jena.16 As for
the Rivoli’s capture, the problem of miscommunication might have originated in par with
Napoléon. While Napoleon told Eugène to have the Rivoli escorted by frigates, his orders to
Decrès did not mention this requirement.
Although not rebuked for the captured of the Rivoli, Villaret de Joyeuse’s tenure as
Governor of Venice did not last long. During the afternoon of 24 July 1812, Villaret de Joyeuse
succumbed to hydropisy.17

Rather than repatriating his body back to France, Villaret de

Joyeuse’s body was interred in a tomb in the Church of San Vitale in Venice.18
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Conclusion

At the time of his death in 1812, Villaret de Joyeuse had been in the service of France for
nearly forty-five years. Upon first glance, his service record is fraught with a series of defeats in
one format or another. His first ship-to-ship engagement, his Naïade (20) versus the British
Sceptre (64), in 1783 ended in his capture. His defeat at the Battle of 13 Prairial during the
Prairial Campaign in 1794 was followed by the equally disastrous Croisière du Grand Hiver.
Following his failure to score a major victory over a small British squadron in the First Battle of
Île de Groix, he suffered a nearly complete rout of his fleet during the Second Battle of Île de
Groix. While Villaret de Joyeuse and his fellow conservative politicians successfully influenced
the outcome of various legislation in the Council of Five Hundred, they were outmaneuvered by
the Directory Triumvirate and overthrown in six months. Even though the expedition to SaintDomingue was initially triumphant, its conclusion proved disastrous. Although Villaret de
Joyeuse maintained France’s control of the Martinique for over six years, he proved unable to
repulse the British invasion. Finally, his appointment as Governor of Venice was marred by the
mistake in orders that led to the capture of the new ship-of-the-line Rivoli.
While Villaret de Joyeuse was not blameless for these setbacks, there were a number of
factors outside his control that led to most of them. Similar to his previous commander Suffren,
Villaret de Joyeuse was challenged by a number of subordinate officers whose actions reflected
incompetence, inexperience or cowardice.

Ironically, Villaret de Joyeuse’s efforts were

hampered by a number of sub par officers who had been promoted in the same measures that
brought Villaret de Joyeuse to the very prestigious position that he enjoyed. Furthermore,
responsibility can also be traced to the central government in a couple of Villaret de Joyeuse’s
reverses. During the Prairial Campaign, the Committee of Public Safety belatedly released
Cornic’s squadron, which could have added significant firepower to Villaret de Joyeuse’s fleet.
Moreover, the Committee of Public Safety’s inherently complex plan of operations for the
campaign did not fully take into account the unpredictability of naval operations or the difficulty
in attempting to organize mid-sea rendezvous. The central government’s insistence on directing
naval operations met with equally disastrous loss of four ships-of-the-line during the Croisière
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du Grand Hiver. Only his removal from command saved Villaret de Joyeuse from presiding
over the abortive expedition to Ireland.
Villaret de Joyeuse’s career also highlighted the intrinsic connection between the French
navy and the colonies. Not only did his travels take him to France’s far-flung colonies, but he
also became directly involved in colonial politics. His term in the Council of Five Hundred was
highlighted by his collaborative efforts to restore slavery and metropolitan control over SaintDomingue. With his reinstatement as commander of the Brest fleet in 1801, Villaret de Joyeuse
played a central role in Napoléon’s attempt to subjugate the island and restore slavery. After
disembarking Leclerc’s invasion force, Villaret de Joyeuse became capitaine-général of
Martinique, a recently restored colony that still had a slave population. In addition to monitoring
Martinique’s colonial economy, Villaret de Joyeuse was charged with preparing the island’s
ability to act as a rallying point for the French navy in the Caribbean.
A review of Villaret de Joyeuse’s career also provides important insight into the
longstanding debate over the French navy’s poor performance and decline during the French
Revolution. Many naval historians have pointed to the depletion of the officer corps and various
measures taken by the revolutionary governments.

Villaret de Joyeuse’s tenure as the

commander of the Brest fleet demonstrates that the French fleets were worn down by a series of
failed operations. The central government’s decision to assign its fleets often complicated and
ambitious operations led to the Brest fleet’s reduction to less than a fourth of its strength at the
beginning of 1794. While the ships were eventually replaced, the men could not with many
French sailors sitting in British prisons. Meanwhile, as the French navy suffered from continued
setbacks, the disparity between the French and British navy only grew wider. By Napoléon’s
rise to power, the British navy had gained a commanding superiority in experience over the
French navy.
Although Villaret de Joyeuse only served briefly in the French Navy under the
Napoleonic regime, the study of his career reveals some interesting insights. Even though by
1801, the Brest fleet had been restore from its dismissal condition during the French Revolution,
Villaret de Joyeuse could only carry out the transportation of Leclerc’s expedition to Saint
Domingue thanks to the Peace of Amiens. As seen by the plans he drew up for the maritime
operations of 1805, Napoléon was similarly guilty of assigning the French navy complicated
operations that relied on precision without fully taking into account the intricacies of naval
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warfare. While the conclusion of the 1805 maritime campaign proved more disastrous than the
1794 campaign with the Battle of Trafalgar, the intrinsic complications of carrying out such
precision operations, such as rallying at sea, are clearly parallel.
Villaret de Joyeuse’s career also illuminated the benefits and limitations of naval
operations in counter-insurgency warfare. With his frigate in 1792, Villaret de Joyeuse had
provided the French colonial forces with rapid mobility to strike at the slaves’ outposts, once
they had gained control of the roadways. The following year, his small squadron assisted
operations against the Vendéen rebels, preventing any arms shipments from the British. In 1802,
the coordinated strike of sending various detachments to seize Saint-Domingue’s ports, cut
Toussaint Louverture and the black population from gaining outside material assistance.
However, these operations had their limitations; their mission was to assist a major ground force
in its operations. If the ground forces could not destroy the insurgency in the interior, the navy
was powerless to assist directly in their suppression. The navy’s indirect support, however, was
a major factor in the success of some of these counter-insurgency operations. For his service,
Villaret de Joyeuse has been awarded with various memorials.

His name is inscribed in the

inside of the Arc de Triumph, his name graces a street and square in Paris and his statue stands
on the northern face of the Louvre. Furthermore, his hometown of Auch also erected a statue of
a dashing Villaret de Joyeuse on the deck of a ship, immortalizing the admiral and his exciting
career. Although mostly remembered for his leadership during the Battle of 13 Prairial, he
served the important role of commander of the Brest fleet, France’s most potent naval force,
during the three crucial years during the French Revolution. In addition to his critical role in
naval affairs, he also had been involved in the Haitian Revolution and France’s colonial affairs.
As an important participant during these tumultuous times, Villaret de Joyeuse left an indubitable
mark on the history of the French Revolution, Napoleonic Wars and the Haitian Revolution.
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Figure 26 - Statue of Villaret de Joyeuse in Auch
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APPENDIX A
Excerpt from “We owe Sixty Thousand Francs”

Monsieur Clement, the furious
Take a calm tone and we can talk
About our Anglomania
(repeat)
See if it is with reason
That one wants to submit the colony
To the Francomania
(repeat)
Respect our properties,
Offer them security,
That was Anglomania
(repeat)
Take our possessions, tax our gold
For the portliness of its treasury,
That is Francomania
(repeat)
To be just in forcing us
To be honest in asking us
That was Anglomania
(repeat)
To lie in its remarks,
Insulting us while you steal from us,
That is Francomania
(repeat)
Often Keppel to the colonists
Gave balls and candies,
That was Anglomania.
(repeat)
Clément gives them lively lessons
For that they spare their capons.
That is Francomania.
(repeat)
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APPENDIX B
State of Troops Stationed on Martinique

AS OF

# of Troops

December 1803

1160

30 March 1804

1269

23 Sept 1805

2813

1 January 1806

2517

1 April 1806

2456

1 July 1806

2377

1 October 1806

2309

31 December 1806

2719

31 March 1807

2628

30 June 1807

2588

30 September 1807

2508

31 December 1807

2695

30 January 1809

2699

5 February 1809

2418
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Glossary of Sailing Terms
Bow-chasers – a cannon placed in the bow to fire upon any fleeing opponents.
Bow and quarter line - A bow and quarter line is an oblique line of sailing, with all ships being
close-hauled (sailing in at an angle as close as possible to the direction from which the wind is
coming) on the same tack, and on a line of bearing. This line allowed the fleet to quickly form a
battle line if needed.

Chasing Order - An order with one division to the leeward and another windward of the
retreating fleet with the third division directly behind ranged in an angle of 135°.

Lee gauge - To have the lee gauge means that one is to the leeward of their opponent. The ship
or fleet on the lee gauge has the advantage of being able to withdraw from the battle more easily.
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Leelurch – An maneuver in which a ship quickly turns against the wind, usually in order to fire a
broadside at a chasing vessel.
Leeward - being in or facing the direction toward which the wind is blowing.
Line abreast - In sailing in a line abreast, all the ships were ranged along a line of bearing which
was perpendicular to the wind. This order had the advantage for those chasing or retreating; all
ships could change course together along the line on which they were ranged and present a very
closed up line of battle.
Ships en flute - To arm a ship en flûte is to reduce the number of their cannons and crew in order
to make room for more cargo.
Ship rasé - A ship-of-the-line that has had its top cut off, reducing the number of guns. This was
done for a number of reasons.
Stern-chaser – a cannon placed in the stern to fire upon any pursuing opponents.
To wear - to come round on the other tack by turning the bow away from the wind.
weather gauge – To have the weather gauge means that one is to the windward of their opponent.
The ship or fleet with the weather gauge is better able to choose whether to accept or to delay an
engagement. Also, the waterline on the side facing the opponent is higher, reducing the risk of
having a shot hit below the waterline.
windward - being in or facing the direction from which the wind is blowing.
To yaw – to deviate from a course to the left or right.
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