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A C E G I K J H F D B
For Bird, again
In the days of d'Arraguette,
He Ho He Ho!
It was the good old times.
You ruled the world with a switch—
He Ho He Ho!
—OLD FRENCH CREOLE SONG, ANONYMOUS
Why, sir, it will be very difficult to get at particulars,
some of them being of a strange character!
But there are some still living who had a hand in those matters.
—JOHN LAMBERT, CIRCA 1840
I found in my researches, twenty years ago, romantic
legends so interwoven with facts that it was extremely difficult
to separate the historical truth from the traditional.
I am sure that the same cause will make it impossible
to arrive at the truth of his life.
His only biographer at last must be the romancer.
—JOSEPH H. INGRAHAM, SEPTEMBER 1, 1852
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PREFACE
A Corsair's Name
He left a corsair's name to other times,
Linked with one virtue and a thousand crimes.
—LORD BYRON, "THE CORSAIR," 1816
ON FEBRUARY 1, 1814, his publisher issued ten thousand copies of the great English poet Lord Byron's newest creation, "The Corsair," three cantos of brilliant imagination that quickly sold out and went into a second printing. In an age that thrilled at the idea of bold buccaneers defying authority and convention, the poet's tale of the gallant Captain Conrad, a pirate risking even his beloved shipMedorafor the love of a slave girl forced into apasha's,harem, fed the appetite of a generation hungry for romance and adventure. How much more appealing was it when Conrad, having the cruel pasha at his mercy, refused to take his life even to save his own. It was his one "virtue," amid the life of crime.
It is poetically typical of the lives of the brothers Pierre and Jean Laffite, smugglers, merchants of contraband, revolutionaries, spies, privateers, and pirates as well, that so little in their memory fits their lives, and nothing less so than their persistent association with Byron's poetic epic. When he wrote it, the Laffites were nothing more than minor figures on the crowded criminal landscape of early Louisiana. The poet likely never heard of either, and certainly his corsair was not patterned after Jean Laffite. Conrad's single virtue was a romantic device, and had nothing to do with the Laffites' celebrated and much exaggerated act of patriotism in aiding American forces in repelling the British at the Battle of New Orleans, which took place three weeks short of a year after publication of "The Corsair." And yet, romance and legend will not yield to break the bond between poem and pirate.
Throughout history, circumstances having nothing to do with poetry and romance occasionally conspire to produce an environment perfect for the explosion and spread of privateering and piracy, conditions that can vanish just as quickly as they appear. Never in the history of the United States were the times so right for it as in the years of young nationhood, when an adolescent America was beginning its spread across the continent amid the clash of immigrant colonial cultures, and a European war of gigantic proportions whose tremors upset the New World as well. In unsettled times, enterprising men found opportunity to build their own fortunes and wrest new nations away from old. Many tried. Few succeeded. Some became legends. The privateer-smugglers from Bordeaux and their ilk could not have flourished at their craft anywhere other than there and then, any more than the experience of the corsairs of the Gulf would have been the same without the brothers Laffite. In the virtues and crimes of them all lay not just the stuff of romance, but zephyrs to fill the sails of the nascent American character.
ONE
Vintage Bordeaux 1770–1803
O'er the glad waters of the dark blue sea,
Our thoughts as boundless, and our soul's as free
Far as the breeze can bear, the billows foam,
Survey our empire, and behold our home!
PERHAPS IT IS FITTING for men whose lives so lent themselves to adventure and melodrama that their name traced its origins to a word meaning something like "the song." For centuries men named Lafitte inhabited the fertile reaches between the river Garonne and the Pyrenees Mountains that separated France from Spain. Proximity to the often lawless Pyrenees, and life in the part of France most remote from the center of politics and culture in Paris, encouraged a spirit of independence in the region's inhabitants, and a tendency to look as much to the world as to their country for opportunity. Among those named for "the song," that independence appeared in their stubborn refusal of a uniform spelling of their name. Lafitte, Lafit, Laffitt, Laffite, and more, all emerged between the river and the mountains, and for many the song in their name was a Siren's call to the broader world. Immediate access to the sea on the Bay of Biscay tied many of them to trade and seafaring. The lush vineyards on either side of the Garonne, and the Gironde estuary formed at its confluence with the Dordogne River, turned more of them into vintners.
The ancient village of Pauillac perched on the west bank of the Gironde estuary exactly midway between Bordeaux and the Bay of Biscay at Pointe de Grave some thirty miles distant.1 It was about as far up the estuary as the limited maneuverability of sail could bring oceangoing ships, making it a natural port for the merchants of Bordeaux and the surrounding region. Though small, it was already the informal capital of the Medoc, and just now starting to blossom thanks to the produce of its vineyards. One Laffite family, and apparently only one of that spelling, lived in the village.2 Jean Laffite and his wife, Anne Denis, saw their son Pierre marry Marie Lagrange in 1769, but the young woman died, perhaps giving birth to a son Pierre around 1770.3 In 1775 the father Pierre remarried, this time to Marguerite Desteil, who bore six children at their home in the little village of Bages just south of Pauillac. Three daughters lived to maturity, as did a son Jean, born around 1782 or later but not baptized until 1786.4
Most of the Laffites living in the Bordeaux were solidly middle-class merchants and traders, and the elder Pierre Laffite appears to have been in trade himself.5 Certainly he was able to give his two sons at least rudimentary schooling, though their written grammar, spelling, and syntax would never be better than mediocre.6 Whoever taught them to write—parent, priest, or schoolmaster—could not keep a natural independence out of their developing handwriting, for neither boy learned very good penmanship, but their teacher left some artifacts of his rote with them. All their lives, the half brothers signed their surname in identical fashion, lifting the pen from the paper midway and leaving a barely perceptible space before finishing, to produce "Laffite."
What they might have made of themselves in France would never be known, for they were born into a changing and uncertain world. The Bourbon kings of France, living in increasing isolation among an in-bred and calcified aristocracy, had long since lost touch with the people and the times. The emergent middle class, especially merchants like the Laffites of the Bordeaux, felt crushed under the weight of taxation and church levies imposed to provide for the outrageous extravagance of the aristocracy and clergy. The Gironde became a seedbed of antipathy, and the Laffites would not have been men of their class if they did not share the general outrage.
It all came to an explosion in the summer of 1789, and by the fall of 1795 the people of the Bordeaux, like all Frenchmen, felt nervous exhaustion after six years of constant turmoil. By the time elections were held in October for delegates to a new Convention to rule in Paris until a regular government should take over under a new constitution, Pierre Laffite may well have been financially ruined as were so many other merchants. Even as an ardent young captain named Napoleon Bonaparte saved both the Convention and the new constitution by turning away an uprising that sought to disrupt the elections, Laffite's sons Pierre and Jean could only look on what must have seemed a blighted future landscape.7
The son Pierre, his schooling long over, lived and probably worked with his father at Number 49 Rue de la Deliverance in Bordeaux, trying to keep their business alive. Jean, perhaps aged about fourteen, likely saw his education disrupted by the turmoil that he had lived with for fully half his life. Just what each of them felt about it all he never said, but like many others of their class they imbibed a general—if not passionate—belief in local autonomy as preferable to central rule from afar, and from the turmoil and dissolution in their immediate region they learned the lesson that in troublous times, on the frontiers of civil authority, the wise man took care of himself first.
They may even have seen object lessons in how a man could profit during times of political and social upheaval if he was smart, daring, and none too scrupulous. A later acquaintance of the Laffites' recalled being told that the brothers had been contraband smugglers on the Spanish border during the times of scarcity, which would have been one way to combat severe price controls. 8 And they were anyhow close enough to the Pyrenees to fall under the age-old lure of smuggling as a remedy from the greedy excise man.
Whatever the Laffites learned of making their way in the world, by the end of the decade it was evident to them that they would not make it in their native country. Economic recovery would take years, and even with a new constitution and with the Terror at an end, civil affairs remained shaky or dependent on a military that was now embroiled in contests of arms all across Europe, and with England as well. Then in December 1796 their father Pierre died. Thousands of Frenchmen from their region had emigrated, reestablishing themselves in the colonies in the New World far from the reach of the Jacobins and the guillotine. Many a royalist had gone to Spanish Louisiana, and other colonies thrived on the islands of San Domingue, Martinique, and Guadaloupe in the Caribbean. It was a natural direction to turn their eyes.
And so sometime in the last of that decade they began disappearing, and completely. For years barely a trace of them survives. A third brother, name unknown, may have left France first, or Jean may have gone about the turn of the century. Then on May 24, 1802, Pierre obtained a passport, saying he was "going to Louisiana to join one of his brothers."9 Perhaps he was the same Pierre Laffite from Pauillac, and his 1802 departure from Bourdeaux was only the return from a visit home from the colony. Two-thirds of French commercial trade was with the island which was half French and half Spanish until 1795 when France got it all. French merchant ships called first at Cap Français, and some then went on to New Orleans despite an official edict from Madrid prohibiting trade with the colonies of other powers as well as restrictions imposed by Paris. If Pierre Laffite was involved in trade at Port-au-Prince, then he might have had cause to know of and perhaps even to visit New Orleans. Nevertheless, he found that he could not escape the Revolution. Once again, inept and corrupt rule from a great distance created unrest, here compounded by a large and resentful black population. San Domingue had only 20,000 white inhabitants, while more than 100,000 free blacks and mulattoes owned one-third of the land and a fourth of the half million slaves in the colony, creating a hierarchy in which whites looked down on free blacks and mulattoes, who in turn looked down on slaves. 10
A series of slave rebellions beginning in 1790 sent waves of white planters fleeing the island. Whenever he first arrived in San Domingue, Pierre Laffite spent at least some time in Le Cap, as Cap Français was called. He may have been there to witness the fighting on June 20, 1793, when about two thousand mariners and political prisoners on ships in the harbor rose and landed under arms to attack the government buildings. French commander Leger Felicité Sonthonax won a temporary victory, but by the summer of 1794 the British, now at war with France, held Port-au-Prince, and the Pierre Laffite living there left for Savannah, Georgia, with the flood of émigrés.11 But then, lured by Sonthonax's declaration of emancipation, former slave Toussaint Louverture, now commanding most of the free black and slave forces, joined forces with the French to eject the British. By this time the Spanish were also involved, and in time both Britain and Spain would entrench themselves trying to keep what they could of San Domingue.
Meanwhile the Pierre Laffite who left Port-au-Prince in 1794 returned once the British were contained. He may have been back in Le Cap in May 1800 when black workers rebelled in the north and thousands marched on Le Cap to take it back from the Spanish. Or he may have been there later in October 1801 when farm workers rose up and killed three hundred white colonists. 12 But most likely he was there in 1802 after sailing under his passport and making a stop on his way to Louisiana. In January 1802 Napoleon, now risen to emperor in France, sent an army under General Charles Leclerc to reestablish control. Instead the French met disaster. Leclerc was soon all but besieged in Cap Français, and that summer he burned most of the town. In November he died of yellow fever and his successor, General Donathien Rochambeau, resorted to wholesale extermination of blacks and mulattoes. Napoleon could not help him as he had gone to war with Britain again in May, and in March 1803 the black population of San Domingue rose again in revolt. Rochambeau holed up in Le Cap after losing control of the countryside, and was besieged, while British ships returned to establish a blockade of the harbor.
By that time Pierre Laffite was most certainly gone for good. What role he took, if any, in the upheavals on the island is unknown. On May 10, 1802, as Pierre prepared to leave Bordeaux, an Antoine Lafitte was waylaid at Port-Républicain and marched off with a number of other white citizens and was murdered.13 He may even have been the brother Pierre was going to visit. When Pierre arrived, he was himself caught in the street fighting in Cap Français. One day on the Place St. Pierre, Laffite and his friend Bernard Narieu and others found themselves in the middle of the deadly swirl. Laffite and Narieu escaped to safety, but not before they saw one of their acquaintances, a Mr. Gabauriau whom Pierre may have known back in France,14 fall victim to the mob. It was a good time for Laffite to be leaving, and where else to go but a place so many he knew had gone before him, a place with which he may well have had some acquaintance already, New Orleans.15
That spring and summer of 1803 French privateers began ferrying refugees to Cuba and New Orleans, getting out as many of the white French as possible before Rochambeau surrendered on November 29, 1803. Among the exiles was Jean Joseph Amable Humbert, a somewhat unstable visionary who went back to France, though his life would intertwine with the Laffites in years to come. 16 Also fleeing San Domingue were a promising young architect named Arsené Latour, only recently arrived to take a position as engineer on Rochambeau's staff, and Barthelemey Lafon, a gifted surveyor who mixed privateering with mapmaking. Lafon escaped to Havana in 1802, and Latour got out sometime before November 1803, and perhaps escaped on a privateer, first to Cuba, then to New Orleans. Like Humbert and many another refugees from San Domingue, they would reappear in the Laffite story, though nothing suggests that Pierre was acquainted with them in Cap Français.17
Pierre Laffite left on one of those refugee ships no later than early March 1803, and if he went that late then he did not go alone.18 By the time he put San Domingue permanently behind him, Pierre Laffite had an infant son.19
TWO
New Men in a New World 1803–1806
These are our realms, no limits to their sway—
Our flag the sceptre all who meet obey.
Ours the wild life in tumult still to range
From toil to rest, and joy in every change.
IN 1803 NEW ORLEANS was overwhelmingly a French community, though so many languages and colors were to be seen on its streets that it was truly a city of the world. It had changed hands often since its founding by the French in 1718. France had ceded the vast inland empire known as Louisiana to Spain in 1762, but in 1801 in the Treaty of Madrid, Napoleon reclaimed Louisiana as part of the spoils of his reduction of Spain to a vassal state. Now, even as Laffite walked the streets of New Orleans, Napoleon was negotiating the sale of the Louisiana Territory to the infant United States.
New Orleans itself made up several dozen square blocks of Creole and colonial houses on the northwest side of a crescent bend in the Mississippi River, all still encased in the remnants of an earthen rampart remaining from its earlier defenses. The Place d'Arms sat just back from the river, an open square on which stood the Cathedral Church of St. Louis, with the territorial prison and guardhouse to one side and an ecclesiastical charity house on the other. Street names redolent of French and Spanish history—Chartres, Royal, Bourbon, Dauphine, Burgundy, and Rampart—paralleled the levee road at the river's edge. Intersecting them were others of equal association—Bienville, St. Louis, Conti, Toulouse, St. Pierre, Orleans, St. Anne, Dumaine, St. Philip, and more. Many of the blocks at the outer periphery close to the rampart were yet vacant, while to the east, beyond the rampart, already Faubourg Marigny was growing, mainly the home of the large free black and mulatto community.
Pierre Laffite may not have found reestablishing himself in New Orleans to be as easy as he could have hoped. In 1803 an arriving refugee faced paying $10 to $20 a month for lodging in a quiet suburb of town.1 Pierre first took rented quarters on Royal Street, probably near the intersection with Dumaine, while looking for a suitable venue to go into business. A newcomer had to pay $25 to $80 a month to rent a well-located commercial building.2 Instead of renting, however, on March 21, and at a cost of 8,000 silver Spanish pesos, Pierre bought from the widow Marguerite Landreaux a city lot one block east of the Place d'Arms, at the intersection of Royal and Dumaine. It came with a substantial house and outbuildings, including probably a small warehouse, if the selling price be any measure. The site had a mercantile history, having belonged until 1800 to the late Julian Vienne, an importer with San Domingue connections who had operated two merchant vessels prior to his death, and who may well have done business with Laffite in years past.3 Laffite bought it in partnership with Joseph Maria Bourguignon, a member of a New Orleans family dating back at least to 1728. Bourguignon lived on Dumaine, and he and Pierre may have become acquainted when Laffite took lodgings around the corner. Evidently they did not have much by way of cash in hand, however, for they promised to pay the widow half of the purchase price at the end of June, and the balance at the end of 1804.4
Within a few weeks Laffite had to borrow 320 pesos from an innkeeper, the Spaniard Pedro Alarcon, who was known to conduct an unlawful gambling table that might have increased Pierre's indebtedness. 5 Thereafter Pierre's financial affairs reveal a chronic shortage of ready cash, and with it a tendency to live beyond either his means or his ability to manage his money.6 Indeed, only eleven weeks after signing the papers for the Royal Street property, Laffite and Bourguignon returned it to Landreaux in return for cancellation of their debt on June 6, probably after finding that they could not make the first installment due at the end of that month.7 Pierre Laffite had been a property owner for less than three months, and would never own a house or land again.
The exact nature of Laffite's mercantile enterprise is unclear but, despite later myth and recollection to the contrary, it almost certainly was not ironworking.8 Dumaine in that period was known as the "Street of the Stores," and would have been the place to be if Laffite, like fully one-fourth of the other refugees from San Domingue, was a merchant.9 He may have expected to import goods from abroad or perhaps from Havana, but with so many newly arrived merchants in New Orleans added to the established houses, competition would have been keen, especially for a man of limited resources. In 1803 merchants led all other professions in the city, selling chiefly cargoes imported by ship. Most were middlemen who did not own the ships themselves, but already it was evident that the real fortunes would be made by men who controlled both the importation and sale of their wares.10 Doing that would require more capital than Pierre Laffite could command at the moment, however, and more likely, he hoped to trade in goods from the Louisiana Territory interior, a market still being developed. Indeed, the crowding in New Orleans just then may have forced him to that alternative.11
Unfortunately for Pierre Laffite, he arrived near the end of the massive immigration from San Domingue. Refugees from the Haitian revolts arrived in New Orleans at a steady rate, starting at a trickle of about one hundred per year from 1791 to 1797 and reaching more than 1,000 by 1803. The French-speaking community in the city welcomed the white arrivals, and at first they did not mind lots of San Domingue slaves coming with them. By 1803, though, just under 4,000 whites were barely outnumbered by 4,100 blacks, a third of them free. 12 Already undercurrents of fear were palpable in the white community, especially with the example of San Domingue if not on their doorstep then certainly in their front yard. Then there was the question of changing nationalities. Americans spreading into the Ohio and upper Mississippi River valleys needed the Mississippi for access to markets. The Spaniards had closed the port of New Orleans to them, effectively stifling trade, at the same time leaving America's back door vulnerable to European aggression. When Spain turned the Louisiana Territory over to an aggressive Napoleonic France in 1801 President Thomas Jefferson's anxiety for the infant United States' western border only heightened, as he expected Napoleon to keep the river closed. Moreover, with France at war with Britain, a British victory could put America's onetime colonial master in control of the Mississippi, with every manner of foreseeable unfortunate consequence. Rumors of an expedition being readied to invade Louisiana and take it from France only spurred Jefferson to action.13
Jefferson sent Robert Livingston and James Monroe to France to negotiate an open port at New Orleans and free trade for the United States. But changing circumstances in Europe made Napoleon amenable to much more than that, and in April 1803 Jefferson's emissaries were asked point-blank what they would pay for the Louisiana Territory. By the end of that month Jefferson had all of it from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific northwest, including the so-called island of New Orleans—that small portion of land east of the Mississippi running from the Gulf through Lake Borgne, west through Lake Pontchartrain on the city's northern outskirts, and thence through Lake Maurepas and along the Amite River and Bayou Manchac to its mouth on the Mississippi seventy miles upstream from New Orleans. Above that lay the parishes of Spanish West Florida.
Pierre Laffite was probably in New Orleans on December 20, 1803, when the formal ceremony turning over the government of Louisiana took place on the Place d'Arms. General James Wilkinson and new territorial governor William C. C. Claiborne accepted the keys of the city from the French commissioner and then raised the flag of the United States, "amidst the acclamations of the inhabitants" according to an American present.14 Many of the French and Spanish citizens saw the reaction rather differently, however, and one spoke of "the lugubriousness of the silence and immobility" among the Frenchmen and Spaniards and the locally born European Creoles.15 It would not be the last mark of a subdivision in the white community, nor of conflicting loyalties among the Europeans that would one day make the livelihood of Pierre Laffite and ultimately direct his destiny. Significantly, Jefferson sent several gunboats to New Orleans to protect order among what their naval commander David Porter regarded as "a very turbulent population."16
Claiborne had already promised to the European community in New Orleans all the protections of United States citizens, and the carryover of all previous laws and civil officers except those who collected the customs, who would now be federal appointees.17
Within months of the American takeover, the character of the city began to change as its new masters imposed order on its chaotic streets and in its civil affairs. More new shops opened almost overnight as American merchants rushed to the city to capitalize on the new world marketplace. The influx increased the population to twelve thousand. What the influx meant for Pierre Laffite and other San Domingue refugee merchants was even more competition in a crowded market. They had almost monopolized trading to this point, even spreading out over the rural sections of lower Louisiana and along the inland bayous. 18 Many turned peddler, getting a year's credit from wholesale suppliers in New Orleans and then taking their goods to the interior and accepting payment in furs and agricultural goods that they returned to sell in the city's marketplace to pay their debt and outfit for the next trading trip.19
Pierre Laffite decided to become one of them, or at least to seek prosperity outside the immediate orbit of New Orleans. Sometime prior to the fall of 1804, he settled at the post of Baton Rouge in Spanish West Florida, some seventy-five miles upriver from New Orleans, and there went into business as a merchant once more.20 Baton Rouge sat on the east bank of the river, home to a small garrison and a regional commandant under orders from the administrative center at Pensacola, 250 miles to the east. Aside from the Spaniards in the garrison, the locals were mostly German, Irish, and French-speaking Acadian immigrants from Canada. Baton Rouge was truly a frontier, for beyond it living conditions became increasingly primitive with the exception of the community thirty miles upstream at Point Coupée.
Point Coupée had been in 1766 a string of settlements running about twenty miles along the west bank of the Mississippi, augmented by others on a nearby "false river"—a former bend of the Mississippi cut off and isolated as a lake when the river changed its course. A fort, a four-bastioned quadrangle, with stockade and commandant's house, barracks, storehouses, and a prison stood there. Spain kept barely more than a dozen soldiers stationed there in 1766, along with a capuchin father to operate the church near the fort. About two thousand white inhabitants and seven thousand slaves grew tobacco, indigo, and corn and raised poultry that they sold in New Orleans to victuallers from the merchant ships. They also cut timber and sent lumber and staves downriver in rafts. After 1762 and the Spanish takeover, most of the planters who were cultivating on the east side moved to the west bank. 21
Now Point Coupée was an enclave of wealth without the ostentation of New Orleans. Its planters, proud and jealous of each other, eschewed dancing, gambling, and fine clothes. The English-speaking planters lived on the east bank of the Mississippi and traded more with Natchez upstream than with New Orleans. In earlier years they produced furs, indigo, bear oil, and game, as well as salt beef and pork. Now, however, they planted cotton, which accounted for their advancing affluence. Their money attracted merchants, and by 1804 new stores appeared constantly, offering credit to the planters and saving them a trip to Natchez or New Orleans for goods. Itinerant merchants called caboteurs peddled from their boats, moving on the river and bayous plantation by plantation in their flat-bottomed pirogues. Most were French sailors stuck in Louisiana by the current war. They sold poor quality merchandise at low prices due to the intense competition among them, and became so numerous that travelers met them at all times on the river. The caboteurs bartered goods for chickens, eggs, hides, grease and tallow, honey, corn and rice, beans, and anything else they could sell in New Orleans, in the process becoming the chief source of fresh produce in the city. They also traded illicitly with the slaves, selling tafia—a cheap rum substitute—and oddments in return for chickens and other stolen items. The whites frequently complained of the thefts encouraged by the caboteurs, but to no avail. Meanwhile itinerant peddlers competed by working their trade on foot or in carriages.22
Point Coupée was more than a planter community. River travelers stopped there en route to Natchez. Those moving into the western Louisiana interior via the Red River used the riverbank there as a staging place, providing a trade in fur, horses, tallow, and Indian produce. By the time Pierre Laffite came to the area, the population of Point Coupée—also called False River—had declined, but still maintained a typically imbalanced population in which two-thirds were slaves. 23
Seemingly unable to avoid turmoil wherever he moved, Pierre Laffite arrived in the Baton Rouge-Point Coupée vicinity in the middle of a brief revolution. In August 1804 Nathan and Samuel Kemper, brothers from a perpetually turbulent family, led about thirty men in a march on Baton Rouge to throw out the Spanish and declare West Florida independent. They maintained that the so-called West Florida Parishes were really part of the Louisiana Territory and should have been ceded to the United States. The people refused to rise up with them, however, and so the Kempers simply plundered the countryside then retreated northward into the United States' newly created Mississippi Territory, pursued by Spanish militia. Spain's officials protested to Claiborne, who acted as governor of Mississippi as well as interim governor of Louisiana, but he declined to extradite the Kempers and their followers. To protect Spain's interests and discourage any further outbreaks, Vicente Folche, governor of West Florida, collected a professional garrison and brought it to Baton Rouge.24
Folche arrived not long after Laffite went into business, and in the days ahead the two became at least passingly acquainted as the governor oversaw even the most minor legal transactions. Indeed, soon after his arrival Laffite became well known to local officials including Don Carlos de Grand-Pré, colonel of the Spanish Royal Army commanding the post of Baton Rouge, and on the other side of the river Julian Poydras, the new American civil judge representing the United States in Point Coupée. By October 1804 Pierre had other connections in Point Coupée as well, sufficient that a local widow engaged him as her attorney to sell, exchange, or otherwise dispose of for her profit two of her slaves who had been imprisoned in Pensacola. The prison term of one of them was about to expire, and now she authorized Laffite to act on her behalf in New Orleans, or in any Spanish court in Havana, or even distant Vera Cruz, Mexico, or wherever else the slaves might be found after their release, to reclaim and dispose of them. In the process, she transferred all her rights in the slaves to Pierre, evidence of his ability not only to instill trust in her, but also to convince her that he had connections far beyond the sphere of rural Louisiana. 25 Her confidence in Pierre was well placed, for within two weeks he sold one of the slaves several months in advance of his anticipated release, and the buyer was none other than Folche.26 The transaction reveals the effort that Laffite put into establishing good connections with both Spanish and American authorities, something that was always good for a businessman, and a pattern he continued in the years ahead. More than that, though, this was his first experience in the New World at profiting by the sale of a slave.27
Pierre's transaction for the widow touched upon another tension in the region, for her slaves had been imprisoned for taking part in a rebellion against white control. Real and imagined insurrection plots, some inspired by the San Domingue example, unsettled Point Coupée and West Florida from the 1790s onward.28 By 1804, isolated from one another, whites lived in constant fear of slave uprisings and mounted nightly patrols of their plantation environs.29 On November 9 inhabitants of Point Coupée drafted a petition asking Claiborne to send militia to protect them from yet another feared slave uprising. Laffite did not sign, but as a resident of Baton Rouge he would certainly have shared their apprehension.30
By July 1804 Claiborne felt sufficient concern for the public safety that he had ships stopped at the Balize, a customs point covering the intersection of the three delta channels that connected the Mississippi with the Gulf to keep San Domingue slaves from coming into Louisiana.31 This fear of introducing insurrection from San Domingue made the importation of slaves to Louisiana difficult at a time when the demand to put more and more land under cultivation was driving up the price of slaves. A slaveowner could make up to $30 a month by renting a slave. Slaves fresh from Africa sold for $500 or more, while a skilled Louisiana slave could bring up to $1,400. 32
Pierre Laffite was in Baton Rouge when the apprehension at Point Coupée reached its height. Indeed, as a resident merchant he could be expected to be in Baton Rouge most of the time, though like other traders he may not have depended entirely upon the caboteurs to bring him goods.33 Most likely he made buying trips into the interior to barter for goods to sell downriver. The trading boats used by merchants like Laffite were open, with only a tendelet—usually just a pole frame with canvas over it for shelter—raised above the deck at the stern for the owner, the captain, and his friends. Some pirogues carried up to one hundred barrels under their canvas covering, with rowers crowded on either side of the cargo. They could row six leagues a day, as much as eighteen miles, and farther with a current behind them. Traders hired the boatmen by the trip or by the month at about a dollar a day.34
If Laffite made any of these buying trips himself, he could not have helped but learn something of the geography of the immediate interior, from the tiny Spanish settlement of Galvezton to the east, to the system of bayous on the west side of the Mississippi below Point Coupée.35 Most important of all was Bayou Lafourche, a distributary that took high water from the Mississippi from a point thirty miles downriver from Baton Rouge all the way to the Gulf, bypassing New Orleans. It was too narrow for sailing vessels to navigate, and often too shallow in summer drought, but with only a few feet of water in it the light draft pirogues could easily row up and down its entire length. That made it ideal not only for trading with Indians and the more reclusive trappers and hunters in the backcountry, but also for smuggling goods past New Orleans to Baton Rouge, or else for evading United States customs inspectors at the Mississippi's mouth by bringing commodities up the Lafourche to the big river, then downstream to New Orleans by the back door. Pierre Laffite may not have used Bayou Lafourche for that purpose, for smuggling did not offer very rich rewards in 1804 and 1805, but before long it would, and the knowledge gained here now would be very useful one day.
West Florida's administrative center at Pensacola also offered a profitable market for goods the merchants at Baton Rouge acquired in the region, especially now when the Pensacola merchants John Forbes and Company, successors to Panton and Leslie Company, began expanding eastward.36 Pierre Laffite might have found that prospect attractive, and certainly developed some contacts for future exploitation in Pensacola, but taking goods to the Pensacola market himself would have been a long and costly journey.
Indeed, sometime in 1805, and perhaps within less than a year of moving to Baton Rouge, Pierre decided that his fortune was not to be made in this backwater. The continuing political turbulence may have helped persuade him to leave, for in August 1805 the Kempers tried and failed once more to take Baton Rouge. Spanish officials sent reinforcements at the same time that relations between the United States and Spain began to deteriorate. A clear threat of war loomed. Jefferson had wanted to acquire Florida from Spain when he bought Louisiana from France, believing those parishes essential to protecting New Orleans from above.37 Robert Livingston had advised on May 20, 1803, that if necessary the United States should take West Florida by force before Britain did. Following the Louisiana Purchase, Livingston continued to argue that West Florida had been included in what France originally understood it received from Spain, but Spain refused to sell.38 In the growing discord, Folche felt such concern that he tried to get West Florida and the province of Texas immediately west of Louisiana heavily reinforced by Spain. 39
The tense atmosphere threatened to make Baton Rouge an unhealthy place for a merchant should war erupt, and Laffite turned once more to New Orleans. He was back in the city as early as March 1805, though not yet on a permanent basis.40 Indeed, since he owned no property in the city, he well could have divided his time between rented lodging in New Orleans and Baton Rouge as he continued bringing upstream trade to the city marketplace. By July his associates knew that he did not intend to stay indefinitely, and perhaps had even contemplated leaving not only New Orleans, but the territory itself.41
At that very moment an unfounded rumor that the diplomatic crisis might result in ceding Louisiana back to the Spaniards circulated, which in itself could have suggested to Laffite that he look elsewhere.42 But his first allegiance now and in the future was to his trade and livelihood, and he was already thinking of strengthening his ties in Pensacola. A much more powerful inducement for him to think about leaving New Orleans was debt, for yet again he could not pay what he owed. How much was due and to how many creditors is uncertain, but in July merchant Stephen Carraby filed a civil suit against him in the parish court for a mere $122 after Pierre repeatedly ignored demands for payment. Carraby demanded Laffite s arrest if he did not pay.43 Carraby may have been one of those who extended credit to Laffite for trade goods to be sent upriver, but since Carraby also traded in slaves, the debt may have been owed from a slave purchase.44 It may even have been money borrowed for an earlier slave purchase that went awry, when Pierre Laffite had what was probably his first direct experience with both smuggling and illegal slaves.
In November 1804 the Spanish merchant schooner Nuestra Senora del Carmen, out of the port of Campeche on Mexico's Yucatán peninsula, anchored at the Balize. She had regularly brought slave cargoes to New Orleans for the past twenty years or more, but now supposedly carried only a cargo of logwood and a rowdy crew of Spaniards and other "rabble" that the customs inspector thought were "mostly a lot of ill looking Wretches, and a medley of all the Indies and Campeache included." They promised to be a challenge to keeping the peace if they reached New Orleans, he warned. More to the point, he found them in concert with the denizens of a house near English Turn, a tight bend in the river a few miles downstream from New Orleans, where a Spaniard kept a tavern on the east bank, and from which smugglers used a bayou for landing and transporting to the city illicit goods secreted past the inspector at the Balize. 45
The inspector managed to keep the schooner at anchor for several weeks, but Captain Jean Baptiste Deyrem landed several slaves without his knowing it and got them to 'New Orleans for sale.46 More than that, after the inspector duly recorded a free black woman named Marie Zabeth and her infant child as passengers, a privateer named Juan Buatista Elie came aboard the detained ship and simply took them, either by force or with the collusion of Deyrem.47 As soon as Elie's vessel reached New Orleans, he sold mother and child into slavery. The buyer was Pierre Laffite. Zabeth, however, almost immediately turned to the parish superior court, where in December 1805 she won her suit and their freedom.48 Laffite almost certainly did not get his money back from Elie, money that he may well have borrowed from Carraby.
Just why Laffite bought Zabeth is unclear. He was not dealing commercially in slaves, at least not in 1805. Though he had no established home of his own in New Orleans, however, Laffite may have needed a woman with housekeeping experience, which Zabeth had from her time in Port-au-Prince. Whoever mothered his son born in San Domingue, by 1805 she seems to have been out of the picture and Pierre needed someone to take care of his boy, who presumably stayed with him whether here or in Baton Rouge. Moreover, by this time he was involved with a woman who could use a housekeeper, as there would be others on the way to care for as well.
A three-tiered racial structure—white, free black and mulatto, and slave—prevailed in New Orleans, as did a gender imbalance imported with the influx of white men from San Domingue. Whites and free blacks could not marry by law, and free blacks and slaves could not marry. However, if a working or merchant class white male wanted to have feminine company on a stable basis, a mulatto mistress offered an acceptable alternative to participating in the heavy competition for the few eligible white women in the city. As a result, color lines blurred in New Orleans more than anywhere else in the young United States.
A visitor to the city the same year that Laffite first arrived complained that there were taverns seemingly on every corner, open all hours, with white and black, free and slave, mingling indiscriminately. Best known of them was "the famous house of Coquet," as the proprietor called it, "where all the scum is to be seen publicly." Three years earlier Bernardo Coquet opened his dance hall on St. Philip between Bourbon and Royal Streets, only a few blocks from Pierre Laffite's first residence in town. He originally intended it for white and free black revelers, but quickly slaves in the city gathered there as well. Coquet held dances every Sunday night, and twice a week during the annual Shrove Tuesday carnival in February.
In 1805 Coquet rented the St. Philip Street ballroom to Auguste Tessier, and in November Tessier renamed the hall the Salle Chinoise and began holding two balls a week for white men and free colored women. His operation would last until the summer of 1807 when Coquet returned to continue the business under a succession of names, but maintained Tessier's practice of allowing no colored men to attend the dances. The intention that they be a setting for liaisons was clear.
The "quadroon balls" promoted a custom called plaçage, very likely imported to New Orleans by the refugees from San Domingue, in which free mixed-blood women paraded themselves before eligible white men hoping to make a match of convenience and, if possible, romance.49 Meaning essentially "placement," plumage was economically far more advantageous for a free black woman than a marriage with a free black male, and because many quadroons had so little African blood that they were nearly white, they would not marry full blacks or mulattoes, whom they considered socially inferior. Mothers sometimes contractually placed their daughters at ages as young as thirteen or fourteen with white men, including married men looking for mistresses. A virtual business arrangement was reached whereby the woman became the man's mistress and bore and raised his children, but he did not get to cohabit with her until he had bought her a house, preferably near Rampart Street, and all the trappings of domesticity, sometimes including slaves. (In New Orleans many free blacks owned slaves, and 70 percent of those black slaveowners were women, who also owned much more real estate than black men thanks to the gifts of their plaçage mates.50) He also agreed to provide for her for life and for their children, and to give her a settlement if they separated. Any children were regarded as "natural," and were set apart from bastards. The men often gave the young women some education, and taught their brothers a trade.
Socially, New Orleans in 1805 disappointed some visitors, one complaining that there was scarcely a pane of window glass in the city, and the streets were little more than rivulets of mud and water with decaying rats and house pets in the puddles. "The eternal jabbering of French in the street was a sealed book to us," recalled Thomas Nicholls in 1840.51 Many of those French "jabberers" were the San Domingue refugees who gathered at the "Café des Refugiés" or "Café des Émigrés" run by Jean Thiot on Chartres Street, next door to the Hotel de la Marine, the haunt of gamblers and more disreputable elements. 52 Pierre Laffite probably visited there with his friends from earlier days when in New Orleans, though most likely he did not meet Marie Louise Villard there, but at one of Coquets or Tessier's balls.53 She was about twenty-one years old, a free mulatto or quadroon born in New Orleans about 1784 to a white father and a free black or mulatto mother Marie Villard, who was of a family of free mixed blood Villards who had been in Louisiana since the 1760s.54 Pierre may not have entered into a formal pla$age arrangement with Marie Villard, for among other things he seems hardly able to afford the upkeep of a woman in New Orleans, but very soon she and Laffite began a relationship that would last for the next sixteen years.
With fear of slave revolt making refugees from San Domingue unwelcome in Louisiana, Laffite may well have faced a coolness that made New Orleans less than hospitable, a situation only compounded by his problems with Stephen Carraby. When Carraby determined that Pierre had no real property in New Orleans that he could seize to satisfy his debt, he demanded that Laffite be arrested and held to bail until he paid. Judge Thomas Kennedy summoned Pierre to appear at the courthouse in the first week of August or else face judgment by default, but when the sheriff, George Ross, tried to locate Pierre to serve the summons, he reported that Laffite was nowhere to be found and had no known address.55
Pierre Laffite may have taken his son and Marie Villard with him, for now she was pregnant and dependent upon him, and he had not installed her in a house of her own in New Orleans.56 Or more likely she remained in the city living with relatives and keeping Pierre's boy with her. Pierre probably went back to Baton Rouge, where he had trading connections, and apparently he profited well enough on the trip that he returned to New Orleans by November, openly and presumably without fear of arrest.
That was because he also came back with a new calling—slave dealer. Where he acquired the slaves, or the money to buy them, is unclear, but that same November he sold two young males for more than enough to satisfy the debt to Carraby and several hundred dollars to spare.57 In the next five months he sold nine more slaves for a combined $4,880.58 It was a small fortune to a man who the year before almost went to jail for a debt of $122. It was also a revelation, as if Laffite needed one, that a man could spend months making pennies trading upriver for hides and tallow, or acquire substantial affluence almost overnight by bringing black gold from Africa to a hungry New Orleans marketplace. Of course one had to buy one's stock cheaply in order to realize a good profit, and to do that could mean stepping outside the law. But then, seemingly everyone else was doing it, or looking the other way in order to realize their own bargains.
He might even have a partner in his brother Jean.
THREE
Brothers United 1806–1809
Oh, who can tell, save he whose heart hath tried,
And danced in triumph o'er the waters wide,
The exulting sense—the pulse's maddening play,
That thrills the wanderer of that trackless way?
FROM THE MOMENT of his birth in Pauillac to more than twenty years thereafter, Jean Laffite's life is a complete mystery, though it is virtually certain that at some point he chose the sea for his livelihood. Unlike his brother Pierre, who would always be a land-bound merchant dependent upon trade from the oceans, Jean walked the decks of the ships, and by early manhood acquired enough experience before the mast to command merchant vessels at least. He felt at home on the small sailing feluccas with their mainmast and triangular sails, the single-masted schooners, and even the larger merchant brigantines that carried most of the oceanic and Gulf trade. Where and how he acquired his seamanship is part of his mystery, though likely he started on the Gironde estuary on vessels owned by or trading with his father. After that he may have shipped on merchantmen, or even entered the French navy, but here, too, the page is blank. He may just possibly have been in San Domingue in the merchant trade with Pierre by 1802.1 What is certain, though, is that by 1806 more than one "Captain Lafitte," under varying spellings, commanded merchant and privateering vessels in American waters, and one of them was probably Pierre's brother. 2
The most tantalizing possibility among them is the commander of the French privateer La Soeur Cherie. She appeared off Louisiana in April 1804 accompanied by two prize vessels. Her captain knew the locale well enough, or had aboard a sufficiently knowledgeable pilot, to avoid the customs inspector at the Balize by entering the Mississippi from a less used side channel. Territorial officials stopped her at the tiny post at Fort Plaquemine a dozen miles upstream. The unarmed prizes were allowed to pass on, while the captain sent word to the authorities in New Orleans that his ship was in distress. He asked permission to take on fresh water and provisions and to come upriver to the city for refitting and repairs.3 Permission granted, he tied up at the city wharf after dawn on April 25.
In New Orleans in 1804 the customshouse was run by about six people. Unlike their Spanish predecessors, American officials did not yet search ships carefully. A ship arrived and the captain made his declaration of the contents of his cargo and then unloaded it without problems. The passengers likewise made their personal declarations, and then went on their way. If an irregularity were discovered later, the ship could be seized, but by that time it was often gone.4 Now, once in port, the captain of La Soeur Cherie told the governor that his ship was a French privateer outfitted and commissioned at Aux Cayes on San Domingue in late September, and departed to cruise on October 7, 1803. Claiborne seems to have believed him, though the beleaguered French on the island at that time were probably no longer issuing letters of marque—privateering commissions. In fact, the French commander at Aux Cayes, General Jean Baptiste Brunet, had surrendered his command to the British just five days after the supposed departure of La Soeur Cherie. A week later France and Spain signed an alliance, meaning that French private armed vessels—privateers—could no longer prey on Spanish shipping, and certainly not out of San Domingue, which by January had been declared independent and renamed Haiti. Hereafter privateer activity for the French would only be against British shipping, and out of the Caribbean island ports of Martinique and Guadeloupe.
The captain's story included taking the two prizes that had accompanied him to the Mississippi, but then, he said, he nearly lost his vessel in a storm that cost several crewmen their lives, and lost more men in desertions when the ship made landfall. This, too, Claiborne apparently believed, though guardedly, for pleading damage at sea and a need to refit was on its way to becoming a popular ploy for privateers wanting to come into port to unload smuggled goods or to take on men and arms to continue privateering. Consequently Claiborne ordered an inspection of the ship, including her armament, and forbade her from taking aboard either arms or men. He also brought in an inspector, who reported back that since landing, La Soeur Cherie had indeed lost more than a dozen men as deserters, but that most of them were slaves from San Domingue. The story smelled of chicanery. The importation of foreign slaves into the United States and its territories had been outlawed everywhere by 1803. The so-called desertions sounded very much like a subterfuge for illegally bringing San Domingue slaves into the territory for sale.
This finally aroused enough suspicion in Claiborne that he held the vessel in port until August. By then he had conclusive proof that the captain was enlisting men, though not Americans, to fill out his crew, and that one of the two prizes in convoy had tied up before reaching the city and sold her cargo, thus evading customs at the Balize and New Orleans alike. Worse, though presented as being a Spanish prize, this vessel was in fact an American ship taken while she traded with British Jamaica.5 Before Claiborne could take action, however, La Soeur Cherie and her elusive captain had set sail and were gone.
During the time he spent in New Orleans, the commander of the mystery ship was known to the governor only as "Captain La fette."6 Nothing more is known of him.7 He might not have been Jean Laffite, but it is certainly interesting that the same summer, only a few weeks before Claiborne allowed La Soeur Cherie to leave in early August, Stephen Carraby believed that Pierre Laffite was about to leave the territory, and on July 30, as the privateer made ready to leave port, Pierre could not be found in the city. Of course, two months later Pierre was in Baton Rouge, but there exists at least the possibility that the "Captain La fette" of La Soeur Cherie was Jean, and Pierre left with him to escape his creditors, then made his way back to Spanish West Florida by another route. And there exists as well the possibility that this brother freebooter was the source of Pierre Laffite's sudden supply of marketable slaves in late 1805 and early 1806.
If Jean Laffite was the commander of La Soeur Cherie, he might have been sailing out of San Domingue while Pierre lived there, or even have helped in the ferrying of refugees to New Orleans. If he was a privateer in 1804 or earlier, then he plied one of the growth industries of the Indies. Piracy had been a problem in the Caribbean and the Gulf for two centuries, and in antiquity to prehistoric times. Rather as beauty dwells in the eyes of the beholder, so piracy tended to lie in the point of view of the victim. Broadly defined, piracy was the unlawful taking of one privately owned vessel by another one. It was simple highway robbery on the seas. In time of war, however, the merchant trade of each combatant became the legitimate prey not only of its opponents' warships, but also of private armed vessels, or privateers. In order to help finance its war effort while damaging the economy of its enemies, a government issued letters of marque and reprisal to qualified private vessels. The owners—and often they were whole syndicates of investors—armed, equipped, and crewed their ships at their own expense, and posted a hefty cash bond as guarantee that they would observe the rules of warfare and respect civilian life. The vessels were supposed to be commissioned in a home port of the commission-granting country. Their crews were supposed to be made up of a majority of men native to that country. They were to bring their prizes into ports of the commissioning nation or a friendly nation, where a court of admiralty was to hear testimony and examine ship's papers and other evidence to decide whether the prize was eligible for capture and lawfully taken. If the court awarded possession of the prize to its captors, the prize ship and its cargo were sold and the proceeds shared between the crew, the investors, and the government whose flag the privateer flew.
Piracy was largely on the wane in the Caribbean in 1800, but when war erupted in Europe as Napoleon set the continent on fire, ripples extended to the west. Colonial possessions far from the protection of the mother countries, and scattered and isolated amid tens of thousands of square miles of ocean, offered tempting targets for entrepreneurs. As late as early 1804 a pirate vessel called the Favorite fell to American naval arms off the Louisiana coast.8 However, after 1800 piracy was almost unnecessary, for any men so disposed could easily legitimize their calling and protect themselves from the hangman by taking letters of marque. Piracy did escalate modestly, chiefly out of Cuba, and continued for another two decades before its demise, but the overwhelming activity during this period would be by privateers. The English preyed on the French, the French upon the English, and everyone went after the Spaniards' vessels as Spain shifted from one side to the other and back in Europe's diplomatic waltz.
Much as the United States tried to stay out of the European imbroglio, domestic affairs in America encouraged privateering. For one thing, America offered a market for privateers' goods. The acquisition of vast new territory in the Louisiana Purchase, the Industrial Revolution with its voracious appetite for textiles, and the invention of the cotton gin that quickly and economically readied raw cotton for the loom together created a huge demand for slave labor to till and harvest existing Southern fields and the ones to be carved from Louisiana. A ban on the importation of foreign slaves could not have come at a worse time for the Spanish slave ships plying a constant route from Africa to the colonies of New Spain, especially Mexico and the islands. The ships were easy targets, and it was no great challenge to smuggle the slaves into Louisiana for sale. Many an enterprising American captain also took commissions from foreign governments, and the uprising on San Domingue created an independent Haiti close to home.
The revolution in San Domingue spawned the heyday of the privateer. Once the insurgents drove out the French, Napoleon's agents commissioned virtually all who applied out of the French colonies Guadaloupe and Martinique.9 Many of these privateers stopped American ships trading with the newly independent Haitians, and some became justly famed, none more so than Captain Dominique, or Frederick Youx. He began appearing in the West Indies prize courts in 1805 as captain of La Superbe, an armed privateer owned by Jacques Plaideau, when he took three American ships condemned in the prize court at Basseterre, Guadaloupe, and then sold them in Cuba. Dominique lost his ship in action in October 1806 and escaped to his home in Baracoa, where he would prove to be a hero of the defense of the port against British attack the following year.10 Also operating out of Guadaloupe was yet another Captain Lafitte, this one commanding a corsair called Le Regulateur, which captured the American vessel Maria Mischief late in 1805.11
This Lafitte may or may not have been Governor Claiborne's nemesis of the year before, but he represented a cause for grave concern all the same. By taking an American merchantman, "Captain La fette" chose not to scruple overmuch on the nationality of his prizes when there was profit at the end of the day. After 1803 British and French privateers frequently took Yankee vessels, simply ignoring the rights of the weak, neutral United States. By 1805 British privateers cruised off the Balize waiting for any vessel, French or American, that offered a good target. Claiborne warned Secretary of State James Madison that if the war in Europe continued much longer, "I am fearful that the Gulph will be crowded with Privateers and that much Spoliation on our Commerce will be committed." 12
Claiborne's words proved prophetic when a number of ships out of New Orleans were taken by Spanish and English privateers in late 1805 and early 1806, but the real explosion lay around the corner.13 Once again events in Europe would be the spark. In 1806 Napoleon issued the Berlin Decree forbidding neutral ships to enter or leave British ports, thus making them subject to his privateers. Britain responded with its Orders in Council, forbidding neutral ships from using ports that excluded British shipping unless they were carrying British goods from a British port. Between the English and French actions, America's merchant trade faced danger of extinction. Her vessels were at risk of seizure no matter with whom she traded, and Britain was soon boarding Yankee ships at will and impressing their crewmen into the Royal Navy. Jefferson responded that year with the Nonimportation Act, banning the import of a range of British goods, and thus creating shortages and demands that privateers and smugglers were all too ready to supply.
Even before this the privateers and amenable city merchants explored ways of getting goods to an increasingly hungry market. A few less scrupulous New Orleans merchants such as Jean Blanque engaged sailors who plied both sides of the law.14 Indeed, Blanque was the supposed consignee of the cargo of "Captain La fette's" prize British merchantman Hector; revealed later to be an impostor smuggling goods under forged ship's papers. In 1806 Blanque would be taken to federal court for buying twenty-seven thousand pounds of coffee taken from an American vessel by a privateer. 15 The same Bartholomy Lafon who had been on San Domingue when Pierre Laffite was there was selling ships in New Orleans in 1803, and was mixing his surveying and mapmaking work with questionable commerce with Vera Cruz, Havana, and Charleston on his large copper-bottomed privateer the Bellona.16 Renato Beluche, yet another veteran of the San Domingue upheaval, ran his brig the Thomas to several Caribbean ports, generally to bring in merchandise that some regarded as suspicious.17 Even the more upright merchants such as Paul Lanusse traded in illegal slaves, in his case many more than he could have acquired domestically. As the privateering trade grew, these merchants needed a place to warehouse goods away from the eyes of customs and excise officials.18 Their Caribbean home bases were too far away, but by the time "Captain La fette" came to New Orleans, some thought a closer place looked promising.
The spot lay fifty miles due south of the city in a wild and scarcely inhabited place called Barataria Bay. The name itself is redolent of mystery and romance. In Miguel de Cervantes's Don Quixote, Sancho Panza received the gift of an island called Barataria. The Spaniards used words such as barato and baratura and baratillo to describe cheap goods and bargain sales, which would certainly apply to the contraband being sold there. Yet the name Barataria predates the establishment of smugglers on the bay. Perhaps it came from barratry, or even from the French word for deceit, bar at. A single pass, scarcely navigable except to those who knew it well, led between two low sandy barrier islands, Grand Terre and Grand Isle, into the bay itself. From there a series of bayous and lakes gave shallow-draft rowing pirogues access to several points just below New Orleans, to the Mississippi several miles upstream, or to Bayou Lafourche. This bayou, which did not have a protected harbor of its own at its mouth, could transport goods far into the interior. In 1804 Grand Isle had at least one resident, Jacques Reynard, a Revolutionary War veteran who called his sandy island "Grand Ille Des Baratariare." 19 Yet for twenty years or more Barataria had been known to the French and Spanish as something else, a sometime refuge for runaway slaves and what the Spaniards called famosos picarônes—notorious scoundrels—a place where fugitives could lose themselves for months.20 Smugglers and privateers could well make use of this bay as a base for the operation Governor Claiborne so feared.
If Jean Laffite spent some of his lost years gaining experience in this murky privateering environment, his brother Pierre faced far more mundane challenges in Louisiana, though his introduction to slave dealing showed him that he did not have to live in penury. After his sudden flurry of slave sales, Pierre briefly disappeared again, though he was hardly inactive. He may have made another visit to Baton Rouge, where Elias Beauregard had engaged the engineer and fellow refugee Arsené Latour to survey town lots for sale.21 But by April he was back in New Orleans with a new horizon in mind, Pensacola.22
Pierre spent almost three months intermittently making preparations, though whether he was taking trade goods to the West Florida capital or intending to buy them there to export back cannot be determined. Certainly he was not fleeing debt this time, for he had several thousand dollars in hand. Surely, too, he meant to take the pregnant Marie and his son with him, as he planned an extended residence in Pensacola.23 Amid the activity of readying his family for the trip, he found time for a few routine bits of business, including appearing before notary public Pierre Pedesclaux on April 21 to file a "to whom it may concern" affidavit that he had witnessed the murder of his acquaintance Gabauriau at Cap Français some years before.24 All too many refugees had to file such statements to establish deaths on San Domingue, and help to settle estates back in France.
In May Pierre went to Pensacola, probably to arrange for lodgings for his family, and remained at least through the end of the month, but by early June he was back in New Orleans.25 In his absence he arranged to spend $700 to buy a twenty-six-year-old Congolese slave woman named Therese, probably to help Marie take care of the household.26 Then he called on the Chartres Street merchant William St. Marc and leased a slave man named Lubin to go to Pensacola as a cook.27
It remained only to engage passage. There were two ways to get from New Orleans to Pensacola. One was much the faster, an inland waterway passage beginning outside the city at Lake Pontchartrain at the end of Bayou St. Jean, then traveling eastward to Lake Borgne through a channel known as the Rigolets, and on east into the Mississippi Sound and behind the protection of Cat, Ship, Horn, and Dauphin Islands, to Mobile Bay, and thence to Pensacola. In the small, broad, flat-bottomed vessels that plied the route, the trip was two to four days long and did not risk the Gulf hazards of storms and privateers, though going through the Rigolets required a good pilot, and sailing Lake Pontchartrain demanded skill at low water. The fare was usually five or six dollars per head, but passengers also had to pay for their food. The boats sometimes made stops at Dauphin Island or at Biloxi.28
The alternative was to go via the mouth of the Mississippi and across the Gulf, which could take three weeks due to the vagaries of water levels and the difficulty of navigating the twists of the river with only wind power for headway and control. Loss of wind at the Balize could halt a vessel for days or even weeks. Yet for a merchant traveling with goods, or a household's furniture and family, the longer passage was the more practical.
In any event, the only vessel scheduled for Pensacola the last half of June was the modest Louisa, owned and operated by Captain Jean LaCoste, who sometimes dealt in slaves at Pensacola.29 Pierre probably knew her captain and her quarters from his trip to Pensacola the month before. 30 The single-decked, two-masted schooner was cramped, just over forty-eight feet long and a mere fourteen feet wide on the deck with no gallery to separate passengers from crew.31 But the voyage would be brief, as she was small enough to take either route and the weather was good.32 By June 27 they were aboard, and once in open water, with the prevailing westerly winds, they could have put into the capital of Spanish West Florida as early as July 1.
Pensacola in 1806 presented a dramatic contrast to the New Orleans they left behind them. Pensacola lay on a sandy plain stretching about a mile along the bay from which it took its name. Much of the plain was not built on, and the town had fewer than fifteen hundred inhabitants, many of them French and Canary Islanders, but mostly Spaniards who had left New Orleans a few years earlier when Spain turned Louisiana over to Napoleon.33 Pensacola had been in decline since the Spaniards took control from the British in 1784. It was a place of modest one-story Spanish and two-story English houses, spread intermittently along Spanish-named streets so randomly laid out that some were forty feet wide and others measured two hundred feet across, streets that were sandy in dry weather and absolute mires when it rained. Most of the houses seemed under constant threat of encroachment from the surrounding swamps. A visitor described even the governor's house as "wretched," and the rest of the town as decaying.34 The only brick structure in town was the mansion of merchant William Panton.35
Pensacola afforded perhaps the best harbor on the Gulf. It lay only two days from New Orleans in the best of times, three days' sail from Havana, five or six from Vera Cruz, and a day or so more to Jamaica, with numerous ports even closer.36 Hence the surprise with which many travelers beheld its current torpid economic climate. The English had established trades, and harvested masts and timber and naval stores and furs from Indians as their main commerce. They had built numerous jetties, warehouses, and wharfs, but under the Spanish only the mast and stores trade continued. With no wharves, unloading ships' cargoes was difficult, "lighters" being required to convey cargo from ship to shore. 37 Moreover, Pensacola had no industry other than brickmaking and some lumbering, and there was scant trade and almost no local market. Inhabitants had no steady supply of foodstuffs except locally raised beef, seafood from the Gulf, and truck vegetables grown in private gardens. Even chickens and corn had to be imported from Mobile, while rice and flour and all European provisions and wine came from New Orleans. The cost of their transport doubled their price.38
A few carpenters and artisans provided skilled work when they felt like it, but there were no printers or tailors, nor blacksmiths, and no makers of consumer products, and residents depended heavily on imports from Havana and New Orleans for any hard goods. Even that foreign trade found no official encouragement from local Spanish rulers. The port had been all but empty for several years, and Laffite would have found barely half a dozen ships in the harbor when he arrived. Four or five schooners of ten to twenty-five tons, such as the Louisa, brought passengers and freight from New Orleans, but that was about all.39 There was little or no hard currency in circulation, and what wealth existed lay almost exclusively in land.40
Virtually all commerce revolved around the Panton, Leslie Company. The company exported cotton and yellow earth for stucco used in New Orleans, and enjoyed a monopoly on the fur trade in the region. It had offices in London and the Bahamas and its agents were Englishmen who traded with the local Indians for rum, muskets, powder, blankets, cloth, and more. Even after the Spanish takeover, Panton, Leslie kept its monopoly, so the benefit of local trade went to the English firms that sold goods to Panton, and the profits went to the company. The company also imported merchandise for the town's inhabitants, pretending it was trade goods, which were exempt from import duty, and thus Spain got nothing though there were customs inspectors at the port. Indeed, with so little trade otherwise, the inspectors collected almost nothing. As a result, Panton had most of the hard cash in the colony in 1806. 41
Pensacola's civil government was run by Vicente Folche, who doubled as mayor of the town after Pensacola became capital of West Florida in 1803 following the Louisiana Purchase. Spain maintained a garrison of about five hundred so/dados, but only two hundred were ready or fit for duty. Folche held a colonel's rank as their military commander, and was aided by several officers of staff rank. He also had the artisans, coopers, and carpenters needed to maintain the vessels of a naval fleet, but Folche's "fleet" was one small sloop.42 The governor at least made efforts to revitalize Pensacola after 1803 when it stood on its own. He legalized general commerce and abolished the import duty on goods from New Orleans, hoping to foster trade. Now in 1806 Folche opened Pensacola to trade with all neutral nations, and the Americans began to trickle in.43
Most likely it was Folche's liberalization of trade restrictions that brought Pierre Laffite to Pensacola. Certainly it would not have been the social attractions. The gender imbalance was even greater here than in New Orleans, with a third of the population white males, more than four hundred of them unmarried.44 These male inhabitants, having few chances for feminine companionship, passed their time playing, gambling, drinking at the town's one small tavern, and engaging in endless conversation at the billiard room that became the social center of the place. Perhaps their boredom was the reason Pensacolans enjoyed a reputation for being very hospitable to visitors.45
Just how welcome Laffite felt is unknown. He at least had an acquaintance with Governor Folche, and had probably developed some contacts with Panton, Leslie during his merchant days at Baton Rouge. The lure for a man of his entrepreneurial instincts was obvious. Panton, Leslie's stranglehold on the economy may not have left much hard cash for a merchant to squeeze out of local hands, but with more and more Americans coming in and the liberalization of trade restrictions, money could be made. Moreover, Spain's hold on mainland North America appeared to be dramatically weakened after Spain lost Louisiana to France and then to the Yankees. East and West Florida were now clearly isolated by an American Georgia on the east and the Mississippi Territory on the west, with British Alabama in between. The activities of men like the Kempers threatened to wrest West Florida from Spain, especially with the encouragement of outside American supporters. If West Florida became American, attached either to Louisiana or Mississippi, then those who were in place early on could hope to reap fortunes.
Probably most persuasive was Pierre's realization of the money to be made in slaves. The prohibitions against importing foreign slaves to Louisiana and elsewhere in the United States presented a serious obstacle to him. The Constitution prevented Congress from taking any all-encompassing action against the African slave trade through the end of 1807, but everyone could anticipate that as soon as that restriction expired, statute legislation would be passed abolishing slave importation everywhere and permanently. Spain observed no such ban, however, meaning that Laffite could acquire as many Africans as he wished in Pensacola, and then use his expanding grasp of the back roads and bayous of Louisiana to introduce them into the territory for the sort of profit he had realized so recently in New Orleans. Indeed, on July 6, within a week of his arrival, the largest public slave sale to date in Pensacola occurred. Eighteen blacks just arrived from Africa aboard the Success went on the block, some bringing as much as $350.46 Most likely the buyers were not the cash-strapped Pensacolans, but men from Louisiana come to buy illicit stock that they could then smuggle home either to work their plantations or else to sell.
The public demonstration of the money to be made inspired Pierre to a spontaneous, and ill-advised, attempt to capitalize on the presence of eager buyers who had cash left after the sale. On July 10 he engaged to sell the slave cook Lubin to François Bellestre of New Orleans. The fact that Bellestre paid $700, double the best price realized for any slave at the recent auction, apparently overcame any qualms Pierre might have had about selling what was not his to sell. After the fact he sent a letter to St. Marc asking permission to sell the cook. When St. Marc refused, Laffite was trapped by his own hasty action, but being outside the jurisdiction of a Louisiana court now and for the foreseeable future, he probably felt little fear of the repercussions.47
For the next three years Pierre Laffite remained in Pensacola all or most of the time, and Marie Villard with him.48 Indeed, they were not there long before the little family began to grow. First, probably before the end of the year, Marie gave birth to a daughter they named Catherine Coralie Laffite. Barely a year later in late 1807 or early 1808 appeared a younger brother Martial—or Martin—Firmin Laffite.49 Marie may have given birth to yet another child, Jean Baptiste, late in 1808 or early 1809.50 And at some point their home took in Marie's sister Catherine or Catarina, whom they called Catiche—a common nickname for girls of her name, especially if diminutive in stature.51
If his family prospered, Pierre may not have done so well commercially. On September 17,1806, a devastating hurricane hit the Gulf coast, the worst storm for thirteen years and likely Pierre's first experience with the potential fury of the region's weather. In New Orleans it damaged every vessel in port but one, and flattened the sugarcane fields for miles around.52 Then in 1807 Enrique, the Chevalier de Peytavin, drew the eyes of the authorities looking into unlawful slaves being smuggled into Baton Rouge. Peytavin and his family did a lot of slave buying and selling in this period, and if an operator of his scale attracted attention, it could hardly make the efforts of smaller entrepreneurs like Laffite any easier. 53 Nor does Pierre appear to have done much business with Panton, Leslie, or the other principal local merchants.54 If he did, especially in slaves, then most probably it was of the sort that he had by now learned required subterfuge and discretion.
More important, events on a broader stage would soon persuade him that the marketplace was shifting. Aaron Burr's 1806 effort to carve out a new empire in Spanish Texas had failed, but it attracted the attention of men across the region, for with Spain weakening, Texas offered cheap land and resources for the taking and, in the right hands, a plump market for slaves.
More immediately, after the failure of the Nonimportation Act, Jefferson began considering an outright embargo prohibiting all American trade with foreign ports. Congress passed the measure in December 1807, virtually closing all lawful commerce with other nations. Despite the enforcement acts that followed, the embargo would completely fail to accomplish its purpose of ending trade with England and France. Rather, it fostered the eruption of the nascent smuggling trade on the Gulf. Meanwhile Britain wound up with all but a monopoly on the Atlantic carrying trade.
If the embargo and nonintercourse laws made smuggling lucrative, the contraband trade led naturally to privateering, and ultimately to piracy. Congress on March 1, 1807, directed that piracy be suppressed, and looked to the navy to do so, but even before then Washington realized that the United States Navy was too small to be effectual.55 When Congress inaugurated a new year with the January 1, 1808, abolition of America's African slave trade, the legislators only added one more incentive to those who sought to profit by circumventing the laws of the United States.
Most immediately affected was Louisiana, where planters feared that the abolition would ruin them because sugar, cotton, and indigo could not be cultivated without cheap labor. Neither could the planters keep the levees repaired to hold back the river while the climate made it impossible to get white men to do the work ordinarily performed by slaves. In several years interstate trade would begin to address the slave shortage, but until then smuggling was the only answer, and Louisiana's complex and virtually unpolicable coastline and interior waterways worked to the advantage of those willing to take great risks for great rewards. Indeed, on April 14, 1808, two American ships brought ninety-eight blacks to New Orleans in brazen defiance of the ban.56 It was only the beginning, and hereafter the illicit slave trade on the Gulf would be inextricably linked with the corsairs.
Seemingly every available French vessel turned to privateering. Louis Aury, a career adventurer from France who came to the New World determined to make himself a fortune and a name, was in San Domingue serving on privateers prior to the French being driven out. "Corsairs are the only French boats, war or merchant, in this country," he wrote in September 1808. "They wage war as loyally as the ships of his imperial majesty."57 Though French privateers were officially commissioned to act against British vessels, they wanted the fat Spanish ships laden with slaves and Mexican gold, and took advantage of Spain's alliance with Britain after 1808 when she revolted against and briefly deposed Napoleon's brother Joseph to restore her own monarchy. Meanwhile the United States and Spain all but severed relations that year as a result of the British alliance and Jefferson's embargo, which threatened to starve Baton Rouge and West Florida. Hostility to Spain grew rapidly in American minds, and rumors of war spread. Just as when Pierre Laffite was living in Baton Rouge, war between Spain and the United States did not promise to be good for business. Besides, the slave market was now in New Orleans, as Pierre well knew, and the explosion of privateers bringing much wanted goods to a hungry market that did not scruple at buying outside the law suggested that the enterprising man move his base once again.
In a futile effort to put down privateering, Congress passed a Restriction Act forbidding all vessels in United States waters from interfering with the vessels of any other nation's commerce in those waters. Thanks to the wording of the legislation, however, the privateers had no trouble evading the law, and soon they made New Orleans the point of sale for their takings. "The sea, in fact, at that time swarmed with legalized pirates," recalled Commodore David Porter, whom Jefferson charged with suppressing piracy in the Gulf in 1808. Spain and the United States did cooperate to the extent of offering large rewards for the capture of certain members of the freebooter community, especially the Frenchmen, but to little avail. Porter took command in New Orleans with twenty gunboats and a naval station ashore, only to find that the bays and inlets of the coast were already the resort of smugglers and pirates under British, French, and Spanish flags.
"These gentlemen were continually hovering on our coasts, and in default of finding enemy's ships would seize upon our own, upon one pretext or another, for which outrages our people obtained little redress," he complained. Many privateers chose to refit and resupply in New Orleans since the city had no garrison and foreign warships did not go there. "As they spent their money freely, the local authorities rather encouraged their presence," Porter discovered. "These desperadoes, mixing with the dissolute part of the population, kept the town in a continual state of turmoil."58 In fact, just after Porter took command in August, several mob fights erupted on the city levee between American sailors and those of France, Spain, and Italy. A number of men were killed or injured in the melees, and Porter concluded that "there was certainly a large number of dangerous characters in New Orleans requiring the utmost vigilance." It presented a serious challenge to any commander to preserve law and order, for "there were so many 'choice spirits' in and around New Orleans always ready for desperate enterprises, that the forces of the army and navy were always in readiness to preserve order." 59
Worse, the local authorities, animated by the sympathies of a populace that wanted to keep slaves and consumer goods coming into Louisiana, seemed happy to encourage the violations of the embargo. "The district attorney evidently winked at piracies committed in our waters and at the open communication kept up between these depredators and the citizens of New Orleans," Porter complained.60 He discovered that he could not interfere without colliding with the civil authorities and merchants who had connections in Washington that could cost him his position, or even career.
The ingredients were all in place: a market starving for slaves and luxury goods regardless of the source; a district attorney and court system inclined to cast blind eyes on malefactors who provided consumer goods; a large population primarily of French origin who felt hostility toward their new American masters and a corresponding disregard of their laws; a Gulf teeming with newly made privateers anxious to prey on any vessel they could take; an international political climate sufficiently fluid that any privateer could find some flag under which to claim legitimate service; and Spain's New World colonies on the verge of widespread revolt. It was a recipe for opportunity, primarily at Spain's expense, from which everyone else could benefit, even the officially opposed United States, which secretly hoped to take more of the New World away from Spain—a cause in which the privateers could be excellent unofficial and unpaid allies.
All that was needed were daring men to grasp the opportunity. By 1809 Pierre Laffite decided that he would be one of them, though it meant his return to New Orleans. Surely it was no coincidence that at virtually the same time his brother Jean finally came to Louisiana.
FOUR
Brothers in Business 1809–1811
No matter where—their chief's allotment this;
Theirs, to believe no prey nor plan amiss.
But who that CHIEF? his name on every shore
Is famed and fear'd—they ask and know no more.
ONCE AGAIN affairs beyond their immediate horizon guided the Laffite brothers, finally bringing them together once and for all. Pierre may not have been back to New Orleans after leaving for Pensacola, though during those years he may have made a visit or two to Baton Rouge and Point Coupée to buy and sell slaves.1 Then on March 25, 1809, Congress repealed the unpopular Embargo and replaced it with a Non-Intercourse Act that opened the United States to trade with all nations except Britain and France, and thus made trade with Spain legal once more. To the extent that Laffite had moved to Pensacola in order to evade the Embargo and deal in Spanish goods, that reason was gone.
In May 1809 something much more dramatic happened that helped to draw him back to New Orleans. When San Domingue finally fell to the insurgents in 1803, Cuba was the closest place for refugees, and they began streaming there early that year. More than twenty-seven thousand of them came, and for several years they were welcome. But in March 1808 Napoleon occupied Madrid and put his brother Joseph on the throne of Spain, and in Cuba the Spaniards reacted against the refugees. On April 11, 1809, the colonial governor issued a proclamation evicting all Frenchmen who were not naturalized citizens, giving them no more than forty days to leave. 2 Most of the refugees had no choice but to sell their property at the mercy of speculators, and then began the parade of vessel after vessel, many of them French privateers, transporting the fugitives to Charleston, Baltimore, Norfolk, and Louisiana. Between May 10 and August 19 at least fifty-five ships landed in New Orleans, forty-eight of them from Santiago, six from Baracoa, and one from Havana.3
In 1805 New Orleans had 8,475 people. By December 1809, 9,059 refugees had stepped ashore at the levee. Of them, 2,731 were white, 3,102 were free colored, and 3,226 were slaves. Another thousand came in the early months of 1810, and one thousand others remained from the 1803 wave of refugees. This influx affected an already unbalanced population makeup.4 Whereas previously in New Orleans less than one-fifth of the population were free colored, over a third of the refugees were such. In fact, the largest single group of refugees were free women of color, some 1,377. These new free women of color had fewer children, allowing them more freedom to earn employment, and thus compete with the existing population. As for competing for men, the arrivers only made a poor situation worse. In 1809 the city had 195 white men over fifteen for every 100 white women of the same age. However, in the free colored community, there were only 31 adult men for every 100 women, leaving even more unattached free colored women to seek livelihood and partners.5
Initially the mayor and civic leaders thought this new influx of free blacks to be quite desirable. Some had money and the rest had needed skills.6 American authorities, too, welcomed the exiles at first. The local army commander General James Wilkinson told a deputation of them just a week before the eviction order that they had American sympathy, and promised them sanctuary in America.
At the same time, however, he reminded them of the recent and absolute ban on importing slaves into the country. The navy had vessels cruising the Louisiana coast from March to May 1809 looking for smugglers, and as illicit activity went on the rise, reduced the distance between patrolling stations for more careful scrutiny.7 In March Porter took two vessels, the USS Vesuvius and the USS Alligator, on an extensive patrol to acquaint himself with the coastline. He spotted one French corsair and pursued it to Barataria, where he lost the quarry.8
Not all of them got away, however, and that July the United States District Court tried the owners of the schooner Santa Rita for bringing slaves in from Cuba the previous summer.9 Even earlier, on May 25, during the first wave of refugee arrivals, the same schooner Louisa that took Laffite to Pensacola was detained and searched by Collector of Customs William Brown when he caught it coming in the river with fifteen slaves from Santiago that the captain intended to sell. The United States attorney Philip Grymes filed a charge against her at the District Court, and on June 20 authorities seized her and her cargo at anchor. Her owner made the pettifogging plea that as he had not actually sold any slaves in the United States, he had not technically violated the law.10 As evidence that Commodore Porter's complaint about the local district attorney had some substance, the owner's frail plea saved him his ship, for within a week the Louisa was back on her way to Pensacola on her old route.11
The exiles could come, but they could not legally import their slaves. For refugees forced practically to give away most other property, slaves, if they had them, were their only transportable capital assets other than currency. When their ships arrived, Governor Claiborne allowed the refugees, including free colored people, to come ashore, but their slaves had to remain aboard the ships. He then ordered the vessels impounded to prevent them from either departing with the property of the refugees or secretly allowing that property to come ashore. For several months many of the refugees lived on the charity of sympathetic New Oceanians while their slaves lived on the ships.
At last in July Claiborne allowed the slaves to come ashore if their owners posted bond guaranteeing that the blacks would be produced if and when required as the local federal court or Washington decided whether or not they could stay as exceptions to the recent law. In November when the British took San Domingue, leading U.S. authorities to expect even more French refugees, Claiborne wanted them to be told to go elsewhere.12 For the moment, however, Claiborne asked that the law be relaxed to allow the refugees to bring their slaves with them, and Congress passed such an exception that summer.13
Many of the refugees had nothing else, and found themselves forced to sell their slaves to the anxious market, sometimes at prices lower than real value. This alone might have lured Pierre Laffite back to New Orleans. In either case, he did not need long to take advantage of the situation. On July 29 he bought his first slave from Pierre Bourg, and two days later sold the slave for $425.14 Within a few weeks he made $600 more from the sale of another black, an Islamic Mandingan quite certainly from Africa via one of the San Domingue refugees.15
Marie Villard may have had some relatives among the new arrivals, for an Antoine Villard, a mulatto "gaboteur" or seaman from Mole, San Domingue, came that summer.16 Perhaps some Laffite cousins were also among the exiles.17 What is certain is that sometime during this influx of San Domingue refugees, Jean Laffite came to Louisiana intent on remaining. His arrival now, combined with his unquestionable experience at sea, put him in the mainstream of a number of other men of his stamp who were coming to Louisiana.
French privateers were still off American shores, and still attacking United States shipping in the Caribbean. Baracoa and other Cuban ports had been their bases until the expulsion of the refugees that spring.18 Some of these sailors, remnants of the naval and military forces evicted from San Domingue in 1803, had become little more than freelance pirates. Some French privateers had also operated out of San Domingue, now sharing the island with Haiti, until this year, when San Domingue fell to the British and they, too, sought new bases at Guadaloupe, the last remaining French colony in the West Indies. Within a year Guadaloupe, too, would fall to the British.19 With no French ports to call home, the corsairs turned to the coast of Louisiana where even if the authorities were not amenable, the chiefly French and Creole population welcomed the wares they could provide. San Domingue refugees in New Orleans such as Henri de Ste. Geme financially backed some of the corsairs.20 Moreover, the wild coastline afforded both hiding and good anchorages, especially at Barataria. One who made the change of base was Louis Aury, by this time an experienced privateer commander and almost certainly a Laffite acquaintance.21 Many free men of color from San Domingue also made the move, most notably Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Savary.22
When the United States and Spain severed diplomatic relations in 1809, it was an open door for privateers, for now taking Spaniards' property was almost patriotic, if still not legal. In fact, the corsairs were essentially pirates, for their prizes had to be taken to an admiralty court run by the corsairs' commissioning nation for adjudication to declare them lawful seizures, but now there were no French admiralty courts in the Caribbean and France was too far to take the prizes. The privateers seized upon the expedient tried by "Captain La fette" back in 1804 by transferring captured cargo to their holds, then bringing their ships to New Orleans pretending to be making emergency stops for repairs. Once there, they secretly sold their goods. They flew the French flag because Spain was then allied with Britain and at war with France, and because most merchant vessels in the Caribbean were Spaniards, and they made easy prizes. But the privateers were not necessarily French ships or crews. Some managed to outfit and crew themselves in New Orleans in spite of neutrality laws, and it was well known what they are doing. 23
Just when Jean Laffite arrived in Louisiana is uncertain, but he was there very close to the time that Pierre returned, and may have come to New Orleans captaining a corsair vessel bringing a load of refugees.24 However, he appeared in New Orleans rarely if at all during his first year or two in Louisiana, choosing instead to base himself at Barataria. The pass into the bay lay at the west end of the island, usually running nine or ten feet of water at good tide, deep enough for most of the privateer vessels but too shallow for more substantial warships. Behind the island sat the best harbor on the coast, remote and difficult of access from New Orleans, and almost unsettled.25 Looking inland, the bay extended about eighteen miles and ended on the horizon, so it was a good sail to get to the bayous. Small islands covered with weeds, marsh grass, and brush pocked the bay's waters.
Grand Terre, one of the barrier islands on either side of the pass, was six miles long and one to three miles wide, and barely more than marsh in most places. Indians once made use of it, though they may have been gone by this time. The highest point on the island rose to not more than five feet. A few groves of large live oaks provided some shade, and a so-called oak ridge ran along the island. Masses of driftwood washed up on the shore, brought down the Mississippi to the Gulf. Southerly winds prevailed, especially in summer, making the few small trees lean permanently toward the north. Perhaps due to the wind, there were no really bothersome insects, though the few mosquitoes were big and ferocious. The bay boasted an abundance of redfish and spotted trout, with oysters, crabs, terrapin, and shrimp all to be taken easily in the surrounding waters. Fruit and vegetables grew well. 26 An island aptly called Petite Isle sat just behind Grand Terre, the two being separated by a brackish bayou.
A scattering of salvagers, scavengers, and coastal recluses lived on a semipermanent basis either on Grand Isle across the pass or in the vicinity. After the Embargo, a few of the fishermen there began operating a contraband trade from Grand Terre, chiefly off-loading goods from captured vessels onto American ships and then taking their cargoes under false shipping papers to New Orleans.27 Following the foreign slave trade prohibitions these men began smuggling in a modest fashion. But until the influx of privateers denied French ports, the operations on Grand Terre were never extensive or organized. That would change once the Laffite brothers reunited.
It may not have happened overnight, but by the fall of 1809 men in New Orleans knew that a man seeking slaves could get them fresh from Africa at a good price at Grand Terre if he felt no unease about circumventing the law. Even men of prominence such as attorney John Randolph Grymes had no qualms about referring buyers to the barracón, or slave barracks, on the island where privateers kept blacks pending sales. By November Grymes was suggesting that customers get in touch with the man one buyer's son called "the notorious Captain Lafitte."28
He had to mean Jean, for Pierre was neither a captain nor notorious. Just what Jean Laffite had done to achieve notoriety can only be surmised, but if he was the captain of La Soeur Cherie, then he might still be remembered in New Orleans, and as "notorious," and more so now for his known association with the growing band of miscreants at Barataría.29 If he had been a privateer captain, he seems to have abandoned the trade for something more lucrative and less hazardous, and there lay the entrepreneurial genius of the Laffites. Privateers risked the hazards of the sea, capture or death at the hands of the Spaniards, and arrest and prosecution by the United States. Here Pierre's experience as a merchant came into play. If the privateers limited their risk by landing their goods on Grand Terre rather than trying to bring their ships into New Orleans, the Laffites could act as middlemen between supply and market, either bringing buyers to the island in the case of slaves, or else getting the merchandise to New Orleans via means less dangerous than coming in through the port and its customs officers. 30 By the fall of 1809 the Laffites had a modest smuggling operation well founded, matching buyers with well-established slave importers. Jean took buyers to Grand Terre to make the sales, while Pierre stayed in New Orleans to handle the Laffites' business affairs there.31
For the moment, their notoriety cannot have been great, for their names were entirely absent from the public press and the private correspondence of those charged with apprehending violators of the customs and slave laws. Indeed, complaints about Barataria were few as yet. Both Pierre and Jean moved freely in and out of the city. Pierre rented a house for himself and his family, probably on St. Ann Street, and Jean stayed with them when he was in town.32 People started to take note of Pierre. He was thirty-nine years old. Visitors saw a robust, powerfully built man of above middle height—about five feet, ten inches tall—with a light complexion and light brown hair growing or combed low over his forehead. Piercing dark eyes that were just a little crossed flashed from his face. When he spoke English with his heavy French accent, his teeth were brilliantly white.33
Jean began to be noticed, too, and he presented a different aspect from his brother. He was tall, perhaps as much as an inch or two over six feet, and well proportioned. He wore side whiskers down his chin, and the pale cast of his skin despite his time at sea created an arresting contrast with his large dark hazel eyes and dark hair.34 He, too, showed unusually white teeth, and where Pierre may have been rather ungainly, Jean liked to dress in style and displayed some grace and elegance in his manner in spite of unusually narrow feet and small hands. He impressed people as an easy and genial conversationalist, and liked to tell stories of his experiences, no doubt with embellishments. "He would stand and talk upon any serious matter, with one eye shut, for hours, and at such times had rather a harsh look," recalled an acquaintance. "But he was tall and finely formed; his manners were highly polished, and in his pleasant moods, one who did not know him would have suspected him for being anything but a pirate." 35
Jean had no trouble finding company among the many quadroon women of the town. That fall he was seen at Coquets St. Philip Street Ballroom in the company of a woman so slender she seemed barely out of girlhood, whose "liquid black eyes" dazzled one of Jean's acquaintances. Jean and Pierre appeared together, too, both playing occasionally at the ballroom's gaming tables.36 Jean's sociability worked to the brothers' benefit, for there were good connections to be made in New Orleans. Latour, a fellow refugee from San Domingue, now divided his time between the city and Baton Rouge making surveys for Livingston and other landowners. Before long Latour opened an office at the intersection of Royal and Orleans and began moving in important city circles, as well as buying slaves, including five masons in a single day, possibly from the Baratarian establishment. Soon he and both Laffite brothers knew one another.37 The Laffites may also have had some passing acquaintance with the lawyer Livingston, who was not universally popular just now, having been attacked as a Jefferson favorite and thus linked with the hated Embargo and Non-Intercourse acts.38
Much broader cultural forces favored the success of the Laffites. The social mix of New Orleans worked in their interest. By 1810 the population was 24,552, of whom a mere 3,200 were English or American and the rest all French and Spanish. This refugee community and the French-Spanish creóles were generally in unison politically, arrayed often bitterly against the American element in the city. Since the American authorities opposed the nascent Baratarian enterprise, the refugee-Creole alliance naturally favored it. 39 "The foreign Frenchmen residing among us take great interest in favour of their countrymen, and the sympathies of the Creoles of the Country (the descendants of the French) seem also to be much excited," complained one of the Americans to whom the French were much less welcoming.40 More frank was the secretary of the Louisiana Territory, Thomas Robertson, who complained in April that the most recent arrivals from San Domingue were "desperadoes from St. Yago de Cuba accustomed to piracies and connected with the parties who furnish them with every facility to escape forfeitures or punishment."41
The Laffites could not help but benefit from such sympathies. Besides hanging out with gamblers and the rougher sort at the Café des Refugiés and the Hotel de la Marine, the Laffites likely spent time at Turpin's cabaret at Marigny and the levee, which sold groceries and liquor, had accommodations, and became the regular haunt of the Baratarians when in town.42 In such environs, the brothers became well known to a population who were refugees like them, driven to make common cause in their effort to survive in their new home. It helped that Claiborne continued trying to keep slaves and free men of color out of Louisiana, never losing his fear of an outbreak of violence.
The first privateers caught attempting to smuggle goods into New Orleans under the pretext of needing repairs came early that year. The Due de Montebello was sighted in February off the mouth of the Mississippi, followed by L'Epine, and then L'Intrépide.43 Aboard the first Porter found a number of blank privateering commissions, making it evident that commissions were to be filled out in New Orleans for vessels fitted out there, in violation of the international requirement that corsairs be commissioned in a home port of their commissioning nation. Porter learned at the same time that more than half a dozen other privateers were cruising off his coast, some expecting to come into New Orleans on similar pretenses. They were taking on their cannon unlawfully within Louisiana territorial waters at Breton Island, barely ten miles from the mouth of one of the passes into the Mississippi. With the dull and sluggish sailing ketches that made up most of his fleet, Porter had little hope of catching them at sea. 44 When the three privateer ships came into the river and anchored in the stream, Porter took his modest gunboats out to confront them and demanded their surrender for violations of the laws. They asked to be allowed simply to leave, and then New Orleans friends of the privateers asked him to let them go. Porter refused both requests, at last threatening to open fire on the corsairs if they did not surrender. They yielded and were taken to the city, though not incarcerated. Immediately the townspeople rose in an uproar, outraged that the privateers roamed the city at will, expecting that the district attorney would get their vessels re-leased. Philip Grymes told Porter that he had no authority to interfere with the privateers, but Porter insisted that he had properly libeled the vessels as prizes before the United States District Court on Royal Street, and that Grymes had no alternative but to try the privateers on the government's behalf. He even threatened to send them to another jurisdiction in Savannah, Georgia, and the district attorney finally agreed to try the case. The ships' crews stayed relatively peaceful while the issue remained unsettled, but when the case went to trial they came to the courthouse and acted in a threatening manner. The court charged the vessels' owners with unlawfully fitting out a privateer within the United States, and the intimidation seemed to work as Judge Dominic Hall decided that no proper nonintercourse law existed between the United States and Britain, and thus there were no restrictions on British goods coming into the country. In July the accused won an acquittal. 45
Incensed, Porter complained to his superiors of "the many embarrassments thrown in my way by publick officers here." Disgusted, and castigating both Claiborne and district attorney Grymes, he announced almost petulantly in May that he would "decline making any further exertions to break up the system of iniquity that has been attempted by the privateers," including efforts to prevent illicit privateers being fitted out in New Orleans. If the government replaced Grymes, however, Porter would renew his efforts.46
Porter found himself so reviled in New Orleans that he began watching where he walked and keeping a guard at his home at night. Bitterly he quipped that he would be safer in the corsair lair at Guadaloupe than in Louisiana. Finally the court condemned the boats and ordered their sale as legitimate prizes taken for violation of the Embargo and other laws, but their captains and owners began to hound Porter. Porter asked Judge Hall to take steps to protect him, but Hall showed either little interest or little ability to do so, and finally late in May Porter and his family returned to Washington.47 Even then, for years afterward the privateer captains badgered him with personal suits for detaining them and for their loss of property, forcing Porter eventually to engage attorney Edward Livingston, the brother of Robert Livingston, to defend him.48 This was a delicious irony, in that Robert Livingston had successfully defended the owners of the Due de Montebello. It was his first, though not his last, case in the pay of privateers and smugglers, which would not have escaped the notice of the Laffites.49 Porter finally resigned in July 1810, sick of what he saw as Claiborne's vanity, General Wilkinson's pomposity, and the attitude of the local officials and leading townsmen, convinced that "they all looked upon the country as a big orange which they had a good right to squeeze."50
Thus the corsairs fooled no one for long. Almost immediately complaints of their deceptions appeared in that segment of the city's press that was more attached to the laws than to the French community.51 Privateers sailing under Napoleon's flag and letters of marquee were pathetically obvious, complained an editor in April. Napoleon had not a foot of land in the West Indies nor was his flag permitted to enter any port on the continents of South or North America.52 A few New Orleans merchants such as Joseph Sauvinet even armed and equipped their own privateers pretending French service, directly in violation of the neutrality laws. Sauvinet's brig L'Intrépide sailed from New Orleans in February 1810 bound to the Leeward Islands, where she took aboard a French captain who then brought her back to New Orleans pretending to be a French privateer.53
Shifts in the Caribbean's balance of power set off a four-year heyday for privateering out of Barataria.54 It began even before the fall of Guadaloupe. In December 1809 the 250-ton brig Constance had been run aground off the mouth of the Lafourche by privateers who then stripped her down to her hull, leaving only several hundred barrels of salt too heavy to carry away. After taking the plundered goods up the Lafourche to the tiny village of Donaldsonville, where the bayou met the Mississippi, they got the brig back afloat and brought her to the Balize early in January. Authorities in New Orleans tried to prevent the prize brig from being sold as a legitimate capture in their port, and meanwhile alerted the temporary customs collector at Donaldsonville, Walker Gilbert, to be on the alert for the hidden booty before it could be raised from its hiding place and smuggled into New Orleans.55
Once the French privateers began to base themselves at Barataria and its environs, they would follow essentially the same course. There were four main smuggling routes from Barataria Bay to New Orleans. One went up Bayou St. Denis or Grand Bayou through Lake Salvador to the Mississippi at Carrolton. Another went up Wilkinson's Bayou north then east. A third followed the Big Bayou Barataria, and the fourth used Little Bayou Barataria through Bayou Rigolets. 56 All of them brought the goods to points on the Mississippi well below New Orleans, yet well above the customs inspector at the Balize, and from these points either buyers or the smugglers could take them into the city for disposal. These Barataria routes and the Lafourche were virtually modus operandi that the Laffites would use for at least the next three years.
Since the Laffites were already on the scene and knew the routes to and from Grand Terre, visiting French corsairs naturally turned to them to dispose of prize goods and share in the proceeds. Thus, the supply probably initially came to the Laffites without their seeking it, but word of mouth among the corsairs only guaranteed that their business would grow. Latour commented on a sale by public auction at Grand Terre at which he saw people from all over lower Louisiana. Nor did the buyers make any attempt to hide the business they were at. In the streets of New Orleans Latour saw traders giving and receiving orders for goods purchased at Barataria, with no more care for secrecy than if they were ordering from Philadelphia or New York. "The most respectable inhabitants of the state, especially those living in the country, were in the habit of purchasing smuggled goods coming from Barataria," observed Latour. The goods were subject to official confiscation if discovered, but this hardly retarded the trade, for what got by the customs officers was highly profitable for the traders, as they bought the goods cheaply due to the quantity brought in by the privateers and the fact that no duty was attached. The privateers were usually anxious to sell so they could get on another cruise, which made them dispose of their goods even more cheaply, and all to the benefit of the Laffites and the others who plied their trade.57
Early in May Treasury Secretary Albert Gallatin advised Thomas Williams, the customs collector in New Orleans, that the Non-Intercourse Act had expired and a new law enacted that excluded from American ports any British and French privateers, whether publicly or privately owned. Any French corsairs already in New Orleans in violation of the Non-Intercourse Act prior to its expiration were still to be prosecuted, which only guaranteed that the freebooters would continue to haunt Barataria instead.58 Officials increased their watchfulness, and at the Balize, though he knew of no specific cargoes of contraband goods being smuggled, customs officer Chauncey Pettibone told Williams that he had no doubt but that "vast quantities of them are carried to New Orleans every week."59 Meanwhile, when French privateers and their Spanish prizes were impounded in New Orleans, the federal officials were altogether lax in prosecuting the cases, allowing many if not most of the privateers to sell their cargoes and leave. The Spanish consul in the city, Diego Morphy, began to lodge protests with Williams as early as May, and thereafter his complaints became commonplace as he vainly demanded that the captured goods be returned to the Spaniards who claimed rightful ownership.60 The blind eye in New Orleans was already lazily at work, one more silent ally of the Laffites and their associates.
At the time there were perhaps several leading men called "bos" at Barataria, and while neither of the brothers could be said to dominate the others, their combination of marketing skill in New Orleans was already attracting more and more of the privateers to deal first with them.61
Before the summer was out Pierre had disposed of nineteen slaves and realized a total of $7,903. One slave had come from San Domingue, and another had been brought from Cuba, but fully a dozen came directly from Africa, though by what means Pierre did not say. Everyone knew.62 In seven months he took in on behalf of himself, Jean, and André Robin, one of the biggest slave merchants in the territory, 63 just over $12,000 from slaves alone. He could even afford to buy slaves on the legal market now, and in April he and another man paid his partner Robin $4,025 for eight young blacks, and the next month spent $400 for a seventeen-year-old mulatto girl.64
The revenue from their smuggling allowed the Laffites to live rather well by the end of the year. Having owned a warehouse on Royal Street, however briefly, Pierre knew the area well and he and Jean leased or rented another on the same street. While Pierre probably remained with Marie practically full-time, Jean sometimes stayed at a boardinghouse in the city. Fellow boarders found him excellent company at the dinner table, and at least rudimentarily conversant in English and Spanish, though he was most comfortable in Bordelaise, a regional patois French. It seemed apparent from his conversation and good grammar that he had received some education in his youth.65
Meanwhile the number of corsairs hoping to profit from the Louisiana trade steadily grew. One of them was Louis Aury, who arrived in May off Barataria having left Guadaloupe aboard his vessel the William just two weeks ahead of Guadaloupe's capture. He unloaded 208 slaves at Grand Terre and engaged three Baratarians to take 105 of them up Bayou Barataria to a place known as McLarange's Vacherie on Bayou Lafourche, from which point Joseph Mendoza took them farther up the Lafourche to be sold for $17,000 to Eugene Fortier, a man with whom Pierre Laffite had transacted slave deals a few years before. They were discovered, however, and soon depositions and statements were taken in the federal district court.66 Meanwhile, thinking himself safe after unloading his cargo, Aury sailed into the Mississippi claiming distress from weather damage. The United States marshal promptly impounded the William, and when the case went to the federal district court, the judge ordered Aury's arrest on $50,000 bond, and had his vessel seized and sold, the proceeds going to the government. Aury was eventually acquitted on charges of piracy. Accompanying Aury to Louisiana was the experienced privateersman Jean Jannet—alias Janny, Jeanette, and Jannetty. 67 Given their later close association with both Aury and Jannet, the Laffites very likely had some involvement with arranging the transportation of the Williams, slaves. Indeed, this may have been their first meeting with Aury and Jannet.
Soon after Aury's misfortune, Pierre became a direct participant in the smuggling, perhaps for the first time and very nearly the last. Early that year Vincent Dordoigaite, a Spanish merchant in Pensacola, fitted out a felucca, a small sailing vessel also powered by oars and well adapted for the coastal waters, to make a slaving run to Africa. He called the ship El Bolador and she made a successful voyage early that summer. On the return trip his ship had just cleared the Straits of Florida on July 5, with a straight sail to Pensacola, when an armed felucca appeared, identified herself as the privateer Carolina, raised the flag of France, and ordered El Bolador to stop. She was commanded by Jan Leloupe and Ange Michel Brouard, and the latter, at least, was no Frenchman, but a sometime resident of New Orleans. In fact, he was part owner and sometime captain of the Due de Montebello. Dordoigaite had no doubt that the corsair was unlawfully fitted out and crewed in Louisiana, but had no choice but to yield. The "pirates," as Dordoigaite called them, imprisoned the felucca's crew on the corsair, then put a crew aboard El Bolador and sailed her to an inlet called Round Bay some miles east of the Balize. Brouard pillaged the brig of everything including seventy slaves, then burned her. That done, he sailed west to the mouth of Bayou Lafourche and then started the slaves on the underground trade route up the Lafourche to the New Orleans market, only releasing the crew of El Bolador after the slaves were gone.
Dordoigaite was not a man to take his loss genially. On his way to New Orleans he got word of the direction his slaves had been taken, and immediately reported it to the marshal, who found and recovered some of them before long. Dordoigaite continued using the law to reclaim more slaves as he learned of their locations. 68 He informed the secretary of the New Orleans Territory, Thomas Robertson, then acting governor during Claiborne's absence, and Robertson issued a proclamation condemning the "set of brigands" who brought this cargo into the territory via Barataria and Lafourche, and asserting that "an extensive and well-laid plan exists, to evade or to defeat the operation of the laws of the United States." He believed there were more than one hundred slaves now held illegally by citizens, and he called on the public to help find them and crush the lawbreakers. Not surprisingly, the people ignored him almost completely.69
But not completely. By late August, hearing that what one editor called "those piratical smugglers" had secreted some twenty of the slaves up the Lafourche and sold them to various planters, Sheriff Robert Walker of Lafourche Parish seized the slaves and marched them to another plantation where he found some of their companions, then brought them all to New Orleans.70 Dordoigaite filed charges against Brouard, whom Hall's court ordered to post $40,000 bond while the matter of ownership of the slaves was settled, and got a warrant for the arrest of all of the blacks wherever found.71 Then, in a surprising twist, the sheriff of Ascension Parish summoned Pierre Laffite to assist him in the parish seat, Donaldsonville. It was a young little community, founded by William Donaldson, a New Orleans merchant and builder. In February 1806 he bought the site of a defunct village called l'Ascension, and commissioned none other than the San Domingue refugee and sometime privateer Lafon to survey its lots and produce a town plan. Lafon himself owned property where the river and the bayou met, and it can hardly be coincidental that privateers now smuggled their goods on a stream that passed directly by the bayou bank property of their occasional comrade.72 Certainly the Laffites used the Lafourche route, and even if they had not known Lafon on San Domingue, they became well-established associates now.
Somehow the sheriff in Donaldsonville suspected that one A. Bayonne and Louis Bourdier, in addition to having purchased some of the slaves through knowing them to be illegally imported, had forcibly taken four of the recently recovered slaves out of the local jail where they were being held temporarily, and then hidden them on Bourdier's plantation in the parish. In a delicious irony, the sheriff made Pierre a deputy marshal, and sent him to recover the blacks if he could. Laffite knew Bourdier, who was at this time an officer of the court and a frequent witness to legal acts in the parish. Bourdier also bought and sold a lot of property on the Lafourche, and was clearly a man of some prominence. Laffite took with him Captain Peter Paillet of El Bolador, who might be able to identify the missing slaves, and in mid-September they reached the Bourdier plantation to find the owner absent or in hiding. They found one young boy hidden in an outhouse, and Paillet claimed to recognize him. Then they found three more slaves concealed in a garret, and these, too, Paillet recognized. They seized all four and handed them over to the sheriff.73 After Laffite and Paillet gave sworn depositions, the sheriff ordered Bourdier's arrest and Laffite, still a deputy marshal, served the writ on Bourdier in Donaldsonville and brought him in to be held on bail.74
Yet it may not have been as simple as that. Following the official abolition of the foreign slave trade, statute law provided a means of dealing with the slaves who were now undeniably in the country. If identified, they were to be seized, then sold at public auction—which made them lawful domestic slaves thereafter—with half of the proceeds going to the government and the balance going to the person who identified or recovered them. Slave sellers like the Laffites may have realized that they could use the law to "launder" Africans by importing them and then arranging for them to be turned over to the authorities. Thereafter they could buy the slaves at a sheriff's auction, usually for much less than their market value, and not only have lawful slaves to dispose of, but also recover half of what they paid at auction as their reward.
Moreover, if slave recovery led to a prosecution and fines for those involved, the informant was entitled to half of those fines. Paillet immediately filed claims for the slaves recovered by him and Laffite, as well as many others once they were found. The fine for trading in illegal Africans was $800 per slave, and Paillet eventually got his half.75 In other similar claims filed on behalf of Dordoigaite, Paillet sought to collect $57,600.60 as the purchase price of all seventy-two of the slaves taken from his vessel.76 Ultimately all of them were found and restored to Dordoigaite.77 What Pierre Laffite got for his trouble is unknown, but the fact that he was a temporarily deputized officer of the court did not exclude him from a share of fines and rewards. Pierre appeared in court twice in September to file testimony and affidavits in the case, but by September 28 he was finished with the matter, at least officially.78
Yet the question remains of why the court brought him into it in the first place, especially since his brother was surely known in Ascension as well as New Orleans for his smuggling connections, and Pierre likely was, too. Pierre may have inserted himself into the matter, informing on Bourdier and others purely for profit. Almost certainly the Laffites were not parties to the smuggling of the El Bolador slaves, and if Jean had been the middleman in the operation, Pierre would hardly have helped in its disruption. If it became known that the Laffites sold slaves and then aided in their recovery, costing buyers the purchase price plus legal fines, buyers would not continue to deal with them for long. It is far more likely that Leloupe and Brouard were outsiders trying to bypass the growing Laffite operation at Grand Terre, and that in aiding in the recovery of the slaves and the prosecution of buyers, Pierre was attempting to eliminate competition, and at the same time sending a none-too-subtle message both to privateers and to buyers that all parties would be wise to deal through the Laffites. The Laffites were stretching their tendons to take control of the Baratarian operation, as well as the Lafourche and other avenues of trade.
Within weeks of the El Bolador business, Pierre Laffite may have been unable to stretch anything else. Though only forty, sometime that fall or winter, perhaps as early as October, he suffered a thrombosis or stroke.79 It attacked his left side, resulting in partial paralysis and fits of trembling that recurred again and again in the years to come, and perhaps the rest of his life. That December, for the first time, he failed to appear before a notary or to sign an instrument for a slave sale, leaving it to Robin to sign for both of them.80 He may not have been feeling well enough to travel or leave New Orleans again until March 18n.81 More to the point, though he was mobile most of the time, his permanent impairment meant that he could no longer be as active. From now on he would limit himself almost exclusively to being the brothers' New Orleans presence, leaving more and more of the active operation and management of their affairs elsewhere to his brother. Within a few months it would be general knowledge among Louisianans that the younger brother Jean Laffite was now in charge.
FIVE
Dawn of the Corsairs 1810–1811
Not now my theme—why turn my thoughts to thee?
Oh! who can look along thy native sea.
Nor dwell upon thy name, whate'er the tale
So much its magic must o'er all prevail?
BY THE TIME Pierre Laffite finished his one and only stint enforcing the law, Louisiana was to experience more upheaval. Since the spring of that year some of the Anglos living north of Baton Rouge had let their discontent at being subject to Spain erupt once more. Rebellion again threatened, the Kempers always at the forefront. They secured permission to hold a convention in Baton Rouge that September, and almost at once the majority faction proposed declaring independence. The independence bloc stopped short of an outright declaration, but began steps to enact a civil code that virtually stripped Spanish officials of authority, even though most of the inhabitants of West Florida were not in sympathy with the effort. When the convention adjourned, it seemed clear that any second meeting would try to evict the Spaniards from West Florida and claim independence.
The complaints against Spain were the same as everywhere else in her colonial empire. Pay for her soldiers habitually arrived a year late, corruption riddled the administration of every government department, and justice was venal and capricious. "The Reins of Government are held with a loose & careless hand & the public distress & discontent are every where conspicuous," complained a Pensacola merchant. 1 After soldados led by Folche marched toward Baton Rouge to enforce order, outbursts of resistance appeared in several places. On September 23, the day Pierre Laffite made his final appearance in court at Donaldsonville, a force of rebels attacked and easily took the fort at Baton Rouge. Then the insurgents set out to take Mobile, which Folche attempted to fortify while Pensacola girded itself Meanwhile veterans of the capture of Baton Rouge met at St. Francisville some miles up the Mississippi and formally declared the independent Republic of West Florida under a blue flag with a single white star. At once some sent an appeal to President James Madison in Washington to annex West Florida to the United States, either for future statehood, or else to become a part of Louisiana.
Madison was all too ready to seize the opportunity. The United States had maintained since 1803 that the so-called Florida Parishes north of New Orleans between the Mississippi on the west and the Pearl River on the east were included in the Louisiana Purchase. Responding to the increasing appeals and violations, as well as complaints from authorities in Louisiana, on October 27, 1810, Madison issued a proclamation condemning the smuggling and slave trade on the Gulf coast in general, and instructing Claiborne as governor of the Louisiana Territory to take steps to assume control of West Florida preparatory to its being absorbed into Louisiana.2
The result was electric. "The Star of the West for such is the flag of the people of Baton Rouge, has shed its baleful influence as far as Tombigbie & Tensaw," grumbled an Englishman who preferred to remain under Spanish dominion. Americans clearly bent on aiding the rebellion began flocking to Pensacola on the pretext of business, and soon Mobile expected an army of five hundred rebels to attack.3 Rumor rapidly increased their number to over one thousand, backed by artillery taken at Baton Rouge, but some thought another objective beckoned. "Pensacola will afford more plunder & be more convenient," wrote a man in Gainesville far to the east. "I wish them success in the great object (if it be object) of rendering Florida [a] republic as an American,—but I would endeavor to convince them—if they w[oul]d listen one moment to the voice of reason amidst the tempest of ambition,—that outrage and plunder will not lead to republicanism, or to peace, or to honour." When no attack materialized and the coup was accomplished with relatively little bloodshed, most Floridians felt relief. 4 On December 7, 1810, Claiborne and Governor David Holmes of the Mississippi Territory assumed control of St. Francisville, and the blue lone star flag went down. Soon they established control in Baton Rouge as well, and the Republic of West Florida ended its all-too-brief existence.
The event would have far-reaching significance for the Laffites and the rest of the privateering community. With West Florida as far as the Pearl now in American hands and the Spaniards on their way out, use of those parishes as a back door for smuggling slaves or other goods into Louisiana became more difficult. And this sudden change came virtually at the same moment as an event even farther away that would have an even greater impact. In May 1810 Cartagena, a formidable fortress city on the coast of Colombia, rose in open resistance. Within weeks the independence movement spread all the way to the Venezuelan capital at Bogotá, where a junta deposed the governor in July and declared Cartagena an open port.5 Just as quickly the movement began to sputter, though not in Cartagena, where a mercenary, the former French officer Pierre Labatut, took over as all-but-dictator. Meanwhile Francisco de Miranda liberated Caracas and declared a Venezuelan republic in December 1810, and a young revolutionary named Simon Bolivar began making plans for a broader new republic he wanted to call Gran Colombia.
More than a decade of infectious rebellion in Spain's New World possessions thus saw its dawn. Not surprisingly, as an old corsair himself, Labatut anticipated the value privateers could provide to Cartagena now. Nearly alone at the moment, it did not need a navy, but it did need supply and finances. As luck would have it, dozens of privateers had just lost the last of their French bases with the fall of Guadaloupe. By now their commissions were expiring, even if they could find a lawful port. Thus as soon as the word spread through the Caribbean that Cartagena was in rebellion, corsairs flocked to the port, among them Dominique Youx. When the privateers sailed away, they took with them letters of marque signed by Presidente-Gobernador Manuel Rodriguez Torices and Secretary of War Joseph Axnazola y Vonay, as well as a code of conduct that they probably ignored entirely now that they were back in business.6
However, prizes could hardly be taken back to Cartagena for sale or for safekeeping. The money to be realized from selling prize goods lay in other places not strapped for cash by the cost of sustaining a rebellion. The corsairs might be sailing under legitimate commissions at the moment, but there were no other safe ports in the Caribbean or on the Gulf. There was Louisiana, however. The United States still maintained its neutrality toward France and Spain, meaning that vessels of an unrecognized insurgent Spanish city could not be received in New Orleans. But there was always the growing mercantile and smuggling establishment loosely managed by the Laffites.7 As early as August 1810 Spanish authorities began to complain of the "unlucky incident" of their vessels being captured and "taken by the French pirates to the Great Land of Barataria."8
By the fall more Spanish vessels than ever were being taken by privateers, and their goods unloaded at Grand Isle for introduction into Louisiana. All their owners could do, through their agents or the Spanish consul Morphy in New Orleans, was protest and seek action in the federal court. An officer of Spain's ministry in Philadelphia complained to Secretary of State Robert Smith in Washington, specifying, "I also understand that the most frequented rendezvous of these Pirates is at Barataria, and have even been assurred, that they have fortified themselves at that place, threatening vengeance with daring arrogance to whomever attempts disturbing them." He demanded that the president make efforts to dislodge and prosecute "this nest of pirates." 9
For the next several years Madison would pursue an equivocal course. U.S. policy was to maintain neutrality and respect the rights of other nations—meaning Spain. Washington often offered assurances of sympathy along with promises to put an end to depredations on Spanish shipping by vessels fitted out or operating from American waters. Unofficially, anything that irritated or weakened Spain in North America worked to Madison's purpose, for his administration, like Jefferson's before it, wanted Spain out of the Floridas. Madison had encouraged the revolt in West Florida that now saw it a part of Louisiana, and his administration would be none too diligent in discouraging similar grassroots movements in East Florida, though support for independence there was weak as yet. When privately raised and funded schemes emerged to lead filibustering assaults on East Florida, Washington officially condemned them, but quietly willed them to succeed. For the next decade Spain would find Madison and his secretaries of state Smith and James Monroe to be duplicitous friends at best.
When it came to the privateers, however, Washington faced an internal dilemma. Their depredations hurt Spain and worked toward a laudable end. But the volume of the prize goods that came in by way of the Laffites and their like cost the government vast sums in unpaid customs duty. Aside from public condemnation, Madison was not certain what to do. Outright pirates were one thing, but these Americans and outcasts from a host of other nations now flying the flag of Cartagena—and soon other insurgent Spanish colonies—presented a more complex problem. Their defiance of Commodore Porter revealed their boldness. Their victory over him demonstrated their strength and the support for them in Louisiana.
New Orleans was an enormously important city to the United States, far out of proportion to its size, though already it was the largest city in the South. It commanded the Mississippi, and the river was the key to opening and exploiting the central part of the continent. Madison knew all too well how divided was the population, and how great the suspicion and resentment on the part of the French and Creole majority toward their new American townsmen and rulers. He need have no fear of an uprising among them, but with relations with Britain deteriorating rapidly, and with a strong and assertive British naval presence in the Caribbean, he could imagine a scenario in which a disaffected French population would choose Britain as the lesser of evils in a contest with the United States. He could not afford to lose even the lukewarm support of that population, especially when his own navy was so weak that Porter and his successors would complain for years of not having the proper vessels to do their job. Put the privateers out of business, and many of the merchants of Louisiana would suffer as well, and all of the citizens would pay more for their goods, not to mention the effect of removing the only source of new slaves capable of meeting expanding demand.
And so Washington would continue making a show of trying to quell violations, and naval authorities would continue to bring in a questionable privateer from time to time, while the district attorney steadily filed libels in the federal court against ships and cargoes believed to be improperly commissioned or unlawfully fitted out in American jurisdiction. But nearly as often, Judge Hall's court found in favor of the privateers. As a result, men who had been aboard ships taken and plundered at sea often encountered their robbers walking the streets of New Orleans, yet could do nothing about it. 10 At worst, the smugglers and privateers were an embarrassment to the American community. The French regarded them as colorful heroes who brought them bargains while thumbing a nose at Spain, Washington, and the resented local Americans at the same time.
Amid such an indulgent population, Jean was able to pursue as active a social life as he chose. Pierre, too, enjoyed that freedom, and not being married he may have allowed his social sport to extend beyond Marie Villard before his stroke restricted his activity.11 The Laffites may have shared with other smugglers in the supply and operation of retail sales establishments on Conti and Toulouse streets in the city itself.12 It was not a good time for Pierre's unauthorized sale of the slave that he leased when he went to Pensacola to come back to haunt him. In 1808 the slave was jailed in New Orleans as a runaway using an assumed name. His original owner, William St. Marc, paid for his release, only to have the man to whom Laffite sold the slave file a suit two years later, charging St. Marc for $125 in lease revenue for the time St. Marc had the slave after his release from jail. When he lost the suit and had to pay, St. Marc in turn filed a suit against Pierre Laffite to recover his loss.13 By the end of the year Pierre was borrowing money from the Bank of Louisiana.14 Then, just after the first of the year, something happened that threatened to bring the Laffites more directly under the gaze of the authorities for the first time, and at the same moment risked costing them the goodwill even of their French-Creole sympathizers.
Slave rebellions did not occur that often in Louisiana. The first came in 1730, an unsuccessful uprising led by a slave named Samba. In 1795 Point Coupée Parish experienced a brief slave revolt linked to the unrest in San Domingue. Three whites and twenty-five blacks were arrested, and twenty-three of them were put in a boat and floated downstream toward New Orleans, stopping in each parish church along the way for one of them to be hanged as an example. 15 Thereafter the fear that the San Domingue influence could lead to a serious revolt in Louisiana remained constant.
But now it happened. On January 8, 1811, at the plantation of Manuel Andry in St. Charles Parish, thirty-six miles south of New Orleans, Charles Deslondes, a San Domingue refugee, organized the other slaves on the plantation. Joined by a handful of "maroons," or runaway slaves living in the swamps close by, Deslondes's band wounded Andry and killed his son, then armed themselves and set off down the river road toward New Orleans, gathering recruits and burning plantations as they went. Eventually their force grew to somewhere over one hundred, though panicked reports soon inflated the number to five hundred or more. White families fled before their advance, and the families' carriages arriving in New Orleans spread the alarm. "The whole city was convulsed," a naval officer reported a few days later. Commodore John Shaw, Porter's successor, sent forty men and officers on shore to cooperate with General Wade Hampton and twenty-eight of his army regulars, augmented by volunteers and city militia under Captain George Ross, in an expedition to stop the insurgents.16 While awaiting military support, white planters organized and on the evening of January 9 attacked the blacks on the François Bernoudi plantation and drove them into the woods. The next morning Hampton's detachment arrived, attacked, and stopped the rebels at Jacques Fortier's plantation in St. Charles Parish.
The first report said that sixty-six had been killed or executed on the spot, another sixteen taken prisoner, and seventeen escaped. The number killed was higher, as bodies continued to be found after this report, and soon more fugitives were found in the woods. On January 13 trials began at the Destrehan plantation and thirty blacks were brought before a tribunal of plantation owners. Two days later the tribunal condemned twenty-one of them to death and released the rest. The condemned were taken to their home plantations, and then shot and beheaded, the heads placed on poles to be a continuing admonition to other blacks thinking of freedom. 17 Meanwhile, others who escaped the soldiers fled to New Orleans, but several were caught and tried, and at least thirteen more were executed.18
Had they not moved quickly, Shaw concluded, "the whole coast would have exhibited one general scene of devastation." He trained the guns of his brig USS Syren on the city and the powder magazine in the Place d'Arms, and ordered guards to patrol the city for four nights. Even after the uprising was quelled on January 10, New Orleanians remained in a panic. "I have never before been witness to such general confusion and dismay, as prevailed throughout the city," said Shaw. Few men had their own guns, and he doled out weapons and ammunition from his own stores. Once the trials commenced, he observed that "condemnations, and executions by hanging and beheading are going on daily."19
Several theories about what caused the revolt emerged in Louisiana and the United States. Some blamed disgruntled Spanish planters in Louisiana. The most persistent suspicion, however, laid it at the feet of the San Domingue slaves, since the assumed leader Deslondes and several of the other offenders came from San Domingue. Of course, the community had been conditioned to fear a revolt by these people for fully a decade. Governor Claiborne certainly shared this view, though none of the evidence brought forward at the trials suggested that the rebellion was instigated specifically by recent arrivals from San Domingue.
As a result of the 1811 revolt, the Louisiana legislature passed stringent slave control laws. In New Orleans the city council enacted ordinances restricting the movement of slaves in the city, and banning from the city slaves not owned or temporarily hired by New Orleans residents. Slaves could not gather in the streets except for funerals and dances with mayoral sanction, and neither were they to be in the public squares, the markets, or coffeehouses. That the revolt hit just as Congress was debating statehood for Louisiana came as a severe embarrassment, while word of the revolt spread renewed fear of slave insurrection throughout the Union. Small though it was, in numbers involved it was the largest revolt ever to occur in the United States.
Some influential leaders and some of the population wondered whether it was possible to absorb a large slave population and enclaves of foreign-born people such as the refugees without borrowing trouble. Everyone knew that in 1809 and 1810 the Laffites brought smuggled San Domingue slaves into the territory. No evidence emerged that slaves smuggled in through Barataria by the Laffites participated in the uprising.20 But fear was far more persuasive than fact, and suddenly the perception of the Laffites in New Orleans shifted. Hereafter the authorities began to take greater notice of their activities, and to take efforts to hinder them.21
Certainly the Laffites did not let up in their growing trade, though Jean probably had to absorb more of the New Orleans share of their business until Pierre recovered. Moreover, Pierre's domestic responsibilities continued to expand. Sometime early in the year Pierre and Marie added to their brood with the birth of Jean Baptiste Laffite.22 But if Pierre's health was yet too frail, all too many of the locals were happy to aid in the enterprise.23 Walker Gilbert at Donaldsonville, empowered to seize smuggled goods if he could find them, declared in January 1811 that "it is astonishing the interest the inhabitants take in aiding those persons to carry on that shameful trade. I am certain that there is goods now secreted on the bayou to the amt. of $15,000 or 20,000$." That month he learned of three prizes being unloaded at the mouth of the Lafourche, probably of slave cargoes. Gilbert suspected that a justice of the peace in Lafourche Parish was involved in the trade, and learned that a few months before the owners of a boat carrying $20,000 worth of contraband goods had paid a $2,000 bribe to be allowed to go on their way when stopped in a canal above New Orleans. 24 In May a single French privateer brought in four prizes and ninety-one slaves that he offered to sell cheaply at $5,000 for the lot.25
The efforts of the authorities seemed as futile as ever. On March 14 one of Shaw's armed boats, Gun Vessel No. 15, took the privateer La Sirena—sailing under a French captain, yet carrying both Spanish and French papers—and a cargo of slaves. Shaw consulted with Governor Claiborne and District Attorney Grymes and they decided to try to make an example of her "for the purpose of breaking down the Piratical outrages committed by plunderers of this description, on our commerce." They took the offenders before Judge Hall on charges of piracy, but already Shaw expressed pessimism as to whether a fair trial could be obtained. He suggested that in the future captured pirates be taken to some other port in the United States where they could be tried. Meanwhile, remembering the experience of Porter before him, he predicted that "I shall acquire myself a host of enemies in this city; the population of which is made up of an influx of beings, from all countries, and of all descriptions, three fourths of whom, possessing the very worst principles. In a word, New Orleans, may with propriety, be stated the Botany Bay of America."26 He proved to be a prophet, for when the accused came to trial before Judge Hall, despite good evidence of piracy against them, a jury composed almost entirely of Frenchmen gave them an acquittal.27
The Laffites had the Bayou Lafourche route firmly established now, and had thoroughly familiarized themselves with other available avenues to introduce goods. Timbalier and Terrebonne bays a few miles west of the mouth of the Lafourche were even larger than Barataria, and Timbalier offered good anchorages and a short overland portage to the Lafourche. Terrebonne Bay had a direct connection thanks to Bayou Terrebonne, which flowed out of the Lafourche some fifty miles above the bay. And the Laffites found other spots like Cat Island that were good for running prize ships aground for unloading.
Still Grand Isle dominated the Baratarians' enterprise. The fact that the pass at the east end of the island was the only one wide and deep enough to allow oceangoing vessels to pass meant that by commanding it the smugglers could enjoy safe haven inside the bay. Those vessels too deep of draft to make the pass anchored on the seaward side of the island.28 The smugglers and the visiting privateers lived in rude quarters among the oaks, but also had camps at Cheniere Caminada on the mainland just opposite the western tip of the island, as well as at a few other points inside the bay.29 Their scattered encampments bespoke the fact that no one really commanded them, however much the Laffites increasingly dominated their business.
The full scale of the brothers' business is elusive, but they certainly did well in slave sales early in the year. In five weeks in March and April 1811 Pierre sold twenty-five blacks, mostly Africans, for $15,275.30 Most likely they represented all or part of a single cargo brought in that spring. But thereafter the Laffites' slave sales declined dramatically. In the next six months Pierre sold a single slave, and then five in three days at the end of October. Another three brought the Laffites some money in November, then four more sold in December, but for more than eight months of the year the Laffites sold just thirteen slaves for a total of $4,955. Moreover, for those six sold after April they realized prices per head that were down by a third over what slaves brought them earlier in the year.31
Finally the authorities had begun to erode the slave supply. Certainly the privateers continued taking vessels frequently, and just as often the court let them off when they were caught, but more and more they were losing their cargoes to the government if they had not unloaded at Barataria before capture. In August Shaw's gunboats took two privateers off Mobile. In at least one case the naval vessels managed to take forty crewmen with a four-pounder cannon and a chest of muskets while they waited to be picked up by a privateer at Chandeleur Island outside Lake Borgne in the Gulf. 32 Then in September 1811, Lieutenant Thomas ap Catesby Jones took a privateer ship between Lake Barataria and Lake Perdido, and found it manned with French men who had earlier violated the neutrality act by signing on with a French privateer.33
That month the navy finally came after the trade at its source when it attacked Barataria. The reason for the change in policy was probably a combination of Shaw's frustration and the arrival at the New Orleans Naval Station of twenty-five-year-old Lieutenant Daniel Tod Patterson, a man with two driving motivations—a hunger for prize money, and an antipathy toward freebooters no doubt encouraged when he spent some time as the prisoner of Tripolitan pirates.
Under Shaw's orders, Lieutenant Francis Gregory took his Gunboat No. 162 to the vicinity of Grand Terre, and there on September 5 met a man willing to inform on the privateers in return for a bribe, demonstrating the proverbial absence of honor among thieves. The informant told Gregory of the privateers' routes and said he expected some pirogues to be leaving the coast shortly with prize goods for the interior. The next morning Gregory followed up on the information, and soon he saw about twenty pirogues behind a sandbar. He opened fire on them and they immediately scattered. He then sailed on until shortly after noon when he came up on Grand Terre and spied the three-masted polacre La Divina Pastora aground in about six feet of water inside the bay with her masts taken down, clearly being stripped prior to destruction.
Gregory sent a shot toward her, and the men aboard raised the French flag in hopes of fooling him into thinking she was a friendly vessel in distress. But the lieutenant spotted privateer schooners tied to either side of her. One was the Sophie and the other La Vengeance, one of them yet another investment of the indefatigable Sauvinet, and crewmen from both vessels were even then unloading cargo from their prize. The twenty pirogues he had seen earlier floated nearby, loaded with prize cargo and guarded by perhaps one hundred men. Gregory tried to take his vessel through the pass but became stuck on a sandbar, and night had almost fallen by the time he got afloat and inside the bay. By then it was too late to attack, and he decided to wait until morning. But then he saw flames and realized that the privateers were setting fire to their prize. He sent an officer and several men in a launch into the bay to try to save the ship.
When they got to the scene they found one of the privateer schooners burning and adrift, while the other lay lashed to La Divina Pastora, itself just starting to catch the blaze. Gregory's men cut loose the burning schooner, then boarded the La Divina. Her cargo included more than sixty-three hundred packages of writing paper, which the boarders now found littered over the decks to spread the fire, brandy casks knocked open to expose their flammable spirits, and gunpowder strewn about waiting to go off. Miraculously, they doused the fire before the flames hit a half barrel of powder lying open in the magazine surrounded by bottles of powder, in turn ringed with slow-burning matches, and powder trails leading to yet more powder and paper. All that saved the vessel was that the privateers had fled in their pirogues so hurriedly that no one thought to light the fuses, and the flames from the burning schooner tied alongside moved slowly. Even then some of the privateers were close enough to shoot at the rescue party from the mainland, and the naval seamen sent scores of rounds into the darkness.34
Gregory's men saved two-thirds of the prize's cargo, and the prize herself, which they brought back to New Orleans, much to the delight of Spanish consul Morphy. 35 With Livingston representing him, Patterson libeled the vessel as a lawful prize in the district court in November, and by February 18, 1812, she had been ordered sold and the proceeds shared between Patterson and his sailors and the owners of the ship.36 Nevertheless, this blow to the smugglers proved little more than an inconvenience compared to the profits to be made.
The open trade of some merchants with the smugglers was evidence enough of that. In January 1812 a newly empanelled grand jury made a statement to the court, and through it to all revenue officials, decrying the fact that "many facilities have been afforded to the persons engaged in this violation of the laws of the United States by characters considered respectable in this Community." It brought disgrace and dishonor upon them all, the grand jury declared, as well as injuring the revenue of the nation at a time when relations with Great Britain approached the point of war.37 No doubt the grand jury declaration was prompted by President Madison's annual message on November 5, 1811, when he complained of "the practice of smuggling, which is odious everywhere, and particularly criminal in free governments." It was worse, he said, "when it blends with a pursuit of ignominious gain a treacherous subserviency, in the transgressors, to a foreign policy adverse to that of their own country."
Yet the privateers and their retail merchants in New Orleans were bold enough to confront their critics in the city's press. On December 18 one of them who signed himself only as "The Agent of the Freebooters" sent a letter arguing that the privateers were patriots, too, simply trying to punish the British and the Spanish, and at the same time do a civic benefaction to the people of Louisiana by introducing cheap goods to "prevent the total stagnation of trade during the existence of the Non-intercourse Act." Indeed, he declared, "without us there would not be a bale of goods at market." Warming to his theme, he cited "the open manner in which our business is done," and concluded from the ineffectual attempts at control and policing by the authorities, that "the government of the United States has no objection either to the fitting out of our prizes and the sale of their cargoes, without troubling ourselves about the payment of duties." The inaction of the authorities proved "the protection and license we enjoy, to plunder when we please, and import without entry what we think proper."
Pointing out that they sold their goods at low prices in return for cash "in these hard times," he even dared to promote their business by publishing an announcement that "the association company of free booters have recommended their calling, and have formed depots at Barrataria, the mouths of Fourche, and Teche, at the Chandeliers, and Breton Islands, where they sell ships and cargoes by wholesale; and if their old stands in Conde and Toulouse streets can be obtained, will there open by retail." He then referred to the recent sale of some of the smuggled goods from La Divina Pastora and the fact that the men who handled the sales—Sauvinet probably being one of them—made over $30,000, which ought to be an encouragement to other merchants to join in the contraband business. "There are still a vast quantity of goods for sale; ships, brigs, schooners, and several hulls, to be disposed of," he added. Even the weather wanted people to trade with the contrabandists, for the annual rise in the Mississippi would make it easy to reach their depots in Barataria.38
Who this "Agent of the Freebooters" was is uncertain, though it is easy to see in it the taunting hand that would characterize a few products of the pens of both Laffites before long. Now might not have been a good time for a Laffite to be thumbing his nose at authorities, however. The grand jury claimed not to know the identities of "the persons engaged in this nefarious practice." Yet by now rumor must have associated the brothers with the trade. Else how would people in town have known where to direct prospective slave buyers as early as 1809?
Certainly there would be enough privateers to continue the business. On November n, 1811, Cartagena officially declared its independence and became the headquarters of the newly declared United Provinces of New Granada, including portions of Colombia and Venezuela. Though no nation recognized Cartagena's independence, and Spain retook most of Venezuela by the following summer, New Granada's President Manuel Rodriguez Torices would in time resort to handing out privateering commissions to men willing to prey on Spanish shipping and that of Spain's ally Britain.39 French and San Domingue sailors filled Cartagena's streets, and soon Cartageneros and San Domingans became privateers and pirates almost interchangeably.40 Aury and Renato Beluche went to Cartagena to take their commissions as lieutenants in the Granadan service early in 1813, and some among the Barataria-based privateers soon followed.41
Ironically, newly independent Cartagena granted equal rights to whites and free blacks and outlawed the slave trade, but did not outlaw slavery. While sailing under Cartagena's colors and commissions, the privateers who would bring slave cargoes into Louisiana in the years ahead were participating in a trade outlawed in Cartagena itself.42 Oblivious of that, when Torices sent agents to Louisiana some months hence, they would seek out the Baratarians, as well as the free colored men from San Domingue and the privateers ejected from Cuba in 1809, all of whom provided natural targets of opportunity. Well before then, however, an even more attractive prize appealed to privateers' hunger for plunder when rumors spread briefly that an expedition would fit out in New Orleans to sail to Cuba and attack Baracoa.43
It was the signal for the explosion of privateering on the Gulf, and with it the rise of a class operating in the gray area between legitimate corsairing and rank piracy. A small army of men stood poised to reap the profits the new trade promised, the Laffites among them, though as yet they were only faces in a crowd. Within the next eighteen months all that would change. The United States would be presented with an organization and daring never before seen, and the challenge of dealing with two impending wars—one with the British, and the other with the privateers.
SIX
Origins of the Laffite Fleet 1811–1813
This said, his brother Pirate's hand he wrung,
Then to his boat with haughty gesture sprung.
Flash'd the dipt oars, and sparkling with the stroke,
Around the waves' phosphoric brightness broke
THE ILLICIT ENTERPRISE had two arms that must be severed if the government was to control the problem. First, the illegal fitting out, arming, and manning of privateers in New Orleans had to be stopped, primarily by the United States Navy; second, the internal trade in contraband goods smuggled from the coast to New Orleans had to be curtailed, and this was the job of the customs and revenue authorities. The difficulty was compounded by the fact that lawful privateers—or at least vessels that could show commissions obtained in Cartagena—also sailed the Gulf.
The privateers bringing goods into Barataria and elsewhere to the Laffite smugglers gave Captain Shaw constant frustration. "The whole of the coast from Vermilion Bay westwardly, round to the Rigolets on the east, appears, in fact, to swarm with pirates,—fitted out, for the most part, at New Orleans," he complained to Washington. He needed vessels capable of cruising on the Gulf, and his were not up to it. The gun vessels were "dull sailors," and not fast enough to compete with the privateers.1
Still he had to try. Vessels in Shaw's flotilla cruised often along the west coast of Louisiana, even stopping at Barataria, though sometimes they could find scarcely a vestige of the Grand Terre operations when they went ashore. 2 On December 27 Shaw sent one of his gunboats after the privateer vessels Mary and Adeline, and it briefly exchanged shots with them a few days later. The privateers forced the gunboat to back off, and went on to take on arms at the mouth of the Lafourche on or about January 26. At virtually the same time Catesby Jones, commanding Gun Vessel No. 156, came upon a privateer schooner anchored at Grand Terre with a crew of eighty or ninety. He fired on her, whereupon she raised sail. But though Jones put several shots through her and her crew was seen throwing guns overboard to lighten ship to keep from sinking, the privateer finally left him behind.3 Jones returned to Barataria and captured a crew belonging to the French privateer Marengo. He discovered that the crew were almost all Americans, enlisted at New York.4 More encounters with French corsairs took place off Grand Terre in February, but with no happy result.5
Meanwhile, the Treasury Department's Revenue Service tried their best. Early in the year Captain George Gibson and his men seized $7,000 to $8,000 worth of contraband goods on Bayou Lafourche.6 Lieutenant Angus Fraser commanding the revenue cutter the Louisiana chased and took a privateer in the Mississippi in February. Her captain, Pierre Cadet, had earlier cleared a ship out of New Orleans under Swedish colors, but once in the Gulf "went directly a privateering," as Fraser put it.7 The next month Fraser took another privateer, the Two Brothers, which had come into New Orleans listing a cargo of rice and flour on her manifest. When he opened the barrels aboard her, he found wine, brandy, and gin hidden within.8
The hapless Louis Aury also fell afoul of the authorities once more. In the past three years he had failed at almost everything. When San Domingue fell to the British, he lost his vessel there in port and escaped to Guadaloupe, where he equipped another.
When the British took Guadaloupe he lost that vessel, too, and came to Louisiana, where he spent $4,500 to buy a boat—only to have it confiscated when authorities caught him illegally outfitting it for privateering. Aury had already sworn vengeance on the British and Spaniards, and now took a share in a French corsair for $2,000. But when he brought her into a United States port, Americans attacked and killed or wounded a dozen of his crew, then burned the boat. Now he hated Americans, too.9
Despite the discomfiture of Aury and Cadet, Captain Shaw continued to report his gunboats "altogether inadequate" to the task of protecting commerce from the pirates and smugglers of the coast. By the summer of 1812, with war with Britain brewing, Shaw had only two brigs and eleven gunboats to guard the coastline under his care. He assigned five of the gunboats to a patrol west of the Balize, a hopelessly outnumbered force as he—and the smugglers—well knew. Experience showed that if his vessels could not stop a privateer on the first fire, the lighter craft quickly outdistanced the navy ships, and he acknowledged grudgingly that the smugglers and pirates were also better sailors than his own. If proof were needed, in May Jones and his gunboat came up against two privateers off Bayou Lafourche, where they had brought in a Spanish prize, but he could not catch them.10 A month later, on June 16, Jones attacked two French privateers and their Spanish prize off Barataria, but was beaten off.11
Philip Grymes died suddenly the previous year, leaving the office of district attorney to be filled on May 4, 1811, by his brother John R. Grymes. But the new Grymes and Judge Hall were no more successful in stopping privateers than the navy.
Meanwhile, another familiar name resurfaced, the determined corsair Dominique. He had been in port the previous spring, purchasing ship's victuals and apparently observing every stipulation of the regulations covering legal privateers in American waters.12 Now, late in August, he brought his vessel the Pandoure up the river to Fort Plaquemines, where the commandant stopped him and Dominique gave the officer a packet addressed to the French consul in New Orleans. 13 He claimed to be out of Bordeaux, with a cargo of sugar and cotton, and explained that in a terrible hurricane on August 19 and 20 he had lost his masts and was nearly killed, and now needed repairs for his ship and a doctor for himself.14 Following procedure, he filed a statement of the damage done to his vessel, and at the same time claimed that his commission was about to expire, and that he needed to get a letter of permission from the consul allowing him to return to France after repairing his ship and removing her armaments.15
Dominique, for a change, appeared to be a lawful privateer with a genuine commission. At least, the authorities did not interfere with him. He prepared a careful list of his prizes taken since he left Bordeaux, and valued his cargo at $36,921, for which sales brought in $20,721.38. He even set aside the prescribed percentages of his profits for the expenses of the local consulate, for invalids from the French navy, and for the care of French prisoners of war in England.16 He inventoried everything on his ship, from armaments to barrels of biscuits, prior to liquidation.17 Then on October 15 he sold the Pandoure for $7,500.18 Her commission being expired, she was of no more use to him, and with the profits from his voyage he could buy another vessel when he was ready to put to sea once more.19
All of this activity meant trade for the Laffites—who, incredibly, had not yet appeared in any charges for smuggling.20 Certainly the district court prosecuted merchants who tried to bring merchandise into the city without paying proper customs duty, as José La Rionde found out when he was sued for failure to pay duty on a cargo of coffee and brown sugar from Mexico.21 But perhaps the Laffites had a friend in a high place, for rumor said that Daniel Clark, currently with the United States consular office in New Orleans, was in their pay, and that was why Pierre could sell goods with impunity out of their reputed warehouse on Chartres Street. 22
When customs officials tried to go after the shipments, they had little better fortune than Shaw's gunboats. "The nature of the coast is peculiarly favourable to their schooners; and the disposition of a very great proportion of the population are unfortunately too favourable to the execution," customs collector Thomas Williams had reported to the secretary of the treasury in March.23 In mid-October 1812 revenue agents did go down a bayou from English Turn to Barataria Bayou, where they encountered several smuggler craft. The smugglers fled and the revenue officers took their booty, but the smugglers attacked that night and recovered their goods—embarrassing to say the least. Perhaps it was this humiliation that led a few weeks later to the first really successful assault on the Laffite enterprise, and the introduction of the Laffites' name on the court docket in New Orleans.
A factor in the smugglers' assault may have been the Laffites' own embarrassment of a sort, or at least Pierre's. He seemed in the main recovered from his stroke, though fits of palsy still struck him, affecting his mood as much as his body. There was good news in his household when Marie presented him with another child, his daughter Rosa, born August 28, but he would scarcely be in New Orleans to see her during the next several months, for his old problems with money haunted him.24 In fact, before long he would have no known residence in the city, meaning that he spent most of his time either with Jean at Grand Isle, or at Donaldsonville, or in one of a few safe homes of associates on the outskirts of New Orleans.25 Throughout 1812 slave sales continued to bring in cash that the Laffites needed to build their enterprise, though seemingly not nearly as much as before. In the first half of the year Pierre lawfully disposed of just eight blacks for $4,270, though he and Jean certainly sold many more at Grand Isle for much greater sums. 26 Still Pierre was no longer sharing the proceeds of legal sales with Robin, with whom his informal partnership had all but ended. Moreover, despite the substantial sums the brothers realized from their smuggled goods, theirs was a costly operation. Proceeds had to be shared with others, supplies had to be purchased for their employees at Barataria, money was needed from one sale to buy the goods for the next, and from time to time cash flow presented a problem, especially given Pierre's history of poor money management and Jean's taste for expensive living and entertainment, which earned him the sobriquet "Gentleman Lafitte" in New Orleans.27
It did not help that Pierre lost his pocketbook in May, and with it several promissory notes on which they had yet to collect,28 including a large one for $500. In April Pierre put $146.30 on account with merchant Antoine Lanaux to buy twenty-three barrels of ship's biscuit, no doubt for Jean to take to Barataria, yet five months later he had not paid the debt and Lanaux filed suit for collection.29 In October shortly after Lanaux filed his suit, Pierre sold a slave cook he had owned for six years to raise $500, then borrowed $217.50 from his old partner Robin, and in November borrowed $500 more from another acquaintance, pledging two slaves as surety. In five months' time he had not paid this debt either. When Robin went looking for Pierre at Bernard Tremoulet's Exchange Coffee House at the corner of Chartres and St. Louis and other haunts, no one knew his whereabouts. Indeed, no one admitted even to knowing him, or offered to settle the debt on his behalf.30 Meanwhile Pierre's ill-advised sale of that leased slave in 1806 caught up with him yet again. Already in March of this year William St. Marc had sued him and Pierre was forced to post a bond for $2,000 to guarantee his appearance in court. Pierre lost the suit and the judge levied a settlement of $1,133.39 against him. By December Laffite had paid barely more than $500 of the debt, and so the original owner of the slave filed another suit against Pierre for $611.68, which forced Pierre to post another $1,000 with the court even though he denied the debt. 31 If the courts wanted money from the Laffites, they would have to stand in line, but before long the courts would be interested in the Laffites for reasons other than debt, for Pierre's absence from New Orleans that fall involved much more than evading his creditors.
Part of the problem, of course, was the outbreak of war with Britain on June 18, 1812. General James Wilkinson arrived to take command of the defenses of New Orleans and that region of the Gulf coast on July 9, 1812, but found it ill-prepared. Immediately he began strengthening existing fortifications, including works at English Turn, and trying to inspire the local American and Creole population to volunteer, with discouraging results. With all this on his hands, his dispatches to the war department in Washington made virtually no mention of smugglers.32
Mounting debt may have forced them to it, but most likely the Laffite brothers could not resist the opportunity they saw. Never before had the same individuals controlled the acquisition of prize goods through piracy or privateering, their delivery to the market vicinity, subsequent smuggling or transport of the goods to the waiting market, and then their wholesale and retail sale. The potential for profit in controlling every phase of the operation beckoned, and now the brothers resolved to do just that, taking advantage of the shortages caused by the war and the British blockade, and the distraction of the authorities thanks to the war.
The endeavor required only the organization and imagination of sophisticated entrepreneurial minds, and the Laffites had those to be sure. Around October the brothers purchased a prize schooner brought into Barataria by a corsair, very possibly Captain Aury, for now the Laffites engaged Aury's old hand, the forty-year-old Italian Jean Jannet, to go to New Orleans to enlist a crew. The schooner was a workhorse privateer vessel, simple and efficient to operate with its two masts, and infinitely adaptable into variations such as the topsail schooner, the foretopsail schooner, and the hermaphrodite brig. 33 The brothers had to arm the vessel, which was easy enough with a schooner. Privateer schooners and feluccas—small, wide, three-masted boats that were light drafted and fast, yet held a lot of cargo—usually carried only muskets rather than cannon, few being large enough to mount any artillery other than an eighteen-pounder, a gun tube nine feet long and thirty-nine hundred pounds, with a five-inch bore. Some carried long cannon called "long Toms" regardless of their weight or bore, often on swivels. Larger vessels might have two or more carronades, which fired through ports on the gunwales.34
Meanwhile Jannet hired a man named Antonio to scour the town for likely hands, then bring them to a house on the outskirts where Jannet signed them on and paid each an advance of $10 against future shares of prize spoils. This outlay alone probably explained some of the money Pierre was borrowing that fall. When Jannet had about forty men engaged, he sent them to Grand Isle by way of Donaldsonville and Bayou Lafourche to avoid attracting the attention of the port authorities or customs and naval officers downriver. Jannet took another route to Barataria, and was there to meet the crew when they arrived. Also waiting was the schooner, now fitted out at Laffite expense with two small cannon mounted on deck. What she did not have, apparently, was a commission.35
Before the ship could sail early in November, both Laffite brothers arrived to see Captain Jannet take her out on her—and their—maiden corsairing voyage. That done, the brothers had other things to do. Another privateer had dropped anchor and unloaded twenty-six bales of cinnamon, fifty-four linen shirts, three pieces of Russian sheeting for making bed linen, seven pieces of canvas, one bundle of twine, and one handkerchief, goods worth an estimated $4,004.89. 36 Five pirogues and twenty-two men waiting nearby took on the cargo—an ordinary transaction, only Pierre would be with Jean for the return to New Orleans. It was probably his first smuggling run, and one that both brothers expected to be routine.37
The boats loaded, the Laffites raised sails and started northward up the bay, picking their way through innumerable small islets and into Little Lake Barataria. By nightfall on November 16 they were still under sail approaching the northern end of the lake, where they would pass a spot known locally as the Temple and enter Bayou Rigolett, which they would follow, relying on their oars, on their way to Bayou Barataria and the rest of the way to the back door to New Orleans. Suddenly in the bright moonlight the Laffites made out the dim shapes of boats ahead of them, sailing without identifying flags. At once the brothers decided to flee, but the wind was against them. They ordered their crews to drop sails and pull at their oars as they turned to run for the distant shore. The other boats gained on them in the time this took, and the chase continued for only a few minutes before the lead boat behind them came within eighty yards, close enough to hail.
One of the Laffites called out, demanding to know who followed them, and out of the darkness came the reply "United States Troops." One of the Laffites yelled back to the pursuers that if they came any closer he would "fire into them & kill them every one." Meanwhile the smugglers continued pulling feverishly, while others began throwing their incriminating cargo overboard, one man carelessly tossing away his gun in the confusion. Finally they reached the shore and fled the boat, only to see that some of their pursuers were about to run ashore a short distance away. In the moonlight the smugglers could see that many of the men wore the regulation army summer uniform of white roundabouts and pantaloons, with black bayonet scabbards and cartridge boxes attached to black leather belts, and some wore dragoon helmets with plumes. A few even wore dragoon uniforms of blue trimmed with white, while others wore the winter uniform of blue with red facings. It was impossible to mistake them for anything other than the military. 38
When the soldiers started to get out of their boats, some of the smugglers yelled at them not to set foot on land or they would "put every man to instant death."39 Then the Laffites saw another boat loaded with fifteen armed men approaching their beached pirogues, and the trap became evident. Their pursuers had split up, and now had the Laffites between two fires if they started shooting. Seeing this, some of the smugglers ran into the woods, while others headed back to their pirogues. It was quickly apparent that a water escape attempt would be futile, but a few smugglers tried to jump into a pirogue and row away in the darkness. Their captors fired a volley into the boat, killing one man and persuading the rest to give up. Almost beyond question, it was the first time that Jean and Pierre Laffite suffered or witnessed a fatality in their business.40
The Laffites discovered that they had fallen prisoner to Lieutenant Andrew Hunter Holmes, onetime Natchez lawyer and Mississippi militia commander who now in the war with Britain took a commission in the 24th United States Infantry. He was the very man they had embarrassed a few weeks earlier. Following that debacle, his superiors had ordered him to take a detachment of thirty or forty men to assist revenue officers in suppressing smuggling via Little Lake Barataria. Holmes was aided now by a report received just days earlier from John Ballinger, whom Wilkinson had ordered out the month before to perform a thorough investigation of the passes and rumored defenses at Barataria and the mouth of the Lafourche. Ballinger had discovered that at Barataria vessels drawing less than three feet of water could approach within two leagues—about six miles—of New Orleans, though sometimes the vessels would have to pole because the bayou was too narrow for rowing and too swampy to cordelle by towing from the banks. In high water vessels could come all the way to the Mississippi.
With an eye toward the possibility of British invasion, Ballinger concluded that it would be practicable for troops to advance on New Orleans by this route, and to guard against that he suggested that a post be built at the Temple, a mound of shells and Indian bones on the shore of Lake Salvadore that sat five feet above the highest tide and had a bluff with a command of any approach for three-fourths of a mile. "No other place can come in competition with it," he believed. All water routes to New Orleans by Barataria Bay came together below the Temple, so a battery there would oversee everything. Still, the land was low and subject to flooding at every uncommon tide and was commanded by higher ground on the same island. Meanwhile Ballinger found that the Lafourche had two mouths, a narrow one on the east called the Little Bayou one league west of the west pass of Grand Isle, and a bigger one called the Grand Bayou that opened three leagues farther west. A battery of three cannon at the fork of the Lafourche would command the latter, he thought. He suggested that local Creole volunteers would be best suited to garrison such a battery, "as I consider it a very unhealthy situation."41
Holmes had come twenty-five miles through the bayous from New Orleans without sighting anything suspicious, but he now knew the best spots to catch smugglers in action. The night before encountering the Laffites, he had spotted a single pirogue that refused to stop when hailed. A shot persuaded the occupants to come ashore and surrender, and Holmes confiscated a small amount of contraband but let the crew go because of their cooperativeness after capture—meaning they probably told him he could expect to find much larger spoils if he kept moving down Bayou Barataria.42
Holmes's men rowed their own and the smugglers' boats back across the lake to a temporary camp, and there they searched their captures carefully, finding among other things the cinnamon, two finely sharpened swords, three loaded muskets with their hammers cocked ready to fire, and a variety of dirks and daggers. Holmes asked each of the captives to identify himself, and probably for the first time learned that Pierre and Jean Laffite were present. When he spoke with Jean Laffite, who was clearly in command, he asked him where the contraband came from, and Laffite frankly admitted that it came in aboard a very powerful privateer currently near Grand Isle.43
Holmes took the captured boats, cargo, and prisoners back to New Orleans, losing a smuggler who escaped along the way, and turned them over to the district court. Despite the protests of the Spanish owners who appeared to identify their property, Judge Hall's court ordered the goods sold and the proceeds distributed among the captors and the government.44 Still, consul Diego Morphy considered the outcome of the expedition encouraging enough that he advised Spain's governor-general in Havana of the affair, and asked him to publicize there and in Vera Cruz the capture of the smugglers and their goods as inducement to merchants to continue shipping merchandise. He did not mention the Laffites by name, however.45 The Laffites and their companions escaped immediate charges and were apparently released pending introduction of any formal charges, free to go about town unmolested. Jean, at least, hurried back to Grand Isle, and soon after his return he saw something to make the loss of the cinnamon a pittance.
His enterprise was growing. In January Jannet brought the brothers' corsair schooner into Barataria with a Spanish prize taken several miles from Campeche on the Yucatán peninsula. The vessel had been outbound from Campeche for Havana with a cargo of slaves, logwood, indigo, and cochineal. Jannet put her crew ashore at Sisal, near Campeche, then sailed her back to Barataria. 46 She was named the Dorada—the Golden One—a so-called hermaphrodite brig owned by Francisco Ajuria. No one much liked the traditional brig, but the Spaniards sometimes sailed polacres that could be altered into hermaphrodite brigs, with square sails on the foremast and the mainmast rigged with triangular sails like a schooner. This was a very effective adaptation for the wind and waters of the Gulf and the coastal trade. A big hermaphrodite brig might displace 150 tons and measure 80 feet at the keel.47
Laffite sold the seventy-seven slaves aboard the Dorada on the spot to Sauvinet, who paid $170 a head. That alone brought in just over $13,000, probably more than enough to pay for the corsair and its first voyage and to give the brothers a taste of what they could expect. The cargo was worth another $5,000.48 Almost at once Pierre and Jean began buying the goods and arms necessary to convert their new prize into a second privateer. She had a single deck, measured sixty-two and one-half feet in length, just over eighteen feet in the beam, and displaced sixty-nine tons. There were no frills, no galleries or figurehead, but she was fast and strong enough to mount eight guns.49 Before long the Dorada was ready, and the Laffites sent her out with Jannet in command. Neither Jean nor Pierre went along. Their proper place was ashore overseeing the entire operation, not off on the Gulf hunting prizes. They had engaged Jannet, a professional, to do that for them, and he did it well.
Not many days out the Dorada took a Spanish schooner and by late February Jannet had her back at Barataria, where the Laffites found aboard her $8,460 in silver coin, forty-nine gold doubloons worth $784, a jewel box valued at $150, and two boxes of wine worth $24. All told, their second haul made them $9,418. The captured schooner was of no use to them, but rather than burn her, they turned her over to her captain and crew and let them sail away, having shown considerable courtesy to the Spaniards temporarily in their custody. It was a course they would follow frequently hereafter. Everyone shared in the prize, including a new arrival, Vincent Gambi, who would become a frequent denizen of Grand Isle and an associate, if not a close friend, of the Laffites. 50 Not ones to waste time or opportunity, the Laffites sent the Dorada out again before the end of the month, this time with Pierre Cadet in command. The Laffites had something else in mind for Jannet. They were going to build a fleet.
Late in March 1812 the French privateer La Diligent had arrived at the Balize and tried to come up the river under the familiar plea of distress.51 Denied, she attempted to land several trunks of foreign goods clearly intended for smugglers, but customs men caught her in the act. Fraser took possession of the contraband, then searched the vessel and found more, plus ten slaves from Africa. He put an officer aboard and had her taken first to Fort St. Phillip upstream, and later to New Orleans. She had been built in Bermuda in 1808, and was recently out of Charleston, South Carolina, under command of Captain John Anthony Gariscan, and one thing not found aboard her was a commission or other papers to establish her as a lawful privateer. Gariscan, who had been a corsair based in Guadaloupe until 1810, and in Cuba before that, claimed that he had his letter of marque from the French consul in Charleston, and had sent his commission and ship's papers to New Orleans ahead of the vessel.52 Fraser knew enough to be suspicious of Gariscan, inasmuch as he believed the fellow had landed some ninety illegal blacks on Breton Island the year before.53
Even if the court was inclined to favor the privateers, men such as Gariscan made it hard. No sooner was La Diligent in port under Fraser's care than Gariscan began enlisting as crewmen some of the men recently discharged from the privateer Marengo after Jones brought her into port, making La Diligent liable for seizure for being outfitted within the United States. Gariscan even openly engaged locals to act as guides, which he hardly needed if he intended to put back to sea on legitimate business. Grymes was convinced that if La Diligent were allowed to leave port with her cargo of goods and Africans intact, the cargo would be landed on the coast and smuggled back into New Orleans within days. Still, Gariscan's commission from the French consul in Charleston appeared to be in order, and Grymes had to let La Diligent go. But he communicated his suspicions to Jones of the navy and Fraser of the revenue service, and Fraser vowed to watch the ship all the way down the Mississippi until she sailed out of sight on the Gulf.54
Beyond question, Gariscan brought his ship into Barataria as soon as he was beyond Fraser's grip. There he unloaded his cargo and became well acquainted with the Laffites if he had not already made a deal with Pierre in New Orleans. By the end of the year Gariscan had sold or traded La Diligent to Jean and Pierre Laffite.55
It was time to escalate their business. Jean engaged Antoine Lavergne, currently a baker in New Orleans but a man with privateering experience, to come to Grand Isle and oversee fitting out the ship that winter. Like many another corsair, Lavergne was often known to his crew by an alias, in his case Cadet Patte Grasse, or just Captain Cadet. Shortly after the turn of the year, he had the massive 136-ton, single-decked schooner ready.56 Significantly, the Laffites seem not to have considered trying to secure a legitimate American letter of marque for her. The federal government had authorized a limited number of such commissions to be issued at New Orleans, as at Charleston, Boston, and elsewhere, and by the late spring of 1813 eleven were granted—one of them to Beluche for his vessel the Spy.57 There were too many restrictions, however, too much oversight for the Laffites' liking, and a share of the takings had to go to the government, which would depress profits unacceptably. It was easier and more expedient to buy a commission from Gariscan, or to buy his commission with his ship. 58 If they acquired La Diligent about the same time that their first schooner was ready to sail under Jannet, then they may have used Gariscan's commission to try to legitimize prizes taken by the schooner, but the one commission could hardly cover the schooner, the Dorada, and now La Diligent. And despite Pierre's later claim that they paid for a commission in New Orleans, probably purchased from Gariscan, the possibility remains that they simply did not have one, which made them pirates.59
Meanwhile the Laffites assigned Jannet as master of the vessel, and then began enlistments in New Orleans to make up the eighty-four common seamen needed to run the ship. Among them were Laurent Maire, the helmsman whom the Laffites already knew, and artillerists, quartermasters, cooks, and six officers besides Jannet and Jean, including another experienced corsair, Pierre François Laméson. All told, the Laffites had to pay out more than $1,000 by the time they completed the ship's crew.60 The outfitting would be expensive as well. In addition to the cost of the vessel herself, the price of a set of anchors could be $192 or more, sufficient cable for anchoring might run $338, and then pork for the crew cost $18 a barrel, and sugar twenty cents a pound for the coffee that cost thirty.61 While the profit from the Laffites' slave sales should have been more than sufficient to cover the expense, apparently it was not, for Pierre was still borrowing several hundred dollars in the middle of February, most likely to meet the debts incurred in victualing and crewing the ship.62
Armed with a dozen fourteen-pounder cannon, eighty muskets, an equal number of cutlasses, and twenty pairs of pistols, La Diligent was formidable. Jean had gone to New Orleans late in January, probably to pay debts and to raise more money for outfitting, by disposing of some of the latest cargo as well as selling a slave, but soon he was back on the coast.63 Perhaps the ship's strength made the Laffites more daring, for now Jean decided to take command of La Diligent himself and to take her with the prize cargo from the Dorada directly to New Orleans.
Late in February Jean sailed La Diligent to the Balize, and then dropped anchor. He knew that the harbor officials were well on to the trick of pleading damage at sea. Instead, he wrote a letter to the French consul in the city, identifying his ship as a French privateer whose commission had expired on her way to New York. Claiming that he was aware of the harbor officials' "persecutions" of French corsairs who tried to refit or supply in New Orleans, or to sell their prize merchandise, he sent his ship's papers to the consul—no doubt including Gariscan's genuine expired commission—and asked the consul to keep them secure for him and to get him permission to come into port to sell his goods. Laffite added that his crew's enlistments were expiring and he feared they would not stay with him, as they had not been paid. He appealed to the consul for an advance on the money due his crewmen and a letter authorizing payment of the balance that he could present for redemption to the French consul general in New York, as well as a recommendation to issue him letters of marque for a "new expedition" or else to return to a port in France itself.
Laffite sent the letter and ship's papers by one of his officers who delivered them in the city before the end of the month.64 The ruse appears to have worked. J. B. Laporte, the interim French consul in New Orleans, apparently got the vessel permission to come upriver, though perhaps not all the way to New Orleans, then sent his vice consul to visit the ship, bringing with him the necessary forms. Jean Laffite, however, was not aboard. He went ashore somewhere on the river, knowing that by this time a warrant might have been issued for him in connection with his arrest by Holmes in November. Jannet simply told Laporte that Laffite had fallen ill and gone ashore, putting Jannet in charge.65
Pierre Laffite met with them now, and told the official that La Diligent belonged to him and that he had paid for her outfitting in New Orleans, a half-truth at best. The consular official accepted it all the same. He assembled the crew and told them that other French privateers were also in the river, then took down the names of the crewmen, mustered them into French service, read them the articles of war, and explained to them the proportion of any future prize money to which they would be entitled—all of which was necessary if the consul was to authorize their being paid.66 He then reported back to Laporte, who allowed disbursement of $732 to the crew as one month's pay in advance, pending their arrival in New York.
Laporte had just unwittingly helped to defray most of the enlistment costs paid out of the Laffites' pockets. He also gave the Laffites what amounted to a one-month extension on the already expired commission, which was not theirs in the first place. Had he paid careful attention to their birthplaces, he might have noted that the crew formed a perfect cross section of the privateers then working the Gulf: France, Germany, Italy, San Domingue, Greece, Portugal, Buenos Aires, England, Holland, Mexico, and Guatemala, as well as the United States.67 And there was more to it than that, for Pierre also turned over to the vice consul a share approaching one-third of the proceeds of the latest sale of contraband in the city. This may have been legitimate fees; more likely it was a bribe for the vice consul and perhaps for Laporte himself.68
The extension on the letter of marque would allow La Diligent to pass by United States authorities long enough to get to Cartagena, where the Laffites could hope to get a new and legitimate commission—or as legitimate as any Cartagenan commission might be. However, the customs officials were keeping an eye on the vessel. Fraser put an officer aboard La Diligent as soon as she came upriver after he discovered that she had prize goods and several slaves aboard. He also kept an eye on the comings and goings of the crewmen, noting that most of the men aboard were discharged, while new crewmen were coming aboard as late as April 21 preparatory to her making sail. He was not sufficiently vigilant to catch the fact that Laffite and Jannet commanded, though, for Fraser believed that Gariscan was still captain when that corsair was even then in Cartagena. 69
In fact, on April 22 in New Orleans Pierre wrote a letter to Gariscan, to be taken to Cartagena aboard La Diligent. He told Gariscan that he had two prizes to send to Cartagena, and asked his help in seeing them through the bureaucracy of the admiralty court for condemnation, either for sale or for commissioning as more Laffite corsairs. La Diligent had not brought any prizes with her into the Mississippi, so these must have been vessels held at Barataria that La Diligent could pick up and convoy after she left New Orleans. The fact that Pierre asked Gariscan for his help with the authorities in Cartagena made it evident that this would be a new experience for the Laffites.70
Pierre went on to add that "my intention is fixed to leave this country." He begged Gariscan to send him commissions to cover all of his vessels, the Dorada, La Diligent, and a third prize he expected to outfit as a corsair, and promised to place them under Cartagena's new flag—three concentric rectangles of red, yellow, and green in descending sizes, with an eight-pointed white star in the center—as soon as he received the letters of marque. "This would be doing for me the exceptional service of a friend," Pierre said, "on account of which I would give you proof of my appreciation," a scarcely veiled promise of a bribe. Pierre also revealed where his sentiments lay in the warfare that had engulfed Europe. He cheered the October defeat of Wellington's army at Burgos, Spain, and said that from what he saw of political affairs as related in the New Orleans press, he anticipated "a happy future."71
It is the only political sentiment ever known uttered by one of the Laffites. It may have been the patriotic feeling of a French-born supporter of Napoleon, or it may just as well have been the business judgment of a man who realized that so long as Napoleon held out over the powers arrayed against him, privateering against British and Spanish ships could continue.
Pierre's decision to abandon Louisiana grew out of several factors, and may have been rather sudden. The encounter with Holmes was a warning that the authorities now knew some of their smuggling routes, and might interfere with their business more regularly hereafter. Indeed, the past December the secretary of the navy had rebuked Commodore Shaw for not putting down the Baratarian enterprise.72 Moreover, shots had been fired and a man killed, the brothers' first confrontation with the potential cost of doing their sort of business. If they needed further object lessons, it appeared that the district court was finally taking piracy seriously. On February 15 a grand jury returned several indictments for piracy, and throughout the ensuing months the court docket would be crowded with piracy trials. Though they all ended in acquittal, they were a warning.73
Perhaps most immediately of concern, however, was the fact that criminal and civil law had caught up with the Laffites. As early as April 7 Grymes asked that the district court order the brothers' arrest for the November smuggling episode, charging that their actions warranted fines totaling $24,025.04.74 The next day the arrest order went out, summoning them to appear in court on April 19 to make their plea and present their defense, if any, or else face judgment by default. The court demanded bail in the amount of the total anticipated fine plus $500 for each brother. When the appointed day came, neither appeared, and when an officer of the court went to their presumed lodgings and known haunts in the city, he could find neither man.75 The next day the court ordered them to appear on July 19, or again face judgment by default.76
Jean was probably on Grand Isle as usual, but Pierre had been in the city. In fact, three days before Hall ordered his arrest, he was arrested, though not by the district court. On April 5, before Grymes approached Judge Hall's bench, an order went out from the local judicial court to take into custody on charges of armed robbery several men including Lameson, Jannet, Gambi, and "Peter Laffite, and Laffite, Junior, brother of the latter." The men from whom they had taken the silver on their first prize had filed suit. Again Jean eluded arrest by his absence, and Pierre spent no more than a few hours in jail before his old friend Robin and Paul Gaudin posted an $18,000 bond—rather surprising since Robin had not collected on the debt already owed him by Pierre.77
Perhaps already anticipating the need to leave town, Pierre had borrowed another $1,500 from the ever-accommodating Robin less than a week before his arrest.78 Laffite may have planned to leave aboard his ship before the arrest order, but now everything changed. La Diligent's departure was imminent, but given the possibility that civil and federal authorities would search her—especially as it was known that he owned the vessel—taking that route was now too risky. Thus he had to write to Gariscan, as he would not be able to state his case in person when the ship reached Cartagena. That done, a few days before the end of the month Pierre quietly stole out of New Orleans with about ten newly recruited crewmen, chiefly mulattoes, and headed up the Mississippi. Neither he nor Jean would be seen openly in the city streets again for more than a year, though Pierre soon abandoned the notion of going to Cartagena, and would never set foot in the privateer haven.79
Pierre went as far as Donaldsonville, where he arrived April 30, making little or no effort to hide his presence once beyond the confines of New Orleans. Indeed, one of the few people living in the village took special note of the arrival of "the Celebrated M. La Fite" that day, not least because there had been a good bit of recent Laffite activity in the vicinity. In fact, Pierre found Jean waiting for him, probably by prearrangement, Jean having arrived only the day before. Jean had been busy since leaving La Diligent. At the beginning of April he turned up in Donaldsonville with a motley assemblage of about forty free blacks and mulattoes, Spaniards, Americans, and more. He had reportedly fled from the seacoast of St. Mary Parish, one hundred miles west of Grand Isle, an area that many residents still called the Attakapas. With naval surveillance off Barataria and the Lafourche increasing, the corsairs sometimes tried unloading their prizes at other anchorages and beaches.
Indeed, in May 1813 a privateer bringing a prize into Barataria Bay found not fellow corsairs there but American authorities, who chased and captured him and his prize.80 The St. Mary coast, chiefly Atchafalaya Bay, afforded an excellent alternative. Bayou Atchafalaya flowed into it, and via that waterway pirogues could pass northward some thirty miles to Lake Verret. On the eastern shore of the lake the old Attakapas Canal gave access to Bayou Lafourche less than ten miles distant, at a little settlement called Canal that would soon be renamed Napoleonville. From there it was a short trip to Donaldsonville, and on to the markets of New Orleans.
Jean sent the men to the city right away while he stayed in Donaldsonville for a week, possibly cementing business arrangements with local men who would help him in the future by hiding contraband on their plantations. Then he went downriver to New Orleans, arriving within a day or two of the issuance of Grymes's arrest order. Jean did not wait for the court date, of course, or to be arrested. He may have left aboard La Diligent, but more likely he found another way back to the coast, for by April 29 he was in Donaldsonville again, followed by rumors that he had taken another prize. Now as soon as Pierre arrived, Jean informed him of the arrangements made in Donaldsonville, and the brothers and Pierre's recruits left in pirogues to go down the Lafourche to bring the latest cargo up the bayou.81
The prize that Pierre wanted to commission as a third privateer for the brothers' fleet was waiting for them, too. On May 1 the Dorada had hoisted French colors and taken another Spaniard, the schooner Louisa Antonia, four days out of Vera Cruz with coin and cargo worth about $30,000. Prize, crew, and passengers were brought back to Barataria, and there buyers from New Orleans snapped up the cargo of cochineal. The corsairs held the sale on the deck of the prize, bale by bale, and then distributed the crew's shares to each man according to his rank.82 Pierre and Jean kept the silver and the indigo found aboard for themselves, and soon smuggled the merchandise into New Orleans, where they kept it hidden at the home of one of their associates. They then put yet more recruits from New Orleans aboard the Louisa Antonia, which they armed partially by stripping a smaller, less seaworthy privateer schooner. They convinced a Spaniard captured with one of their prizes to enlist aboard her for a cruise and make a new set of Cartagenan colors for her, and when she was ready they renamed her the Petit Milan. With pardonable pride, the Laffites looked on to see their newest corsair riding at anchor alongside the Dorada, now commanded by Louis Fougard, and Jannet's La Diligent.83 Their three vessels probably comprised one of the largest privately owned corsair fleets operating on the coast, and the most versatile. With the large La Diligent, the hermaphrodite brig Dorada, and the smaller schooner Petit Milan, their flotilla included vessels suited to every condition on the Gulf.
The new schooner went out on sortie before summer, the Laffites sending her in tandem with the Dorada. In command of the schooner was the Italian Vincent Gambi, who would prove to be as aggressive as any man working for them, and before long he took a Spanish schooner loaded with dry goods that he brought back to sell at Cat Island some fifteen miles west of the mouth of the Lafourche. The Laffites took half the proceeds as their share of the profits, while the rest went to the crews of their ships.84
When the Dorado, went out on her own and came in again, she brought a schooner laden with tobacco taken off Cuba, and again the brothers outfitted the prize for privateering, giving her two six-pounder cannon and twenty-nine men. This time they fitted her out at Terrebonne Bay, thirty-five miles west along the coast from Grand Isle, since Captain Shaw's gunboats were showing themselves off Barataria85—though perhaps the Laffites need not have bothered, for Shaw continued to complain that his little flotilla was entirely inadequate for dealing with the "Marine Banditti."86 The Laffites called their new ship Sarpis, and put their helmsman Laurent Maire in command.
SEVEN
Lords of Barataria 1813–1814
Gaze where some distant sail a speck supplies
With all the 'thirsting eve of Enterprise:
Tell o'er the tales of many a night of toil,
And marvel where they next shall seize a spoil.
PRIVATEERING WAS going to be very profitable indeed. The establishment on Grand Isle was taking shape as the Laffites steadily took over. One French privateer came in regularly just to sell beef and other supplies to the privateers gathered there, while other prizes often included flour and bacon that augmented the corsairs' provisions. The corsair vessels coming in now brought some familiar faces, not the least Lafon, whose La Misere brought in the prize the Cometa in August and unloaded her cargo.1 Beluche appeared with captures taken by his privateer the Spy, one of the few corsairs officially commissioned in New Orleans by the United States, though by law he should have brought his captures to that port.2 It was believed the privateers were operating a court of admiralty on Grand Isle, thus legitimizing their captures at least in their own minds, for the Petit Milan, and probably the Laffites' other vessels, never landed at Cartagena in spite of flying its colors.3 It was faster and more profitable to smuggle their goods into Louisiana instead. On a regular basis, sometimes twice weekly, the Laffites held sales and auctions at places generally known and not far from the island. Rumors began to exaggerate the size and strength of the establishment until some believed that the Laffites had erected a fort on Grand Terre to protect their operation. Eventually foolish word of mouth expanded the number of men at Grand Isle to two thousand, and the number of Laffite vessels to a dozen or more.
Complaints of the operation began to appear in the press with increasing frequency. "The pirates, at and near the Island of Barrataria have received strong reinforcements, and if not soon dislodged, will do serious injury to any little trade that may be opened to this city," one citizen wrote to an editor in March. "Every article is sold cheap for cash—they give no credit, having no banks of discount." He complained that recently the schooner the Arrow, owned by New Orleans merchants, went out under Spanish colors in hopes of getting through the British blockade, but instead fell prey to the privateers, who then took her to Barataria and their admiralty court. Not surprisingly, its judge condemned her as a lawful prize, but afterward he came to New Orleans to buy some books on the maritime laws of nations, and while there promised the hapless owners of the schooner that if they paid the costs of "salvage" they would get their vessel back. In short, having sold the cargo at auction, and having no need for the schooner itself, the Baratarians would now ransom the boat to its owners. Sarcastically, the author commented that "the commercial people of this city must feel happy in having such accommodating neighbors."
The writer did not name the Laffites or anyone else, though by now the Laffites' names were surely associated with the trade. But then he did not give his own name, either, wisely fearing retaliation. He simply signed himself "Prudence," but did offer to give the authorities more information "should it be deemed good policy to break up this nest of robbers." It may have been the first detailed news that New Orleanians had of the operation, whatever rumors they had heard, and it raised a new theme in complaints about the corsair merchants. By refusing to take bank notes or give credit, they were creating a shortage of hard money in the midst of the inflationary problems being caused by the war. Vincent Nolte, one of the leading merchants of the city complained that planters, mostly French Creole, went to Barataria to buy slaves at $150 to $200 each, whereas in the city legal slaves cost up to $700. The money did not leave the country, but it was believed that the agents of the smugglers hoarded it, thus withdrawing it from circulation. This argument ignored the fact that most of the corsairs spent that same specie with New Orleans merchants in buying supplies and outfitting their ships, but some remained convinced that if not stopped, the contrabandists could corner currency and dominate the economy of Louisiana. 4 Moreover, the scarcity of hard cash exacerbated partisanship between French and American citizens, as the latter blamed the former's open business dealings with the contrabandists in part for the state of virtual anarchy on the coast.5
"Prudence" reported one more rumor, probably no more than an idle boast by a Baratarian in his cups, but worrying to the authorities in time of war. "The new government at Barrataria declare that in the Cession of Louisiana by France to the United States, this Island was not included, and in consequence thereof they have named it The hie of France." Tongue in cheek, "Prudence" suggested that the authorities send a message to the commander of the British squadron in the Gulf asking him to "look into" the rightful authority of the Baratarians, broadly hinting that if they claimed to be an outpost of Napoleon's empire, then they entitled themselves to some attention from British guns.6
Certainly Governor Claiborne paid heed. He could not ignore the mounting complaints from the legitimate merchants of New Orleans, nor the damage the corsair merchants were doing to the local economy and to the United States, much in need of cash in time of war. He also could not ignore the diplomatic problems caused with Spain, with whom the United States was not at war. Diego Morphy, the Spanish consul in New Orleans, complained on March n that French and American privateers were taking Spanish vessels, carrying their prizes to Grand Isle, and from there smuggling their cargoes into New Orleans. He confidentially reported to his superiors that there were two hundred to three hundred Frenchmen fortified at Barataria, with fourteen cannon in place to discourage unwelcome callers. Echoing "Prudence," he said he'd heard it said in the streets that the corsairs now called their lair "New France," and were occupying Cat Island as well as Barataria. It was an open secret, he lamented, adding that "the government here is not unaware of this, but I do not know why they have not taken any provisions." He had complained repeatedly to the collector at New Orleans, warning that if the Americans did not stop this business, "the day will come when these pirates will raise the English flag attacking and capturing American ships, and they will do to them the same they do now with the Spanish." 7
It was an embarrassment to the Union's newest state to be known as a haven for freebooters. Governor Claiborne attempted to increase the vigilance of state and federal officers alike days after Morphy's private and "Prudence's" public complaints, when on March 15 he issued a proclamation. Having learned that "a considerable Banditti composed of Individuals of different nations, have armed and equipped several Vessels for the avowed purpose of cruising on the high Seas, and committing depredations and piracies of the Vessels of Nations at peace with the United States, and carrying on an illicit trade in goods, Wares and Merchandize with the Inhabitants of this State," he said, he feared that these lawless men would eventually start to prey on citizens of Louisiana. He commanded the pirates to cease, and required civil and military officials within each of the districts to apprehend them. He also cautioned the people not to have anything to do with them or be "in any manner concerned with such high offenders." Rather, he called on citizens to aid officials in putting them down "to rescue Louisiana from the foul reproach which would attach to its character should her shores afford an assylum or her Citizens countenance, to an association of Individuals, whose practices are so subversive to all Laws human and divine, & of whose ill begotten treasure, no Man can partake, without being forever dishonored." 8
Claiborne admitted that he did not expect the proclamation to make the smugglers disperse, but he hoped that it would excite the citizenry to boycott their sales, and impel officers of the law to be more vigilant. "As regards the principal offenders I am persuaded that nothing short of the most vigorous measures will put a stop to their evil practices and a resort to force is in my opinion indespensible," Claiborne told General Wilkinson.9 That same day the customs collector for the port of New Orleans, echoing Claiborne's plea, formally asked the army and navy for help in putting down the Baratarian smugglers. When the agents of the Laffites and others then in New Orleans learned of it that day, "Prudence" heard them say that Claiborne "has overleaped his powers." After this, interestingly and perhaps ominously, "Prudence" went silent, and was not to be heard from again.10 Both Claiborne's and the customs collector's efforts failed embarrassingly.11
Part of the hazard posed by the corsairs was their flimsy allegiance to the United States. Certainly the Laffites felt themselves to be Frenchmen first, but loyalties were fluid, and should they choose to aid the British the privateers and the smugglers could seriously compromise the security of New Orleans and south Louisiana. Within weeks of Claiborne's proclamation, the United States marshal for the New Orleans district issued an order requiring anyone not a citizen of the city doing legitimate commerce in town to withdraw at least forty miles from the Gulf coast and tidewater areas. Those who disobeyed faced arrest. 12 Meanwhile, at least a few citizens began to share the outrage of "Prudence." In June an anonymous tip revealed that Pierre's sometime partner Robin had $10,000 worth of indigo and other goods hidden in flour barrels in the cellar of the house of Jean Baptiste Soubie on Dumaine Street.13 Part of this cache was the Laffites' share of the spoils from the Louisa Antonia, still awaiting sale. Soubie was a close associate, having been with the brothers, Jannet, Gambi, Lameson, and others in February when they looted the first prize brought in by Dorada. Now his association with the Laffites caught up with him.14
If Claiborne expected vigorous measures from Wilkinson, he was to be disappointed. A dissatisfied Washington had ordered General Wilkinson to give up his command in New Orleans in March, but he only handed it over on June 10.15 A thoroughly unsavory character, Wilkinson was tainted with connection to the failed Burr plot, and was suspected, accurately, to be in the pay of Spain as well as the United States, and serving his own interests ahead of both nations. Major General Thomas Flournoy took over the command of the 7th Military District that same June, but auguries that he would be successful were few. Though Claiborne regarded him as a man of good character, and along with Patterson, Livingston, and other leaders gave him his support, Flournoy enjoyed wretched health and had few manpower resources at hand and less money. Flournoy knew he faced an uphill struggle. "I had enemies in [New] Orleans," he would recall, mostly foreigners, "smugglers, & men engaged in illicit commerce with the enemy, supplying them with provisions &c."
Flournoy realized that stopping them required stronger means than the law allowed. Nevertheless, when Governor Claiborne asked the general to declare martial law in New Orleans soon after he assumed the command, Flournoy thought he could do the job by less drastic means. He posted guards around town at what he thought were suitable places, and ordered that no vessels be allowed out of port without his permission. The smugglers only took this as a challenge, and quickly he learned that his foes were forging his signature on passports. He responded by ordering his officer at the Balize to search every vessel regardless of its documents. Even that did not provide much by way of security, for during the time that a British squadron lay off the Balize observing American movements, a British officer visited the city as a spy more than once, and sometimes ate in the same dining room with Flournoy. Of course the general did not know that until afterward, when he learned that others in that dining room had known the spy as an enemy officer, but said nothing. No wonder he concluded that "I was beset within & without, by spies, Traitors, & bad men."
Among the bad men Flournoy now resolved to stop were the Laffites, wanted by the federal court and, in the case of Pierre at least, the civil court as well. The brothers appear to have stayed landsmen through the spring and summer, though Jean may have gone on cruise very occasionally. In the main he managed affairs at Barataria, and oversaw the transportation of goods up the Lafourche and other routes. Prior to his arrest order in April he dealt openly with merchants friendly to his prices, among them François Duplessis on Conti Street, Laurence Millaudon on St. Louis, and especially Leblanc and Sons, who kept their warehouse on the road to Bayou St. Jean, the route used to smuggle goods into the city from the north. Jean might remain in the city for two or three weeks at a time, and then return to Grand Isle.16 While in the city, he and Sauvinet, Beluche, Dominique, Gambi, and others "were time and again, seen walking about, publicly, in the streets of New Orleans," complained Nolte. "They had their friends and acquaintances, their depots of goods, &c., in the city, and sold, almost openly, the wares they had obtained by piracy, particularly English manufactured goods."17 The Laffites got their wares to market by night and then distributed them among the stores in town and on the levee. Men recalled them as being liberal and genial, "and only slightly demoralized by an incurable antipathy ... to revenue laws, restrictive tariffs, and other impediments to free trade." 18 After Claiborne's proclamation, the attention in the newspapers, and the arrest orders, however, neither Jean nor Pierre was able to venture into New Orleans in safety, at least openly.19
Nevertheless, Pierre stayed at a safe location very close to the city, probably with a friend on the Bayou St. John road, and almost nightly went into town to visit Marie Villard and the children. It did not require much inquiry for Flournoy to learn of Pierre's nocturnal visits, and even of a certain night that summer when he was expected. Flournoy posted a company of soldiers to arrest Pierre during the night, but Pierre heard their approach in the street and in the little time available he opened a back window and jumped out to the courtyard, then let himself down into an open well with only his head above water. There he stayed until the soldiers moved on, after which he climbed out and got out of town. But he was not to be chased out of New Orleans or his mistress's bed so lightly. He sent a message to Flournoy informing him that he knew the general on sight, and in fact passed him undetected almost nightly when Flournoy walked home from discussions with Claiborne or Shaw. Pierre boasted that at any time he wished he had only to say the word to friends and the general would be abducted in the street or even in his quarters. According to Flournoy, Laffite capped his braggadocio by saying that "as he supposed I acted from a sense of duty, he would spare me if I would give myself no further trouble on his account.—That I had much more to fear from him, than he from me."20
In fact, for the next several months Flournoy did not trouble himself overmuch about the smuggling operation at Barataria, because by August he was convinced by reports that the privateers had abandoned the place. One of his officers, Major Henry Peire, advised him from an outpost at "Cantonment Caminada" on the coast west of Barataria, that he believed the corsairs had moved to Cartagena, abandoning Cat Island, too. Moreover, he predicted that they would not return for fear of harassment. It was a piece of hopeless misinformation, evidence only of how lax Peire was at his job. When he went on to complain that policing the bays and bayous and hundreds of inlets with connections to New Orleans was impossible, he may have revealed his own weariness with trying. Still, acting on Peire's intelligence, Flournoy asked permission to move Peire's little company elsewhere, where they were needed. 21 Relocated closer to New Orleans, Peire was soon making seizures of brandy and wine by the barrel.22 From now on watching the Gulf Coast and the smugglers would be up to the Navy and the Revenue service.
For the next several months, in fact, while privateers continued to bring prizes into Cat Island and Grand Isle in spite of what Major Peire said, attention refocused on Bayou Lafourche and the inland routes of transportation. Holmes's raid and Ballinger's exploration and report equipped the revenue people with enough information to try to stop the illicit trade in the middle of its course, since the navy seemed unable to curtail it at its inception on the coast. Thomas Copping, temporary customs inspector for the port of New Orleans in the absence of Thomas Williams, took his work seriously, and on July 10 ventured down the Lafourche, where he seized a pirogue loaded with goods that the occupants said came from Cat Island. The men aboard included several known associates of the Laffites whom Copping brought before the district court.23
Meanwhile planter John Foley maintained a steady correspondence with customs officials in New Orleans, in part to report on the movements of smugglers past his plantation on the upper Lafourche, and in part to suggest that he be appointed a customs inspector so that he would be authorized to seize the goods. Wine, brandy, and a host of other things floated past his house almost daily, he wrote, and nothing came or went from the Gulf without him seeing it. 24 Armed with such information, Copping and then his successor Pierre Dubourg advised the Treasury Department in July of "the smuggling & Piratical establishment made by certain persons in defiance of the laws at & near Lake Barataria." In return they got a promise that Shaw would be instructed to cooperate with revenue officers in curtailing the trade, and were told that they should go after smuggled merchandise and slaves. The secretary of the treasury told Dubourg to ask Claiborne for help, too, then promised that if he needed more revenue cutters, he need only ask. At last someone in high authority seemed willing to commit resources to the chore, even if it was the tiny and hardly powerful Revenue Service of the Treasury Department.25 Unfortunately, they were only promises.
Every office in Washington seemed to get reports of the smuggling operations on the Lafourche and the Gulf. Even Thomas Freeman, surveyor general of the United States and hardly a man whose official purview included concerns about contraband, heard from his old friend Walker Gilbert, customs inspector at Donaldsonville, of the state of affairs. Four or five hundred privateers occupied Cat Island and others, Gilbert said in a considerable contradiction of Major Peire's report. "They are an out lawd set," Gilbert said in August, and he feared they were going to give him trouble as he surveyed for Freeman along the Lafourche. "It is astonishing to what length this piratical business is carried on," he continued. "It would seem truly to confirm the opinion that we were free; yes free to comit the most heinous crimes with impunity. I saw a person lately from there who informed me that they have regular auctions and from eighty to one hundred persons of New Orleans attend them regularly and so anxious were those speculators to encorage the business that they had paid higher in some instances for dry goods than the New Orleans market."26
The Laffites used several bases for hiding and transporting their wares along the route from Cat Island through the Lafourche, and paid several agents to help them. Cat Island itself was ideal. Summer hurricanes washed completely over the island, meaning it had no inhabitants but for occasional fishermen and a stubborn family of Spaniards living intermittently in a rude cabin of wattle and straw thatching.27 At the other end of the smuggling route in the Donaldsonville area the Laffites hid goods on the Viala plantation and on the land of Godefroi Dumon, employing a man variously called Martin, Morrin, or Mayronne as their local agent. This may have been the François Mayronne who owned the plantation a few miles above New Orleans where the tailrace of a sawmill ran into a bayou, allowing a route for pirogues from there down the bayou to Barataria.28 The agent was also a very large buyer of goods at Grand Isle, and almost certainly the same Mayronne who owned land in the mangrove swamps on the landward side of Grand Isle.29 Typically when one of the Laffites brought a shipment to the vicinity, Mayronne met them some distance ahead of their destination and then took them to the bank of the Lafourche opposite Donaldsonville to hide their contraband.30
"The quantity of goods which passed my House during the High Water is incredible," Foley complained on September 27. "Day and night continually passed Pirogues on Topp covered with Cockel Shells, and I am convinced, as you justly observe that wealthy Planters and others from their situation in life ought not be concerned in business injurious to the community and contrary to the Laws." Local report said that Jean Laffite or some of his men had recently landed three prizes at Cat Island, and were now passing up and down the Lafourche continually as they convoyed the prize goods to hiding or on to buyers. The brothers' Donaldsonville agents were also actively traveling the bayou, though "Mr Dumon who is a great friend of Lafites" was stopped by a small company of soldiers camped lower down on the Lafourche and denied further passage. He simply took another route. Meanwhile another agent, probably Mayronne—"He is notorious as well as Dumon"—successfully passed the guard and brought back a pirogue loaded with goods.
Perhaps this increasingly blatant flouting of the law is what finally escalated the contest between the Laffites and the authorities. Of course, by the fall they were quite definitely wanted men. Both had failed to appear in court in July. Judge Hall set another court date for October, saying this would be their last chance. But neither made an appearance then, either.31 Any bond they had posted in April was now forfeit, and they would be prosecuted as smugglers if caught.
The Laffites did not try to hide their guilt. They were committed to their trade, and had accepted that it made them outlaws. On September 28 inspector Walker Gilbert saw three men across the Lafourche from Donaldsonville boldly taking something out of hiding in daylight. For the past several days boats loaded with contraband had been passing, including one very heavy and low in the water that Foley had seen that morning. He assumed its cargo had been deposited somewhere along the bayou, and now Gilbert had seen it. Gilbert went across the Lafourche and demanded the men halt. The men loading a pirogue tossed their goods into the bayou and then jumped into the stream and swam to safety. Gilbert found a quantity of coarse linen, now well soaked and partially ruined but still, he thought, worth bringing to New Orleans for sale once dry.32
Both Laffites had been in the neighborhood for some days. Pierre was staying at Lake Verret, where he received stores and provisions, especially ship's biscuit, sent up the Mississippi to Dumon, whose wagons then carted it to the Lafourche, and thence through the Attakapas Canal. Pierre was building up supplies to get to Cat Island for another cruise. Jean, whom locals referred to as "the Captain," kept a more public profile in and around Donaldsonville. There he received privateering recruits, men described by residents as having "the appearance of Brigands," whom he funneled to Pierre for assignment to the Laffite vessels. He also spent much time on open and intimate terms both with Dumon and, more disturbingly, county Judge B. Hubbard. Foley learned that it was Hubbard's cart and slaves that had transported the most recent load of provisions to Lake Verret.
Early in October Foley heard stories of a very large store of accumulated merchandise hidden in the woods and long grass at a plantation on the Attakapas Canal. That Gilbert now posed a threat to those goods after his seizure on September 28 irritated Jean. Moreover, rumors—false as yet—claimed that a reward had been offered for the apprehension of one of the Laffites, though which was unknown. This spurred a new resolve with Jean, and he and his friends did not attempt to conceal it. "The Contrabandists & their friends insinuate that as the Merchandise which Mr Gilbert seized is going to New Orleans that it will be taken by them," Foley learned. Jean probably made the open threat in the hope of dissuading the overzealous Gilbert from further interference. If it was more than a stratagem, however, the Laffites were changing the equation. In November 1812 they had run from Holmes and then surrendered without resistance. They would not do so again. Now they themselves would take action, and if Gilbert resisted, the confrontation could lead to violence. The ancient imperatives of their trade were finally catching up with them.
Foley sent word to Gilbert to be careful if he tried to take the captured goods to New Orleans, then continued his surveillance.33 Gilbert, far from being frightened by Laffites threats, continued uncovering and seizing goods—including nine bales of fabric on the evening of October 7—at the same time notifying New Orleans that more loads were getting past him regularly from his want of men to take them.34 Perhaps what finally drove Jean to action was the loss of another small boat loaded with goods as it moved down the Mississippi from Donaldsonville, taken from some of his men in a nighttime attack. The rest of the smugglers' boats escaped, and the men aboard ran them ashore and landed their goods, which they hid in the woods under brush and wood. That done, Jean Laffite and the men with him crossed to the other side of the river to hide, but returned the next day after a rain made them fear their merchandise had gotten wet. Indeed it had, and Laffite set the men to laying it out on the shore to dry for two or three days, all the while fearful of discovery. On the evening of October 12, the smugglers were walking a few miles downshore to contact the man to whom Laffite was selling the shipment, probably Mayronne, when a horseman rode up from the Lafourche and called for Jean, then gave him a letter most likely sent by Dumon or Hubbard. It informed Laffite that Gilbert was expected to be moving his captured goods down the river to New Orleans that very evening. Now was Jean's opportunity to make good on his threat to retake his merchandise. He reassured his men that few men would be on the boat, and that only Gilbert was to be feared. They lay in wait, but Gilbert did not pass that night. The next morning they walked farther downriver to the house of a Mr. Gaudins on the west bank, perhaps only six miles upstream of New Orleans, where they found Mayronne waiting for them.
Jean and his men stayed at Gaudins's all day and all that night, and on the morning of October 14 saw Gilbert approach. He was in a keelboat, a wide-bottomed cargo craft with a box-like cabin amidships, usually propelled by men walking along the side pushing poles against the river bottom, or else by cordelling, men walking along the levee pulling the boat along with ropes. Laffite could see two black men cordelling the boat, and another three men on top of the cabin, none of them Gilbert. Laffite stepped to the levee and stopped the cordeliers, and the keelboat floated by with Gilbert in the cabin. Jean sent Andrew Whiteman, a man named Scott, and a mulatto after him in a pirogue. As the men left, Jean gave Whiteman peremptory orders to "fire in case of being fired at," and instructions to demand the boat's surrender with the threat that Jean would fire upon it from the shore. Then Laffite and two mulatto associates ran along the levee to catch up with the keelboat, which was drifting close enough to shore that they could probably leap aboard if they caught it.
Whiteman and the pirogue were no sooner on the water than they saw a chicken fall overboard from the keelboat and heard one of the men on its cabin, who clearly did not yet apprehend the situation, yell to them to catch the bird for him. Whiteman had a bigger catch in mind, however. He rowed up to the boat and started to board it, Scott calling in French for Gilbert's men to give up. William Randall, one of the men on the cabin, quickly ducked inside to load his musket, but Gilbert had his gun ready A pistol in each hand, Scott stuck his head in the cabin and Gilbert fired, but his musket was loaded with buckshot, and so he only succeeded in wounding Scott in the head, and not seriously. Scott fired back and hit Randall in the thigh, and then Whiteman fired his musket into the cabin and demanded that Gilbert give up "Mr Lafite's" goods. At the same moment, Laffite and the mulattoes leapt aboard from the shore, and at that, Gilbert surrendered the boat.
Randall was wounded, and at first it looked serious. As was characteristic of the solicitude the Laffites showed toward the Spaniards on the prizes they took, Jean left to find a physician while the rest of his men hauled the keelboat back to Gaudins's, then took Randall to a neighboring house. The next day the firing of a signal gun told Laffite that buyers from New Orleans were on the other side of the river, and he had his men row the merchandise across for sale. Jean, meanwhile, stayed at Gaudins's house, and when some men he had been expecting arrived, he led them up the west bank to return to the Lafourche.35
News of the attack aroused immediate indignation. "This is an outrage I can scarcely believe," Foley declared, "although there is nothing these Pirates are not capable of." 36 It certainly left Gilbert and Randall frustrated. It took Gilbert more than six months to collect the $2 a day due him for his time in bringing the contraband as far as he got it and another $20 reimbursement for the hire of the black deckhands. He paid Randall's doctor out of his own pocket, care that ran to $100 in addition to the $68 he had to pay to board the wounded man for some time at the house where he recuperated. But Randall, who had volunteered to help Gilbert, was not a revenue service employee, and therefore was not eligible for compensation for his time lost due to his injury. No one attached any blame to their loss of the cargo, but still each was a loser in the event.37
Gilbert was angry. He felt he was risking his health and even his life in combating the smugglers. Worse, in the days after his return to Donaldsonville, several more pirogues came up the bayou and he simply could not find anyone to assist him in taking them.38 Two weeks after the affair, the Laffite brothers had made a list of people such as Randall whom they knew to have assisted Gilbert in his seizures. They left the list in the hands of friends in Donaldsonville, who showed it about town and in the immediate area, passing along the Laffites' promise to kill anyone on the list who helped the revenue collector again. Even Gilbert felt the shadow of the threat, for he begged his superior in New Orleans, Pierre Dubourg, to keep what he said about the Laffites in confidence.39
Jean was not the only brother now using force. At almost the same time that Jean confronted Gilbert, Pierre had as many as ninety men with him on Bayou St. Denis in six pirogues heavily loaded with contraband. Suddenly they saw a longboat full of unidentified men approach. Pierre fired a pistol shot in the air and yelled out "pavilion Francais," indicating that they were under French colors and implying a French privateer commission. Then the smugglers unleashed a ragged volley of musket and pistol fire at the boat. A voice came from the boat begging them to stop and saying the strangers meant no harm. The voice identified himself as Captain Amelerq of the United States service, saying he was visiting points along the coast where contraband was believed to be coming ashore. Nevertheless, Laffite and his men continued firing, and Amelerq ordered his men to return a volley. Three of Amelerq's men went down with wounds, and Pierre called out again to ask who his adversaries were. Now Amelerq identified his men as United States soldiers. At once Pierre replied that if he had known he would not have opened fire, and volunteered to take the three wounded men into the city for care. 40 But he added that he preferred to lose his life rather than lose his merchandise.
The Laffite operation grew increasingly sophisticated. The brothers even devised a means of introducing contraband goods directly into New Orleans aboard their own ships in broad daylight. It was deceptively simple. They would send La Diligent into port with a safe cargo or perhaps none at all, allowing a thorough search of the vessel without fear. Then the captain made out a manifest to cover the outgoing cargo he was taking on in port. However, whatever he loaded in his hold—and most likely it was innocent provisions for a voyage—on his manifest he listed goods the Laffites had in hand at Cat Island, counting on port authorities not to compare the inventory with the cargo when he left port. After all, the revenue agents were interested in what came into New Orleans, not what went out of it. Then the vessel sailed to the mouth of the Lafourche and took on the contraband, which now matched a cargo manifest signed and approved by the port inspector. The ship took the goods back to New Orleans, where all the paperwork was in order and there was nothing to show that the goods were prize merchandise taken by the privateers. The ploy also worked in reverse. A vessel coming into the Mississippi with a legitimate cargo would stop at the Balize for inspection, but once cleared to go on to New Orleans, the boat went some distance upriver where smugglers loaded contraband they had brought through the bayous, counting on inspectors in port not to check too carefully a manifest that had already passed once. 41
Authorities caught on before long, however. Just ten days after Jean attacked Gilbert on the Mississippi, Shaw's Gun Vessel No. 5 stopped La Diligent and performed an exhaustive search of the vessel, comparing the findings to the manifest and then seizing her cargo.42
Meanwhile the Laffites and their associates expanded their network of Gulf shore landing places and inland storage and auction sites. They sent goods from the Lafourche landing places into the Bayou Teche country to the hungry planters there.43 They sometimes held sales on the shores of Bayous Villars, Barataria, Rigolets, Perot, and Lake Salvador. The Temple, on the western shore of Lake Salvadore, was their principal trading post, but they also sold and auctioned merchandise at the "Little Temple" where Bayous Rigolets and Perot met.44 The Laffites also used Bayou Sauvage, which flowed into the rear of the Bretonne, or Indian Market, on Bayou Road just outside New Orleans, passed on through the Gentilly to Bayou Bienvenue, and continued to the Gulf. It was usable only by small boats. Daniel Clark lived and had his depot on the bank of the bayou near the junction of Esplanade and Bayou Road streets, making his place a convenient conduit into the city.45 Thus the smugglers could get their goods to customers from virtually every point of the compass: northward from Barataria to the Temple or on to the city directly; from the east via the lakes and then in the St. John Bayou road or by Clark's place; from the northwest by bringing it down the Mississippi from Donaldsonville; and from the west and southwest by several routes connected to the Lafourche. Whenever one route began attracting too much attention, they could let it lie fallow and concentrate on one or more of the others for a while.
Once they got their goods to the vicinity of New Orleans, sale posed little problem, for seemingly everyone was interested in bargains. When he came to New Orleans after the Gilbert affair, Andrew Whiteman recognized a frequent customer at the Grand Isle sales, only now he was in uniform with the epaulettes of an officer in charge of the city guardhouse.46 Nevertheless, smuggled goods were just as vulnerable to seizure in the city as on the bayous. On October 9 officials raided Patton and Murphy's auction house and removed a considerable quantity of contraband.47
For the time being, the Lafourche remained the favored artery, though when low water made it too shallow, the Laffites used another route through the Atchafalaya to Bayou Boeuf to Grand Lake and on to Plaquemine.
Late in October, with the repercussions of the attack on Gilbert only starting to be felt, Dumon was helping to plunder a prize schooner off the mouth of the Teche and moving the booty to the Lafourche for hiding.48 Suddenly the men Gilbert called "the Cat Island boys" disappeared from Donaldsonville, though Jean Laffite stayed in the village for a few days before going down the Mississippi to an area called the German Coast to protect goods purchased at one of his auctions from a repeat of Gilbert's recent interference.49 Dumon seemed almost constantly away from home doing the brothers' business.50
Then, just before the end of the month, large pirogues began passing down the bayou loaded with barrels for packing goods and more than twenty-five men, all locals well known in the community, and some of them rather prominent, such as the son-in-law of the Ascension Parish judge. The Laffites had hired them to unload a new prize off the Atchafalaya's mouth, this time a haul of woolens. They were well armed and made no secret of their determination to resist if challenged on their return passage with their contraband, and Foley complained to collector Dubourg that "the Inhabitants generally are friendly towards them & assist and give them every information in their power." 51 The brothers' share of the latest prize went to New Orleans for sale, while the crew's portion of the goods went on sale at a two-day auction on the banks of the Lafourche at Valentine Solent's plantation. Hundreds of people attended. Merchant I. Hart of New Orleans spent nearly $7,000, and others from the city almost as much, and within days the wares were in the stores of the city.52 The impunity with which the transactions were carried on almost challenged a response. "It will be impossible without a force (Military) to put a stop to the contraband in this Neighbourhood," Foley told Dubourg. He knew of a cache of merchandise hidden on Bayou Boeuf not far from Donaldsonville, under the guard of "from 16 to 20 of these ruffians." Nor was that all authorities would have to contend with, for "the inhabitants are likewise interested so it is impossible to go near them."53
Collector Dubourg could add to the problem, for on at least one occasion in October when he asked a local military commander to furnish him with a squad of soldiers for an expedition inland to seize goods, the officer provided the men but Dubourg failed to show up. The officer chided Dubourg that while he was happy to cooperate when he could, he did not have enough men available to be able to divert any of them from their duties for nothing.54 Meanwhile Dubourg had sent repeated complaints about the smuggling problem to his superiors, begging to have more revenue cutters to patrol the coast and more men assigned as inspectors inland. Secretary of the Treasury William Jones was not unsympathetic, but he was relatively powerless during the war emergency. He acknowledged being fully aware of "the frequent violation of the revenue laws of the United States, by a daring & unprincipled band of pirates & smugglers." Jones had ordered Dubourg's predecessor Thomas Williams to ask Claiborne for help, but to little avail. "I will not dissemble however that whilst the inhabitants of Louisiana continue to countenance this illegal commerce and the courts of justice forbear to enforce the laws against the offenders, little or no benefit can be expected to result from the best concerted measures," he now told Dubourg. "The appointment even of Inspectors unless they are proof to the temptation of bribes, so far from operating as a check upon smuggling, will only contribute to diminish the chances of detection."
Jones concluded that the best means of achieving success would be to make seizures more profitable to inspectors than the bribes they might get, by giving the inspectors a share of what the collector received on behalf of the government when contraband was seized and sold. This procedure had worked on the Canadian frontier. Of course, Dubourg must also encourage district attorney Grymes to prosecute vigorously all cases with sufficient evidence. Jones could not go to the length of authorizing purchase of another revenue cutter, but he did approve the appointment of up to six new temporary inspectors, and if Dubourg wanted he could buy a cutter on his own and take his chances on the government covering the cost.55
It was half a loaf, and not very encouraging at that, but Dubourg took it. He granted temporary appointments as customs inspectors to several men besides Gilbert, though they would work solely for a percentage of the contraband they seized. Foley finally got his appointment on October 17, almost the instant that Dubourg would have learned of the attack on Gilbert.56 John Hughes received a similar appointment soon thereafter. The problem was that Dubourg could hardly know whom to trust. The situation became absurd late in October when Judge Hubbard secured a temporary appointment as a customs inspector on the Lafourche. Gilbert angrily complained that it was well known locally that Hubbard had a "friendship to those villens," and asked his superiors to suspend the appointment. 57 Foley seconded the complaint, reporting that a recent shipment of ship's biscuit that passed through the area for the privateers was transported to Lake Verret by a cart and a slave belonging to Hubbard, "who I believe to be concerned as he has on all occasions been very intimate with the Lafites."58
Gilbert gave the temporary commission to Hubbard, but told him to his face that he knew that Hubbard was close with Dumon and was suspected of dealings with the Laffites. Hubbard pretended outrage and refused to accept the appointment, even complaining to Dubourg. Told of the accusation that he had loaned his cart to Dumon for use in transporting contraband, Hubbard responded indignantly that Dumon was his near neighbor and that Hubbard's overseer had standing orders to loan Dumon anything he needed without asking how it was to be employed. "I have always made it a maxim never to believe more than one half of what the world says," Hubbard protested in denying the rumors. "I disclaim all converse with contrabandists." That said, he went on rather impudently to assert the "me too" defense by commenting that rumor put him in good company, since Claiborne and one of his militia generals were also rumored to be involved with the smugglers.59
In early November Donaldsonville became quieter with the "Cat Island boys" still elsewhere. "I have heard nothing of those people who have infested the vicinity of Lafourche for sometime," John Hughes reported on November 5.60 But they were hardly inactive. On the evening of November 14 Gilbert learned of a large cache of goods on a bayou not far from Donaldsonville, but under a heavy guard. He confessed that unable as he was to enlist help, he could do nothing about it. He did know of a person on the Lafourche who owed the Laffites 51,000 secured by a note in the hands of a third party, and it occurred to him that he could seize the note and hold it as an indemnification to cover a portion of the goods Jean had taken back from Gilbert in October, but it was a paltry gesture in the face of the scale of the smuggling operation. 61
Some believed that Jean Laffite was more than a mere smuggler, and might even be an exiled general from Napoleon's defeated armies.62 They were wrong, of course, but by the end of the year Jean and Pierre presided over an establishment worthy of a general. Having shifted their base from Barataria, they had now built Cat Island into a seemingly formidable position for their trade. Rumor said they had five or six vessels constantly coming and going, which may have been true, though nothing suggests that the Laffites themselves owned or operated more than their squadron of three—La Diligent, the Dorada, and the Petit Milan. Rumor also said their vessels were each crewed by sixty to ninety men and mounted a dozen cannon or more, which in fact only applied to La Diligent. Cat Island received the prizes of other owners and captains, including Dominique, who also took goods up the Lafourche on his way to New Orleans. Contrary to perceptions, Dominique was not an employee of the Laffites, but an independent corsair who sold prize goods to them from time to time.63 Gilbert, understandably prejudiced where the Laffites entered the picture, referred to them and their followers as "this banditti, the most base and daring ever known in any country on Earth." All told, the exaggerated reports that came up the Lafourche to him indicated that there were five hundred to six hundred men on the island with a shore battery of fourteen guns to protect their base, and that the brothers had sunk a prize brig in the main pass into the island to deter deep draft naval warships from getting too close.
"The quantity of goods brought in by this banditti is immense: I have not a doubt but they have entered & secured far more than a million of dollars within this last six months," he told his superiors. Up to five hundred citizens at a time could be found on Cat Island buying from them. "What depravity!—Men in office; Citizens hitherto of undoubted integrity and first respectability, uniting with a piratical band and sharing with them their ill gotten booty." When legal officers did not try to apprehend the smugglers or stop the trade, law-abiding citizens got the wrong message. 64 Even fines of up to three times the value of contraband purchased could not deter the bargain hunters from buying Laffite goods.65 Meanwhile those citizens who objected to smuggling complained that the smugglers had become "the strongest force in Louisiana," as one declared. "Such a nest of pyrates had never been known on the continent."66
Finally other forces came into play. The day after Gilbert learned of the guarded store of contraband, Patterson received orders to relieve the hapless Shaw of command of United States naval forces headquartered at New Orleans.67 Patterson had already sparred with the Laffites once. Moreover, he had the motivation of knowing a proportion of whatever vessels and goods he seized from them would be awarded to him in prize courts. There is no question that the contrabandists had been on his mind before he took his new command, and he made them a priority now. Within days of relieving Shaw, Patterson reported to the secretary of the navy that the smugglers "have now arrived to such a pitch of insolence and confidence from their numbers as to set the revenue laws and force at defence, and should they not be soon destroyed, it will be extremely hazardous for an unarmed vessel even American to approach this coast." He reported Jean Laffites attack on Gilbert, and the damage the corsairs were doing to the local economy. "The honest merchant cannot obtain a livelihood, by his sales while those robbers robe in riches piratically captured on the high seas and brought and sold in face of day in this place," he declared.68 Patterson took over on December 13, 1813, and on inspecting his new post he felt hopeful that he could put down the smugglers. He made it clear to Jones, however, that this could not be done with the men and vessels currently available at New Orleans. The secretary, belatedly responding to Shaw's pleas for faster ships to chase down the privateers, suggested sending in a force of speedy vessels, and Patterson felt encouraged. 69
The governor shared Patterson's indignation and embarrassment. He encountered the sympathetic attitude of the French and Creole people of New Orleans personally when he denounced smugglers as criminals to ladies on social occasions, and they only replied, as he put it, that "that is impossible; for my grandfather, or my father, or my husband, was, under the Spanish government, a great smuggler, and he was always esteemed an honest man."70 Patterson's appointment may have given the governor a renewed incentive to do something. On November 24 Claiborne issued another proclamation. Smuggling had lately increased, he said, and the brazen smugglers no longer tried to conceal their activities, selling their wares in open daylight. He referred to the attack on Gilbert, and for the first time specifically named the chief culprit as Jean Laffite. He now charged state, civil, and military officials to prevent these violations and apprehend those engaged in the smuggling, and issued an order for Laffites arrest. Claiborne warned that the apathy of the people could only further disgrace Louisiana, and instructed the people to give no aid to Laffite or his men, but to help arrest them. He offered a $500 reward to anyone delivering Laffite to the sheriff in New Orleans, or any other sheriff in the state.71
Now at last Jean Laffite had a price on his head, even if $500 was not much of a reward given his transgressions, or much of an inducement to his associates to turn him in. Indeed, Jean was in the city when Claiborne issued his proclamation, and any number of associates could have claimed the quick reward—at later risk of their lives, of course. Laffites own response revealed yet again the combination of bravado and impish humor in his personality. That day he hired a printer to produce some handbills of his own that his associates put up in the night. When New Orleans awoke the next morning, citizens saw posted at the Exchange Coffee House and elsewhere a $1,000 reward offered for apprehending Governor Claiborne and delivering him to Cat Island. 72 It was signed simply "Laffite." A memorandum at the bottom of the broadside stated that he was "only jesting & desired that no one would do violence to his Excellency."73
While most citizens saw the humor in it, Gilbert at least took it very seriously. "Le Fitte & Party," as he called them, were dangerous men. He believed that Claiborne was not personally safe. "I firmly believe that the Gov. runs a greater risk of being taken to Cat Island and tried for his life than Le Fitte does of being punished for his crimes in the State of Louisiana," Gilbert moaned. The signs of impending anarchy could hardly be worse than the fact that Governor Claiborne could not count on his own authorities for his protection.74
EIGHT
The Rise of the Filibusters 1814
With these he mingles not but to command;
Few are his words, but keen his eye and hand.
Ne'er seasons he with mirth their jovial mess
But they forgive his silence for success.
THE NEW YEAR brought an escalation both in the complaints against the smuggling and in the Laffites' brazenness and determination to hazard any risk. On the evening of January 14 some thirty or more armed men came into Donaldsonville to move a cargo, and when Walker Gilbert approached them they simply sneered at him. Two days later John Foley reported signs of a major sale approaching. The word was that a cargo of 415 slaves from Guinea had arrived at Cat Island, and that the wealthy sugarcane planters were going down to make their purchases. He knew at least four of the prominent men who had passed his place heading south, and heard also that a cargo of sugar and coffee had come into Lake Verret.1 In New Orleans Spanish consul Diego Morphy knew of that cargo, too, some three hundred barrels of coffee and two hundred boxes of sugar. He sent a warning to the Spaniard in command at Pensacola, cautioning him that every ship coming from there to New Orleans needed to have a precise manifest to prevent smugglers from trying to sneak goods into the city aboard her.2
The reports were right. In fact, the Laffites boldly advertised that they had a cargo of slaves they intended to auction within a few days. Gilbert pleaded to his superior in New Orleans that if he had only fifteen men he could stop the slaves en route.3 Gilbert's and Foley's warnings got the attention of Pierre Dubourg, who was about to succeed to the post of collector of customs for the port of New Orleans, and had already begun some of his duties. He informed Claiborne on January 20, and taking Gilbert at his word, asked for men to help Gilbert halt the proceeding.4 By then, however, events had come to a tragic, and inevitable, collision. In October 1813 Dubourg swore into service as a temporary revenue inspector John B. Stout, an experienced man who came highly recommended by concerned citizens thanks to his recent service as a city constable in New Orleans.5
Dubourg had stationed Stout and a dozen customs officers at the Temple, where they made camp and stood ready to halt traffic of contraband going northward or potential buyers going south. On or about January 16 Stout saw a substantial party of smugglers approaching in pirogues, most likely the same aggressive band that Gilbert met in Donaldsonville a few days earlier. The customs men took to their boats to give chase, but it is unclear who became the prey. Soon the smugglers opened fire. Two customs men went down with wounds, and then a musket ball hit Stout, who was either killed instantly or else drowned when he fell overboard and disappeared.6 The smugglers swarmed the officers and took them prisoner. News of the skirmish reached New Orleans on January 18 or 19, and with it began rumors that the privateers would take the captured officers to Cartagena.7 Within two weeks of the outrage news reached Donaldsonville that the smugglers had the captured men in close confinement, and one of them "sentenced" to ten years' hard labor with a fifty-six-pound weight chained to his leg.8
Surely this would be more than enough to stimulate a definitive response. At the first word of the incident, Governor Claiborne denounced the act, and on January 24 he attributed these "horrible violations of the Laws" to "Lafite &. his associates," adding that "some thing must be done to arrest the progress of these lawless men." Apparently one or more of the customs officers had escaped after recognizing Jean or Pierre in the attacking party, or else smuggling in Louisiana had become so dominated by the Laffites that Claiborne and others now attributed all of it to them. Either way, the Laffites were now wanted not only for smuggling, but possibly for murder. "It is high time that these contrabandists, dispersed throughout the State, should be taught to respect our laws," Dubourg declared. The problem was that General Flournoy did not have enough men available to detach some to deal with the problem, and federal authorities were too distracted with the war. Dubourg suggested to the governor that he order out militia, which Claiborne could do under his own authority. Afraid of the risk of failure, Claiborne prudently submitted the question to the legislature on January 25.
Claiborne confessed hesitance. The militia had failed before in dealing with the smugglers, and he suspected that loyalties to the Baratarians on the part of men in the state service could compromise the effort. "So numerous and bold are the followers of Lafitte, and, I grieve to say it, such is the countenance afforded him by some of our citizens, to me unknown—that all efforts to apprehend this high offender have hitherto been baffled." Nevertheless, "the evil requires a strong corrective," he demanded. "Force must be resorted to. These lawless men can soon be operated on by their fears and the certainty of punishment." The legislature showed even more hesitance than the governor, and simply tabled his appeal.
Which made it all the more irritating that, having consistently escaped the federal criminal court, Pierre Laffite could not stay out of trouble with the petty civil bench. Though he kept out of New Orleans by day to avoid arrest, he transacted business there through his attorney, Louis Morel, who coincidentally lived on the Bayou St. John smuggling route. Now the April 1813 suit that resulted in Pierre's brief arrest resurfaced. In June 1813 the plaintiff had transferred all claims in the suit to prominent Toulouse Street merchant Paul Lanusse, a thirty-year-old civic leader born on the French side of the Pyrenees. When Pierre failed to appear in court, he defaulted on the case, and now Lanusse came to collect. On February 21, 1814, he or a court officer searched the city but could find no known residence of Pierre Laffite, and no Pierre Laffite. 9
Lanusse and three other parties to the claim went to district court and obtained a judgment against Laffite for $9,557.62 for "money robbed by him from them." The judgment allowed them to seize any and all property belonging to Pierre, and a week later, on February 28, he responded in court—no doubt through Morel—with, of all things, a petition for bankruptcy. Being nothing if not brazen, Pierre claimed that he owned "nothing but his industry"—no house, no carriage, no assets in banks—in spite of the common knowledge that he and his brother were acquiring substantial assets. The court issued an order calling his creditors to meet, meanwhile staying execution against Laffite or his property.
Lanusse was not to be put off so easily, for he knew better. "In the fact," said Lanusse, "he is part owner of several armed vessels or privateers and of Ladiligente and he does also possess within the jurisdiction of your honorable court valuable effects and other moveable property, which he concealed from his creditors." Lanusse and the other parties also protested that since the stay of execution, Pierre had kept himself concealed, and they had strong reasons to fear that he was "about to depart fraudulently and permanently from this state and carry with him his concealed property." Thus they asked for a sequestration order against him and his arrest unless he posted bond of $21,454.62, representing the total amount that Pierre owed his creditors in his bankruptcy declaration.10
The court approved Lanusse's appeal, and on March 9 ordered the sheriff to sequester "all and singular the property of the said Lafitte, wheresoever the said property may be found in the Parish aforesaid," and that Pierre be arrested and held until he posted the security. Not surprisingly, when the sheriff went to serve the orders, he had to report that "after diligent search I have neither been able to find the body of the within named Peter Lafete nor any of the property to him belonging."11 All he could do was leave a copy of the court petition and citation, along with orders to appear or file a response within eight days, "at the ordinary place of residence of the defendant"—meaning that even court officials knew where Pierre was likely to be found when he risked coming to town, just as Flournoy had known to no avail.12 On March 15, the day before the deadline, Morel appeared in court and moved that the court order Pierre's creditors to show cause within ten days why his bankruptcy petition should not be ratified.13 Despite their knowledge of Pierre's deception, Lanusse and his associates could not offer definitive proof of Laffite having property within the jurisdiction of the court, and so the judge granted Pierre bankruptcy. Lanusse would not forget.
Where the sheriff expected to find Pierre is unclear, though most likely it was at the house on Dumaine Street that Marie Louise Villard purchased on April 9 from Pierre Delaronde, and almost unquestionably with money provided by Pierre. If Laffite did not legally own property in New Orleans, then it could not be seized.14 That Pierre would risk being in the city at all while the authorities groped toward a way to arrest both Laffites, and charge at least Jean with a capital crime, seemed incredible. Pierre's visits to Marie in spite of such danger suggest more than a casual relationship between the two. At the same time, Lanusse's belief that Pierre was about to leave the state raises the possibility that once again both Laffites thought of departing Louisiana.
While Pierre's legal and possible financial embarrassments occupied his lawyer, Pierre's and Jean's attention were directed to their business, current and future. Willful failure to pay debts was not good practice for a merchant, even a crooked one, for today's creditors could be tomorrow's customers. Pierre's bankruptcy may have been a legal dodge to avoid paying his debts, but more likely he did not have as much money available to him as rumor said. After all, his was a costly and uncertain business. For all their failures, the customs men did make seizures from time to time, and what they confiscated in New Orleans was almost certainly the Laffites' share of cargoes sold and distributed at Cat Island and elsewhere. Just as Lanusse was in court going after Pierre, Major Peire seized a substantial cache of contraband at Barataria.15
But most of the merchandise continued going through, and the local inspectors could only report it to New Orleans and perhaps send lists of the names of men trading with the smugglers to be charged as abettors.16 Helpful citizens were so cowed after Gilbert's experience and Stout's death, that when they did furnish information it often as not came anonymously.17 Claiborne told Dubourg that if the Laffite operation were to be disrupted, it would have to be United States forces that did it.
Flournoy came up with a means of breaking the logjam. Since Dubourg was a federal official, he said, if the collector asked the governor for help, then officially it would be a request from the United States government, and the governor could station a company of state militia at Donaldsonville without risk to his own prestige.18 That worked for the governor, who promised on March 1 to order one hundred militia to report to Dubourg.19 The next day Claiborne addressed the legislature once more, asking for a volunteer force of one hundred and four men and officers to serve for up to six months. He got around fiscal objections by averring that since the force would be used to enforce United States laws, Washington would reimburse any expenses.
Once again the assembly was not moved. Even if the assembly failed to act, though, encouraged by this glimmer of cooperation from Claiborne, the collector approached Commodore Patterson to ask if he could spare an armed vessel for an expedition against the smugglers, and though Patterson had to respond that he could not at the moment, he promised that he would help as soon as he could free one of his ships from more pressing duty off the coast.20 At the same time, Flournoy detailed a sergeant's guard of United States soldiers—not much, but an encouraging start—for Dubourg's anticipated strike.21 The collector was marshaling forces to hit the smugglers, and in their small ways the governor, the army, and the navy were contributing and cooperating for the first time. It would not be the end of the Laffites, but it would be the beginning of the demise of their enterprise.
Meanwhile their privateering continued to bring in the goods for their sales. On April 9 the Spanish schooner the Amiable Maria sailed from Havana with a cargo of wax, paper, and dry goods, bound for Vera Cruz. Thirty miles from her destination Pierre Cadet and the Dorada, now mounting five cannon, came upon her on April 15 and raised the French flag. After capturing the merchantman, however, Cadet ran up the flag of Cartagena, and took the prize to Grand Terre, arriving May 15 to be detained a month while Jean Laffite oversaw sale of the cargo to buyers from New Orleans.22 Cadet proved himself to be "without comparison in kindness and attentions," according to a Spanish civil officer aboard. The privateers did not touch the passengers' personal luggage and possessions when they brought the Amiable Maria into Barataria, and shortly thereafter Cadet provided the Spaniards with passage back to Havana.23
This civility was standard procedure for Laffite captains, and in time the Laffites' consideration toward Spanish seamen would work to their advantage. Indeed, there may have been some calculation in their attentions to Spaniards, for in the roiling world of Spanish America, allegiances shifted constantly. For the rest of their lives the brothers would find their fortunes linked both passively and actively to Spain's affairs in the New World. Of course they made their living preying on Spanish shipping, but far more was to be made by capitalizing on the political quicksands around them. Cartagena, Chile, Buenos Aires, and Venezuela had all declared independence by now, and Bolivar led revolutionary forces in New Granada in campaigns from Caracas to Cartagena. Their fortunes ebbed and flowed, Spain sometimes retaking lost ground, but the revolutionaries had the taste of independence in their mouths and were not to be dissuaded. At this moment Bolivar was in retreat, the revolutionaries under Bernardo O'Higgins had been defeated in Chile, and José Maria Morelos y Pavon, who had been leading a revolt in Mexico since 1810, was besieged just short of his goal of Mexico City.
The message to men of enterprise was not that Spain had the rebels on the run almost everywhere in mid-1814. Rather it was that with the mother country so distracted and so distant, there was opportunity in the vastness of New Spain. Eastern Florida seemed ripe, as did the province of Texas immediately west of the Sabine River. Moreover, Texas afforded a back door to northern Mexico that hopeful revolutionaries might use. The fabulous wealth that Spain had siphoned from Mexico and South America for centuries may have made the dons rich, but it also fed the dreams of adventurers, and the weakening of Spain during the Napoleonic wars in Europe, along with its defensive position on so many fronts in the New World, naturally gave daring men ideas of opportunity.
One such man was Louis Aury, now operating as a corsair out of Cartagena. He owned and commanded three privateers by February, and nearly three hundred men answered to his orders. He regularly sent prizes into Louisiana, and his agent in New Orleans, the merchant François Dupuis, held several thousand dollars of Aury's money in safekeeping at any given time. The junta at Cartagena had been good to Aury, and he to them with the money he brought them from his prizes. They gave him distinction and "have filled my strong box," he boasted. Speaking for Cartagena, Spanish America, and New Orleans he said, "Homage is paid here as in all times and countries to the strongest." 24
The privateers produced by European wars and New World upheavals were among the first to attach themselves both to the independence movements like Cartagena's and to the shadier enterprises that soon took their name from the Dutch vrijbuiter, which sounded like and essentially meant "freebooter." It would have been strange if New Orleans had not become a seedbed for these "filibusters," for its access to the sea, the convenience and privacy of the coastal ports at Barataría, Cat Island, and elsewhere, and Louisiana's proximity to Texas, virtually dictated that the Creole city on the Mississippi be the center of plots against Texas, Mexico, and much of the rest of New Spain.
As early as 1791 Philip Nolan and the ever-scheming General James Wilkinson cast eyes toward exploiting Texas, and possibly something more, but Nolan lost his life in a skirmish with Spaniard soldados in 1801, and by that time Wilkinson was on Spain's payroll as a spy while also acting as commanding general of the United States Army. Another army officer, Augustus Magee, resigned his commission in 1812 and with José Bernardo Maximiliano Gutiérrez de Lara led an abortive invasion of Texas that resulted in Magee's death in February 1813, followed by Gutiérrez's brief success and then rapid descent into brutality. José Alvarez de Toledo, a Havana-born former officer in Spain's navy, maneuvered Gutiérrez out of his command, but led the army to disaster at the Battle of the Medina on August 18, 1813, after which Toledo escaped to New Orleans, arriving in early November 1813.
The hallmark of filibustering, however, was that defeat and disaster only seemed to whet the appetite of adventurers. After all, Gutiérrez had taken most of Texas before his downfall. A more able leader should do even better. The next would-be liberator on the scene appeared to be such a leader. Jean Joseph Amable Humbert had commanded a company in Napoleon's Imperial Guard in 1796, and thereafter rose rapidly in the emperor's esteem. A veteran of campaigns in Ireland and San Domingue, he asked Bonaparte in June 1812 to send him to the United States on a mission probably having to do with distracting Spain from Europe by starting insurrections in Mexico. Carrying a bogus passport identifying him as Jean Berthum—a transparent anagram of Humbert—he arrived in Philadelphia in November, where he established an uneasy partnership with the refugee plotter Toledo before Toledo departed to join Gutiérrez and Magee's ill-fated expedition.
In Philadelphia, Humbert also became acquainted with Juan Mariano Buatista de Picornell y Gomila. The fifty-three-year-old Picornell had been a revolutionary in Madrid, and had tried to incite revolt in Venezuela as early as 1798. In about 1806 he came to Philadelphia and started hatching plots to take Texas that saw him spending some time in New Orleans, but to no avail. He returned to Philadelphia by 1812, when he allied himself with Toledo, but after the Medina he returned to New Orleans, and then rejoined the remnants of the invading force at Natchitoches.
The fifty-eight-year-old Humbert was a man of commanding presence and personality. Slender and above-average height, he presented a long swarthy face and heavy beard that seemed dominated by a red drinker's nose like a plump strawberry. In mid-August 1813 he boarded ship for New Orleans, taking with him a number of French and Spanish officers whom he had enlisted in his enterprise. Their task was to maneuver Gutiérrez out of command of those remaining loyal to him, establish a base in Texas, and then encourage revolt in Mexico. Unfortunately, one of Humbert's hallmarks was his indiscretion, and while in Philadelphia he tried to persuade the Spanish minister Luis Onís to his cause. Onís had been in Philadelphia since about 1809, running a shadow legation because Washington refused to recognize his appointment as minister until King Ferdinand VII was restored to the throne taken from him by Napoleon. Onís constantly lobbied the State Department and other officials in Washington on behalf of Spanish interests, at the same time running an intelligence system in the United States, the Caribbean, and New Spain. A masterful politician and diplomat, Onís played along with the guileless Humbert, and as a result had word of his plans on the way to the viceroy in Havana even as Humbert sailed. 25
As soon as Humbert reached New Orleans he began fomenting filibusters, and approaching the Baratarians to link them with his schemes. His contacts with the Laffites at this stage, if any, would have been few and probably indirect, for the brothers were seldom in the city, and then only clandestinely. But certainly they knew of his presence and probably his mission, and he could not have been in the city long without learning that they exercised more authority than anyone else over the loose brotherhood of corsairs and smugglers operating on the coast. Their bases at Grand Isle and Cat Island would be ideal staging points for any maritime arm of his Texas plan. First he had to deal with Gutiérrez, however, but that did not take long. After the debacle of his 1812–1813 expedition, Gutiérrez commanded little respect. Indeed, when Humbert reached New Orleans, Gutiérrez had gone underground and was nowhere to be found. Toledo was out with the remainder of the beaten volunteers from the Medina, and Picornell's ambitions were political rather than military. That left the field in New Orleans to Humbert.
He actively began enlisting men for his new "army," and found hundreds of Frenchmen and Creoles interested in following his guidon. Unfortunately, he both exaggerated his support and outright misled the men in telling them that he acted with Toledo's blessing, for Toledo soon disavowed Humbert entirely. Each presumed to be entitled to command the next "invasion" of Texas. Humbert apparently did achieve one thing, however. As early as mid-September the rumor spread outward from New Orleans that some Barataria-based privateers had agreed to make their ships available to convoy men and supplies to the Texas coast to support Humbert, no doubt in hopes of making new bases for their own operations. Gutiérrez had reportedly come to a similar understanding with them earlier that year, though nothing came of it. 26
Nothing specifically links the Laffites with these first interactions between the privateers and the filibusters, but it is inconceivable that such an alliance would have been made without at least their knowledge and more likely their involvement. It made good business sense for them to shift their base outside United States territory now that being seen in New Orleans was no longer safe for them. Humbert's "army" would offer them a measure of protection against Spanish interference by land. Sailing from a base outside the United States on the Sabine River—or even closer on the Calcasieu, whose upper tributaries reached almost to the Red River—they should not be subject to harassment from Patterson and the navy, yet would be close enough to Louisiana to smuggle their goods in by the usual means.
Humbert worked on his plans and his recruiting until November, when he went to Natchitoches, the overland gateway to east Texas. On November 25 the motley remnant of earlier expeditions and new recruits created a Provisional Government of the Interior Provinces of Mexico and chose Picornell as president. Five days later Picornell gave Humbert a general's commission, and Humbert accepted.27 With Toledo absent and maneuvered out of influence, Humbert took command of the so-called Republican Army of the North, and appointed none other than Arsené Latour an officer on his staff. 28 But it was evident that they would continue to be paper tigers without more men and money, and Picornell and Humbert soon after returned to New Orleans, hoping to win the cooperation of prominent filibuster leaders like the Kempers, Henry Perry, who commanded much of the remnant after the Medina, and Dr. John Robinson, another would-be giant who had compromised Magee's operations prior to the Medina. Rumors spread that some three thousand men and one thousand Indians were ready and waiting to follow Humbert's lead.29
The reality was vastly different, the plan doomed to failure, for by February 1814 an important participant in the filibusters' meetings had been "turned" and was feeding information to the Spaniards through the most unlikely of intermediaries, the Capuchin Fray Antonio de Sedella, the parish priest of New Orleans who lived behind the Cathedral of St. Louis on the Place d'Arms. Known to his parishioners as Père Antoine, Sedella was a fierce-looking and combustible cleric with an unyielding loyalty to his flock and an equally tenacious devotion to Spain, regardless of Louisiana's American ownership. In the past he had fed information on revolutionaries to Spanish authorities, and now with the filibuster leaders in New Orleans, he was determined to crack one of them open. Incredibly, he decided to start at the top, and on February 4 wrote to Juan Ruiz de Apodaca, the captain general in Cuba, that he intended to make a traitor of none other than Picornell.30 More amazing still, within a week Sedella succeeded.
Apparently Picornell had been an uncertain revolutionary for some time, and after almost two decades of one insurrectionary plot after another he was tired, and no doubt disillusioned by the chancers and opportunists who filled his ranks. He had approached Onís about a pardon and resumption of allegiance to Spain a couple of years earlier, but the Texas dream had lured him back to the revolutionary fold. Now Picornell fell out with the bumptious and impractical Humbert, the vain Toledo, Perry, the treacherous Robinson, the brutal Gutiérrez, and the sort who followed them. Despite his title as president, he had lost control of the enterprise. Within a month Claiborne would issue a proclamation that made Picornell an outlaw in the United States as well as a traitor to Spain, and thus a man without a country. He was easy prey for Sedella, who approached with promises of a pardon. By February 11 Picornell had been turned, and the next day he officially resigned his presidency and submitted an application for pardon. 31 Hereafter he would work with Sedella in trying to compromise the efforts of the filibusters, and though henceforth he would be outside the inner circle of plotters, still Picornell knew much and could find out more.
Thus it is almost certain that Picornell was the source of the first piece of useful information about Humbert's plans that Sedella was able to feed Apodaca. Only days after Picornell's resignation, Sedella learned "through a person present in the meetings held to this respect," that the privateers and pirates of Barataría, soon to be joined by others out of Cartagena, intended to surprise and ransack Tampico, midway down the Mexican Gulf coast, and then sail up the coastline to Matagorda Bay, midway between the mouths of the Sabine and the Rio Grande rivers on the Texas coast. There, in a fine bay sheltered by barrier islands, they would remain in strength to establish a new base. Tabasco, on the southernmost Mexican Gulf coast shore, was another possible target.32
Picornell's information did not mention the Laffites, but soon Sedella and Spanish consul Diego Morphy learned more that made the brothers' involvement unquestionable. On April 12, 1814, with Picornell and Toledo effectively out of the affair, Gutiérrez formed a new junta in New Orleans and held a meeting. This council included prominent merchants such as Abner Duncan and John K. West, the ambitious attorney Edward Livingston, and adventurers of the stamp of Ellis P. Bean and Henry Perry One of the members of the council was Pierre Laffite. They discussed a combined land and naval expedition against Matagorda and Tampico, with Gutiérrez and Humbert to be in command of seven hundred men, assisted, as the Spaniards put it, "by the pirates of Barataria." 33 This assistance was what put Pierre in a seat on the council.
Morphy passed along the information to minister Onís, who immediately protested to Secretary of State Monroe. President Madison had issued a proclamation on June 29 proclaiming neutrality toward Spanish affairs, but people in New Orleans flagrantly violated that doctrine, he complained. Robinson and Toledo and Humbert were at large making their nefarious plans, as was "the traitor Picornel and even the monster Bernardo Gutierres the perpetrator of the atrocious assassinations committed in the Province of Texas." Louisiana citizens—the men on the council—were aiding "these convicted Traitors, these high way Robbers." He told Monroe of the anticipated expedition against Mexico, "assisted by the Pirates of Barataria who furnished five armed vessels and a portion of their People to carry the expedition into effect." Indeed, he went on, the plans were hardly a secret in New Orleans. Referring to the "ascendancy acquired by the Pirates of Barataria," he went on to ask the administration "to destroy that nest of Robbers."34
The Onís protest put its finger on just one of the reasons that the initial Gutiérrez-Humbert plan came to nothing. Everyone knew about it. Moreover, typical of the short-range thinking of most of the filibusters, they soon discovered that money was a problem. Even the merchants on the council who subscribed personal funds wound up unable or unwilling to meet their obligations. That probably did not apply to the Laffites, since their contribution would have been the vessels and crew to carry the expedition. 35 Nevertheless, the council had little choice but to postpone their grand plan. Meanwhile the experience of a Laffite privateer suggested an alternative approach.
The passengers of the Amiable Maria watched "with a lot of pain in our hearts" as Jean Laffite supervised the dismantling of their taken vessel, removing her equipment and landing her cargo. Morphy was quick to send word to Apodaca of the capture of the Amiable Maria.36 The import of the rich prize could not be overlooked. While Humbert and Gutiérrez bumbled about in search of money, the Laffites could finance their own operation against Tampico or elsewhere. The Laffites learned the same lesson, but applied it differently, for soon a new plan emerged. This time Humbert would sail with a few score men on two of the Laffite goletas, to command the men in action if they attacked a city by land, and the Laffites would have at least three more vessels available in Barataria to join him if necessary. The corsairs' chief mission would be to prey on more of the Havana-Vera Cruz trade, especially money ships bringing soldiers' pay to the mainland. Once they had captured enough to meet the needs of the grander overland expedition, the original plan of April could be revived.
Men and events stopped them. Morphy feared that the resources of the privateers were sufficient that they might launch the attack even if Humbert and Gutiérrez could not deliver their end of the men and money. He knew from observing Humbert and Gutiérrez that this gang, or "pandilla" as he called them, was ineffectual. "They are always resolved to carry out their diabolic plans," he commented to Apodaca, "without considering all the big problems they have to overcome in order to fulfill them." But the Baratarians were another matter, for he saw firsthand in New Orleans how effective they could be, and how substantial were their military resources. By late May he believed the privateers were ready to start on their own by hitting Tampico and preying on Spanish money ships bound for Vera Cruz. 37
Morphy had likely already taken steps to meet this eventuality. He contacted Patterson about his concerns, and the commodore told Morphy that he would keep a ship cruising Lake Borgne to stop the pirates from using that avenue to New Orleans, and would place at least one cannon, if not a whole battery, on shore to help.38 In addition to the damage being done to customs revenues and the continuing entreaties of Governor Claiborne, Patterson had reasons to find the privateers inconvenient. Following the defeat and abdication of Napoleon that spring, Spain was once more a neutral nation, and the privateers' attacks on Spanish shipping caused diplomatic problems. Patterson was obligated to protect neutral commerce in American waters, making every Laffite prize an embarrassment.39
Other events converged to stop the plan. On April 30, after years of dithering, the grand jury called by the district court issued the first of what would be a series of indictments for piracy, this one against a close Laffite associate, Manuel Joachim. It was the testimony of Andrew Whiteman that made the case, and he was testifying against many others, including both Laffites.40 Meanwhile the number of seizures and surveillance increased by late spring, and authorities were becoming more resourceful at finding prize goods that the Laffites hid in the homes of friends, especially in the Faubourg Marigny section of New Orleans where most of the San Domingue refugees settled.41
Of course the prizes still came in. Dominique and his Tigre brought in a modest one at Cat Island early in May, and two or three more came into Grand Isle. Walker Gilbert believed that most of the population along the lower Lafourche were in motion toward the coast to participate in the Amiable Maria sale, or to do some illegal business with British ships briefly landing in order to trade goods for supplies.42 The Laffites' Dorada brought a prize loaded with dry goods into Barataria that month. Meanwhile Gambi and his Philanthrope, apparently following the revised plan for funding Humbert's campaign, took two prizes off Tampico in May and brought them to Grand Isle on June i. One was filled with silver ingots, and both with cocoa and more dry goods, all of which the Baratarians landed and sold to yet another concourse of buyers from New Orleans. Unlike the Laffites, Gambi paid little attention to the welfare of captured crew and passengers. He kept them for four weeks in what one described as "the most cruel situation," before he sent them home in one of the prize vessels.43
Matters had changed by the time Gambi brought in these prizes. Within days after Gambi's arrival the cross-purposes, miscommunication, and organizational ineptitude of the filibuster leaders upset their plans once more. Gutiérrez announced on June 7 that he and Humbert intended to leave New Orleans for Barataria, then sail with several ships for the anticipated attack on Matagorda. But Gutiérrez never left the city, probably thanks to news that Toledo had a mere 120 men on the Sabine, and Robinson even fewer, with no cooperation between the two camps. This and maneuvering by Morphy, plus Picornell changing allegiances so suddenly, convinced Gutiérrez as of June 10 that the revised invasion plan was compromised. Undaunted, Humbert went to Grand Isle. He arrived at Barataria early that month, and there found Dominique in port after an eventful and embarrassing cruise.
Youx had returned to cruising the Mexican Gulf coast after delivering the prize to Cat Island early in May. Running under Cartagenan colors, he passed Nautla, some seventy-five miles north of Vera Cruz, and there saw signals from the shore that were intended to get him to land. Instead he continued on his way toward Vera Cruz, only to run into an armed British merchantman that chased him back past Nautla two days later. The Englishman opened fire and brought down one of Tigres masts, then sent two boats to board her, but the privateers fought them off and the ships separated. Unfortunately Dominique allowed his crew to celebrate their narrow escape rather intemperately, and everyone aboard got so drunk that they accidentally ran the crippled Tigre ashore near Nautla. Word of their situation reached Nautla soon enough, and before long Dominique saw a schooner approaching his beached corsair.
In it was Ellis P. Bean, the man who had signaled Dominique from shore several days earlier. General José Maria Morelos of the Mexican revolutionary junta had engaged Bean to acquire arms in the United States for his insurgency, and to aid and encourage the several competing filibuster plans for invading Texas, which would make his own task of defeating Spain in Mexico that much less difficult. Bean had raised something approaching $10,000 from wealthy patrons, but on reaching the coast at Nautla he had been unable to get anything better than a little schooner to take him to New Orleans. This was why he tried to signal Dominique to his aid, but now he went to Dominique's. The Tigre had to be abandoned. Bean transported the privateer crew to Nautla, where they made his schooner more seaworthy, and then they sailed to Grand Isle. Jean Laffite welcomed Bean ashore and entertained him generously, then gave him a guide for the journey through the bayous to New Orleans. In the process Laffite learned that Bean had money for arms, and that there was more to be had.44
Humbert probably arrived at Barataria before Bean left, and what he learned would have encouraged him. The Mexicans could raise enough money to buy substantial arms, and that promised good business for the Laffites and their merchant associates in New Orleans. Morelos was anxious to cooperate with Texan ventures, which appealed to Humbert. Rather than act on their own as filibusters, with all the attendant risks of Spanish and American retaliation, perhaps Humbert, the Laffites, and their cohorts could legitimize their several ambitions under the aegis of the Mexican rebel regime, which included a congress and all the other forms of a working government. For the Laffites, the Morelos insurgency could offer legitimacy on the high seas, while his army afforded protection of any privateering base the Laffites established on the Mexican coast. This base would be essential, for even with Mexican letters of marque, the Laffites and their brethren risked prosecution in the United States if they operated out of Louisiana in taking neutral Spanish ships.
Between them, Humbert, the Laffites, and perhaps Bean decided that a chastened Dominique would carry Humbert to the Mexican coast in an unarmed Laffite felucca. His intentions were not yet entirely clear to the Spanish authorities in New Orleans.45 Sedella, for instance, believed that Dominique was taking Humbert to Tampico or Vera Cruz bent on a pillaging raid.46 Sedella passed the information along to Apodaca in Cuba using as a secret courier the merchant Francisco Brunetti, whose three-year-old mulatto daughter Silvania Catherina would fourteen years hence marry Pierre Laffite's son Martin.47
However, Humbert's real intent was to meet with leaders of the insurgency and to obtain a commission to legitimize his Texas intentions, letters of marque for the corsairs involved in his plan, and some immediate profit to finance their efforts. The last they would achieve by Dominique taking along a cargo of several tons of gunpowder to sell to the rebels. On June 19 Humbert landed at Nautla, where he first posed as an envoy from the United States in order to make contact with the insurgent leaders. In fact, there were two rival leaders, Ignacio Rayón and Juan Rosains, and each had sent a representative to see Humbert. He met with both of them, José Antonio Pedroza and Juan Pablo Anaya. Each sought to take Humbert to his leader, especially after Humbert falsely presented himself as a United States agent authorized to discuss an alliance with the junta. His cargo of gunpowder was also most attractive, and even more so was his promise that other Laffite ships including the Dorada and Gambis Philanthrope would be coming with more.48
On July 12 Anaya struck first when he gave Humbert a passport allowing him to travel inland to meet with Rosains.49 While Humbert was gone, Anaya and Dominique sold the gunpowder for $5,000 and a variety of silver and gold jewelry. On hearing that the Rayon faction had taken control of the congress and ordered his arrest, Anaya decided it was time to leave Mexico. He manufactured for himself a bogus commission as emissary to the United States, then virtually kidnapped his enemy Pedroza, put the money and jewelry aboard Dominique's felucca, and set sail as soon as Humbert returned, reaching Barataria about the first of September. On their arrival they met Bean, who joined them for the trip to New Orleans. Dominique dropped them off in the city on September 6 and returned immediately to Grand Isle, for he had learned disturbing news on reaching Barataria.50 During their absence the landscape had changed dramatically for the filibusters, for the progress of the American war with Britain, and most of all for the Laffites, beginning not least with the fact that Pierre Laffite was in jail.
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Patriots for a Price 1814
Is this my skill? my craft? to set at last
Hope, power, and life upon a single cast?
Oh' Fate!—accuse thy folly, not thy fate!
She may redeem thee still, not yet too late.
SUGGESTIONS OF A stiffening attitude by federal, state, and local authorities earlier in the year proved to be no aberration, but representative of a genuine resolve at last to attack the problems posed by Louisiana's smugglers, privateers, and outright pirates. On April 30, 1812, Louisiana became a state, and in 1814 Claiborne ceased to be an appointed territorial governor with amorphous powers when Louisianans elected him their first state governor. He had long complained of the embarrassment the Baratarian enterprise brought on the area, and more specifically of the Laffites since Holmes's arrest of the brothers brought them to his attention. The April 7, 1813, legal case brought against them for violation of the revenue and neutrality laws made no mention of piracy. These were misdemeanor charges, and nothing came of them. Though under threat of arrest, the brothers continued to operate at large, merely showing circumspection when they made their sporadic nocturnal visits to New Orleans.
By the summer of 1814 the flagrant flouting of the revenue laws by the virtual bazaars at Grand Isle and Cat Island had become well known throughout the Mississippi Valley. "The smuggling at Barataria has greatly injured all honest traders," opined a newspaper in St. Louis, Missouri. Nor was there any question in the public mind who oversaw the enterprise, though the brothers were sometimes merged into one, for the journal added that "in consequence of his [Laffites] piracy and smuggling, a great variety of goods are very cheap here." 1 Both Jean and Pierre were constantly at Barataria now, and most visitors agreed that they directed the operation. Jean, referred to as "the younger," exercised the greater overall command of the men and personally supervised the auction sales and the collection of the money from the buyers.2 "There was always a great collection of people on shore of whom Lafitte the younger had command," one privateer observed.3 Mariner William Godfrey agreed, reporting, "There were two persons named Lafitte who appeared to command the people on shore, the chief command being in the youngest person of that name."4
Yet Gambi also had influence.5 To some it appeared that Jean Laffite and Gambi shared control of the operation, while others thought Gambi was Jean's second-in-command.6 Some privateersmen acknowledged Laffites primacy by referring to him as "the Governor," while others used sailors' convention in calling him "the old man."7 Many merely addressed him by the nickname "Fita."8 Jean exercised some executive powers such as issuing and signing passports into and out of Barataria for visiting merchants and traders from New Orleans.9 He also imposed at least a few laws that he and Pierre conceived for all to observe. While the Laffites were in the business of selling illegal African slaves, they discouraged harboring runaway slaves. That was a legal offense that no real or pretended privateering commission could excuse, and only promised to alienate their planter customers. When Jean found a runaway in the Dorada's crew, or in the crew of a vessel belonging to Gambi or another privateer, he arrested the black for return to its owner.10 One story survived for years claiming that Gambi and some of his men felt aggrieved that Laffite rather than he commanded, and that Jean only cemented his control when he shot one of Gambi's followers for disobeying orders. 11 The story may have had a grain of truth, for Gambi's own vicious nature was well enough known, one Spanish agent warning Apodaca that Gambi was "the cruelest and greatest assassin among all the pirates."12 Some recalled Jean's rule as being absolute, and the punishment he imposed on rule breakers severe, but none of it seemed unjust. Most of all, in an enterprise of independent, unruly, quarrelsome, and basically criminal men, he kept order.13
The smuggler community extended to perhaps forty huts and makeshift houses, most poorly constructed with simple roofs of thatched palmetto fronds. It was a fluid population, consisting primarily of the crews of privateers then in port, their occasional prisoners from prizes, and the visiting buyers from New Orleans. The only long-term residents were a handful of Laffite employees, for few employees were needed. The corsair crews did the work of off-loading cargoes, and often helped run the pirogues into the interior, from which they returned with provisions for the next cruise. A few vendors may have provided outlets for the crewmen to spend their shares, but stories that reached the outside of a thriving commercial community with billiard halls and the like were pure exaggeration. Life on Grand Isle was temporary and rude, of the sort men could create for themselves anywhere they stopped for a few days. Only the Laffites lived in an actual house, at the eastern end of the island overlooking the pass into the bay.
The island had a few permanent residents—a Mr. Dugas, for one, and François Rigaud, who owned some of its land—and their relations with the privateers were excellent, neither interfering with the other.14 The privateers erected log signal towers in order to communicate with vessels seeking entry into the bay, and the Laffites built one or more warehouses for storing goods prior to auction. 15 Despite exaggerated reports of forts and artillery to protect the pass, they built none, though it is possible that they ran La Diligent aground to use as defensive battery, as was reported.16
Few had any illusion about the contents of the warehouses. Daniel McMullin spent enough time on Grand Isle to satisfy himself that summer that "Lafitte Vincent & all the others concerned with them were plunderers & smugglers."17 James Hoskins agreed that "they all appeared to this deponent to be robbers & smugglers," and John Oliver, who came to take passage aboard La Misere, frankly admitted afterward in remarkably similar language, that "Lafitte, Gambio & their associates appeared to be sea robbers & plunderers."
"There was a great concourse of people at Grand Terre, sometimes as many as twelve hundred, buying, and selling prize Goods brought in, and supplies procured from New Orleans," one sailor found that summer. Less exaggerated eyewitness accounts put the number at a steady three hundred or four hundred people.18 When Laffite goods were seized en route to market by agents such as Gilbert, or confiscated from cache houses in New Orleans, the smugglers simply established other "warehouses" in the city's environs.19 People in New Orleans suspected that the customs agents did not want to put the Laffites out of business, for the agents were making too much money from their shares of the proceeds on the confiscated goods they seized.20
Yet it was not all this enterprise that ultimately triggered the decline in Baratarian fortunes, but the old 1813 misdemeanor charge for violation of the revenue laws. Both Laffites were known to visit the city by night or in disguise for business and pleasure. Certainly Pierre paid conjugal visits to Marie at the house on Dumaine that she bought in April. Almost certainly he bought it for her, though it was in her name and he was not present for the transaction for obvious reasons. 21 Jean, too, was seen in the city enough that citizens came to refer to him as "Gentleman Lafitte" to differentiate him from the better known yet rough-hewn and now partly impaired Pierre.22 Most likely too many successful visits probably bred complacence—for on July 8 word of Pierre being in town reached the wrong ears. Almost at once Hall's court issued an order for his arrest on bail of $12,514.52 as a result of the outstanding judgment from the year before. The United States marshal acted swiftly, probably taking Pierre unawares at home. When Pierre could not post the bail immediately, he was locked in the city jail behind the Cabildo, the old administrative building on the Place d'Arms, and shackled in leg irons, with orders to go before the judge in ten days.23
The reaction was swift. The city press exulted, "ANOTHER EMPEROR FALLEN," ran one headline, comparing Pierre to the exiled Napoleon at Elba. Now a cell confined the man they dubbed "Emperor of Baratraria [sic], King of the smugglers." Jean's primacy among the privateers at Grand Isle was not so well known in New Orleans,24 where Pierre had been the public face of the brothers' enterprise. Spaniards in town felt equally exultant. "The infamous and mean Pirate Lafitte," Mateo Gonzalez Manrique reported to Apodaca, "has been arrested and jailed for the enormous crimes, offenses and other complaints against him."25 Pierre sat confined in a narrow and windowless ground-floor cell of the three-story calabozo, the door locked from the outside by a swing bolt.
Perceptive observers recognized that the old judgment and Pierre's failure to appear in court were merely pretext for getting him in jail when the opportunity presented itself. The real reason for Pierre's arrest was the death of John Stout, for which no indictment had been forthcoming for want of proof of who pulled the trigger. Manrique acknowledged this to Apodaca. "We do not ignore that the main complaint which caused his arrest and jail, is the American's spent blood, when firing against them," he reported. 26 From the Spaniards' viewpoint, it would have been much better had Laffite been arrested for violations of neutrality, which would have shown some acknowledgment by the Americans of Spanish rights. But an arrest was an arrest.
Moreover, the court now had witnesses who were willing to talk about what they had seen and done on Grand Isle and Cat Island. Since the indictment of Joachim in April, more had come forward, and to bring a serious indictment against Pierre and a number of others the authorities had merely to hold Laffite behind bars long enough for a grand jury to hear testimony. With ironclad evidence of not merely revenue violations, but outright piracy, the court could strike at the heart of the smugglers' enterprise, and perhaps get a conviction serious enough to make Pierre pay for Stout's death, even if they could not indict him for the crime.
On July 18 the federal court empanelled a new grand jury, with Paul Lanusse as chairman. This did not bode well for Pierre, for Lanusse still had pending a civil case against Pierre for his interest in the goods taken from the first prize captured by the Dorada the year before. Moreover, Lanusse had unsuccessfully attempted to gain a legitimate privateering commission from the government for his vessel the Cora, and thus had cause to resent unlawful corsairs such as the Laffites.27 He was a onetime president of the chamber of commerce, and a current director of the Bank of Louisiana and a leading merchant, and his business suffered proportionately from the unfair competition of the Laffites' contraband. Pierre could hardly expect leniency from Lanusse or a grand jury under his authority.28
The court told the grand jury that district attorney Grymes had no presentments for indictment in hand for them to consider, but went on to open the door for them to initiate presentments for possible indictments if they so chose. It was an invitation to bypass Grymes, who may have been perceived as too friendly toward the corsairs. Lanusse's jury retired, obviously prepared for this, and heard testimony from Whiteman and two others, then returned and offered its first preliminary presentment, a charge against "a certain Pierre Lafite now detained in the prison of this City, as a pirate Sc a notorious Smuggler."29 By mentioning piracy they were saddling Pierre with a serious federal charge. The only good news was that in spite of long-standing custom in the world, piracy was not a capital crime under federal jurisdiction—though that could change at any minute with Washington's increasing awareness of the problem.
Two days later the jury heard more testimony and returned a formal presentment against Pierre "for having knowingly & wittingly aided & assisted, procured, commanded, counselled & advised ... acts of piracy & robbery upon the high seas ... and for having received & repeatedly introduced goods, wares & merchandise arising from such piratical captures into this District."30 A week later the grand jury issued to the court a general statement making it clear that its action against Pierre was only the first shot of a battle it would wage against the Laffite establishment. It began by decrying the "piracy Sc smuggling so long established Sc so systematically practiced by many of the inhabitants of this state." The indulgence of the smugglers and privateers undermined local credit, injured the honest fair trader, drained the country of hard currency in wartime, and corrupted the morals of their citizens. Finally, the jury said, it "stamped disgrace on our state." The jury called on the public to suppress the illicit trade by "pointed disapprobation of every individual who may be concerned." Condemning "the feeble efforts that have been made by those whose immediate duty it was to correct the evil," the jury stopped short of questioning the motives of Governor Claiborne or United States revenue and military authorities, but did charge that had they used the full means available to them the criminals would have been stopped long since.31
Seeing the temper of the grand jury, Pierre's friends, probably managed by Jean, began efforts to get him out of jail. Posting the $12,514.52 would have posed no problem for them, but that covered only the original arresting charge. The court had not set bail on the new charges, and would not, for it knew the Laffites' history of jumping bail. The Laffites' lawyer at the moment was Louis Marie Elisabeth Moreau Lislet, a French refugee from San Domingue and former judge of Orleans Parish.32 On August 6 he filed an "ex Parte Pierre Lafitte" argument before the court, basing the plea for bail on a presumed recurrence of Laffites physical disability that made incarceration an intolerable hardship for him. Two days later Moreau brought in Dr. J. B. Trabue of Bourbon Street, who had probably treated Pierre for his symptoms in the past, and he testified on behalf of Pierre's medical plea.33
But Lanusse had been prepared for this and engaged two independent physicians to examine Pierre in his cell. On August 10 the jury received their written statement and testimony. They confirmed that at some time in the past Pierre had suffered a seizure or stroke, and was subject to intermittent fits of palsy and shaking on his left side. However, they found him entirely free of symptoms suggesting a relapse, and stated that his only apparent problem was depression, no doubt the result of the situation of the moment. Consequently, they saw no reason to recommend releasing him on bail or for removing the manacles "which have been applied as a means of security." Occasional exercise outside his cell was all he needed.34 The next day the jury denied bail.35 They would take no chances with Pierre Laffite.
Meanwhile the seriousness of the jury's intent became evident. Two days earlier the jury had indicted a privateer variously called Johanness or Johnny on a charge of piracy for his first prize taken while working for the Laffites, and with him "a certain Peter Lafite of the city of New Orleans, mariner" in that he "knowingly & willingly did assist, procure, command, counsel & advise the said Johanness the said Robbery piracy and felony to do & commit." Also cited in the indictment was Jannet for the capture in February 1813 of the ship owned by Julian Ybarra and loaded with copper and coin, a matter on which Lanusse still sought restitution from Pierre. The specification listed thirteen others as codefendants, including Gambi, Lamé- son, and both Laffites. 36
From the moment he heard of Pierre's arrest, his brother's safety became Jean Laffite's first concern. With bail out of the question, however, Jean found his options limited. In ordinary times his friends might have stormed the jail and taken Pierre to safety, and this was still an option, but with a growing military presence in New Orleans thanks to the war, such a move carried risks. Jean first tried a far subtler approach that revealed his sure grasp of the social and political situation in New Orleans. He went to the press.
Some in the city believed that the Laffites, especially Pierre, enjoyed close relations with newspapermen, such as Hilaire Leclerc, a San Domingue refugee and ardent supporter of Napoleon who published and edited L'Ami des Lois?37 In this paper's pages sometimes appeared parodies defending the smugglers in the wake of public proclamations, and rumor said that Pierre Laffite was their author.38 Another refugee editor was Joseph C. de St. Romes, who published the Courier de la Louisiane. However, Jean decided to contact David McKeehan, the new owner and publisher of the Louisiana Gazette and New-Orleans Advertiser. It was a perceptive choice. As the names of their papers suggested, St. Romes and Leclerc published primarily for the Creole and refugee community, though each issue carried texts in both French and English. The Gazette, however, appeared only in English and was clearly aimed at the American population.
In a court run by Hall and Grymes, in a state run by Claiborne, and with a grand jury that had several American members as well as French, civil and legal power belonged to the Americans. Moreover, the French community was already sympathetic to the Laffites and their enterprise; it was the Americans whose favor Laffite needed to win. 39
A week after the indictments Jean Laffite wrote a letter to McKeehan. He wrote it in English, which presented a challenge, since even his written French was ungrammatical. Writing had always been Pierre's realm. "I am not accustomed to write for public eyes, nor well acquainted with the English language," Jean confessed, asking the editor to correct his text where necessary "and publish it for the benefit of our worthy friends." Then, rather than addressing the subject of Pierre, he aimed his words directly at the self-interest of New Orleans' consumers and at some of the allegations in the recent grand jury statement.
"It is the duty of every good man to prevent monopoly, as far as in his power," he opened, and therefore he begged to inform the public that "several rich prizes have lately been brought to Grand Isle (vulgarly called Barrataria) by the remains of my uncles faithful band of loyal subjects," a reference to the Frenchmen among the privateers whom Laffite now tried to link to Napoleon, though few if any of them had served the emperor. In a veiled barb at Lanusse, he went on to say that "a certain class of monopolizing gentry in and near this city" had tried to keep the arrival of the prizes a secret from the public, while themselves going to Grand Isle in search of bargains. "Now, sir," he continued, "as the public ought to generally share the profits of this advantageous trade, I have thought proper thus to address you." He emphasized that specie was not the only currency accepted at his auctions. "Bank note money of the Banks of New Orleans will be received for goods sold," he added, in spite of the "blind and stupid opinion of the late Grand Jury of this city, who stated that our trade contributed to drain the country of its specie." Exactly the opposite was the truth, he said. "We deal in specie instead of carrying it away."
Laffite could not close without impishly adding a suggestion. "Would it not be pro bono" he asked, "to establish a press in the Empire of Barrataria?" That way the public could regularly be informed of the latest arrivals and sales. He finished by signing himself "Napoleon, Junior." McKeehan published Jean's letter on August 18, but there seems to have been no immediate reaction or repercussion, nor would Jean have expected any.40 His best hope in writing the letter was to sway public opinion, his missive's none too subtle subtext being that if Pierre were convicted and Barataria broken up, everyone would be the poorer for paying more for their imported goods thereafter. Favorable opinion might make it difficult to assemble a jury that would convict, buying Jean some time to arrange to break his brother out of jail if necessary and move on, for Jean Laffite had come to the conclusion that his Barataria operation was finished.
The authorities in New Orleans were becoming too aggressive, with the American naval and military establishment increasingly a threat. Only the distraction of the war with Britain kept them from being even more vigilant. Business with New Orleans had been good, and could continue to be so even if the Laffites left Louisiana. Indeed, an affiliation with the new Mexican revolutionaries could give them genuine corsair commissions, and allow them a Mexican coastal base outside the reach of American interference. A court of admiralty there could condemn and clear for sale whatever their ships brought in, and then the Laffites and their brethren would be free to transport their goods to New Orleans and trade on the open market. Even if they paid customs duties, they could undersell the city's merchants since they would have paid nothing for the goods. Or Jean may have considered simply establishing a market on the Texas side of the Sabine River and inducing Louisiana buyers to come to sales there, meaning he and his associates could avoid American waters altogether. The Laffites had been planning since April to establish a new base outside the United States, and even now Jean daily expected the return of Humbert and Dominique with news, and perhaps money and a Mexican rebel commitment of cooperation. Pierre might not go to trial for months as the court gathered more evidence. Thus, though he felt concern for his brother's physical condition, Jean had time, or so he thought.
While he may have gone close to New Orleans to contact McKeehan and arrange for publication of his letter, as well as to orchestrate attempts to get bail set for Pierre, by late August Jean was back at Grand Isle assessing what he needed to do for the pending relocation, and waiting for Humbert.41 By September 2 Humbert and Dominique had returned, and with them Anaya and Pedroza. But as interesting as the news they brought with them was, almost immediately another sail showed on the horizon, introducing an entirely new dimension to the decisions facing Laffite.42 On September 3 at about 10 o'clock in the morning, a strange warship appeared outside the pass between Grand Terre and Grand Isle. The warship sent a few shots at a ship heading for the pass into the bay. The smaller vessel ran aground and shortly the warship dropped anchor inside the pass, leaving Jean uncertain of its intent. He decided to find out for himself.43
Laffite could see the vessel from his rude house on the eastern end of the island.44 He put out in a pirogue pulled by four oarsmen and rowed toward the mysterious vessel.45 At the same time, about noon, a pinnace showing a white flag of truce was lowered from the vessel, which began rowing toward Laffite.46 Soon he recognized the British naval pennant flying from the pinnace, and while he might have been inclined to rush back to shore, the boat was too close by now for him to get away.47 When they came abreast, Captain Nicholas Lockyer identified himself as commander of the HMS Sophie and asked to be introduced to Laffite. Jean remained wary, and did not identify himself. Lockyer asked if Laffite were ashore, and Jean said that he was not certain but believed that he was. 48 At that Lockyer handed him a packet addressed "To Mr. Lafitte—Barataria," and asked him to deliver it.
Instead, Laffite persuaded Lockyer to row back to Grand Isle with him to present the packet in person. Moments before they reached the shore Laffite finally identified himself. By this time two hundred or more privateers had gathered to see what was going on, and Laffite advised Lockyer not to say anything of his reasons for coming. British warships had fired on some of these men during the past year, and though they were largely outlaws, the island's predominantly French population had no love for Britain. This was made clear when the two boats landed amid an uproar, as some of the mob wanted revenge while others demanded that the visitors be arrested and taken to New Orleans as spies. Laffite calmed the mob, telling the privateer captains present to tell their men that he needed to cajole the British officers in order to learn their intentions, and perhaps find out the names of their spies in New Orleans.49 Then he took Lockyer by the hand and conducted the officers away from the milling crowd to his house, thinking that both they and the secrets of his establishment would be safer with them there.50
Laffite later claimed that even before he opened it, he thought the packet might contain important information. This was a reasonable enough assumption, for he could hardly be unaware that the British had been paying some attention to what happened at Grand Isle. English merchants on Jamaica had protested the refugee corsairs from Cuba and San Domingue sailing under their real and imaginary papers from Cartagena.51 And as Britain tried to pull Spain from the French yoke and make it an ally, corsairs preying on Spanish merchant trade and the filibustering adventures were equally unwelcome.52 In July the Spanish foreign minister asked the British foreign secretary Lord Castlereagh to have British ships in the Gulf destroy the nest of pirates to protect the navigation of the three allied nations, Britain, Spain, and Portugal. 53 Spain also asked England to blockade Cartagena to help interdict the privateer trade.54 By the end of 1813 Spain complained of "continual depredations" in the Caribbean by pirates, some of them taking shelter in English colonies.55
Britain soon came to view the Baratarians from another vantage, however, suspecting that for the moment they might be useful. As early as March 1813 British spies had a copy of General Wilkinson's earlier report on the state of defenses on the lower Mississippi, and deduced from it that the Baratarían fleet could be invaluable in blockading New Orleans.56 The past June Captain Hugh Pigot of HMS Orpheus, then off Florida trying to convince Indian tribes to assist the British, and even then arming them for the anticipated attack on New Orleans, received intelligence suggesting that the Baratarians "would cheerfully assist in any operations against the Americans if afterward protected by Great Britain." He believed there were eight hundred of them, "Pirates to all Nations," and that New Orleans lived in fear of them.57 Pigot and others got exaggerated reports that the Laffites had a fort on Grand Terre and more than a dozen cannon emplaced for defense, an echo of the report on La Diligent's final employment.58 Thus there could be good cause in approaching the Laffites.
While he later claimed that he first suspected that Lockyer's packet might be of use to the United States, it is more likely that Laffite's initial instinct was that it might be useful to himself. He opened it and found inside four documents.59 The first was a copy of a proclamation dated August 29, issued by Lieutenant Colonel Edward Nicholls, then commanding British land forces operating in and off Florida. In it he exhorted Louisianans to assist in liberating themselves from "a faithless, imbecile Government," calling especially on the Spaniards, Frenchmen, Italians, and British in the area to abolish "the American usurpation in this country." If they rose to his standard, he promised help from the numerous Indians under his command, well armed and trained and commanded by British officers, and the backing of squadrons of British and Spanish ships. Men coming to his aid need have no fear of onerous taxes to carry on an unjust war, and British arms would protect their property and laws. As for the Indians, they were pledged not to harm friends, for "these Brave red men only burn with an ardent desire of satisfaction, for the wrongs they have suffered, to join you in liberating these Southern Provinces from their Yoke, and drive them into those limits formerly prescribed by my Sovereign."60
Next was a letter from Nicholls addressed directly to "Monsieur Lafite or the Commandant at Barataria." Written three days earlier from Nicholls's headquarters in Pensacola, it called on Laffite "with your Brave followers to enter into the service of Great Britain." In return, Nicholls promised that Laffite would be given the rank of captain in the army, and that after a British victory in the war Laffite and his men would receive generous grants of land. He also guaranteed the security of their persons and property, presumably against retaliation for acts against British shipping, asking only that they immediately cease taking British and Spanish merchantmen. Instead, the Baratarían fleet would be turned over to the command of the naval commodore in the Gulf, Captain William H. Percy. In short, Laffite and his men must become soldiers and abandon their maritime endeavors completely.
Nicholls also asked that Laffite circulate his proclamation. "Be expeditious in your resolves," he said, enjoining Laffite to make his decision quickly. "You may be a useful assistant to me." Nicholls hinted that he expected soon to mount a serious threat to Louisiana, which to date had seen little of the British other than blockades off the Mississippi. Nicholls's reference to a substantial soldier reinforcement on the way, however, could only mean land operations, and of course the only target on the mainland in Louisiana would be New Orleans. 61
Laffite also found a letter from Captain Percy directing Lockyer to sail his ship to Barataria to contact Laffite, and substantially reiterating Nicholls's terms, though Percy emphasized that the land bounty would come from "His Majestys colonies in America." Percy, at least, did not expect the United States to survive as a nation. If the Baratarians declined to join in the coming offensive against the Americans, Percy suggested that they be urged to remain neutral and cease their preying on Spanish shipping. If Laffite agreed, Percy ordered Lockyer to coordinate their efforts in annoying the enemy and made it clear that he wanted the Baratarian fleet to join with his own for an attack on Mobile.62
The fourth document was a letter from Percy to Laffite, dated the previous day. In it Percy revealed a rather less accommodating spirit, and more of the traditional attitude of professional naval officers toward pirates and privateers. Having heard that Laffite had taken and sold British merchantmen, he demanded immediate restitution, and informed Laffite that, should he refuse, Lockyer had orders "to destroy, to his utmost every vessel there, as well as to carry destruction over the whole place," adding that he would give Lockyer all the additional force he might need to do the job. "I trust at the same time that the Inhabitants of Barataria consulting their own interest, will not make it necessary to proceed to such Extremities," he went on to say. They had now the choice of "a war instantly Destructive to them," or cooperation that would only be to their gain. Percy would pay them for their vessels, and any of the privateers who wished to enlist in His Majesty's military or naval forces would be welcomed. If any of them were British subjects, he promised pardon for their offenses against the Crown as soon as they enlisted.63
As Laffite read the papers, Lockyer elaborated on their intent, emphatically urging Laffite not to let this opportunity escape him. If he did, said Lockyer, he would regret it.64 Laffite asked for a few days to consider and consult with his associates, but Lockyer pressed him, arguing that there should be no need for time to think, as the offer was too good. France and Britain were friends again, and so Frenchmen like Laffite should side with the British. Laffite was an outlaw in America and at this very moment his brother was in jail, quite possibly with the gallows awaiting.65 Laffite would get ahead in the British service, even win promotion perhaps.66 Lockyer also suggested that Nicholls wanted permission to land troops at Grand Isle, using it as a base for a campaign against New Orleans, to which Laffite replied that though he was a smuggler, he "did not intend to fight against the Americans."67 He refused to be pushed, committing himself only to providing an answer in a few days.
Jean then raised a pretext to leave his house for a short time. Once he was gone, some of the men outside reassembled, rushed in, arrested Lockyer and a marine officer with him, and took them to a cell used for keeping rule breakers and perhaps Spanish prisoners from prizes. According to Lockyer, the men threatened and insulted him, then took from him the papers he had brought and tore them up in front of his face—though they must have been copies as Laffite had the originals in hand.68 John Oliver heard Dominique, feeling vengeful over the British crippling of the Tigre, say he wanted to take the British ship.69 A few called for Lockyer to be hanged—which must have galled him, since the captain was known for his kind and attentive treatment of prisoners who fell into his hands.70
Somehow Lockyer sent an appeal to Laffite, but Jean could see the temper of his men. He had prevailed over them at the waterline, but now they had ignored his wishes and were clearly in a mood to challenge his authority, even mutiny, if he interfered. Better not to create a situation that could compromise his future sway over them, he concluded, but to wait until he found them more manageable. Consequently, Laffite did not acknowledge that the Englishmen had been arrested, and sent Lockyer's pinnace back to the Sophie with instructions to return in the morning.71
Laffite spent the balance of the daylight hours at other tasks as if nothing had happened, and that evening met with the leaders of the disaffected men. Speaking as if Lockyer had not been taken, he reminded them that if the officers were harmed, the Baratarians would all be liable to reprisals when they crossed paths with British vessels at sea. Moreover, they would forfeit the chance to learn British intentions and perhaps identify England's spies and collaborators in Louisiana. Laffite left the men to consider what best served their interests, and left Lockyer to spend a very uncomfortable night.
The next morning, September 4, when the British pinnace returned, the mob arrested its crew as well, and threatened to send them to New Orleans as spies. But as Laffite expected, the unruly men then had what Lockyer described as "a sudden change of mind," and they released the officers.72 Seizing the moment, Laffite immediately walked Lockyer and the others to their pinnace and saw them off. Within the hour the Sophie weighed anchor and stood out of the pass and back into the Gulf, there to await a reply.73
That afternoon Laffite drafted a letter that he sent to Lockyer, first apologizing for the treatment of the visitors. As for the British offer, he told Lockyer that "indeed, at present, I cannot give you the satisfaction you wish." However, if the British could give him fifteen days, thereafter "I will be entirely at your service." He needed the time to reestablish his control over the men by dealing with three of the ringleaders in the near mutiny, who would be leaving Grand Isle in little more than a week. One of the three, who may have been Dominique, he said would be going to New Orleans, as indeed Dominique did that day, along with Humbert and the rest. Jean needed the second week to get his affairs in order, but he was essentially accepting the British offer, and with a little flattery thrown in. "You have inspired me with more confidence than perhaps the admiral, your superior, would have done," he told Lockyer. "Therefore it is with you that I would treat; and from you I shall claim, in my term, those services which I may now render you, at proper time and place." Meanwhile Lockyer could communicate with him by sending messages to his house overlooking the pass. 74
Beyond question Jean had no intention of keeping this bargain. He was buying time to consider a complicated situation. In itself, the British proposal offered him nothing, and even that predicated on American defeat in the war. The pay that the British offered for service as an army captain was scarcely a fraction of what he made from a single good prize. He would be paid for his vessels, but would thereby be out of a frequently lucrative profession. A land bounty was no use to him. He certainly did not intend to become a planter, and he could not sell the land for much as land was cheap just then and could be obtained from the government for almost nothing. Most of all, the Baratarían enterprise would be out of business.
Laffite already knew that no matter which side won, American or British, his operation within the United States was doomed. This is what made Dominique's coincidental arrival with Humbert, Anaya, and Pedroza so fortuitous, troublesome though Youx might have been with Lockyer. Before they went on to New Orleans, probably within hours of Laffite's letter to Lockyer, Anaya informed Laffite of his new commission as agent, which Jean could not know had little or no validity. Anaya said that soon under the authority of the Mexican congress he would provide privateering commissions for the Baratarían captains, meaning that for perhaps the first time Laffite ships could sail under legitimate papers. He would start work on it as soon as he reached New Orleans and contacted those backers still willing to support Humbert. 75 The old Tampico plan would be on again, and this time legitimized by the Mexican insurgency. It needed only a little time, yet another reason for Laffite to stall Lockyer for a fortnight.
Jean also needed to bargain some delay from the Americans, and the Britons' approach could serve a purpose. If he turned Lockyer's papers and what he had learned in conversation with the British captain over to authorities in New Orleans, he might win favor, if only temporarily. Laffite surely knew from his informants in the city that Patterson was preparing an expedition to destroy the Baratarian establishment. Anything that delayed this would give him more time to prepare the shift of base to the Mexican coast. The Laffites remained almost entirely silent as to their sympathies in the current war. Certainly they felt no patriotic affection for the United States sufficient to make them obey its laws. Yet like most of French blood, they felt an ancestral enmity for Britain. The Baratarians included many men who had fought against the British on Santiago and Baracoa prior to 1809.76 While most of the brothers' personal and business associates in New Orleans were Frenchmen, they enjoyed good relations with some Americans as well. From a purely pragmatic viewpoint, there was still a hungry market for slaves in the United States, while Britain had outlawed the slave trade in its colonies in 1807 and was considering complete abolition throughout the empire—which would not bode well for Laffite business. Thus, even if self-exiled from their adopted home, the Laffites had a strong self-interest in American victory.
All things considered, the scale tipped toward informing authorities in New Orleans of the British visit. The choice of whom to approach may not have been difficult. Claiborne or Flournoy would have been the most logical, but Laffite might not expect either to credit something coming from him. He must contact someone who had their ear, and the name that came to mind was Jean Blanque. An immigrant to New Orleans in 1803, the same year Pierre arrived, Blanque was a merchant, onetime slave dealer, and banker who had held successive offices in the territorial government, and at the moment sat in the legislature then in session in New Orleans. Blanque was also an investor in more than one privateer, which likely led to an acquaintance with the Laffites. A few months later a Creole planter would frankly state that "Blanque is regarded as one of the persons financially interested in the piracies of Barataria, which he openly protects." He had also recently been admitted to practice before the federal district court, which might prove useful. 77 It helped, of course, that Blanque was bilingual, and thus Laffite could communicate precisely with him and leave it to Blanque to translate his communications for the Americans.
Almost immediately after sending Lockyer his temporizing letter, Laffite addressed a letter to Blanque. "Though proscribed by my adoptive country," he claimed, he wrote to prove his loyalty and to demonstrate that "she has never ceased to be dear to me." Informing Blanque of Lockyer's visit, he enclosed the documents handed him by Lockyer. "You will see from their contents the advantages I might have derived from that kind of association," he pointed out, then went on to declare, somewhat tongue in cheek, that "I may have evaded the payment of duties to the custom house; but I have never ceased to be a good citizen; and all the offence I have committed, I was forced to by certain vices in our laws." Warming to hyperbole, he declared that he was making Blanque "the depository of the secret on which perhaps depends the tranquility of our country." Then, having called attention to his patriotism and the importance of his action, he protested that he would be content to let both speak for themselves.
A second motive for turning the documents over to the Americans emerged. "Our enemies have endeavored to work on me by a motive which few men would have resisted," he said. "They represented to me a brother in irons, a brother who is to me very dear! Whose deliverer I might become." Laffite expressed the hope that in providing this information to the Americans, he might gain Pierre's release. "Well persuaded of his innocence, I am free from apprehension as to the issue of a trial," Jean averred, "but he is sick and not in a place where he can receive the assistance his state requires." In the "name of humanity," Jean asked Blanque to use his influence to free Pierre, resorting to the same type of flattery he used on Lockyer when he added that he thought Blanque to be "a just man, a true American, endowed with all other qualities that are honored in society." Laffite lied outright when he told Blanque that he had refused Nicholls's offer, though of course he had lied to Lockyer when he indicated that he would accept. He told Blanque that he had asked for fifteen days to settle his plans, and expected that the grace period would be granted.78 He sent the letter and accompanying documents to New Orleans by the fastest means, possibly unaware that unfolding events would negate his proposal before Blanque learned of it.
That night a person or persons unknown crept into the courtyard behind the Cabildo and stopped outside Pierre Laffite's cell. They swung open the bolt that locked the door from the outside and in a matter of seconds Pierre walked out a free man. Not content with this, he and his rescuers released three slave men being held in another cell and stole off into the night to begin the journey to Barataria, though not before Pierre sent a message of his own to Jean Blanque, who may well have assisted the escape.79 When the cells were found empty the next morning, an immediate outcry arose. Few had any doubts as to who had managed the escape. McKeehan took it for granted that smugglers had done the deed, remarking that the jail was well situated for such a clandestine action, being behind the Cabildo and out of sight from the Place d'Arms or the city streets. Indeed, he had predicted when Pierre was arrested months before that someone would break him out whenever the time came that Pierre felt genuinely threatened by the charges against him. 80
The jailbreak was embarrassing for Sheriff J. H. Holland, especially when the press implied that he had connived in the breakout. McKeehan commented rather pointedly that Laffite "is said to have broken and escaped from prison?—!!!" though he later apologized for the innuendo.81 Still the editor thought "it is not a very pleasant joke on the jailor" to post a mere $1,000 reward for retaking "such a man as this." He regarded the reward offer as nothing but a mockery, and assumed it was done for form's sake rather than from an expectation that anyone would bring Pierre in. It was all part and parcel of the defective way the laws were enforced and justice administered in Louisiana, he complained.82
Spaniards in town had little doubt, too, that Laffite's confederates had freed him. When the break was discovered, Morphy immediately wrote of it to Apodaca, indication that they regarded Laffite as an important component in the filibustering enemy facing them. "With the aid of his companions, [he] was able to climb the walls of the jail and escape," Morphy explained. "It is not rare that this happened, because unfortunately in this city are many individuals involved in the pirate acts he committed and therefore many are interested in saving him at all costs, in order to avoid being discovered." In short, Morphy believed it was city merchants who got Pierre out of jail.83 He may have been right. Even if Jean had plans for getting his brother out, he was not likely behind this break, or he would hardly have bothered to ask Blanque for his assistance. So far as the Spaniards were concerned, the how and who of Pierre's escape were immaterial, for now, "even with all his offenses and enormous crimes," Manrique complained to Apodaca, "he is already walking and free to get back to his horrific practices as he is the meanest of all pirates." 84
While Pierre was making his way to Grand Isle, and surely before word that he was at large arrived ahead of him, Jean Laffite received information that he thought might be useful in his bargain with Blanque. Somehow he came into possession of a letter from Havana, written August 8 to a recipient in Pensacola, probably taken on a prize brought in on September 6 or 7. The letter contained some details of a British expedition bent on taking Mobile, but told little that Laffite—and now Blanque—did not know from Lockyer's papers. However, the letter went on to say that after taking Mobile, Nicholls intended to push for New Orleans, and place forces at Plaquemine to isolate the Mississippi from the Gulf85
On September 7 Laffite enclosed the letter in another missive to Blanque, noting that Lockyer's ship still sat at anchor in sight from his house, and was now joined by two others. Jean had held no further communication with Lockyer, waiting for instructions from Blanque.86 "We have hitherto kept on a respectable defensive," Laffite added, but then dropped the hint that "if, however, the British attach to the possession of this place, the importance they give us room to suspect they do, they may employ means above our strength." If the British warships were there to carry out Percy's threat to destroy Barataria if Laffite refused to aid them, as Jean suggested, then the enemy would have a foothold at the back door to New Orleans. This being the case, Jean suspected that Claiborne and the military might now be very receptive to receiving intelligence from him, even at the cost of a favor to Pierre.87 Then, perhaps within hours of writing to Blanque, Laffite saw the Sophie and the other vessels raise anchor and sail out of sight. Lockyer had gotten tired of waiting, though Jean could not know whether this meant a reprieve from danger, or that Lockyer was going to inform Percy that Laffite was playing with them and it was time to attack. 88
By this time Blanque had received Jean's first package, and by his own account he thought this a "strange communication" from Laffite. After he read the documents he immediately determined to turn them over to Claiborne.89 Meanwhile he sent a verbal message back via Laffite's courier, a Mr. Rancher, telling Jean to remain calm and do nothing until he heard more from Blanque or from the governor.90 Blanque's response probably took two or three days to reach Grand Isle, meaning it arrived on or about September 10. But the perfunctory message would have been far overshadowed when a pirogue came down the bay that day and Pierre Laffite stepped ashore and into his brother's arms.
It required but a few minutes for Jean to inform his brother of the past week's events. Both quick thinkers, they now dealt with the shift in circumstances caused by Pierre's escape. Jean's requests from Blanque were now moot, of course. In effect, they had given the authorities information for nothing. The information was of little value, for there was nothing in the Lockyer papers not already known in New Orleans, but now they had nothing with which to bargain. Meanwhile Percy might send a force to destroy Barataria at any time in the next few weeks, and they could not ignore the rumors coming out of New Orleans that Patterson was preparing to do the same thing. They needed time, and Pierre came up with a new carrot to dangle before Claiborne and the American authorities.
The Baratarians would offer to defend Barataria against a British attack if it came, and in return Jean would ask Claiborne for a cessation of the prosecutions against them, which implied a halt to Patterson's intended attack as well. This plan was brilliant in its way, for the governor was not necessarily to know that in effect the Laffites were offering nothing. Jean already accepted, and as much as admitted to Blanque, that he could not defend Barataria against a British attack. He had several privateers in the harbor and three hundred to five hundred men at any given time, but this was no match for English warships. But of course the British might not come. If they did not, then he would have forestalled Patterson's attack at no expense to himself, and he could still leave for the Mexican coast when ready. If the British did come, he could try to stop an attack by sending out word accepting their terms, which he had conditionally accepted already. In the worst case, if the British proved intractable, he could simply evacuate earlier than he intended and move to the Calcasieu or the Sabine.
Pierre wrote a letter to Claiborne the same day, and once more resorted to flattery, telling Claiborne that he had been elected governor thanks to his merit and the esteem of the people. Then he portentously broached a matter "on which may depend the safety of this country." Offering to restore to Louisiana "several citizens, who perhaps in your eyes have lost that sacred title," he proffered the Baratarians "such as you could wish to find them, ready to exert their utmost efforts in defence of the country." Asserting the strategic importance of his position on Grand Isle, he offered to defend it, asking in return that the current prosecutions and indictments against him and his men be quashed, and that a general pardon be granted for all they had done in the past.
"I am the stray sheep, wishing to return to the sheepfold," he went on. "If you were thoroughly acquainted with my offences, I should appear to you much less guilty." He had never sailed under any flag except Cartagena's, he protested, adding disingenuously that "my vessels are perfectly regular in that respect." Indeed, he would have brought his prizes into New Orleans if he could have, since they were lawful, but he stopped at that, saying, "I decline saying more on the subject." Should Claiborne refuse his offer, he concluded, "I declare to you that I will instantly leave the country, to avoid the imputation of having co-operated towards an invasion on this point, which cannot fail to take place, and to rest secure in the acquittal of my own conscience." Laffite did not offer to aid in the defense of New Orleans, or to join the American army, or to do any other service where needed, but only to defend Grand Isle. 91 What remained to be seen was whether the shepherd was willing to let these black sheep join his flock.
TEN
The End of Barataria 1814
How speed the outlaws? stand they well prepared,
Their plunder d wealth, and robbers rock, to guard?
Dream they of this our preparation, doom'd
To view with fire their scorpion nest consumed?
GOVERNOR CLAIBORNE had the Laffites on his mind even before the moment, probably the morning of September 7, when Jean Blanque asked for an audience.1 The diplomatic situation created by the privateers had only gotten stickier as General Andrew Jackson sought to defend Mobile and southern Alabama, which were made particularly vulnerable by the Spanish occupation of Pensacola and East Florida. Jackson feared that affronts to Spain's neutrality could make the Spaniards amenable to the British using Florida as a base for an attack on Mobile and, ultimately, New Orleans. Early in July reports conjectured that the British would launch an invasion from Apalachicola.2 At the same time Jackson upbraided Governor Gonzalez Manrique of Florida for allowing the British to land men and guns in their effort to inflame the Indians against the Americans. Manrique countered by noting the "scandalous notoriety" of the United States harboring "the piracies of Lafite and his party, at Barrataria." Their enterprise, he suggested, could be seen as sufficient reason to help the British make war against a nation so indulgent of violations on Spain's commerce.3
Thus Jackson had been delighted when Claiborne informed him of Pierre Laffite s capture, though several weeks elapsed before Jackson wrote to Manrique to declare that "Monsieur Le Fitte, commander of the band of pirates, was arrested some time ago and now is being prosecuted for the enormous crimes, piracies, and complaints which there have been against him." That, he suggested, should be proof enough of American good intentions, and he went on to challenge Manrique for providing a haven for American deserters and English renegades who raided American communities. Manrique was swallowing none of that, however. Advised by his friends in New Orleans, he shot back that Pierre had been arrested for the Stout killing and not for his attacks on Spanish ships, "and that for his piracies and enormous crimes he is now at liberty to return to his honorable occupation, that of the vilest of pirates."4 Meanwhile in New Orleans, Fray Sedella had pressed steadily with Claiborne for legal action to be taken against the Baratarians, though this put him at risk of retaliation from the smugglers, or so he thought.5 The governor, in turn, persistently took his case to the military authorities. In mid-August he wrote to General Jackson that "the Pirates and Smugglers who have so long infested the shores of Barataria ... Are still in force and, in the daily violation of all laws human and divine." His legislature would not authorize the means to deal with the problem, and he begged the United States to do so. Patterson had told him he was disposed to act, and Colonel George Ross of the 44th United States Infantry was in accord.6 By the beginning of September, General Jackson was every bit as anxious as Claiborne, Patterson, and Washington to make an end of the Baratarians.
The growing focus on the Laffite problem was about to produce results. On July 8 Secretary of the Navy William Jones had sent Commodore Patterson a direct order to break up the Grand Isle operation.7 To that end, Jones assigned to him the armed schooner USS Carolina, which arrived in New Orleans in mid-August. Patterson feared that the British naval presence in the Gulf would make it unsafe to take his little fleet on a sortie, but then he learned that enemy warships were moving toward Mobile, and this gave him an opportunity. 8 By the beginning of September Patterson had his expedition ready, expecting it would take no more than a fortnight.9 At the last moment, though, one of his brigs lost a mast, necessitating repair. On September 4 Patterson expected to be able to leave in two days, his anxiety heightened that day by the news of Pierre Laffite's escape from jail.10
The day after Pierre's escape, Claiborne ordered two divisions of state militia to be ready to march and to muster at Baton Rouge October 1. This had little or nothing to do with Barataria, and more with the beginning perceptions that New Orleans might be a British target after Mobile, if not before. But it was amid the flurry of activity among officials in New Orleans that Jean Blanque appeared at Claiborne's quarters asking for an audience.11 When they met, Blanque handed the governor the packet of correspondence he had received from Laffite, and immediately tried to disassociate himself from the Baratarians by protesting curiosity as to why Laffite sent it to him when he had "no acquaintance with Lafite." Still, he told the governor that he knew on reading the documents what he should do with them. Claiborne read the letters in Blanque's presence, and then at Blanque's request returned to him the one addressed from Jean to Blanque, Blanque likely thinking he might need it later to establish that he was only an intermediary.12
Here was a pretty quandary. Commodore Patterson was ready to launch his expedition, and now Jean Laffite confirmed that the British had solicited the Baratarians' assistance. While this could have added urgency to Patterson's enterprise, the governor's understanding from Jean's letter to Blanque was, as he put it, that Laffite felt determined to "take no part with the English."13 Laffite's sending the material to Blanque suggested that if he learned anything more of British intentions, he could be willing to pass it on to Claiborne. Yet Laffite had not explicitly offered aid to the Americans, and the only thing Jean asked for, his brother's release or relief, had been attained with no further need of the deal he proposed. Indeed, Claiborne even thought there was room for doubt that the correspondence proposing the bargain was genuine.
Dealing with the Laffites could have advantages, however, and to discuss what should be done Claiborne that day summoned the informal "Board of Officers," with whom he consulted on matters relating to the defense of Louisiana. The board consisted of Commodore Patterson, Colonel Ross, collector Dubourg, and Major General Jacques Villere, commander of the state militia. Claiborne put the packet of materials before them, along with his views. "Lafitte and his associates might probably be made useful to us," Claiborne said, but he added his doubts about the propriety and wisdom of "using men of such desperate character in any manner." Caught in his indecision, Claiborne confessed some doubts about Patterson's expedition. "I begin to think it would be advisable, for the present, to postpone it," he said.
Patterson disagreed emphatically, and argued that his orders to attack Barataria left him no alternative. Moreover, he confessed his own anxiety to get at them at last.14 Unsaid, though certainly a part of his thinking, was the fact that he and his men would be entitled to share the proceeds of sale of whatever his expedition captured in the way of vessels and merchandise. He stood to profit considerably if his raid were a success. Money mattered to Patterson, who was married to the daughter of George Pollock, director of the New Orleans Branch of the Bank of the United States, and the Orleans Navigation Company. Patterson had already engaged an attorney to represent him in the anticipated prize cases to come.
Ross agreed that the raid had to go on. He, too, would share in any contraband seized. Then the question arose of whether the documents were genuine, or simply a ruse to try to negotiate Pierre Laffite's freedom. 15 Claiborne at first thought them false, as did Patterson, Ross, and Dubourg. Apparently Villere disagreed, however. Later that day Claiborne met with former collector Pierre Duplessis, who had seen Jean's signature before and confirmed that the one on the letter to Lockyer was genuine, which satisfied the governor.16
The weight of the argument to strike Barataria ran against Claiborne. They no longer had Pierre as a guarantee that Jean would honor a bargain, and Jean had not offered anything concrete. Moreover, as Ross pointed out, the letter to Lockyer "shews Lafites acceptation," so for all they knew the smugglers would cooperate with the enemy.17 That decided it. Indeed, if anything, the meeting hastened the launch of the expedition. The next day, September 8, Claiborne wrote to General Jackson, sending him copies of the documents and expressing his own ambivalence, while Ross notified the general that the expedition would be leaving soon.18
Meanwhile the message Blanque had sent to Jean via Rancher may have included a promise that the government would not take action against the Baratarians immediately—though whether that was Claiborne or Blanque speaking is uncertain.19 What little Rancher was able to report upon reaching the island may have prompted Pierre's "stray sheep" letter to Claiborne. When the brothers were together Pierre exercised the greater authority, and now he wrote to Blanque endorsing Jean's actions and promising that he was "fully determined to follow the plan that may reconcile us with the government." He enclosed his letter to Claiborne, leaving it to Blanque's judgment whether it should be delivered.20 By this time Blanque had received Jean's September 7 letter, with the captured Havana letter enclosed, which Blanque thought shed "some light on the situation of the English as much as he [Laffite] could furnish." He immediately put it into Claiborne's hands.21 The accumulating evidence began to argue that the Laffites were sincere in their disavowal of intent to aid the British. Pierre's September 10 letter to Claiborne could not have made it any more explicit. But by the time the governor got it two days later, Patterson and Ross had launched their expedition hours earlier and it could not now be called back even if Claiborne had had the authority to do so.
At 1 A.M. on September n, Patterson loaded seventy men under Colonel Ross on three barges above the city, then floated downriver in the darkness to avoid detection—a failed effort since the next day it was well known in New Orleans that the expedition was under way, with no mystery as to its objective. Morphy sent word of it to Havana, along with his conviction that "now there can be no doubt that the Baratarians rob every ship without distinction." There was, he said, no alternative to driving them permanently from their lair.22 By daylight Patterson had reached English Turn, and by the next day joined the Carolina at Plaquemine. Patterson stopped at Fort St. Philip the following morning, and rendezvoused that afternoon with the USS Sea Horse and six gunboats at the Balize.23 He spent more than a day there in final preparations. Finally on the evening of September 15 the flotilla sailed through the southwest pass and into the Gulf. No doubt Patterson delayed sailing until after dark in hopes of slipping past prying eyes, and to time his arrival at Grand Terre for just after dawn.24 However, he was convinced that word was already on its way to the Laffites. More than that, he fully expected that when he struck Grand Isle in the morning, the smugglers would fight to the last.25 Meanwhile mere hours after Patterson left Morphy realized that something was going on. He had news that the Petit Milan was at Plaquemine—which it was not—and there was a Spanish armed vessel then in New Orleans that he hoped could go out to take Gambi's corsair. The port authorities would not let her leave, however, and he thought that suspicious. He believed it was because they did not want anyone interfering with the Petit Milan, but more likely it was because Patterson did not want any competition when he went after the privateers.26
It had been an eventful ten days on Grand Isle since Lockyer's visit. The Sophie had not returned, though the Laffites might still have expected her if the British honored the fortnight Jean had asked for. Meanwhile several other vessels arrived. On September 9 the Moon of November under Captain Thomas Frank came in for repairs after taking a Spanish brig loaded with wine and Spanish rum.27 The Cometa was still there, her owner Lorenzo Oliver having paid her ransom, and he and four helpers were hard at work readying her to leave.28 The Harlequin, a Spanish pilot boat formerly named the Experiment taken on a voyage out of Vera Cruz, was in port fitting out.29 Gambi had finished fitting out the Petit Milan, which he had bought from the Laffites, and would be leaving soon for another cruise.30 Dominique was there, too, now without a command other than the little felucca that had brought him, Humbert, and the others from Mexico. Though an independent privateer, Dominique was generally understood to be acknowledging orders from the Laffites.31 The Cartagenan privateer schooner Militia was moored to the shore, half full of water where she had been run ashore to prevent her sinking, her rigging removed and stored in a Laffite warehouse, awaiting repairs. The men had just finished pumping out her hold on September 15.32
All told perhaps four hundred men were on the island, in addition to a substantial number of merchants and buyers.33 Precisely when the Laffites learned of the Patterson raid is unclear. Nothing in the brothers' September 10 letters hints at knowledge of an impending attack, but they must have learned of it very soon thereafter. A careless word from one of the principals after the decisive September 8 meeting of Claiborne's council could have reached Grand Isle within forty-eight hours, and news of Patterson and Ross's movements at any time after that.34 In any event, there were few secrets in New Orleans.
Once more the brothers had to adapt to rapidly shifting circumstances. They did not wish to fight, and did not likely consider doing so. Most of the men on Grand Isle were ordinary sailors who signed on as privateers hoping to make a swift and risk-free profit by taking defenseless merchantmen. When they encountered an armed vessel willing to fight back, they as a rule weighed their chances and sailed away. Most had never experienced a fight, and certainly not as an organized force. And, in light of the recent near mutiny over Lockyer, Pierre and Jean could not be confident that the men would follow them if they tried to command a defense. There was no fort, contrary to rumor in New Orleans, and only three cannon mounted on logs rather than proper carriages. 35 If La Diligent had been posted aground as a battery ship, she was gone now, most likely dismantled for her rigging and equipment. The privateer ships then in port mounted about twenty guns of varying calibers, and the Laffites' men had plenty of small arms, muskets, and cutlasses, but one man among them believed that "they had not men enough to man the privateers & fight their guns if they had had a mind [to do it]" unless some of the shoppers from New Orleans were willing to take a hand at fighting.36
Then, too, while one smuggler maintained that in August Jean had referred to the three cannon as being there "to receive the Americans when they arrived,"37 it was generally assumed among the Baratarians that their leaders did not want to come to blows with the United States. French patriotism aside, defending a base they intended to abandon would simply have been a waste of lives and resources.38 When word came of the Patterson raid, one Baratarian heard Jean Laffite remind his captains that he "had always said he never would fight against the Americans."39
The captains agreed that escape was their best option. But when the officers of the Laffite ships remonstrated with the brothers that they should sail immediately for Cartagena, the Laffites refused. Jean at least professed faith that Patterson would not attack after Jean's offer to defend Barataria against the British. Indeed, he expected at any moment to get instructions from Claiborne to that end. However, he gave no orders for those working for him to stay, but rather told men and officers alike that they were free to take what prize goods were theirs. The contraband belonging to the Laffites he made little attempt to hide, since a sale was already scheduled. 40
By September 15 a fair concourse of potential buyers was on Grand Isle, and most of the cargo from the Cometa and other recent prizes was ashore in the warehouse, stored west of the island on a point of land called Chenier Caminada, or strewn on the beach for sale.41 Even the houses of the few permanent residents of Grand Terre were host to buyers for the occasion.42 The Laffites' plan had been to sell as much as they could as quickly as possible, then get their seaworthy ships out of the bay to safety before Patterson and Ross arrived.43 Any unsold goods were supposed to be concealed inland.44 In the end the Laffites managed to sequester only a large quantity of pistol flints and perhaps some gunpowder.
The men on Grand Isle were eating breakfast about 8:30 on the morning of September 16 when they saw the fleet's sails on the horizon.45 The Laffites had left everyone but their crews to their own devices, and panic ensued. Some men wanted to escape into the bayous. Others wanted to make sail if they could, while a few called for them to stand their ground and fight. The buyers from New Orleans immediately fled in their pirogues, though not before leaving some incriminating papers behind.46 Some of the privateers were flying Cartagenan colors, and at about 9 o'clock they started forming their vessels in what appeared to be line of battle near the entrance of the harbor.
Pierre and Jean left the privateers to make their separate decisions. Calling as many of their crewmen to them as would rally, the brothers abandoned their merchandise and boarded pirogues. They could not risk Pierre's recapture. They had close associates in the sparsely settled areas of St. Charles Parish, known locally as the German Coast. They rowed up the bay into Little Lake, past the Temple, then up a bayou to Lake Salvadore. From there the Bayou Des Allemandes or other waterways, routes they had used for smuggling, led to the marshy wilderness of the German Coast interior, where they would be secure. 47 Behind them they left a disaster.
At 10 o'clock, with a light wind behind him, Patterson moved in to attack. Half an hour later he saw signal smoke columns rising along the coast, probably to alert men inland, perhaps the Laffites, that the attack had come. Soon a white flag went up on one privateer schooner, and then the stars and stripes on its mainmast, and for good measure a Cartagenan flag on the topping lift. Patterson ran a white flag up his mainmast to signify that he would not fire unless fired upon, but then he saw two of the privateer vessels aground set ablaze. This meant the smugglers were destroying valuable prize goods, and at once he raised a signal to attack—at the same time running up a large flag that proclaimed "Pardon to Deserters," since he thought men once serving in the United States Army and Navy might be among the Baratarians.
Two of Patterson's gunboats ran aground on the sandbar outside the pass, as did the Carolina, but the rest passed over and crafts from the grounded vessels started rowing into the bay, only to see the privateers abandoning their ships and fleeing in small boats in every direction.48 Dominique joined a few others and put out in his little felucca hoping to reach New Orleans, but before he could get out of the pass Patterson's gunboats were coming in. One opened fire on him, and he had to run aground and try to flee in a pirogue.49 Gambi tried to warp the Petit Milan to safety by letting out a cable to men in boats and having them row her into deep water, but the cable broke and the boats scattered, leaving the Petit Milan adrift.50
Quickly the attackers boarded and saved a burning schooner that mounted one twelve-pounder and four smaller cannon.51 By noon Patterson had possession of six schooners, one felucca, a brig, a prize, and two armed schooners that were captured with their crews still aboard, their guns ready and matches lit as if they had intended to use their cannon. 52 Then commenced the mopping up. The bay was full of fleeing pirogues. The soldiers and sailors began taking prisoners in number, including Dominique and Joseph Martinot, whom they brought directly to Patterson. The commodore personally searched the captives, taking from Martinot $700 in bank notes, his knife, and a telescope. To Martinot s protests that he was only there to get his vessel afloat, and that he had legitimate goods stored in a Laffite warehouse, Patterson turned a deaf ear. He had Martinot's Cometa burned since she was not yet seaworthy, and later made an inventory of her rigging in the warehouse, but denied all knowledge of Martinot's other cargo. He had come to serve his country and to make a handsome profit, and he was determined to do both.53
Patterson was not the only one plundering. It was systematic, and extended to everything from the merchandise on shore and in the warehouse to the pocket contents of the men and merchants, including four gold doubloons and $50 in bank notes in the trunk of an ailing merchant staying in one of the civilian homes.54 Once secure ashore and with the smugglers on the run, Ross's soldiers began burning about forty houses, most of them badly built and thatched with palmetto leaves.55 Ross also torched emptied warehouses, signal towers, two schooners, and a brig.56 The whole affair lasted no more than a few hours. When it was done, Patterson and Ross began to tally their captures, and they were impressive.
First there were the privateer vessels. Twenty-seven ships had been in the bay that day, several of them recent additions to the Laffite fleet. Most were not worth keeping, nor did Patterson have enough men to crew them all, so he burned several. He kept the Laffites' Dorada and Misere; the ninety-ton Harlequin, which now sailed under the Laffites' friend Laurent Maire; the ninety-ton Surprise, a prize taken the previous spring by the Dorada and fitted out for privateering; Gambi's fifty-ton Petit Milan; a thirty-ton felucca called the Fly belonging to the Laffites; the Comet of seventy-five tons; the fifteen-ton felucca Moon of November; and the Laffites' Amiable Maria57
Then there were the dry goods bags of medicinal herbs and flowers, bags of anise seed, boxes and barrels of antimony and bluestone, bags of gum, anchors, bars of iron, barrels of glassware, more than ten thousand gallons of wine, seventy-five demijohns of spirits, ships' sails, a ship's cable, boxes of soap, glass tumblers, a lot of German linen, hundreds of silk stockings, poplin sheeting, sewing thread, coffee, bales of paper, cocoa, rope grass bales, window glass, duck canvas, and more—all the real plunder of pirates rather than the doubloons and jewels of fiction.58 The flour taken ran to 163 barrels, and that had been Jean Laffites own goods.59 The Santa Rita had aboard her cloves, coffee, cinnamon, 17,200 cigars, sherry, Málaga wine, 769 gallons of brandy, raisins, candles, 483 pounds of chocolate, cocoa, and more. Just the duty being evaded on such a cargo amounted to $10,776.39. The President carried sherry, black pepper, and brandy, and the Petit Milan had more sherry, rum, and candles.
There was also a lot of money. Patterson's men found $668 in Spanish cash on the Petit Milan, $6,255 on the President, and another $1,641 on the Santa Rita.60 They took gold and silver coin and paper banknotes of an indeterminate amount, though one money belt alone had $1,249 in specie.61 The paper notes of several New Orleans banks were ample evidence that city denizens had come to the island to make purchases. Another cache contained sixteen plates of silver bullion, sixty-two pieces of silver, and $564.43 in Spanish milled dollars. Equally valuable metal came in the form of the artillery seized, for besides what was on the captured ships, there were eight cannon of varying size, all useful to the navy.62 All the raiders missed were the hidden gun flints.
Patterson gained useful information among the prize goods. In the papers seized were letters of several New Orleans merchants of good standing, documentation of their business with the Laffites that the court could use to institute prosecutions. 63 More useful was the paper, found aboard the Dorada, that listed the signals used between Grand Isle and approaching privateer vessels.64
Considering that the ships might bring as much as $5,000 each for the larger vessels when sold at public auction, the bounty from the raid would be considerable. Later estimates placed it as high as $500,000—an obvious exaggeration, but it may have run to $200,000.65 The prize tally went higher on September 20 when a strange sail appeared on the horizon. The Carolina gave chase at a distance of five miles, but soon closed the gap, at which point the other vessel opened fire and the Carolina returned it. Soon the quarry ran aground outside the pass and broke her rudder. The Carolina could not get close, but the gunboats on the bay side of Grand Isle opened fire across the island and in half an hour the chase struck her colors. Patterson's men boarded and found her to be the General Bolivar, formerly the Atalanta, operating on a letter of marque from Cartagena dated the previous December.66 After having been chased at the Balize by a British squadron, the General Bolivar had mistaken the Carolina for an English warship, which was why she opened fire.67 Aboard her Patterson's sailors took $4,753 worth of goods, not to mention the vessel herself, which would bring another $5,813.68
On the afternoon of September 23 Patterson had his booty loaded aboard the eight prize vessels he would keep, and set sail for New Orleans. The schooner Moon of November escaped one night along the way, but by October 1 he had the rest safely in the city, and the loss of one small prize did not dampen Patterson's pride.69 While it stood the Baratarían community had been "alarming from its extent, indiscriminating in its character, and deplorable in its consequences and effects," he declared.70 The Laffites might have escaped, but he had taken Dominique, who some mistakenly believed to be the second-in-command. Public reaction was muted, thanks to the sympathy the smugglers enjoyed, but some professed pleasure. "The expedition has resulted very fortunately," one New Orleanian declared within hours of learning the news, "and will be the means of giving considerable strength to our naval station." 71
Between the signal columns of smoke and the hundreds of smugglers, privateersmen, and customers fleeing through the bayous, the Laffites surely learned the extent of the disaster within twenty-four hours. They must have heard or seen some of it in the distance as they fled. Likely they had brought with them little money, since the sales were in process when the attack came. If they truly believed that their offer would forestall Patterson's expedition, then the loss of their ships and goods came as a shock. If La Diligente was still afloat somewhere, probably under a different name, then she was safe for the time being, and they knew from experience, they would need only a few prizes brought in to their anticipated Mexican base to recover their fortunes. The damage to their prestige, however, was another matter. The Baratarían enterprise was never more than a loose conglomeration of disparate types, men of a hundred allegiances, some of whom submitted to the Laffites' administration only because it brought them profit. Now Jean and Pierre were fugitives, their empire—and with it their bargaining power with Claiborne and the Americans—gone.
Before long, however, they learned of events in New Orleans that might give them an opportunity to bargain once more. The day before Patterson's attack, a group of citizens had held a meeting at Bernard Tremoulet's Coffee House on Levee Street opposite the public market. It was a popular meeting place, one sometimes frequented by Baratarians. On the first floor was an auction room, and on the second a well-stocked reading room with newspapers, maps and charts for mariners, and a small library of geography, commerce, and travel books. Pierre Maspero was about to take it over and rename it the Exchange Commercial Coffee House. 72
In addressing the meeting, which he apparently had engineered, Edward Livingston said it was imperative that those assembled maintain control of the Mississippi. If the enemy took Louisiana, they would lose their property, their slaves, even their freedom, and they might be forced at bayonet point to fight their fellow Americans.73 He proposed that they form a committee to dominate the governor if necessary and work with the army and navy in planning the defense of their city and state. In spite of Claiborne's mobilization of two divisions of the state militia ten days earlier, Livingston did not believe enough was being done, and clearly anticipated going around the governor to deal directly with General Jackson.
Like most community leaders, Livingston knew by this time at least the outline of the correspondence that Blanque had delivered to Claiborne, and had likely heard it virtually verbatim from Blanque himself, who was at the public meeting and had probably helped Livingston with its organization. And though Claiborne studiously kept Pierre's September 10 "stray sheep" letter out of public knowledge for several weeks, Livingston surely knew its contents from Blanque. Thus, Livingston knew what the public did not: The Laffites had offered to defend Barataria against a British advance. That they could not have done so was immaterial, as was the near impossibility of an enemy moving thousands of men and animals, let alone artillery, through sixty miles of lakes and narrow bayous in pirogues. (Indeed, the British do not seem to have considered Barataria as a route of invasion, nor did Jackson seem to fear it.)74 The point was that the Laffites had offered the services of a force of several hundred, and Claiborne and the local military authorities had answered that offer of assistance with a raid.75
Livingston may not have discussed the full purport of the Laffite correspondence, or even mentioned it at the meeting, but he did address the underlying significance of the papers.76
Ignoring the fact that Patterson and Ross took their orders from military higher authority and not from the governor, Livingston and other critics could conclude that Claiborne's allowing Patterson to attack Barataria risked driving the smugglers into British arms.77 Quite possibly someone, most likely Livingston or Blanque, raised the idea of approaching the Baratarians on the basis of Pierre's offer of September 10.
Before the meeting adjourned the assembly elected a Committee of Public Safety, with Livingston as chairman. Among the others picked to serve was Blanque, ensuring that the committee would be well apprised of the Laffite correspondence. Three days later, immediately after learning the result of the Patterson raid, the committee opened communication directly with General Jackson, providing him with its assessment of the approaches the British might use in moving on New Orleans. They closed with the pass into Barataria Bay, noting that until lately it had been in the hands of "a number of Buccanee[r]s under the Carthiginian flag," and recommended that though vessels drawing more than ten feet of water could not enter the bay, a battery of artillery be placed on Grand Isle or Chenier Caminada for protection.78
The day after the committee wrote to the general advising defense of Barataria, Claiborne did virtually the same. After informing Jackson of the triumph, Claiborne added that the smugglers could return once Patterson left, and suggested that a military installation protecting Grand Isle and the Temple might be wise.79 He also expressed fears that some of the smugglers streaming into town, San Domingue blacks "of the most desperate characters and probably no worse than most of their white associates," would provoke a slave rebellion.80 Patterson, for his part, complained that on his return from Barataria he found the bayous around the city infested with fugitive smugglers and pirates. 81 Morphy was outraged, and complained to Apodaca on September 19 that "a great number of these villains have already found refuge at this city."82
The first report of the attack on Barataria had come in a September 19 letter written by Ross at Grand Isle, and appeared in the city press five days later.83 However, the details of the Laffite correspondence had not been publicized, and no mention of Pierre's September 10 offer printed. In a city in which so many felt sympathy with the smugglers and profited through their business, it would not be politic for Claiborne to let it be known that he had met their offer of assistance with the sword, even if it were not his responsibility. Livingston, however, thought there was still hope of enlisting the Baratarians. As a result, in subsequent sittings of the Committee of Public Safety, he repeatedly raised the prospect of bringing the stray sheep into the fold via a pardon in return for their assistance in defending New Orleans.84
While he had not done business with the Laffites, and apparently had no acquaintance with them, Livingston had defended some of the privateer community in court in the past, and the Laffites must have known him by reputation.85 He was witty, urbane, highly cultured, fluent in French, and married to the sister of Auguste Davezac, refugee from San Domingue and a member of the committee.86 Moreover, perhaps thanks to Blanque, word of Livingston's agency on their behalf at the supposedly confidential committee meetings filtered back to the German Coast by the end of September. At some point after their flight, the brothers took refuge on the plantation of one of the LaBranche brothers, Alexandre or Jean Baptiste, on the left or east bank of the Mississippi. This put them within twenty land miles of the city, close enough to communicate with friends, yet in an area the authorities were unlikely to search.87 Word of Livingston's advocacy was the first good news to reach the brothers since Pierre's escape, and Jean wasted no time in sending his thanks. "I have found out directly about your good intentions for me," he wrote to Livingston on October 4. "I find no expressions to explain how touched I was." Passing into the flattery that he almost always used with people in prominent positions, he averred that if his already lofty opinion of Livingston were capable of increase, "then certainly it would have overflowed after the solicitude you have shown for me in the committee sessions over which you preside."
Laffite went on to claim that Livingston was "all my hope in my unhappy position," and prayed that he would continue to speak in the brothers' behalf. "There is only you to pull me out of the trouble where I am." Livingston had done much already, not only arguing in favor of pardoning the Baratarians in exchange for their enlistment, but also directly challenging the basis for the brothers' indictments. More was required, but Laffite expressed confidence that Livingston would stay the course and "that you will be my liberator." Indeed, Jean seemed to believe that Livingston's efforts were the only reason that the brothers had not been further pursued into the German Coast, for his informant on the committee had alerted him that some attempt would have been made but for the committee's intercession. This may or may not have been the case, but what was important was that Laffite believed it. He counted on Livingston to counsel him on his future actions, pending the decisions of the committee and the other authorities. Should some arrangement be proposed that was agreeable to them, he enjoined Livingston to make him immediately aware of his obligations in the bargain. Laffite closed by reiterating his trust in the committee chair, declaring "it is this degree of confidence that has made me more secure in my opinion concerning my present safety."88
Interestingly, in his letter Jean Laffite spoke only in the first person and of himself, making no mention of Pierre or the dispersed Baratarians. Of course, in speaking of his own safety, Jean naturally spoke for Pierre, since they faced the same indictments for piracy. His establishment being broken up, Jean could no longer presume to represent the smugglers. However, he and Livingston knew that many if not most would continue to take their lead from the Laffites, and that any deal made by the brothers would likely be embraced by their followers under arrest by Patterson or under indictments of their own. It was the best these men could hope for.
In the weeks following Jean's letter, a flurry of piracy indictments came out of the district court. It began on October n with a presentment against Manuel Joachim. A week later came charges against merchant Henri de St. Géme, followed on October 19 by presentments against Jacques Cannon, René Roland, and Alexander St. Helme, all men captured at Barataria.89 The grand jury called for indictments of the bigger fish on October, starting with Lafon for taking two Spanish vessels. It charged Alexander Bonnival as well, and then addressed the biggest name from those taken at Barataria, Captain Dominique, "alias Frederique Youx."90 None of these presentments mentioned specific dates or vessels, but were general, counting on testimony to fill in the blanks after indictment. The case against Dominique, however, came with testimony averring $6,000 worth of goods taken by him, and stating that no prizes were taken to Cartagena, and that neither Dominique nor any of the other captains ever displayed commissions from Cartagena, France, or any other nation. Andrew Whiteman was heard from yet again, as well as a deponent who explained how the privateers changed the names of their vessels, sometimes after every cruise, to confound later efforts to recover prize goods and ships in the district court.91 The grand jury was systematically building a case to penetrate the workings of the Baratarian establishment, and to make its indictments foolproof.
All told, eleven indictments came down by October 29. Patterson turned over to the court the papers captured at Barataria, and based on them the grand jury began issuing presentments against several city merchants, too. The merchants turned primarily to Livingston for their defense, knowing him to be against Claiborne's and Judge Hall's rigid enforcement of the revenue and embargo laws.92 Then, as if to demonstrate how wide a net it intended to cast, the grand jury struck at the filibusters in the community with a piracy indictment against Toledo for his work against the Spaniards. He was arrested on November n.93
None of this boded well for the Laffites, but apparently they left the issue in Livingston's hands.94 Meanwhile Claiborne's warnings to both Jackson and Secretary of War James Monroe that a permanent naval force would be necessary to keep Barataria clear proved correct.95 Soon after Patterson left Grand Isle, and despite the soldiers Ross left there as a guard, many of the smugglers returned, while the privateers merely shifted their operation to Cat Island.96 Ten days earlier Patterson had sent Lieutenant Thomas Jones with three gunboats and a schooner to drive the smugglers away and take their leaders if possible. Jones reached Grand Isle on October 17, and took charge of the General Bolivar, which had been left behind with the military guard. The next day he sighted Cat Island, and thereafter spent some time searching the islands in the vicinity, finding only the litter remaining from the recent landing of the two prizes, including the remains of the vessels themselves. He concluded that the area had not been "much frequented by Lafitte s parties for a length of time past," and so returned to Grand Isle and then to Chenier Caminada. On the morrow he came upon Gambi and several others who had escaped Patterson's raid, and they quickly disappeared up the Lafourche with the aid of friends.97 Patterson resolved to continue sending unannounced sorties after the fugitives attempting to land prizes until they ceased. Toward that end, he proposed that the navy buy three of the vessels he took at Barataria and with them augment his squadron. The Gulf was full of armed privateers under Cartagenan colors who plundered vessels of every nation, and he suspected most of them were connected to the Baratarians. Meanwhile their confederates in and around New Orleans intercepted at least one of his letter bags, and he felt it prudent not to send another until he secured his mail route. 98
Word from local residents suggested that the Laffites and some of their captains were now in the Lafourche country.99 Apparently after first withdrawing to the German Coast, Pierre at least used the brothers' old smuggling route from Napoleonville on the Lafourche to pass through the Attakapas canal and Lake Verret down to the hamlet of Brashear City near the mouth of Bayou Teche where it flowed into Berwick Bay. There he stayed in an inn for a time, protected by associates. A traveler to whom the Laffites had once done a good service chanced to meet him there, and was forcefully impressed that "he certainly had many good friends." To remain close to both New Orleans and Pierre, Jean stayed near Napoleonville, and from there kept up correspondence with the city via Donaldsonville.100 The situation should have brightened a bit for the Laffites as the content of the correspondence sent to Blanque became more widely known. By October 1 news of the Laffite-Lockyer episode, including Pierre's September 10 offer, reached Senator James Brown in Washington, perhaps before it reached Monroe. In fact, Brown misinterpreted Laffites offer, or Claiborne misstated it, to include volunteering to defend New Orleans.101
Yet Patterson apparently still did not know of Pierre's "stray sheep" letter to Claiborne as of October 10, for in sending Washington copies of the Nicholls and Percy materials, along with Jean's September 4 letter to Lockyer, the commodore stated that this was the whole of the documentation in the matter. Claiborne had already sent copies to the State Department, but again without the September 10 offer from Pierre. Singing his own praises a bit, Patterson declared that "this correspondence shews the importance of the expedition, and the important [elements] of force we have prevented the enemy's receiving by their proposed alliance with the Pirates." 102 The day after Patterson wrote his report, news of the episode appeared in the city press, and again no mention was made of the Laffite offer of service in return for pardon. Rather, the report stopped at Jean's request for "fifteen days to decide the subject of adhesion" to the British.103
Someone was withholding the important September 10 letter, though if Blanque and Livingston knew of the missive, it is strange they did not make it public. The likely reason is that the Laffites' offer was caught up in the contest for control going on between the governor and Livingston. Both also vied for the favor of General Jackson. Livingston clearly identified himself and his Committee of Public Safety with the Laffite offer, and Claiborne was not about to abet anything coming from that quarter. Livingston was trying, so far unsuccessfully, to gain a position as a volunteer aide on Jackson's staff. Claiborne concentrated on posing the perilous state of the city's defenses. The general's initial reaction to news of the Lockyer visit was to send a proclamation on September 21, exhorting Louisianans to their defense, and condemning the British for seeking an alliance with "pirates and robbers." It did not reach New Orleans until October 15.
Just when Claiborne informed Jackson of Pierre's September 10 offer, if he ever did, is unclear, but the general's opinion of those he called "hellish Banditti" remained unchanged for weeks.104 In fact, he wrote to the governor on the last day of the month, long after he should have been made aware of the letter, scolding Claiborne for not taking action against "those wretches, the refugees from Barataria and its dependencies." He said he was shocked that the refugees from Patterson's raid "should even be permitted to remain in [New Orleans], without being strictly scrutinized under your existing vagrancy laws." He warned Claiborne to arrest them immediately, for the city was at risk of being "reduced to ashes by these incendiaries." 105
A chastened Claiborne did not write to Jackson again for more than two weeks, until he informed the general on October 17 that the Baratarians had resumed smuggling at Cat Island, which worked against the Laffites and Livingston. The governor told Jackson at the end of the month that he was sending one hundred state militia to the pass at Grand Isle, both to watch for the British and to keep an eye on the smugglers and prevent them from assembling.106 Meanwhile the court continued to publish in the city press the announcement of the reward for Pierre's recapture, and would do so until the end of November.
By mid-October Livingston changed his approach. Early that month he sent the general several bottles of what he called "Claret of Barataria," probably spoils of Patterson's raid, but possibly a more direct gift from the Laffites now that he and Jean were in communication.107 Thereafter he probably continued to try to soften Jackson's attitude toward the Laffites and their one-time followers. He was in frequent conference with Dominique and others in the city jail who appealed to him to get them out on terms of military service. Then came the flurry of piracy presentments and indictments.
Perhaps it was more than coincidence that on the day of Dominique's indictment, October 24, Livingston bypassed Jackson and wrote directly to President James Madison. "A number of privateers, first sailing under the French, afterwards under the Carthaginian flag, have for four years past brought their prizes to the Bay of Barataria in this State," he told the chief executive, as if Madison did not already know. Without naming Claiborne, he went on to say that the local government had neglected its obligation to deal with the smugglers, with the result that "they became bold from impunity." Patterson and Ross had destroyed the establishment now, with many of the prisoners in the city jail and their business associates in the city exposed by the captured documents, but "the number of them as well as their influence is great." New Orleans was a city badly divided ethnically and socially, and even Claiborne feared that the citizens might not unite in its defense. Livingston suggested to Madison that a general pardon extended to all the Baratarians would "quiet the public mind." Moreover, making service in arms a condition of pardon would add as many as five hundred sailors to the city's defense. He went so far as to suggest that most of the miscreants were not knowingly pirates, but had "embraced that kind of life more from an idea that their commissions were good than from any piratical design." Knowing of the privateers' experience against Spanish shipping, he also dropped the hint that if the United States and Spain went to war, the Baratarians "will be of the greatest service." 108
Less than a week later, Claiborne followed Livingston's approach to Madison with his own to Attorney General Richard Rush. Claiborne granted that Barataria should have been taken sooner, as familiarity "led the people here to view their course as less vicious." He had struggled to convince the people that smuggling was an evil, but with scant success. Now Claiborne expected Judge Hall to bring many of the Baratarians to trial. "Justice demands that the most culpable be punished with severity," he averred, but acknowledging the same social dynamics that Livingston cited to Madison, Claiborne proposed that Grymes be instructed to select a few of the most flagrant offenders for prosecution and free the rest. "It will have a salutary effect on the community," he promised.109
Though each acted for his own ends against the other, Claiborne and Livingston had unwittingly cooperated in suggesting amnesty for some or all of the Baratarians. Meanwhile, in mid-October Claiborne gave the local press a "true copy from the original in my possession," of Nicholls's August 31 letter to Laffite, along with Percy's proclamation and his letter to Laffite. Still, he withheld Laffites September 10 letter, likely knowing the reaction it might spark in the community. 110 By early November the documents appeared in newspapers as far east as Baltimore.111 In the circumstances, clemency seemed a wise course to the president, and in late November or early December he told Rush to pass this preference along to Claiborne.
Jackson finally arrived in New Orleans on December 1, after a long time of uncertainty for the American cause. The war had not gone well for the United States from its outbreak, punctuated on August 24 when the British took Washington and burned the capitol. Now the enemy planned to take the Mississippi Valley and its cornerstone, New Orleans. On September 18, while the fires on Grand Isle still smoldered, threescore warships left England bound for the Caribbean, and on November 26 they departed Jamaica for the Gulf. The armada mounted more than one thousand cannon and carried some eight thousand experienced soldiers, many of them veterans of victories over Napoleon. Its goal was first the taking of Mobile, and then Baton Rouge and New Orleans.
At Mobile, Jackson assembled a force sufficient to turn back Admiral Percy on September 12 when he made an attempt to take the city in advance of the armada's arrival. Jackson followed his victory by marching on Spanish Pensacola, which the British fleet had used as a base, and occupied the town on November 8. Jackson then returned to Mobile, not knowing that his small twin victories had shifted British plans. Now the armada would go after New Orleans first. Jackson remained in Mobile only three days after his November 19 arrival, however, before receiving intelligence of the new strategy from Secretary of War Monroe. It took the general some time to disabuse himself of his conviction that Mobile was the danger point, but on November 22 he left for the Mississippi, rallying forces and making his plans as he rode.
The Laffites and their "hellish banditti" were hardly on Jackson's mind in these early days in New Orleans. After he made his headquarters on Royal Street, the general conferred with Claiborne and the Committee of Public Safety and then addressed the public from a balcony, Livingston ingratiating himself by acting as translator for the largely French-speaking audience. Jackson and Livingston were old friends, and that plus the lawyer's obvious influence in the city's American and French communities was enough to persuade the general to appoint Livingston to his staff at last. This done, Jackson began acquainting himself with the city's defenses and the land and water approaches the British might use. The day after his arrival he reviewed some local volunteers and then went on an inspection tour to Fort St. Philip, accompanied by another new appointment to his staff, Arsene Latour. For the next week Jackson feverishly directed construction of earthworks and batteries.
Jackson made it clear that he was his own man, neither welcoming persuasion nor giving in to it. After two weeks in New Orleans, he apparently gave no notice to the Laffite question, though now he had two Laffite proponents on his staff. Civic officials and private citizens added their voices to the committee's urgings to take advantage of Pierre's "stray sheep" offer, but Jackson did not budge. On December 13 Major General Villere of the militia visited Jackson and pled with him to accept the Baratarians into service to man Patterson's understrength warships and help crew the army's land batteries. Villere left disappointed, but he may have perceived some weakening in the general's resolve and communicated it to the committee. The next day Bernard de Marigny de Mandeville and the committee called on a harried Jackson at his headquarters. Davezac was there, too, and probably Livingston. Still Jackson remained immovable, pointing out that Dominique and many others were in prison under civil prosecution, while many more faced prosecutions in the parish courts. He had neither the inclination nor the authority to interfere with civil officers, and he did not have to add that it hardly served his purpose to enlist men who might be yanked from the ranks at a moment's notice by a summons or a jury verdict.
The discouraged delegation left, but Marigny and committee member Joseph Ruffignac decided to call on Judge Dominic Hall. Informed of the logjam caused by the proceedings of his federal district court, Hall saw a way out of the problem. "I am general in these circumstances," he told his visitors, and then he outlined his campaign. The legislature was in session in the city. He told Marigny and Ruffignac to get before it immediately a resolution asking the federal court to suspend its action against the Baratarians. Once that passed, the judge could attend to the criminal proceedings under way for federal crimes. "I will immediately give my orders to the District Attorney of the United States."112
Marigny and Ruffignac acted with dispatch, as did the legislature. The same day it passed a resolution that acknowledged the critical need for experienced seamen at the moment as well as the fact that many of the Baratarians were willing to enlist but feared prosecution. The resolution asked Jackson to "proclaim amnesty" for any who were now in service or enlisted within thirty days, with the promise that the legislature would petition the president for a full pardon of all who served their terms faithfully. The resolution also asked Claiborne to petition Grymes to enter nolle prosses in the pending cases of those like Dominique who were already in confinement and under indictment.113 This would allow for the release of those willing to enlist.
In fact, Grymes did not get the chance to enter the nolle prosses because the next day, December 15, Hall simply recessed the federal court until February 20, 1815, citing the current emergency. 114 Grymes could enter the decisions not to prosecute later. By now everyone knew of the talk about a pardon in return for volunteering. Grymes may even have heard from the attorney general that the president favored such a scheme, and so he would not object to Hall's recess. The legislature, meanwhile, had always been sympathetic to the smugglers. In proposing his "campaign," therefore, Hall no doubt assumed that the prosecutions postponed would never be resumed.
Coincidentally, just hours before Hall recessed the court, word arrived of disaster. On December 12 outposts had sighted the enemy fleet approaching Lake Borgne. The only thing to deter the armada was a small squadron consisting of five of Patterson's gunboats under Jones. Two days later the British overwhelmed and captured Jones and his vessels, leaving a clear road to New Orleans. Jackson got the news late that night or early on December 15. Patterson met with Jackson and expressed the severity of his manpower shortage. He had not enough men to crew properly his two warships, the Carolina and the Louisiana. Meanwhile British regulars were only sixty miles away. Jackson declared martial law on December 16.
Naturally he met with Governor Claiborne before doing so, and Claiborne cooperated by mustering all the local militia not yet under arms. In their meeting Claiborne or Jackson raised once more the subject of the Baratarians. Now even Jackson knew he needed them. Hall had removed the federal impediment to his accepting their services, and the legislature could be expected to follow in kind. Something else also influenced the general. Only a few days earlier, on December 10, he had written to the secretary of war to complain that he had insufficient arms for the men then volunteering, and virtually no gunflints.115 Gunflints were quirky. A flint might last for weeks, or it could shatter on the first fire. If Jackson did not have sufficient replacements immediately at hand when a fight came, he might as well not have the soldier who held the weapon. Now, probably through Livingston, he learned that the Laffites had thousands of gunflints as well as other useful supplies, and were willing to hand it all over in exchange for pardon for good conduct in his army. 116
That was enough. The general consented that those men in confinement who agreed to take arms to defend New Orleans could be released, and the governor said he would issue a proclamation to the smugglers in hiding. The next day, December 17, Claiborne published a call for them to come forward, announcing that Jackson would join with him afterward in petitioning the president for a full pardon for every man who did his duty.117 On December 18 the legislature passed an act suspending for 120 days all bankruptcy proceedings, civil suits, and collection of debts, and placing a moratorium on new civil suits.118 This provided another layer of immunity for the smugglers.
That was all it took. Dominique and virtually all the other men in jail at the Cabildo walked free. Jackson gave Livingston orders to issue a pledge of allegiance to them and then accept all into the militia, where they were amalgamated into several of the volunteer companies of Louisianans already under arms.119 The men hiding outside the city began to come in as well, and Marigny averred that "the Baratarians hastened to us from all quarters."120 In the end, as many as four hundred of them took the oath, and 7,500 flints were turned over to Jackson's quartermaster.121 What Jackson and Claiborne and the rest could not yet know was that Washington had already concluded it would take much the same approach with the Baratarians. Livingston's October 24 letter to the president probably won him over, though it would take more than a month, and surely more information from others, before Madison came to a decision.122 At President Madison's direction, Attorney General Rush's letter of December 10 informed Claiborne that if the governor approved, the United States attorney would be instructed to divide the pending piracy indictments into "proper" and "improper" cases for application of clemency. The attorney would enter nolle prosse decisions before the court, and then promise pardon or aid in applying for presidential pardon in return for service during the invasion and good conduct thereafter.123 Secretary of War Monroe asked Rush to inform Claiborne that he, too, felt disposed toward lenience.124 Rush's letter would not reach New Orleans until a week or more after the jail doors opened, but when it came it more than validated the authorities' course of action.
The Laffite brothers appeared in New Orleans no later than the morning of December 22. As of December 15 reports put them in hiding some eighty miles south of Baton Rouge, probably either on the lower Lafourche or else in the vicinity of the inn they used at Brashear City. General John Coffee, then at Baton Rouge, had asked Jackson if he should send men out to try to take the brothers, not to mention the $200,000 they supposedly had secreted nearby. Coffee actually did send a detail to look for a warehouse near Baton Rouge in which the Laffites were believed to have clothing and other desperately needed articles, but then Jackson ordered all outposts into the city after the Lake Borgne defeat.125 The report that Coffee got of the brothers' whereabouts was probably mistaken, however, for they were close enough to New Orleans to learn of Claiborne's proclamation almost immediately. Two or three days after it was made, about December 20, they summoned their followers and friends to the LaBranche plantation, where Jean spoke to them about the clemency offer and encouraged them to rally to the defense of the city.126
The Laffites met with Jackson within hours of their arrival in New Orleans.127 On December 22 Jackson gave Jean a safe conduct pass signed by Judge Hall and Marshal Duplessis, and sent him to help defend Louisiana.128
ELEVEN
The Fight for New Orleans 1814–1815
That for itself can woo the approaching fight,
And turn what some deem danger to delight;
That seeks what cravens shun with more than zeal,
And where the feebler faint can only feel—
ANDREW JACKSON'S sound instincts made up for his lack of formal training or extensive practical experience. The bulk of the Baratarians were men accustomed to being commanded, and he wisely concluded to keep most of them in separate companies under their own officers. Thus Dominique became captain of a militia company on December 23, and even men such as Gambi became enlisted in his ranks, all of them promised eight dollars a month for their service.1 For the Laffite brothers, however, Jackson had other plans.
In the fashion of ancient conquerors who married a local woman in every vanquished province in order to bind its people to his regime, Jackson gave volunteer appointments on his staff to representatives of virtually every faction in New Orleans—Livingston and Claiborne representing their cliques, Sauvinet from the merchants, Humbert standing for the French Napoleonic segment of the community, and Anaya, Toledo, and Ellis P. Bean from among the filibusters and revolutionists. None save Humbert had any military skill or experience. What the Laffites had to offer was their knowledge of Barataria and the lesser traveled water approaches to New Orleans, and their role as a visible representation of the commitment of the Baratarians and a symbol to the substantial part of the Creole community that sympathized with the smugglers.
In short, the Laffites were one of the minor political realities of Louisiana, and now Jackson addressed that reality and bent it to his purpose. He did observe one distinction, however. Whereas Livingston and some others received genuine appointments as aides, others held more honorary or supernumerary positions, acting in the main as couriers. This was how he would use the Laffites. There would be no ranks, no need for uniforms or the trappings of officers, though Jean, in particular, had commanded in a fashion more men that most of the officers in the growing army. It may have been oversight. It may have had no meaning whatsoever. It may just have reflected Jackson's lingering suspicion of the corsair leaders, and an unwillingness to accord to these two "hellish banditti" the honorable station of soldiers, officers and gentlemen.
On the matter of how to use the Laffites, Latour and Livingston could have made useful suggestions. Latour had worked with General Wilkinson a few years before in preparing maps of the water approaches to New Orleans.2 As Jackson's chief engineer, Latour explained to the general that seven possible water avenues offered an approach on New Orleans, one of them being the smugglers' route from Barataria.3 It might not have been a practical pathway for a major army with its artillery and impedimenta, but over the years the smuggler pirogues had moved several tons of goods up the bayous. If the British used the same route, they could at the very least move enough men and perhaps light artillery to open a second front on Jackson's flank while the main army occupied him before the city.
Here was where the Laffites should be used. Major Michael Reynolds commanded eighty men posted on Bayou St. Denis south of the city. On December 22 Jackson sent Jean Laffite to Reynolds carrying orders to lead fifty men to the Temple, with their artillery, while the remainder stayed at Bayou St. Denis long enough to fell trees into it to obstruct boat passage before joining their comrades. Learning either from Latour or the Laffites of the strategic importance of the position on Little Lake Barataria that commanded access to the bayous leading to New Orleans' back door, Jackson wanted Reynolds to fortify himself on the slight elevation. The general promised to send three fieldpieces to strengthen the spot, and even advised Reynolds to try to stretch a chain across the bayou just below him to retard any boat approach. Jean volunteered to show Reynolds the way and inform him of geographical features affecting the placement of his men and arms. Jackson showed some sensitivity to the fact that the soldiers might not appreciate having a smuggler in their midst, ordering Reynolds to protect Laffite from "Injury and insult." More to the point, Jackson did not want Laffite to remain at the Temple longer than necessary. As soon as Reynolds learned what he needed to know, he was to give Laffite a safe conduct pass and send him back to Jackson. 4
While Jean was off on this errand, Pierre remained in or near New Orleans, and was consulted by Jackson and Livingston on matters such as the bayous and plantation irrigation canals in the vicinity. The British finally launched their campaign on December 16, the same day Jackson declared martial law, but it was not until well after dark six days later that the boats transporting the Redcoats reached the mouth of Bayou Bienvenue at the western extremity of Lake Borgne. They were within a dozen miles of the city, and they had gotten there entirely undetected. The next day they turned southwest through a cypress swamp and picked a path along a canal leading to General Villere's plantation. Finally they came out of the swamp and saw ahead of them the way to the Mississippi and New Orleans. From this point northwestward toward the city the Mississippi posed a barrier on the left, the swamps a barrier on the right, and one thousand yards of good level ground filled in between. On that they would advance, and on that Jackson would have to try to stop them.
Later that day Jackson learned of the enemy's stolen march on him, and a flurry of activity ensued. Thousands of citizens fled the town for fear it might fall in a few hours. At the moment Pierre was apparently four miles north of the city at Fort St. John, where Bayou St. John, one of his old smuggling routes, flowed into Lake Pontchartrain. In aid to his old nemesis Commodore Patterson, he was helping Dominique and Beluche emplace batteries with which they were to hold that approach. Jean, of course, was still on his way to the Temple with Major Reynolds. Now Jackson got a message to Patterson that he planned to make a surprise assault that evening and needed him immediately, leaving the Baratarian artillery companies to finish their work. Jackson may also have asked specifically for Pierre, anticipating that he would need Laffite's knowledge of the ground. When Patterson and Laffite reached Jackson, the general initially kept Pierre with him, along with Livingston and several other volunteer aides. Livingston told Pierre that he had decided not to send his family off in the sudden exodus, but had a carriage waiting at his house. Apparently expecting that he would be with Jackson on the fighting line, and that Pierre would not, he asked the smuggler to get his wife and child to safety should the enemy break through the lines and endanger the city.5
But Pierre Laffite would be with the army and in harm's way. Either on his initiative or by Jackson's direction, Pierre went that afternoon to the extreme left of the American line where it met the swamps. He and Denis de Laronde would act as guides for General John Coffee as he advanced that night. Jackson had others who knew the ground along the swamp as well as, and probably better than, Pierre—among them de Laronde, who lived in the area. In fact, the Laffites scarcely used the waterways this side of New Orleans. Still, the Laffites had a reputation as masters of the hidden backways of Louisiana. Locals said that the bayou country known to the brothers was otherwise habitable only "by alligators and wild ducks." 6 Very likely Jackson attributed to the Laffites much greater wilderness wisdom than they possessed, and both brothers were accomplished at overselling themselves.
That evening Pierre and de Laronde led Coffee's eight hundred men to their launch position on the swamp side of Pierre Lacoste's plantation. They were Jackson's left flank, and their mission was to drive the British right flank back on the Mississippi while Jackson and the main line occupied the British front. At 7:30 they heard Patterson's Carolina begin a bombardment of the enemy line, and then Jackson launched his attack. Coffee went forward shortly before 8 P.M., and pushed the enemy back all the way to the Villere plantation. Then he shifted his line to the right and started forcing the Redcoats toward the river as ordered. Through it all, Pierre Laffite was near Coffee, who noted the smuggler's courage in action, and more than once asked him for advice on the ground.7
Coffee penetrated into the enemy camps before darkness, fog and mounting confusion left him unsure of his position, and unable to tell what had happened to Jackson's part of the line. Meanwhile Jackson had halted the attack after pushing as far as he could with the main line. It had been a qualified success. Jackson had stalled the British advance and severely upset the enemy, buying himself several days' time, but he decided that his lines were too weak and exposed. He concluded that on the morrow, Christmas Eve, he would withdraw his army two miles to the Rodriguez canal, positioning his lines behind the ditch with the river guarding his right flank and the swamp his left. There he would make his stand.
After the army moved into position, Livingston called on Pierre Laffite once again. Livingston felt uneasy about Bayou Bienvenue. It was still navigable—with difficulty, to be sure—to a point well in the rear of Jackson's new line where only a few hundred yards of admittedly dense cypress swamp would separate an approaching enemy from the Americans' unprotected left rear. The British had already used the bayou in one embarrassing surprise. Another could be fatal. Livingston consulted with Sauvinet and Pierre Laffite. Sauvinet agreed that the bayou presented a weak spot, adding that he thought the ground on its west bank fronting the swamp was firm enough that soldiers could maneuver on it as much as half a mile in the direction of Jackson's flanks.
Laffite disagreed, however, and he knew the waterways better. He suggested that Jackson extend his line on the Rodriguez canal as far to the east as possible, and where the canal ended at the edge of the swamp, put his men to work digging an extension well into the bog. The British might be able to march along the bank of the Bienvenue, but Pierre was convinced that the swamp was impassable and would thus protect Jackson's left flank completely.8 Livingston passed this advice on to the general, and the army did, indeed, extend its line a few hundred yards into the swamp.
Now Jackson consolidated his forces, calling in Dominique and Beluche to take command of two twenty-four-pounder fieldpieces on the right of his line at the levee, protecting the river road to the city. They arrived December 28, and soon Jackson added a thirty-two-pounder to their care. Eventually Dominique and Beluche commanded Battery Number 3, situated about 150 yards from the river, supporting the part of the line held by the battalion of Major Jean Baptiste Plauché, in which some of the Baratarians enlisted.9 The men used cotton bales seized from a vessel then in the river to build a barricade. As it happened the bales belonged to the cranky merchant Nolte. His complaints proved unavailing.10 A French aristocrat then in New Orleans remarked on the general's wisdom in affirming pardon in return for the Baratarians' services. "That is a very politic stroke," said the Chevalier Anne Louis de Tousard, anticipating that the Baratarians would prove to be of "great assistance." 11 Still, perhaps out of mistrust, or more likely out of awareness that artillery could be critical in the coming battle, Jackson thereafter took special interest in the Baratarian gunners, often visiting them in their positions.12
From now on there would be desultory fighting almost daily. The night of December 27 a lucky British shell blew up Patterson's Carolina, leaving only the Louisiana to support Jackson from the river. The next day the British made a general advance, but the fire from the batteries and the Louisiana stopped them, convincing the foe to spend several days bringing up heavier artillery of its own. On New Year's Day the British opened a bombardment, sighting directly on Battery Number 3. Dominique was looking at the enemy positions through a small telescope when a shot fragment struck his arm. Bandaging the wound on the spot, he told his gunners, "I will pay them for that!" He personally directed the fire of one of his twenty-four-pounders until it hit and disabled a British fieldpiece.13
The British spent the next week preparing to launch their principal assault, and Jackson perfected his arrangements and plugged every available man into his line. Pierre Laffite was probably still with Coffee on the left flank, keeping an eye on the cypress swamp and perhaps Bayou Bienvenue. Jean was simply out of sight, most likely still with Reynolds at the Temple, or perhaps reconnoitering as far south as Grand Isle.14 Meanwhile Baratarians made up only about fifty of the five thousand men on Jackson's main line.15 In short, they formed a minuscule portion of the army about to fight a battle for New Orleans. And yet, given the nature of the ground and the fact that the Mississippi and the swamp virtually closed the door to maneuver, the British would have no option but to advance in the open, without cover.
In such a circumstance, artillery could be decisive, and the Baratarians manning Battery Number 3 with their three cannon could speak with a voice far greater than their numbers.
Indeed they did. On January 8 the British launched their attack, and almost from the first it became apparent that everything was against them. Dense fog obscured their view of the Americans in their works behind the canal, while Jackson's artillery poured salvos into the mist and the British ranks. Mismanagement at high levels exacerbated the Redcoats' problems, as did the fall of several high-ranking officers, including the British commanding general. The enemy never even reached the American line, only a few men gaining the canal before being cut down or pushed back. Within half an hour, two-thirds of the three thousand soldiers who began the attack had been killed or injured. Though skirmishing continued for some hours afterward, the battle was over, and the Baratarian gunners had played an important role in breaking up the assault, with Dominique taking a second wound and Gambi shedding his blood as well.16
Even as his men began celebrating their victory, Jackson knew half of the battlefield remained in doubt. The British planned to land fourteen hundred men on the west bank of the river during the night, in the hopes of capturing American guns there and turning them on Jackson's line across the river, placing him between two fires when the attack came. However, the crossing had not been completed until the battle on the east bank was under way. Only after Jackson's line had repulsed the main assault did the British on the river's other side approach American defenses commanded by General David Morgan. Jackson's men lined their side of the river expecting to watch an entertaining victory on the other side.
Instead, disaster struck. Morgan was not prepared for a surprise. Once ashore, the British first met exhausted and ill-armed Kentucky volunteers who had been hurried forward to slow the enemy. In the face of disciplined British fire, the Kentuckians dissolved in near panic and rushed back to Morgan's main line, directly across the river from Jackson. The Redcoats struck as Jackson's men watched helplessly from the other side. The Kentuckians broke again, and the British overran the American line, forcing Morgan to abandon his artillery. Patterson barely saved the Louisiana by getting it into the main channel and away from shore before the enemy swarmed past. Jackson hurriedly summoned Pierre Laffite and Humbert and sent them to the other side with a reinforcement of four hundred men. His confidence in Morgan apparently shaken, Jackson wanted the Napoleonic veteran of a dozen fields to lead the reinforcements and any who could be rallied in a bayonet charge against the British. If the enemy held Morgan's position, they could potentially cross upriver and cut the American army off from New Orleans. Laffites part of the assignment was to advise Morgan of the canals and bayous that might be used to get around the British flank and secure an advantage.17
Pierre and Humbert found Morgan trying to reestablish his command a mile and a half behind his original position. Morgan informed Laffite of the situation on the ground and sent him back to Jackson with a plea for more reinforcements, asking at the same time that Pierre return as quickly as possible to advise him on the terrain.18 Upon hearing Pierre's report, Jackson told his aide Grymes to send Pierre over the river with a promise of reinforcements to come that evening and an address, hastily penned by Jackson, to be read to the troops to boost their morale.19 By then, however, the crisis had passed, for in the face of the disaster to the main British line, an order soon arrived directing the Redcoats in front of Morgan to return to the east bank. The Americans, perhaps spurred by Humbert, began to pursue, but one show of resolve on the part of the withdrawing British stopped them and the foe retired without further harassment. The Battle of New Orleans was over.
Jackson remained concerned about the west bank of the river for a day or two, and Pierre Laffite probably remained there with Morgan, with whom he struck up something of a friendship.20 But in the aftermath of the victory, Jackson had another task for Pierre Laffite. Jackson had sent an order to Major Reynolds to remove the inhabitants from Grand Terre, Barataria, and the whole coastline. Many fled of their own accord and eventually almost all were gone. On December 16, however, Captain David Libby took his Cartagenan corsair the Estaba into Grand Isle to escape British pursuit, and then left her while he went to New Orleans for supplies.21 When Libby's arrival in New Orleans alerted Jackson that privateers might be trying to use Grand Isle, he called on Pierre Laffite no later than January 10 to go down to the coast and bring out all remaining inhabitants who could be collected. The general hoped to remove anyone who might cooperate not only with smugglers but also with the British should they try a thrust at the city by that route. He seems not to have seen the irony in sending one of the leaders of the Baratarian establishment to his old haunts to clear it of new privateers. Pierre reached the coast on January n or 12, probably joined by Jean, whom he could have met at the Temple on the way. There in the anchorage he saw the ruins of Libby's Estaba, which a British naval raid had burned with its cargo the day before.22
Laffite probably already knew that Libby's partner in the Estaba was an old friend, Pierre Lameson.23 What he could not know until he heard it from the corsair's crew was that off Cuba Libby and Lameson had taken a Spanish schooner. Lameson had equipped the prize with seven men and one cannon and some muskets, but then he was separated from the Estaba in a storm.24 Lameson sailed the prize to Cat Island, and then went in a ship's boat to Grand Isle looking for Libby. He arrived about January 12, possibly at the same time as Pierre Laffite, to find the Estaba burned and Libby gone, and swore at the moment to kill his partner for abandoning their joint property to its fate.25 Meanwhile he gathered some of the Estaba's remaining crew from their hiding places on shore, and returned to Cat Island, where he raised two more cannon from the hulk of a prize that Gambi had scuttled there some months before.26 Lameson had a two-year-old Cartagenan commission from his previous privateer the President, questionable though it may have been.27 Now he reasoned that the commission could be used for the prize if he changed her name, so he dubbed her the Presidente. He got sailcloth from some people still at Chenier Caminada and a little gunpowder from other straggling inhabitants, and enlisted crew members from a passing vessel. Then he took to the sea once more, bound for Campeche, where he would take on more crew. Lameson told his crew that he intended to keep taking prizes, though he admitted that Cartagena was virtually out of business, having fallen to the British. Some doubted that he could be serious, but he was.28
With what few inhabitants he found, Pierre returned to New Orleans in a few days, probably bringing Jean. While they were absent, the British fleet had come up the river and bombarded Fort St. Philip for several days, but by January 18 the British gave up and returned to the Gulf. Meanwhile Jackson kept the beaten British army off guard with his own bombardment on their camps, and on that same January 18 the Redcoat army began its withdrawal to the safety of its fleet. On the morning of January 27 the British sails disappeared beyond the horizon. Not entirely beaten, the British sailed to Mobile and began efforts to seize it when the fleet got word that a peace treaty signed in Belgium had ended the war on December 24, 1814.
Amid the American euphoria, the Baratarians came in for their full share of accolades. Five days after the battle, while Pierre and Jean were at Grand Isle, one New Orleanian wrote to a friend that "the privateering class, formerly yclept Baratarians, have produced a corps of skillful artillerists."29 Calling them "the amnestied rebels of Barataria," the French consul at New Orleans de Tousard declared on January 20 that they "in truth, performed miracles."30 Speaking of the "former French filibusters driven from our islands by British conquest or by insurrections excited by the British," he called them "intrepid men, hardened to fatigue and experienced in the work and dangers of war," and echoed the compliments to their skill as artillerists.31 A man from St. Louis who happened to be in New Orleans when the smugglers stood by Jackson said, "They are very brave men," and referred to "Lafete" as their leader who had gained pardon for them all.32 Others also personified the Baratarians as Laffite, without saying which man they meant, the public seemingly amalgamating the brothers into one generic Laffite. "I informed you of Lafitte, the famous smuggler and pirate, having joined our forces," a Louisianan told a friend on January 20. Laffite's men had been "of great value, and distinguished themselves," the man went on. "Indeed, it has proven a fortunate circumstance that they were enrolled in our army."33
On January 21 Jackson issued a congratulatory address to his army in which he praised Dominique and Beluche, "lately commanding privateers at Barataria." That Livingston wrote the address for Jackson may explain why the Baratarians received special mention.34 The speech complimented the gallantry with which they had redeemed the pledge they had given at the opening of the campaign, and went on to say that "the brothers Lafitte have exhibited the same courage and fidelity." Jackson thereby renewed his promise to inform the government of their conduct and lend his support to their appeal for pardon.35
Men then and later debated the extent of the Laffites' contribution. The Baratarians, making up a scant 2 percent of Jackson's forces, were hardly a decisive factor. Most were stationed elsewhere at Fort St. John or Fort St. Philip, or on Patterson's Louisiana, and thus did not take part in the January 8 battle.36 The roles of Jean and Pierre themselves are so shadowy that it is scarcely possible to evaluate their impact, if any. Pierre's activities were peripheral, though certainly Jackson acknowledged his courage and usefulness. By contrast, no participant recalled with certainty that Jean was present during the battle, and a few testified later that they did not see him anywhere on the battlefield.37 Almost beyond question, Jean Laffite was not in the action on the east side of the river, and if he had been with Morgan on the other side, there would have been no need for Jackson to send Pierre. Most likely he was still with Reynolds, or more likely still in the vicinity of Grand Isle where there were new affairs about to unfold of interest alike to General Jackson and the Laffites.38 As for the combined contribution of the brothers to the victory, their greatest influence must have been the moral force of their siding with the Americans, thus bringing French Louisianans over to that side. The seventy-five hundred flints they provided also cannot be discounted,39 though Jackson would exaggerate their importance. "If it had not been for this providential aid the country must have fallen," the general would say a dozen years later.40 In fact, in all likelihood, the battle would have been won without them, for it was British mistakes and bad fortune, combined with American artillery, that turned the tide. The Baratarians made an impact on the tide of battle, but no more than a host of other influences.
By March, Jackson's continued martial law began to alienate elements in the city's population. Protests appeared in the press, whereupon Jackson arrested their author. Judge Hall defied Jackson by issuing a habeas corpus writ to free the offender, and that provoked Jackson to arrest Hall. Sensing the rebellious current running in the city and through some of his volunteer units, who thought they should be free to go home, Jackson issued a proclamation on March 5 regarding mutiny and its penalties. But then came the news of the Treaty of Ghent, and Jackson freed all those under arrest. A group of citizens gave Hall a triumphant escort to the courthouse, and the judge immediately cited Jackson for interfering with civil authority and commanded him to appear before the court on charges of contempt. Jackson appeared on March 31, heard Hall levy a fine against him of $1,000, paid it, and left. 41 Waiting for him at the door was a crowd of about fifty, including Dominique and Beluche. They lifted Jackson on their shoulders and carried him to the Maspero's Exchange Commercial Coffee House.42 Before Jackson left the city on April 6 to return home, he took a moment to send Pierre Laffite a personal note of thanks for his "activity and zeal." Pierre was, he said, "one of those to whom the country is most indebted," and closed with an expression of his private friendship and esteem.43 Of course, in the fullness of victory, Jackson was a bit hyperbolic in praising everyone, but still it was an encomium to be treasured, and perhaps to be made use of before long.
The Laffites were as anxious as everyone else in the city to celebrate the final victory after the peace treaty. When a ball was held for Jackson's officers, the Laffites attended. Pierre was now well acquainted with some of the men there, but Jean knew few of them due to his being elsewhere during most of the campaign. General Coffee arrived late, and when he encountered Pierre, seemed momentarily unable to connect a name with the face. Pierre was offended and introduced himself rather stiffly as "Lafitte, the pirate!" Coffee immediately extended his hand and made amends for his absentmindedness.44
The president would not be so forgetful. On February 6 Madison made good on his support for clemency with a proclamation. Referring to the Baratarians as citizens who had formerly forgotten their duty to the law, he acknowledged their "sincere penitence" when they agreed to give up smuggling and defend New Orleans. Without mentioning the Laffites specifically, he also made reference to the attractive British offer they had refused. The Louisiana legislature recommended that they be pardoned, and now the president did so, granting forgiveness for all violations of any acts of Congress touching on commerce or intercourse with foreign nations prior to January 8, 1815, and stays of any and all claims for fines or penalties against them. To obtain pardon each applicant simply had to produce a certificate from Claiborne attesting that the applicant aided in the defense. 45
Even before Madison's proclamation reached New Orleans, Claiborne and the federal district attorney agreed that the Baratarians' performance at New Orleans, coupled with Jackson's endorsement of clemency and the call from the legislature, smoothed the path to pardon. The governor did his part by asking the prosecutor to enter findings of nolle prosse in all cases against the Laffites and others under prosecution when the federal court reopened February 20.46 Grymes's term as district attorney had expired when the court adjourned in December, but he would continue to act for the government intermittently for a few weeks now.47 His replacement, the Irishman John Dick, did not wait for the proclamation he knew would be coming. As the first business of the bench when the federal court reopened on February 20, he entered the appropriate findings to halt proceedings against the Laffites.48 Those facing indictments were Jean for piracy, Pierre and Jannet as accessories before the fact, and fifteen others—including Lafon, Lavergne, and Dominique, "alias Frederick Youx"—for piracy or illegally fitting out a privateer in United States territory. Dick had asked Claiborne to suggest which deserved pardon, and Claiborne opted to recommend everyone under indictment—though, without convictions, no pardons were needed.49 They were still to present the statement certifying their service for Jackson, but in the end out of the several hundred men eligible, only Humbert and three others did so, and the court chose not to stand on detail.50
Their newfound freedom allowed the Laffite brothers to resume the sort of public life that was not possible on Grand Isle. Once more Jean was found in the coffeehouses and taverns.51 Both brothers, Dominique, Beluche, and others were seen in the streets of New Orleans, walking arm in arm with Livingston and his brother-in-law Davezac as fellow heroes of the defense.52 "Captain Lafitte," Jean, was even solicited to testify on the behalf of a Baratarian who somehow wound up in jail again.53
Before leaving on his mission to Barataria for Jackson, Pierre had returned briefly to the house on Dumaine where Marie and the children lived, and Jean no doubt went there with him on their return. Around this time Jean made a change in his own domestic life. It is safe to assume that Jean Laffite had enjoyed some degree of romantic experience not limited to the slender young quadroon with whom Glasscock saw him in 1809. Any liaisons of his during the ensuing five years, however, failed to attract enough notice to leave comment.54 Now, however, he either commenced or resumed an involvement with Marie Villard's younger sister Catherine, who also lived in the house on Dumaine, and sometime in February she became pregnant.55 He did not establish her in a plaçage arrangement, though. Rather, it appears that the two couples shared then and later whatever lodging Pierre provided, with Jean contributing to its maintenance.56
One reason they shared a house may have been their restricted funds, for they had to subsist on what cash they had when they fled to the German Coast. Pierre had declared bankruptcy the year before, of course, but his flight from the city and the time spent in hiding, incarceration, escape, and then fighting the invasion had forestalled his creditors. With the emergency past and the brothers accessible in the city, the specter of debt could catch up with them.
Pierre attempted to put the best face on his new public appearance, and advertised his readiness to meet his obligations. He had declared bankruptcy, he protested, to protect himself from "exorbitant pretentious demands," but he never meant to avoid "just debts due honest creditors." Disingenuously saying that he believed he had satisfied all obligations and owed no one, he invited any who thought they had claims on him to make themselves known to him or his brother. 57
They came forward soon enough, though the legislature's suspension of civil suit prosecution spared him payment until April. The judgment against him that had originally caused his bankruptcy came forward again, clearly unsatisfied.58 In March Pierre had to pay $264 on a debt that went back to 1810. Shortly thereafter the owner of one of the slaves that Pierre took with him when he escaped from jail filed a suit against him for refusing to return the black, and obtained a judgment against him for $400. The case would drag on to late in the year, and end with Pierre making an unsuccessful appeal to the state supreme court.59 Jean meanwhile found himself in a legal dispute over the sale of the Adventurer in Mobile as he strove to hold on to the full proceeds.60 The brothers were not in financial difficulty, to be sure, but with their sources of income interrupted, they had to watch their expenses.
While casting about for the means to renew their fortunes, the Laffites had time to pursue an expanding friendship with Latour.61 The engineer had decided to write a book about the recent campaign, and while Jackson and many of the officers were still in New Orleans in March, Latour began interviewing them and copying documents in their files.62 In the process, he spoke with the Laffites about their role, particularly the Lockyer episode, and the brothers gave him copies of all the correspondence, which Latour would include in an appendix to the volume. Jean embellished the details somewhat in his telling, exaggerating Nicholls's monetary offer to a ridiculous $30,000 and implying that the commission he was offered was not in some insignificant militia, but that of a captain in the Royal Navy.
This was more than a sailor telling sea stories, for there was advantage to magnifying Jean's apparent self-sacrifice in turning down the British offer. The brothers hoped to regain some of the property lost at Barataria, and the more they looked like disinterested patriots, the better their chances. Latour's book, if it appeared in time, could advance their cause. Livingston was also an enthusiastic backer of Latour's project, further binding the Laffites with Livingston peripherally.63 Interestingly enough, Latour showed his initial draft to one or both of the Laffites before it went to the translator late that spring, for the published version contained even more embellishments than the draft, and ones that would only have come from Jean.64 For his part, Latour exaggerated the importance of the Laffite-Lockyer episode and its ramifications, placing the documents given him by Jean at the beginning of the lengthy appendix, out of chronological order and in the company of documents of far greater weight.65
Patterson and Ross had wasted no time in submitting libels to Hall's bench after returning from their September 1814 raid, and the court was as expeditious. It issued the first order for the sale of goods taken at Barataria on October 24, the proceeds to be held by the court until proper disposition could be determined.66 A month later, on November 29, Hall ordered the sale of all the vessels captured except the Dorada and the Amiable Maria, which an inspector judged to be in poor condition.67 The marshal posted an inventory of the boats and their goods at Maspero's and held the sale a week later.68 The appearance of the British soon thereafter and the closing of the court postponed further action, but when Hall resumed the bench in February the proceedings resumed with vigor.
Immediately after Dick posted the nolle prosse findings on February 20, the court ordered the sale of seventy-four casks of perishable wine, more than seventy-seven hundred gallons. Five days later the Dorada and the Amiable Maria were ordered sold.69
Even a claim from the Spaniard from whom the Laffites originally took the Dorada could not save her from the auction block.70 Soon thereafter the court began distributing the proceeds of the sales, and Patterson and Ross and their men started to come into large shares.71 Jean Laffite submitted depositions in cases involving what he claimed was his property, but by April 24—when Patterson won an important judgment allowing the combination of two of his major libels, each strengthening the case of the other—Laffites attorney Morel could see the direction of things.72 Morel withdrew Laffites claims and depositions.73 If they could not sway the court, perhaps they could be used to persuade some higher authority.
Testimony continued for another three weeks before the Laffites gained their first minor success on May 13 when Hall dismissed Patterson's libel on 163 barrels of flour, 16 barrels of bread, and a barrel of rice. This did not mean, though, that the Laffites were to get the proceeds from the sale of these goods, which had already taken place, and the bench immediately decreed that all the goods in another case were condemned and their proceeds forfeited to the government.74 Three days later it added to the injury by ordering the proceeds of the sales of the Dorada and the Amiable Maria turned over to their Spanish claimants, reserving a one-third share for Patterson.75 In a few cases in which citizens at Barataria during the raid were relieved of their personal property by overzealous soldiers, the court returned it, including the doubloons taken from St. Helme and some property belonging to Dominique.76 The court even released the General Bolivar when Beluche was able to produce what appeared to be genuine papers from Cartagena.77
The only substantial success for the Laffites came on July 12. In the preceding weeks Louis Morel had ceased acting as their counsel. He would seek a seat in the legislature within a few months, and perhaps he regarded his association with the Laffites as a political liability at the moment. Livingston represented them instead as both attorney and procurator. His political connections and personal prestige after the battle added weight to their petitions, and he seemed to entertain no concerns about being the smugglers' lawyer. Indeed, he had acted on behalf of privateers some years earlier, and now took on Gambi and Dominique as clients. Of course, Livingston was first and foremost an opportunist and entrepreneur. He had already taken an interest in the filibustering and Mexican insurgent schemes fermenting in New Orleans, and he knew that the Baratarians, especially the Laffites, had close ties to Humbert, Toledo, and the rest. Being the smugglers' attorney could, in short, be good for his purse well beyond his fees and the fat contingencies he could expect to garner if he won substantial judgments for his clients. 78
Though Dominique and Jean Laffite were not present in court that day, Livingston acted for both in submitting and winning a judgment that ordered the marshal to pay them the net proceeds from the sale of Dominique's felucca and Laffites Fly and Wasp after the deduction of Patterson's salvage share. At the same time he recovered some of the proceeds of goods taken on Gambi's Petit Milan.79 In all of these cases Jean Laffite was prepared to support his claim for restitution on the grounds of his service to Jackson, first with the correspondence relating to the British offer, then with a list of his vessels and copies of their supposed commissions, and not least with the testimonial letter from General Jackson. These documents were not direct evidence in the cases at hand, but he had his attorney keep them ready to be produced in mitigation if necessary. Unfortunately, the bench never admitted them. Laffite would have to find somewhere else to employ their persuasions.80
While later estimates put the value of what was lost at Barataria at half a million dollars or more, the sale of the vessels and goods yielded closer to $35,000—no small sum at the time.81 The Dorada and the Amiable Maria between them only brought $6,890 at auction. 82 Still, every article was worth contesting, and the good news on July 12 encouraged Jean to have Livingston submit a petition for recovery of more of the merchandise. Livingston would oblige, but immediately after he got the judgment on the proceeds from the sale of the Fly and the Wasp, Jean Laffite removed himself permanently from the litigation and thereafter left it to his attorney. Collecting his award immediately, a few thousand dollars at best, he had a journey to make and a use for the money in his purse.
TWELVE
Spies for Spain 1815-1816
Ho! treachery! my guards! my scimitar!
The galleys feed the flames—and I afar!
Accursed Dervise—these thy tidings—thou
Some villain spy-seize cleave him—slay him now!
WITH THE BRITISH THREAT no longer a distraction, Humbert, Toledo, and Gutiérrez had time to try to resuscitate their plan for a combined land campaign against Texas and maritime strike at Tampico. They found ardent support in what Morphy and others referred to as an "association" of men in New Orleans bent on gaining personal profit through encouraging assaults on Spanish property. Never a formal organization, the "association" had a fluid membership in which the constants were Livingston, Davezac, Grymes, Abner Duncan, Nolte, Lafon, merchant John K. West, and of course the Laffite brothers. While most provided financial backing as their investment, the Laffites' contribution was to be transportation. Only now they did not have a fleet.
While the bumptious Humbert published an announcement of the plan's renewal and tried to enlist volunteers in distant Kentucky, Toledo turned his attention, as he had the year before, to the currently ascendant party in the peripatetic insurgent Congress in Mexico. On February 10 he wrote to them saying that he had four hundred men in hand, and another two thousand could be raised. If the Congress funded the enterprise, he could lead these men in a campaign to help drive the Spaniards out of Mexico. At the same time, he suggested that the Congress supply him with letters of marque to commission privateers. There would be plenty of applicants. Tampico or some other point should be opened as a port for steady traffic with New Orleans, and a court of admiralty established to take care of the prickly matter of legalizing prizes. The Congress should send a minister to conclude a treaty of amity with the United States. Most of all, the Congress should send money, lots of it, to make everything happen. 1
As was typical of the cross-purposes and conflicting ambitions that crippled almost all of these enterprises, Anaya had his own agendum. Anaya had shifted his support to the failed filibuster John H. Robinson's dream of leading an invasion of Texas, and Toledo feared that Anaya was collecting "some bloodthirsty adventurers from Barataria, who have bought a vessel," intending to seize any patriot funds they could get their hands on under the pretext of buying arms.2 They would be competing with Toledo for Mexican financial support and attention.
It is ironic that Toledo complained about Anaya's courting of "bloodthirsty adventurers from Barataria," for Toledo turned to that very resource. Before his plans could be launched, he had to get his plea to the Congress, and that required a ship. General Jackson, however, refused to let vessels leave port. Anxious not to see privateering restart and not overly trusting of his recent allies, the general held up almost all departures during January and February 1815. Gambi's Petit Milan had been taken at Barataria, and subsequently sold to West and renamed the Aguila or Eagle3 Coincidentally, the day that Toledo wrote to the Mexican Congress, word of the peace treaty with Britain reached New Orleans. Immediately Toledo applied for permission to take the Eagle to Nautla, ostensibly to carry passengers belonging to, and dispatches for, the revolutionary government, and to return with specie for Toledo's use. People of good reputation endorsed his request, and Toledo affirmed in writing that the voyage had no object other than what he declared, and specifically "no intent to commit hostilities against Spain or her subjects." Further, "no arms should be put on board." On that basis, Jackson approved the request. 4
Toledo's indictment for violating the neutrality law was outstanding, and Dick did not enter the government's nolle prosse in his case until February 20. Toledo had been free on his own recognizance and a posted bond since he volunteered to join in the defense of New Orleans.5 When Toledo first came to New Orleans, the inhabitants greeted him as a man who "risked every thing, to engage in the perilous task of freeing his countrymen from the yoke that bowed them to the earth." Dick saw that "every eye met him with friendly gratulation; every liberal heart was open to receive him." Recent setbacks to his cause only made Toledo more admired, and when he showed credentials from the Supreme Congress in Mexico identifying him as "generalissimo of the army of the north," people received him as such.
Dick could not conceal his mistrust of the fellow, however. "From the first moment of our knowledge of General Toledo, it was obvious, to those who considered at all the extent of his qualifications, that they were entirely inadequate to his station, that his mental resources were few, when the difficulties he had to overcome required them to be multitudinous," said Dick. It was no secret that the insurgent Congress in Mexico had revoked Toledo's commission when he fled with Anaya and Humbert the previous year, and since then he had done nothing but stay in New Orleans trying unsuccessfully to regain his lost power. The Mexican junta might have used him occasionally as an agent in New Orleans simply because he was there, but he had no authority and Dick doubted that he enjoyed the confidence of genuine higher-ups. The attorney knew most of the important people connected with the failed Gutiérrez-Magee expedition of 1813, and to him they uniformly attributed their defeat "to the incapacity and mismanagement of Toledo."
Dick, himself sympathetic to the independence movements that Toledo espoused, concluded his appraisal of Toledo's fitness to command by saying that "he has neither capacity to plan nor ability to execute; he is incapable of discovering expedients for each exigency or of providing remedies for each disorder; he can have neither dexterity in his means, nor flexibility in varying his measures, without altering his designs." Ultimately, said Dick, "he wants energy, he wants the means of inspiring confidence, and what is worse, I fear he wants integrity." As if it needed saying, he added, "I think him capable of deception and falsehood," and Toledo would immediately prove Dick to be right.6 Nevertheless, Toledo was able to inspire enough confidence in the "association" for West to lend his ship to Toledo's mission. Toledo's assurances of large amounts of Mexican gold likely helped West take the risk.
To captain the Eagle, West engaged Julius Caesar Amigoni, formerly master of the privateer Esperanza, itself a prize Amigoni had taken with a corsair out of Barataría the year before.7 "This Amigoni is well known as an associate of the Baratarian Pirates or smugglers," the district attorney attested.8 Toledo began boarding some twenty or more crewmen on February 17, and finished fitting out the ship the next day. On February 18 Amigoni cleared the Eagle out of the port with half a dozen passengers, supposedly bound for Nautla.9 Instead, she went straight to Grand Isle.
There Amigoni met Vincent Gambi and Colonel Bean, who had secreted on several oyster boats goods including two six-pounder cannon formerly on the Petit Milan, twenty muskets, cutlasses, and gunpowder.10 The men got past the soldier guard at the Temple by exhibiting a forged pass from Jackson, which Gambi said he had obtained from Livingston. Gambi even removed some of the obstructions that Jackson had ordered placed in the bayous to impede an enemy advance, an action that made Jackson furious when he learned of it early in March as the peace treaty had not yet been ratified. 11
They had their stories ready. Bean was to say that the two cannon were a gift from him to Amigoni, intended to become fieldpieces. Gambi was to maintain that he was merely a passenger, going to Mexico to settle, notwithstanding the saber and pair of pistols he wore. In fact he replaced Amigoni as captain, and found a nine-pounder hidden in the hold under the ballast and another small pivot gun ready for mounting on deck.12 After several days spent mounting the guns and loading other weapons and munitions, the Eagle made sail once again on February 22, fully equipped as a corsair.13 With no commission, anything she took made her a pirate.
Thanks to calm winds, almost two weeks passed before they made Boquilla de Piedras, a simple open point on the Mexican coast with a good anchorage. There they learned that Nautla had fallen to the Spaniards, meaning the port was closed to them.14 Gambi landed the passengers and one of them went some thirty miles into the interior on a pirogue, looking for the insurgent Congress. He returned the next day with twenty or more men from Dominique's crew of the Tigre and a packet for Amigoni. Amigoni told the Eagle's crew he had been given a commission as a captain in the Mexican navy and papers for the Eagle to cruise as a privateer.15 In fact, he had been handed several blank commissions to distribute to corsairs in Louisiana.16 There was also a general's commission for Toledo, signed by insurgent leader Rayon.17 Dominique's former crew members brought muskets and barrels of powder, which they quickly loaded aboard the Eagle.18 Bean's cannon were not landed, and probably were never meant to be. They would be used to arm the first prize taken by the Eagle.19
Once the representatives from the Congress had left, the Eagle set sail again, clearly on a cruise. Gambi had gone to a house ashore, feeling unwell, before the pirogue returned from the interior, and Amigoni now commanded.20 Less than a week after leaving Boquilla de Piedras, the Eagle returned with a prize, the schooner Santa Rita out of Campeche, loaded with salt and dry goods, cargo, and a vessel worth $20,000.21 Gambi promptly took over the schooner and renamed her the Mexicana. He put a crew aboard and spent a few days transferring guns to outfit her, while the Eagle left to continue her cruise. Then Gambi set sail under the colors of the Mexican insurgency, the ship's former Spanish flags in the locker just in case, and almost immediately took the Nuestra Senora de Rosario. As soon as he took the prize, he renamed the Santa Rita again to cover her tracks, this time calling her the Nonesuch?22
When Gambi's men went through their new prize, they made a startling discovery. Papers aboard the ship revealed that Picornell had become a traitor, and was trying to feed information on insurgent and filibuster plans to Spain.23 Gambi had plenty of time to peruse them, if he could read, for the return voyage to Barataria for the Santa Rita and her prize took more than three weeks thanks to heavy weather, and those aboard were almost drowned when the seas threatened to overwhelm her.24
The Eagle, heavily loaded with merchandise taken from her own prize, came along the Santa Rita near Grand Terre.25 They reached the island on April 9, and by the next day their arrival was known in New Orleans.26 As soon as the collector at the customs house learned of it, he asked Patterson to take them, and the commodore readily dispatched Lieutenant Thomas Cunningham and a gunboat.27 A few days later near Cat Island, Cunningham came up with the Eagle at anchor alongside Lameson's newly fitted out Presidente, each under the flag of Cartagena, and in Laméson's papers was his old privateering commission.28 Cunningham took both ships, along with the Santa Rita/Mexicana/ Nonesuch, and set out for New Orleans. Gambi was back aboard the Eagle, having relieved Amigoni, who was at Barataria looking after some storm damage to the Nuestra Señora de Rosario.29 Unfortunately, Cunningham's small crew found it impossible to keep the prisoners in check. By the time the little flotilla reached the city, all but two of the privateer crewmen had simply run away over the side, and only two crewmen remained from the prize ship.30
They returned to a city hearing echoes of trouble some hoped had disappeared. The privateering problem had not evaporated with the destruction of Barataria. Part of the problem lay at Cartagena. The Spaniards had struck back effectively at independence movements everywhere else, but the city held out. Encouraged by the assistance of Aury, Beluche, Jannet, and other corsairs, the ruling elite maintained a welcoming climate for adventurers and privateers. Sauvinet had visited in the summer of 1814 to investigate moving there permanently, most likely acting as a representative of Humbert, Toledo, and others seeking a united front against Spain. Latour had considered relocating there before he became caught up in the war, but a friend advised him to be cautious. "This country is not yet stable," he told Latour. Moreover, as Sauvinet found, "the system is totally changed with regard to foreigners, they are very suspicious of them." Still, American privateers were an important source of revenue, and Cartagena continued to hand out commissions in its port and to print more for extralegal distribution elsewhere.31
The instability at Cartagena dogged its affairs for the next several months. But Aury and other corsairs found plenty of opportunity meanwhile. By early 1815 the privateers of the Gulf were active in a small way, sometimes boarding vessels waiting at the Balize or in the channel. Within days of the announcement of peace, however, Morphy observed with disgust that four suspect ships had passed down the river, destined, he was convinced, to be armed at Barataria by some of the "Captains and Old Sailors." A person he trusted had told him of a meeting held by what he called "the main associates of the pirates," at which the assembled discussed raising Cartagenan colors and attacking Florida. While Morphy tried to learn more, on March 26 he warned Apodaca to put out a warning. With the war with Britain at an end, the war with the privateers and filibusters was about to resume. 32
The customs people, too, realized soon enough that, as collector John Williams put it, "the Barataria Trade is not yet done." The citizens, too, were ready to revert to their old ways. One of his inspectors told Pierre Duplessis early in April that "on the part of the enemy we have to contend with, we behold an extended and organized system of Enterprise, of Ingenuity, of indefatigability and of audacity favoured by a variety of local advantages & supported always by force of arms." It seemed a disgrace that "the old & notorious offenders who have so lately been indulged with a remission of the punishment they merited are already making arrangements to recommence their former nefarious pursuits."33 Sales of smuggled goods began to take place openly on the lower Lafourche by May if not earlier, though no one seemed to suspect the Laffites of direct involvement. There were even rumors of American merchant vessels being taken, a violation of the one rule the Laffites had strictly observed.34 Collector Duplessis appealed to the secretary of the treasury to seek assistance from the navy in quelling this lawlessness. He complained bitterly that "the crimes of these men are hightened by their ingratitude to the government" for its recent clemency.35
Patterson's response was to promise that additions to his command—including the Dorada, which he had purchased at auction and renamed Firebrand—would enable him to protect the coast from "the pirates of Barrataria" and those sailing under Mexican and Cartagenian colors. He wanted the authority to use his discretion in dealing with vessels under lawful commissions, but if he found such corsairs acting in cooperation with the Baratarians, he promised to take "effectual measures," even at the cost of damage to legitimate privateers.36
Indeed, the question of legitimate privateers proved challenging, thanks chiefly to the Cartagenan commissions. Dick complained that he and the federal court operated in "peculiarly embarrassing" circumstances at times, trying to avoid all interference with those colonies of Spain that claimed to be independent, and at the same time repress the smugglers and illegal corsairs. "Much of this difficulty has arisen from the very improper conduct of the government of Carthagena," he said, citing its habit of distributing blank letters of marque. It was all but impossible for the court to distinguish genuinely commissioned privateers from pirates. He tried to be impartial, as did Judge Hall, but at times he feared impartiality favored the smugglers too much.37
Prosecutor Dick got his chance to test the limits of that impartiality when he immediately started proceedings, libeling the Eagle for illegally outfitting in the United States and her prize merchandise for violating customs laws, which also applied to the Santa Rita.38 Dick was not fooled by the Eagles pretended Mexican commission.39 Indeed, Gambi had initially told him that she sailed under two letters of marque, including one from Cartagena, which was prohibited by international law. Gambi and Lameson posted bond for themselves and their ships, pending adjudication.40
The court was in a mood to act quickly. On May 16 the grand jury indicted Gambi, Amigoni, John Robinson, and Romain Verry for piracy. Amigoni had escaped capture, but the marshal arrested the rest and brought them before the bench for arraignment. They heard the indictments read to them, entered pleas of not guilty, and were remanded into custody for trial two days thence. The grand jury also issued indictments against Toledo for illegally fitting out the Eagle, and Pierre Lameson for the same with the Presidente.41 Spanish authorities in the city met the news with guarded pleasure, especially regarding Gambi, "the cruelest and the greatest assassin among all the pirates."42
The court heard Gambi's trial on May 18. The witnesses called in his defense included Humbert, Toledo, and even collector Pierre Duplessis, while the prosecution relied on the four captured crewmen.43 Gambi was an experienced dissembler. Besides the sobriquet "Vingt cinq"—it meant "Twenty-five" but was also a pun on his name Vincent—he sometimes did business under the name of Juan or Jean Roux. Indeed, three months later he would tell a notary that Roux was his real name and Gambi an alias, and with a man this shifty none could say for sure.44 Now he claimed that the Eagle had a valid commission from the Mexican junta when she left New Orleans, and actually produced it in court. He consistently protested that he was only a passenger, and that he had been ill ashore when the Eagle took the Santa Rita, which was the only act listed in the piracy indictment.
But through testimony from the printer, Dick revealed that the commission had been printed in New Orleans at Toledo's order, and was not delivered to him until well after the Eagle had sailed. Toledo had somehow gotten the commission to Gambi after his arrest. Dick also demonstrated that prior to the trial Toledo had lured the two captured Spanish crewmen from the Santa Rita to the office of a notary, telling them they were seeing the Spanish consul. There Toledo promised each of them $15 if they would make a statement of the affair based on his "suggestions," and they had done so. But they refused to take an oath before the notary, and now in court they swore that they were not present when their supposed testimony was written down and notarized. "These frauds were so palpable, so shame-less, and so base as to fill every mind with indignation, and to call down odium and contempt upon their fabricator Toledo," Dick argued. 45 Yet that same day the jury returned a verdict that "as there has been no positive proof that the Prisoner was in any other capacity, on board the Schooner Eagle, than [that] of a Passenger, the Jury find him not guilty." Dick entered a nolle prosse for the remaining indictments, seeing that further prosecution with such a jury would be pointless.46 He also had it in mind that by doing so, he might persuade the other men under indictment to become witnesses against Gambi if he could find a new charge to justify resurrecting the case.
Illicit activity at Grand Isle began to increase. Indeed, even while Gambi was awaiting trial, Duplessis got a report that "the notorious pirate Vincent Gemby" had led two dozen men on a quick trip to Barataria to begin fitting out another vessel.47 Soon the Cleopatra, a prize taken by Beluche's privateer La Popa under genuine Cartagenan commission, was taken in tandem with another corsair by the Firebrand in the Dorada s first act after her change of personality.48 A vessel believed to belong to Sauvinet brought a prize into Grand Terre early in July.49 A few weeks later the authorities caught the Eugenia trying to fit out as a Cartagenan privateer not far from New Orleans. And that same month a privateer operating under a Mexican commission brought a prize into New Orleans, where Dominique bought her and began outfitting her as a privateer to be called the Mexicain.50
For his part, Toledo had posted bond April 15 with Livingston as his surety, and his trial, originally scheduled for a few days later, was deferred to July on motion of Livingston.51 A jury acquitted him, too, regarding the testimony against him to be circumstantial, though Dick felt no doubt of Toledo's guilt. In his defense Toledo denied—probably honestly—that he had any share of ownership in the Eagle, and argued as proof that since his arrival in New Orleans he had lived entirely on the charity of friends and simply had no money to outfit a vessel. 52 During the trial Livingston got permission to remove some Spanish documents from Toledo's court file, claiming they were not material.53 Most likely they were the ones captured with the Eagle and the Presidente, documents that not only revealed Picornell's treachery but also could have implicated some of the "associates," including Livingston, as Toledo's backers. Indeed, Patterson's sudden support for the return of some proceeds from Barataria to Jean Laffite very likely reflected the fact that sometime this summer he, too, had felt the lure of the "associates'" ambitions, and had become one of them.
After the trials and acquittals, the fight over the vessels and their cargoes commenced. On April 30 the court ordered an inspection of the Eagle to determine her value as a legitimate prize taken by Cunningham.54 By May 20, when no one had come forward to demonstrate ownership of the vessel, Judge Hall pronounced any pretended owners like Amigoni to be in contempt, and decreed the ship to be awarded to sale and distribution by default. The same process was applied to the Presidente.55 Meanwhile on May 31 Morphy filed a claim on behalf of the Spanish owners of the Santa Rita, and Amigoni filed his own claim to her as a legitimate prize under his supposed commission. Livingston represented him, demonstrating that he was now clearly the attorney of choice for the corsairs and smugglers.56
The resulting litigation continued for months, delaying trials and requiring testimony from Mexico. Pierre Laffite appeared among the witnesses, and even the acquitted Gambi gave testimony, though the court noted that his was to be used "subject to all exceptions as to competency and credit."57 It finally ended in February 1816, when the court dismissed Amigoni's claim and ordered the Eagle sold.58 Meanwhile Amigoni attempted to protect some of his cargo by claiming it as merchandise belonging to the Mexican insurgents and put aboard the Eagle at Boquilla de Piedras by order of General Morelos.59 However, the court finally returned the goods taken aboard the Santa Rita and the Eagle to the original owners, less a one-third share going to Cunningham for their recovery.60 Later that month Lameson lost the Presidente unequivocally, while the prize goods he had on board when captured were turned over to Morphy for return to their owners.61 Fully a year after the litigation began, Livingston would renew Lameson's and Amigoni's claims, but to no avail, and he finally withdrew them.62 Long before then, at the auction of the Eagle s cargo, Livingston bought some of the bargains on offer.63 When the marshal sold the Presidente at auction after removing her armament, the buyer was none other than Pierre Laffite.64
Livingston complained that this "vexatious business" fully occupied his time. He needed the work, however, for he found himself heavily in debt, with two plantations not paying their way and a new lumber business that did no better. It was this need for money that had helped lure him into the "association," and when its plans took a new direction that fall, they consumed more of his time.65 These opportunities came at some cost, however, for by now he was so closely and openly attached to the Baratarians that he found his reputation at risk. When he and fellow "associate" Abner Duncan served as defense counsel in the trial of one allegedly unlawful privateer, Duncan became so convinced that their client was a pirate that he withdrew from the case. Collector Duplessis condemned Livingston, "the legal protector of all the Pirates & smugglers who infest this District," for remaining on the case "as usual true at his Post." Duplessis took his complaint against Livingston to the secretary of the treasury in Washington, averring that "if these wretches had not this zealous advocate to support them there is every reason to believe they could ere long be driven from the Country."66
Duplessis had to contend with another problem caused by the smugglers and pirates. By aligning themselves loosely with genuine independence movements, they were doing injury to those causes by association. He must punish piracy without punishing honest revolutionaries. "An act of revolt or rebellion against a sovereign must not be confused with an act of Piracy," the secretary of the treasury advised him. Any merchant vessel that had not committed an offense against the law of nations governing piracy, that carried a lawful cargo and conformed to United States law, was entitled to enter American ports regardless of the flag it sailed under. What such a vessel could not do was enlist crewmen other than natives of its own country, fit out to convert from a merchant vessel to a corsair, or take on weapons. Mindful of Toledo and the rest, the secretary also reminded Duplessis that no military enterprise could be raised or launched from American territory against a nation with which the United States was at peace. At the same time, however, a 1795 treaty guaranteed Spanish subjects and their vessels protection in American waters. As Spain had not recognized the independence of her New World colonies in revolt, the United States must continue to regard these Spanish subjects as entitled to the protection of that treaty. 67
Meanwhile attorney Dick waded through the diplomatic and legal morass trying to get to Gambi. Thanks to testimony provided by the minor defendants whom Dick had released on nolle prosse findings, he secured another piracy indictment from the grand jury on July 15. Despite the new evidence, however, and the fact that Livingston called no witnesses for the defense, the trial on July 18 ended in yet another acquittal, meaning that in six months "Vingt cinq" had escaped from three separate indictments for piracy.68
Coincidentally, as Gambi was about to face another trial, the Laffites came to a decision. They had been remarkably quiet during the past months, no doubt anxious not to hurt Jean's efforts to reclaim their property or secure restitution, but now one of them must go to the East to pursue their interests. They needed to buy and outfit a new ship or two away from prying eyes in New Orleans, especially after the loss of the Eagle and the Presidente. Baltimore was the place for that. Humbert had contacts with backers in Philadelphia and Baltimore, and more would-be supporters of the Tampico enterprise made those cities their headquarters. In Washington the Laffites could approach higher authorities with their case for reparation for their losses to Patterson, money they might need to fund their own involvement in the plans for Humbert and Mexico. The "associates" in New Orleans were at risk of being compromised. If the brothers were to prosper, they needed other backing as security, and commissions more authentic than Toledo's. Pierre being the man of business in New Orleans, the trip fell to Jean.
A seaborne letter could take almost a month to reach the East and the brothers planned for the journey well in advance, corresponding with those on whom they hoped to call. The trip would be costly, but thanks to the court's award of the proceeds of the sale of the Fly and the Wasp, Jean could travel with a substantial government draft that would be negotiable in Philadelphia, the center of American banking even after the demise of the first National Bank a few years earlier. If the draft was not sufficient for their needs, major purchases such as ships or rigging could be made on letters of credit from their associates in New Orleans, or paid for on delivery with money provided by them or the Mexican Congress if all went well. For out-of-pocket expenses of passage and hotels they had little cash in hand, however, especially after spending $415 to buy a slave to help Marie with the house and a family about to grow even more.69 Jean would have to manage his hard money carefully. Two days before Jean was to leave, the parish court rendered a judgment against the brothers for $164 for a debt due to a creditor. Rather than pay the just debt, Jean appealed his half the next day, and then he and Pierre signed a joint promissory note while the appeal was pending.70 It was a means of postponing the debt while husbanding the cash on hand for the journey.
John West's ship the Francis regularly made the run between New Orleans and Philadelphia, and now she was in port and due to depart July 15.71 Jean purchased a passage from her captain, Thomas Barns, and then he and Pierre attended to last minute business. Pierre went to attorney George Pollock and drafted a power of attorney empowering his brother to represent his interests in Washington, including presenting petitions and memorials to the president, heads of the executive departments, and Congress in seeking to obtain the return of their property seized by Patterson and Ross. Jean also had his full assent to make unilateral commitments to sell their existing property, or to contract for the purchase of new property, meaning vessels and tackle. Jean could accept money to be collected for both of them, and if he had to go to court to do it, he was fully empowered to speak for Pierre.72 This day Francis Tomasis, owner of the Moon of November, also gave Jean his power of attorney to attempt recovery of his vessel and her cargo taken by Patterson.73
Jean also had a court appearance to make. Besides his coming piracy trial, Gambi faced a civil suit over a slave that had run away and served on both the Dorada and the Petit Milan prior to Patterson's raid. Jean went to the Orleans Parish district court on the morning of July 15 and attested in a deposition that Gambi had not known the slave to be a runaway.74 Indeed, Jean was so busy that he could not make his court appearance appealing the $164 debt, and had his lawyer Henry Carlton represent him.75 That done, while Vincent Gambi was hearing his third indictment for piracy, Jean walked to the waterfront and boarded the Francis, which cleared the port that evening.76
It was August 27 when the Francis tied up at the wharf in Philadelphia to disgorge her cargo of cotton, brandy, sugar, and passengers.77 Jean Laffite stepped ashore to find the city buzzing with word that Guadaloupe had fallen to the British two weeks earlier. More startling yet was the news that after escaping his exile at Elba and conducting a campaign that ended with defeat at Waterloo, Napoleon was once more a prisoner. 78 Philadelphia hummed with rumors of plots to free the emperor, even to bring him to America. Within a few weeks of Jean's arrival, word spread that Joseph Bonaparte had arrived in New York in early September, and suddenly the stories of secret schemes took on greater authenticity.79
Of more immediate and personal interest to the Laffites was a proclamation by President Madison, issued September i, that appeared in the press within a few days.80 The president was responding to Spanish complaints by condemning the plans in Louisiana to launch a military expedition against Texas and Mexico in aid of the insurgents there. Madison declared that such plotters were "deceiving and seducing honest and well-intentioned citizens to engage in their unlawful enterprises." He warned those duped into participation to withdraw, and ordered that the organizers cease immediately. "They will answer the contrary at their peril," he admonished. He also called on all military and civil authorities, national, state, and local, to be on the watch for such schemers, to seize their arms and vessels, and to try them for violating the neutrality laws.81 The United States and Spain were close to restoring full diplomatic relations, and violations of Spain's sovereignty worked against that.
The very expedition Madison condemned was one of the reasons Jean Laffite came to the East, and to Baltimore at least once. At that moment the Maryland city was on the verge of becoming more important than New Orleans as a seedbed of filibustering activities against Spain, for would-be revolutionaries found sympathetic ears among the port's merchant investors.82 One such man was Peter A. Guestier, a merchant and ship chandler doing business at the southwest corner of Frederick and Second streets.83 Laffite met with him to make arrangements for acquiring and fitting out at least one new vessel to resume privateering against Spanish traders under letters of marque that Jean expected to get from Humbert as an agent of the Mexican junta.84
Jean passed most of the fall in Philadelphia, however. There were people in the Quaker City on whom he had to call, perhaps starting with bankers to deposit the money or instruments that he brought from New Orleans. Another likely visit was to the attorney Peter Du Ponceau, a close business associate of the Laffites' new friend and sometime legal counsel Livingston, to whom Livingston referred friends visiting the city.85 Laffite could need a lawyer if he made any business commitments while there. Latour was also in the city in November to oversee the proofing and printing of his book. He expected to produce six hundred copies and had an agent taking money for advance sales in Louisiana, Livingston acting as surety for their delivery.86 Latour was also there to cement a new enterprise as an agent for Spain reporting on the condition of its territory north and west of Louisiana and any efforts to interfere with its colonial possessions.
Indeed, he probably discussed with Laffite the advantages to Jean engaging himself with Spain, too. Latour would know that in the wake of the fall of Barataria, the brothers' financial fortunes ran at an uncertain ebb, and their close association with Humbert, Toledo, and other revolutionaries was an open secret. Everyone could see the hopeless impracticality and infighting that crippled the filibustering projects, and there was little reason to expect future efforts to be less disastrous than past. Rather than risk themselves and their means on wild schemes of conquest, the Laffites could earn sure money by feeding Spain information on the insurgents' plans. With no vessels of their own at the moment, they were out of the privateering business, but they could reestablish their fleet with what they earned from Spain, who might even allow them to privateer as a cover for their espionage. In short, they might have it both ways.
Jean soon fell into the perfect means of making the brothers useful to Spain. In December he learned from someone in the French émigré community of a supposed plot by the exiled emperor's brother Joseph to locate a colony of refugees somewhere in Texas. Laffite also heard—or said he heard—rumors of a plan to incite a slave rebellion in Cuba, probably to distract the Spaniards while the new Texas colony was planted. He later claimed that he thought it a fantastical scheme at the time, one that he dismissed out of hand. In fact he may have invented the whole thing in order to have dramatic evidence of the kind of information the brothers could provide. The same day Laffite supposedly learned these things, he met with Latour, who almost certainly took him to see Luis Onís. 87
Onís had been running his shadow legation in Philadelphia for at least five years. Even so, he remained in constant contact with officials in Washington, lobbying for actions such as Madison's September 1 proclamation—though Onís, like most Spaniards, suspected it was a hollow gesture. Onís and his friends believed that unofficially the Americans wanted Florida and Texas, and preferred that rebel movements evict Spain from the Americas entirely. For this reason, Onís ran the intelligence system in the United States, the Caribbean, and New Spain that engaged Latour, and would be interested in meeting Jean Laffite.88
The timing of this meeting was wonderfully coincidental, for on November 17 Pierre had entered into an agreement with Picornell and Sedella for the brothers to spy for Spain. If he sent word at once to his brother, it could have reached Jean at the same time that he met with Onís, and certainly by December 28 Onís knew of Pierre's bargain. Surely Pierre did write to Jean, for there was a spate of good news. Earlier in the year, on July 29 the court awarded Jean the proceeds from the sale of some property seized at Barataria.89 Better yet, when Livingston filed a petition for the recovery of sixteen pieces of gold plate and eight cannon, Dick assented to the motion, and on July 29 all parties agreed to returning the gold plate, though Patterson would retain the cannon.90 No one thought it wise to turn artillery back to a man so closely tied to smuggling. Though subsequent judgments went against the Laffites, Pierre could tell Jean well before December that the brothers had more money available for their projects. 91 And on a more personal note, just as he was to leave for Washington, Jean probably got another letter with the news that he had become a father on November 4 when Catherine Villard gave birth to a son she named Jean Pierre.92
Jean went to Washington in December to press his case for restitution or reparations for the losses at Barataria. Congress had begun its session four days into the month, and to persuade the representatives from Louisiana on whom he called Jean brought with him copies of the Lockyer documents and his own correspondence with Blanque, which he had retrieved earlier that spring on Livingston's advice.93 Jean also carried a list of the brothers' vessels taken at Barataria, and the commissions or pretended letters of marque under which they sailed, to demonstrate that the charges of piracy against them were unfounded.94
Unfortunately, no one in officialdom was interested. In the wake of normalization of relations with Spain, restoring ships to men who had plundered Spanish vessels under questionable papers, or no papers at all, would have been a prime diplomatic blunder. The Laffites' well-known connection with the invasion plans Madison had condemned made a sympathetic reception even more unlikely. Jean may have gained an interview with Secretary of State Monroe, since Latour visited with Monroe a couple of times this winter.95 He would have tried to gain audiences with Attorney General Rush, who had been an agent in quashing the piracy indictments, and perhaps with the secretary of the treasury, Alexander Dallas. Members of Louisiana's congressional delegation offered less attractive targets. The Laffites had no known connections with either of the senators, James Brown and Eligius Fromentin, and could expect little sympathy from Representative Thomas Boiling Robertson, a friend of Judge Hall's who had earlier condemned the Baratarians as "brigands."
Given the boldness with which the brothers customarily approached high officials, Jean probably bypassed everyone initially and took his plea directly to Madison. He drafted a letter in French, and got someone, perhaps Latour, to translate it into passable but awkward English on December 27. Typically, he began with flattery of Madison's "benevolent dispositions," meaning the pardons, and then begged the president's agency in gaining the favor of Dallas, "whose decision could but be in my favour, if he only was well acquainted with my disinterrested conduct during the last attempt of the Britanic fources on Louisiana." Laffite went on to describe how, with utter disregard of his own interests, he acted for the welfare of the nation in the crisis, and declined to let his ships leave Barataria even after he learned of the impending Patterson raid. He told Madison that in spite of his crews' protests about the loss of their property, he assured them that "if my property should be ceised I had not the least apprehention of the equity of the U. S. once they would be convinced of the cinserity of my conduct."
To emphasize his patriotism and self-sacrifice, he averred that he kept his ships at Barataria in order to detain his crews there, and thus "retain about four hundred skillful artillers in the country which could but be of the utmost importance for its defense." Even after the raid, at the LaBranche plantation he had tried to rally the people of the German Coast to defend the state. Showing that Laffite was well aware that service with Jackson had made the "pirate-patriots" celebrities in the national press, he boasted that "my conduct since that period is notorious." The country was now safe and at peace, he went on. "I claim no merit for having like all the inhabitants of the state, cooperated in its wellfair [for] in this my conduct has been dictated by the impulse of my proper centiments." However, now he felt justified in asking for "the equity of the Government of the U. S. upon which I always relied for the restitution of at least that portion of my property which will not deprive the treasury of the U. S. of anny of its own funs." 96
The president never acknowledged Laffite's letter.97 There was ample testimony in Hall's court that the commissions of the Laffite vessels were unlawful, making both the ships and their prizes and goods forfeit. The brothers were fortunate to be free of indictments and able to walk the streets of New Orleans unmolested. They could expect nothing more from this administration after the pardon and nolle prosse scheme, and it would not interfere with the decisions coming from Hall's bench in prize cases already decided or to come. Madison's failure to respond also reflected his official policy toward the Mexican and South American insurgents and their American sympathizers, as stated in his proclamation. Ultimately, the absence of any indication of aid or sympathy from the president crippled Laffite's hopes of redress from Rush or Dallas, and Jean may not have taken his appeal any further after waiting long enough to realize that the president would not countenance his plea.
It could not have helped Laffite's case that the day he wrote to Madison, the press reported that at the end of October Toledo had returned to New Orleans from another trip to the Mexican coast. He brought with him yet another would-be representative, José Manuel de Herrera, the Mexican junta's newly appointed minister plenipotentiary to the United States. With them came the news that the insurgents now controlled much of the open country in Mexico, leaving the major towns isolated from one another.98 Washington had no intention of receiving Herrera or acknowledging the revolutionaries until they succeeded on their own, but his arrival with the notorious Toledo in New Orleans, and their obvious intention to raise men and money in Louisiana, made embarrassingly public just how little Madison's proclamation mattered. Worse, the news arrived only a week after Onís presented his ambassadorial credentials. 99 But at least with both Jean and Onís in the city on December 28 the ambassador gave his blessing to the employment of the Laffite brothers as spies.100
General Jackson was in Washington as well, having arrived in early November. Citizens held a grand ball in his honor across the Potomac in Alexandria on December 7, though he was too ill to attend. He remained in the city until Christmas Eve, and Laffite likely attempted to see the general to solicit his support, though if Old Hickory was sympathetic, he appears to have done nothing to further the brothers' cause.101 Perhaps Laffite even attended the ball if he reached Washington in time. Years later he told people that he lived lavishly, spending thousands of dollars in fashionable pursuits, but the facts of the brothers' financial conditions belie that.102 He probably spent his days as his limited funds allowed.
While in Washington Laffite learned of the United States Navy's action against the Mediterranean pirates operating out of Algiers. Stephen Decatur returned to the capital to be hailed as a hero. Even more disturbing was the news from New Orleans. Word came that Morelos, the insurgent leader who originally sent Bean to Louisiana for help, had been captured as his Congress retreated, and was executed on December 22. Then came news of a more direct and threatening disaster for those already practicing the corsairing trade. Cartagena had fallen.
Cartagena's role as an incubator for privateers, legal and illicit, ended in early October 1815 when Spanish gunboats attacked. The siege lasted for 106 days, with Jannet and other alumni of Barataria trying to defend the city's water approaches with their small fleet. Aury commanded a dozen vessels, and fought several indecisive engagements with Spanish warships. The factions within the city even united for a time, but on October 8 Aury and others led a revolt against the military commander who had defied Bolivar. By November the Cartagenans were in a desperate condition, more than twenty-five hundred dying of hunger and the rest eating beef hides and what Aury described as "a thousand other filthy things." Finally on December 6 Aury abandoned the defense and spent four hours sailing a fleet of fourteen privateers and merchantmen loaded with refugees past enemy guns to escape to San Domingue. 103
Rough seas swamped several of the ships, and the Spaniards captured others, but some captains made it through. One was Jannet, who like Beluche and Aury had a legitimate commission from Cartagena. He was almost the last to leave, carrying the news to Bolivar that there was no hope for the city. Another was William Mitchell, commanding the Cometa under the city's colors, with the fleeing governor of the city aboard. Once beyond Spain's guns, he abruptly put ashore and marooned his passengers on or near the island of San Andres after robbing them and killing the governor. Not content with that, he attacked San Andres, killed yet another governor and several others, gathered plunder estimated at $40,000, and then took twenty slaves.104 Finally on December 10 he boarded a Spanish vessel and relieved her of some $25,000 in specie.105
It was a perfect example of how the violence and barbarity that lay beneath the surface of privateering could suddenly and frighteningly erupt once the restraints of legal pretense were removed. Given the choice between quitting their calling or continuing without proper commissions, some were willing to choose the latter, and with it the implicit understanding that their plundering need have no limits, since they would face charges of piracy anyway. The collapse of Cartagena negated any remaining legitimacy of its privateering commissions. If the Laffites ever had legitimate letters of marque from the infant republic, they evaporated in the flames and the pillaging.106
This news shook the revolutionary representatives in Washington, just as it heartened Onís. In the capital Jean Laffite found and probably moved on the fringes of a small circle of insurgent agents, in whom Onís took much interest, and about whom he probably tried to secure information through Laffite. Garcia de Sena, an agent from Bolivar's new Venezuelan republic, was in Washington then, as was José Carrere, an agent from José de San Martin's insurgent Buenos Aires, now meeting with Baltimore privateers in hopes of emulating Cartagena's corsair policy. Pedro Gual was there acting for Bogotá and New Granada, which Bolivar hoped to join with Venezuela as the United Provinces of New Granada, and Manuel Rodriguez Torices, former governor of the now defunct Cartagena, was living in Philadelphia, where old General James Wilkinson spent his time writing his memoirs and probably mixing in the brew of intrigue.
Laffite met more than once with Gual in Washington, and discussed ambitions for several of the insurgent colonies. Gual told him he had high hopes that Washington would recognize New Granada before long. This boded well for the Laffites and their friends, of course, as an independent New Granada could grant letters of marque to privateers. Of more immediate and personal concern to Jean, though, was the news Gual had of Mexican affairs. Gual wrote to Toledo, and probably said to Jean, that if Vera Cruz and Tampico could not be taken soon, then the Congress in Mexico would need to open another port on its Gulf coast in order to establish an admiralty court and properly hand out commissions on its soil. At the same time Gual wrote to Mexican insurgent Luis Iturribarria to encourage his efforts. Ample armaments and everything else awaited them in Baltimore—information that Laffite may have provided after his visit to the city—if only the insurgents could open a port to receive them. The execution of Morelos was a blow, but still Gual felt optimistic. What he did not have was money.107 On February 8, entirely unaware that Jean was now in the employ of Spain, Gual entrusted his correspondence to Laffite, who promised to deliver it to Toledo.
Laffite quite possibly took the letters directly to Onís, though the Spanish ambassador was already well informed of rebel movements thanks to his other spies. In late January 1816 he demanded that Washington take all measures to punish and disperse a "factious band of insurgents in Louisiana, and especially New Orleans" who were lighting revolutionary flames in Spain's provinces. He wanted Toledo and Herrera arrested, and warned that the two traitors were reviving the old plan for a marine assault on Tampico, along with an overland march into Texas.108 His source was Sedella, who got his information from Picornell and Pierre Laffite. Pierre may also have written to his brother. In early February, speaking of Pierre Laffite, Onís affirmed to Apodaca "the great value this acquisition presents." He told Picornell to promise Pierre everything he asked.109
By the middle of February Jean was ready to return to New Orleans.110 Jackson had left Washington at the beginning of the month, and it was clear that neither Congress nor the president were going to act on Jean's appeal for restitution. His arrangements for a new vessel or vessels were complete, and, more important now, he had his first assignment from his Spanish employers. Onís and Latour had persuaded him to accompany the engineer on a tour of Spanish land north and west of Louisiana, ostensibly a routine inspection and mapping expedition but really a chance to assess defenses and probe the vulnerability to attack by filibusters. Onís left for Philadelphia on February 13, after which Jean could not expect to receive more instructions in person and was free to depart.
By the middle of March he was back in Louisiana. He gave Pierre the letters from Gual, and Pierre promptly turned them over to Sedella, who would put them in the hands of the viceroy in Havana. It was Jean's first accomplished act of espionage. Now he saw his son for the first time. He also came back to a new home for his sporadic sojourns in New Orleans. In September Pierre and Marie Villard had sold her Dumaine Street house to a free colored woman, though Pierre had to witness the transaction for it to be lawful. 111 At the same time, to satisfy a debt, Marguerite Villard, probably Marie's mother, sold her old picket cabin at the corner of Dauphine and Orleans streets, where the brothers had probably spent some time on the gallery on summer evenings. Indeed, with its latrine and well, this might have been the place where Pierre spent the uncomfortable night in a well hiding from General Flournoy's guard. Marguerite had owned the place for almost twenty years, and Pierre witnessed her transaction, too.112
After satisfying Marguerite's debt, Pierre had moved the family to a rented accommodation, but already he was looking for a new house. Such things were apparently of little interest to Jean, for he never had and never would buy property. Even now his stay in the rented home lasted scarcely a fortnight. By the end of March he was gone again, joining Latour for their expedition and his first real mission as a Spanish spy.113
The only known alleged portrait from life of Pierre Laffite is this ghostly image, which survives today only in a poor reproduction of the original painted miniature. It surfaced in the hands of New Orleans antique dealer Joseph Pelletier in 1925, supposedly in effects belonging to General Daniel Morgan, with whom Pierre served at New Orleans in 1814–1815. Lyle Saxon saw the miniature in Pelletier's hands in the late 1920s and described it as showing a young man in a green coat with light brown hair drawn back over his ears. He suspected that it was painted in France circa 1797, but that was only a guess. Efforts to locate the original have been fruitless, and in the absence of it or any provenance establishing its authenticity, it can only be said that this might be Pierre Laffite.
New Orleans, Times-Picayune, August 23, 1925
The only known alleged portrait of Jean Laffite by someone who claimed to have known him, this crude sketch was supposedly done by a man named Lacassinier who said he worked for the Laffites in Galveston circa 1819. Joseph O. Dyer acquired it in 1874. There is no reason to suppose it to be an accurate depiction, and it could be complete invention.
Galveston, Daily News, September 19, 1926
In 1879 Homer Thrall published his Pictorial History of Texas, and in it included this woodcut by John R. Telfer depicting Jean Laffite. It may be pure imagination, though it shows evidence of being based in part on published descriptions available at the time. Still, regardless of his sources, it was drawn half a century after the fact by someone who never actually saw Laffite in the flesh. It remains the most popular image of the privateer.
Thrall, Pictorial History of Texas, 1879
The territories of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Spanish West Florida, as they appeared in 1806 in Barthélémy Lafon's outstanding map published that year, still a masterpiece of historical cartography. This was the America that the Laffites knew on coming to the New World. Historic New Orleans Collection, Acc. No. 1971.52
New Orleans as it looked to Pierre Laffite when he arrived in 1803, in an etching that year by John L. Boqueta de Woiseri. The view is down Levee Street, with the spires of the Cathedral Church of St. Louis at right center marking the location of the Place d'Arms. Historic New Orleans Collection Acc. No. 1958.42
Governor William C. C. Claiborne endured a rocky relationship with the Laffites, first as their adversary, then as their erstwhile ally in defending New Orleans, but in the end he never regarded them as more than criminals.
George W. Cable, The Creoles of Louisiana, 1885
Top: Pierre Laffite's signature in March 1803 soon after his arrival in New Orleans. Middle: Pierre's signature in October 1811 when he sold a slave to Adelaide Masclari, showing the effects of his stroke the year before. Bottom: Pierre Laffite signs an October 7, 1819, report to Captain General Cagigal with his code name "No 13."
Top and middle, NONA; Bottom, Gobierno Superior Civil, Coleccion de Documentos del Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Havana, Legajo 492, Expediente 18688, microfilm at HNOC
Jean Laffite's earliest known signed document, February 5, 1813 NONA
General Andrew Jackson as he appeared when he met with the brothers Laffite in 1815.
Arsené Latour, Historical Memoir of the War in West Florida and Louisiana in 1814–1815. 1816
This crude 1837 woodcut is probably the first attempt to depict Jean Laffite in art. In this instance he stands at left, looking distinctly unpiratical, while meeting with Governor Claiborne at center and General Jackson at right.
Charles Ellms, The Pirates Own Book, 1837
The only known contemporary eyewitness depiction of a Laffite vessel is this January 7, 1819, watercolor by Benjamin Henry Latrobe entitled "View of the Balize at the Mouth of the Mississippi." As Latrobe's own caption shows, the tall masts with yardarms appearing above the trees at left belong to the USS Firebrand. It, of course, was formerly the Laffites' Dorada. A captured sloop formerly belonging to the pirate William Mitchell, probably taken in the September 1819 raid on Barataria, is tied up beneath the large signal tower.
Copy from original owned by the Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore
New Orleans as surveyed in 1816 by Barthélémy Lafon, the Laffites' sometime fellow corsair and soon to be their partner in spying for Spain. Bayou St. John, a route sometimes used by the smugglers to bring goods into the city, runs across the top of the map, one of its branches extending down into the western suburb of the city, a haunt of the smugglers after the War of 1812.
Historic New Orleans Collection, Acc. No. 1945.2
No image of a Laffite dwelling survives other than this 1848 overhead site plan of the house owned in the name of Marie Louise Villard at the northeast corner of Bourbon and St. Philip Streets. It shows the house at the lower left corner of the lot, along with outbuildings. As of 1848 it had not changed from its 1816–20 appearance when the Laffites intermittently lived there.
Plan de Trois Lots de Terre de La Municipalité No. 1, Plan Book No. 72, Folio No. 27, March 28, 1848
"Père Antoine," Padre Antonio de Sedella, the zealous champion of Spain in the New World, spiritual leader of New Orleans and spymaster who helped enlist and then manage the Numbers 13, Pierre and Jean Laffite.
George W. Cable, The Creoles of Louisiana, 1885
This crude woodcut depicts the death of Jean Laffite. It is probably based on published accounts from Captain Porter's squadron soon after the actual event in 1823, and while they were themselves inaccurate, still they likely echoed genuine current stories of the corsair's death. Charles Ellms, The Pirates Own Book, 1837
New Orleans artist Edward Arnold's imaginative painting, "Interception by American Navy Frigates of Lafitte's Privateer Attacking A Merchant Vessel," painted in 1858. It is a fictional scene, of course. No privateer, and certainly not the Laffites', flew the skull and crossbones flag so popular in pirate fiction, nor did any of the corsairs risk taking on an armed frigate. Courtesy of a private collection
THIRTEEN
A Career of Betrayals 1815–1816
He had the skill, when Cunnings gaze would seek
To probe his heart and watch his changing cheek
At once the observers purpose to espy,
And on himself roll back his scrutiny,
DURING JEAN'S eight-month absence, Pierre maintained the Laffites' interests in New Orleans, as well as their roles in the projects of the "associates" and their emerging double life as Spanish spies. The Spaniards had known of the Laffites' flirtation with the filibusters and revolutionaries when the brothers conspired with Picornell in the abortive Tampico raid the year before.1 Sedella was ever vigilant, as was Morphy, and the plotters seemed almost comically inept at keeping their plans secret. As early as March 4, 1815, an agent in Pensacola warned Apodaca of the threat to Tampico and Bexar, to be aided by "all of the indolent French, privateers, and Americans who served in the defense of New Orleans, and which Pirates' Crimes have been forgiven by the State Legislature."2 When Cunningham took the Eagle, the Presidente, and the Santa Rita, the captured correspondence on them revealed the details of Toledo's plans, and hinted at tacit acquiescence by the United States government, which Apodaca's agent condemned for its "shocking dissimulating strategy." Apodaca was advised to halt all maritime communication between Nautla or Vera Cruz and Barataria after Toledo's captured letters made it clear that the smugglers were involved with the revolutionaries, and that Governor Claiborne gave "very good Audience" to them. Rumor even held that the American government now conspired with the Baratarians to smuggle Spanish prize goods into New Orleans, with the result that insurance companies in the city refused to write policies on Spanish cargoes. 3
When news arrived of the peace treaty, Apodaca feared that his troubles would only get worse, "because as I see it, these pirates will gain a new strength and vitality, and there is nothing else than the crude activity and braveness of our Royal Navy able to finish once and for all this mob infecting the Mexican essence and entirely annihilating the Spanish Commerce." Even before the return of the Eagle, Toledo sent another goleta to Nautla seeking money and an official diplomatic envoy to the United States. Apodaca feared that if this trip was successful, the filibusters' little force would experience a "big immigration of privateers and armorers and Military men of every kind."4
The capture of the Eagle and Toledo's arrest put a halt to the plotters' movements, but by July the men were ready to resume, and Pierre Laffite was to be very much involved. The intrusive Anaya was shunted aside, and Humbert, Toledo, and Gutiérrez took up again their idea of a joint land-sea operation. At first Toledo planned for Humbert and himself to lead the army that ships would convoy to Matagorda, while Gutiérrez would lead another overland from Natchitoches in northwestern Louisiana. They would rendezvous at La Bahía, an important colonial presidio, and then take the Spanish administrative center of Texas at San Antonio de Béxar. At the same time a fleet led by Dominque was to attack Tampico and establish a port on the Gulf coast to be controlled by the Mexican Congress.
But then Toledo fell out with Humbert. Now Major Henry Perry would take over Humbert's army, and Gambi, once free of his legal difficulties, stepped in for Dominique, who seems as usual to have gone his own way. The group made little attempt at secrecy, Perry publishing in New Orleans the call for one thousand men willing to invade Texas, which served as one of the catalysts for President Madison's September 1 proclamation. Soon arms and munitions openly came into New Orleans for Perry, and to Natchez for Gutiérrez, and volunteers passed on the road to Natchitoches. Pierre Laffite's role would be to cooperate in assembling and outfitting the ships, if they could be found.
Still Toledo needed money and a minister from the Congress to give the enterprise official sanction. By the end of May rumors began to circulate that Gambi might be leaving New Orleans suddenly, no doubt to prepare a vessel or vessels for the next part of the campaign.5 In fact, Gambi was going to leave on the Eagle—still free on the bond posted by Amigoni—which Gambi took once more to calling the Petit Milan. In July, almost immediately after his acquittal in the district court, Toledo began preparations for a voyage to Boquilla de Piedras. He sent letters ahead to rebel leaders asking that they have an accredited diplomat there for him to bring back to Louisiana, promising that the United States would recognize the junta as soon as it received an envoy. At the same time, Toledo told the leaders to have money ready to pay for the arms he intended to bring.
This time Toledo had no need to worry about his ship being taken, for he had protection from Commodore Patterson. Patterson had agreed to have the Firebrand accompany the Petit Milan on the voyage. Ostensibly he was providing an escort to an American merchant ship, but the commodore knew the vessel would be carrying dispatches and munitions for the insurgents, and he did not send escorts with other merchant ships. Using a United States naval vessel to bring back the proceeds of a private mercantile transaction was hardly within the mandate of a naval officer. Patterson might have been encouraging the junta in consonance with a general pre-Monroe Doctrine hostility to a European power's presence in the New World. But in sending the Firebrand he went against the official neutral policy of his government, and risked something approaching recognition of an unauthorized junta, which could be very embarrassing for Madison if the junta fell, as it did. At the least the action appeared to run counter to the spirit of Madison's September 1815 proclamation, given that the proceeds of the voyage could be expected to help fund a filibusteri ng attack on Mexico.
Patterson may not have been an actual investor or partner with the "associates," but he was doing their work. The investors secured arms and supplies to be loaded on the Petit Milan, and Morphy believed that Patterson gave Toledo goods from government storehouses. It seemed perhaps too coincidental that on October 1 someone broke into the federal arsenal and removed muskets and hundreds of uniforms. The Petit Milan had left port on September 2, but it was an old trick to load prohibited goods on a vessel somewhere downstream, or even at Barataria. Rendezvoused with the Firebrand\ the Petit Milan sailed across the Gulf and reached Boquilla de Piedras early in October.
While the vessels were at sea, Spanish warships sank several insurgent schooners off Boquilla de Piedras. On October 6 the Petit Milan and the Firebrand arrived. The priest turned revolutionary José Manuel de Herrera was there to meet them. Better yet from the "associates'" point of view, he had with him $28,000 in specie to pay for the arms and matériel. While Toledo had arranged the voyage, Henry D. Peire had charge of the cargo on behalf of the New Orleans investors and Patterson. A recently discharged officer from the 44th Infantry who before the war had been a revenue agent trying to thwart the Laffites, Peire represented the "associates'" insistence that Herrera pay for the cargo on the spot. Herrera stood his ground, however, and in the end Peire unloaded the goods and agreed to allow Herrera to pay the investors directly once he reached New Orleans. That done, the vessels set sail on October 11, and just over two weeks later tied up at the wharf in New Orleans. 6
No doubt Herrera felt rather put upon when, before any official reception or welcome, merchant West demanded full payment for the cargo and charged him almost double the value of the twelve hundred muskets delivered. Herrera had almost no choice but to hand over the money though he knew he was being cheated. This incident made it evident that for all their protestations of commitment to Mexican independence, the "associates" were in it for the profit. Even when West agreed to accept part of the payment in cash and the balance on a note, Herrera was left with far too little to accomplish the original purpose for his money, the outfitting of Toledo's expeditions.7 West persuaded Herrera to ask his Congress for another $100,000, and Patterson obligingly offered the Firebrand to carry Herrera and his dispatches to Mexico in order that he might return safely with any messages or money the Mexican junta sent. After landing Herrera at Vera Cruz, the Firebrand would wait off the coast for a month. Meanwhile Patterson began fitting out the ketch the Surprise to transport a printing press, more correspondence, and printed proclamations that Toledo would write, all designed to incite the insurgents to take Tampico and Vera Cruz to provide a port for more commerce.8
When Herrera wrote to his superiors, he kept from them the embarrassing manner of his reception in New Orleans, and instead told them that officials had received him warmly He dissembled further when he said that he had put together a company "composed of the most respectable & opulent citizens and traders," in order to assist the junta with military aid. He named those he thought most committed to what he called his "Patriotic" association, including Bean, West, Livingston, and Peire, and claimed that Claiborne had orders from Washington to protect the revolutionaries and treat their agents kindly. He said that he had persuaded Patterson to carry his correspondence on the Firebrand under pretext of cruising, and to bring back the junta's correspondence and the money he requested. He also asked that letters of marque be sent him to hand out in New Orleans, revealing yet again the concerns of the "associates."9
Herrera's stay in New Orleans was necessarily brief before he returned to Mexico on his mission. Meanwhile the "associates" sent the Petit Milan on another voyage delivering munitions, and she made a third trip in January 1816 before the court finally seized her for auction.10 Lameson had lost the Presidente by this time, but he took over the schooner Indiana and made the voyage to Boquilla de Piedras with more goods for the rebels, a run he would make several times in the next year. Pierre Laffite had also been preparing to put a ship into the business. He had bought the Presidente when the court auctioned it late that summer, probably with some of the proceeds from the restitution Jean had secured in July or with financial backing from some of the "associates." By September the ship was his.
Pierre engaged a carpenter to make repairs to the main deck, including removing the base for a pivot gun, which suggested that he intended to use her as a conventional merchantman. His cargo was to be muskets for the revolutionaries, but in the true spirit of profiteering, he would not sell new muskets. Rather, in October he and his backers acquired close to five hundred worn and damaged weapons left over from the war. Pierre took them to gunsmith Theon Barberet on Toulouse Street, showed him a letter from Humbert, and told him the guns were for the general. He gave Barberet a month to repair them and then had them delivered to the house he shared with Marie and Catherine and the children.11
In addition to West, Toledo and Herrera met with others of what Morphy later described as "the principal armorers and captains of the Baratarian pirates." 12 One of them was Pierre Laffite. He asked Toledo to pay him in full for the used guns and take charge of sailing them to Mexico, but Toledo declined, not least because Herreras funds were already depleted and Toledo did not have enough left for his own purposes. Laffite also spoke with Herrera, asking him to undertake to get the Presidente to Mexico to deliver dispatches and goods, but he, too, refused.13 There would be no easy money derived from them now on, and there was no certainty of the depth of the pockets of the Congress in Mexico.
Pierre decided on a change of plan. He engaged his own captain, Louis Fougard, and told Toledo when they met in the city street one day that he planned to sail the Presidente to St. Bartholomew's in the Leeward Islands.14 Yet a few days later on November 6 Pierre had auctioneer Francois Dutillet sell the Presidente. Officially the buyer was Charles Parent, and he certainly paid Laffite, and Pierre paid Dutillet his commission. In fact, however, the vessel went to a partnership of shareholders, all of them New Orleans merchants, and they were almost certainly a front for Pierre. Made in a public forum, the sale was meant to divert the prying official eyes that might look into anything with which the Laffites were connected.15
By November 25 Herrera was back from Mexico and disillusioned by the mercenary nature of the people with whom he was dealing. In a November 26 letter he advised the Congress that they should "proceed with the greatest caution in the mode of accepting their services and offers," and should withhold the letters of marque, which would be used for rank piracy.16 The Laffites were just as disappointed in the "associates." West had gobbled up most of Herreras cash before Laffite could get at him. Duncan had his own vessel now, having bought the General Bolivar and converted her to the General Jackson, and was pursuing his own interests, as was Sauvinet. The big merchant backers were going to look out for themselves. Once they had enough of their own vessels such as Duncan's, especially with independent mariners such as Gambi and Dominique able to enlist all the crewmen required, they might have no need for the Laffite brothers, and no need to share any increasingly illusory profits.
Someone else in New Orleans perceived this shift. Morphy had watched for a year as enthusiasm for Mexican independence grew in New Orleans. He saw how men such as Toledo or the Baratarians and their backers "hope to make a quick fortune." When Picornell indicated his wish to return to the Spanish fold the past spring, Onís dangled a pardon before him while putting him to work. Onís told him that he could prove himself deserving of clemency if he broke up the Tampico plot and that those involved included the Laffites. To give Picornell some ammunition, Onís lied, telling him 160,000 soldados were ready in the mother country, and 25,000 of them would soon be sent to Mexico to put down the rebels. That would make filibustering hopeless, indeed suicidal. "There is nothing more effective for strengthening the good intentions of a man who has just forsaken a bad cause than to persuade him that the plans of the revolutionists will be disrupted and their atrocities punished with the severity they deserve," Onís told an associate in August.17 Yet the ambassador also held out the clemency that Picornell was to receive as a carrot for winning over others. Speaking for the king, Onís told him to "assure unfaithful ones in his name that they will find his arms open from the day that they submit and forever unless they commit new offenses."18
But first Spain had to know what was happening inside the counsels of the plotters. In fact, almost everyone knew the outline of the plot from the outset. John Dick knew something was going on as early as July. Though he felt an ardent sympathy with the liberation movements in Spanish America, he warned the attorney general that up to five hundred well-armed men, including former United States Army officers, were gathered at Belle Isle, a point of land at the mouth of Bayou Atchafalaya. They would be taken by sea to Matagorda and then march on La Bahia and thence to San Antonio. He also heard rumors of a one thousand-strong expedition gathering at Natchitoches, with more men expected from Kentucky and Tennessee. He was not sure who commanded the Belle Isle crowd, but he suspected it was Perry. 19 Claiborne learned of it the same day, and confided his concern to the secretary of state in Washington. "The Civil authority of Louisiana is not competent to the suppression of these Expeditions, and if the Government wants them put down, force must be applied," he advised. As usual, the people of the state seemed in favor of such enterprises, and he confessed that there was an impression among the people that the filibusters "are secretly countenanced by the administration."20
Of course, despite official protestations, including Madison's September proclamation, Washington did tacitly approve of the filibusters. Madison hoped for a repeat of the West Florida experience, in which locals wrested territory from Spain in their own name, then affiliated themselves with the United States. Indeed, the United States believed that it rightfully owned Texas, at least as far west as the Nueces River, as part of the Louisiana Purchase. The resumption of full diplomatic relations between the United States and Spain in June had opened negotiations to settle the western boundary of Louisiana, but if filibusters took Texas in the meantime and handed it over to Madison, so much the better in weakening Spain's position at the table.
And so Washington did not respond to advice of the expeditions with celerity. Indeed, for months it did not respond at all. Meanwhile the Spaniards watched in frustration throughout the summer as the preparations continued under their noses. A loyal Spaniard in Vera Cruz had learned of the plot from an insurgent as early as May.21 When Perry left New Orleans on July 10 with close to four hundred men, a very well-informed Spaniard sent word to officials in Texas of the filibusters' passing down Bayou Lafourche, and warned that they intended to embark on vessels for Matagorda to march on La Bahía. They had no artillery or cavalry with them, and appeared to be poorly organized, he thought. Toledo was not with them, having fallen out with the plot's leaders. Three days later Teodoro Martinez learned of the expedition expected to come overland, and warned of that, too. 22
More detailed intelligence on the second part of the invasion came from a citizen of Natchitoches who happened to be named Paul Bouet Lafitte, though of no relation to the brothers Laffite. On July 21 his sons Cezar and Luis returned from a visit to Natchitoches, where they had seen Humbert dressed like a herdsman in a deerskin jacket, on foot and passing through in a great hurry with about fifty men on their way to the rendezvous on the Louisiana side of the Sabine. Revealing yet more of the infighting among the filibusters, Humbert let it be known that he thought Toledo an impostor. Displaying his commission as a major general, received from Gutiérrez two weeks earlier before he left New Orleans, Humbert tried to enlist those he encountered by promising that the expedition was well funded, with "plenty of money in Laffites vessels."23
Watching the preparations at close range, Morphy divined almost exactly the same details, of which he advised Apodaca on July 20. By mid-August Onís in Philadelphia knew the full outline of the latest scheme "to repeat the horror scenes, robbery and murder" of the 1813 Gutiérrez expedition. He expected a "Corps of Adventurers" from Kentucky and Tennessee to join the Louisianans in a concentration at the Sabine, where they would be led by "the monsters Bernardo Gutiérrez, Toledo, Anaya, Humbert and their gang." He knew that bronze cannon and one thousand muskets had been shipped from New Orleans to Natchez to be taken overland to Natchitoches, and that rations for the soldiers had been sent to the ships to be commanded by "the famous pirate Vincente Gamby." Gambi would transport the "tramp army" to the mouth of the Sabine, and from there it would march upstream to invade. Onís complained to Monroe of the facilities given to rebel privateers in United States ports, but had no illusions that anything would be done. 24
Dick protested that in recent months Hall's court had seized and returned to their original owners nine Spanish prize ships fitted out in United States ports, but Onís regarded this as a mere gesture, and so it was.25 All Morphy had to do was stand in the street in New Orleans and watch as merchant banker Benjamin Morgan busily bought all the muskets, pistols, and sabers he could get from private homes and shipped them, along with food, in pirogues to Barataria where the naval contingent was to gather. Convinced that the United States was behind this latest enterprise, Morphy warned Apodaca that it might involve seven or eight vessels mounting more than twenty cannon in all, with additional launches and pirogues transporting six hundred to eight hundred volunteers and another four hundred to five hundred from the United States Army. The good news was that the plotters were squabbling among themselves as usual, all asserting the right to command and "disputing the authority of the Chief." Morphy warned everyone he could, sending word to Apodaca by a special sailboat.26
By November 16 Morphy knew that Perry had left the Louisiana coast the month before. When news of Madison's September proclamation reached Louisiana, it made Perry's position precarious. Even before then on September 5 Patterson, satisfied that there was substance to the reports of filibusters massing on Belle Isle, sent Lieutenant Cunningham with his gunboat to disperse them, by force if necessary.27 Perry knew it was getting too warm for him in Louisiana. Indeed, three Spaniards who wanted to join Perry in his campaign were made so fearful by rumors of Americans and loyal Spaniards watching the byways, waiting to kill them, that they never left New Orleans, but stayed at Pierre Laffite's home. 28 In October Perry embarked a first contingent of his command and landed them at what he would name Bolivar Point opposite the eastern end of Galveston Island. When the rest of his men had been transported there they would move on to Matagorda, and when Gutiérrez arrived overland, they would attack. Paul Lafitte learned of the movement and advised authorities in Mexico that "Laffite's vessels" were a part of the operation, "but their only object is plunder."29
Through the summer and fall Picornell worked with Morphy in trying to penetrate the conspirators and set the leaders against one another. This required little effort, of course. Morphy helped to discredit Anaya, and employed three men to infiltrate the lower ranks of plotters or backers. Picornell, meanwhile, instituted legal proceedings against some Baratarians who cooperated with Toledo, though not against the Laffites, and at some risk to himself harbored witnesses in his home pending their testimony.30 Even then, however, neither Picornell nor Morphy had enough discretionary cash to buy information, and Onís could not help since his own funds were limited.31
Thus Picornell saw with dismay Toledo's return from Mexico with both money and Herrera. Picornell decided he must penetrate their schemes by "attracting to our party one of the persons who were in the secret of all the plans and trusted in part with their execution." Studiously, he considered "the character of each one of those who met in the secret councils"—Livingston, Davezac, Duncan, West, Grymes, Nolte, Patterson, even Duplessis, and of course the Laffites—and concluded that his best option lay with Pierre Laffite, "whom I thought the most proper and the easiest." Picornell's reasons for settling on the elder brother as "the easiest" are not hard to surmise. Because the Laffites did not have the money to be major investors or outfitters, their potential gain would be less than that of their associates, and their role essentially reduced to hired transport. Privateering profit might be available to them if a port issuing commissions were opened on the Mexican coast, but having just escaped from the indictments of the federal court, Pierre and Jean might be reluctant to put themselves at risk again. The risk was twofold since they had taken or been involved in the plunder of enough Spanish vessels to expect summary treatment if they should fall into the hands of Spaniards while corsairing the Gulf. More simply, their Baratarian establishment was gone and the Laffites no longer commanded the authority they once enjoyed. Moreover, Pierre was almost always short of cash.
Picornell hoped to show Pierre that the path of his self-interest led away from the filibusters and toward an alliance with Spain, especially if Apodaca could include cash in return and the promise of royal forgiveness for past acts against Spanish shipping. Picornell first spoke with Pierre on the subject in early fall. Pierre went out of his way to magnify his importance and to make himself a more attractive target. He told the Spaniard that he and Jean were the sons of a Spanish mother and had been raised among Spaniards, which was why they had always shown kindness to their Spanish prisoners. He convinced Picornell that he was "good and honest in meeting his obligations," which many a New Orleans creditor might have challenged, and went on to exaggerate the Laffite brothers' influence among the Creole and San Domingan people of Louisiana while averring that he felt nothing but hatred for the Americans. Picornell left without a commitment from Pierre Laffite but convinced that "this man alone if furnished with means of offering some payment to his people will easily be able to ruin the projects that our enemies are forming in the Gulf."32
Picornell had gone fishing, and taken the bait himself. In fact, the Laffites' friend Latour believed that Pierre had initiated the business by offering to spy for Sedella, and Picornell was getting information on insurgent activities from an unidentified source as early as February 1815. Hopes for such a shift in the Laffites' endeavors could even have been behind Jean's trip to Washington, as the brothers adjusted to the changing landscape. Just as likely, Pierre exaggerated his role to Latour as he would to Picornell. Without question, however, Pierre Laffite had long ere this assessed Picornell and Sedella as carefully as they evaluated him now.
Then in mid-November, days after Toledo and Herrera disappointed Pierre's hopes for his shipment of used guns, New Orleans merchant Angel Benito de Ariza returned to town. He had helped to turn Picornell's loyalty the year before, and now he joined him in the courting of Laffite. In a series of meetings over several days Picornell pressed his suit, and finally Laffite let himself be won. Picornell and Ariza arranged to take Laffite to the corner of Orleans Street behind the church, to the rude hut of "Père Antoine" on the evening of November 17. There Sedella, who commanded the confidence of Apodaca far more than they did, would give his approval and witness Laffite's promises. If Pierre later tried to back out, no one would doubt the priest should he speak publicly. Even if they did not come to terms, Pierre could not retreat without risking his willingness to betray his associates becoming known. That could be fatal. The meeting went well. Pierre told the padre, dressed no doubt as usual in a coarse dark brown habit, that "being informed as he was of all secrets, plans and projects that were forming at this time and in this city by the traitor Toledo, the insurgent José Manual Herrera and the rest," he would advise the Spaniards of whatever he learned well in time for them to "not only avoid but destroy these plans entirely." With typical boldness, Pierre offered to confirm for Apodaca what he said "by any required test, over any of the themes he had indicated or he was about to indicate."
In return Pierre asked for a general pardon from Spain for himself and two others, one no doubt Jean and the other probably Fougard, and of course for payment commensurate with his services. He also said that he had two ships, the Presidente and likely the one that Jean was purchasing in the East, and for them he wanted safe passes in case they were captured by Spanish warships. He promised to give the Spaniards advance notice of the vessels' sailings including their purposes and destinations. Showing that the business of clandestine operations came naturally to his turn of mind, he also asked that, should his ships be taken, Morphy pursue the usual legal action against them so as not to arouse suspicion. He demanded an early agreement to his terms, or he would regard the deal as void. Then as evidence of good faith, he told them what he knew of Toledo and Herrera's plans, with some embellishment to make his information seem more valuable. They intended to foment and coordinate rebellion in several Spanish provinces in the New World, he said, and had negotiated contracts with several American firms to manufacture arms and artillery. At that very moment, he said, a vessel was outfitting in New Orleans to take the contracts to the Congress for its approval. It was also to deliver two thousand muskets and a printing press to produce proclamations calling citizens to arms in rebellion.
Of course Pierre spoke of the Surprise, and on its return it was to bring money from the Congress and any specie that could be captured from Spanish money trains between Vera Cruz and Mexico City. The plotters wanted to open two ports to supply their expeditions, he said, one at Tampico in the coming spring, and the other immediately near Matagorda. Humbert and fifty men had already left for the Sabine, where his force would train and wait for Toledo to arrive with five hundred more recruited for what they were told was a "secret expedition." They would be well armed and organized into companies of infantry, cavalry, and artillery, along with two companies of mechanics and artisans, so that they could fully establish the new port. Meanwhile armed vessels would depart New Orleans to clear Spanish shipping. Toledo was to be commander in chief of the movement, and had fifteen hundred military commissions to hand out and a proclamation being printed in his name calling on men of every nation to join him and promising rich rewards. Pierre had heard Toledo say that he expected to enlist more than two thousand men in Louisiana alone, many of them expelled from Cuba and anxious to get even with Spain and make a new nation. Toledo had also met with the leaders of the "former pirates" of Barataria, said Laffite, and promised to issue them letters of marque from the new Mexican regime. Within six weeks he expected to have a new port established at Boquilla de Piedras, and would furnish them with signals for entering the port safely. Any who came with his letters would be commissioned a state armed privateer. Laffite attested that Toledo was working long hours every day with his ministers preparing the regulations of their enterprise and new regime. That Pierre considerably exaggerated the state of Toledo's preparedness in order to enhance his own value to his listeners is clear. It worked, for they were all the more delighted with their catch, not realizing that they were swallowing his bait as well.
If Spain gave him the protections he asked for, "and could supply the indispensable pecuniary aid" he needed, then even as bad as things were Pierre believed they could thwart Toledo and Herrera. He urged secrecy, and asked that his name not be used in any communication for fear its interception by the wrong parties could compromise him just as Picornell had been compromised. He also now or soon hereafter told Sedella that he thought Spain ought to assign an agent to New Orleans, with the power to make unilateral decisions on behalf of the king, and the financial resources to take action. This made sense operationally for Spain, but it also made sense for Laffite, who could then ply his persuasions directly on a decision maker with instant access to substantial funds. At the end of the meeting Picornell and Sedella thanked Pierre heartily and promised to communicate all he had said to their superiors and to do their best to meet his terms and secure an early decision from Apodaca. Laffite told them this was good enough for him and that, to show his good faith, he would continue to feed them information in the meantime. 33
Sedella was delighted. A few days later he informed Apodaca that they had secured "a person, that is understood to be very well informed of all up to date plots," and who wanted in return only money and protection. Having taken Pierre's injunction to secrecy seriously, Père Antoine would say no more since "the importance of this project demands the most strict caution and silence." In fact, he sent Ariza to Havana to inform the viceroy orally. He followed this with another urgent petition for acceptance of Laffite, whom he referred to as "the newly converted one," adding, "I am fully persuaded that he will be able to perform most important services for His Majesty in circumstances so critical as those we are in."34 Onís approved Pierre's terms from Washington and promised to secure them from Madrid.35
Within ten days Pierre began sending Sedella information on the supplies and munitions being shipped to the Sabine. On November 27 Laffite sat with the "associates" as they discussed their final preparations and read correspondence from leaders of volunteers coming from Tennessee and Kentucky announcing that they could not reach New Orleans before December 21. The assembled decided to send Toledo upriver one week earlier to meet them on the road and lead them to the Sabine. The council also determined to send word to Gambi and the corsairs that their new port on the Texas coast would be ready in six weeks, meaning the armada could depart in mid-January.
That evening or the next morning Pierre visited Sedella and gave him a detailed account of the meeting. The padre immediately wrote to Apodaca. He suggested that a few Spanish vessels cruise the Texas coast, their presence being perhaps enough to retard or discourage a landing. Since it was a little known coastline, he also advised that Spanish captains acquaint themselves with its inlets and bays, for the time when the filibusters actually did make a landing. Pierre told the Spanish to keep an eye particularly on the coast from Galveston to Matagorda, including both bays as possibilities. At the same time Laffite told Sedella the names of the men who had contracted with Toledo to provide arms and munitions. The 29,000 muskets alone, at $12 apiece, came to almost $350,000, and they along with 9,000 saddles were to be delivered to the Mexican coast providing that Toledo promised to buy from no one else. The merchants were Nolte, Duncan, John B. Gilly of Gravier Street, and Thomas Harman of Royal Street. Attorneys Livingston and Grymes were also on the list. Grymes was no longer an officer of the federal court, but collector Duplessis and Commodore Patterson brought to their membership in the "associates" a suggestion of conflict with their professional duties. 36 Patterson's use of the Firebrand called into question his motives, while as an investor at least Duplessis acted as a private citizen, apparently making no use of public funds or facilities to advance an enterprise from which he would profit. Meanwhile he continued his vigilance against smugglers, for everything he captured from them put a percentage in his pocket. Thus Laffite did not betray only the filibuster leaders, but also his fellow merchants, and it is hard not to suspect that he was evening scores with some like Nolte, who had been the loudest critic of the Laffites during the heyday of their smuggling enterprise.
As Sedella finished his letter to the viceroy, Pierre called on him again, having just learned that the plot's leaders had decided since the meeting of the previous day that an initial landing would take place on the coast between the mouth of the Mermenteau River, thirty miles east of the Sabine, and the mouth of the Nueces, more than 270 miles along the Gulf coast. That span included both Galveston and Matagorda, yet was remarkably unspecific, suggesting that Pierre knew more than he was telling and wanted to parcel out his information in order to exaggerate his usefulness. Indeed, the Spaniards already knew the landing would be at Galveston or Matagorda, and soon enough would know that Perry was already at a place he named Bolivar Point on Galveston Bay. Pierre did tell Sedella, though, that this unspecified point was where Toledo was to bring the Kentucky and Tennessee volunteers when they arrived. In the meeting Toledo said he would decide on the exact landing point after he received word from pilots he sent to investigate the harbors and the depths of the passes connecting them to the Gulf. Pierre promised to pass that news along as soon as he learned of it. Meanwhile he showed Sedella the pattern of the newly designed flag of the Mexican republic, sixteen horizontal oblong blocks of alternating blue and white inside a red border, giving a checkerboard effect. Thus forewarned, Apodaca's vessels ought to be able to identify the filibuster transport and supply ships when they were spotted. And thus Pierre betrayed Gambi and any number of his comrades of past years, many of whom could expect a rope and a yardarm if captured thanks to his information.
Laffite also gave Sedella a growing list of participants in the mix of merchants and businessmen, military authorities, filibusters, and adventurers who made up the guiding hands of the Texas scheme. Livingston appeared to be the overall head of the Louisianans, who included Grymes, Duncan, Duncan's partner West, Duplessis the customs collector, Morgan, Patterson, Perry and Peire, and Aury's financial agent François Dupuis.37 This only convinced Sedella the more of Laffite's worth, and he implored Apodaca to send a fully empowered confidential aid to New Orleans to satisfy Apodaca of the value of Laffite. This done, Sedella could arrange with Pierre everything they might have to do, as well as arrange for Pierre's payment.38 Sedella also wanted to have Apodaca's agent in New Orleans now that Toledo had returned from Boquilla de Piedras with Herrera and a return voyage with the Firebrand was being planned.39 Sedella would have been a little less agitated had he known that Herrera's faction in the Mexican Congress had been ousted from power and that, as with Toledo before him, Herrera's credentials were now meaningless. Herrera hoped to leave shortly for Washington, but knew already that the mission would probably be fruitless.40
Pierre's request for a "general oblivion" of his past acts against Spain may have been unnecessary. Ferdinand VII had issued a blanket pardon when he regained the throne of Spain late in 1814, and that had been sufficient for some revolutionaries such as Picornell to switch sides. Never having been a Spanish subject and having been involved with Cartagena, Pierre might have believed he needed a more specific clemency. Probably what he wanted was a pardon that cleared the way for the Laffites if circumstances required that they emigrate to a Spanish possession.
Within days of Pierre's agreement with Picornell and Sedella, his action in selling the Presidente became more suspect. The ship changed name to the Dos Hermanos, a phrase conveniently Spanish that meant in English Two Brothers, a popular merchant ship name and an almost unmistakable reference to the Laffites. She flew the flag of Cartagena, the republic that had but days to five, and prepared to put out of New Orleans under Fougard for her announced destination St. Bartholomew's. Unfortunately, the authorities suspected ship and cargo.
On December 5 a mysterious man whom many recognized but could not name approached a drayman on the levee and asked him if he would use his wagon to transport a shipment of arms to Belle Isle off the coast, where the Two Brothers would pick it up. It was probably Pierre Laffite. The next day, Duplessis warned Patterson of the vessel. Though she cleared the customs house identified as the property of Charles Parent, the collector was convinced that the vessel "belongs to Laffite." He thought it likely that she would fit out within United States territorial waters for corsairing, and he asked the commodore to loan him a boat to use in inspecting her before she left. 41 On inspection officers found two arms chests, a magazine, and space for a cannon, but no weapons. There were no separate cabins for officers, a common feature of privateers.42 As for Fougard, it soon became known that he had boasted that he was going to privateer for Cartagena and would not discriminate in taking British and Spanish prizes, though America was at peace with both. This was enough; the authorities seized the vessel on suspicion of unlawfully fitting out.43
This was not what Pierre had expected. Fougard's comments about taking Spanish ships may well have been part of Laffite's strategy to conceal his arrangement with Spain. Almost at once Laffite and Parent approached Toledo and asked him to buy the ship on behalf of the Mexican junta, which would have legitimized the craft and protected it in court. When Toledo found that the court had no intention of releasing the vessel, however, he pursued the matter no further. What he and Herrera could and did do was to testify that Pierre had not asked them for a Mexican commission.44 That, plus the absence of weapons, would eventually beat the charge of intent to privateer, and the Dos Hermanos would be released to Laffite before the winter was out.
Meanwhile the information furnished by Laffite percolated throughout Spanish officialdom. By January 6, 1816, all the officials in Cuba knew of the Toledo scheme, and of the role of what Apodaca called "a Frenchman named Laffite" in uncovering it.45 They knew, too, that the Firebrand returned from her second, clearly unlawful voyage to Boquilla de Piedras carrying contracts signed by the Mexican Congress for the purchase of arms. Laffite told Sedella that Toledo and the Petit Milan were scheduled to fulfill the contracts with another arms shipment to Boquilla de Piedras. Meanwhile he reported that Toledo had five vessels preparing for the landing, which he now confirmed was to be at Matagorda, and that Toledo had also contracted for the manufacture of torches and rockets to set Spanish-held towns ablaze. Pierre assured Sedella that he and Picornell could do a lot in the city to stall these preparations if he had money, even convincing the padre that with enough financial support he could single-handedly defeat the planned landing. 46 The news that the Surprise had reached New Orleans on December 20, 1815, with another $13,000 for Herrera only added weight to Pierre's argument that he needed Spanish money to fight rebel money.47 To leaven this diet of bad news, Laffite could only add that the reinforcement of the awaiting invasion forces had slowed, and even suffered one disaster. On November 20 some eighty men were sailing to join Perry at Bolivar Point when their vessel lost its bottom in the shallows around Galveston and most went down with their ship.48
By early January 1816 the information Pierre gave Sedella and Picornell had also reached Onís in Washington.49 Onís now mounted an offensive against the American State Department, showing damning evidence of the involvement of Patterson, Duplessis, and others. The problem was that negotiations over the Louisiana boundary had resumed along with diplomatic relations between Spain and the United States, making it inopportune to be too strident. In this situation full and accurate intelligence on conditions in that part of Spain's colonies, as well as on the schemes of the filibusters, was absolutely vital. Chance and calculation had placed the Laffites in exactly the right spot at the right time.
FOURTEEN
Distant Horizons 1816
The lip's least curl, the lightest paleness thrown
Along the govern'd aspect, speak alone
Of deeper passions; and to judge their mien,
He, who would see, must be himself unseen.
WHEN ONÍS AND LATOUR engaged Jean Laffite to accompany the engineer on his expedition into the interior beyond Louisiana, they may not have shared with Jean the full background of the trip. The enemies of Spain—including the United States—might make use of this area to stage or support campaigns against Texas. Spain also hoped to recover some of its lost territory in the vast Louisiana region, an important topic in the coming boundary negotiations, and feared especially the spread of Americans into the portion of the territory to the north called the Arkansas. Already traders from that region were journeying several hundred miles westward to the Spanish mercantile outpost at Santa Fe. Spain needed the post's rich fur and mineral trade. Moreover, Santa Fe was the vital link for trade and communications with Spanish territory in California and with the Pacific. The settlers in Arkansas could well be the first wave of a tide of Americans that would sweep westward, ignoring Spain's territorial rights, and fomenting in Santa Fe the same unrest that now threatened uprisings in Texas and Mexico.
Spain could not afford to lose Santa Fe, and to that end Onís and his masters needed to ascertain the sentiments of the Spaniards and the Indians there, the extent of the Americans' inroads, and what support, if any, filibusters could expect from the inhabitants. This was Latour's assignment, guised as a geographical survey—though the survey was real, for Spain needed to know more about the defensible parts of the empire and its resources. Latour was the right man for the job, and he needed a job, as he was virtually bankrupt, his architectural business in New Orleans foundering and his as-yet-unpublished book showing little promise of making him rich. And though Laffite may have been recruited chiefly because he was handy and he was Latour's friend, he was for some of the information Latour needed to gather the right man to accompany him.1
Latour and Laffite probably spent much of their time prior to departure engaging boats and boatmen, waiting for spring rains to raise the river, and devising an itinerary based on Onís's instructions and what they learned talking with Indians and trappers.2 During this brief time in New Orleans, Pierre and Jean exchanged their separate views and experiences leading to their liaison with Spain, Pierre having much to impart on the filibusters' plans and activities during Jean's absence. This update would inform Jean's observations during the expedition, and while Jean was gone, Pierre would continue listening on behalf of both the brothers and Spain, for each could profit from what he heard.3
Sometime in March Jean left New Orleans, either with Latour or else with plans to meet him up the Mississippi.4 They went to the mouth of the Arkansas, and then up that stream a few miles to the old Spanish settlement of Arkansas Post. Arkansas Post had originally been not much more than a rectangular stockade, sitting about two hundred yards back from the bank, but the fort had been in ruin for fifty years. Now fewer than three hundred people lived in the outpost, and because the low sandy soil was subject to annual flooding and not very good for cultivation, they subsisted mainly by hunting. Each year they sent bear oil, tallow, salted bison, and pelts to New Orleans. 5 The Arkansas River was being intensely worked by trappers, and Arkansas Post attracted ambitious men from all quarters. Even Pierre might have made it this far up the Mississippi during his days as a merchant at Point Coupée, for that Louisiana post received furs from the far west brought down via the Arkansas.6 Arkansas Post was a good place to sound the temper of men living in the region, and those passing farther through, and Laffite and Latour remained through the rest of the spring gathering information from trappers and travelers coming east.
This trade in furs made the settlement important despite its small population. Most of the permanent residents were French Canadians and Americans, though some distinguished Spaniards remained, none more distinguished than Don Carlos de Villemont, commander of Arkansas Post until the turnover to the United States in 1803. Now he owned more than twelve thousand acres along the Mississippi, and he and his wife and several children were American citizens. Universally liked and respected, he displayed impeccable manners and high principles, and was a sociable and cheerful host to visitors, as Laffite and Latour found on their arrival.7 They also became acquainted with Frederick Notrebe, the township justice for Arkansas County.8 Indeed, since Notrebe traded frequently in New Orleans, he and Laffite may have been acquainted already.9
Latour and Laffite tried to keep their mission a secret, even adopting false names—Laffite calling himself "Captain Hillare" and Latour becoming John Williams—but the people at Arkansas Post soon realized who Jean was, possibly because Notrebe recognized him. Latour and Laffite noted the frustration people expressed with Washington. The Creoles among them had been lax in registering their old French and Spanish land grants with the new American regime, and now found themselves at risk of losing their land and feeling aggrieved at the United States. "They know the Americans and cordially hate them," said Latour. They would welcome a return of Spanish authority. 10
By early July Latour and Laffite had moved upriver to Pine Bluff, where they visited with the widower François Catejan de Vaugine, a native of Bayou Teche who had been appointed judge of the court of common pleas by the governor of the territory in 1804, William Clark. Laffite and Vaugine became friendly enough that the judge engaged Jean to witness a property transaction on July 4.11 Sometime after July 4 Laffite and Latour were ready to go on. By this time they had another companion on the journey, the surveyor Louis Bringier. Pierre Laffite may have known him slightly, for Bringier lived on Canal Street in New Orleans until 1810 and was frequently sighted at the city's gaming parlors. He had also taken part in some business transactions in Ascension at the time Pierre was moving El Boladors slaves through that parish. Bringier left Louisiana to explore the Arkansas and Missouri territory, chiefly scouting for spots to mine gold on public lands.
Not too many months ago Bringier had petitioned Congress to enact legislation allowing citizens to exploit minerals on public lands west of the Mississippi, and though Congress did not respond to his entreaty, the Public Lands Committee did report on February 13, 1816, a recommendation for a bill allowing the president to grant leases or permits on an ad hoc basis. This was enough to encourage Bringier to pursue his prospecting. Interestingly, if Bringier made his petition in person, then he was in Washington at the same time as Laffite and Latour, and the three meeting now in Arkansas Post may not have been mere serendipity. By joining together, Bringier gained company and possible assistance on his prospecting, and Latour and Laffite had the advantage of Bringier's prior travels up the Arkansas.12
The three set out in keelboats and barges with crews to pole their way up the Arkansas, bringing provisions to last them several months, as well as arms for protection and some of Bringier's mining equipment and tools. They stopped first at the plantation of Daniel Wright, located a few miles below a land feature known as the Little Rock. Laffite and Wright became acquainted enough that a year later Wright entrusted Jean with his power of attorney to sell a slave for him in New Orleans. 13 From Wright's they moved upstream, a dozen miles past the Little Rock until they came to Crystal Hill on the north bank.14 Bringier lived there, and here they made camp. Over the next few weeks they assembled a lumber mill, then cut and milled timber to erect shanties in which they set up Bringier's mining machinery. They prospected in the vicinity for a time, but it proved an unhealthy stop, for a few of the boatmen took sick and died.15
Bringier remained there looking for silver or gold while Laffite and Latour continued their journey.16 From Crystal Hill they poled upriver, stopping at Cadron. The new American settlement was nothing more than a blockhouse and half a dozen scattered farming families, and so remote that its leading citizen, Major James Pyeatt, maintained that he only learned of the War of 1812 after it was over.17 That degree of isolation was gone, as Latour noted that United States mail now came to Cadron, brought by mail riders who then traveled southwest past the Hot Springs on the Ouachita, and down to Natchitoches. If Washington would deliver the mail to this far-flung outpost, then the government clearly expected it to endure and to grow.
Equally significant, at Cadron Latour and Laffite met a trapper who told them he had several times made the seven-hundred-mile overland trip across the plains to Taos and the pass through the Sangre de Cristo Mountains into the Rio Grande Valley. It took just fifteen days, and from Taos it was a mere seventy miles to Santa Fe. If a man on horseback could make this journey in such a time, then an army could do it in a month. If the Americans took Santa Fe, then they could cut off California, and at the same time have the Rio Grande as a highway into Texas.18
While at Cadron, Latour's expedition traded with Indians who told them of rich fields of ore near the Caddo River, perhaps seventy-five miles away. This was enough to persuade some in the group to set out overland on ponies purchased from the Indians. After riding several days southwest through heavily wooded and hilly country they made camp at the Caddo, and were ready to prospect again when they were attacked by a roving party of Lipan Indians. At first the prospectors repulsed them, but in a few days the Lipan returned in strength and the whites abandoned their camp and made their way back to the Arkansas, and then down to Major Pyeatt's home at Cadron, as quickly as they could. 19
Laffite and Latour did not participate in the prospecting for long, if at all, though the promised gold would have appealed to both. They had a clear mission from Onís, and limited time to accomplish it. They also had the recently published maps made by Major Zebulon Pike of the United States Army as a result of his exploration of the territory a few years earlier.20 Leaving the prospectors behind to their digging, Laffite and Latour continued the arduous voyage up the Arkansas until they reached its confluence with the Poteau River, and a village of about thirty families where Fort Smith would be established the following year. The expedition leaders saw the area's fertile soil and agreed that the nascent settlement was likely to swell rapidly with Americans. Moving up the Arkansas another hundred miles or more they came to a grand village of the Osage Indians, where they found a substantial saltworks with mills, evaporating vats, and all the machinery necessary to extract salt from local deposits.21 The Poteau settlement and its saltworks would be further aids to any American army on the march.
Latour was finding that the Pike maps were not very accurate, however.22 As he and Laffite traveled, he drew his own, his chief concern being potential avenues of American invasion.23 A day or two beyond the Osage village the Arkansas ceased to be navigable, but by then Latour and Laffite were no more than eight days overland from Santa Fe. This was one line of advance. Another was via an upper fork of the Red River in Caddo country not far from where their prospecting comrades encountered the Lipan. The Red then flowed southerly into western Louisiana, to Natchitoches, from which the overland trail into Texas was well established. Laffite and Latour did not have to travel that route to learn of its practicality. Finally, invaders could move up the Mississippi to the Red, and then up to Caddo Lake, from which Cypress Bayou led a few miles to an established trace that would take them directly south over the headwaters of the Sabine to Nacogdoches, and then southwest across the Trinity and Brazos rivers straight to Béxar. 24
Laffite and Latour probably did not stray far from their boats or the river, relying on information gathered from locals and travelers to fill in their picture of the region as well as their maps. If they did venture down to the Red River they did not go far, for by November 5 they were back at Arkansas Post with Bringier, who had found ore samples that Notrebe thought were gold, but proved not to be.25 Latour and Laffite were also there to witness settlers casting their votes in local races at the same time as presidential balloting, though territorial voters did not participate in James Monroe's landslide election to the Oval Office. Of more interest to them than the outcome was the turnout. From the electoral count Latour drew an idea of the population and concluded that, though a mere ten years earlier it had been a wilderness, the banks of the Arkansas River were proportionately more settled than Spanish New Mexico.26 Calculating how the population would grow at its present rate of expansion, or what dangers this posed for Spain's hold on Texas, was not hard. Neither did they overlook the settlers' petition that year to have Arkansas separated from the Missouri Territory to become a territory in its own right, the first step to statehood. Moreover, Congress had promised to give veterans of the recent war a million acres of land as a bounty, and once there, the veterans would themselves constitute a potential army of conquest.27
Following the election, Laffite and Latour did not tarry long before taking their boats down the Arkansas to the Mississippi, and thence to New Orleans. They reached home in the last days of the month. By their estimate, in a journey lasting eight months they had covered a round trip of some 540 leagues between New Orleans and the navigable headwaters of the Arkansas, more than 1,500 miles.28 What they had seen ought to alarm Spain. The Americans moving into the Arkansas country were greater in number than they had expected, and endured hardship cheerfully. "They have strength of character, courage, and skill in the use of guns rarely seen among civilized people," declared Latour. From what Latour and Laffite had heard, even more were settling on the Red River. The land there was excellent and suitable to growing sugar, cotton, indigo, tobacco, corn, and other produce. Already beaver had begun to disappear because of the onslaught of trappers, and Latour and Laffite had seen many hunters leave for the Rio Grande Valley even in late autumn, at the risk of being caught in the mountains in winter. Excess "adventurers" from the eastern United States were pouring into this public land, their eyes fixed on Mexico. "They will gladly join any expedition that is proposed in that direction," Latour concluded.
Worse, the Americans were prepared to incite the Indian peoples to aid them in fighting the Spanish. Latour and Laffite saw traders ready to import guns to the Indians up the Red and Arkansas, and from St. Louis through to the Osage. They also saw a brisk contraband trade in leather, harness, spurs, stirrups, buckles, and more, carried on between the Spaniards in New Mexico and the American traders on the Arkansas and Red, who sold to the Indians. The profits were simply too tempting. The Indians traded furs at the exchange rate of 25 cents per pound. Laffite and Latour witnessed a carbine that would sell for $15 to $20 in Kentucky being exchanged with Indians for 250 pounds in furs, which could then be sold in New Orleans for 35 to 40 cents a pound. A $15 investment in Kentucky could be turned into a profit of $75 or more in New Orleans. 29
Latour returned to find copies of his book on the Battle of New Orleans done at last, though not before their delay in coming off the presses resulted in a legal imbroglio for Livingston over his failure to deliver them in time to be sold by subscription.30 No sooner did Latour see his words in print than he began work on a report of the expedition, but to complete a full outline of the hazards Spain faced in its territories he needed more than his own observations. He asked the Laffites for their opinions on the filibusters and revolutionary movements. For all the sympathy the revolutionary movements had in the East, it was in the West, and particularly Louisiana, that the rebels received their greatest encouragement and succor. The Laffites knew this as intimately as anyone, and they knew leaders such as Herrera, Toledo, and Humbert even better than Latour. It was all too evident that the Americans sympathized with them, and that some invested heavily in their enterprises. To prevent harboring an enemy within,31 Spain must fight further immigration by Americans into its lands and win back the allegiance of the original inhabitants of the settlements on the Ouachita, White, Red, and Arkansas rivers, and up the Mississippi at New Madrid and St. Louis. The dissatisfaction Latour and Laffite had seen among some of the Americans could be put to good use, and the even greater discontent of many of the settlers from the days of French and Spanish reign was a considerable asset. The spread of Americans westward was "inevitable," Latour warned. "The Spanish government cannot prevent it, but at least it can put off the time." Spain must firmly establish the Louisiana boundary as far east as possible, and then militarize that border to stop American infiltration and control the Indians. If Spain could hold on long enough, other factors might save her possessions later, for Latour at least believed that there were signs of an incipient sectional rivalry that could one day lead to the breakup of the Union. When that happened, none of the separate sections would be strong enough to threaten Spain's grip on her colonies. 32
While Latour considered population changes, the Laffite family continued to expand. Besides Pierre's daughters Catherine Coralie and Rosa and his sons Pierre, possibly Eugene, Jean Baptiste, and Martin, Pierre's household also contained Catherine and her infant Jean Pierre.33 By August Marie was six months pregnant with another child. This would mean at least ten in the home not counting any slaves or the absent adult Jean. They needed a larger house, and thanks to the money coming in from Spain, Pierre could move them. Of course he bought no property in his name. Plumage protected him as much as it did Marie, for a property purchased in her name could not be confiscated on his account though he had paid for it.
On August 17, while Jean was still away, Pierre sent Marie to Claude Treme to buy a house and lot at the northeast corner of Bourbon and St. Philip streets. It represented a considerable step up in the Laffites' living standard, for the house cost $5,500, more than six times the $900 their previous home had sold for the year before. Marie took out a mortgage for $1,120, and Pierre must have given her the rest of the cash down payment of $2,500, the property itself being security for payment. It was a standard sized lot for the quarter, 60 feet along Bourbon and 120 along St. Philip.34 The house was twenty-six years old, having been built by Juan Moore under a contract with Don Carlos Parent, coincidentally the father of the Charles Parent to whom Pierre made the sham sale of the Presidente. Moore had built a wood and brick house fifty-two feet wide on Bourbon and forty-two feet deep, with a ten-foot-wide wraparound gallery fronting both streets. Inside were six rooms or "apartments," with three fireplaces for heat.35 Behind the house sat two outbuildings, one a kitchen and the other either a well or an outhouse.36 Despite the price, the property was not situated in the most desirable section of the old quarter or Vieux Carré. Next door on St. Philip sat the charity hospital, while on the opposite corner were two groups of dilapidated wooden buildings, and next to them two more buildings in nearly as bad condition. 37 The Laffite family would remain in this house for several years.38
The money from Spain also allowed Pierre to extricate himself from his creditors, and for a change it was now Pierre Laffite who recovered money from others. The executors of his onetime business associate Robin had spent months trying to collect on $2,297 notes Pierre had given for loans, but in April he was able to show proof of having paid them and a jury awarded him its verdict, with court costs to be paid by Robin's heirs.39 Laffite went after $3,075.50 due him from the brothers' former accomplice in the Lafourche smuggling, Godefroi Dumon, and tried to foreclose on Dumon's land near Donaldsonville as compensation.40
For the first time in more than a year Pierre Laffite dealt in slaves again, though clearly not as a supplier as before. In April and May he took in $1,400 from the sale of two, but then on August 15, only two days before buying the Bourbon and St. Philip house, Pierre bought a black from San Domingue for $700, most likely as a house servant. If so, the young man must not have given satisfaction, for four months later Pierre sold him.41 Meanwhile Pierre gave almost perfect satisfaction to his new employers, not least because of his ability to lie convincingly. Picornell found Laffite to be "of attractive appearance and distinguished manners," and learned in talking with townspeople that "no one who has known him before and after his activities in Barataria fails to regret that a man otherwise so good and so honest in meeting his obligations should have lent himself to a business so detestable as that." Given Pierre's history with creditors, this statement alone revealed Picornell's gullibility. He also somehow confused Pierre with Jean, or else Pierre convinced him that he and not Jean directed affairs on Grand Isle, for the Spaniard told his superiors that it was well known "among the rabble that surrounded him in the island" that Pierre "made himself notable by the good treatment that he gave to those who had the misfortune of falling into the hands of the privateersmen." Moreover, Pierre threatened severe punishment to any who failed to treat captives well, and Picornell had only to recall the testimony of several Spanish captains and crewmen in the federal court cases of the past three years to know that they affirmed that at Grand Isle they received "all assistance they could desire." Laffite sometimes bought their private goods with his own funds, provided them with new clothing to replace that taken by privateers, and even gave them smaller vessels in which to return home.
The testimony made it clear that the Laffite who did this was Jean, but Pierre had no reason to set Picornell straight. Pierre told his greatest lie when he convinced Picornell that the brothers' mother had been a Spaniard, and that having been raised among her kind the Laffites felt "very friendly towards Spaniards," even preferring their company to that of all others. "It is also remarked," Picornell added, "that he detests and hates with a deadly hatred the English and Americans." At this very moment Pierre would have been assuring his American friends among the "associates" of his hatred of Spain and Spaniards. At least they could all agree on hating the English. Picornell may have viewed Laffite through a roseate glass, but he was not entirely deluded. Picornell warned Onís that though Pierre might call on his men to serve when an opportunity for action arose, neither he nor they were likely to take a risk until they had money in their pockets. Spain must either pay Laffite in advance for preemptive action, or be satisfied with him revealing what had happened after it was too late to take action.42
Within days of Jean Laffite's return to New Orleans Pierre's Spanish masters had taken note, no doubt anxious to see what the second brother could tell them.43 For his part, Jean had new circumstances with which to acquaint himself. First there was his first sight of his son Jean Pierre, only four weeks old. 44 Then there was the spacious new house where they would all live. Jean also had past due business to settle, not least with his attorneys Livingston and Grymes for their services in securing compensation for some of his goods lost at Barataria.45 The brothers also engaged in their first legitimate maritime trading. Less than a week after Jean's return, on December 2, Pierre paid $2,049 for a new felucca called the Flora Belle, a single decked, two-masted boat just over forty-three feet long and thirteen feet in the beam, built in Bayou St. John. Displacing twenty-one tons, she drew barely more than four feet of water, and would be able to go anywhere.46 The next day Pierre registered her as the Flying Fish, owner Pierre Laffite, "merchant of New Orleans."47 On December 14, however, Pierre gave the captain he employed for the boat, John Deveze or Davis, power of attorney to sell her.48 Either Pierre lost interest in her very quickly, or else he was already trying to mask his ownership as he had with the Presidente. Old habits died hard.
Pierre's actions may, in fact, have had something to do with the Presidente, for by this time she was gone for good, a victim of the steadily tightening noose in the hands of Patterson and Duplessis, Pierre's own partners in the "associates." Despite the challenges posed by the loss of Barataria and the increased naval presence off the coastline, the Cartagenan privateers and simple pirates had not abated their efforts to land and sell or smuggle illicit goods, especially after the fall of Cartagena. Britain's mounting efforts to suppress the slave trade helped their business, as did the enactment that year of the United States' first protective tariff, with duties as high as 20 percent on some imported manufactured goods. On April 2 customs inspector John Rollins at the Balize saw the privateer the Comet come to anchor and on going aboard met Captain Mitchell. Mitchell told him quite matter of factly that he had twenty slaves on the ship, fourteen of whom had belonged to the governor of San Andres, and that "he had put to death the Governor and eight soldiers," and was taking the slaves to New Orleans as prize goods. He also admitted to having in his hold six brass six-pounders, forty muskets, and five barrels of powder, but Rollins could see that the seventy-five-ton vessel was riding low in the water, and suspected that a lot more cargo was aboard. 49
Lieutenant William Lowe and the USS Boxer; then stationed off the Balize, immediately seized the Comet, and on fuller inspection found aboard her about $40,000 of rich plunder and stores taken from the very passengers she had helped to escape Cartagena, and from San Andres, where the "notorious villain" Mitchell committed what Patterson called "the most wanton murders & brutality robbing churches." On May 23 the grand jury handed down three separate piracy indictments against Mitchell and his crew but Patterson gloomily predicted that "like all others who have preceded them they will escape punishment further than a forfeiture of property." He proved to be prescient.50
The pressure on the smugglers made itself felt by late spring. When more fugitive vessels from Cartagena appeared in the days after the Comet's capture, some loaded half with white refugees and half with slaves to sell, the Boxer sailed after them, then westward along the coast after Lowe heard that "some very suspicious armed vessels" were in the vicinity.51 Lowe seized a cargo of 150 crates of crockery, and on another vessel took wine from Bordeaux.52 In New Orleans the government appointed yet another temporary inspector of customs, John Davis Bradburn, a veteran of the Gutierrez-Magee expedition who had more recently been an officer under Perry assembling volunteers for the Texas invasion.53 No one seemed to catch the anomaly of entrusting enforcement of the revenue laws to a man deeply associated with filibusters so closely linked with privateers, but Bradburn was as much a zealot for the law as for Mexican independence. As a result, merchants who traded in illicit goods experienced the reach of the law, even lowly tailors such as Bernard Bourdin, who was foolish enough to fund the privateer Alerta though his shop sat next door to the customs house.54
Patterson, accustomed to complaining of his inadequate resources, believed by April that his naval force was so completely equipped that he closed the naval arsenal in New Orleans as well as the shops that manufactured naval stores.55 Evidence of the threat the privateers took the authorities to be came that month as well. At dusk one evening in April, as Patterson walked with his wife, his children, and Lieutenant Cunningham, three men came out of the shadows and attacked them. The officers drove them off without injury, but a few days later three more assailants waylaid Cunningham and went at him with dirks, several of which penetrated the lieutenant's coat sleeve without harming him. He drew blood from one of the men with his saber, and that put them to flight. On April 23 Patterson received a threat in the mail, leading him to conclude that in their desperation "the whole connection will I have little doubt put in operation every expedient to get rid of naval force from this station, for reasons too obvious to require naming."56 "Vexations similar to those you were troubled with when in command here, are in operation against me & my officers, by our Barataria friends," Patterson advised Captain David Porter.
Pierre Laffite would have had nothing to do with these attacks. The brothers never used violence to achieve their ends. Besides, Pierre pursued a more profitable game. When he recovered the Presidente, he promised Herrera that she would be at the disposal of the Mexican junta, never mentioning the sham sale to Parent.57 By February 1816, now called the Dos Hermanos, she carried a cargo of guns, brick, lime for mortar, and other necessary materials to Matagorda for construction of the anticipated port there. She then sailed down the coast to reconnoiter Boquilla de Piedras for Sedella,58 and was back by March 1, after which Pierre agreed to carry a cargo of munitions to Boquilla de Piedras for Duncan and West, who had already been paid by Herrera. 59 However, Laffite told Morphy and Sedella his plans, and advised that if an armed Spanish vessel should intercept him, his captain would of course turn over the weapons and surrender his ship. Morphy made it clear that Spain could not condone the vessel's mission, and would deny the arms to the rebels. The "associates" would have been paid for the arms, and Laffite would have his share either from their sale or else from advance payment for their freighting. Everyone would win except the insurgents. In conformity to their arrangement, Pierre gave the Spaniards information that would enable them to capture his vessel in such a way that he would be above suspicion, but with the expectation that if the Spanish warship seized the Dos Hermanos in addition to the cargo, she would be returned to him. In sending word to Apodaca, Sedella gladly suggested that "our recommended one is worthy of having granted to him what he has asked." Laffite made it clear that his ultimate goal was to disassociate himself forever from the insurgents.
The Dos Hermanos cast off with her cargo on April 8, Fougard replaced by the Italian Laurent Maire, known also as Lorenzo Mairo or Lawrence Morgan.60 However, the Spanish warships did not arrive in time to intercept her, and Maire landed his cargo at Boquilla de Piedras as instructed. From the rump authority there he obtained for the Dos Hermanos a commission as a privateer under the name the Victoria, in honor of Guadalupe Victoria, who replaced Morelos but would spend the next several years wandering the countryside with little army and no constituency. The Victoria then set off after prizes, taking two before a Spanish vessel caught up with her and began a hard chase that left the Victoria severely damaged when she escaped.61 By April 22 Maire had limped into Cat Island, where he unloaded his prize goods, possibly the slaves that Thomas Copping so enthusiastically went to Donaldsonville to buy.62 After opening her sea cocks to scuttle her, thirty crewmen boarded four pirogues and rowed east along the coast. The next day at the mouth of the Lafourche, the authorities found them with no provisions but some cheese. They were carrying two cases of arms that a customs inspector seized. 63 It appeared that Maire, knowing that neither the "associates" nor his Spanish masters could confirm how many arms were delivered at Boquilla de Piedras for the insurgents, had held back a part of the cargo, which Laffite could sell anew to Herrera. When Maire returned to New Orleans in June, he and Laffite met with Sedella and cunningly explained to him that taking the Spanish prizes was the only way to preserve the Dos Hermanos' cover and "keep up appearances." Besides, it was all in service of the greater goal of destroying the insurgency.64
Meanwhile the revenue people improved their surveillance of the smuggling routes up the Lafourche and elsewhere. Thomas Copping of New Orleans foolishly boasted to inspector Rollins that great bargains in illicit slaves were to be had upriver. "He seemed to think that it was a very smart business to get them all in without being detected or lossing a single nigro," Rollins told Duplessis. "He expressed himself very much in favor of such an active business as smuggling Negroes without being detected in it." In fact, the authorities were soon onto Copping for smuggling a variety of contraband goods.65
Customs officials also monitored news of legitimate merchantmen who stopped at Galveston before coming to the Balize, perhaps taking on illicit goods to smuggle in with their regular cargo. The inspector at the Balize filed reports of every ship that passed his inspection before going on to New Orleans, in case another more thorough search should be made.66 If a regularly commissioned Mexican privateer such as the Little Napoleon had made a stop at Galveston, the inspectors tried to track its movements and watch for any chicanery.67 A fair number of Mexican and Venezuelan privateers entered the Mississippi in the last half of the year, but not many directly from Galveston until December, when three came into the river within five days. 68 In general, privateering activity around Galveston seemed to heat up at the end of the year, and finally Duplessis and the rest discovered why. The filibusters on the Texas coast island were handing out their own commissions. It was Cartagena all over again, with even less legitimacy.
It would have taken Pierre several hours to explain to Jean all that had happened during his absence from the murky world of the revolutionaries, filibusters, and Spanish agents. By February Perry and his small command at Bolivar Point were being closely watched by Spaniards in Texas, who had been anticipating such an event for months. These observers provided accurate intelligence on Perry's numbers and movements, and erred only in reporting that the fleet that transported his men had been commanded by the Laffites.69 By March, tired of waiting for more men and supplies that never came, Perry gave up and returned with his command to Louisiana.70 Humbert, whom Onís described as "the chief of a band of robbers armed and equipped in the province of Louisiana," had returned to New Orleans in December, and was once more at loose ends in the city taverns, drinking, boasting, and sulking.71
Meanwhile the "associates" flirted with funding an expedition to seize Pensacola. The year before they had the idea that they could arm their Texan and Mexican ventures by taking the twenty thousand muskets reported to be in the Spanish armory at the colonial capital, and obtain funding by taking Florida and selling it to the United States. It was a harebrained scheme from the outset, soon abandoned. Then in late February came word of the fall of Cartagena, and the Firebrand returned from Boquilla de Piedras on February 20 with no money for Toledo, only promises and the news that affairs in Mexico were not going well for the insurgents.72
Toledo had been trying to buy the General Bolivar from the navy in order to outfit her as a Mexican privateer. When the Fire- brand failed to bring back the money needed to complete the purchase, however, Patterson quickly cancelled the deal and sold the vessel to Abner Duncan, who would transform her into the General Jackson, though many continued to use the ship's previous name. Just as damaging from the insurgents' and "associates'" point of view was Patterson's refusal to lend the Firebrand for more courier voyages to Mexico.
The combined effect was a body blow to the revolutionaries' leaders in New Orleans.73 The scattered return of Perry's disillusioned men from Bolivar Point punctuated another season of dashed hopes, and the flood of disasters continued. Late in March came news that the Petit Milan had gone to the bottom in a storm, carrying arms en route to Boquilla de Piedras, and a month later came the sinking of the Dos Hermanos and the seizure of the muskets it carried.74 It is no wonder that Toledo lost all heart with revolutionaries and filibusters. Late in June he approached Sedella and followed Picornell in seeking pardon from Spain for a renunciation of his former associates. Soon he was telling Sedella everything he knew about the plans and movements of his former comrades and actively sharing information with Picornell—perhaps learning to his amazement that the Laffites had been spying on him for months.
Meanwhile Pierre Laffite, whom Sedella habitually referred to as "the recommended one," provided plenty of information himself.75 Indeed, Sedella felt moved to commend Laffite's loyalty and usefulness. The spy, he wrote to Apodaca, was "being always attentive to anything that can contribute to inform us of our enemies' strategies and plans." He reported that Pierre said the General Bolivar, not yet renamed by Duncan, would soon be leaving for Boquilla de Piedras or Nautla with another cargo of equipment and munitions, and Pierre expected Patterson to detach the Firebrand again as an escort. The revolutionaries were still short of money, Pierre added. They would move when they got it, but it was slow in coming.76
But then Pierre revealed the two letters from Gual to Herrera and Toledo that Jean had turned over to him. They laid out the plans to send a fleet of twenty-six privateers from San Domingue to Tampico, an expedition that Pierre said Spain could stop if she posted warships off Cuba to intercept. Pierre gave details of the ships and their rendezvous, but went on to even bigger news. Quakers in Philadelphia had hatched a plan to incite a slave rebellion, backed by Bolivar, in all of the Spanish American colonies simultaneously, and had asked Jean to take a leading role. Maire also reported that he expected to see Cuba in full-blown insurrection shortly, the free black population taking part in a repeat of the San Domingue and Haiti nightmare. Laffite had a list of the agents in charge of igniting the sparks. Again it was necessary for Havana to send a fully empowered agent to New Orleans to assist the Laffites in defeating this diabolical design. The brothers did not want to deal with Onís, whose staff they believed leaked information. Sedella endorsed the request for a special agent.77 In Havana, Apodaca, now viceroy of New Spain, discussed the matter with his advisory council, but they were less credulous than the enthusiastic priest, and awaited more convincing news before taking action. Still, they prepared to send the special agent as Laffite asked.78
That the repeated setbacks put the filibusters in low spirits cannot be denied. If later legend is to be believed, tensions came to a head around this time at a celebration of a French holiday at Jean Turpin's newly acquired New Orleans Theater and Marine Hotel.79 The bombastic Humbert celebrated along with several of his Baratarian colleagues, ate heartily, drank heavily, and listened to many a tribute to him as the most distinguished Frenchman among them. Reflecting on what he had been and to what he was reduced now, he became maudlin. Rising, he declared that he should not be sitting in indolence among outlaws. His place was in the field. The unintended insult outraged some of the Baratarians present, and it was later recalled that Pierre Laffite led the inebriated old hero away before trouble could start. 80
Within three weeks of Toledo's defection, a new would-be leader appeared. Aury had been at Aux Cayes and then Jamaica and Port-au-Prince since his escape from Cartagena, and by March 15 had a flotilla of six vessels, four of them armed corsairs.81 The French commodore was about twenty-nine now, and had been privateering since 1803, after serving in the French navy. He was a lone wolf, however, unable to subordinate himself to anyone for long.82 He refused to support Bolivar as sole leader of the insurgency, and thus fell out with Bolivar and others, who were even less friendly when he demanded $25,000 for his expenses in evacuating Cartagena. In the end he got the ship the Constitucion instead, but he would never enjoy Bolivar's favor again. Meanwhile, seeing their plans foundering, Herrera persuaded Sauvinet to send his schooner the Morelos to Haiti with Joseph Savary, a Haitian mulatto, carrying a dozen privateer commissions from Mexico and a new blue and white checkered flag for Aury to sail under if he accepted the invitation to take over the maritime part of their Texas campaign. The proposition came at a perfect time for Aury.83 Sailing from Port-au-Prince early in June, he intended to make either Matagorda or Galveston his base. Along the way he took several prizes, but he was now essentially a pirate since he took them under improper Mexican commissions and the flag of the defunct Cartagenan republic. By July 17 he was off the mouth of the Mississippi, waiting for Herrera to reply to a message telling of his plans and asking for several letters of marque from the Mexican junta.84 Herrera tried to persuade Aury to establish himself at Barataria, where Herrera could more easily reach him and from which Aury could transport a new army, but the young privateer was too anxious and independent. He sailed on, first to Matagorda, and then to Galveston, which he concluded offered a safer anchorage. Unfortunately, it also had a shallower bar at the entrance to the bay, and on August 10 the impetuous Aury ran his fleet aground, losing most of his prize ships and the cargo that he had announced would be sold at the mart he intended to establish. 85
Apparently Pierre Laffite planned to work with Aury, for either plunder or intelligence, and probably both. After the loss of the Dos Hermanos, he bought another ship and named her the Victoria in order to make the commission given to Maire appear legitimate. He engaged Gambi to command in June, but they soon had a falling-out.86 On July 2 Gambi borrowed $250 from Maire, and Maire endorsed the note to Pierre. When the note came due Gambi refused to pay, leading to a court case that virtually ended the already cool relations between Gambi and the Laffites.87 By the end of the month, under either Gambi or Maire, the Victoria set sail along with as many as nine other vessels that sporadically left New Orleans for the Gulf to take prizes and cooperate with Aury. Pierre dutifully informed Sedella, and let it be known that another five ships were preparing for the same business.88 Meanwhile Toledo seemed to have found financing when he told Herrera he had arranged for a line of credit of 20 million pesos from the republican junta in Mexico. Unfortunately, when Herrera tried to access the credit on July 1, three days after Toledo's defection, the credit line proved worthless.89 On August 4 some money finally arrived, modest though the amount was. On his way to Matagorda Aury had landed one of his vessels, the Belona, at Barataria, and he now sent an agent to New Orleans to meet with the "associates" and to contribute $7,000 to their projects, a sign of good faith but too little to be more than a token.90
The young commodore needed some reassurance, for he had heard that in the wake of Morelos's execution, the insurgent Mexican Congress had essentially dissolved. The "associates" did not know it yet, but this particular independence movement was flickering out, a victim of its own factionalism and disorganization, and hardly aided by the drain of precious funds to New Orleans. Hereafter there would be only isolated bands of revolutionaries, each loyal to their self-proclaimed strongmen. Mexican privateering commissions were worthless unless a new resistance movement could establish itself on Mexican soil with a claim to sovereignty. Aury expected to make such a claim at Galveston, with himself as El Supremo.
Over two days, August 5 and 6, Aury's agent attended a meeting of the "associates." Patterson, Duplessis, Livingston, Duncan, Herrera, Peire, Dupuis, and several others were there to hear that Aury now had a fleet of fifteen armed vessels and ten prizes, two of which had been armed. More than 150 captured crewmen were in custody, and some were joining the privateers. The agent told the assembled that Aury also had carpenters and smiths and other skilled artisans to help establish his port at Matagorda, unaware that Aury would change his mind and go to Galveston. The interest of the "associates," which had flagged when Herrera and Toledo could not wring more money out of Mexico, was revived by Aury's $7,000 and the indication of more to come. The money also renewed Herrera's influence after the 20 million peso credit line fiasco. Now the "associates" assured Aury's man that they had five vessels in the Mississippi armed and ready to join him. Additionally, Duncan's General Bolivar would be leaving in two days for Boquilla de Piedras with twelve hundred muskets and four field cannon, and Grymes and the now-returned Perry would go along.
Certainly the collapse of the Mexican Congress was discussed, but while a blow, it would not be a disaster so long as a port could be established to continue the pretense of a government. Someone suggested that Aury use Matagorda only as a temporary port and supply base and the old joint attack plan be dusted off. Herrera was still officially the minister from the all-but-defunct Mexican junta. They decided to pay off his debts in New Orleans and send him with a command of 120 whites and mulattoes, the former led by Peire and the latter under Colonel Joseph Savary, to join Aury. Herrera would take civil control of the port, establish a prize court, issue letters of marque, and rule jointly with Aury, with sufficient support from the "associates" to stay two months on the Texas coast. Meanwhile Perry and Gutiérrez would lead an assembly of men overland to meet them, the "associates" guaranteeing to supply necessary arms and provisions. When everything was in place, after about six weeks, Aury's fleet would transport the army to a point on the Mexican coast from which it would launch an invasion while Aury sailed on to take Tampico or Vera Cruz and establish a permanent port and seat of government. Meanwhile the "associates" would pay Pierre Laffite a fee of $1,000, to keep a small boat running between Matagorda and New Orleans to maintain constant communications.
Pierre negotiated the purchase of such a boat immediately after the meeting adjourned, and was making arrangements for a voyage to Matagorda when he encountered Picornell in the street. Morphy and Picornell knew that something was going on. Throughout the day they had seen men from the meeting making hurried calls on other confederates. Picornell asked Pierre to reveal what was happening, but Laffite was in a rush and told him the street was too public a place to be seen talking. However, he hinted that "a lot was going on and it was big," and agreed to meet with Picornell and Sedella in a few minutes at a private spot. There, Pierre put everything in Sedella's hands and vouched for its accuracy, promising to tell them more when he returned from Matagorda. At once his information was on the way to Morphy and Apodaca.91
Sedella still tried to preserve Laffite's anonymity. Picornell had been referring to him as "Number 14" since May, but now Sedella changed the code name to "Number 13," perhaps a conscious echo of the identification given to General Wilkinson when he spied for Spain a decade earlier. Père Antoine need not have bothered. Apodaca had declared in January that "even when he's hiding his name, I know he's a French citizen named Lafite." 92 Number 13's information seriously compromised Patterson, for now the Spaniards knew that the commodore purposely allowed privateers to leave New Orleans, and Duplessis was equally culpable. When the news got to Onís, he renewed his complaints in Washington.93 As for Pierre Laffite, he got ready to leave for Matagorda. Soon he learned of Aury's shift to Galveston, though, and of the disaster to several of his ships on the bar. This was only the beginning.
Aury managed to get some of his prize goods and artillery safely to shore, and started building huts and repairing the ships. Soon he had about two hundred men, mostly from Haiti, and many of them surly because they had been promised riches and not hard work on a barren island. By September 7 the crew of one ship mutinied. Soon the uprising spread to other crews, and the next day several of Aury's men stepped into his tent and demanded that he give himself up. He reached for a dagger, but pistols went off and Aury went down with bullets through both hands and a wound in his chest. With him incapacitated, the mutineers loaded most of the prize goods onto three ships, set another vessel ablaze to discourage pursuit, and sailed off.94
On September 9 Herrera arrived to find not the confident adventurer ready for action that the "associates" expected, but a badly wounded and indignant young man with few remaining ships and even less booty.95 Herrera had planned to leave New Orleans with Peire, Humbert, Savary, and Sauvinet—an enthusiastic supporter of occupying Galveston—on August 24, leaving Iturribarria in his place. However, it was August 30 before Herrera got around to registering his power of attorney for Iturribarria to transact business on his behalf, and so the others left first.96 Still, Herrera brought the invalid Aury the cheering news that Francisco Xavier Mina had recently arrived in Baltimore from London with supplies, fifty men, twenty-five hundred muskets, nine cannon, fifty barrels of gunpowder, and boxes of pistols and sabers, harness, and uniforms. 97 A lifelong opponent of the monarchy, Mina had come over to the cause of Mexican independence two years before, and after raising more men and money in Baltimore, he would be sailing for the Gulf coast near the end of September. When he arrived, they could reassemble the Galveston base, and Aury and Mina together could continue the enterprise.98
On September 13 Herrera drafted and signed a proclamation declaring Galveston a port under the nonexistent authority of the now-defunct Mexican Congress. A few days later Herrera created Galveston's government, with a collector of customs and revenue to receive and distribute money and merchandise taken by the privateers, and an admiralty court to give a semblance of legitimacy to the condemnation and sale or disposal of goods taken, as well as to settle disputes between the privateers. He also appointed a notary to witness, record, and authenticate documents and commissions, all to give the appearance of legitimacy.99 Herrera named the convalescent Aury governor, and raised the checkerboard flag.100 Unfortunately, with the myopia that afflicted all of the filibuster leaders, Aury placed only his Cartagenan cronies in prominent positions in the government. His exclusion of Peire and the Americans was a blow to ambition and vanity alike that divided the men at Galveston into two camps. In October Peire would leave with Herrera for Mexico, Major Perry coming to Galveston in Peire's place, but the tension did not abate. Meanwhile more volunteers arrived. The day that Herrera named Aury governor, Morphy in New Orleans reported that "every day much small shipping sails from this port for Matagorda [Galveston], some with provisions, others with various persons who are speculators in prize goods, and in all of them go passengers who it is said are going to seek their fortune in the Kingdom of Mexico."101 Indeed they did, and very soon the Laffites would be among them.
FIFTEEN
The Birth of Galveston 1816–1817
These are our realms, no limits to their sway—
Our flag the sceptre all who meet obey.
Ours the wild life in tumult still to range
From toil to rest, and joy in every change.
THE ISLAND HAD been known to sailors for generations, under a number of names. Some called it St. Louis Island. Spaniards shipwrecked there in the sixteenth century referred to it as Malhado, or "Isle of Doom,"1 perhaps because of the rattlesnakes. In fact others labeled it Culebra Island, a name given to more than one of the snake-infested barrier islands along the coast. Galveston, its current name, honored Spanish explorer Bernardo Galvez. The island stretched thirty miles between the Gulf and Galveston Bay, yet was nowhere more than two or three miles in width or ten or twelve feet above sea level. A few clumps of trees near the island's center offered the only cover other than beach grass along the shore and more dense scrub behind the dunes. No one lived there year-round, but Karankawa Indians often came to fish.
Otherwise the island belonged to the snakes, some deer, alligators, and huge seasonal flocks of ducks and geese. "The whole island presents rather a dreary and forbidding aspect, with nothing to relieve the eye," a visitor would say a few years hence.2 The place did have some attractions, however, not the least the seafood, with oysters thick in the shallows, and abundant fish and turtle and crabs. Brackish water could be had by digging in the sand, while in the canebrakes on the interior wells sometimes produced good water. Moreover, the ground was dry, if low, broken by a few shallow bayous but with none of the miasmic swamps that made Barataria rather unhealthy in places. For Aury, the outstanding feature was, of course, the vast bay behind the island, offering many anchorages despite its frequent shallows. The island protected the bay from the Gulf, making the harbor accessible only by a quarter-mile-wide pass between the island and Bolivar Point. Even then, a bar with only twelve to fifteen feet of water above it ran across the Gulf side of the pass, allowing the privateers in, but not deeply laden craft or heavy warships. 3 The Gulf swell could make it dangerous even for lighter vessels, as Aury learned. A small island that some called Little Campechey sat just inside the pass behind the eastern tip of the big island, separated from it by a narrow channel only six feet deep that made passage very difficult.4
When Aury arrived, Galveston was a desert with only three or four huts of boards and sails left from Perry's departed men.5 Before long, Aury ruled from a small square earthen fort with half a dozen cannon on the bay side near the western end of the island. The flag of the Mexican junta flew over the fort, while within it his "government" seemed quite regular to men on the island. Commercial trade with New Orleans and elsewhere came and went, Aury's customs house collecting duties and making inspections according to form. Aury set up a "court of justice" to try men brought ashore after breaking rules aboard his ships. His court of admiralty ran smoothly, conveniently condemning as prizes virtually everything the privateers brought in, though American vessels were out of bounds. When he sent prize goods to New Orleans, Aury removed all marks from the bales and boxes to prevent their original owners from identifying and claiming them in the federal court. 6 By October vessels were leaving New Orleans almost daily with men and supplies bound for Galveston, and returning with prize goods deposited in or near Barataría to be loaded in two-hundred-pound bales onto mules for transport into the city.7
In one cargo Abner Duncan sent to Boquilla de Piedras the Rebecca, captained by Laméson, carried ten cases of muskets and rifles, thirty-six thousand gunflints, eighty kegs of gunpowder, two cases of sabers, two cases of cartridges for cannon, a case of dragoon pistols, a cannon, a barrel of other ammunition, shovels and spades, medicines, twenty barrels of salted meat, sixty barrels of biscuit, and nine hundred pounds of cannonballs for "ballast." Excluding the powder, the value of the armament came to $6,316. After delivering her cargo in November, the Rebecca stopped at Galveston and was saluted by Aury's vessels as a privateer. There her owners sold her to Laméson, who changed her name to the Eugenie. In January 1817, with a crew of forty including Jean Desfarges, a longtime Baratarían, she raised the checkerboard flag of Mexico, though one man aboard saw clearly that what Laméson had was not a genuine commission but a blank one handed to him at Boquilla de Piedras.8 Legal or not, she joined the offspring of Galveston to prey on the Gulf.
The privateers brought a regular supply of goods to the island almost from the first, most without a formal commission. The indefatigable Captain Mitchell led a little fleet of small privateers funded by the "associates," operating out of Barataría, and equipped in New Orleans—leading Onís to complain to Monroe of "whole Squadrons of Pirates having been fitted out from thence." Mitchell had reportedly taken $320,000 in goods from recent prizes, kept $200,000 for his own and his crews' shares, and sent the rest to Aury's agent François Dupuis to deposit in the Bank of Louisiana, whose president Benjamin Morgan happened to be one of the "associates." 9 By the end of the year the privateers' deposits in Morgan's bank totaled $180,000 or more.10 Onís's demands and the notoriety of Mitchell's captures frightened American shippers and attracted attention that Patterson could not afford to ignore without exposing his involvement.11 Before he could react, however, Patterson landed right on the edge of an international controversy.
Patterson had at first refused to lend the Firebrand for any more voyages on behalf of the "associates."12 With some inducement, however, he changed his mind, and both the Enterprise and the General Jackson went to Nautla in May, the latter with a commission from Herrera on August 6 or 7. The General Jackson went to Boquilla de Piedras along with the Firebrandwhich was now acting as escort for an insurgent privateer. John Grymes went aboard the GeneralJackson, his cover story being that he was inspired by curiosity to see a country of which he had heard so much.13 He actually went to handle the sale of a cargo of munitions, but he was not able to complete the deal, so the vessels left to look for another port.
They were off Vera Cruz when the General Jackson took a small armed Spanish schooner, but then three Spaniard warships came in sight and attacked on August 27. Grymes shifted to the Firebrand\ which Patterson had refitted after purchase as a two-masted schooner for a crew of fifty-two and armed with one six-pounder cannon and half a dozen twelve-pounders. Under Lieutenant Cunningham, she was one of Patterson's best armed lesser warships, but she was no match for what came at her, and did not resist.14 Cunningham raised the Stars and Stripes, the commander of the Spanish flotilla held the Firebrand for a day and arrested Cunningham briefly before releasing the ships. The General Jackson sustained heavy damage, lost a mast, and limped away not to be seen again. Her prize escaped and sailed for New Orleans.
The Firebrand returned to New Orleans September 7, the day the mutiny against Aury commenced, and missed by hours encountering Herrera and his little squadron on their way to Galveston. 15 Thanks to the anti-Spanish sentiment prevailing in the city and the nation, Patterson miraculously escaped recrimination for putting a United States Navy ship at risk by escorting a privateer of an unrecognized insurrection, operating against a neutral state, in order to benefit private investors and perhaps himself Instead, a general expression of indignation over Spaniards firing on an American warship swept New Orleans.
On the morning of September 19 some two hundred men gathered at Maspero's coffeehouse. Grymes presided. The "associates" were well represented, and Morphy noted that several of the Baratarian leaders were present, no doubt Pierre Laffite among them.16 Duncan's loss was deplored. Speakers demanded that Governor Claiborne mobilize the militia. Others urged that Washington declare war on Spain—a move, of course, that promised unlimited financial benefit to the "associates" in the form of legitimate American privateering against Spanish shipping. The meeting adopted resolutions declaring the attack an affront to American honor that must be redressed. Clearly Spain sought to interfere with free navigation. While they were on the subject, the resolutions averred that Louisianans and Americans should resist any move to return any part of Louisiana to Spain in the negotiations with Onís. The meeting delegated Grymes, Duncan, and Davezac to take the resolutions to President Madison. "Our country is on the eve of a war," said one city editorial.17
During this first flush of indignation, Morphy briefly feared that Patterson would order out his squadron to find the Spaniards who attacked the Firebrand and bring them in.18 Elsewhere in the nation tempers were hot. Andrew Jackson told Livingston he wished Patterson had simply sunk the three Spanish warships before notifying the government of what had happened. Sinking them was the only way to cleanse the stain on the flag, even if doing so meant war.19 Onís was alarmed and feared for a time that the New Orleans resolutions would be effective. He asked Secretary of State Monroe for an official explanation of the whole affair, but seems never to have gotten one. In the end, an unidentified source reported that despite her flying the American flag the Firebrand had been mistaken for the privateer she once was, thanks to her rigging, and that was why the Spaniards attacked. Madison mentioned the incident obliquely in his December 3, 1816, annual message, with no word at all of the GeneralJackson or of the Firebrand's mission. After Madison ordered two warships to the Gulf and Onís assured him that it was all a misunderstanding, both nations were happy to let the matter drop.20
Pierre Laffite had alerted the Spaniards in May of the General Jackson's anticipated departure and destination, as well as her expected escort—more than enough time for Sedella and Morphy to warn Havana to watch Boquilla de Piedras and Vera Cruz. However, Laffite s information seems to have done little to help interdict the traffic into and out of Galveston, such as Mitchell's. Indeed, on November 25 one of Aury's privateers, the Jupiter, took Spanish vessels so close to the mouth of the Mississippi that Patterson responded to Morphy's protest by sending two ships to hover meaningfully outside the pass into Galveston until Aury's prize court returned the vessels to their owners.21
Authorities also tried to more effectively prevent unlawful privateers from fitting out. On September 5 Captain Job Northrop brought in the Spanish schooner captured by Duncan's General Jackson just before the Firebrand incident. The schooner Mexicain had been herself a Spanish privateer, but when Northrop stopped at Boquilla along the way he got Mexican letters of marque for her and a commission as a lieutenant in the insurgent "navy" for himself.22 Unfortunately, she was in abominable condition and nearly worthless. Northrop sold her to François Deglanne, who wanted to have her refitted into a hermaphrodite brig to go out as a privateer once again, probably to sail with Aury. He turned to Dominique, then at loose ends in New Orleans, and hired him both to oversee the work, and to take her out as captain. Over the next several weeks Dominque did the job, incurring on his own behalf a debt of $1,061.25, but after reimbursing him only $580, Deglanne would pay no more. Dominique placed a lien on the vessel itself for the remainder of his expenditure. In his petition he was coy, saying that the expenses were incurred only for "objects of travel," but when finally she was sold in December she brought only $176.84 even after Dominique's work. 23 Sedella and his friends watched her refitting carefully, relieved at Dominique's financial and legal discouragement.24 In fact, it left him entirely out of the privateering enterprise for the next three years.
When it came to stopping the privateers on the seas, however, Patterson enjoyed limited success. Aury's Galveston privateers were better armed and equipped than their predecessors on the Gulf. The Jupiter came and went as she pleased, armed with three large cannon, fifty muskets, forty cutlasses, twenty pistols, and a quarter ton of gunpowder. Amigoni commanded a new vessel, the Patriota, carrying a crew of seventy to man five big guns, eighty muskets, seventy cutlasses, and forty pairs of pistols. The Hidalgo sortied out of Galveston in November armed with nearly two muskets per crewman.25 More powerful than the rest was the General Arismendi, carrying six heavy cannon, sixty men, eighty muskets, sixty cutlasses, and eighteen pistols. Guy Champlin had fitted her out in New Orleans under the watchful eyes of district attorney Dick, who knew he intended to violate the neutrality laws by privateering, but could not stop him.26
Patterson and Duplessis did try to stop the privateers from smuggling illicit goods, but to mixed effect. The navy began to cooperate with the customs officials in stopping Aury's privateers and scrutinizing their commissions carefully when they came up the Mississippi. Officials usually found the papers correct, "or as much so as the officers at Galveston know how to make them," Rollins wryly observed.27 On September 26 the inspectors below Fort St. Philip saw Captain Job Northrop's privateer the Independence at anchor under the new Mexican colors. Northrop raised anchor and tried to stall inspection by letting the vessel drift downstream while he raised sail, all the while protesting that he was trying to bring his ship about to let an inspector aboard. When the official finally pulled his barge alongside and boarded, he immediately discovered two large boxes of muskets. Northrop admitted that he knew they were illegal but said that he needed the business. He then occupied the inspector with conversation until the boats had drifted so far that the inspector found himself at a dangerous remove from the fort. There was nothing for him to do but board his barge and return, with Northrop yelling after him that he was sorry for not complying with instructions, but that "he had entered into business that he was determined to go through with at all hazards," and that "imperious necessity compeled him."28
Northrop indeed seemed driven by this necessity. A month later he had four prizes, fat with merchandise, off the south pass of the Mississippi, though he knew that the authorities were aware of him and determined to prevent him from landing his goods. Rollins marveled, "I cannot conceive what Capt Northrop is doing on these coasts." When his inability to unload his goods frustrated some of his men to the point that they refused further service with no prospect of profit, Northrop landed thirty of them on Grand Isle and in lieu of payment, gave them watches and other merchandise to try to sell on their own.29 Later when Patterson sent two of his little vessels, the Bulldog and the Tickler, after Northrop, Rollins told Duplessis that "he might as well have ordered two sheep to take a wolf."30
Patterson's newfound energy may have been spurred by unexpected repercussions of Aury's Galveston enterprise. Slaves were disappearing from New Orleans, and many believed former Baratarians were stealing them for a Galveston slave mart. Editor J. C. de St. Romes of the Courier complained that some of these thieves walked among the townspeople by daylight and no one dared to denounce them. He called for the militia to step in, or New Orleans should steel itself to "be exposed to all the horrors of Fire, Pillage and Murder.:"31 Unfortunately, St. Romes's attack cut too close to some of the insurgent leaders, and in the Gazette they struck back by accusing him of insulting Mexican patriots.32
At the end of July the king in Madrid had approved the deal Pierre had struck for a pardon and payment in exchange for information, and by December Pierre was feeding news of yet another plot to Sedella.33 Besides what he gave them on Aury at Galveston, Pierre kept his handlers informed of new designs on an old target, Pensacola.34 For some time the "associates" had been raising men and money for a Pensacola strike in case the insurgents in Mexico were unable to reassert themselves. In that event, their resources would be better spent establishing a privateering port in Florida. In late November news came that the Mexican insurgency was all but finished.
On January 2, 1817, the "associates" held a meeting with Livingston, Grymes, Duncan, Beluche, Peire, and Pierre Laffite among those present. They decided that Aury's corsairs should rendezvous at an offshore island while their "army" sailed and rowed in barges to make a joint land and sea attack on Pensacola. With the perpetually hopeful Peire in command,35 they would plunder the town, especially of slaves. It was perhaps coincidental that two days later Pierre bought a slave woman from Marie Louisa Villard for $500 and the same day sold her for $900, but he may have needed the quick profit for investment with the "associates," or because Jean needed $1,000 for his purchase three days later of a nineteen-year-old black male whose labor might be needed in the days ahead.36 Pierre also filed a civil suit against his sometime associate Gambi to recover the $250 loaned to him six months earlier.37 Mina, meanwhile, was in Galveston, but in January 1817 the "associates" sent Sauvinet there to pose the Pensacola idea and ask him to come to New Orleans to discuss his cooperating in the venture. Mina was interested, and made the voyage east. Even before he arrived, Laffite or someone got to Morphy the idea that Mina was going to hit Pensacola, and that the "associates" had promised financial backing to Mina's emissary Noriega y Guerra Mier on that basis. 38 Morphy warned Governor José Masot in Pensacola to be on his guard. Masot commenced preparations for defense, and in both Pensacola and New Orleans rumors flew that Florida was to be the next privateer center after an attack by forces massing at Galveston.39
Even before Mina reached New Orleans on February 22, the "associates" split into two factions. Those motivated by fast gain favored the Pensacola raid as a quick grab. Other "associates" with some commitment to the Mexican independence movement and an eye to long-term profits argued for a commitment to Galveston. If the Tampico operation was no longer viable, then the "associates" should consolidate and enhance their Galveston foothold into the center of a new insurgency.40 For his part, Mina quickly read the situation. After a flurry of meetings he left disillusioned, concluding that "it was merely a mercantile speculation." The "associates" offered resources that he thought "niggardly," and on usurious terms.41 On March 1 Mina departed for Galveston, committed to the original joint operation with Aury and his fleet, despite his rancorous recent history with Aury.
When Mina reached Galveston late the previous November, Aury, feeling threatened by Mina's title as a general, for eight days refused to allow Mina to bring his command ashore. When he relented and Mina's men landed, Aury revealed that he had barely enough supplies to feed the 200 men on his ships and Perry's 160 ashore. Mina's 140 men would have to subsist on the salt pork, beef, and bread they had brought with them, or the oysters and fish they could buy from passing fishermen. In a tense atmosphere, Mina's men established a separate camp to the east of Aury's. In time Aury consented to provide for Mina's men, but the two leaders could not agree on their next act. Mina hoped to lead his men in a landing at Matagorda, an advance inland to Bexar, and then a march into Mexico. Aury disagreed, wanting to lead the naval expedition against Tampico. The two quarreled inconclusively until Sauvinet arrived on his embassy and Mina left for New Orleans to consult the "associates." 42
Meanwhile anxious Spaniards had been keeping an eye on the growing settlement. The information gleaned by one spy, Antonio Aguirre, proved especially accurate. By December 22 he had the outline of the plan,43 and by February 17 the Spanish commander in Texas, Joaquin de Arredondo, knew with some certainty that "the freebooters that are in Galveston Bay, armed and with seventeen pieces of artillery" intended to land at Matagorda to attack the province.
Arredondo even found out that one of Aury's men, Captain Francisco Rouquier, was issuing passports on Aury's behalf.44 More than that, however, Aury was able to commission as many privateers as he wanted thanks to the printing press Herrera had provided. In February Aury commissioned the Musquito under a Captain Graque, who immediately tried to introduce a cargo of illegal slaves into New Orleans by sailing into the port and claiming the blacks as crewmen, a ruse that did not fool Duplessis or the court. In March, while squabbling with Perry, Aury recommissioned the Independence, alias the Hotspur, under Captain Northrop, with letters of marque from his own regime. The ship was destined for a short cruise before she was seized by Duplessis on April 24.45
Soon Duplessis's complex attitude toward smugglers got him removed from office, however, and replaced by the Virginian Beverly Chew, an important businessman and political leader. Chew wanted smugglers out of business. "The most shameful violations of the slave act, as well as our revenue laws, continue to be practised, with impunity, by a motley mixture of freebooters and smugglers, at Galveston, under the Mexican flag, and being, in reality, little else than the re-establishment of the Barataria band," he complained to Secretary of the Treasury William Crawford. He believed that the privateers took mostly Spanish vessels but were not entirely discriminating, and when they sent the vessels to New Orleans for sale under the Mexican flag they followed the old Baratarían practice of changing their names. Morphy repeatedly tried to reclaim the ships for their owners, but though the cases went to the court and the privateer captains could show no evidence that Galveston was a part of the Mexican Republic, still the privateers generally won their prizes. He feared that without a substantial strengthening of the revenue service Aury's corsairs could not be countered. 46
Someone in New Orleans was even more interested than Chew in the affairs at Galveston. Pierre Laffite, and possibly Jean, was surely present at the meetings held with Mina in February. Now he knew of the rift between Mina and Aury, and between the "associates" and each of them. Pierre sensed that this moment of disunity was the perfect time to disrupt the filibusters. Neither Sedella nor Morphy had the authority or the resources to act, however. Boldly, the Laffites engaged Latour to be their embassy to Havana, where he was going to deliver his report of the Arkansas exploration. On February 26 they gave Latour a letter to José Cienfuegos, recommending Latour to the captain general. Emphasizing—indeed, exaggerating—their intimate knowledge of the Texas coast, they reminded Captain Cienfuegos that their information had always been accurate in the past. They reminded him, too, that time and the distance to Havana were their enemies, as well as the hazard of their letters being intercepted and compromising "the indispensable mystery that must surround this matter." They added concern for their safety, as well they should have.
This is why Latour would outline orally their "quick and infallible" plan, "the result of a long and profound reflection," for stopping Aury and Mina. Latour would be able to elaborate on the details. They even got Sedella to suggest that when Latour arrived in Havana, he be allowed to disembark his ship secretly to avoid being seen and recognized. Père Antoine could already testify that supposedly confidential correspondence between Spain and the United States was circulating freely in New Orleans, and few secrets were kept.47 The brothers claimed that during his visit in the East, Jean had been approached by representatives of most of the insurgent movements, who had begged the Laffites to coordinate their efforts. The brothers told Latour that Jean had shown a "simulated acceptance" in order to penetrate the plans further. The Laffites promised that they could discover all for Spain, and did not "request anything in return." They would be, they told Latour, "sufficiently paid by serving humanity's cause." Pierre offered to meet with the authorities in Havana to develop plans to put down the rebels, but as that seemed impossible, he asked for a special agent to deal with him in New Orleans. Once the agent arrived, the brothers would insert him into the councils of the plotters so that he could learn firsthand their schemes before the Laffites made plans for their disruption. The agent must have the authority and money to take action quickly and definitively.48 Sedella added his endorsement of the Laffites and their plan. "They are capable of obtaining to our favor the most difficult and hard enterprises," said Père Antoine.49 No sooner was Latour on his way and Mina departed than the brothers decided that Jean Laffite would sail for Galveston under the guise of a mercantile voyage, but while there evaluate the men in charge and scout the military resources on the island. The trip should take no more than a few weeks, and could yield big results for Spain. It might also offer huge rewards for the brothers Laffite. With both brothers now working for Spain, Pierre became Number 13- uno and Jean Number 13-dos.
Sometime between his return from Arkansas and January 1817, Jean had formed a loose mercantile "partnership" with Vincent Duparc, probably for the sole purpose of trading with the "associates" and Galveston, or to provide a front for the brothers' surveillance work.50 Between March 7 and n, on the only occasion on which Jean Laffite filed proper documents with the customs house, he declared his intention to take two cases of Bordeaux red wine, two cases of white wine, and three dozen loose bottles of claret to Galveston aboard the Devorador. He and Duparc had imported the wine from France in January. As for the Devorador, her captain happened to be Laurent Maire, the same man who had been a crewman on the Laffites' La Diligente four years before, and more recently captain of Dos Hermanos.51
The Devorador was probably the vessel that Pierre bought at the urging of the "associates" for courier duty with Galveston, and Pierre likely changed her name for this voyage, for on several of the customs documents now and later Jean, Duparc, and Maire all first wrote in the name the Bolador, then crossed it out to substitute the Devorador:52 Coincidentally, of course, El Bolador had been the name of the vessel that may have helped inaugurate the Laffites in the illegal slave business in 1810.53 Laffite and Duparc would not be the only merchants with a cargo on the Devorador. Four days earlier Raymond Espagnol shipped aboard her some eight casks of wine, and both he and Laffite and Duparc claimed from the customs collector the drawback, or refund due them, of import duties paid when the goods arrived originally in New Orleans.54 The law allowed for a drawback when such goods were exported again outside the country, and this was the reason for Jean Laffite breaking habit and observing customs laws.55 Doing so got him a refund of $162.71.
Maire cast off on March 16 with Jean Laffite, Espagnol, John Ducoing—who hoped to join Champlin's privateer the General Artigas—and a few other merchants aboard.56 They entered the Gulf on the morning of March 20, and almost at once met with the Bellona, an Aury privateer coming from his settlement. The two ships hove to, and from the Bellonas captain Laffite heard a bizarre tale of chaos at Galveston. Four days before, as Mina and his ship approached Galveston on his return from New Orleans, Aury sent orders to the Bellona to open fire on Mina. The captain did so, but Mina refused to be driven off, and shortly thereafter Aury allowed him to come ashore. The captain had left immediately and knew little more.57
Three days later Laffite sighted Galveston, probably for the first time. The Devorador joined six other privateers and prizes anchored outside the bar. The vessels were under flags of Mexico and Buenos Aires, the prizes loaded with beef and tallow, logwood, farm tools, and $13,000 to $14,000 in silver. John Deveze commanded one of them, perhaps the same Flying Fish that he had captained for Pierre a few months before. If Jean paid close attention, as surely he did, he noticed that here the vessels could anchor very close together, but only go through the pass one at a time.58 Laffite stayed aboard his ship for a week, watching as other privateers came and went: one commanded by Johnny Barbafuma, another out of New Orleans run by a Captain Neps, and the large frigate Campechana carrying several thousand muskets and a number of cannon and other military equipment.59
Finally on March 30 Laffite rowed across to Mina's ship. He delivered some letters from New Orleans and asked about the coming expedition, which opened the floodgate of Mina's frustration. News from Mexico suggested the time was ripe, but he had been held up too long by the wasted trip to New Orleans. He may not have offered the details of his problems with Aury, but there would have been no concealing them. Alert to any means of gathering news, Laffite asked Mina his Mexican sources in case they should prove useful for his own intelligence gathering. Then he went ashore to see Aury, who had no hesitance about unburdening himself The moment Mina arrived back in November he tried to take over everything, Aury complained. But Herrera had appointed Aury governor, and he would not yield to anyone. Aury told Laffite that he had settled the dispute with Mina and finally they had made an uneasy peace. 60
On shore Laffite found a community that had grown to about 120 cabanas with plank walls and sailcloth roofs for the officers and even cruder reed and wattle huts for the men, in addition to a coffeehouse, dry goods stores, and a few other commercial establishments.61 The men traded with the local Coushatta Indians, and a few dozen women and a few children were now on the island. For those who could read, Herrera's press turned out a few issues of a newspaper, the only one then published in all of Texas.62 Aury's and Mina's men still lived in two camps, however, and Laffite would have visited both.63 When he spoke to the men ashore, Laffite no doubt heard a different and less self-serving story than Aury's. In Mina's absence, Aury and Perry had fallen out when the governor announced that the harbor at Galveston was not suitable and that he would move to Matagorda without waiting for or notifying Mina, and without taking Mina's men. Perry refused to take this command without Mina's consent, and Aury ordered Perry's arrest on March i. Perry's men rose up and threatened to storm Aury's headquarters if he did not release their commander. Aury ordered his own men to arms in front of his quarters, backed by a fieldpiece, and only a spark was needed to ignite a battle. When Perry's men won Mina's commanders over to their side, however, Aury understood that he would be unwise to persist. Aury agreed to meet in parlay, at which the leaders decided that Mina should command all land troops, and Aury the maritime men and ships. By the time Aury ordered the Bellona to open fire on Mina, the men on the island were thoroughly displeased with Aury.64
On April i and 2 Maire landed Laffite's and Espagnol's cargo, as well as consignments including sixteen kegs of vinegar and four casks and twenty-two cases of wine. Laffite was too busy to attend to the necessary paperwork, and so someone signed for him two days later to certify the delivery, and again had to cross out Bolador and insert Devorador on the form. Aury's judge of the admiralty court, John Peter Rousselin, approved the documentation on April 8, adding that "we also declare, there is not a consul or public agt. of the U. S. of A. or American merchants now residing in this place."65 The date was significant, for Rousselin was now the only remaining "authority" on the island, a sort of professional secretary for revolutionaries after witnessing Herrera's credit authorization for Toledo the year before.66 Mina's new intelligence suggested that the mouth of the Santander River, near Soto la Marina 150 miles north of Tampico, was a better place to land on the Mexican coast, and he decided to start his campaign there. Perry would go with him. Aury, if only to rid himself of the troublesome pair before moving on to Matagorda, agreed to transport them.
Mina set sail April 7, he and Aury taking all the island's cannon with them. Looking on, Jean Laffite counted about three hundred men on the ships, while Aury had left behind between thirty and forty of his followers, including Louis Durieux in charge and Rousselin, who was to continue the sham admiralty court and prize condemnations and then forward them to Matagorda.67 Aury gave no orders for the rest of his people to leave Galveston, but his intentions were clear when he ordered most of the huts and buildings burned.68 What he did not bargain for was that Jean Laffite had other plans. Before him lay the perfect opening for a coup. Aury's leaving was not the end of Galveston, Laffite told Rousselin and the others. In fact, Aury had been disavowed by the "associates," who were now backing the Laffites. If these few men on the island transferred their allegiance to him, Jean could promise them more men to reestablish the port and a steady flow of supplies from New Orleans.69
Jean Laffite simply took over Galveston on April 8.70 Recognizing that Durieux might command some loyalty from the few remaining men of Aury's, Laffite offered him sufficient persuasion to shift allegiance, and then appointed him colonel in command of the military forces, such as they were, with Antoine Pirroneau as his adjutant. Laffite turned Rousselin, too, and made him collector of customs. Jean's associate Ducoing, whose brother was Espagnol's business partner in New Orleans, he appointed judge of the admiralty court. Espagnol would act as secretary The Laffites' old lieutenant Jannet, conveniently in port, became commander both of the port and of the island's "navy."71 A week later on April 15, after Lafon arrived with the Carmelita bringing Iturribarria with him as Herrera's deputy, Laffite arranged for a meeting in Lafon's cabin. Iturribarria administered an oath of allegiance to the Mexican republic to Durieux, and Durieux then swore in the rest, Lafon acting as secretary of the meeting. Significantly, they made no provision for a marshal or officer of the law. They all knew how irregular their proceeding was, establishing a government on behalf of a defunct insurrection on territory it did not control, and on territory to which the United States held claim. Yet past privateering experience, and hopes for its future here, left them somewhat obsessed with the show of legality. They all signed a memorandum justifying their action, as one said "to make it authentic" and to ensure that "at all times it will be legal and valid." Having no seal of the insurgency, they made do with a small nondescript seal.72
Thus Laffite, noticeably absent from either office or participation in the meeting, put the semblance of official sanction from the Mexican junta on the operation. Meanwhile he had acquainted himself with the men still on the island, consulted with Espagnol—whose coming on the Devorador was now clearly no accident—and waited for a few privateers to come into port to lend more muscle. By April 14 the General Arismendi and a few others had arrived. 73 Three days later in a meeting aboard the Jupiter the privateer captains agreed to bring in prizes for admiralty hearing and condemnation. From the proceeds of their first prize sales Rousselin should withhold a percentage to turn over to Colonel Durieux for the support of the soldiers and equipment necessary to defend the establishment. Thereafter from each month's proceeds Rousselin should withhold a sum for the following month's expenses, so that they would be steadily funded in advance. Any surplus left after paying the captains and crews their shares was to be applied to relieving the debts of the Mexican Republic incurred prior to April 5, but only those debts owed to men then living on the island—a neat artifice to ensure that no money left Galveston. The officers of the government, as well as Captains Jannet, Jean Guerre, Denis Thomas, Joseph Place, Colonel Savary, and several others, approved the terms on April 20.74
Jean Laffite and his associates had created something new in the New World that went far beyond the loose Baratarian operation. Galveston was to be a civil-military community conducted by and for privateers, and funded voluntarily from their prizes. As its own leaders admitted, the forms observing fealty to the Mexican junta were mere sham. Ducoing would make it clear that Galveston's object was "capturing Spanish property under what they called the Mexican flag, but without any idea of aiding the Revolution in Mexico or that of any other of the Spanish Revolted colonies." In fact, he for one did not believe a Mexican Republic existed any longer, and regarded Galveston as having no lawful connection with any government.75 The Laffites intended that they and their followers would become a law unto themselves.
SIXTEEN
A Season of Treachery 1817
Such were the notes that from the Pirate's isle
Around the kindling watch-fire rang the while:
Such were the sounds that thrill'd the rocks along,
And unto ears as rugged seem'd a song!
THE NEW REGIME'S first prizes—two vessels, the Petronille and L'Enrequita—came in with Champlin's General Artigas on April 7, just after Aury's departure. Aboard them were 287 slaves. Champlin's business partner, New Orleans merchant Christopher Adams, had bought an additional three hundred slaves from Aury just before his fleet sailed.1 These unfortunate blacks were now the inaugural merchandise of an illicit slave trade that would see thousands smuggled from Texas to Louisiana thanks to the supply the privateers could provide and the organizational genius of the Laffites. Ducoing held sham admiralty court proceedings aboard Lafon's Carmelita for the time being. When a prize came in, Ducoing simply examined her papers and made a pronouncement of condemnation. Espagnol then drafted a condemnation order, and the formality was done. They kept no court records.2
Jean Laffite prepared to leave immediately after that April 17 meeting of the privateer captains. So much had happened unexpectedly in the last ten days that he had to return to New Orleans quickly to report to his several masters: Pierre, the "associates," and Sedella. He needed to consult with his brother on just how to position themselves in the days ahead. The "associates" could perhaps be induced to provide credit for building up the Galveston establishment. The Spaniards, of course, would want to know the particulars of Mina and Aury and to hear the Laffites' proposal on how to capitalize on the situation. Before leaving, Jean arranged that Lafon would bring him information if anything happened on the Texas coast in his absence, and though he could not know it, Spanish authorities in Texas had half a dozen soldiers dressed as civilians on their way to the bay to keep their own watch on Galveston. 3 Laffite also authorized someone on the ruling council to make necessary purchases from Champlin's agent on the island by charging them to the Laffites' account.4
Even the Devorador experienced difficulty in the pass or anchorage, for Laffite had to buy a new anchor and some anchor cable from Champlin before he could leave.5 Then contrary wind held the Devorador outside the bar for a day, during which three more corsairs and one prize came to anchor beside her, giving Jean an opportunity to study once more the depth of the water above the bar. Vessels had to anchor outside and wait for a pilot to come bring them one at a time through the pass.6
By April 22 Jean was back in New Orleans, unwell—as he had been for some time—but soon at work with Pierre on a scheme to present to the Spaniards for taking Galveston with the bay full of corsairs and prizes, and thus close off further supply of men and material to Aury and Mina. Jean wrote a note to Sedella telling him that he had talked with Mina, "who told me things of great importance." Jean said that Mina even asked Jean to accompany him on his expedition. This may or may not have been true, for the Laffites never figured in Mina's plans before this, and any invitation now would have been ad hoc and spontaneous. "I was unwilling to consent," Jean told the priest, "having the intention of reestablishing a new government in Galveston."7 The brothers now proposed that Spain provide a corvette, a brig, one or two schooners, and a pair of gunboats, all to sail singly in order not to attract attention and then rendezvous in the harbor at Pensacola no later than July 15. If necessary the corvette, brig, and one schooner could achieve the same end, the schooner being vital for reconnoitering and messenger service. Meanwhile, by the end of June one of the brothers would have returned to Galveston to determine the total strength of corsairs and crews, as well as prizes, and to send back weekly reports of arrivals and departures. At the same time another schooner should be sent to Soto la Marina to determine Mina's situation and the progress of his campaign, if any, while stopping at Matagorda to assess Aury's position and strength there. Then the schooner would return to New Orleans with its intelligence, and the Laffites would dispatch it to Pensacola with final instructions. If they acted quietly, no one would know what they were doing until it was all over.
The brothers' fleet would sail to Galveston with the corvette and brig flying the flag of Spain beneath the colors of the Mexican insurgency, a sign that they were prizes. Then the gunboats and a schooner, their presumed captors, would approach the bar flying the Mexican checkerboard. Jean knew from observation that a pilot would be sent out to bring them over the bar and through the pass, and once they were inside the bay the few men there should easily be overwhelmed by a landing party. Indeed, in designating the leaders he left behind, Laffite may have purposefully chosen men whom he knew would not be effective in a crisis. The corvette and brig should be carrying cannon and men to arm and crew another brig that Jean believed would be anchored outside the bar.
Once Galveston was in their hands, they would keep the schooners and gunboats in the harbor, attracting little or no attention, while the corvette and brig or brigs remained at anchor outside, posing as prizes. As corsairs approached, Jean could signal the armed ships to take them one at a time, which could be done "without firing a single shot" by a few men and only a couple of cannon thanks to the narrowness of the pass and the fact that most privateers only mounted one or two guns themselves. The Laffites stressed in their proposal that they wanted at every cost to avoid violence. Bloodshed had never been an intentional feature of their operations, and many of the privateers they would take were friends and former associates whom they might hope to employ. Privateer captains currently warned crewmen that capture by Spain meant instant death, as indeed it could. The Laffites, however, wanted every captured crew to be informed while being taken into port that they were to be offered service for Spain, and thus they need not resist or fear reprisal. That way "the desperate valor of the corsair crews will be dispersed," and each vessel captured would augment the forces to take the rest as well as Spain's naval force in the region. In such a fashion the Laffites' force could capture every privateer and prize, starving Mina and Aury of forces and supplies while the goods taken from the prizes funded the Laffite plan. Galveston taken, and Aury forced to abandon Matagorda, privateers still at large would be discouraged from continuing their trade on those shores, and the "associates" and other outfitters would lose heart. No privateer base on the Gulf coast would remain. Unsaid in the Laffites' proposal was the probability that Galveston would then be theirs to use as their own private base, backed by the power of the vessels Spain had lent them. Indeed, as if to establish the legitimacy of the rump government he'd left behind him, Jean gave to a local editor for publication a statement of the busy commerce of the port yet in its infancy. It was also a way of announcing generally that privateers had a new place to bring their prizes for a quick and favorable adjudication by the "admiralty court," followed by a speedy sale. "The affair has turned out perfectly well for us," Jean declared. "Moments are precious, and there is no time to lose." 8
In fact, Jean Laffite believed their plan was perfect. Just then Latour asked him to go back to the East to take up their efforts of the past year with men planning filibustering voyages, but Laffite knew he had more important work before him here and now. Indeed, he wanted Latour to persuade the men in the East to join with them. "I am at the head of an operation a thousand times more honorable than the one they have projected," he said. He had little doubt that he could sway them in person if he had to, being like his brother Pierre, convinced of his craft at persuasion. They would be doing a great boon for humanity.9
As the Laffites completed their plan, Lafon arrived with news. After a hard voyage Aury abandoned Mina at Soto la Marina on April 21, and on May 4 returned to Galveston to learn of the coup. The ruling council invited him to sit in on its deliberations, and he did, but only to make it clear that while he did not have the strength to resist what had taken place in his absence he would not countenance their actions, nor give up his now meaningless power as governor, by acknowledging the council's legitimacy. The council repudiated his claims to rule, and the meeting broke up indecisively with Aury going back to his ship to sulk. Aury's presence, with his commission from Herrera, compromised the authority of Laffite's council under Iturribarria's endorsement, and yet the council's refusal to take directions from him made him a cipher.
Lafon told Jean that he expected the impasse not to be broken. Aury tried to resume power, identifying himself as governor of Texas on May 7 when he took $5,000 from Nicholas Aiguette in payment for a commission for a new privateer, the prize the Diana, but the council ignored him and Ducoing continued to act as admiralty judge for about a week.10 Aury ordered him to sign an oath of loyalty but Ducoing refused, and also refused to condemn Lafon's prize the Evening Post when he found her papers to be in order—probably a Laffite loyalist's pretext for defying Aury. Vicente Garros took over after Ducoing resigned on May 8, and condemned the prize. Henceforth Garros's decisions would not be influenced by genuine papers aboard the prizes, because the captors did not risk letting them be seen in the court. Rumors soon reached New Orleans that when merchants from the city bought prize goods from the privateers, the corsairs would not take hard cash for fear of being robbed by their own associates, and instead preferred bills of credit on the city's banks. 11 Meanwhile, Ducoing had condemned prizes brought in by Champlin, Beluche, Lafon, and Sauvinet, and business was brisk, with eight corsairs and prizes at anchor.12
Latour had been in Havana for some time, presenting his report and the proposals of the Laffite brothers of New Orleans, whom he described as "merchants of that city," though the Spanish authorities knew well enough who and what they were.13 Before long copies of the report were on their way to Onís and Apodaca, as well as to the governors of Texas and neighboring provinces.14 None seemed to take its warning of American expansion seriously. Onís thought it a good exercise, but one offering nothing new.15 The report did not reach Mexico City until July, and Madrid did not see it until November 1818.
Far more interesting, it seemed, was Latour's oral representation of the Laffites' propositions, and José Cienfuegos granted the brothers' wish for a fully empowered agent in New Orleans. Morphy, while energetic, had been a minor official, with almost no prior experience. Felipe Fatio, however, was a career operative with credentials. He had been in Havana when Latour arrived and presented his report on March 26. Fatio received his orders in April, and with them sufficient funds to pay the Laffites, Picornell, Sedella, and other friends in New Orleans $100 a month.16 He was to contact the Laffites through Sedella, or at least to get in touch with Pierre, and determine their sincerity. Cienfuegos wanted to know as much as possible about the Laffites, including their moral character, the attitude of the community in New Orleans toward them, their influence if any, their financial condition, and their vessels. Once satisfied, Fatio was authorized to promise them that they would be "greatly compensated" in return for useful information and action. That done, Fatio was to listen to the brothers' plans, evaluate and rank them by importance and practicability, and then adopt those he deemed suitable as well as an agent whom he trusted, being wary of Picornell. Having selected the man, Fatio could employ him on a stipend. All disbursements of funds were to be noted as coming from a cover fund called the "Commission of the Royal Services." 17
Fatio took office the day after his arrival on May 6, and that evening sent word to Sedella to bring the Laffites to him. When they met on May 7 Jean told Fatio that his observations of the men at Galveston under Aury and Mina convinced him that they had "no other patriotism, other virtue, other object, other plan than that of making themselves rich, than that of robbing and murdering, under the pretext of Independence, every Spaniard they might encounter, in order to make, if they could, a quick and great fortune."18 Jean said he would bring his diary from the voyage to Galveston to Fatio the following day. He gave Fatio his latest news on Mina and Aury, and added that he believed Aury's (incorrect) suspicion that Perry was an American agent hoping to engineer Texas independence in order to hand it to the United States. Before the meeting adjourned Fatio promised to have a schooner ready to take their plan and his recommendation to Havana and Cienfuegos.
One subject they did not address was the rumored plot for a slave rebellion. Fatio proposed that they could simply expose it and its authors by public letters sent to the East, but the brothers adamantly opposed the idea, first because it would expose their undercover work, and second because it might actually endanger their lives. It may have been nothing but a ruse in the first place, of course, and in time the Spaniards concluded that it had been a hoax from the start. They preferred to blame it on Ariza, whom the Laffites said revealed it to them. It could just as easily have been their own scheme, to raise a specter so dread that Havana would do what they wanted and send a representative. Now that Fatio was here, and with money in his pocket, they no longer needed the ruse, if ruse it had been. 19
Clearly the brothers were feeling out Fatio, otherwise they would have brought Jean's diary and their plan to this first encounter. Yet they left Fatio feeling comfortable, and the following evening the Laffites and Sedella called on Fatio to turn over Jean's diary and a draft of the plan he and Pierre had formulated. The scheme must be implemented immediately, they urged, before conditions changed. If carried out expeditiously, their proposal could end privateering once and for all.
Fatio saw the sense in their plan and their urgency, but did not commit himself. First he spoke with one or two others familiar with Galveston and spent several days making discreet inquiries into the Laffites' "moral and public conduct" since they started their Barataria operation in 1810. Reports said they were humane and generous with Spanish prisoners. Fatio was no fool. He knew that the Laffites acted in self-interest, and that they could harbor deception while pretending to be friends. Nevertheless, he thought they had to see that the benefits of being honest with him far outweighed the reward of duplicity. In their favor also was the fact that so far everything they had given Sedella had turned out to be true. Sedella had known them for a long time, and he vouched for their sincerity, adding that "from the time they first offered their services," they had complained about the sloth of the government to act on their intelligence.
Finally on May 24 he concluded to recommend their plan to Cienfuegos at face value. "Nevertheless," he told Cienfuegos, "I shall not cease to be on guard constantly; and if, unfortunately, I should observe any contradiction between their promises and their conduct, I shall be able to end the evil at its source." Fatio believed that the plan was the only way "to uproot at one blow the evil that we have so long been suffering; since to go on now and then taking one boat or another would in no wise end the life of this hydra, which would be born again of its own blood." Better yet, "the taking of Galveston is so easy in the present circumstances, without the need for losing even one man on one side or the other," Fatio advised, "and the leaders who live there are all dependent upon No. 13," Pierre's code name. He agreed that Pierre would take the Devorador to Galveston at once to get the latest information, and he would send a schooner to Soto la Marina to gather intelligence on Mina and Aury if possible. Fatio was not blind to the hazards involved. The Laffites were betraying a score and more of people in New Orleans, and a number of privateers, any of whom might be happy to see them dead if their betrayal were discovered. Fatio, too, felt the danger to his own life, and warned his superior that secrecy was paramount.
As for the Laffites, Fatio wanted them close to him, no doubt for speed of action as well as to keep an eye on them. Latour might be sent east to discourage more filibuster groups from forming there, but Fatio did not want either of the brothers sent that far away unless absolutely necessary.20 Meanwhile he gave the brothers countersigns with which to identify themselves to Spanish agents as friends and disbursed to them the funds they said were necessary to put their plan into action. At last the brothers felt Spanish coin in their hands. Two days after their second meeting with Fatio, Marie Villard suddenly paid off the $1,120 mortgage she owed on the house at Bourbon and St. Philip.21
In April the brothers had a credit balance of over $13,000 with Champlin and Adams, probably proceeds from Pierre's last shipment to Boquilla de Piedras or investment by the "associates" into the Galveston enterprise. The day of their first meeting with Fatio the brothers deposited another $2,000 in specie, probably a reimbursement to Jean for his voyage. A week later they deposited another $650. 22 Then on May 22 just before Fatio wrote to Cienfuegos informing him of his decision, the Spanish agent paid "No. 13" $4,000 as an "installment" for Pierre's voyage to reconnoiter Galveston and Matagorda.23 Two days later the brothers deposited another $2,020 in gold with Champlin and Adams.24 Meanwhile Jean reclaimed the bond he had posted for his modest drawback for the cargo of wine and other things he had taken to Galveston.25 Any dollars that could be raised from any source were urgent now. To provide the fast schooner that the plan required for running to the Mexican coast and doing courier duty, the Laffites sold Fatio their own little prize goleta the Antonio Bonifacia for $3,000.26
During these busy days the brothers outfitted the Devorador for Pierre's trip, drawing heavily on their balance with Champlin. Born in New York, Champlin was a sometime planter on the Mississippi, a smuggler, a ship chandler in New Orleans, and a privateer closely tied to Aury. Now he left most of the New Orleans business to partner Adams while he sailed his corsair in search of prizes.27 Adams sold the Laffites $1,157 worth of ship's biscuit, thirty barrels of pork and thirty of salt beef, two sacks of coffee beans, six cases of salted cod, three barrels of mackerel and forty-two of potatoes. There was also sugar, cooking oil, three barrels of onions, four barrels each of cider and vinegar, as well as mustard, pepper, and a barrel of cheese, all testimony to the monotony of shipboard fare for corsairs, with only the onions and cider to stave off scurvy. The men must have their drink, too, and thus the Laffites stowed aboard six cases of red wine and six white, and a dozen cases of brandy. Anticipating the vagaries of weather and bottom that often required a vessel to cut its anchor cable, they loaded eighteen lengths of cable as well. This left room for Maire to take on five passengers and their baggage, men to add to the Laffites' cadre of loyal followers at Galveston. On May 27 when Adams totaled the debits against the Laffite balance, the cost of outfitting for the trip came to $4,248.06, a little more than Fatio's installment. The passage for the five men and their equipment added another $1,175 to the voyage. 28
A couple of near slips caused some minor concern. In the middle of the month several prizes condemned by Ducoing's admiralty court came into New Orleans for sale, and Fatio filed libels on behalf of their owners. Lafon and merchant John B. Laporte were particularly interested in the prizes, however, and applied to go before Judge Hall to prove that the authorities under which these ships had been condemned at Galveston were legally appointed and commissioned by Aury. Espagnol was in town and Lafon asked him to testify on their behalf, yet in spite of being owed $1,200 by Lafon, he declared that if put on the witness stand he would tell the truth of the illegality of Aury's and now Laffites government. Quite possibly Fatio or Jean Laffite had had a word with him and money changed hands.29 Meanwhile Jean almost caused a problem. The transactions with Champlin and Adams were aboveboard, but Jean stumbled when his sometime partner Duparc tried to import a shipment of thirty-seven small pivot guns or swivels, of the sort mounted at the prow of a pirogue, for the enterprise. They came from Galveston and were improperly cleared through customs in order to avoid paying duty. It would have been ironic if the whole enterprise had foundered because a foolish effort to save perhaps $400 in duty resulted in a court case.30 Once a smuggler, always a smuggler, it seemed. The case would dog Laffite for years, but it did not in the end impede outfitting the Devorador.
Pierre intended to set sail May 26, in Fatio's words, to gather "the final accounts which we need to execute the stroke safely." Before going he gave Fatio the designs of the insurgent flags of Mexico, Venezuela, and Buenos Aires so that the Spanish vessels in the plan could copy and fly them as they approached Galveston. 31 Iturribarria had arrived in New Orleans by May 15, and committed revolutionary that he was, he spoke of publicizing the shambles at Galveston. He knew that rich prizes were being taken by Aury, but the money was not getting back to New Orleans to fund the revolution. "If there are no funds there are no soldiers," he wrote to Durieux. Though Iturribarria was on good terms with the Laffites, who had done him favors in the past, his discouragement could inhibit the assembly of privateers and threaten to compromise the Laffite-Fatio plan.32 Added urgency came when the Laffites learned on May 13 that the "associates" had word of a Spanish fleet sailing from Vera Cruz, bound for Havana and thence to Spain. That meant the Gulf would be less protected for weeks or months to come, and this was the time to sail for prizes.33 Then came late word that a disgusted Aury had left Galveston on May 18 and moved to Matagorda. This called for a last-minute adjustment making Matagorda the target and delaying Pierre's departure until June 3.34
Pierre usually left the sailing to his brother, but Jean remained indisposed for some time.35 The elder Laffite was also clearly the one in charge, and he needed to appraise conditions on-site. Fatio may even have insisted on it. Jean, the more experienced at ship outfitting, was now entrusted with preparing and supplying the Antonio Bonifacia in New Orleans. He needed to have her ready to sail at a moment's notice before the end of the month.36 Jean Laffite also had personal business to attend to in New Orleans, among other things raising $700 by selling a slave that he had bought from his Arkansas acquaintance Notrebe.37 When the Devorador finally sailed, Jean assured Fatio that if Spain did as the brothers said, she would "have no enemies to fear in this part of the world."
Pierre set sail on June 3, and may not have stopped at Galveston, knowing that Aury had left. By June 14 he and the Devorador were at Matagorda, and what he found surely encouraged him. The impetuous Aury had wrecked most of his fleet on sandbars as he entered the harbor behind Matagorda Island, and those that got in found they could not get out again. That was only the first disaster. By June 15, while Pierre was still off Matagorda, the Spaniards had assembled enough soldiers that they could march to meet Mina. Mina and Perry fell out, and Perry led some of his men away, only to be surrounded a few days later by sixty men commanded by a Spanish lieutenant who demanded their surrender. Perry refused, and took his own life to avoid capture. 38
Meanwhile Mina's base at Soto la Marina was besieged and surrendered on June 15, leaving Mina isolated from support by sea. All he could do was march his men inland until they found a band of rebels, whom they joined, Mina's dreams of personal conquest and liberation disintegrating like those of so many of the filibusters before him. Laffite would not learn of this for some time, but meanwhile there was Aury and his battered fleet at Matagorda. On June 12 a Spanish frigate and accompanying gunboats blockaded Aury's vessels and fired on them in their anchorage, and may still have been doing so when the Devorador hove in sight.39 By the time Pierre arrived, a frustrated Aury was already getting those he could extricate back to sea and setting off for Galveston. Champlin's ship was among those stuck in the bay, and Pierre bought a bunch of crabs that Champlin's men had passed the time netting. Pierre also leased a brig of Champlin's as a dispatch boat and sent it to Galveston with orders to stop only briefly before going on to New Orleans to take word of the latest developments to Fatio as promised. When Pierre's dispatch reached New Orleans on about July 12, Fatio gloated that Aury was in a "rat-trap." All they had to do was take him.
Meanwhile the Devorador remained at Matagorda a few days, during which Pierre bought a few barrels of white wine for his men, and two slaves from Champlin.40 Then the Devorador set sail for Galveston, probably in convoy with Aury's remnants. They anchored off Galveston a few days later to find Garros still acting as admiralty judge, which he continued to do until he left for New Orleans on June 30 with no named successor. 41 Aury had brought with him two shiploads of slaves, numbering close to seven hundred in all. One prize had three hundred blacks, most of whom were seriously ill by this time, and the callous commander simply cast the vessel adrift in the Gulf and abandoned them. The other cargo he had Garros condemn according to form. Added to the slaves left by Champlin in April, this made more than six hundred and fifty on Galveston Island, representing a substantial potential profit. More immediately, however, Aury tried to reestablish his government. Pierre did not resist as Aury replaced Jean's appointees, for it suited the brothers' plan to keep Aury at Galveston until the Spanish attack came. There would be opportunity aplenty to reestablish their officers once Aury was out of the way.
When he came ashore to make his camp a short distance from Aury's, Pierre walked up a pathway from the landing through the coarse grass to higher ground dotted with dense brush and a few trees. At high tide he found his site no more than six feet above the water, but generally secure, with a well nearby affording nasty but potable water. There Aury rebuilt a village of huts made of planks and sailcloth, while his men stuck poles in the ground and wove wattles and thatch into them for shelter.42 No sooner was he established ashore than Pierre began working subtly to undercut Aury's authority. It was not difficult. Aury's unbroken record of failure and high-handedness with his men made many ripe for conversion.
By mid-July Aury decided to abandon hopes for success in Mexico, and told Pierre that he intended to take his fleet to Amelia Island off the Florida coast to join with others seeking to take over that remnant of Spain's North American mainland. Pierre immediately paid a call on General Sarracin, who commanded some of the soldiers with the fleet, and after Laffite promised provisions for his men, the general agreed to keep his command after Aury left. The next day Sarracin moved his camp from Aury's to the site of Pierre's, a symbolic move that further demoralized Aury and the rest. That was only the first defection. Soon more than a dozen of the sailors came over to Pierre, and following them came Colonel Savary and fourteen of the free mulattoes following him. After a month on the island, Pierre believed that Aury's men were so hungry he could buy them all if only he had provisions enough.
But by July 23 Pierre found himself running out of everything, "to which I am not accustomed," he told Jean. He had no choice, if he was to capitalize on his success to date, but to send the brig Independence leased from Champlin to New Orleans with a report to his brother and an urgent plea to send more supplies, along with a good store of drinkable water. Even should the brig be lost on the way due to bad weather, always a possibility now that the hurricane season was upon them, the risk was worth taking. Sending the ship directly to New Orleans had not been his original plan, but his destruction of Aury from within allowed for a shift in thinking.
Besides, he had promised passage to New Orleans to some men on the island defecting from Aury, including Iturribarria. Pierre was only too happy to send him back to New Orleans, as his departure would remove Aury's only vestige of legitimacy and a source of privateering commissions from the revolutionary junta. He also sent an appeal for Jean to come if he was over his illness, for now Pierre felt unwell, perhaps his old malady returning, aggravated by his labor and an attack of something akin to scabies. Pierre was also trying to conclude a deal with Champlin to buy the huge lot of slaves on the island, but had to negotiate through an interpreter since Champlin spoke only English and Pierre felt his command of the language unequal to the fine points of the deal despite his years in New Orleans. He felt that his brother's English was better. Besides, while he admitted that in slave dealing "there are some doubloons to be earned," he was more interested in their own plans, though he did not say whether he meant the brothers' private scheme or their undertaking for Fatio. No doubt expecting that Fatio would want to see his letter, Pierre declared that he was committed to Spain's cause, had given his word to see it to completion, and would do so even if it cost him his life. He had had as much success on the island as he could have hoped for, but he was willing to stay on until it was finished.
There is little doubt that Pierre held the upper hand on the island by the time he sent the brig to New Orleans. "I am like the Chief and father of Galveston," he told his brother. If their "friends" wanted to own Galveston Island, he could make it theirs. If they wanted it abandoned, he could accomplish that, too. Typical of the double game the Laffites played now, those "friends" could have been the "associates" or the Spaniards.43
Finally, on July 28 Aury wrote a letter to Herrera announcing that he was leaving. He disclaimed responsibility for what happened on the island after he left, declaring that any acts by those put in power thereafter would be unlawful, for they would occur without his sanction as governor.44 That day Pierre either paid his last bribe to lure away more of Aury's men or else gave a party when the commodore announced his decision to leave. Pierre bought from Champlin a "pipe" of white wine, more than one hundred gallons, to fuel the celebration.45 Three days later Aury sailed away, hands washed of Texas and Mexico forever, his course set for Florida to seek new fortune.
While Fatio and the Laffites readied their enterprise, a steady parade of privateers sailed in and out of New Orleans. The Hotspur was in the trade, along with the Mexican Congress, the Couleuvre under Deveze, the Marie and the Rover, as well as the Alonzo,46 Some of the goods being brought into New Orleans from Galveston had been shipped from Philadelphia and other eastern ports, intended to secure and enhance Aury's establishment. While Aury was absent convoying Mina and foundering at Matagorda, however, the shippers found no one at Galveston to take possession or pay, and so brought tons of cargo into New Orleans. Sugar, liquors, beef, pork, musket and cannon shot, as well as tar, turpentine, pitch and resin, varnish, and 11,500 board feet of lumber—the necessaries for building a village—came in aboard the Alonzo.47
The volume of the traffic left the customs people asking Washington for instructions on how to deal with the vessels plying the Galveston trade, especially when known former offenders were taking an interest. The collector of customs in the Bayou Teche district had an inkling that "one Dominique a Frenchman that was in Prison in New Orleans in the winter 1814 & 15 for smuggling" was trying to outfit another ship, and asked if "he has not forfeited the Privilege of owning or commanding vessels under the Revenue Law."48 The new and sudden challenge to the slave trade ban posed by Galveston also raised questions. Beverly Chew learned of the large collection of slaves at Galveston and suspected that the Laffites would soon establish a slave mart somewhere on the west bank of the Sabine, just outside American authority. Early in June there were reports of a number of Louisiana planters on their way to Galveston to buy slaves, and later in the month, as Pierre was beginning his espionage work on the island, the navy dispatched the USS Boxer to the mouth of the Sabine to try to intercept the buyers when they came back with their illicit purchases. Officials frankly confessed little optimism about success.49
In fact, the legitimate slave market in New Orleans was glutted at the moment, with as many as 650 slaves available in July, and Champlin would sell his cargo to a middleman at very advantageous rates. That summer Pierre charged seventeen blacks to the brothers' account with Champlin and Adams for $4,500, less than half what he could expect to realize from Louisiana planters even in a temporarily glutted market. 50 Champlin had more Africans left, and sailed for the Louisiana coast. He anchored on the coast off St. Mary's Parish late in July, probably off Belle Isle, intending to run his slaves up the Atchafalaya to Bayou Teche. Instead, as his pirogue or launch made for shore, it swamped in the surf, and Champlin drowned.51 Within days of his death Chew in New Orleans knew that Champlin had been selling slaves to the Laffites, Sauvinet, and others, but doubted that his revenue officers could either find or stop them. Chew was exasperated.
By the end of August, however, he had depositions from Ducoing and Garros to add to Espagnol's in supporting his denunciation of the Aury-Laffite government to the secretary of the treasury. He also, thanks to Espagnol, had a copy of the articles drawn up in Galveston on April 15. He had been for some time sending lists of offending vessels to Dick for seizure and legal action, and the revenue officers were doing their job even though the court often failed them. Chew believed that "these steps of the Officers of the port have irritated the Barratarian Gent, and their connexions in a high degree."
Now when Chew learned of men heading for the Sabine with money to buy slaves, he sent a party to arrest them, intending to attack the receiving end of the trade if he could not get at Galveston. But he wanted the navy to stop a reestablishment at Galveston, "otherwise the Bay will no longer be safe for any flag." Currently armed vessels came into and left the lower Mississippi as they pleased, and some armed boats committed robberies in sight of Fort St. Philip. He counted eleven private armed vessels under either Mexican or Venezuelan colors in port just on August 30 alone. He needed more revenue officers and ships, and more inspectors all along the coast. In Washington, Secretary Crawford was amazed by Chew's complaint. He was sure the navy had more than sufficient muscle to put down the pirates without the revenue service needing to build a virtual navy of its own for the task. "I cannot conceive why they are not employed in destroying the Pirates in that section of the Union," Crawford wondered of the navy. 52
While complimenting Chew for his dedication to duty, Crawford told him that additional naval patrols ought to be sufficient to curtail the illicit slave traffic.53 To that end, Washington authorized Patterson to borrow money from the United States branch bank to add another vessel or two to patrol the coast.54 It was a faint response, and failed to address the new inland avenue of slave distribution.
Onís continued his campaign to gain the cooperation of authorities in Washington. Everyone was sympathetic. No one did anything.55 In fact, the privateers had become so impudent that they had an attorney preparing a memorandum to complain to the United States Treasury about the revenue officers and to ask Washington to permit the privateers to import their booty on the grounds that they made large cash outlays to acquire it.56
At least Chew was not the only man in New Orleans with problems at the moment. On July 7 the district court indicted Jean Laffite, Lafon, and Duparc for failure to pay import duty in the matter of the pivot guns. Duparc claimed to be their legal owner and denied any intent to evade customs, but the court required the three to post a bond of $2,225, the goods' appraised value. The court also seized the pivots and ordered Jean and the others to appear before the bench on July 19 to show cause why the pivots should not be condemned. On August 5 Jean and Lafon presented themselves at the customshouse to give their notes as sureties for Duparc, and there the matter rested. In fact, it would not come to a final settlement until 1826, after all three were dead, when the court went after Lafon's estate to collect the unpaid sureties and nine years' worth of 6 percent interest. 57
Money remained a prime concern for Jean as he prepared to relieve the pressure on Pierre. Late in July he acted as agent in yet another slave sale for one of his Arkansas acquaintances, but within days thereafter he was on his way to Galveston.58 By that time Pierre's situation was critical. On August 16, almost four weeks after sending his letter to Jean, he expected that the Independence should have returned with provisions. Now his supplies were exhausted, and he was forced to buy goods from incoming privateers at high rates, and on the brothers' credit. He had to borrow money from one man passing through in order to pay cash for some necessaries. Meanwhile his health and the scabies-like itch had not improved either. He needed Jean's help, and soon. Unless resupplied, he could be forced to abandon the port.59
Fortunately Fatio gave Jean another $1,400 on August 14, which Jean immediately began spending on provisions.60 Fatio's payment was especially welcome because Champlin's assets had been frozen pending the settlement of his estate, and now Jean could not charge goods despite a credit balance with Champlin and Adams of $2,879.56. Jean made no attempt to conceal his activity. Chew remarked at the end of the month that "Lafitte is now purchasing a large quantity of provisions, and the first cargo will soon sail."61
However, Jean kept encountering delays. Fatio would not re-lease enough money, then by late August protested that the bad weather season was upon them and the warships could not risk the voyage. Meanwhile Cienfuegos had decided that the time was not right and wanted to know more details of the plan. The Spanish fleet was simply too small and too overtaxed to take the kind of risk Jean was proposing. Fatio and Laffite met frequently, and finally Fatio agreed to authorize purchase of enough provisions and materials to hold Galveston while they awaited a more definitive decision from Havana. 62 Fatio gave Laffite $2,658 during the last week of August and the first week of September, and Jean ran up debts to the sum of $14,465, half of which was the cost of the two supply ships purchased for the venture. He told Fatio that he had to take out a mortgage on the house at Bourbon and St. Philip to raise another $2,800 on his own, and incurred considerable debt on the brothers' credit with the expectation of reimbursement, which may have been true or may have been a typical Laffite untruth to impress Fatio with the urgency of the situation and Jean's commitment to the cause.63
By late August Pierre could hold out no longer. He left Galveston, arriving in New Orleans on or before September 1. No doubt the brothers conferred, and with Fatio, who told Pierre of Cienfuegos's desire for more information. Frustrated but resigned, Pierre dispatched a report to the captain general that did not skimp in deploring the lost opportunities, nor in blaming sloth and carelessness. Fortunately Pierre still had a spy inside Aury's command keeping him informed of the commodore's plans for Florida. Now, however, they must adjust their schemes yet again.
Pierre proposed that he and Jean reestablish Galveston, capitalizing on the trust they enjoyed from corsair captains across the Gulf and those working for the insurgencies at Buenos Aires and elsewhere. He believed the brothers could be fully in control by the spring of 1818, with a well-established base that would attract others until virtually the whole of the corsairing fleet of the Gulf would be there, ripe for the taking.
But Pierre must be able to get the word to the corsairs at sea quickly, as soon as they finished "weaving our web," if they were to get the captains lined up. "Some funds are necessary," he emphasized, but Spain would profit manyfold for its investment. If Cienfuegos did not want Galveston reestablished as a port, he should say so now, in which case the brothers would take their own measures in dealing with corsairs and prizes that fell into their hands. He and Jean had a number of men in New Orleans ready to work for them, some of whom had been their followers in 1814 when they rejected the British offer. Pierre could not help but refer to that as "a period that, without flattering ourselves, brings us honor, by virtue of our conduct and repulses of the brilliant propositions that they made to us to help them in the conquest." Cienfuegos already knew of the Laffites' aid to the Americans, but Pierre pointed it out now as an example of the fact that "there is no one in the world that can make us break our word."
The Laffites were about to send the Carmelita loaded with provisions and other goods to reestablish Galveston, and they had a brig that would be very useful in transporting more men and matériel. Thus far their expenditures more than doubled what Fatio had paid them, however, and he was doling out smaller and more infrequent amounts. They had bought much of the goods on two months' credit, and sold the brig leased from Champlin for $13,000. Pierre appealed to Cienfuegos to trust their sincerity and provide the money they needed. Even after the lost opportunities to date, if only they had sufficient money they could "execute the most beautiful political and military operation that has been conceived until now, since discovery of the Antilles." The "associates," unaware of Mina's whereabouts or plight, were still hoping to hear from him, and Laffite warned that if they got reinforcements to him, Mexico could be in real danger. A secure Galveston could help deter that, of course. "When we see ourselves in a position to give this great stroke," Pierre boasted, they would be able to hand over Humbert, Gutiérrez, Mina, and the rest to Spanish justice. However, Pierre advised the captain general that if the Laffites delivered the leaders to Cienfuegos, it must be on the understanding that they were not to be executed. Otherwise, he said, "no one in the world would be able to bring us to serve the cause of kings." Meanwhile, fearing Aury would return to Galveston if he learned of the Laffite plan, Pierre urged Cienfuegos to neutralize him at Amelia Island. Pierre confessed more personal fears, too, for he believed the longer they delayed, the more inevitable it became that the Numbers 13 would be discovered. The insurgents' followers would surely kill them if they were found out, he argued. 64
The Carmelita, captained by Lafon, sailed on September 1, with Jean Laffite aboard.65 When she reached Galveston a few days later, the community had been deserted. Another vessel loaded with provisions and building materials, Laporte's Franklin, stayed at anchor for a time, then returned to New Orleans early in October.66 Lafon remained at anchor off Galveston, however.67 Jean Laffite had brought with him about forty of the old Baratarians, "to consolidate his force and maintain himself master of that place," said Fatio. Number 13-2/720 would turn the island over to Cienfuegos whenever he wanted it, but Pierre advised that they wait until the new plan was well in effect in order that "the harvest will be complete." Fatio felt some unease. He knew the brothers resented not having been paid for their expenses, let alone a profit. Fatio believed they acted in good faith, but he did not delude himself. The Laffites enjoyed enormous authority in the privateering and insurgent community. "The knowledge they possess makes them capable of performing everything they have offered," he told Cienfuegos a few days after Jean departed, but "as enemies they would be most dangerous."68 He could not pay what the brothers demanded, yet feared putting Pierre off too long could be dangerous. Spain was stringing them along, but it should not cut them loose just yet. Should they feel insulted or abandoned, they could easily make their Spanish associates the first victims of their wrath. Pierre's offer to go to Cuba with his family to meet with authorities, and even to be held as hostage for the brothers' redeeming their promises, did not allay a hint of suspicion.69 Fatio would be vigilant.70 Chew, too, knew of Jean's arrival at Galveston, and of his plans to start the community anew. Both Chew and Fatio would be watching.71
SEVENTEEN
Deadly Friends 1817–1818
Slight are the outward signs of evil thought,
Within—within—'twas there the spirit wrought!
Love shows all changes—Hate, Ambition, Guile,
Betray no further than the bitter smile.
EVEN AS JEAN LAFFITE sailed west along the Louisiana coast toward Galveston, information that he and Pierre passed to Fatio helped discomfit Aury yet again. When he left Galveston in July, Aury sailed to Old Providence, an island off the east coast of Colombia, where one of his corsairs informed him that the revolutionary juntas of Buenos Aires and Chile had empowered him to take both Old Providence and Santa Catalina islands on their behalf. He raised the flag of the insurgencies and proclaimed himself a governor once more, then sailed on to Florida.1 When Aury reached Amelia Island on September 15, an adventurer named Gregor McGregor had occupied the place, but had left on September 4 in a huff.2 Colonel Jared Irvine had taken over from McGregor, and Aury simply pushed Irvine aside upon arrival. He raised the Mexican insurgent flag, and prepared to make the island a base for privateering. A week later he had a dozen ships in the harbor.3 Nevertheless, the United States was not about to risk Florida going from a Spanish colony to a Mexican one. By early December even the British knew that President Monroe would take action, and later that month American forces occupied Amelia Island. Aury gave it up without a fight. He went to Charleston, then Jamaica, and wound up on Old Providence in July, where he would operate for the rest of his brief life. 4
The British ambassador in Washington expected Monroe to move against Galveston as well, noting that a squadron of four ships—consisting of the corvette John Adams, the brig Prometheus, the schooner Lynx, and another vessel—had been ordered into the Gulf of Mexico.5 Indeed, the day that Charles Bagot sent his report to London, Monroe issued a state of the union message in which he said that he intended to suppress the pirates at Amelia and Galveston. Significantly, he referred to Galveston as being "within the limits of the United States, as we contend, under the cession of Louisiana," not failing to get in a subtle complaint about Spain delaying the boundary negotiation.6
The week after his message, Monroe told the secretary of war to notify the military to be ready for orders. When Captain John D. Henley of the navy asked for 150 soldiers and officers for a joint operation against Galveston, General Andrew Jackson agreed, and on the last day of the year General Robert Butler, in command of the Division of the South at Nashville, Tennessee, ordered men from the United States Army garrison at New Orleans to be ready to march "to suppress the military establishment" at Galveston Island.7 When Henley and the squadron led by the John Adams got Florida without a fight, though, Monroe decided to cancel the Galveston movement. American soldiers were now occupying Spanish Florida, and one diplomatic crisis with Spain was enough for the moment. They could address Galveston later, especially since Monroe had some hope of getting Texas peacefully through the Onís negotiations. In the interim, if the privateers on the island were a thorn in Spain's side, so much the better.
While all of this played out, Pierre Laffite remained in New Orleans, where even small sums became important until Fatio honored his promises. On November 10 Pierre sold a slave of Jean's to raise $1,000, then paid out $900 of it two days later to buy another, all to net $100. 8 But then he learned of something that could make information from the Laffites very valuable again. For some time Spain had feared an attempt by exiles from the former regime of Napoleon to create a new empire in Texas or Mexico where Napoleon could resume his destiny. Joseph Bonaparte was in Philadelphia at the center of all such intrigues.
General Charles Lallemand also found substantial support when he reached Boston in 1816, having already failed in one attempt to free the emperor. Around him revolved the hopes of a resettlement group calling itself by several names, including the "Society for the Cultivation of the Vine and Olive." Lallemand's aims and their desire to start a new French community in the New World largely coincided, and each could use the other. Lallemand went to New Orleans late in 1816 or early 1817, and quickly established relations with the exile community there, most notably Humbert. Lallemand published a disingenuous manifesto proclaiming peaceful agricultural intentions, and his followers gained land grants in the Alabama territory and set out to settle there in the summer of 1817.9 Lallemand showed no interest in his part of the grant. He was no farmer. He was a general, and he dreamed a general's dreams. Influenced perhaps by Humbert, he turned his eyes to Texas.
By September Washington knew the outlines of Lallemand's idea of enlisting French exiles as the nucleus of an army to take first Texas, and then Mexico—not to liberate the native peoples, but to substitute French rule for Spanish. Lallemand tried to reassure Secretary of State John Quincy Adams that he had no plans for conquest, yet by January he was buying arms and munitions in New York while he had men enlisting adventurers in Louisiana.10 He tried to enlist Aury in his cause, but the invitation came ten days after Aury had been expelled from Amelia and washed his hands of the Gulf for good. Lallemand even tried to win over Onís by offering to place himself and his followers in the king's service. Apodaca had no thought of countenancing an armed band of adventurers settling on Spanish soil. He sent orders to authorities throughout New Spain to arrest Lallemand on sight. Well before then, however, Lallemand boarded the first contingent of 150 followers aboard the Huntress at Philadelphia, along with six cannon, 600 muskets, 400 sabers, and 12,000 pounds of powder, funded in part by money from Joseph Bonaparte. On December 17, 1817, he set sail for the Gulf and Galveston.11
By January 1818 Jean Laffite had been at Galveston three months and had the establishment well in hand. Upon his arrival the previous September he put slaves brought in on the first prizes to work building houses for his men. According to Juan Castro, one of the blacks thus employed, there was no question among the slaves that they worked for "the Commandante of that Island, who was Mr. Lafitte."12 By January 5, 1818, when Jean's old associate Dominique brought a prize into port, there was the semblance of a community. Youx was back at sea after a series of fiascos.13 Finally in September 1817 he had managed to get a schooner, the Louise, out of Bayou St. John and into the Gulf, soon to be refitted into the privateer Josephine.14 Flying the checkerboard flag of Mexico, Dominique took the Spanish schooner Marin off the Tortugas on November 30 and now brought her into Galveston. Only two vessels rode at anchor in the harbor, both prizes and one of them the Panchita, taken by Lameson, who had gone to New Orleans to get materials to convert her into a corsair. Not another privateer was in sight at the moment.15
Manuel Gonzales served aboard the Marin, and when he came ashore on January 6 he was one of the first visitors to see the new establishment. It did not impress him overmuch. He found the island to be little more than a "wild sand bar" with four or five "temporary miserable hovels" for the fifty men, mostly blacks and mulattoes, living there. Laffite built for himself "a tolerably good looking frame house" on a slight elevation. It rose two stories, with a piazza and center hall from front to back, and a parlor to one side. It had no carpets and the simplest furniture, and at first remained unpainted on the exterior, but it was a mansion compared to the huts and shanties. 16 Only two women were on the island. One called herself "Madamoiselle Victoire" and ran a cabaret of sorts. The other was a slave belonging to Colonel Savary, though Gonzales noted that she "was then attending upon Lafitte." As for the men, most were sailors and appeared to be in Laffite's employ. During the eight subsequent months that he lived among them, Gonzales saw no sign of anything like a civil government. They flew no nation's flag, held no military parades, and observed no civil order. Living with Laffite was one Rivard, who acted as secretary and oversaw the large store of muskets, pistols, and sabers in Laffite's house. The people generally acknowledged Rivard as "commandant," though there was no question that "Lafitte was the chief."17 Those who were more familiar with the social landscape of Louisiana noted that the man in command was "Lafite the younger."18
The chief would still have been dealing with Dominique's new prize on the afternoon of January 14 when the Huntress hove into view and ran aground on the bar. It had been a miserable passage. The passengers were "pressed like anchovies," said one, forced to sleep four to a bed, and when one turned, all did. A storm had hit them, breaking a mast and spoiling much of their food, then alternate cold and hot weather added to their misery. Tempers were frayed and there had been considerable dissent aboard by the time they reached New Orleans.19 Now General Antoine Rigaud, senior officer among the passengers, went ashore to find Laffite. The next day Laffite came to them, boarded the Huntress, and helped get her afloat. That afternoon, having asked Jean for his protection, the passengers brought their stores ashore.20 To some the place looked desolate, not a tree in the vicinity for shade. They chose a site some distance from Laffite's settlement and made a temporary camp to await Lallemand, who had stayed in New Orleans buying provisions and materials for planting. They erected tents and made rude huts of reeds and driftwood found on the beach, then dug a trench around the camp to protect them against Indians and Laffite's men, "of whose disposition towards us we were yet ignorant," noted Just Girard. 21
They could do little but try to resupply their larder by fishing and hunting deer on the island, the beginning of a monotonous six weeks until Lallemand finally arrived.22 Laffite gave them enough provisions for 120 men and officers to help them through their first shortage, and would continue to help.23 It was, Pierre would say, "convenient" to win the colonists' trust.24 Not surprisingly, the boredom, added to the hunger and thirst and exposure, the vermin on their bodies, the mosquitoes, the frequent storms and rain, the clothes rotting as they wore them, left the French settlers miserable and short-tempered. Fear of their neighbors only added to the discomfort. "It was difficult for some of us to live mixed in with a horde of real brigands," said one Frenchman. Mounting dissent soon made "disunity the rule." The enlisted men refused to obey their officers, and arguments led to fights, then duels, with at least one man killed in an altercation. One of their number confessed that "we were more than once on the point of cutting each other's throat."25
All of which played quite nicely into the Laffites' plans. In New Orleans Pierre met with Lallemand and his brother Henri when they arrived on February 2, and soon he told Fatio of their plans to create a French enclave in Mexico that would lead to a new empire one day. In several meetings at the house on Bourbon and St. Philip, Lallemand credulously told Pierre that the contingent on the Huntress was only the first wave, and that he expected six thousand before long.26 Anyone connected with fall—bustering had heard claims of such large numbers before, and knew that the men never materialized. Still, Pierre's information seemed all the more vital when he passed the exaggerated figures on to Fatio, and the consul continued to believe that "No. 13 is very exact in his information." 27 Then Lallemand hired Pierre's new brig the Intrepide to take his brother, his officers, and more men and provisions to Galveston. It was exactly the trap Pierre had proposed to effect.
Fatio had at his disposal the Spanish armed brig the Almirante at Pensacola, and now he and Pierre plotted that she would meet his ship at sea and take her as a prize. The Intrepide would fly the American flag, a conventional privateer ruse, but once she was stopped and boarded, the Spanish officers detaining her would know to go to the cabin door where they would see a box with the initials "J. L." on its lid. Inside would be papers to warrant their seizing her. That done, the Spanish warship would escort its prize to Galveston flying flags that Jean would recognize. He would take a boat with a pilot out to meet them. The Spaniards were to seize Jean and interrogate him privately, thus preserving the Laffites' cover, and once alone Jean would respond to a coded inquiry with a countersign sent him by Fatio, at which confirmation the officers were to follow Jean's direction in bringing the Intrepide into port and preparing to capture the Huntress. Pierre would be aboard to assist Jean in carrying out the coup.28
Before leaving, Pierre thought it wise to reinforce the brothers' cover in New Orleans. Collector Chew provided a convenient pretext when one of his letters to Washington complaining of Galveston and the Laffites by name appeared in the press. On February 6 Pierre published an open letter in the Louisiana Courier in response to what he termed the collector's "foolish & tiresome heap of idle words." He played the revolutionary card ably, if rather too heavily, linking the brothers with movements for the independence of Mexico and then accusing Chew of opposing freedom and liberty. "You poor little collector of the port of New Orleans," he said derisively. Americans throughout the Union prayed for the liberation of Mexico and South America. "I have embraced with all my heart, the independence of Mexico," he said, and "with all my pecuniary means, and even at the peril of my life." If the United States had been in the hands of men of Chew's sort during the late war, he accused, they would now be a British colony once more. As for the collector's accusation that the Laffites were or had been pirates, Pierre retorted that "I defy you, and defy any man to whatever nation, to prove that I did ever capture any other vessels but those navigating under the flag of Ferdinand VII." When Chew referred to the Laffites and their followers returning to their old ways in spite of the government's generous pardon, Pierre feigned indignation. "What pardon was I in want of?" he demanded. He had been a patriot, and the offices in Washington had the documents Jean had taken there to demonstrate his response to the British offer in spite of the "wealth" the enemy had offered. He wondered if Chew would have shown such high-toned patriotism in the same situation. Then, with no relation to what Chew had written but in a statement aimed directly at the insurgents, he added that "I never became an informer against any man." 29 In fact, the "associates" were all but defunct now, disillusioned by too many failed enterprises after the destruction of Mina's expedition. To add to his ruse, Pierre often feigned great agitation when talking to people on the street about Spanish injustices. He told those would listen that "his hatred of Spain grew out of persecutions which that nation had afflicted on himself and family," recalled young Samuel May Williams. "He frequently became greatly excited while speaking of the wrongs rec'd from Spain."30
Pierre may have thickened his cover by publishing this letter, but he antagonized Chew. When Pierre applied for clearance from the port on February 16, Chew searched the Intrepide and, finding munitions belonging to the Frenchmen aboard, refused to let her leave until they had been unloaded. That delayed her three days, meaning she would miss her rendezvous with the Almirante. Worse, President Monroe's December message to Congress was in the press by now, and its statement of his intent to clear privateers from Amelia and Galveston discouraged a number of Lallemand's officers who had intended to sail with Laffite. Pierre calmed them by saying that he would be on the voyage himself, but in fact when the Intrepide sailed,31 he sent a teenage boy with letters to Jean.
Pierre's letters were meant to preserve the Laffites' pose as revolutionary supporters and to incriminate Lallemand and his people in Spanish eyes when the ship was captured and the letters read. Pierre went out of his way to state that Lallemand intended to take all of Texas, and then "extend his frontiers farther ... with no less intention than the conquest of Mexico." No doubt with a smile, Pierre wrote that Lallemand would give the Spaniards much more trouble than Mina had. Pierre went overboard in referencing the incriminating papers placed in the box in the ship's cabin, no doubt in case Fatio's instructions to the Spanish warship were not clear.32 Not content with one letter, Pierre wrote a second the same day to let Jean—and the Spanish captors—know that Humbert would be aboard the ship, as if Jean would not recognize him.33 By sending Humbert along either to assist Lallemand or to take some office under Jean at Galveston, Pierre was putting one more revolutionary into the Spaniards' grip.
Pierre told Fatio he was entrusting his letters to his son Eugene to carry, and asked Fatio to write to Cienfuegos in Havana and implore him to be no harsher with the lad than was necessary to keep his cover when he and the rest of those captured on Intrepide were eventually brought to Cuba for justice.34 In fact, it is possible that the boy was not even Pierre's son, and he only made this claim to convince Lallemand's officers of his confidence in the voyage. 35 That done, the Intrepide departed February 19, but not before Fatio and Pierre learned that the Huntress had already landed at Galveston. Not willing to fight the Frenchmen already on shore and well armed, Fatio directed that they content themselves with capturing the Intrepide and with her Humbert and most of the important officers.36 They could probably starve out the rest on the island, and that would be enough to kill the French threat aborning.
After missing her rendezvous with the Almirante, however, the Intrepide sailed into Galveston after an uneventful voyage. Pierre's letters to Jean now created a problem. They put Pierre on record as urging his brother to show Lallemand's people every cooperation. Assuming the French officers aboard ship may have seen the letters, and outnumbered by the French exiles, Jean faced the necessity of making good on his brother's false instructions.
General Lallemand arrived at Galveston in early March, to find those on the island fed up and demoralized. The settlers celebrated with a party, and he began to enforce order, telling his men they would leave shortly to establish a permanent settlement.37 Jean told Lallemand of a bluff about thirty miles up the Trinity River from its mouth on the northeastern extension of Galveston Bay, a place where the relatively higher ground would afford some protection while keeping them within reach of the Coushatta Indians, with whom they could trade for provisions.38 After only three days, on March 12, Lallemand embarked his people and their provisions in nine pirogues that he bought from Laffite. It was the first of a series of ill-advised decisions by the general. The group left in the dark to cross the pass and row to the mainland, but soon lost their bearing. After a mile of rowing a high wind hit them and waves swamped their boats, capsizing one and drowning all but one of its occupants. The settlers would spend another forty-eight exhausting hours rowing nearly sixty miles up the bay before they came to the Trinity. Meanwhile Lallemand went by land. All told it took six days before his followers reassembled on a low bluff overlooking the Trinity just upstream from a wide lake that it formed before flowing into the bay. 39
As soon as they landed Lallemand's men began fortifying the bluff, including preparations to mount cannon that Lallemand had on the way. A man from Natchitoches who passed by noticed that Lallemand had them under good discipline again, and one of the French settlers made it clear that they were not privateers and had no connection with Laffite other than having accepted his hospitality. They also professed to have high regard for the United States, a useful sentiment since Washington claimed this area as part of the Louisiana Purchase, and repeated their public avowal that they came strictly to become farmers.40 Yet other observers, including a French spy, remained convinced that the colony was connected to a Bonapartist plot.41 Few if any of Lallemand's settlers understood his true objective, which was probably setting up a local government and then associating it with the Mexican revolutionaries.42
Unfortunately the slipshod planning that crippled so many filibustering attempts saw the settlers arrive at their new home, which they named "Champ d'Asile," with only eight days' rations. It would take more than two weeks to go back to Galveston and bring up more. They rationed themselves to a single biscuit and four ounces of rice a day per man, and when that foodstuff ran out they were reduced to two handfuls of boiled corn. Boats had gone back to Galveston for more provisions from Laffite as well as newly arrived settlers, but on the return trip, the new arrivals consumed so much of the provender they brought that the colony was reduced to just ten days' victuals.43 Lallemand left on a mission of his own to bring more supplies, but in his absence the rest lapsed into growing despondency. For fully a month they struggled to stay alive before Laffite-sent boats arrived laden with fresh supplies as well as mail and newspapers. 44
From Galveston Laffite kept a careful eye on the Champ d'Asile people. Meanwhile Jean continued the assembly of his own establishment.45 When Nacogdoches merchant J. Randal Jones came to buy slaves on behalf of friends in Louisiana, he found that the men had not yet improved their plank and sailcloth shanties. However, Laffite offered hospitality characteristic of that given to visitors to Barataria. "I was never, however, treated with more courtesy and kindness than I was by the dreaded and much abused pirate, Lafitte," Jones recalled. "He was a fine, well-proportioned man, about six feet high, with the bearing and manner of a refined and cultivated gentleman, affable and pleasant."46 Jones found Laffite in the prime of manhood, now in his late thirties, "his hair dark, a little gray."47 Laffite rarely left the island except to board the occasional incoming ship to inspect cargo and make arrangements for off-loading and reshipment of slaves and goods to Louisiana.48 Instead, he devoted much of his time to continuing the expansion of the village. He was erecting an earthwork fort to command the pass and the bay, and emplacing a few cannon. He was working on an arsenal and dockyard and a wooden boardinghouse near the fort. A few good wooden houses would be going up soon.49
In time there would be a vestige of a billiard parlor, a coffeehouse, and a few shops, but the structures were never more than rough-hewn and crude.50 The number of men grew, too, and a few more women arrived. There was even a married couple or two in the establishment, like newlywed Irishman James Campbell and his wife, Mary.51 People like Mary Campbell found Laffite to be "of polite and easy manners, generous disposition and exceedingly winning address."52 He occasionally dressed in a nondescript green uniform and an otter skin hat, but just as often in plain civilian garb. He wore no arms day to day. Those who met him most of all remembered his good proportions, dark complexion, small hands, and the brilliant white teeth characteristic of both brothers. 53
Laffite did not waste time in solidifying the island's primary basis in privateering. After a disillusioned Herrera followed Picornell and Toledo in giving up on the revolution and returning to Mexico to make his peace with the Spaniards, Humbert was about all that remained of the pretense of representation from the junta except for Iturribarria, who now distrusted the whole Galveston crowd. Despite this and the fact that the insurgent congress had disintegrated and was on the run, when Humbert and Pierre's "son" reached Galveston late in February, the old general began issuing privateering commissions, the first going to Lameson and William Mitchell, and another soon after to Gambi.54 Three vessels had been in port when Jones visited that spring, but the number coming in steadily grew.55 As privateer Alexandre Danges of the Vengeance put it, there was "no other port to which the independent privateers can resort on the Coast of Mexico except Galveztown."56
From New Orleans, the authorities looked on the burgeoning Galveston enterprise with dismay. Vessels laden with arms were leaving the port and Dick could do little to stop them since they were being shipped not to the Louisiana coast for outfitting corsairs in violation of the law but outside the country, which was legitimate business, even if he knew that the guns would wind up on privateers.
Meanwhile the slaving system the Laffites had evolved was difficult to thwart. In response to the challenge to selling slaves out of Galveston posed by Chew's practice of sending parties after buyers, the brothers had decided to build a barracks on the west side of the Sabine, where the Atascosita Trace coming from La Bahia crossed the river about twenty-five miles above the Sabine Lake separating the river from the Gulf. 57 The site, near a Coushatta village, was outside what they took to be United States jurisdiction. Henceforward they required buyers to come to them, do business on the Texas side, and then take the responsibility and risk of getting the blacks back through Louisiana. When a cargo of slaves was ready to be sold, privateers put into New Orleans with the legitimate goods that Chew could not impede. Laffite associates then placed signs on trees, crossroads, and other prominent places, with cryptic expressions such as SABINA 28, which meant that on the twenty eighth of the current month a sale would be held at the Sabine barracon outside United States jurisdiction on the Texas side of the river. Agents might also spread the word that for a particular sale Laffite wanted wagonloads of provisions, or cash in hand.
Well before the actual sale, Sauvinet or Gambi or another agent in New Orleans produced false bills of sale made out to buyers living in the so-called Neutral Strip between the Sabine and Calcasieu rivers. They then passed the bills of sale to another intermediary—no slave yet having changed hands—and at the Sabine the bill of sale was finally endorsed over to the actual buyer. Thus the paper trail had been established and the slave rather effectively "laundered."58 Unlike the sales in the Barataria days, these were not auctions. The agents simply weighed the slaves and charged one dollar a pound.59 Even the occasional loss could not deter the trade, with prime blacks selling on the revitalized New Orleans market at $1,500.60
As for other goods, the Laffites made arrangements with a man named Parker, who ran a trading post at Natchitoches called Halfway House, to provide a snuggery for some of the goods they smuggled into Louisiana by the back door.61 Under the new protective tariff, the rates of duty charged ran as high as 20 and 30 percent on most items, and on some items even higher. A gallon of whisky might have a base cost of twenty-five cents, yet the duty was up to three times that. 62 With such potential savings before them, many consumers could swallow any hesitation at buying smuggled merchandise, especially if they could buy a $1,500 slave for $150 to carry the goods back to New Orleans. One prize alone, the 450-ton Campeche, was brought in with a cargo estimated at a value of $360,000.63
All the while Pierre continued to incur more debts to build up the island, unaware that as early as October 1, 1817, Apodaca had decided to halt employment of the Laffites. Valuable as their information appeared to be, it was little that he could not learn otherwise, and Havana did not entirely trust the brothers. Moreover, after Aury slipped away, Apodaca doubted the need for them. Pierre apparently stripped himself of assets, however, even selling a woman who cooked and washed for Marie.64 And on April 1 Marie sold the Bourbon and St. Philip house to Pierre's associate Antoine Abat, who had assumed the unpaid mortgage on the place, netting only $1,185 after closing the loan.65 Pierre and Marie and the children probably continued to live in the house, but as renters.
Meanwhile Fatio did pay Pierre some amounts, enough to keep Laffite anxious to please.66 On January 19, 1818, Cienfuegos finally sent an order canceling the employment of the Numbers 13, but Fatio did not get the news until Onís sent a representative to New Orleans in late June.67 In May Pierre was still sending proposals to Havana through Fatio, but Cienfuegos simply recommended that they be ignored.68
Curiously enough, the Spaniards in Texas knew that the Laffites were no longer to be tolerated well before Fatio got the news. Shortly after Lallemand's arrival at Galveston, Spanish authorities warned the governor of Texas that the Frenchman might have a passport and letters of safe conduct from high officials, but these documents were to be taken from him if possible, and he to be told he was not welcome in the province. 69 The opportunity did not arise in time to stop the move to Champ d'Asile, but thereafter Spanish surveillance was almost constant from May through October. Antonio Martinez may never have known that the Laffites were agents, but Fatio gave him a hint in May when he told the commander in Texas of the Laffite presence at Galveston, even while sending information on Lallemand gleaned from the Laffites. Clearly Fatio intended that Martinez not confuse the two establishments when he took action.70 But at the same time Martinez received Apodaca's order of April 24 to destroy the Galveston commune. The commander in Texas protested late in May, however, that he could not match Lallemand's four cannon, nor the firepower at Galveston.71 One ploy he could try, however, was to incite the Coushatta and Karankawa Indians to attack the privateers, and that he would attempt.72
At the end of May, still thinking he was a Spanish agent, Pierre left for Galveston aboard the Intrepide, now renamed the New Enterprise, and arrived early in June.73 When he came ashore he learned the current state of play at Champ d'Asile from Jean. The community was developing. Their stockade, shaped as a pentagon with a ditch outside, was connected by a parapet to a square redoubt overlooking the river. Inside the men erected a barracks and powder magazine for the cannon they mounted, and Jean may have given them a few other old pieces to add to their defense, but nothing they could use in the field. They cast their own ammunition from bar lead brought from New Orleans.74 Some distance back from the fort was a village of twenty-eight log houses with loopholes cut in the walls for defense.75 Prying eyes could see blacksmiths making picks, shovels, crowbars, and adzes, as well as repairing muskets, making wheels for cannon, and forging lances. Cobblers could be seen turning bearskin into dragoon military shakos with brass star insignia on their front, and deerskin into belts. The infantrymen wore blue helmets with tassels. Tinkers manufactured canteens from tin plates, and tailors turned out uniforms from green fabric, with red ruffles, for Lallemand's "farmers." Lallemand engaged a hunter to catch wild horses in order to create a cavalry as soon as a mounted commander arrived.
Lallemand had perhaps 120 men at Champ d'Asile, divided into corps or cohorts of infantry, artillery, and cavalry.76 There were also at one time a number of prisoners. One spy gleaned that Laffite and Lallemand intended to enlist as many white prisoners as possible into Lallemand's command, and that those who refused would be taken to New Orleans. About fifty blacks also chose to follow Lallemand, while all other slaves and captured black crewmen would be sold. Every afternoon Lallemand's officers paraded and drilled their men. Conscious of security, Laffite and Lallemand halted trade with the local Indians for fear the natives would take information to the Spaniards.77 By May Lallemand's command was at the point of starvation and had no horses for his "cavalry," no fleet, an artillery "corps" of two four-pounder iron cannon in poor repair, and to all appearances more officers than soldiers. The men did have new American muskets and bayonets, and one hundred kegs of powder filled the magazine.78
As soon as Pierre reached the island, Jean left for New Orleans to make his report to Fatio, arriving early in July. When they met at Sedella's house Laffite proposed a quick and—typically—bloodless coup to rid Texas of the intruders. Since shortages of supplies had held up Lallemand thus far, Jean suggested that they starve Lallemand out by hiding the canoes Indians used to bring goods to the colonists. He also wanted to cut off supply from his fellow privateers on Galveston Island, but for that he would need a pair of schooners and one maneuverable warship equipped with light draft launches in order to go up the Trinity with troops.
Fatio believed Laffites account of affairs. "He has always transacted with us in the greatest sincerity and shows us now that he desires to cooperate in the destruction of that gang of adventurers," the agent reported to his superiors. Fatio thought Lallemand lied to Laffite when he said he had no support from the United States government, but that was not Laffite's fault. Now Jean was leaving again immediately on June 27 to rejoin Pierre, and promised to sow disaffection in Lallemand's ranks just as Pierre had with Aury's. Once he had a few defectors in his service, Jean thought he could execute his plan in a month to six weeks unless the coming of the September hurricanes delayed the arrival of the anticipated warship. Before he left Fatio, Jean Laffite added his concern that the roles he and his brother were playing not be exposed, nor that Fatio and Spain abandon them to what he called "the greatest dangers that threaten them more and more each day." Discovery could be death, whether from Lallemand's people, or their own.79
EIGHTEEN
Winds of Change 1818
The fourth day roll'd along, and with the night
Came storm and darkness in their mingling might.
Oh! how he listen'd to the rushing deep,
That ne'er till now so broke upon his sleep.
IN FARAWAY WASHINGTON, authorities also tried to keep abreast of Champ d Asile. In June John Quincy Adams spoke of "the landing at Galveston, of a number of adventurers, understood to be chiefly Frenchmen," and of the mystery surrounding recent events that "suggested to the President the expediency of obtaining by the means of a confidential person upon the spot such further information, as it may be useful to the public interest."
It was known that "projects of a wild and extravagant character" were dreamed up by some of those with Lallemand. "They were all marked by features of absurdity & of desperation," said Adams. Joseph Bonaparte was implicated. Onís had remonstrated against them. At a May 13 cabinet meeting the president posed the question of sending military forces to Florida and elsewhere, and asked whether the administration should send a confidential agent to Galveston to look into Lallemand and Laffite and warn them away. Three days later he asked Adams to send the agent. On May 19 Adams summoned to his office the Virginian George Mason Graham, a good friend of both Madison and Monroe, chief clerk of the War Department, and for a time in 1817 acting secretary of war. 1 Monroe had requested him for the mission.2 Adams told Graham that he was to go to Lallemand to express Monroe's surprise that Lallemand had settled without permission in territory claimed by the United States. The agent should demand to know under what national authority, if any, Lallemand came there, and warn that the United States would not allow permanent settlement to be made. On June 2 Adams told Graham to leave as soon as possible.3
By the time Graham was ready to leave, however, Champ d Asile was already in serious trouble. A few of Lallemand's men ran away in May when they realized that they had been tricked into joining a military expedition rather than a settlement.4 Defectors complained of Lallemand's "mysterious expedition," one saying, "since our gathering in Philadelphia with Lallemand and as many destinations as we have had, we have never been able to learn the true purposes that we propose for ourselves, since we were always being deceived."5 In July spies saw men who came from New Orleans to join the settlers turn around after seeing the conditions in which the colony lived.
By the end of July the colonists had no choice but to give up on Champ d'Asile, worn out and starved out, worried alike by the menace of the Indians and the Spanish. Weeks earlier, in fact, Apodaca in Havana had given orders that the "factious men" at Champ d'Asile must be driven away, and no further reinforcements from Galveston allowed to come ashore.6 Jean Laffite left New Orleans July 7, and soon after his arrival, on July 20 or 21, he sent notice to Lallemand of the Spanish expedition ordered out to destroy them.7 Lallemand knew that his people did not stand a chance in their little stockade, especially if the Indians assisted the Spaniards. He ordered an evacuation, and by July 24 the refugees had returned to Galveston Bay, ready to row to the island.8 They established themselves not far from Laffite's village, and commenced building a small protective earthwork about ninety feet square on a slight three-foot rise near the bay, about four hundred yards from the water's edge. 9 The more high-toned colonists complained that the privateers "gave themselves up to the most shameless debauchery and disgusting immorality," as Just Girard declared.10 By late July even the Spanish spies detected the hostility between the two camps.11 It was only Jean Laffite, said Girard, "with his extraordinary strength of limb and his indomitable resolution," who was able to control his men. "Thanks to him the pirates became harmless neighbors to the exiles, with whom they often exchanged words of political sympathy, crying amicably, 'Long live Liberty!'"12
The Laffites especially won the gratitude of many of the exiles thanks to the brothers repeatedly saving them from starvation. Thereafter Jean Laffite was the main support of the Champ d Asile colonists, using his own resources to feed them, in hopes of reimbursement from Spain.13 The brothers also promised Lallemand to bring further volunteers at their own expense as they assembled in New Orleans, and did deliver three hundred San Domingue exiles that month.14 That they were concentrating in one place as many of Lallemand's people as possible to hand over to Spain could not be known to the colonists, just as Jean and Pierre did not yet know that Spain was no longer interested in their schemes. All the while, Jean subtly promoted dissent within the French camp.
Pierre left Galveston for New Orleans in mid-July with Laméson, who had been there since May outfitting the Panchita for privateering under the name the Lameson. On July 16 Lamé- son received his commission from Humbert, and soon took her out under American colors, armed with ten cannon and bound for Grand Terre.15 Limping with a broken mast, she was taken within days off the Balize by Cunningham and the Firebrand!16 Pierre was there to suffer the irony of being taken by his former ship.17 When Cunningham brought in the Lameson, observers also saw a boat from the Surprise escorting the little sailboat on which one New Orleans denizen saw "the noted Peter Lafitte."18 Lameson would hire Edward Livingston and argue he was legitimately commissioned by the Mexican government, but Livingston was unable to establish even that there was a functioning government in Mexico in 1818, and in the end Lameson lost. An appeal to the Supreme Court in Washington proved to be of no avail.19 Pierre was not held, however, and soon ran up more debt sending succor to his brother.
Fatio now received definitive news that he was to cut the Laffites loose when Onís's secretary Luis Noeli arrived from Washington and dressed him down for authorizing "such extraordinary expenses" for the brothers, especially after the Laffites' initial insistence that they were willing to "serve for free and did not require any prize or remuneration until the conclusion of this business."20 It hurt Fatio to find himself thus criticized, especially because he believed that Pierre had dealt faithfully with him throughout. When Noeli complained that nothing had been accomplished from the brothers' schemes, Fatio protested that it was not Pierre's fault that the naval forces necessary to take Galveston had not been available. "Laffite's plan was a splendid one and offered the most brilliant results," he argued.
As for the Laffites' expenses, Fatio complained that they had not received a dollar of payment for their services, which may have been true technically. He then disingenuously exaggerated the brothers' fealty to Spain by telling Noeli that "the Numbers 13 never have solicited any recompense," though he did admit that they had expected more "participation" from Spain. "In all their conduct, they have shown gracefulness which honors them," argued the consul, "but surely it could not be expected that these brothers should keep an establishment, make the trips and give all the dispositions they gave which were convenient to have a happy result of our projects, under their own expenses." When it came to the apparently imaginary Cuban insurrection plot, he could not provide an explanation, but refused to believe that he had been gulled. Investigation and containment of the supposed slave insurrection had been Latour's assignment, given by Cienfuegos, and not the responsibility of Fatio or the Laffites. Noeli even complained over the expense of maps of Galveston that would have been vital had Spanish warships ever come to take the island. He actually got one of them to the Almirante, for all the good that did. And to Noeli's complaint of Fatio s obstinacy in not acknowledging the order to shut down the Commission Reservada, the code name for the Laffite operation, the consul answered with understandable smugness that "it was impossible for me to produce or to answer an Official Document that never reached my hands."21
Despite his disappointment and chagrin, Fatio had no choice but to obey the orders now. Just what and when he told Pierre is unknown, but Spain owed the Laffites a minimum of $18,889.68 for which they had billed Fatio. Thinking that the brothers had dealt in good faith with Spain, Onís wanted them to be paid and so did Fatio, who complained that the Laffites were being "abandoned and compromised," as well as exposed "to all the fury of the pirates if they come to know the secret." Still, they would never get the money.22 In the end Fatio advised Apodaca to change the countersigns used by agents, so that those given to the Laffites would no longer be honored, "since I cannot be responsible for the use to which they might be put."23
Other events had an impact on Galveston now. General Jackson invaded Florida that spring and on May 28 Pensacola surrendered. This delayed negotiations over the Louisiana Territory borders until midsummer. Now Adams knew that Spain was willing to cede Florida if it had to but not Texas, and he changed his bargaining position, softening demands for Texas and instead asking for Spain's release of its claims on the Oregon Territory. Anti-Spanish feeling ran high in the capital, and congressmen called for United States recognition of the South American republican movements. The message to Spain was that it had better give up what was least important to it rather than risk forfeiting far more, especially if diplomatic recognition of the juntas in Buenos Aires, Venezuela, and Mexico led to legalization of the privateering menace. In October Onís would propose a new boundary line, sparking a counterproposal from Adams. 24 Meanwhile Onís reversed himself and refused to agree to an American military force expelling the Galveston privateers during the negotiations. Publicly he complained that to do so would constitute an invasion of Spanish territory. In fact, he feared that once American soldiers and sailors were on Galveston, they would never leave.
Whether or not the American military appeared off the shores of Galveston depended largely upon what Graham found there. He left Washington June 6, days before the eastern press carried a letter from Natchitoches that told of Laffite having eight to ten privateers and prizes in port, observing that "this is carrying on pirating in a bold manner."25 Graham reached the Sabine two months later, where he encountered a rider carrying news from Laffite that Lallemand had ordered the evacuation of Champ d'Asile. Passing through Nacogdoches, Graham finally reached Galveston on August 24, and immediately presented himself at Lallemand's camp. The general appeared to be ill at ease and embarrassed at the interview, and to Graham's statement that this area was in dispute and that the United States claimed it, Lallemand disingenuously pleaded that he thought it belonged to Spain and was now up for the taking since the Spaniards had abandoned it. He reasserted his peaceful intentions toward everyone, but averred that he would fight if forced. He also complained that the Indians had cut off his supplies.26 In fact, Lallemand was so angry at the Coushatta and Karankawas that he intended to declare war on them, and showed Graham a draft of a declaration that he had meant to issue that day but would not now in light of Graham's warning to leave.
Gainsaying his protest of peaceful pursuits, he went on to tell Graham that he had planned to use Champ d'Asile as a base for military operations against the Spaniards, claiming he had a military commission from the nonexistent Mexican Congress. Lallemand said he had intended to go back to Champ d'Asile when the immediate danger passed and he was stronger, but in the face of what Graham told him, he was resigned to abandoning Texas altogether. Before the interview ended, however, Lallemand also made it clear that he had "no connection whatever with the piratical establishment at Galvezton."27 Graham took Lallemand at his word, but still gave him a written statement that the United States wanted him and his followers out of the area, and demanded a written avowal of his future intentions.28 Lallemand immediately agreed to everything, adding that he and his people would happily acknowledge the authority of the United States in the area if it allowed them to remain.29 He was not yet ready to give up entirely.
The real key to Lallemand and Galveston, of course, was Jean Laffite. From Lallemand's earthwork Graham could see "a large & strangely built Brig" beached on the shore about four hundred yards northeast on the bay side. Her spars and rigging had been dismantled, and Lallemand or his people told Graham that Laffite sometimes used the brig as a dwelling, arsenal, and storehouse. In fact, whatever he told Lallemand, Laffite may have placed her there to command the works of the Champ d'Asile refugees, and to be prepared if or when a Spanish attack on Lallemand materialized. Laffite had secured her in the sand parallel with the shore, and since her gun deck stood higher than the island, her guns could fire across the land at anything on the other side.30 Graham believed she could mount as many as eighteen heavy cannon.
After his meeting with the French general, Graham sent a letter to the Laffite village along with a verbal message that if Laffite would call on him, Graham could orally convey his instructions from Adams. Laffite responded immediately, but cagily, asking that Graham demonstrate his authority to make such an approach, and Graham complied. 31' He told Laffite he was sent by the government of the United States "to call upon you for an explicit avowal of the National authority, if any, by which you have occupied the position & harbour of Galveston, and also to make known to you, that the Government of the United States, claiming the country between the Sabine & the Rio Bravo del Norte, will suffer no establishment, of any kind & more particularly one of so questionable a character as that now existing at this place, to be made within those limits."32 This left no room for misunderstanding, and the next morning Laffite appeared at Graham's tent.
The meeting was cordial. Graham read his instructions from Adams, and then listened as Laffite rehearsed what was now a well-worn story of the persecution suffered by him and his brother. He admitted smuggling, as he always had, but added that his chief accusers were doing it, too, which he thought ought to excuse the Laffites in some measure. He argued contradictorily that his corsairs took only Spaniards' ships, and that he rigorously eschewed taking vessels of neutral countries. As for the United States, he respected her shipping, and it "afforded him the greatest pleasure to render a service to an American vessel," which he said he had done on many occasions. He only occupied Galveston in the first place so that he could "satisfy the two passions that dominated me imperiously, that of offering an harbor to the battleships of independence and that of being able on account of proximity to fly to the aid of the United States if circumstances required it." Satisfied as to the correctness of his motives, he continued, "I carried out this bold plan." He told Graham that he had repeatedly written to the Mexican Congress to obtain "the legitimation of my taking possession in its name, and the chief authorities' sanction of the organization of a regular and legitimate government." Unfortunately, his letters could not find the peripatetic body, if it even existed, and he never received an answer. There were some grains of truth here, but they would have made a poor loaf. Jean made no mention at all, of course, of his mission on behalf of Spain.
Graham told Laffite that he believed his protestations about taking only Spanish vessels, and assured him that President Monroe knew of and valued the Laffites' service in the recent war. The government had no quarrel with the brothers, but it must put an end to this privateering establishment out of duty to its own dignity, as well as to the respect and protection that it owed the flags of other nations. The admitted smuggling, which Graham thought to be the most extensive and organized in the nation's history, took revenue from the Treasury and degraded the morals of the people of Louisiana, not a difficult task in the best of times. Jean granted the weight of the argument, but then pled that the amount of goods smuggled from Galveston was much exaggerated. Indeed, excepting slaves, it had been negligible, he said, neatly avoiding any quantification of the illicit slave traffic. He was attached to the United States, though, and desired always to give way to its wishes.
At the close of the interview, Laffite promised to give Graham a letter restating all this, including his willingness to give up Galveston. In return he asked for a sufficient period of time—two to three months—to close down the port, call in his privateers, and relocate himself and his property, a request that Graham granted. The next day, August 28, Laffite closed his promised letter to Graham with the sanctimonious declaration that "I know, Sir, that I was calumniated in the lowliest manner by persons possessed of a certain importance; but because of my irreproachable conduct in every respect, my interior tranquillity was not affected and in spite of my enemies, I will obtain (without doubt later) the justice that is due me." The expression of wounded innocence was pure Laffite.33
That day Graham drafted a protective order for Laffite and his men and property and gave it to him to display to any United States forces that might appear to take possession of the island before Laffite was gone, the only restriction being that authorities should immediately take steps to curtail any remaining smuggling or slave trading before Laffite left. Graham was not entirely taken in by his gracious host.34 Thereafter Graham remained on the island for nearly a month, getting to know Laffite even while surreptitiously studying the defenses of the place in case the military had to evict the privateers and the French settlers.35 Indeed, the day that Laffite accepted Washington's instructions, Graham penned a report on the base's strength which he sent to New Orleans on the next outgoing vessel. He gave the depth of the bar at high tide, pointing out that no large warships could enter, while also delineating the strength of Laffite's beached fortress vessel. "These positions would enable a few desperate men to make an obstinate resistance against a large, and probably a successful one against a moderate force," Graham warned. If the government decided to take Galveston, however, he thought it would not require a large force because he had Laffite's promise that "peaceable possession will be given to any officer acting under the authority of the United States."36
In the following days Graham talked with Laffite about the absence of a commission from Mexico. Surely the brothers realized that the Mexican junta was defunct, and not likely to resurrect any time soon. Like most in the government, Graham felt hearty sympathy for the liberation movements so long as they worked to Washington's benefit by weakening Spain. He suggested to Laffite that since the Mexican insurgency was impotent, Laffite should look elsewhere. Graham knew representatives of the rebels in Buenos Aires, and told Jean that he could get privateering commissions from them. Jean asked for a letter recommending the Laffites to the appropriate authority, indicating particularly his interest in establishing a court of admiralty "in any place or Island which he might take from the Spaniards, on the Coast of the Spanish main, or on that of any other part of S. America," and Graham provided one addressed to David C. DeForest in New York. 37 Graham could not know, of course, that by directing Jean to another insurgency, he was giving the Laffites a potential opportunity to perform more espionage for Spain, and sustain or renew their claims to compensation.
Meanwhile, after his meeting with Graham, Lallemand announced that he would be leaving. He promised to return in forty days with more provisions for his people, but instead he abandoned them. Joined by Graham, he boarded a vessel and sailed for New Orleans, leaving behind only enough food to give each man a pound of bread a day.38
Lallemand barely missed being caught at sea by the dread of Gulf coast summers. Somewhere in the southern Atlantic a depression began gaining intensity as it headed westward. By September 10 it had pushed through the Caribbean, and all but capsized a vessel carrying the last vestiges of the Spanish administration at Pensacola and its archives to Havana, losing the records forever.39 Two days later the storm hit the Gulf coast, and raged for two days. Matagorda went underwater. The mission at Bahia and more than sixty houses came down in ruins.40
On Galveston, the hurricane struck with little warning. Waves washed higher and higher up the beach, whipped by the winds and storm surge, until they simply washed over the island. Lallemand's earthworks and camp went underwater, and his people waded to two sturdy log cabins on a slight elevation. For the next three days they used oars to fend off uprooted trees and spars from wrecks that the waves sent crashing toward their refuge.41 Around them the water stood up to four feet deep, and the rushing of the waves prevented them from moving about for fear of being carried off their feet. "Galveston village looked like a fort beaten down by assault," one declared. In all only six houses survived, one of them Laffite's on its higher ground, and scores of panicked people fled to it. The waves continued to climb, destroying six of the vessels at anchor and virtually all of the French settlers' provisions. 42 Before the waters started to recede the whole island was inundated except for perhaps an acre on which Laffite's house sat.43 Laffite either weathered the storm there or on his brig implanted in the sand.44
When the hurricane passed Jean Laffite's control of food and defense made him the only power on the island.45 Freshwater was gone and the island wells would be contaminated with salt water for weeks. For some time to come the survivors would be entirely dependent on what provisions Laffite could ration from his remaining stores or purchase on his own credit from passing ships.46 Thanks to damage to his house, Laffite stayed on the brig, faced now with the practical dilemma of whether to try to rebuild from the ruins in light of his recent promise to evacuate the place.
The hurricane did Jean one favor, however. In May Pierre had told Fatio that the privateers were being advised to swarm over the Gulf as the Spanish war fleet would be heading back to Spain shortly.47 That may have worked against him. The Laffites "are putting themselves under strong suspicion by their double dealing," Cienfuegos frankly told Apodaca on July 17. "It is they who maintain the place called Galveston and its privateers."48 Two weeks later Apodaca gave the orders for a squadron of one brig, a sloop, and a schooner, all armed, to sortie from Vera Cruz to blockade Galveston and capture or disperse everyone there, Lallemand and Laffite alike. Martinez was to make a supporting attack overland.49 The storm discouraged the squadron from making the attempt, and by the time the Spaniards were ready to consider another effort, the opportunity had passed. Apodaca's disenchantment with the Laffites had not, however. Lallemand would have been starved out by now, he grumbled, but for "the pirate Juan Lafite" feeding the adventurers. Apodaca was thoroughly tired of filibusters, privateers, Laffites, and all their schemes that never came to fruition.
Less than a week after the hurricane, Laffite sent a courier to New Orleans with verbal and written reports for Pierre, detailing the disaster but also passing along the most recent information about Spanish plans to attack. If the United States was going to claim the island then Laffite would warn Graham that Spain was committing a hostile act against the U.S. land, playing each nation against the other to buy himself some time and perhaps turn a profit. He implored Graham to listen to what Pierre told him about Spanish intentions.50
Graham got Jean's letter and met with Pierre,51 then departed for Washington to arrive in November just as President Monroe was preparing to deliver his annual message to the Congress. Graham reported to Adams on his mission and its success, but did not earn complete approbation. Negotiating with Laffite and Lallemand implied a degree of diplomatic status for them that the United States vigorously denied. Adams especially disapproved of Graham having put Laffite in touch with the Buenos Aires junta, fearing that the United States would be left facing the same problems with pirates at sea and smuggling at home. Graham had acted on his own initiative, "and in my opinion, not much to the credit of its wisdom."52 Perhaps trusting the promises of the Galveston leaders less than had Graham, Adams began to gather from him copies of all of his correspondence and reports, as well as everything the War Department had on file relating to the "state of things" at Galveston.53
The state of things was not good, at least so far as Lallemand's people were concerned. Chaos ensued after his departure, and week by week, singly and in small groups, the men began to scatter.54 Spanish spies reported that by September nothing remained of Champ d'Asile but two iron cannon that Laffite sent two blacks to retrieve.55 Finally the much-rumored Spanish threat materialized. Captain Juan de Castañeda started out on September 16 at the head of 250 soldados, intending to confirm the abandonment of Champ d'Asile or else destroy it. By October 9 he reached the Trinity, and learned that Lallemand had evacuated. He sent José Sandoval and three others down the river to the bay to Galveston, taking with them letters for Lallemand or whomever commanded the settlers.56 On October 13 some of the Champ d'Asile refugees indulged what they called "artful necessity in way of amusement" by holding a mock matrimonial ceremony. During the revelry, they spotted a column of smoke rising from the beach at some distance, and a party set off to find the cause. Soon they saw a canoe pulled up on the beach and four men standing beside a white flag. Sandoval, his weapon concealed in his clothing, spoke to them on their approach and said he had a packet with communications for the "Chief of that assemblage." Some discussion ensued and the Frenchmen confessed they were disgusted and looking to leave, and that they expected everyone to abandon the place in time.
Though Lallemand had left Antoine Rigaud in charge, the men took Sandoval to Laffite's brig, where Jean greeted him with some courtesy. On learning Sandoval's embassy, Laffite sent ashore for Rigaud, who shortly appeared with a staff of five officers. Rigaud broke the seal on the packet Sandoval presented him and then passed the contents, written in Spanish, to one of his colonels for translation. Laffite and the others heard a demand to know Lallemand's purpose in bringing his "emigrants or outlaws" filibustering in Texas. Castañedas letter pointed out the fate of Mina, Gutiérrez, and others as a caution. Castañeda was ready to drive the invaders out, and more squads were on the march from Mexico if needed. There was nowhere on Spanish soil that Lallemand could go. If Lallemand wanted legitimately to settle somewhere, he could make application to Castañeda, who would negotiate with him. If he sought to make his own state or nation, however, it was beyond discussion. He would be allowed to leave, even to travel across Spanish territory if he sought to march rather than sail, but he would have to leave behind all armament. All other hopes the French might have, Castañeda said, were "groundless expectations." 57
The junta spoke in French among themselves, and questioned Sandoval. Finally they told him he would have to stay the night on the brig, for the hurricane had destroyed any accommodations ashore. Even confined as he was, however, Sandoval could tell the poor condition of affairs. There were now only about 150 on the island. They had little good water and no other vessels, and their only serviceable artillery appeared to be two pivot guns, their powder soaked and useless.58
While Sandoval observed what he could, Rigaud and the others pondered their response, but Laffite distanced himself from the proceeding. The demand spoke only of the settlers, and he did not want to confuse his establishment with them more than it was already. Rigaud finally prepared a statement reiterating the settlers' peaceful intent to make a colony on the Trinity for Napoleonic exiles. They had arms, but only for hunting and protection. The land they tried to settle was abandoned and unused, but when they learned of the Spaniards' approach, they gave it up and retreated to the island. They would settle here on Galveston but found that "this island does not promise anything other than asylums and difficulties to those that would wish to possess it and cultivate it." Rigaud protested that they were only there now while waiting for Lallemand to make arrangements to settle them elsewhere. Castañedas ultimatum had shattered their remaining peace of mind, but they could do nothing until they heard from Lallemand. Rigaud asked to be allowed to remain a little longer but refused to hand over their arms. The settlers had never used them against the Spaniards, and needed them for protection.59
The next morning an officer handed Sandoval a packet containing the Galveston junta's response and took him back to his canoe. Within a few days Sandoval reached Castañedas camp, but when the captain read Rigaud's response, he found it unsatisfactory and sent a messenger back to demand that a high-ranking member of the junta come to negotiate with him. "Not only you and your subjects are included in my parley," he wrote to Rigaud, "but the head of the privateer [s], Monsieur Lafitte, of which person and his operations I ought to have knowledge for the concession or denial that his circumstances occasion." Castañeda demanded a reply within three days or he would take steps "that may be fatal to you."60 To cover himself, Castañeda had already sent a letter eastward to "The First Authority Depending on the Congress of the United States," to inform American authorities of his intentions at Galveston. Spain had the right to evict filibusters seeking to invade Spanish provinces. He wanted the United States to understand that any action he took would not be a hostile act against Americans, and he promised not to cross the border into the Neutral Zone.61
Whatever they thought of Castañedas ultimatum, neither Rigaud nor Laffite sent a reply. Without the boats to make an assault on Galveston Island, he could do little more than destroy the remaining structures at Champ d Asile and march back to his base.62 He knew there was no need for the Spaniards to attack, however. Lallemand's people had reached their last extremity. By late October Lallemand's forty days were up and the promised supplies did not appear. Deserters from the island began to seek sanctuary at Spanish camps, often two at a time, and as many as six on one occasion.63 Three officers handed themselves over to Castañeda before he was too far distant, and happily reported to him the disarray on the island.64
One settler, disgusted with the confusion and the hunger, simply walked over to the privateer settlement and signed on to serve aboard a corsair. Soon others would do the same. 65 Laffite continued to provide food sufficient to sustain life, but not to maintain morale. Finally, in November Lallemand sent word that Congress had made another land grant in Alabama and the settlers were to return to New Orleans at once. This was easier to say than to do, for they had no transportation. Laffite had a small prize sloop, the St. Antonio de Campeche, but it was so small that only the sick could be embarked. She left on October 24 with Humbert in command and fearing that another awful month would pass on the island before the sloop returned, about sixty of Lallemand's people opted to walk. Despite the heavy debt Lallemand owed him for all the supplies advanced, Laffite ferried them to the mainland and capitalized on his good relations with the Coushatta to trade for horses and guides to get the settlers to Nacogdoches without attracting the attention of Spanish authorities.66
In a couple of weeks the sick refugees reached New Orleans, only to find yellow fever. Most became victims. Those who waited on Galveston for the boat to come back arrived a month later and some of them also died, but the rest went on to Alabama to become genuine tillers of the soil.67 Lallemand became embroiled in legal and financial difficulties over $1,200 he owed Lameson for chartering the Golden Age to bring the colony a load of food, a cannon or two, and ammunition. On December 17, 1818, Lallemand appeared before the federal court to state his intention to become an American citizen and take the oath required. His dreams of conquest were over.68 No doubt too embarrassed to face his former followers, he stayed in Louisiana to become a farmer not far from New Orleans.69
By the end of November only seven of Lallemand's men remained on Galveston, but it became evident that the damage from the hurricane, short rations, and uncertainty over the future in the face of what was known of the Graham visit and Castaneda's ultimatum had done their work on Laffite's men, too Their numbers were reduced, and they lived once more in brush and sailcloth huts. Laffite's slave mistress remained with him, but in ill health. 70 Laffite stayed aboard the brig with three or four trusted lieutenants to guard merchandise rumored to be worth $200,000—if it could be gotten to market. Sometime around the end of the year a cabal of thirty to forty of the privateers decided to take it for themselves, even if they had to slit Laffite's throat to do so. Jean, who did not customarily carry sidearms, got word of the plot and prepared to defend himself, engaging the seven remaining Frenchmen from Lallemand's band to add to his defense. They must have been sufficient, for though Laffite believed they all ran a risk of assassination that winter, no attempts were made. When the seven finally left on March 3, 1819, he could not pay them, but handed over merchandise that they could smuggle into Louisiana.71 The Laffites exited the Champ d'Asile episode no better off than the settlers.
Yet they did not give up hope of capitalizing on their skills at espionage. They had failed with Aury and Mina and Lallemand, and by now the "associates" were all but out of the filibustering business. Nevertheless, Graham's good offices with DeForest opened another two-way door. The game never changed, only the players. And so the brothers boldly tried to shift the game to Washington. Leaving Jean behind to press their futile claims for compensation before a sympathetic but hamstrung Fatio, and with Graham's introduction to DeForest in hand, Pierre took ship for the East and arrived by the middle of November.72
Pierre Laffite's first and only visit to Washington put him there during what residents would recall as "the period of the best society in Washington." Congress abounded with "gentlemen of high character and high breeding." Already Willard's Hotel on Pennsylvania Avenue was a major hostelry, though Pierre stayed at Washington Hall not far away. If the city's cooks were not outstanding, still the proximity to the Chesapeake left no fine ingredients to be desired. 73 But Pierre was in town on business, and would not remain for months as had his brother. He sent their old associate Vicente Garros to Philadelphia to meet DeForest with Graham's recommendation and the Laffites' own entreaty in hand. Garros met with DeForest on November 16. DeForest was a United States citizen who had applied in May 1818 to be recognized as consul general representing the Buenos Aires junta. Secretary of State Adams had responded by citing "the excesses and outrages committed by Privateers having commissions from Buenos Ayres, but fitted out, armed and manned in the ports of the United States." He did not hesitate to attribute these unlawful privateers to commissions DeForest was giving out in Philadelphia. Indeed, a recognized agent from Buenos Aires admitted to Adams that not one of the corsairs known to be sailing under his junta's commissions was captained or crewed by natives. Thereafter Adams had no further communication with DeForest, so when Garros met with him, he encountered a man who had no official standing at all.74
During the conference Garros listed the men whom the brothers would appoint to create an admiralty court, customs administration, and civil and military authorities should they have to leave Galveston and form a new establishment. DeForest was curious to know what location the Laffites might choose for a new base, but Garros evaded a direct answer. Garros gave away nothing by observing, however, that one good spot would be someplace on the coast opposite the Isla Mugeres, the so-called Island of Women off the northeastern tip of the Yucatán peninsula. Indeed, the island itself would leave the corsairs perched on a virtual promontory thrust into the middle of the Gulf directly in the path of Spanish shipping from Cuba to Vera Cruz. In all the region, it was the land base best situated for speedy raid and return. Garros suggested that if DeForest could persuade President Monroe, who was friendly to Buenos Aires interests, to delay closing Galveston for a year, the Laffites could use the time to establish a new base without unnecessary interruption, benefiting both Buenos Aires and the brothers. DeForest agreed to approach Monroe on the subject. It may only be coincidental that Monroe's message to Congress, delivered two days after this meeting, pointedly omitted any reference to Galveston, but thereafter the pressure on Galveston from Washington relaxed for several months.
Garros told DeForest that when he left Galveston in September, Jean Laffite had six unarmed vessels to fit out. Pierre could have informed him that probably not more than two or three vessels were seaworthy after the hurricane, but there was no need to understate the Laffites' need for finance. DeForest asked Garros to go with him to Baltimore to meet with the merchant Thomas Tenant, presumably to help outfit the boats, but Garros pled that as he was in charge of Laffite affairs in Philadelphia, he could not leave. DeForest spoke much of his desire to meet Pierre, and seemed to believe that the Laffite presence at Galveston was considerably more formidable than it was after the storm. He expressed, in fact, the expectation that had the Laffites joined with Aury, they could have conquered Puerto Rico or San Domingue. Garros politely did not disabuse him of the delusion, saying only that they might have taken those islands but could not have held on to them, whereas there were other places where the privateers' numbers could be used to greater effect. For the current enterprise, he said, their hopes for success lay with Tenant and the other Baltimore businessmen who still had an interest in funding revolution against Spain. After he finished his business with Tenant at Baltimore, DeForest decided to travel to Washington to talk with Pierre. Garros wrote to Laffite at once, both to tell him the encouraging news and to detail what he had said to DeForest so that Pierre's version of things would agree with his emissary's.75
At virtually the same time that Garros met with DeForest, Pierre had an audience with Onís in Washington on November 25. The ambassador was still fighting his routine battle to demonstrate American duplicity,76 but he was making a case no one wanted to hear. Thus he could afford to listen to what Laffite had to say. After presenting his statement of over $18,000 in expenses incurred on behalf of Spain, Pierre outlined the brothers' latest plan for Galveston. He confessed that the Spanish fleet might have finally taken possession of the island, in which case Pierre offered to defy the corsairs and transport supplies to the new tenants so that they could start operating against the privateers. Pierre feared no interference from American officials, even should he take arms to fit out privateers for Spain. However, if the Americans had forced Lallemand out by this time—as indeed Lallemand's people were all but gone now—then Pierre offered to evict the Americans, too, which he promised he could do "by my own means and with the help that you give me."
And the Americans were likely to be a problem, he said. Pierre craftily embellished Jean's discussions with Graham, saying that far from abandoning Galveston, Graham had urged Jean to join forces with Aury and Lallemand to resist any Spanish attempt to take the island. Jean had pretended to go along, and then Graham revealed that the United States wanted to assist the Laffites in taking the Gulf coast all the way to the mouth of the Rio Grande in order to effect a repeat of West Florida. An American naval squadron would make a false show of attacking the Laffite forces and they would surrender it all to the United States. Finally Pierre told Onís that Graham had insisted he could offer "very considerable compensations" from the government in return for their complicity. It was the litany that the brothers had rehearsed before Fatio and Morphy in the past: exaggerating their strength, setting Spain against a real or imaginary antagonist, and offering to make the difference for the Spaniards in spite of "very considerable compensations" from the other side, the perpetual hint that men who could be bought might like to hear a higher offer. 77
Pierre told Onís it should be easy for the Laffites to gain the confidence of American authorities on the Gulf and pass their plans on to Fatio, reiterating as before that he had "no other aim than that of serving His Catholic Majesty." Whether the Americans or the Spaniards took Galveston, the privateers had to find a new base soon, perhaps on the coast of Spanish Florida if Onís did not give it up. In that event, Pierre offered a new plan for capturing the corsairs then cruising the Gulf, thus stopping piracy at a single blow. The Laffites would hold Galveston and seize all matériel sent there from Buenos Aires for arming corsairs. They would also infiltrate DeForest's circle and pass on information to Fatio and Apodaca. Yet again Pierre wanted to communicate personally with Apodaca, and would do so under the cover of being a merchant selling the supplies and arms seized from Buenos Aires, for which Pierre should be paid in person in Havana, along with the compensation for his information. He added a new demand, one that perhaps reflected a growing realization that time was running out for the Laffites on the Gulf. Spain did not want them there, and neither did the United States, and Pierre knew his secret life as a spy was not so secret. As a result, he told Onís that he wanted a pardon from King Ferdinand for himself and Jean, since there had been no action on his similar request in 1815. He wanted, in fact, to go to Spain, raising once more the untruth that he was Spanish born, and once there he wanted to be provided suitable employment for himself and his brother.78
He suggested that he remain in Washington to perfect the scheme with Onís and also to meet and ingratiate himself with the Americans in order to learn their plans and report on them.79 Efficiency demanded that Onís designate a special agent who would deal directly with Pierre in Washington as Fatio had in New Orleans. Pierre also suggested that his code name be changed. Too many people connected with Cienfuegos's "Reserved Commission" in New Orleans knew the identity of Number 13, and he asked that Onís devise to circulate the word to "the majority of those who knew this number" that he was in fact "no longer added to any of Your Catholic Majesty's business." 80 Pierre diplomatically refrained from saying to Onís what Jean had confided to Sedella and Fatio, that the brothers did not want to be directly involved with Onís and his legation "because everything that happens at this office is later known by the Ministers of the Association."81
Onis found Laffite persuasive, and engaged to pass his plans along to Cienfuegos. Reflecting a few days on the matter, however, Onís advised Laffite that he did not need to stay in Washington and that his presence could arouse suspicion. It would be better for him to conduct his other business elsewhere in the East while they awaited a decision from the captain general in Havana.82 Onís sent a dispatch to Cienfuegos days after meeting with Pierre, attesting at the outset that Laffite "seems to act on good faith." Like Sedella and Fatio and others before him, Onís was partly charmed by Pierre's personality and partly victimized by his own wishful thinking. "There is no doubt that they could serve us greatly under these circumstances," he told Cienfuegos. Agreeing with Pierre's concern for security, Onís notified the captain general that hereafter he would refer to Pierre as Number 19.83
Pierre would remain in the capital long enough for Congress to reconvene in December. He hoped to gain an audience with Speaker of the House Henry Clay in tandem with DeForest and other representatives of the Buenos Aires and Venezuelan juntas. Clay outspokenly supported the independence movements in Spanish America. He had tried to kill the legislation outlawing arming and outfitting privateers for the insurgencies in American ports, and in the past year had attempted to repeal the neutrality law. Clay, in fact, was making a bid to take control of foreign policy away from the secretary of state, and sensing the possible shift in power, Laffite and the others wanted to talk with him about the United States granting formal recognition to Buenos Aires. They hoped also to present plans for taking over the rest of Spain's North American holdings.
Sometime in December they probably did get the meeting with Clay, for Pierre afterward gave Onís to understand that Graham, President Monroe, and presumably Clay, remembering his loyalty in the period 1814–1815, wanted to place Laffite in charge of such an enterprise. Of course Laffite protested his devotion to Spain. Stalled in the negotiations with Adams over the Louisiana boundary, Onís could easily believe that the president would be willing to break the stalemate by encouraging filibusters to do the job for him.
Yet there was another side to the matter. For all their puffery, the Laffites were nearly paper tigers on the Gulf coast by now. The hurricane had badly weakened the remainder of the Laffite concern, and at present Onís was less than two months away from final agreement with Adams on a treaty. Negotiations were stalled, but it was obvious that an end was in sight and that they would set the Louisiana border on the Sabine, making Texas and Galveston unequivocally Spanish. If a meeting did take place with Clay, it produced no further action on his part, and most of the Congress did not share Clay's enthusiasm for the insurrections, or at least not so far as to get the United States overtly involved.
The United States was not going to recognize Buenos Aires or Venezuela, at least not yet. America would not send its military to Texas to support the Laffites after the treaty was signed. If there was any remaining use for the Numbers 13 or 19, it was not in Texas. They might be useful elsewhere on the Gulf, but that was a matter for Apodaca and Cienfuegos once the Laffite irritant was removed from Texas. Thus when he received another proposal from Pierre in January offering to reestablish a port at Galveston, Onís passed it on to Apodaca with little expectation. The viceroy had heard it all before, especially the demands for money. 84
At this time privateering commissions from Buenos Aires would have been a godsend to the Laffites, and there were plenty of them about. In the fall of 1817 alone some fourteen corsairs commissioned by the insurgency had brought forty-two prizes into port. One captain took twenty-four prizes during the summer, and boarded ninety-three vessels of all nations in search of Spanish goods.85 In discussions with Buenos Aires representatives, perhaps including DeForest, Pierre told Onís that he worked out an arrangement whereby the Laffites would reestablish an admiralty court at Galveston, appoint a governor, name their friend Garros admiralty judge, and then insurgents would split with them the proceeds of all prizes, DeForest getting 1 percent as his fee for issuing the letters of marque. Pierre further said he would persuade the privateers of the insurgencies to rendezvous at Galveston in March 18x9 to begin operations, which would concentrate them for an easy conquest by a Spanish fleet. All that was needed was approval from Apodaca, and a commitment of ships, and funds, for the brothers' expenses.86 But whatever DeForest may have suggested or promised at their meetings, the Laffites would never get commissions from Buenos Aires or from Bolivar, nor apparently from any of the other insurgencies while the brothers remained at Galveston. In the end, the Laffites were not going to get what they needed to operate against Spain, and Spain was disinclined to give them agency against the rebels. The United States wanted nothing to do with them. The brothers, it seemed, were about to be cast into the universe on their own.
Unaware of this as yet, Pierre told people he met socially that he was in the capital to negotiate with Onís for the exchange of some of his corsairs held in Cuba for Spaniards captured on prizes brought into Galveston, probably a cover since it had always been the Laffites' policy simply to release them. Ransom may have made them some money over ships, but they never ransomed people. Pierre probably met with other insurgent representatives while in Washington, men such as Don Lino de Clemente, who arrived there in December 1818 as representative of Venezuela, though without credentials or commission, which did not stop him from issuing letters of marque all the same. After his meetings in Washington, Pierre Laffite left the capital, apparently still unaware that the brothers would have to abandon Galveston. 87 Under the impression, then, that he had made good progress, he traveled to Baltimore to meet with merchants there. At Nathaniel Williams's chandlery on Bowly's Wharf he bought sails to ship to Galveston for refitting the damaged Laffite corsairs, and he probably called on Tenant and others as well.88 Baltimore was certainly a port of choice for privateers and their agents. Laporte of New Orleans, more than once involved in dealings with the Laffites, frequently sent his prize cargoes there for sale, and Pierre could expect an interested and sympathetic hearing to any business proposals.89 His business there concluded, he went on to Philadelphia to see DeForest, and then to Charleston, South Carolina, another center of privateering investors, with some of whom the brothers may have had dealings in the past.90 In all, Pierre stayed in the East almost as long as his brother had three years before, and it was not until the late spring or early summer of 1819 that he returned to New Orleans. He was in no position at all to know what lay ahead for the Laffites.91
NINETEEN
The Dying Dream 1819
He knew himself a villain—but he deem'd
The rest no better than the thing he seem'd
And scorn'd the best as hypocrites who hid
Those deeds the bolder spirit plainly did.
BY MID-FEBRUARY of 1819 affairs at Galveston were quiet enough that Jean found time to return to New Orleans for a short visit, probably to purchase supplies and building materials with some of the money brought in from the slave sales. He felt flush enough to loan $4,800 to an associate in the city, and then worked with Marie Villard to repurchase the Bourbon and St. Philip house.1 He negotiated a price of $9,000 with Antoine Abat, a considerable step-up from what Marie and Pierre had paid for it a few years before. No cash changed hands, however. Instead, Jean gave Abat nine promissory notes due in six months, mid-August, himself being security for one of them.2 After mid-March he returned to Galveston to continue the rebuilding. Before leaving, he made arrangements for Lameson's the Panchita, now renamed the Two Friends, to bring back Humbert and Dominique and about thirty other men with whom the Laffites intended to get the Galveston operation going once more. It was a move that initially made Fatio fear that forces were marshaling to make another try at Tampico,3 an idea Jean may have planted if only to manufacture a crisis in which his inside information could he valuable. In fact, the "associates" had long since given up filibustering.
Still, as he departed, Jean may have heard the first rumblings of the unrest from a different quarter that would inspire one final filibustering adventure. By 1819 Spain seemed firmly in control of Texas and Mexico with a treaty establishing the western boundary of Louisiana at the Sabine finally signed and on every front, it seemed, a frenzied decade of agitation laid to rest.
Not for Dr. James Long of Natchez, however, or for the frontier people in the Mississippi Valley who believed that Texas had been theirs and that they had been robbed when Adams gave it away. Worse, Washington had given it away to Spaniards, whose brutality and treachery were by now accepted frontier dogma. As soon as the Adams-Onis Treaty became known in Natchez, Long and others gathered to protest. Among them were familiar names from the filibustering years, such as the Kemper brothers and Gutiérrez, along with new names like James Gaines, Warren D. C. Hall, and the Bowie brothers, James and Rezin.
In May a group of these men gathered in Natchez to plan an invasion army to take back what Adams had given away. Perhaps because his uncle-in-law had been a general, Long was given command of the venture. Once more the merchants and investors hoping to profit pledged their financial support. Once more adventurous and avaricious young men turned out to become soldiers of "liberation." Long established his rendezvous at the old filibuster base of Natchitoches, and the first contingent of them arrived early in June. By June 21 Long had about two hundred men across the line into Texas at Nacogdoches. That day he and his officers decreed a new government, with Long as President of the Supreme Council of Twenty-one. Two days later, in a declaration of independence in which he hoped to speak to the world, Long announced that Texas was now and henceforward an independent republic.
The enterprise was never much more than a landgrab at its root, however, and the public at large saw through the group. In Natchitoches, shortly after Long left for Texas, John Jamison likened Long's followers to puppies riding on a chariot, looking back and telling themselves "what a dust we make." He advised Secretary of War John C. Calhoun in Washington that "the whole is a ridiculos [wc] farce and will end like all bubbles."4
The day after issuing the declaration of independence, Long sent two men, one of them James Gaines, south along the trace to Galveston to meet with Jean Laffite. When Laffite read the letter they gave him he saw that President Long was offering him an office in the new government and a commission to privateer in its name out of Galveston. In return, he asked for Laffite's fealty and assistance.5 To Laffite this was an opportunity. Spain would easily defeat Long, but the Long threat offered the Laffites a chance to infiltrate a plot and pass along information to Fatio and Apodaca. Now as before, assisting the failure of others could bring profit to the Laffites.
Pierre had not returned from the East when Jean received Long's embassy, but the younger brother knew what to do. It was an old story by now. He sent a copy of Long's June 24 letter to Fatio, and meanwhile addressed a reply, sending a copy of that, too, to Havana.6 As so often before, Laffite pledged his long devotion to "the emancipation of the Mexican provinces," and assured the filibuster that the Laffites wished to advance his efforts in any way possible. However, he could not help but remind Long that the Laffites had seen Gutiérrez and Magee, Mina and Perry, and Lallemand all try and fail before him. "I have done all in my power to help them along and should not regret the sacrifices they have cost me had they happily succeeded," he said. Now might be a good time for another effort, for Spain was tired and weak in the New World. Indeed, Jean represented his Galveston enclave as a torch keeping alive the flame of freedom in the region. "The spirit of liberty budding out under my care in these fertile provinces is growing rapidly," he said, "and it is no longer necessary to stimulate the heads of those young and brave Creoles but only to lead them wisely."
But he wanted to know the particulars of Long's intentions and immediate plans, and if he was to ally himself with the filibuster, he needed a formal agreement between them of the Laffites' roles and the benefits to accrue to them. He asked Long to tell him "exactly what your resources are, and give me a letter explaining the means you must have to commence the campaign so that I can second you," information that would go straight to Fatio. Jean went on, "Do not keep anything from me that would enable me to cooperate with you." With customary self-aggrandizement, Laffite dangled a morsel before Long and hinted that he knew accurate information on Mexican strength in the region, referring to agents he claimed to have in Bexar who kept him apprised of sentiment there, and of the support for resistance awaiting release.
Jean also bargained for the time he would need to notify Fatio in New Orleans and perhaps strike a new deal with Spain. Jean also expected Pierre at Galveston in a few days and wanted, as always, to confer with his older brother. Meanwhile he offered some advice to Long. Galveston privateers still flew the flag of the Mexican insurgency, but Long entertained no idea of seizing Texas for an illusory independent Mexico and had raised his own banner at Natchitoches. Jean thought it blunted their efforts to be under different flags and for the Laffites to switch now would look like indecision. "It would be a bad policy to take one different from the one under which we have been fighting for the last eight years," he argued. Besides, their flag was recognized by Buenos Aires and Venezuela "and our privateers under such colors are received there in a friendly manner by the authorities of those provinces."
He also told Long that they should establish an admiralty court at Galveston, though neither had the authorization to do so. No doubt that is something he hoped Pierre would bring back with him from one of the several meetings with revolutionary representatives in Philadelphia or Baltimore that had kept him on the East Coast. Meanwhile Jean's suggestion that Long fly the flag of the Mexican insurgency may have been an attempt at insurance. If Pierre came back empty-handed, then even a show of embracing the revolutionary cause would allow Long to justify letters of marque and an admiralty court under his rump council.
Long asked to meet personally with Laffite, but Jean protested that he could not leave Galveston before Pierre returned. Long had also asked for some ammunition, and Jean could spare a little of that, but only a little, as he was fortifying Galveston once more in the wake of the hurricane. Once he had more, he promised to give Long all he asked.7 It was a typical Laffite response, seeming to promise much in return for a lot of information, but giving little or nothing in effect. Typical of the filibusters, however, Long had not brought adequate supplies, and in July had to disperse his men in small parties to subsist from the land until he could somehow bring in substantial provisions from Louisiana.
Pierre had arrived back in New Orleans by mid-July if not earlier, and the necessity of conferring with him persuaded Jean to leave the island shortly after responding to Long.8 The brothers returned to Galveston during the first weeks of August,9 and were there when new emissaries from Long stepped ashore. They came to seek supplies, which they may have gotten in some measure, but also to move on to the steps Jean had suggested of establishing an admiralty court and issuing letters of marque under the authority of what Long would call the Republic of Texas. The Laffites put them off, at least on the admiralty court, for that would have required them to swear fealty to Long, and thus abrogate their ability to operate under the rotting cloak of the Mexican insurgency. Humbert had been back since April, when the Two Friends dropped anchor in the bay, and now the old warrior began issuing commissions in his role as "lieutenant general and chief of the Province of Texas" under authority from the Mexican Congress. He granted the first on August 18 to Juan Salvador de Torres for Le Brave, captained by Jean Desfarges.10
Typically, the official governmental letter of marque was a document that had been signed in advance in blank by a member of the junta and as such, had no validity.11 Laffite's commissions to his vessels, of which he probably never issued more than a half dozen, were written in duplicate in longhand by a secretary, one copy for the vessel and the other for retention, and signed by Laffite. He authorized his captains to stop neutral vessels and take supplies as needed, paying with a warrant negotiable with Laurent Maire, who was now a merchant in New Orleans. When bringing a prize into Galveston, the corsair should fly no flag but a white one on the mizzenmast, and approach from west of the pass. Laffite would respond by showing a white flag from the signal tower atop his house, or else fly a flag on the beach. All friendly ships lying at anchor would display white flags while in port, and when a corsair entered the bay it should fire one shot and receive an answering shot from shore. His captains were prohibited from making landing with their prizes anywhere except Galveston.12
The overriding concern with profit was evident in another document handed to captains by Laffite and Humbert, a "charter for partition" that detailed the division of spoils taken from prizes, a touchy subject since the dawn of piracy. Half of everything went to the ship owner and outfitter, together with a 5 percent commission on the balance of the cargo brought into Galveston. The captain was to hold back another 5 percent of what was due to the crew pending dispensation of everything. If the crew took a vessel better than their own and abandoned their own as a result, then the new prize became entirely the property of the owner of the original privateer in order to cover his loss. All arms also went to the owner. Thereafter, in something resembling an insurance policy, Laffite detailed the special shares of profit to be given to a man should he lose an arm or a leg. The first man to spot a prize was to get an extra share, as was the first man to board one. The captain controlled four discretionary shares to hand out to men who performed particularly well, whereas any men who deserted or were caught stealing from their mates should lose their shares. Then in descending order from the captain to the common crewmen, a division by shares by rank was detailed. 13
Whether Humbert was doing this on the basis of his old commission, or if Pierre secured some new authorization for him in the East, is unclear, but it would not have mattered to the Laffites either way. Before long the word was out that Humbert, "an outcast and a wanderer on the face of the earth," as Patterson called him a few weeks hence, had washed ashore at Galveston yet again to issue commissions for the Laffites.14 So long as he was doing that, it did not suit the brothers' purposes to make Galveston submit itself to Long's presumed authority.
By late September, however, the Laffites had rethought their situation. The brothers could not expect to be able to hold their island base too much longer. With their corsairs back on the Gulf making money, the brothers could consider ostensibly changing allegiances to Long, putting them in a position to be more valuable to Spain, with the hope for remuneration, or else toleration of their Galveston establishment.
By this time, however, Apodaca had decided he wanted nothing further to do with the double-dealing Laffites. Pierre's plan proposed to Onís in Washington appeared pointless to the viceroy. Given the time it took for information to get from Galveston to Havana, it would be old and obsolete before it could be acted upon, and thus not worth the expense. Besides, Apodaca did not trust the Laffites, and felt convinced that they had been double-dealing with Fatio and Onís. "In spite of whatever the Minister Onís says in favor of LaFit, I do not have any confidence in him," Apodaca told Madrid. He could not forget that while supposedly helping to disrupt Lallemand's enterprise with Fatio, Jean Laffite was also feeding Lallemand's people and thus apparently prolonging their stay. The Champ d'Asile settlement would never have gotten started had Jean not saved the colonists when they first landed at Galveston, and the Laffite argument that they were lulling the colonists to make them easy prey did not carry weight in Havana. "The Lafite person is only concerned with his own affairs," Apodaca railed, "and double-dealing with us and the adventurers."
As for Pierre's offer to sell munitions and supplies to Havana, it was pointless, for Apodaca now had means to secure all he needed from other more reliable sources. Worse, any such dealing with Pierre would be ill advised because it would enable him to provide information on Spanish strength to other filibusters or rebels. Moreover, it would entrench Galveston as a smuggling haven. "Lafit is a lost man, reduced to poverty and without the means of subsistence," said Apodaca. The Laffites would say or do anything for money, and honor no loyalty. As for Galveston, it should be destroyed and the Laffite operation dispersed. Apodaca wanted the Laffites erased from the Spanish coast throughout his viceregal domain.15 Weather and circumstances had stopped the fleet from attacking in 1818, but in February of this year Apodaca had requested ships for another assault and waited only for official approval. At the same time he sent fifteen thousand pesos to the military commander in Texas to pay for an overland expedition to Galveston, though summer floods and other problems would sap the funds before they could be used.16
Unaware of the Spanish sword poised over him, or that his sometime ally Onís had been ordered back to Spain in May, on September 30 Jean sent another letter to Long, this time borne by John Davis and Jean Lacaze. Laffite was simply gulling the filibuster. 17 Protesting once again that he could not leave Galveston, Jean said these two "lawyers" from New Orleans came to represent the Laffites' willingness to enter into an agreement whereby they would aid Long in establishing and maintaining Mexican authority at Galveston. To that end, Laffite sent a draft of such an agreement.18 Long took the Laffite proposal before his council, and by October 7 Long had come to Galveston to meet with Jean. On that day he appointed Jean "governor and commander-in-chief of the Island of St. Luis and Port of Galveston," empowered to grant letters of marque against Spanish shipping.19 He also declared Galveston a port of entry for the Republic. Jean Laffite began commissioning privateers under his power as governor, including that month the Jupiter, which sailed under the new "Mexican" colors of a white star in the center of a red field.20 Once again the Laffites were serving two masters, and preparing to betray one.
That day, in New Orleans, Pierre wrote a report on affairs at Galveston to Cienfuegos's successor in Havana, Captain General Juan Cagigal. It recounted the recent misfortunes suffered by the Laffites, and presented an exaggerated portrait of Long's arrival and his undoubted links to American expansionists, as well as his intention of taking La Bahia when his command was strong enough. Of course Pierre would not know until sometime later of the events on Galveston Island that day or what happened immediately thereafter.21
Long decided to take a party of his followers from Natchitoches to Galveston to help establish his sovereignty on the island, but he got only as far as the Coushatta Trace when he learned that Spanish soldados were on their way to attack. Long ordered a retreat to Nacogdoches, but when he recrossed the Brazos River the Spaniards caught him with a surprise attack that sent him reeling back in confusion. Meanwhile a post on the Trinity commanded by Long's brother David was also attacked, and the brother was killed. Fleeing refugees spread panic in Nacogdoches, and when Long reached his base he found it evacuated. He abandoned the town on October 26, just two days before Spaniards occupied the village, 22 and retreated to Louisiana. It had been in part Jean's July warning to Fatio, and information sent subsequently, that resulted in the successful expulsion of the filibusters—this being the only occasion when intelligence furnished by the Laffites influenced Spain's campaign against invaders and revolutionaries. Their information on Long also helped persuade Spain to delay ratification of the Adams-Onis Treaty, by making the Spaniards feel that the United States was trying through Long to take by force what it had agreed to give up in diplomacy.23
Long was in disgrace at the fiasco. As his fragmented army crossed the Sabine, one of his officers grumbled that the general had deceived his followers as to their prospects, and might be in danger from his own people if he appeared on the Sabine. A rumor soon spread along the river that Long fled south to Galveston to seek refuge with Laffite.24 In Bexar Spanish authorities believed the same, and ordered a regimental detachment to reconnoiter the strength of "Genl. Long and the Pirate Lafit."25
At this moment, the word "pirate" was finally to carry real peril for the Laffites. When Congress passed new legislation to protect commerce and punish piracy as part of the bargain in the Adams-Onis Treaty, even Onís for a change took heart. The act did not precisely define who should be regarded as pirates, however. Onís wanted it to include those who fitted out privateers in the United States to prey on Spanish shipping under Latin American insurgent flags, and who did so without being commissioned in a home port of that flag, or who took their prizes to insurgent ports for adjudication. In short, Onís wanted Galveston ruled illegal as well as Old Providence and all other corsair outposts on "some desert Island, where under colour of giving a sanction to their robberies, they have established a tribunal bearing the semblance of an Admiralty court." He also wanted it stipulated that the captain and two-thirds of the crew of a privateer must be native to the nation whose flag they flew. 26
Further definition would be forthcoming, as would a renewed assault on the illicit corsairs and their nests. In May Washington sent Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry aboard the John Adams to cruise between Venezuela and Buenos Aires and San Domingue to protect American commerce in those waters. Privately Adams also wanted Perry to meet with the leaders of the insurgencies and assure them of unofficial American support.27 The message was clear enough. The United States would honor privateers properly commissioned, but would regard all others as pirates. Adams was especially concerned with those commissioned by DeForest for Buenos Aires.28
Meanwhile on the Gulf coast, Patterson began the year with his squadron in poor condition. His ketch the Surprise was in such bad shape that he thought it might be cheaper to replace her than to repair her. "In her present condition she is unsafe as a cruising vessel," he reported the previous November.29 The Enterprise needed extensive repairs and her sails and rigging were much worn. He also had the Prometheus, too decayed to be worth repairing. The Firebrand, mounting four twelve-pounder medium guns and four twelve-pounder carronades, was in perfect condition in all respects, however, and his only seaworthy vessel with substantial armament. Otherwise he had the revenue cutter the Louisiana, in bad shape generally and unarmed; the little felucca the Bull Dog with its two twelve-pounder carronades, in excellent shape; and two small launches each mounting a single carronade.30
Still Patterson tightened his grip on the Gulf coast, on July 18 capturing nine men who had attacked and plundered several vessels at anchor below New Orleans and then retreated to Big Bayou Barataria. Washington gave him more muscle, and by late September when rumor had the brutal pirate William Mitchell fortified at Barataria with 150 men, Patterson stationed the Hornet, the Lynx, the Surprise, and the Bull Dog off Barataria and the passes leading in from the sea, and sent an expedition in to destroy the remnant of a renascent pirate base.31 The Laffites' old associate Dominique had already given up on Gulf coast privateering, shortly after appearing in court in New Orleans to contest his right to three boxes of prize goods. When he put out from Galveston the previous March, he left again bound for Aury and Old Providence, stepping out of the Laffite orbit for good.32
Less than a month earlier, however, Patterson struck a blow that sent a shiver throughout the corsairing community, and signaled the beginning of its end. On August 29 the Laffite-owned privateer Le Brave under Desfarges took the Filomena bound from Pensacola to Havana, laden with a cargo of raisins, flour, lard, beef, peas, and $3,000 in gold and silver coin. The next day about one hundred miles west of the Florida Keys the vessels encountered the cutters the Alabama, commanded by Don Gomez Taylor, and the Louisiana, with Lieutenant Harris Loomis in command. Desfarges had his men fire a musket volley at the Louisiana, but after a return volley he quickly surrendered. Loomis brought both the privateer and her prize back to Bayou St. John above New Orleans.33 Taken aboard Le Brave were seventeen men including Captain Desfarges, and with them Loomis captured the articles of agreement prepared at Jean Laffite's order, a blank commission signed by Humbert, and other documents going back to the days of Aury, John Ducoing, and John Peter Rousselin. In a trunk in the cabin Loomis also found some table silver and assorted items including a flag of the Mexican republic.34
Perhaps for the first time, federal authorities had in their hands the letters of marque and other relevant documents of a Laffite privateer out of Galveston, and it was immediately apparent how bogus was any claim to legitimacy. The federal court had a perfect opportunity with an ironclad case to send a message to the corsair community. On November 12 a grand jury indicted Desfarges and his crew on charges of piracy. 35
It was not a good time to be called a pirate. On August 27, 1819, three days before the taking of Le Brave, Judge Richard Peters handed down a decision in a case involving one of DeForest's privateers that brought a Spanish prize into Philadelphia after being fitted out illegally in Baltimore. What he said bore directly on the Laffite operation as well as American corsairs everywhere:
It is a disgrace to the character of American citizens, thus to prostitute themselves in nefarious acts of robbery and plunder, under the mask of assisting the Spanish patriots of South America, as those are termed whose cause many of our deluded or vitiated citizens effect to espouse; when in fact they are pursuing selfish and sordid objects, for their private emolument. Such base and hypocritical depravity, gives to those who envy our national character and unexampled success in our republican and highly estimable form of government, the opportunity of uncandidly generalizing the foul propensities of culpable individuals, into stains on our national reputation; although those who are guilty of such unworthy and base crimes and misdemeanors, are, as in all civilized nations they should be, subjected to punishment by our laws, (which if defective in a case will no doubt be made more perfect), and are held in merited detestation by the great body of our citizens. It is the duty of those to whom the execution of our laws is committed, to correct these abuses, by punishing the perpetrators, and rendering their enormities unprofitable to them, by restoring their plunder to those who have suffered by their depredations. Such unwarrantable misbehavior becomes unsatiable and boundless, and spreads itself into acts of piracy, murder, and robbery committed on the persons and property even of our own citizens, as well as those of all countries who navigate the seas, emphatically styled the high road or nations. The Buenos Ayres flag, or even the flag or commission of a nation acknowledged by our government to be sovereign and independent, would not justify to our laws, any acts of capture or depredation committed on the high seas, by an armed vessel fitted and furnished in any of our ports either wholly or partially, on the property or persons of the subjects of a power in amity with us. Such fitting and furnishing, would be a breach of our laws, even if the whole of the officers and crew were subjects of a foreign nation, originally belonging to, and arriving in the vessel thus furnished, equipped or fitted. But it is highly criminal in our citizens to engage on board such vessel, or otherwise to commit hostilities against a friendly power under any pretext. 36
The Peters decision set a precedent for dealing with questionable privateers and meant trouble for the Laffites, especially once initial reports saying that Le Brave belonged to one "Le Fage" were corrected to identify the owner as Jean Laffite. More sobering to the accused was the fact that finally, on the previous March 3, Congress had made piracy a capital crime.
Of course, many men, including the Laffites, had gotten to this point in the past. But hereafter it was not to be so easy. Grymes was engaged, apparently by Pierre Laffite, to defend Desfarges and the others. The crux of the case would be the legitimacy of the Laffite commissions.37 Until this time, life in New Orleans had assumed a more orderly pace for Pierre than his brother's life at Galveston. When he returned from the East he found the good news that he had won his suit against the estate of Champlin, though instead of getting all Pierre had sought, Livingston secured only $2,879.50 for his client.38 One of Marie's relations had bought a house two doors away on St. Philip.39 The family in the house on the corner may have grown yet again, for on Pierre's return he bought a slave girl aged just twelve, and in late August a grown male from the wife of Laurent Maire. 40 The old problems between Pierre and Paul Lanusse seemed to have been forgotten, and Pierre now conducted much of his business on behalf of Galveston through Lanusse's mercantile house.41 Indeed, when Jean helped Marie Villard repurchase the Bourbon and St. Philip house from Abat, one of the men subscribing himself as security for her notes was Lanusse.42
Nevertheless money was tight. On September 6, two weeks after the $9,000 in notes for the repurchase of their house came due, Marie had been able to pay off barely more than $2,000.43 Meanwhile Pierre's health probably remained indifferent, and the growing fear of exposure and uncertainty over the brothers' future employment by Spain contributed to a time of upset and uncertainty.44
Now the plight of Desfarges and his crew added to the stress. The defendants had entered pleas of not guilty and Pierre and the rest had set about their defense.45 They wanted to call Humbert to testify to his supposed authority in issuing Le Braves commission, but Humbert had decided it would be prudent to distance himself from the Laffites and he refused to testify. Ironically, the prosecution called Pierre Laffite and Pierre Lameson as witnesses for the government. On November 19 Laffite was able to testify as to the authority from Herrera, or Iturribarria, or whomever, that might or might not legitimize Humbert's commissions. Lameson could speak to his own earlier commission and corroborate Laffite. But together their testimony could have been damning for the men they wanted to defend, for they could present nothing to convince a jury that Desfarges sailed under legitimate papers. Hardly surprisingly, an attempt to get the men out of jail on a writ of habeas corpus was denied, for everyone knew that Desfarges and the rest would disappear as the Laffites had in 1813. On November 22 the jury returned a guilty verdict within minutes.46
Judge Hall postponed sentencing for several weeks. Until the Long business was settled, Jean did not dare leave Galveston. Pierre Laffite could often be seen at Maspero's Exchange Commercial Coffee House, alternately protesting that he and his brother were not and had never been pirates, and continuing his cover of railing against the Spaniards—which he could do with some sincerity after the expense he had incurred without reimbursement.47 Whatever his efforts to free Desfarges, however, he failed. It did not help that the sentiment against piracy continued to escalate as public sympathy for smugglers seemed to dissipate. On December 30, before a courtroom packed with Laffite friends, Judge Hall pronounced the feared sentence of death by hanging. It was time to set stern examples.
This made it all the more important for the Laffites to reestablish themselves with Spain, and James Long could provide the lure. When Long arrived at Bolivar Point in late November or early December after the Brazos River fiasco, he did not immediately meet with Jean. Instead, he sent James Gaines, Warren Hall, and a few followers, and they spent some time on Galveston. Laffite received them in the repaired frame house, and there Gaines passed on Long's request that Laffite join forces with him against Spain. Despite showing every hospitality, Laffite avoided making any commitment.48 Meanwhile Jean sent word to Pierre in New Orleans, and Pierre in turn informed Fatio and wrote to Cagigal with a report of affairs at Galveston. He twisted the bare facts into a warning that Long surely intended to seize the port from Spain's friends, the Laffites. The intruders must be driven away. "I foresee the most woeful consequences if they take possession," he said, "since it is evident that they are instruments of a Government that seeks means of territorial expansion and that is setting them at work as pioneers." In short, Pierre accused Long of being a United States agent. Naturally the Laffites had a plan whereby Spain, with their help, could get rid of Long if he did take over. Pierre asked for eighty to one hundred men to be sent to Galveston, where Jean would allow them through the pass into the bay by means of "a signal to be agreed upon." He would then enable their commander to seize the place and raise the Spanish flag without difficulty. If the Americans tried to return and take the port by force, the Laffites would not be strong enough to repel them, perhaps, but Pierre promised that thanks to the brothers' knowledge of the coast, "never, never will the American gentlemen be masters of it." 49 Long's presence also irritated some in the United States, who complained that Galveston, which some described as "the present headquarters of the republicans," was nothing more than "a nest of murderers and pirates."50
While both Spain and the United States decided what, if anything, to do about Long, Jean Laffite had to deal with his unwelcome new neighbor on Bolivar Point, and he did so with his usual veneer of charm. Warren Hall from Rapides Parish, Louisiana, found the corsair, as had so many before him, to be tall and well formed other than those tiny hands and feet, and a man of appealing manners. If Jean Laffite showed any difference in his dealings with people, it was that he treated his subordinates with a coolness approaching the aloof, while visitors got a warm welcome. He spoke good English, with an accent that left no doubt as to his Bordeaux nativity, and which Hall found gave additional zest to his impressive conversational skill. Laffite entertained his guests with often amusing stories of his past, many of them no doubt invented for their benefit. As he spoke, he habitually kept one eye closed, leading some to believe that he was blind in that eye. The old green uniform was gone, at least for the present, replaced by the simple broadcloth of the fashionable gentleman, a costume that should have seemed out of place on this all-but-desert island among pirates and smugglers.51
Hall found Laffite "always affable, but perfectly impenetrable."52 Gaines thought much the same, finding Laffite gentlemanly, sober, and thoughtful, but distant from his subordinates, rarely smiling. He had the manner and bearing of a leader, and relied on his personality and prestige to maintain control, though he occasionally wore a brace of pistols in his belt when he thought they lent weight to his authority. He did not brook disobedience, and could punish malefactors severely, but apparently with the sort of rude equitability that even the roughest men respected. 53 When one of the men on the island, François Francis, robbed Robert Kuykendall, a traveler from the Cadron settlement in Arkansas, Laffite turned Francis over to Kuykendall and told him to punish Francis as he pleased. Kuykendall hanged him.54 About the same time occurred a long-remembered incident with a privateer who tried to withhold some of the prize goods from the shares turned over to Laffite. When confronted, he supposedly spat in Laffite's face or offered some other insult, and the governor grabbed him, spun him around, and kicked him in the seat of his pants, which put an end to the insolence.55 Twenty years later men who had been on Galveston at this time liked to recall of Jean Laffite that "his sailors adored him, for though a strict disciplinarian & one who made no bones of hanging & shooting his subjects when they deserved, yet was he generous withal." There may have been more than a gloss of nostalgia or "sea story" to this, but it is apparent that Laffite knew how to control his men with a judicious mixture of severity and generosity.56
Always there to soften the rude edges of Jean's life on the island was Laffite's mulatto mistress. Perhaps she was Catherine, as there were rumors on the island that she had a son by Laffite. More likely his companion was another woman altogether. Catherine probably never visited Galveston, even during the awful summer of 1819 when a yellow fever epidemic swept New Orleans. Pierre had at least two children born in earlier years, Pierre and Jean, who disappear from the record after 1818, in all probability victims of the fever. If Jean felt conscious of the hazard being faced by Catherine and their son Jean Pierre, it was apparently not sufficient for him to bring them to the other dangers of Galveston. 57 Meanwhile he dined from china plate and linen at a well-stocked table, highlighted by excellent wine, and his mistress kept his house neat and orderly as if he were a middle-class Royal Street merchant in New Orleans.58
All the while that Jean dealt with Long and Pierre and the Spaniards and their foes, the business of privateering and selling contraband continued. Rebuilding the smuggling operation required Jean to keep the flow of slaves going to the Sabine barracks and on into Louisiana. The market was stronger than ever into mid-1819. "The only prevailing thirst of this country appears to be the accumulation of wealth for the purpose of possessing slaves, the bane of every happy country," observed a United States naval agent on an inspection tour that January.59 A year earlier, on April 20, 1818, when Congress struck a blow at the illegal African slave trade by passing legislation allowing for the seizure of ships carrying such blacks and a reward of 50 percent of the proceeds to those responsible for such captures, it included the sale of the captured slaves in the proceeds to be divided.
Imaginative investors conceived the idea of sending agents to the West Indies to buy cargoes of blacks at a third of the price they would fetch in Louisiana and then ship them into the Mississippi, stopping at the Balize. From that point the agent left the ship and informed the authorities in New Orleans of an illicit cargo, not mentioning his own role in bringing the slaves into American waters. Beverly Chew's people seized the cargo and sold the slaves at auction, by common consent at a price far below market value. The Treasury took its half of the proceeds and the informing agent the rest for his employers. A slave that cost $200 in the Indies might go to the agent for $300 at auction, being legalized in the process. With his rebate of $150, the agent or original buyer was out of pocket $350 but now had a slave he could sell lawfully for $600 to $1,000 or more. Soon rumors told of a host of such cargoes being brought in and more than 10,000 slaves dispersed, though this was surely an exaggeration. Others in New Orleans swore they knew of only one such cargo by the end of 1818. 60
That gave some enterprising men an idea. Several would employ the scheme, but it seems to have found its most ardent practitioners in the Bowie brothers of Rapides Parish. Having left Long's campaign and returned home, James and Rezin Bowie received a visit from their former comrade Warren Hall, who made them aware of the money to be made from the slaves coming into Galveston.61 The brothers realized that if they bought slaves from Laffite, who was still selling them at one dollar a pound, and brought them overland into Louisiana, they did not have to risk selling them to buyers to make a profit. All they had to do was inform the authorities of the slaves' whereabouts and then capitalize on the new Congressional legislation. Once seized, the slaves would be sold at public auction, and half the proceeds would go to the Bowies for being informants. Better yet, at auction the Bowies could afford to buy the slaves themselves, knowing that they would be reimbursed half of the purchase price in their reward. Then the slaves would be legally "laundered," and the brothers would be free to sell them on the open market to anyone. A slave that cost $140 could bring $500 or more at the auction, meaning a $250 rebate to the Bowies. Already they had a profit of $110 on their original investment. Early in 1819 a prime male slave sold for as much as $1,800, meaning that when they resold their new slave on the current market, they could turn a $140 investment into a profit of over $1,400. Even when prices dropped due to a cotton shortage later in the year, the gain to be made was still astronomical.62
The Bowies and others put the new variant on the trade into operation in the early part of the year, and continued it intermittently as long as Laffite ruled the island.63 The Bowies once or twice went to Galveston itself, and James Bowie seems to have struck up something of an acquaintance with Jean Laffite during the visits, and probably learned from him some of the old slaving contacts such as the notorious slave smuggler Charles Mulholland. 64 The practice came at some risk, and Mulholland and another Bowie associate, James Reeves of Opelousas, as well as Champlin's partner Adams, were all soon brought up on charges of illegally importing large numbers of slaves.65
Meanwhile the trade in other contraband goods remained brisk, encouraged by high consumer prices in New Orleans due to tariffs. Even staples such as produce commanded strong prices, because the cotton boom so obsessed planters that they would not waste profitable land on growing vegetables. Oysters went for a dollar per hundred, an enormous increase in price. In a renewed effort to curtail the trade, on September 7 the Treasury ordered out of New York a second revenue cutter, the Louisiana, for Chew to station off the Teche. Chew could also have the revenue cutter the Alabama, originally destined for Mobile, if he needed it.66 Washington wanted the privateers out of business, for they no longer needed them to distract and weaken Spain.
On the night of September 27 a dozen armed men with blackened faces broke into the home of James Lyons in lower St. Landry Parish. They were led by George Brown, who had sought a privateering commission from Laffite earlier that summer. Laffite kept him waiting six weeks pending new authorization Pierre might deliver from one of the juntas. Finally Humbert gave Brown a commission, but Laffite added to it an admonition to take only Spanish goods. Instead, Brown took two armed boats up the Mermenteau River, and thence into the Bayou Queue de Tortue to the Lyons home. His men tied Lyons and his wife and children, then pretended to be customs inspectors and ransacked the house. When they left, they took anything of value, including Lyons's ten slaves.67 Despite the men's attempts at disguise, few doubted that they were from Galveston. Impelled by the momentum of events and crackdown on corsairs mandated after the Adams-Onis Treaty, Patterson reacted at once, ordering an armed vessel to patrol the coast between the Balize and Galveston. Its mission was to interdict the smuggling, but if it gleaned information that could justify a strike at Galveston, Patterson would be willing to countenance the idea though the island belonged to Spain.
Patterson gave Lieutenant John R. Madison, commander of the Lynx, the assignment. With him was Lieutenant James Mcintosh, who lost his ship the Firebrand in a severe storm at Pass Christian July 28 and had been onshore awaiting orders ever since.68 When the Lynx made ready to leave Charleston, she carried a long twelve-pounder and half a dozen twelve-pound carronades, with a complement of fifty-seven officers and men. She could face anything the privateers put on the water.69 Madison soon took several privateer and prize schooners in the Gulf, then headed his ship toward the mouth of the Mermenteau, where he sent Mcintosh upstream in ship's boats. Mcintosh learned that two pirogues had passed there the night before headed for Galveston, with men aboard who said they served Laffite and had robbed citizens and outraged women. They sounded very much like Lyons's attackers. For the next several days Mcintosh hunted for the miscreants, often just missing Brown's force until he surprised them and captured their boats. The fugitives escaped, but Mcintosh found Brown's commission, dated August 29, 1819, and signed by Humbert.70
On the evening of November 5 someone on Galveston Island saw a large signal fire blazing on Bolivar Point. Laffite ordered an inquiry, and when told that about a dozen hungry, ragged men there wanted aid, sent over a small sailboat. In the process he learned that their leader was George Brown. If Laffite did not know of the Lyons robbery, he did within hours of Brown and three of his companions setting foot on Galveston. Left unpunished, Brown's example could spread and bring untold problems with the United States.
Laffite wasted no time in convening a trial and empanelling a court of three judges and thirteen jurors on the morning of November 6. The accused were allowed to give statements, but the court found them guilty and sentenced them to death. At noon that same day they hanged Brown from a gibbet erected on a point overlooking the pass where all incoming vessels would see him. Then came a test of Laffite's leadership. The population on the island appealed for clemency for the remaining three convicted, but left it to the governor to decide. He knew from experience that his men would stand for justice only to a point, but he could not risk a pardon that might incite others to similar crimes. He put the men in a boat and banished them from the island, sending them as he put it, "out into the wild to repent their crimes."71
The next morning, through a dense fog, people on the island saw a ship's masts outside the bar. Madison had intended only to patrol the coastline but offshore winds had driven him toward the island and in that fog on the morning of November 7 he had no choice but to drop anchor.72 Almost at once he saw a sailboat heading along the coast toward the harbor, and recovered from it a man in tatters who admitted to being one of the Brown fugitives. He told Madison that he and his companions had tossed their weapons into the Mermenteau when they saw Mcintosh approach, and then stumbled through the forest until they reached Bolivar Point two nights previous. Four of his companions were now with Laffite. He was on his way to join them when Madison caught him.73
Laffite may or may not have observed the sailboat through the fog, but he knew the Lynx was there and soon demanded an explanation of why she was anchored off his coastline. Galveston was a port of the Republic of Texas, he was its governor, and the Lynx was violating its sovereignty. If Madison had any business in being there, he must present his requests directly to Laffite. Should Madison attempt to enter the harbor "in a hostile manner," Laffite would "rebut your intentions at the expense of my life."74 It was the usual hyperbole, but it bought Jean time to think. Madison, who later claimed that he never got Laffite's letter, sent Mcintosh to Laffite with a message75 demanding answers to questions about the whereabouts and condition of the men he sought. Madison included in his note a peremptory order that they be handed over to him, along with the stolen slaves and other goods.76
Laffite bristled and wrote an equally stiff, even threatening, reply that Mcintosh refused to deliver until certain expressions were modified. Pleading his imperfect command of English, and no intent to give offense, Laffite altered his response and sent it back via Mcintosh.77 He told Madison of the execution of Brown and the banishment of the others. "I thought, not having here much of a prison, that it would be fitting to send them out among the beasts," Jean said. "I beg your forgiveness, Sir, if this condemnation is not completely according to the rules, but I am waiting every day for the supreme authorities to advise me in giving form to my government." Now, however, at Madison's request he would send a boat after them and hand them over once taken. Still he thought his action of the day before would send abroad a message that "the pirates and those other malefactors will know that it will not be at Galveston that they can seek refuge and be free of punishment for the crimes they commit."
If Madison would care to come ashore and accept the governor's hospitality, Laffite promised to "inform you of all the details you could ask for on the subject of all the infamies that are committed on these shores."78 He also sent a copy of his commission from Long to establish his authority as governor, and the request that should the Lynx pay a call on Long at Bolivar Point to look for the remaining fugitives, Madison would tell the filibuster that Laffite had shown Madison and Mcintosh "the most friendly, generous and hospitable" treatment possible and promised them every assistance in capturing the thieves. It was Laffite's acknowledgment of Long as his civil superior in the new republic, but also a suggestion that Long cooperate. 79 The last thing Laffite needed was for Long to give sanctuary to the miscreants, and thus bring down American authorities on both of them.
The weather suddenly became so severe that the Lynx did not dare remain close to shore at anchor, and that evening Madison took her out to sea, where for a few days she rode out the storm. Meanwhile Laffite's boat found the three banished fugitives and brought them to Galveston. When Madison and the Lynx returned, Mcintosh came ashore to take charge of the thieves.80 The wind prevented Mcintosh from returning to the Lynx with the prisoners, however, leaving him to enjoy the typical entertainment of Laffite's house. During their conversation, Laffite revealed some of his style of management in dealing with the kind of men under him. "I understand the management of such men perfectly," he said. He knew just how far to go with them without pushing them too far. Indeed, the reason he did not execute all of the men in custody was that he knew his men would stand for one example being made, and that one a ringleader, but to do more would have led to their questioning his use of power. "I made it appear that I considered the example sufficient, and retained my control." Laffite also entertained Mcintosh with hunting and games, and more of his fund of stories, and the lieutenant amused himself by gleaning what he could learn of the island's strength and defenses to pass on to his commander. When the guest was at last able to leave with his prisoners, Laffite said he regretted Mcintosh could not stay longer. "My friend Lieut. Mcintosh was much pleased with the attention and politeness of Lafitte," Madison would tell Patterson, and Mcintosh left feeling that he had met a man who "if he had his vices had also his virtues." 81
By November 23 the Lynx and her prisoners were in New Orleans, and soon three more of Brown's men were arrested. Livingston defended one of the men turned over by Laffite, but all were convicted at the same time as Desfarges and the crew of the Le Brave. The timing was unfortunate, in that by hanging Brown, Jean Laffite had set the standard of punishment for men guilty of outright piracy.82 Soon the press gave the details of Jean Laffite's own justice to pirates.83 Within the published documents and accounts of the episode lurked some troubling issues. Madison was supposed to apprehend the pirates who robbed Lyons and bring them back, not countenance a kangaroo trial by Laffite. For the navy to be seen to be treating with Laffite and Long as if they were recognized authorities of an independent Texan republic embarrassed and compromised United States authorities in both their efforts to crack down on piracy and to enforce the Adams-Onis Treaty. Federal authorities were openly opposed to Long's enterprise, as it threatened the treaty, which Spain had not yet ratified. They also wanted Galveston broken up before it started an international incident that might hazard the treaty. Laffite's request that Madison inform Long of what transpired on Galveston suggested some kind of alliance between the pirates and the filibusters. The apparent alliance was bad for Spain, bad for the United States, and would prove bad for the Laffites.
TWENTY
Farewell to Galveston 1820
I had no death to fear; nor wealth to boast
Beyond the wandering freedom which I lost;
At length a fishers humble boat by night
Afforded hope, and offer d chance of flight.
THE LAFFITES HAD played a bold game for more than four years, but by the end of 1819 it was clear that their options were dwindling. With the Adams-Onis Treaty not yet ratified, the American claim to Galveston was not officially extinguished. Even if Spain did ratify, the agreement obligated Washington to prevent American citizens and expeditions backed by Americans from making incursions into Spanish territory. From President Monroe on down, the government was at last seriously cracking down on piracy. In the world at large the story was the same. The Buenos Aires insurgency had repudiated unlawful commissions in its name the year before, and nations such as Britain and Russia were raising a considerable furor about the conditions on the seas of the Gulf and Caribbean. Piracy drove maritime insurance rates up 100 percent in this period, though there were likely never more than two thousand men engaged in it in any one year. Spain alone had lost more than three million dollars in merchant goods in the past few years.1 Stripped of every vestige of legitimacy, and seeing the course of the Le Brave trial, the Laffites could expect that each new prize brought in by their corsairs might be the one that put them in Judge Hall's court, charged with being accessories to piracy. They were still trying to make a bargain with Spain, but Spain showed no inclination to indulge them.
If they needed another signal that their time on this coast had passed, it came in December. With the taking of Brown's men and the capture of Le Brave, Patterson had begun to believe that he was about to rid the western Gulf of privateers at last. Then one of his vessels took yet another privateer schooner commanded by "a man named Gambier, who has been for several years engaged in piracy and smuggling." Of course this was Vincent Gambi, who had been arrested and charged so many times before only to escape the law each time. But he was not able to escape a more direct kind of justice now. Shortly before his ship was captured, his crew discovered that he was holding out on their share of several thousand dollars just taken from a victim. One evening as he slept on deck, his head resting on a spar, one of his man decapitated him "by the very bloody axe which he so often used," according to reports.2 He was not the last of the Laffite associates to meet a violent end.
That month Pierre Laffite began raising money in New Orleans and making arrangements to relocate the brothers, even while trying to work a last-minute deal with Spain. As he wrote his proposal for a new scheme to betray Long on December 11, Pierre was selling two slaves to raise about $1,600.3 Sometime late in December or early in January 1820, Jean, too, came to New Orleans. It was only the second time in the previous three years that neither brother was at Galveston to keep charge, a tacit admission that the island establishment was all but a dead issue to them. People in New Orleans saw both brothers on the streets as they set about their business. Pierre stood erect, his hat pulled over one eye to shut out the sun, and the eye partially closed, a vestige of the stroke of years before. 4 He did much of his business at Maspero's Exchange Commercial Coffee House, which visitors that month found to provide excellent dining.5
By this time, however, few seemed to believe Pierre's habitual rants against the Spanish or his protests that the brothers were not pirates. The leaks about the brothers' Spanish spying compromised them too widely. The debts they ran up cost them too much credibility. In the city the Laffites no longer enjoyed the goodwill of any but their fellow smugglers. "They live obscurely and without acquaintance among the men of position," observed Manuel Garcia, soon to replace Fatio. They had made a lot of money over the years, but they had wasted a great deal of it, and much of the rest went to their attorneys Grymes and Livingston. Word had gotten around that they were almost broke. No one believed that they were repentant or reformed. "Meanwhile they make use of one thing and another," said Garcia, "and so they go, biding their time until proper and suitable occasion may present itself, so that, without consideration for others concerned or keeping faith with them, they may seize upon whatever suits them and advances their interests."6
The brothers put out feelers about finding a new—and most unlikely—patron, the United States. On January 3, 1820, Pierre sent a letter to Patterson's headquarters, a communication typical of the Laffites' approaches to potential masters—hyperbolic, boastful, self-righteous, and dissembling. "Too long since the names of the Lafittes have been the object of general execration, as well here as abroad," he began. They had been attacked in the press, and unjustly accused by association with "the criminal undertakings of a gang of Pirates of all countries." Just to make certain Patterson knew how the brothers felt about their own associates, Pierre condemned those corsairs, "the audacity of which encreases by impunity, and who have lately committed depredations and atrocities of all kind on the Sea coast, and even within the jurisdiction of this State." He could prove that those criminals were never hired, protected, or paid by the Laffites, he said, and reminded Patterson that the hanging of Brown should be ample evidence of their own intolerance toward pirates.
In their old gambit, the Laffites offered to make a bargain by doing something they were going to do anyhow:
To shew to the whole world that I never contributed to the violation of the sacred rights of nations, or would offer resistance or offense to the Government of the United States; and in the view of restoring all confidence to the foreign trade directing itself towards this place; and to destroy all fears which the Establishment of Galveztown might occasion; I now offer myself to you, Sir, willingly, and at my own risk and expense, to Clear Galveztown, and disband all those which are to be found there; taking the engagement for myself and my Brother, that it shall never serve as a place of Rendez-vous for any undertakings with our consent, or under our authorization.
All Pierre and Jean asked was a permit of safe conduct so that they could remove their vessels and their people and reestablish themselves unmolested somewhere outside American jurisdiction. The Laffites were presenting their evacuation as a patriotic act and a repudiation of their own trade, while also buying themselves a little time.
Pierre asked to meet personally with Patterson to discuss his offer, though the commodore maintained his distance and restricted their contact to written communications.7 Perhaps he saw that Pierre promised less than met the eye, since Pierre did not actually say the Laffites would leave, but only that they would prevent any further privateering under their authorization.
Pierre's offer was a welcome one, however, and timely. Patterson's squadron was still weak and inadequately supplied and the Laffite offer seemed a long step in accomplishing his duty to suppress piracy and privateers violating the neutrality laws. He took Laffite's letter to Judge Hall, collector Chew, and Governor Jacques Villere to hear their views. Patterson was not fooled by Pierre's protestations of lofty motivations, but Hall and the others agreed that Patterson should accept the Laffite offer to give up Galveston, and that safe conduct was a small price to pay in return for the opportunity to disrupt the illicit slave trade and remove "men of infamous character" from their environs. 8 Certainly it would be less costly than evicting them at gunpoint, and any move to use force at Galveston risked compromising the still pending treaty ratification in Madrid.
Patterson spent three weeks making certain that he would have the strength at hand to compel the Laffites to leave if it came to that. Finally on January 24, Patterson sent a response to Pierre. Whenever Pierre or Jean was ready to return to Galveston, Patterson would send along a letter of safe conduct that would be respected by his vessels and the United States Navy. Nevertheless, Patterson informed Pierre that he would be sending one of his warships before long to make certain of the "faithful and prompt fulfilling of your proposals."9 He was not going to trust the Laffites without keeping an eye on them.
Patterson was still holding the safe conduct pass when his father-in-law George Pollock, a prominent merchant and officer of the New Orleans branch of the Bank of the United States who had close contacts with the Spaniards in New Orleans, told him that he had been approached by Pierre Laffite. Pierre wanted to meet with the commodore, but if that was not possible, he had some documents he thought might interest Patterson. Pierre sent a packet of papers to Pollock to be shared with his son-in-law. They dealt with something that the Laffites thought might help them with the United States, almost certainly Pierre's December 11 proposal to Cagigal for a Spanish armed expedition to seize Galveston and Long's men. If Cagigal went for it, then Spain would be attacking a position that as of January 1820 still lay within the unsettled territorial claim of the United States. Thus the Laffites could turn Spain's failure to ratify the recent treaty to their advantage.
Patterson saw enough in the documents that he sent Pollock on January 30 to ask Pierre to hand over a complete dossier of the documents he had in the matter in order that Patterson might inform Washington. Pierre replied cagily that he had already destroyed the rest of the documents because "I did not attach any importance to this affair other than what I told you." However, as soon as he returned to Galveston and surveyed the situation—and heard more from Fatio and Apodaca—he would return to New Orleans and inform Patterson of all the particulars in the matter, which of course he already knew.
Informed that Pierre anticipated leaving for Galveston early in February "to fill my pocket," as he put it, Patterson sent the safe conduct on the third, granting permission to "John Laffite and others now occupants of the post and fort of Galveston" to leave with their vessels and goods and any other belongings, without interference or molestation, and to go where they chose so long as it was outside the jurisdiction of the United States. As long as they committed no acts of violence, they were to be allowed to go their way. Patterson made it clear that Pierre and Jean had promised that "the residences, buildings &c. there erected, shall be razed to the ground, that every means shall be removed from thence which has hitherto rendered it the retreat and security of Aury and others who have from thence preyed upon the commerce of the Gulf of Mexico." Pierre got the note the same day he told Patterson that he had no more documents to reveal to him in the other matter, and replied to the commodore with typically obsequious thanks, saying that he felt so anxious to prove his gratitude that he wished someone could witness how grateful he felt.10
The hint was that Pierre's gratitude would be expressed in information that Patterson might find useful, but Patterson had already lost interest. There was little the Laffites could tell him of Long that he did not know, and as for the Spaniards threatening to take Galveston, he knew as well as anyone how weak Spain's fleet in the Gulf was at the moment. Indeed, he decided that Pierre's information was of so little consequence that he did not mention it to Washington. The Laffites were so compromised as double agents by now that no one could trust them, and their reputation as merchants in old and useless intelligence would have made the commodore even more skeptical. He just wanted them gone from his coast. Deceptive to the end, sometime during the course of the communications, Pierre gave Patterson to understand that he and Jean had decided to go to Venezuela "where they intend selling their vessels and abandoning the nefarious life they have led for so many years."11 As if to punctuate the close of the Laffites' brief career as spies, the day that Pierre got his safe conduct, Felipe Fatio lay dying in New Orleans. He passed away the next day, making way for Garcia to substitute his utter disdain for the Laffites for Fatio's sympathy.
Despite what he told Patterson, Pierre did not leave New Orleans, but remained while Jean returned to Galveston, and for Jean it was a final parting. Whatever the nature of his relationship with Catherine Villard and their four-year-old son Jean Pierre, it ended now, for he would never set foot in New Orleans again. Once on the island, he honored the brothers' pledge. He burned the frame house and most of the other structures in the community, leaving standing only enough to provide shelter to the men before they left. What defensive earthworks stood to command the pass into the bay he had dismantled. The Laffites' sailors set to work preparing to evacuate aboard a small squadron of the brig the New Enterprise, now renamed the General Victoria, and two small schooners, the Minerva and the Blanque, the latter no doubt named for Jean's sometime associate. 12 In the process, Jean found that he needed a number of items from New Orleans, so on February 19 he sent the small schooner the Pegasus, commanded by the ubiquitous William Mitchell, with a list. It included cooking ware, anchors, and the like, but also materials, such as cannon cleaning tools and grappling hooks, that were clearly designed for fitting out a vessel for privateering. The Laffites were close to violating their pledge to Patterson. As soon as the Pegasus returned with the merchandise and with Pierre, Jean intended to leave Galveston and put to sea.13
On her way up the Mississippi to New Orleans, the Pegasus may have passed the brig the Enterprise coming from the Balize on a mission from Patterson. Lieutenant Lawrence Kearny had commanded the Enterprise since 1815. He had left New York late in December 1819, but only after demanding precise instructions on how he was to determine who were pirates and who were not.14 When Kearny arrived at the New Orleans station in February, Jean had recently left for Galveston, and Patterson almost immediately ordered the Enterprise to proceed to the island to see if the Laffites and their associates were carrying out their promise.15 On February 27 Jean Laffite saw the Enterprise bearing down on the island.
Kearny anchored outside the bar and rowed over to the General Victoria to meet Laffite, who showed his usual hospitality and unctuous manners, and over refreshments detailed his preparations. He then took Kearny ashore and showed him the work done thus far. All about lay the signs of dismantling, with piles of nautical supplies and equipment strewn on the sand for loading.16 Now, he said, he awaited only the return of the Pegasus and the right weather to take his squadron out the pass and over the bar and "cruise no more the Bay of Mexico." He told Kearny that before he left he would set fire to the remaining houses on the island, as well as burning a small felucca being used as a lighter to transfer supplies to the brig. Their discussion left Kearny convinced that the Laffites were acting in good faith. 17 Laffite then gave Kearny and his officers a dinner aboard his brig, and regaled them with his well-worn cover story of hatred for Spain and Spaniards. The Americans also met, however briefly, the mulatto woman often seen with Laffite on Galveston.
Pierre's continued presence in the city was believed by some to have more than a little to do with the Le Brave crewmen awaiting their sentences. On February 16 Governor Villere received an anonymous warning that elements then in town intended to set fires throughout the city in order to distract authorities while friends of Desfarges and the rest robbed banks and freed the pirates from their prison. Acknowledging that the warning might be a hoax, the governor doubled the civil patrols at night just the same.18 The additional guards at the jail prevented any effort to break out the condemned, but soon enough a mysterious fire erupted, the first of a series, mostly at private homes, over the next several weeks. As the date set for the execution of the pirates grew closer, the number of fires increased, and with it the fear and outrage in the city. Every day, complained one editor with exaggeration indicative of the fear, one could see in the city streets "wretches covered with the blood of the unfortunate whom they have murdered at Barataria or Galveston and on the ocean." Some feared that if the rabble did not succeed in freeing their friends, they would destroy the city.19 This sentiment was one good reason for Jean not to return, and for Pierre to maintain a low profile.20
Still, Pierre did not completely evade the authorities' gaze. The Pegasus, bearing Jean's list of necessities, reached New Orleans in a few days, and quickly chandler Guillaume Malus provided the items requested.21 Being a fast sailor, in fact, the Pegasus was back at Galveston by the beginning of March with Pierre aboard. Once more Mitchell took her back to New Orleans, arriving March 7, this time with several of the brothers' sailors, among them Antonin Ballarda and the Canadian George Bankhead Schumph. 22 The port inspector had given her the customary inspection at English Turn on March 4 and found nothing suspicious about her other than several Spanish swords that the passengers claimed as their own. He did learn that "one Lafitte" was among the passengers, which should have raised an eyebrow.23 The ship showed no signs of preparations to fit her out for unlawful service. Her rigging and sails seemed in poor condition, and in the opinion of the officer she was good for little but coastal freighting, better for carrying firewood than mounting guns. Yet anyone who knew that Mitchell commanded and that Pierre Laffite was aboard had cause to suspect that all was not as it seemed. And one man recalled that the Pegasus had once been a United States gunboat, with a flat bottom for shallow water, and a deck better calculated to carry artillery than those of ordinary schooners of her size.24
Within days of the Pegasus tying up at the wharf, a man named Nickerson and another named John Wood began to approach sailors in the city asking if they would like to "go a privateering." They were told to meet at Harvey Norton's Jackson Inn on Tchopitoulas Street in the lower Faubourg St. Mary, a spot very close to the river on the outskirts of the city. There on March 15 some 102 men signed on, at least one of them a sailor serving on a United States revenue cutter. They learned that their captain was to be the same Ballarda who came with Pierre, and that they were to rendezvous at Galveston to crew Laffite's twenty-gun brig for a four-month cruise under the defunct red, white, and blue "patriot" flag of Humbert and the Mexican insurgency. Nickerson and a "tall portly & stout man" who was probably Pierre Laffite did not tell them what country's ships they were to capture, but gave each man a $30 enlistment bounty and promised him a share of the prize proceeds amounting to $1,000 before the cruise was done. 25
Other men gathered by night at Pierre's lodgings on Bourbon, unaware that Garcia knew they were there and suspected they were being recruited to reinforce Long for an attack on Texas.26 On the morning of March 17 the men began to appear at the wharf beside the Pegasus. Some went aboard while others stood about onshore, an assorted group including Americans, Spaniards, and Frenchmen. There they learned that Captain Ballarda would not sail with them but would follow on another vessel. When they boarded they soon saw the evidence of stealthy preparations for privateering.
A revenue inspector boarded her and found the deserter from the revenue cutter, along with others repeating a cover story about being passengers for St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands. The large number of new water casks, far too many for a boat of the Pegasus's size on such a voyage, raised his suspicion. On further inspection he found a cargo manifest listing grappling hooks, bilge pumps too large for the Pegasus, more musket and cannon tools, and three hundred shot "for Great Guns." The men told him that the cannonballs were for ballast, but he could see well enough that they were not stored in the ship's bottom as they should be for that purpose but instead stuffed in cabin lockers, in the wings under the deck beams, on top of the water and provision casks, and elsewhere.
Not surprisingly, the United States Marshal John Nicholson seized the Pegasus on March 18 and John Dick presented a libel against her in Judge Hall's court charging her with illegally attempting to fit out for privateering against Spain. Though Pierre engaged Grymes right away to represent Mitchell's claim for her return, the court would not release her for three months.27 Meanwhile, on March 29, a consular official showed Pierre a letter from Cagigal that made it all too clear that Spain was cutting the Laffites loose. In response Pierre confirmed that he and Jean were abandoning Galveston and suggested that the brothers would move wherever Cagigal wanted them to go, a transparent appeal for Spain to allow them to make a base in her colonial dominion. 28 Indeed, Garcia even knew that Pierre had proposed the move to Patterson, though perhaps not that the old schemer had tried to make some capital of his offer by suggesting that the Laffites might provide information to the United States. "I do not know what he will do," Garcia said of Pierre on April 9, "but I do know that Laffite and his brother have played their game well with the Spanish government."29
By May the preparations on Galveston were as complete as they were likely to be, and Jean had to know that he had pushed Patterson's goodwill in remaining on the island more than two months since the Enterprises visit. It was time to leave. He had his three ships ready, the General Victoria, the Minerva, and the Blanque. The detaining of Pierre and the Pegasus left him with less armament than he had anticipated, but he knew from experience that he could find what he needed elsewhere. Indeed, when Pierre contacted him after the arrest of the Pegasus, the brothers agreed that Pierre would remain in New Orleans and make another attempt to get men and matériel out of the city and to a convenient spot on the coast where Jean might take them aboard. Either Pierre would get word to him of the rendezvous, or else Jean would hover off the coast at a safe remove, looking for a sign that it was time to come in.
A taunting last echo of the failed attempts to profit by the filibusters and the revolutionaries arrived as Laffite was on the eve of departing. James Long appeared at Bolivar Point on April 6 to join his small coterie of followers there, this time bringing his wife, Jane Wilkinson Long.30 Learning of their arrival, Laffite invited them to join him for dinner a few weeks later aboard the General Victoria before he left. Seventeen years later Jane Long recalled that evening, unwittingly providing not only the last eye-witness description of Jean Laffite, but also testimony of what was apparently one of his final days on the continent. 31 "He was, in every particular the very reverse of what her imagination had pictured him," a friend remembered her saying in 1837:
He was of middle stature—perhaps a little above it—graceful ... dark hair, brown complexion and a pair of eyes as vivid as the lightning and as black as ebony—In conversation he was mild, placable and polite; but altogether unjocular and free from levity. There was something noble and attractive in his aspect in spite of its occasional severity; and between the fierceness of his glance, and the softness of his speech, the disparity was striking.... The only complaint which his fair guest could urge against him, was one which it was natural for her sex to make—his want of communicativeness.... The dinner was sumptuous; & many entertaining as well as thrilling adventures were related by several of the party; but all attempts of Mrs. Long to obtain any important information from the host, respecting himself were adroitly and politely parried; and she was compelled to return with as little knowledge as she came, concerning his future operations.32
He hauled out the old stories of persecutions by Spain and his unyielding hatred of the dons, of how he had been a prosperous sugar planter in the West Indies until forced into a life of privateering. He may even have told them that Laffite was not his real name. After all, what was a name to a man who had spent years as numbers, first 13 and then 19? Deception was a game to the Laffites, and he may well have practiced it for his own amusement by now, in the process self-consciously shaping his own legend.33
If Mrs. Long saw much of the remnant of the Galveston commune, what she saw was desolation—the burned buildings, the destroyed storehouses, the remains of other vessels stripped and grounded. Warren Hall, who was still with the Longs, recalled that Laffite's men were demoralized after the losses from the hurricane and Patterson's inroads on their takings. Many felt unsure about leaving Galveston for unknown shores, and even Laffite's store of charm had lost its luster. Laffite kept to himself, more aloof than usual. 34
When the day came to set sail on May 7, Laffite left a few of the huts and some lumber for Hall and Long to use in building Mrs. Long decent quarters on Bolivar Point. That done, Jean set fire to the rest. Some refused to leave with him, such as James Sherwood and James Campbell and his wife.35 Some may have had to resist heavy-handed persuasion in order to stay behind. But in the end Laffite seems to have let each man make his own decision, though he persuaded a few of Long's men to come with him, without making it clear that he did not have valid letters of marque.36 One man who chose to go with Jean was George Schumph, who had failed to reach him on the Pegasus?37 Jean may also have received reinforcements brought in a few days earlier by Pierre, who was reported seen on Bayou Lafourche with five boats loaded with men on their way to Galveston. Jean's mulatto mistress apparently went, too, and a few of Laffite's men who stayed behind recalled twenty years later that when she and Jean left, an infant son went with them.38 When the little squadron of three vessels lifted anchor and sailed through the pass out into the Gulf, the spires of smoke fading in the distance behind them testified not only to the ashes of Galveston, but to the ruination of all that Jean and Pierre Laffite had tried to achieve for a decade. They were cast out to sea by a failed past and about to face an uncertain future.
Back in New Orleans, there was no future for some of the Laffites' former associates. Pierre was in the city to witness the denouement of the Le Brave case, and the potential fate awaiting all who "go a privateering."39 In March President Monroe faced dealing with convictions in piracy cases at Baltimore, Charleston, Richmond, Savannah, and the eighteen men under sentence at New Orleans. In an attempt to mix charity with a necessary example, he decided that two of the condemned would be executed at each city, and the rest reprieved for sixty days, except for one man to be pardoned in New Orleans. 40 On April 17 he sent an executive order that Desfarges and his lieutenant Robert Johnson were to forfeit their lives in Louisiana.41 Livingston moved for a suspension of the sentence on May 16, perhaps still at the instigation of Pierre Laffite, and Judge Hall heard arguments a week later. On May 24, however, he affirmed the sentence to be carried out the next day.42
Meanwhile the outbursts of unrest had continued, and by the date of execution there was a common expectation that the condemned would be sprung. Every night through late April to May 24 an armed cadre of two hundred citizens patrolled the streets, in addition to the established city guard, all with orders to shoot if anyone ran from them. The jumpy guards did shoot one man and stabbed another late in April, and soon they were augmented by three companies of United States troops. Then on the morning of April 23 a woman brought a loaf of bread for the condemned, but suspicious jailors broke it apart and found inside a letter telling the prisoners not to despair as their friends were going to set twenty fires in the city and free them within the week. Mysterious fires began to appear almost nightly, all of them some distance away from the jail, in order to draw the guards away. One evening two flares arched over the city. Citizens thought they might have been a signal for an assault on the jail, but apparently its guard refused to be decoyed. On April 25 several officers observed a house where reports said pirates were gathering to plot a jailbreak, only to be discovered and fired on themselves. The same night three fires erupted, but were extinguished before they could do much harm. On May 13 a building on Conti Street erupted in flame, soon spreading to destroy several buildings on either side, including the Conti Ballroom, which backed on the United States Navy arsenal, whose own roof took flame. Soon several grenades exploded, which could be heard throughout the city, leading some to think that the jailbreak had commenced. But no attempt was made after all, and the only result was a somewhat embarrassed Patterson, who was accused of negligence for storing explosives in the city. 43
An execution was high entertainment for the rougher element in the city. The year before thousands had crowded around the gallows where a Spaniard hanged for murder still dangled, and then the free blacks hurled themselves into Congo dances that a visitor found "shocking to virtue modesty and decency."44 There were no dancers on May 24 when at noon the marshal brought the two condemned to the riverfront. A rumor held that a family had been abducted out in the bayous to be ransomed for the lives of the condemned, but the ceremony went ahead. The doomed men stepped aboard a navy barge, and a substantial crowd, including the biggest military assembly since the war and perhaps Pierre Laffite, looked on as a distraught Desfarges first asked a marshal for a pistol to shoot himself. Then, though bound, he jumped overboard, perhaps hoping to drown rather than hang. Sailors fished him out of the water and he and Johnson met their ends without further incident.45
In time most of the others would be hanged as well. Meanwhile, ten days earlier Congress approved a new act reinforcing the death penalty both for piracy and violation of the slave trade prohibition, and decreeing that any American citizen serving on a foreign ship in the slave trade or crewing any vessel wholly or partly owned by United States citizens engaged in that trade should also suffer death.46 After the executions in New Orleans and elsewhere, John Quincy Adams declared his hope that others tempted into questionable privateering "might be made to know the difference between South American patriotism and piracy." 47 Clearly there would be no more leniency with pirates.
By the time Desfarges and Johnson stopped swinging, Jean Laffite's small squadron was well on its way southward. As so often before, he said many things to many people as to his intentions on leaving Galveston. He told some who remained behind on the island that he had a commission in the infant navy of the Colombian insurgency, which he indeed may have hoped to secure.48 What he told his own men mirrored what Pierre said to Patterson, that the squadron would sail under the flag of Venezuela or Buenos Aires, or perhaps for Bolivar. Men aboard the General Victoria believed they were on their way to Old Providence to corsair with Aury, and Laffite told the same thing to Warren Hall and others.49 At this moment at least one of Aury's privateers was briefly active on the Louisiana coast. The availability of Aury commissions as close as Bayou St. John could not have avoided the Laffites' attention.
What Jean probably did not tell anyone was that he had no commissions from any of these places as yet.50 Laffite probably intended to take a few Spaniards if possible on his way to seeing whether the situation in Mexico allowed for a secure port. If he had a goal beyond that, it was to go to the Isla de Mugeres off Yucatán to see about creating a new base, and then to Old Providence.51
Otherwise he could make no definite plans, for he did not know the situation he would find anywhere. Ten days out, on May 22, he came upon the Spanish felucca the Constitution out of Vera Cruz, sailing up the coast to Tampico with a cargo of whisky, oil, quicksilver, indigo, iron, and other goods worth about $10,000. He sent his schooner the Minerva to take her and dispatched both vessels to Galveston, expecting that Long's followers or the remnants of his own people would be able to smuggle her cargo into Louisiana. 52 With Pierre still in New Orleans, Jean probably planned for his brother to dispose of this cargo, and maybe others, to add to their coffers and finance their next establishment.
The Minerva escorted the Constitution to Soto la Marina, where they landed all of the Spaniard's crew except a slave boy, Juan Morales, whom they kept to sell. They continued to Galveston, where early in June they ran her aground on a sandbar inside the bay and stripped her of her cargo. They loaded a portion aboard the Minerva, and buried the rest in the sand on the shore, though some perishable items would quickly rot in the heat and damp. They also left Morales behind, presumably intending to come back for him and the rest of the cargo after disposing of what they had put on the Minerva. But on June 19 Lieutenant Madison anchored the Lynx offshore and sent an officer to examine the Constitutions wreck. After four days spent pumping out her hold and refloating her, Madison towed her to deep water at high tide. That done, his men explored the beach and found the buried cargo, some of which had been uncovered by wind and surf and plundered by passing Indians. They found dry goods, coffee, liquor, cocoa, and, wandering alone, the slave Morales.53 They also found five men from the Minerva's crew who had, once aware of the bogus nature of the Humbert commission, denounced the taking of the Constitution to their fellow crewmen and then attempted to escape ashore. Madison put them in irons aboard the Constitution and escorted her and the remnant of her cargo to New Orleans.54
The men went before Judge Hall's bench, where they were indicted on July 19, and soon convicted of piracy. However, their pleas of innocence eventually reached Washington, and on November 21 President Monroe granted them a pardon because of their alleged ignorance of the piratical intent of the Minerva's owners when they sailed. Of more immediate importance, however, their testimony made it generally known by July 1820 that "John Lafitte's squadron" was taking prizes in the Gulf, and that they were doing so as pirates. 55
Meanwhile Jean Laffite continued along the Mexican coastline, cruising off Campeche and taking a few prizes, most of which he gave back to their captains after seizing any valuable cargo. On at least one occasion he took a Spanish merchantman while himself flying Spanish colors, a sure route to the gallows if caught, but then he ran into bigger problems.56 The General Victoria was his biggest ship, a brig with seven-gun broadsides port and starboard, and more swivel guns mounted on her deck. She had been the Spanish hermaphrodite the Intrépido when taken as a prize two years before, then she was run into Galveston to fit out as a corsair, and for a time she sailed as the New Enterprise before being renamed.57 Now off Sisal on the northwestern corner of Yucatán she took a slave ship, but instead of continuing around to the eastern corner of the Yucatán peninsula to Mugeres, Laffite set their course northeast for Cape Antonio, the westernmost tip of Cuba.
By late July his two ships, rejoined by the Minerva, sighted a small fleet of Spanish merchantmen escorted by a single armed frigate. He signaled for his captains to come alongside for a consultation, and then moved from boat to boat asking the crews if they were willing to fight for the prizes, something privateers rarely did. He left the men to discuss the question among themselves and inform him of their decision. Soon James Rollins came forward as spokesman and told Laffite that, inasmuch as they had taken nothing more than the Constitution and the slaver in two months at sea, they were ready to fight. Only now, as the men had the smell of profit in their nostrils, did Laffite tell them what the five deserters from the Minerva had discovered, that they sailed under worthless commissions. If they attacked the Spaniards, they would do so as pirates.58
The men had not bargained for this, and another parlay revealed that thirty-nine were not willing to take the risk. More than that, they wanted to leave the squadron. For once, Jean had misjudged his men. Significantly, not one of the mutineers was French, Spanish, or Italian. Every one of them bore an Anglo-Irish surname, and every one was an American. To stay with Laffite would likely make them near-permanent exiles in some Spanish-speaking tropical wilderness. They wanted to go home. Backed by the strength of their numbers, they demanded one of his ships to take them back to New Orleans.
It was a virtual mutiny by nearly half of his command, and Laffite could do little or nothing without risking a battle that would damage him sorely even if he won. He was left in a quandary. Neither of the schooners would be big enough to hold the deserting men. At the same time, the remaining men might be too few to man both the larger brig and a schooner. The best solution was to give the mutineers the General Victoria. Besides, brigs had always been a little too large and cumbersome for corsairing in the shallow coastal waters. Having made the decision, he agreed, then sailed all three vessels to Mugeres where he transferred the guns from the brig to the shore and his schooners. That done, the mutineers set sail northward on a port wind for Louisiana. However, Jean Laffite was not done with them yet. By bringing them back to Mugeres on the pretext of off-loading the General Victorias guns, he took them far from their destination, and now they were at sea unarmed. That night he set sail in one of the faster and well-armed schooners, and by next day's light the mutineers found Laffite bearing down on them from the northwest with the wind at his back. They had no choice but to come to when he shouted the order, and then he demanded that Rollins and a mulatto named Long whom he thought to be a ringleader be sent aboard his ship. Rollins was sent back with orders to cripple the brig's rigging and throw most of her masts and spars overboard. Laffite did not send Long back, however, announcing that he intended to send the man to Africa as punishment. Laffite sailed away from the crippled brig and left the men to get to Louisiana the best they could.
The General Victoria limped northward for more than two weeks before she sighted the Balize on August n. The men were all but starving by the time Rollins, nominally in command, turned her over to customs officer G. B. Duplessis and told him the story of the mutiny. Duplessis viewed their story with skepticism, but stocked the brig with enough food to sustain the men for several days, then sent her and her crew upriver to New Orleans to the marshal, with the word already going out that she belonged to Laffite.59 Soon thereafter District Attorney Dick presented the case against her to Judge Hall. The General Victoria was a vessel from which "sundry piratical aggressions ... restraints, depredations & seizures have been first attempted and made upon the high seas at divers times within the last two years by a notorious Pirate called John Lafitte," he said. He successfully applied to have her forfeited to the court and sold.60 Meanwhile the crew tried to salvage something from their misadventure. They engaged attorney Isaac Preston and through him protested to the court that they had "at considerable risk of their lives induced the said Lafitte to give her up to them." They had not been a party to the original taking of the Intrepido, but they felt entitled to shares from her sale under the 1818 legislation covering rewards for those exposing or turning in unlawful privateers.61 In the end the court awarded prize shares to Rollins, James McHenry, and the rest, and Jean Laffite joined the small fraternity of corsairs who learned the hard way the truth of the prediction that the 1818 legislation would turn one pirate against another.
It would be some time before Jean Laffite learned the fate of the General Victoria, if he ever did. After parting with her, he returned to cruise off Vera Cruz and on August 12, the day after Rollins turned the brig over to Duplessis, Laffite took the merchant frigate the Castor Limena. His luck continued to run against him, however, for an armed vessel put out after him and retook the prize, though Laffite managed to escape.62 He had a rendezvous to make, and so passed up the coast to Galveston once more, to find the Two Friends, which Pierre had taken out of New Orleans on August 5 with a cargo of provisions on a supposed merchant voyage to Cuba.
Pierre had to wait a few days for Jean to reach the island, and then they determined on a plan. Pierre would return to New Orleans to bring their affairs in the city to a close, and then meet Jean at Old Providence or the vicinity. Neither Laffite could hope any longer to accomplish anything in secret in the Louisiana metropolis, but in Charleston Pierre was less likely to be recognized. There he could contact agents of the insurgencies, and perhaps raise a new crew to replace the defectors and also obtain a ship for fitting out to continue their trade under whatever colors they could acquire. Jean, meanwhile, would venture back onto the Gulf, taking prizes when it was safe to do so and bringing the goods to Galveston if possible. He would also sound out Aury at Old Providence about securing letters of marque. It would be a dangerous game, for in the interim they would irrefutably be pirates. A Humbert commission had not saved Desfarges from the noose, and it would not save a Laffite. By August 31 Pierre was back in New Orleans, and his brother was on the main.63
Even if he could no longer stay at Galveston, Jean could risk making landing for a few days at a time, either to take on provisions from New Orleans or to unload cargo to be sold by the old channels. Spanish officials in Texas kept a wary eye on Galveston and believed that Laffite was making at least periodic appearances. As early as June, Martinez received reports of mysterious ships on the coast near Matagorda. "I infer it may be people from the Pirate Lafitte," he reported to Apodaca. In September a Spanish investigation reported that "La Fitte, the notorious pirate, has returned, it is said, under the colors of South America, and was bearer of commissions for Long and the officers of his party." This was probably a delayed echo of the brothers' rendezvous in August. 64 By the end of the year the Spaniards heard reports that Laffite had gone to South America, exaggerated with rumors that after leaving Galveston he had attacked an American ship and killed all its crew except two men who escaped.65 From now on, the farther the brothers Laffite ventured from New Orleans and Galveston, the more rumor and misinformation would warp their story. Neither could know it, but even while living, they were starting a voyage into legend.
At some time that fall Jean and his tiny squadron passed Mugeres again, perhaps stopping to leave men and materials to start erecting a modest base. Then he turned south around Cabo Catoche and sailed southward across the western Caribbean to Old Providence. Aury had established himself there on July 4, 1818.66 The island sat just over 450 miles northwest of Cartagena and 150 miles east of the Colombian mainland. It had an excellent harbor, and lay very close to the Spanish trade routes to and from Panama and Cuba. Over the next two years Aury and his corsairs variously flew the flags of the juntas of Mexico, Venezuela, Buenos Aires, and Bolivar's New Granada. He did well for some months and tried to secure legitimate commissions, but none of the revolutionary governments would officially countenance him. Even now Aury's haughty manner and his record made revolutionary leaders suspicious of him. By the time Jean Laffite hove in sight of Old Providence, Aury was a pirate in everything but name, sailing under dubious letters of marque from José Cortes de Madariaga of the combined insurgencies of Buenos Aires and Chile. Any meeting between Laffite and Aury, when or if it came, could have been chilly in light of events at Galveston, but Laffite believed Aury would grant him commissions all the same. Laffite deposited on the island some prisoners he held from his recent prizes, and perhaps did get commissions from Aury for his two vessels. 67 Nevertheless, he still had his eye on Mugeres, as did Pierre. Aury had a history of rising and falling, and it would not be wise to tie themselves too closely to him. Indeed, the brothers may still have had hopes of spying on Aury for Spain.
Whatever business Pierre had to conduct before he could rejoin his brother, there were personal matters to attend to as well, and it is clear he understood that he was leaving Louisiana for good. His feelings about putting his family behind him permanently, for that is apparently what he intended, remain a mystery. On July 27, a week before he took the Two Friends to meet Jean, he sold Marie's Bourbon and St. Philip house to his friend Abat for $10,000.68 On August 2 Marie borrowed another $600 from Abat, pledging a slave as security.69 Pierre probably used most of the proceeds to finance the supplies he took to his brother. If he left anything for Marie and Catherine and their children, it was not enough for them to live on as they had for the last few years.
Though Bourbon and St. Philip was hardly a fashionable address, now the families moved a few blocks northeast in a shift that symbolized far more than the distance implies. Pierre reestablished them on Esplanade Street in an area known as the Faubourg Marigny,70 a large and relatively poor suburb inhabited by Spaniards, Portuguese, and Mexicans, the artifacts of former European masters and the refugees from San Domingue and other upheavals. It was an area messy and neglected, and lagging behind the rest of the city, though still proud and resentful of the Americans.71 Most of all, it was the home of the bulk of the free colored population of New Orleans. Pierre was turning Marie and their children back to her own people, and there was no indication now or later that he or Jean intended their families to join them once they were established elsewhere.72 Pierre's family with Marie included the living children: Rosa, Catherine Coralie, Martin Firmin, Adele, born in 1819, and probably a daughter. The son Pierre and the possibly imaginary Eugene were old enough to be out on their own, perhaps even with their uncle Jean. It was another summer of yellow fever, and though the epidemic was not as bad as that of the year before, it hit the Faubourg Marigny hard. Pierre could hardly expect that he would see all of his children again, even if he so desired.
Behind him Pierre also left many old associates. Beluche now owned a home in the city, thanks to help from Sauvinet. Maire had married and given up seafaring with the Laffites, and was on his way to becoming a modestly successful merchant.73 Even Dominique was back on the coast that summer, having abandoned serving under Aury. Before long he would be a fixed resident and a privateer no more.74 Others were gone or going. Fatio was dead, and Judge Hall would die in December, to be replaced on the bench by John Dick. Sauvinet and Sedella, Livingston and Grymes, and many more the Laffites would never see again. And there was one very close to Pierre whom he would never get to see, for—though he might not have known it—early in August, just before he took the Two Friends to resupply Jean, Marie conceived their last child.75
In early October the schooner the Hiram, commanded by a Captain Lambert, embarked from Dutch-held Curaçao on its way to a stop in Honduras and points beyond. Its course took the vessel past Old Providence, and there it took on a cargo of gum copal, logwood, sarsaparilla, tallow, leather, and more, mostly the produce of Yucatán brought in by a privateer, possibly Jean Laffite. Along with the cargo, the Hiram took on a passenger, Pierre Laffite, who had come from New Orleans sometime in September to meet his brother. When the Hiram tied up at the wharf in Charleston, South Carolina, several weeks later on November 15, Pierre Laffite stepped off her deck. In keeping with his years as a number, he now took another alias, introducing himself as "Mr. Francisco." 76 When Lambert took the Hiram out again for the Gulf of Honduras on Christmas Eve, Pierre remained behind, ready to launch the next phase of the Laffite brothers' quest for place and fortune. It would be their last.77
TWENTY-ONE
The Last Voyage 1820–1823
'Tis morn, and o'er his alter'd features play
The beams—without the hope of yester-day.
What shall he be ere night?perchance a thing
O'er which the raven flaps her funeral wing
MR. FRANCISCO remained in Charleston for more than three months. Among his first contacts was the dry goods merchant John B. Lemaitre, who partially owned the Hiram.1 The Laffites may have known Lemaitre indirectly since Captain Lambert and his wife, Marie Lemaitre, lived in New Orleans, and the merchant sometimes shipped slaves to the Louisiana port.2 From him Pierre would get the provisions to supply a new vessel. For the next several weeks Laffite tried to maintain a low profile, but tongues were loose and his alias could not hide an appearance well known in privateering circles. His associations with the outfitters and financiers of corsairs called attention to him, too, and it was not difficult to divine his purpose in the city, especially when he met with talkative veterans of the Galveston enterprise such as John Lambert, and an associate from the Baratarian days, Manuel López. To them he frankly admitted his purpose to fit out a new privateer for corsairing against Spanish shipping on the Caribbean, meaning the Laffites intended to continue operating out of Old Providence.3
Before long the editor of the principal newspaper, the Courier., made it his business to watch Pierre's movements, and they were easy to track. Laffite hired a house near the waterfront for the men he hoped to enlist, and then advertised by word of mouth that he would pay a bounty of fourteen dollars to every man who signed on. By February he had about fifteen men staying at the house, including Lopez. Meanwhile, soon after arriving in Charleston, Laffite contacted a Captain Corby of Norfolk, Virginia, to purchase the schooner the Nancy Eleanor. A problem arose when Laffite/Francisco could not show that he was an American citizen, for the people at the customshouse already suspected Pierre, and the law did not allow foreign nationals to fit out ships for corsairing in American waters. Finally he completed the purchase by using yet another name, then paid Corby with one thousand dollars in cash and the balance in dressed leather from the Hiram cargo. At the same time he spent more precious money on the rigging and sails needed to convert a merchantman for service as a corsair.
Laffite had sent the Hiram back to Old Providence on December 24, and by mid-February he was ready to take the Nancy Eleanor out to sea. In her hold he stowed ten casks of rice, five hundred gallons of wine, and thirty barrels of flour and provisions. The port inspector came aboard and found only the usual complement of men to crew a vessel of her size, and no sign of arms. Laffite engaged a Captain Anthony to take her out, and the captain told the authorities that he was bound for the Gulf of Honduras. However, the editor of the Courier learned easily enough that her real destination was Old Providence, which was known to be a nest of pirates.4
On February 17 the Nancy Eleanor cleared the customs inspection and was ready to sail.5 She did not leave right away, though, but apparently tried the old trick of taking on crewmen and armament elsewhere after the inspection. She did not set sail until just before noon on February 21. Two days later the rumor was current in Charleston that Laffite had taken her out secretly, raising suspicions that he was on a privateering cruise. The editor of the Courier had no doubt of it, and said so in his paper the next day, referring to Pierre as "brother to the celebrated pirate of that name."6
Finding himself associated with Laffite in the press, Lemaitre kept faith with him and denounced the accusation of piratical intent in a published letter.7 Few were fooled, but it was too late, for by this time Pierre Laffite and the Nancy Eleanor, with a cargo of provisions, arms, and enlisted privateersmen, were well on their way south for the Caribbean.
The schooner made the passage down the Atlantic seaboard, then west through the Florida Straits, around Cape Antonio, and south. In March 1821 Pierre made landing at Isla de Mugeres, where he expected to rendezvous with Jean. He unloaded the men and arms and reloaded the Nancy Eleanor with a cargo of dyewood and salt and sent her back to Charleston. Pierre stayed behind with the men to oversee the beginning of the new base.8 The perfectly situated island was virtually uninhabited but for a few Indians who sometimes came from the mainland by canoe to make salt by evaporating seawater in ponds on the interior. Dense woods made it difficult to get about, especially inland, but the island had good freshwater and an excellent harbor.9
Just as in Louisiana and Texas, Jean took the more active role in the brothers' business while Pierre kept to the shore, though life on land at Mugeres was considerably more rigorous than what Pierre had known in New Orleans. He and the men lived in such huts as they could build. They bartered and bought provisions from the fishermen along the coast, with whom Pierre cultivated good relations since they were essential to survival and might also pass on information about likely prizes in the vicinity, as well as prying Spaniards. The coasters regarded him as "a nice gentleman" who "never harmed any poor person," though when Jean was on the island they found him rather more severe, a strict disciplinarian who was hard to approach, just as he had been on Galveston. 10 Pierre was also generous to men marooned by the loss of their ships, continuing that streak of humanity evidenced so often with Spanish prisoners. By that fall it was evident to visitors that Pierre was the man in charge.11 Before long Pierre also found female companionship in an American woman named Lucia Allen, whom he may have brought with him from Charleston.12 Almost certainly he did not know that on May 2, in New Orleans, Marie Villard gave birth to his last son, Joseph.13
If Jean Laffite received any commissions from Aury, he soon learned that he had dropped anchor in the wrong harbor. Aury was all but discredited, and on January 18, 1821, Bolivar told Aury to take his ships and leave Colombian waters. "The Republic of Colombia has no more need for more corsairs to degrade its flag on all the seas of the world," Bolivar wrote to him.14 After he retook Cartagena on October 10, 1821, Bolivar would abolish Colombian privateering entirely, though he would continue to hire private armed schooners to act against pirates and former privateers, not Spanish merchantmen.
By this time the other republican juntas were disassociating themselves from privateering, too, with the result that no one wanted Aury and his corsairs. Aury held on at Old Providence, pretending to be a governor, but on August 20, after a severe fall, he died at the age of just thirty-three.15 Only a month after Bolivar ended Aury's legitimate career, an internal coup in the Spanish army in Mexico began the process of achieving what a decade of revolution had failed to do. An independent Mexico finally removed any vestige of legitimacy to prior privateering commissions. By October, when Buenos Aires called in its letters of marque, only Venezuela maintained lawful privateers operating out of Margarita Island. Vessels flying Venezuelan colors were regularly boarded by American warships, but if their papers proved to be in order, they were allowed to proceed on their business. 16
Would-be privateers could find virtually no home port or agreeable junta to allow them to carry on their trade, yet carry it on they would. Many other than the Laffites shifted their bases to Cuba, chiefly the port of Regla close to Havana Bay, as well as St. Bartholomew's in the British West Indies. Soon privateers flying a variety of rebel flags under multiple commissions, all of them suspect, stopped in these ports to bring in prizes and refit. Most of them were American and British vessels and crews.17 Forced to the far side of the law, they became more brazen, and some began to prey on American shipping as well as Spanish. Captain José Gaspar sailed the Jupiter out of St. Bartholomew's under a worthless commission from Uruguay, and on August 19 took and plundered the Yankee ship the Orleans. He held her for two days, abusing the crew to some degree, then before releasing her sent aboard a crude attempt at humor in a letter that he signed "Richard Coeur de Lion."18 Whether trying to hide his own identity or settling a grudge against Laffite, he tried to persuade people that the author was Jean Laffite.19 Gaspar's panache would not last long, for in October the USS Grampus found his ship at St. Bartholomew's and put her out of business.20
The taking of Gaspar was merely one example of the noose steadily tightening around the freebooters. Officials of the new Mexican regime kept a watchful eye on Galveston, not only because of Long's return and anticipated invasion, but also wary that the Laffites might come back. Long took La Bahia on October 4 sure enough, but was forced to give up when surrounded by soldiers of the newly independent nation, who felt no more kindly toward invaders than the Spaniards before them. Sent first as a prisoner to Mexico City, he was later allowed the freedom of the capital, only to be killed in April 1822 under mysterious circumstances. It was the end of filibustering.
At the same time that Long took La Bahia, the Mexicans were alarmed by reports of "los Piratas de Galveston" and their recent capture of the goleta Salio del Refugio. It may or may not have been Jean Laffite who took the goleta, but by the end of the year when Long had been captured and his expedition ended, the authorities decided to depopulate the island and shift everyone remaining, whether smuggler or filibuster, to Nacogdoches. By late December a reconnaissance found Galveston uninhabited.21
Slaves were still being smuggled into Louisiana by way of Texas, however, and with the promise of Texas being opened to American settlement starting in 1821 thanks to a grant to Moses Austin, there was the possibility of a local market. John Sibley of Natchitoches warned Senator J. Stoddard Johnston in Washington in June that "Lafitte is still going on in Privateering," and had recently landed on the coast some two hundred blacks taken on a ship off Havana.22 Just how Sibley was certain it was Laffite who brought in the cargo he did not say, and it may have been no more than rumor, but if Jean Laffite did take any slave ships as prizes, the most profitable market for him was still the United States. Spain's final ratification of the Adams-Onis Treaty on February 19, 1821, had made landing goods at Galveston too dangerous even before the island was depopulated, so Jean probably landed them at Cat Island or one of the other old haunts. That smuggling slaves was still very profitable is evident from the high risks the buyers took. In the summer of 1821 a group of six men in Louisiana, at least one of whom appeared to be a former Laffite associate, were fined a total of $115,000 for smuggling over ninety Africans.23
At the end of the year Louisiana's congressional delegation wrote a joint letter to Calhoun to call Washington's attention to the continuing violation of the revenue laws on the state's western border, and to demand suppression of the smugglers. They suggested assigning one hundred dragoons to patrol the Sabine.24 Instead, Senator Johnston got the navy to post more armed vessels to patrol the Gulf. 25 By the fall the navy had the Enterprise, the Hornet, the Spark, the Shark, the Grampus, and the Porpoise in the West Indies, and within a few more months the John Adams, the Peacock, and the Alligator joined them. The result was a dramatic increase in pirates put out of business and the press took note that Gulf commerce had been mostly unmolested "since John Lafitte abandoned and destroyed Galveston." In September 1821 two pirate attacks on ships headed for New Orleans were the first in almost two years.26 Three more corsairs were taken in October, and in early November the Hornet captured the Colombian privateer the Centinella and a French slave ship prize, the La Pensee, with 240 blacks.27 That month the Porpoise hit pirates off Cuba and forced them to abandon their ship and flee into the woods.28 In December yet another corsair fell victim to the naval might.
The war against the pirates came at a cost, though. Lieutenant Kearney had to finance victualing his ship from his own pocket at times. Lieutenant Madison and his Lynx, still embarrassed over the Galveston incident, joined in the pirate hunt off Cuba. Madison raised anchor off St. Mary's, Georgia, on January 21, 1821, and set out on yet another cruise, but neither he nor the Lynx were ever seen again. The pirates began to thin out, too, including William Mitchell, who supposedly died May 1, 1821, on Great Corn Island, off Nicaragua. By the fall of the year, however, it was time for a much larger feature in the corsairing firmament to leave the scene.
Pierre Laffite may not have owned the Nancy Eleanor, and if he did, he changed his mind about converting her into an armed vessel to prey on Spanish shipping. Instead, ironically, she became prey herself. On August 31, on a voyage to Panama, she was taken off Trinidad by a pirate, plundered, and then ransomed for four thousand dollars before being allowed to complete her voyage. 29 For whatever reason, with the Nancy Eleanor no longer at his command, and Jean off cruising with his other ships, Pierre had only a small vessel, probably a felucca, that Jean had taken from Pedro Cupull off Campeche that summer. On her deck the Laffites mounted an eight-pounder, and a Spaniard who saw her described her as a "small, unworthy Mediterranean-type coasting vessel." Laffite had a crew of about seventeen men to work her, almost all Italians except for a Spaniard pilot. They were all pirates so far as Spanish authorities were concerned.30
Small though she might be, Pierre's vessel was enough to take prizes, and on June 17 off Campeche, with Pierre in command and his old associate George Schumph as master-at-arms, she captured the schooner the Constitution out of Cadiz and bound for Vera Cruz.31 Aboard her Pierre found twelve hundred barrels of liquor, nine hundred bottles of oil, lace and leather goods, and silver to the value of $50,000 to $60,000. The silver he could keep and use anywhere, of course, but Pierre did not have access to a market for other merchandise. He discovered, however, that local fishermen on the island of Cancun just south of Mugeres were inclined to assist him, and that Clemente Cá- mara had a small farm on the island where Pierre could hoard goods pending sale. Pierre delivered the bulk of the Constitutions cargo to the farm in October and then entered into a contract whereby he gave Cámara half of the goods for his own use in return for $6,500 and Cámaras agreement to sell the rest in Yucatán's principal city Campeche across the peninsula. By the end of the month Cámara had taken sixty barrels of whisky and a trunk of belts and handkerchiefs to Campeche, and Pierre was staying at Cámaras farm with Lucia Allen and others awaiting their host's return with the proceeds.32
Pierre also expected more men to join him at the farm, for he had conceived a plan for substantially greater takings. A relatively new Spanish community had begun at Yalahau, on the Yalahau Lagoon just west of Cabo Catoche, protected from the sea by a couple of barrier islands almost like Galveston. Apparently Pierre believed there was enough wealth in the village to be worth his sailing in and taking it, but he would need more than his small crew to make a successful landing, and more guns than his single eight-pounder. On the evening of October 30 Pierre was waiting at the small farm on Cancun when well after dark, about 10 o'clock, he heard a small group approaching. He sent out men of his own to challenge the strangers, perhaps thinking they were the expected reinforcement, but when Laffite's men heard the leader identify himself as Miguel Molas, commanding a dozen soldados and civilian volunteers, the privateers opened fire in the darkness.
After hearing several warnings of the pirate gathering, Molas had come to investigate. In the barrage he sustained four superficial wounds, and his nephew was also hit, but the Spaniards soon forced their attackers back. A few privateers were killed, and others wounded. Those who could get away, among them George Schumph, ran into the hilly interior or fled in a canoe. Molas took only five prisoners, but they included Pierre Laffite and his mistress. Full of spirit as always, Pierre told Molas that his armed ship was between the island and the mainland and that Molas's line of withdrawal was cut off. In spite of this the Spaniard loaded his men and his prisoners on his boats and prepared to make for the mainland early the next morning, but at dawn he was barely embarked when he saw that Laffite had not been bluffing. The corsair vessel was in his path. Molas quickly ran his boats to the beach and took refuge behind a sand dune. The ship came in close to shore and sent five charges of grapeshot from her cannon, hitting no one. Nevertheless, all but two of the men with Molas panicked and ran, leaving him outnumbered by his prisoners and with no choice but to abandon them on the beach in order to get away.33
Pierre may already have been ill when Molas attacked on October 30. Certainly Lucia Allen was unwell. Pierre may even have been one of the wounded.34 In any case, the Spaniards clearly knew their whereabouts, and Cancun would no longer be safe for them. Collecting those of their scattered party that they could, including Schumph, López, and a mestizo named Gregorio, Pierre and Lucia boarded a small fishing boat in order to avoid attention. They sailed north and then west around the peninsula to a small protected lagoon known as Las Bocas, about ten miles from the pueblo of Dzilam de Bravo, a string of houses stretching from the lagoon to the village of Santa Clara.35 By the time they arrived in a tiny village called Telyas, Pierre was terribly ill with a fever, perhaps suffering the same illness as Lucia. For the next several days Gregorio, López, Schumph, and the ailing Allen tended her dying lover. Then, on or about November 9, within sight and sound of thousands of pink flamingos feeding in the lagoon, Pierre Laffite breathed his last.36 He died the pirate he always claimed he never was, and though he escaped the noose or bullet that would have been his fate if captured, his death was the direct result of his chosen trade.37 The others took Pierre's body into the town of Dzilam de Bravo on November 10, and Schumph presented himself before the mayor to get permission to have Laffite buried in the churchyard of Santa Clara of Dzidzantún, an old Franciscan convent that had been attacked by pirates several times in the century past. That day López and Gregorio laid the dead pirate in the ground "with honor" as López remembered it, and with appropriate words from the curate José Gregorio Cervera. When they were done they placed over his grave a rude stone marked with his name, the date, and the hour of his death. That done, Schumph left Lucia in the care of locals while he found a room at an inn.38
As soon as it was learned who had been buried, Schumph came under suspicion and was quickly arrested. He had to scramble to explain his connection with Laffite without incriminating himself as a pirate. He was a Canadian merchant, he told the authorities, and he had only just come to the island Cancun to discuss some business with Laffite when Molas attacked. Schumph told a dramatic story of jumping into the water to escape the attack, and thereby leaving his trunk behind with his passport in it, to explain his not having traveling papers. No, he had never served on Pierre's vessel, though he did admit being with Jean aboard the General Victoria when Galveston was abandoned. He knew nothing firsthand of the cargo of the Constitution, but had heard that there might be whiskey and other goods hidden on Cancun. To deflect suspicion from Mugeres, he said that he believed he had heard that Laffite's pirate ship normally anchored near Yalahau, the town Laffite supposedly intended to loot. The court was inclined not to believe him, especially when witnesses identified him as having served on Laffite ships. He was held for several weeks until he agreed to provide information on the location of hidden Laffite prize goods. On December 4 Schumph was finally released and sent to the capital at Merida. Lucia Allen chose to remain in Dzilam until she recovered, where she may have died in childbirth deliveri ng yet another daughter of Pierre Laffite's.39
Jean Laffite probably did not learn of his brother's death for months, and perhaps not until March or April of 1822, because he had suffered a disaster of his own. Sometime in late October or early November, aboard the Minerva or the Blanque, Jean took on a large ship off Jamaica or the Cayman Islands. Instead of feebly striking her colors, she fought back. Still he took the prize, at the cost of several of his men killed or wounded, and possibly an injury to himself. As had happened with the Nancy Eleanor, he held the prize for a day or two and then ransomed her to her owners, who agreed to make payment on Cuba near Santa Cruz del Sur on the south coast. When he approached the port, however, two armed vessels came out of the harbor and retook the prize. In the skirmish, Laffite lost his own ship and most of the rest of his crew, barely escaping with a few others when the Spaniards boarded his vessel. 40
Jean's trials only began with his escape. Either by swimming or in a small launch, he and his companions made the shore close to Santa Cruz del Sur. They were without food or arms, apparently without funds, and in a definitely hostile land. Before long locals spotted them and they were taken prisoner. Jean was fortunate not to be hanged at once, but the Spaniards were devoted to the law, and took him some miles inland to the provincial capital at Porto Principe, where he and his companions were jailed. After a few weeks he either took ill or his wound became worse, and the Spaniards moved him to the hospital of San Juan de Dios. Laffite spent more weeks in the infirmary, where security was considerably less rigid than at the prison. There, a former acquaintance recognized him or he was able to get word of his predicament to someone he knew to be in the community, perhaps even Picornell, who happened to be practicing in town as a physician. On February 13, 1822, with outside help, Jean Laffite escaped from the hospital and hurried back to the coast.41
Less than fifty miles directly north of Porto Principe Cayo Romano sat off the coast, with a settlement of Cuban pirates operating out of the Old Bahama Channel, chiefly preying on slave ships. If Laffite and his liberators did not know the people at Cayo Romano, they surely knew of them, and within two or three days Laffite could have been safely on the island. Laffite's friends may even have had a ship waiting for him there, for less than a month after he fled the hospital, reports reached Porto Principe that Jean commanded a schooner followed by several small launches and perhaps thirty men operating out of Rincon Grande and cruising the Old Bahama Channel.42
It was not a good time or place to try to reestablish himself as a corsair. With the gains that the United States Navy had made on pirates from 1819 to 1821, Washington was unwilling to relax the pressure, especially after any sign of an attempted resurgence such as two piratical attacks on New Orleans merchantmen in January. 43 A few weeks later Kearny and the Enterprise took a pirate off Havana, and on a single morning in April he took eight pirate ships and 160 crewmen off Cape Antonio.44 Lieutenant James Ramage cruised the Cuban coast in the Porpoise and took the El Bravo in early February, meanwhile burning the freebooters' shore establishments and destroying three other pirate vessels. Several of the pirates he captured and sent to New Orleans in chains.45 By April the navy had a squadron built around the frigate Macedonian, including four smaller vessels and two hundred marines, ready to sail from Baltimore to deal with the pirates operating out of Cuba. If the government of Cuba would not or could not put an end to the outrages, Washington announced, then the United States would, even if it had to violate Spanish sovereignty by operating in Cuban waters. Washington ordered the navy to establish several small stations from which to watch traffic around Cuban shores, and cut off the pirates.46
Thus the navy was watching for Laffite when reports came in that he was operating in the vicinity of the Old Bahama Channel in a fleet of four corsairs that included the legitimate Colombian private armed schooner the Cienago. On April 11 Laffite finally stepped across the line he had observed for fully a decade when he took and plundered an American ship, the Jay, off Gibara, on the north coast some distance southeast of the Old Bahama Channel. He also took an English sloop that day, unaware of just how close by was the cordon of American warships. His action was known two days later to the commander of the armed sloop the Alligator; which took the Cienago. Laffite and the rest had retired to the haven of Gibara, where local authorities gave them sanctuary in return for the cheap merchandise they provided.47
The New York merchantman the Abigail was chasing Laffite when she encountered the Alligator two days later and they joined forces in the pursuit.48 The next day they cruised the coastline so closely that Laffite's schooner and the smaller boats with him could not get out to sea, and then the Americans followed in two launches as the pirate schooner retreated up a river. Three days later they caught it at anchor and took Laffite and seven of his men.49 It was a delicate diplomatic situation, and the Americans unwittingly turned their prisoners over to the same local authorities who were so indulgent of the pirates. When Lieutenant Richard Stockton, commanding the Alligator, sailed into Gibara to meet with the soldados he soon realized that the pirates would likely be allowed to escape, and sent a request to the province's governor at Holguin that the malefactors be turned over to the Americans. The governor let the Gibaran leaders hold on to their prisoners, however, and Laffite was soon at large.50
By May 1 Laffite was again trying to get his vessels away from the coast only to find the Alligator blocking his passage, this time reinforced by the Grampus. At about 8:30 that morning Laffite saw the Alligator coming after him in a chase that lasted ninety minutes until Laffite ran into shoal water too shallow for the American vessel. As soon as the Alligator dropped anchor, Laffite opened fire and the ships exchanged several shots inconclusively.51 The Americans had already taken three prizes from their captors, and the next day went in close to shore in a light draft vessel with more than seventy men, exchanging volleys with what they believed to be Laffite's men aboard his schooner.52 Once again Laffite escaped.
Laffite had been captured twice, probably wounded once, and nearly taken again. There was a lesson to be learned from this season of near disasters, and Jean Laffite was no fool. If he needed any further admonition, the news of Pierre's death when it reached him sometime that spring should have been enough. However prepared each brother must have been for such an event given the hazard of their careers, the loss was the greatest of Jean's life. The two had been inseparable for the past decade and more. They thought alike and acted alike, a symbiotic pairing of complementary opposites. The loss of Pierre cost Jean his spiritual anchor, though they had not seen each other for many months.
It was time to try another tack. Laffite learned that Bolivar was commissioning private armed vessels into the Colombian state service, though no longer granting letters of marque. The distinction was a subtle one. The captains took prizes and shared in the proceeds, but they and their vessels were not free agents, but servants in a naval auxiliary of Colombia. Beluche was in the service now, and so was Laméson.53 By this time most of the surviving old corsairs who had not become outright pirates had been commissioned regular navy officers for Colombia, their vessels nationalized as public property. Jean's notoriety spoke for itself. A commission from Colombia would give him legitimacy and protection, and if he did not make his fortune from prize goods by observing Bolivar's rules, what he did at sea outside the gaze of officials could reward him handsomely.
After escaping the Alligator in early May, Laffite decided that the Cuban coast was too hot for him, and sailed his remaining schooner south to Cartagena, a bustling metropolis of 170,000 people.54 He probably arrived early in June, within days of the arrival of the forty-ton schooner the General Santander, a Spanish vessel seized and nationalized by Colombia.55 She was named for General Francisco de Paula Santander, vice president of Colombia, and on August 19 she received her commission as a private armed vessel in service of Colombia.56 The Colombian naval authorities gave her to Jean Laffite to outfit, perhaps requiring him to post a bond and absorb some of the cost of converting her. By the first week of September he had her almost ready to leave on her first cruise, armed with a powerful eighteen-pounder, a brass four-pounder swivel gun, and thirty men. Americans in Cartagena who watched her outfitting sent warnings to the United States that "the famous Lafitte" would be on the seas again, and could be expected to prey not only on Spanish vessels but perhaps on American merchantmen. 57
Why they would expect Laffite to take American ships they did not say, but Laffite soon demonstrated much less than his former punctiliousness in dealing with American shipping. Less than three weeks after embarking, he had the General Santander off the Dry Tortugas in the Straits of Florida, one hundred miles north of Havana. There on September 28 he sighted the brig the Sampson out of Mobile and boarded her at sea. For eight hours Laffite held the vessel while unloading her cargo, and according to her captain mistreated him physically before releasing the ship.58 If it was Laffite, as the corsair claimed to be, then it was an act of wanton piracy against a merchant vessel of a nation that enjoyed friendly relations with Bolivar and favored his nation building. Had he learned of it, Bolivar would have repudiated the action and rescinded Laffite's commission just as he had spurned Aury the year before.
After leaving the Sampson, Laffite continued to haunt the Cuban shipping lanes, and by November 26 was about fifty miles south of Grand Cayman and due west of Jamaica, having taken two Spanish ships and sent one back to Cartagena as his commission required. Now he encountered the American schooner the Columbus Ross out of Jamaica and bound for New Orleans. He showed a remarkably different disposition toward her than he had to the Sampson, if indeed it was Laffite who robbed the latter. "Captain Laffite treated us with the greatest politeness," the Columbia Ross's captain reported, and finding her in a lane frequented by pirates, escorted her some distance west until she was through the Yucatán Straits where he himself had preyed on shipping. On parting, Laffite gave the Columbus Ross some balls for her four-pounder cannon, and spare provisions as well. 59 His act of kindness found its way into the American press, mitigating a little the chagrin evidenced in the New Orleans journals that month when they learned that "the famous LAFITTE of piratical memory" had been captured the previous year, then escaped. "We cannot too deeply regret, that the monster who had shed so much innocent blood, should have, perhaps for the hunderth [sic] time, escaped the sword of justice which has been so long hanging on his guilty head," lamented the editor of the Courier.60
With the pirates on the run throughout the Caribbean, the merchants whose trade the corsairs preyed on maintained the pressure on Washington to suppress the criminals. Several New Orleans merchants wrote to Senator Johnston on November 26, 1822, that they wanted the government to make the seas safe "if it should require the whole navy of the U. States to effect it—we require it and think we have a right to expect it."61 As if to punctuate their urgency, something happened a few days prior that made the navy's campaign against the pirates take on a personal tone. The captain of the Alligator; ashore chasing pirates on Cuba, was shot and killed in a skirmish. It sparked a storm of protest in Congress.62 Exaggerated complaints of four thousand pirates operating in the Caribbean led to calls for stern means of putting them down, even if the United States had to occupy by force the places where they were based.63 On December 31 Captain David Porter offered to resign his position as a naval commissioner to go to the Gulf to root out the problem. Soon the word went out that early in 1823 Captain Porter would take command of a fleet of eight warships mounting 178 cannon and numbering 1,330 seamen. They would overwhelm the pirates by main force if necessary.64 Sensitive to the potential violation of their sovereignty if they did not make a better effort themselves, Spanish authorities on Cuba started to mount greater patrols against the buccaneers, occasionally taking a corsair. In November the Marte cooperated with the Alligator in its search for the murderers of the American captain.65
They would not take Jean Laffite now that he was at last, and probably for the first time in his career, an unquestionably legitimate privateer. The years of specious commissions were over, and so were the awkward months of barely disguised piracy. Ironically, Laffite attained his legitimate commission just as the author of so many of his bogus letters of marque came to a transition. On January 2, 1823, General Humbert was found dead in his room in New Orleans, probably killed by alcoholism. Some eulogized what he had been, but none could fail to see what he had become: a sad, foolish parody of what he and the other filibusters had been in their dreams. "His life, public and private, was and has been the most indecorous and vagrant, forever in the taverns, surrounded by a rabble and attending them in their crimes," Spanish consul Garcia had written Apodaca. "Because of him much innocent blood has been shed."66
Unfortunately, Jean Laffite's days of legitimate privateering would last scarcely five months. On February 4, 1823, his General Santander was cruising in the Gulf of Honduras. He was off the coast about forty miles west of La Cieba, opposite a point of land called Triunfo de la Cruz—Triumph of the Cross—when the first glimmers of light at 5 A.M. revealed a schooner and a brigantine. When he saw the vessels turn to run, he assumed they were Spanish merchantmen and set his sails for a chase. He dogged them for almost seventeen hours until he caught up to the brig well after dark and for an hour traded shots with her. She appeared to be on the verge of striking her colors when instead her captain raised signal lanterns in his rigging calling the faster schooner back to his assistance. It began to be become apparent that Laffite had been decoyed.
When the schooner opened fire, Laffite and those aboard his ship realized that they were outgunned. Counting the muzzle flashes, men on the General Santander made out a dozen cannon on the brig, and another six on the schooner, including a powerful swivel gun whose sound or shot hitting the General Santander told them it was a fat sixteen-pounder. Laffite had unwittingly taken on either Spanish privateers or warships, or perhaps elements of a British squadron patrolling for pirates. They might even have been pirates themselves, though, if so, they were unusually well armed.
In one of the exchanges, a direct hit from grapeshot or a splinter of wood from the General Santander struck Jean Laffite a desperate wound. He may not have known the extent of his injury, but he turned command over to his chief lieutenant, though he was conscious enough to shout encouragement to his crewmen. Soon the executive officer fell with a mortal wound, and petty officer Francisco Similien took over. The flashing of the guns in the darkness continued until one o'clock in the morning before Similien broke off the action. He ordered the General Santanders course changed to an easterly bearing to start for Cartagena, while their antagonists sailed off to the north.
During the night the men on the General Santander stopped her leaks and tended to their wounded. It is unlikely that a ship's surgeon was aboard, but any man experienced at naval action could have seen that Laffite's wound was mortal. He probably knew so, too, though he had experienced no more than one or two combats. Sometime after dawn on February 5, 1823, he died, aged forty-one.67 A few weeks later, on March 10, the General Santander limped into Portobello, Panama, on her way back to Cartagena. A body could not be saved for that long aboard ship, and on the day he died, his crew had buried Captain Jean Laffite at sea. Somewhere in the Gulf of Honduras, probably not far from the Islas de la Bahía, his grave was as lost to time as Pierre's four hundred miles to the north. Perhaps it was fitting for a man who never owned a home or had a country that he died fighting for a people not his own, and that his only epitaph appeared in Cartagena, whose legitimate commissions he never carried, and in Colombia, a place he never lived. "The loss of this brave naval official is moving," said the Gaceta de Cartajena when it learned the news. "The boldness with which he confronted the superior forces which hit him manifests well that, as an enthusiast of honor, he wished to follow it down the road to death rather than abandon it in flight." In a final grim irony, the epitaph appeared only in Spanish, the language of his enemies.68
The death of Jean Laffite punctuated the demise of privateering in the Caribbean. By the end of 1822 the United States Navy had taken at least thirty-four pirate vessels, and it continued the captures during the next year or so, taking the war against the corsairs to their land bases on Cuba and elsewhere. Five days before Laffite's death Porter was assigned a command in the Caribbean to suppress piracy and protect American shipping, much of which was afraid to sail except when convoyed. He was also to suppress the illegal slave trade. If he took his men ashore in pursuit of pirates, he would so do on his own responsibility, though he was to give any pirates he captured to local Spanish authorities.69 Porter cut corners, and even interfered with the legitimate privateers in the Colombian service, but Porter was not to be deterred by diplomatic niceties.70
The war against the corsairs came at a price, as when pirates took the Alert of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and killed her captain, or when Porter lost a lieutenant on the Fox to a cannon shot off Puerto Rico. "The work of piracy and murder still goes on," complained the press, but Porter did not relent.71 The Alligator revenged herself in May by taking one pirate schooner and burning another, and the British were as ruthless.72 Reports that winter said thirty-nine pirate vessels operated off the coast of Cuba. By March 1823 the British took half of them, killed twenty pirates, and captured forty more. Meanwhile the Spaniards, too, were taking vessels and killing corsairs. Someone among these various forces had killed Jean Laffite.73
Porter made his first captures in April, and within forty-three days he had broken up piracy in the Caribbean and forced most of the freebooters to flee inland on Cuba where they would have to face local authorities. By May he sent word home that he had "nearly destroyed all the pirates in the West Indian seas."74 A month later, its privateering days at an end with the close of hostilities against Spain, Laffite's General Santander performed one last official mission. On June 1 she dropped anchor in New York harbor to deliver Leandro Palaceos, Colombia's new consul general, to the United States.75 The brothers Laffite had died at precisely the right moments. With Mexico independent and virtually all of the republican movements in Central and South American successful, a Spanish Main at peace was a world they would not have known.
TWENTY-TWO
The Legend of the Laffites
For him they raise not the recording stone—
His death yet dubious, deeds too widely known;
He left a Corsair's name to other times,
Link'd with one virtue, and a thousand crimes.
PIRACY DID ENJOY a brief resurgence after Jean's death. In April 1824 even Colombian naval privateers, especially Beluche and his General Bolivar, were aiding in the suppression of Cuban pirates.1 By the summer the corsairs were attacking everything that passed. Those claiming to be privateers took Spanish ships; those who were outright pirates robbed everyone, and it became all but impossible to tell the difference. Reports from Cuba in July said that scarcely a vessel came into Havana without being stopped and plundered by one or the other.2 By October the reassertion of the pirates was such that Secretary of State Adams received a caution that "the temporary cessation of piracies some time before, caused by the presence of a large force on the coast, seems to have induced a delusive and fatal opinion, that the evil was extinguished."3
It was a bubble, however, for by 1825 piracy was all but finished, especially since Spanish merchantmen were now arming heavily. The few remaining privateers in the now-independent Latin American republics were decommissioned, and the governments stopped issuing letters of marque. With the new nations at peace with the rest of the world, Spanish commerce was no longer a legitimate target by any definition and there was no remaining pretext for privateering against anyone else. The pressure against outright piracy soon ended it altogether.
Thus the Laffites' trade survived them by barely two years. Had they outlived their occupation, there is little to suggest they could have adapted to another one. Smuggling died out on the United States Gulf coast thanks to falling tariff rates, and when rates went up again dramatically in 1828, smuggling did not return. Pierre had been a merchant many years before, of course, and perhaps the brothers could have gone completely legitimate, but the rise in tariff rates would have hurt them. Filibustering was dead, and though Americans were starting to pour into Texas as sanctioned settlers, neither Laffite had ever owned a piece of ground to plant. Slave smuggling still had some life in Louisiana and Texas, though Mexican authorities would try several expedients to keep slavery in Texas to a minimum, and in any case, no more Spanish slave ships could be taken legitimately. In short, the brothers would have been frozen out on almost every front. The world they had known and in which they could hope to flourish had left them behind, and the new world of the Gulf simply had no room for their kind.
The obscurity in which the Laffites died naturally gave rise to uncertainty. Stories of Pierre's demise got back to Texas in the 1830s and continued to appear thereafter, but since the popular imagination never seized upon him as it did his brother, less time was spent imagining his death. One story did surface that he was privateering with José Gaspar in the spring of 1822, some months after his actual death, and had been caught in a British trap that resulted in Gaspar's suicide and the sinking of Pierre's vessel.4 Yet in the main, it was his brother about whom everyone wanted to know. Only the dimmest echoes of Jean's death reached the United States, however, and no American journal picked up his obituary from the Bogotá Gaceta. Speculation and eventually fantasy filled the void. Eyebrows in South Carolina rose briefly when a "Captain Lafitte" stepped off the brig Mary from Havana in 1827, though he was too young to have been either of the corsairs. By 1840, as Laffite stories began to be told in growing volume in taverns and on decks along the Gulf coast, some doubted that he was dead.5 In Galveston that year some men who claimed to have known him said they believed he still lived.6 Other stories emerged that the absence of definitive word of Jean's death was proof that, ashamed of his past crimes, he had changed his name and profession after leaving Galveston and begun a new life.7 As if to prove this, in 1842 a Texan traveling in upstate New York met a man who told him that Jean had been a native of Orange County and returned there after leaving Galveston to live incognito as a farmer.8
Most assumed Jean was dead, though. In 1843 Texan founding father Mirabeau B. Lamar began looking into the Laffite stories and concluded that there were no authentic records of the pirate's death but that he could be assumed to be no longer living. The British visitor William Bollaert, who spent some time at Galveston in the early 1840s, also concluded that Jean was almost surely dead "not many years since, in poor circumstances."9 This still left room for imagination in accounting for his last years. One rumor held that Laffite was killed by his own men after they left Galveston.10 Others knew with certainty that Jean Laffite had succeeded in rescuing Napoleon from St. Helena, and the two of them lived and died in Louisiana, being buried at the Temple. Laffite and Napoleon were cousins, and Jean's uncle John Paul Jones was also buried with them. Laffite, in fact, had fought with Jones on the Bonhomme Richard when she defeated the British Serapis in 1778, about three years before Jean was born.11 Laffite's death in 1823 would have surprised the distinguished Shakespearean actor Junius Brutus Booth, father of Edwin and John Wilkes Booth. Playing Hamlet in Natchez, Mississippi, he went to the seamier part of town by the riverside and there met a dark stranger who robbed him. It was Jean Laffite. Twenty years later Booth was in New Orleans, where he received a summons from Jean, who was then in jail awaiting hanging. Remorseful over robbing the actor so long before, and aware that his days were at an end, Laffite told Booth that he wanted Booth to have his skull after his death. For the rest of his career, whenever Booth played the troubled prince of Denmark and raised from the grave the skull of "poor Yorick," it was the corsair's skull in his hand. 12
The Laffites' old friends and associates escaped the mythmaking that dogged the brothers, but in other regards time was little better to them. Of most of their men, Bollaert found in 1840 that "they could not very well go back into the world again, but they will all soon be dead."13 Laurent Maire, who gave up privateering before the fall of Galveston, never achieved much wealth as a city merchant, though he could afford a few slaves for himself and his wife, Adeline Godon.14 He lived in a rented house on Peace Street in the Faubourg Marigny, hardly a fashionable address for a white merchant, and when he died in 1827, leaving three minor children, all his worldly possessions came to $2,475, the bulk of it five slaves valued at $2,150. One of them had run away, and another would escape before the estate auction. His household goods—some old clothes, a canopy bed, six chairs, two tables, a mirror, and an armoire—together were worth $40.15 His widow would survive him by seventy years, and live to be 103, later telling stories of her late husband, the "wealthy planter."
Dominique, who never learned to read or write or sign his name, gave up the sea and privateering entirely by 1823, and took a modest home in the Faubourg Marigny.16 In his last years he became something of a local character. When he died on the morning of November 15, he was destitute and had to be buried on the charity of the city. People remembered "Captain Dominique" as a man "to whom fortune had never been very favorable." 17 Pierre's sometime partner in slave sales Antoine Abat lived only two years beyond Dominique. Only Beluche prospered to some extent. He owned several properties in New Orleans, but he left the city to serve under Bolivar and never came back. His wife would die days before the state legislature granted her a divorce on grounds of abandonment, while he lived in South America until his death in 1860. He, at least, ended his days an honored man of influence.18
Time erased most physical signs of the Laffites' passing. Nothing remained of the warehouses at Barataria even in their lifetime. By 1835 a traveler passing through the hamlet of Deweyville, Texas, saw only an old ruined shed when locals pointed out the remains of "one of Lafitte's old stations" where slaves were kept on the west bank of the Sabine.19 Four years later on Galveston only a few little hillocks revealed where the brothers' community had stood. The bleached ribs of an old hull on the beach were commonly mistaken for the remains of one of their vessels, though more likely it was the Constitution, that last prize brought in by the Minerva. Now seacoasters living nearby dismantled what was left for firewood.20 The curious who visited Galveston in the 1830s and 1840s were directed to old characters such as James Campbell, John Lambert, Stephen Churchill, Ben Dolivar, and others who claimed to have served under the brothers.21 When the USS Jackall made a stop on Mugeres in 1824 seeking pirates, she found none, and no sign of them having been there. Local Indians said none had called since early 1822.22
As for the remains of the Laffites, Jean's became a part of the Caribbean, and as early as 1840 no one could or would point out Pierre's grave at Dzilam de Bravo. An old woman said to have been Lucia Allen's servant supposedly knew the place, but she was habitually too drunk to show anyone.23 More than a century later, visitors to Dzilam de Bravo heard the story of Pierre's burial and began searching for a marker in the cemetery. Finding nothing, someone in 1948 erected a wooden cross where lore said an earlier marker had been placed. On the marker the letters tte had been legible before a hurricane washed over the cemetery and obliterated the site of the tomb. Of course if there had been such a vestige on a marker, it misspelled the brothers' name. Now, in the eternal conflation of the brothers, those setting the wooden cross carved Jean's name into it rather than Pierre's. By 1960, when locals decided to erect a marble monument to Dzilam de Bravo's most famous recumbent resident, it was commonly assumed to be Jean who lay there somewhere.24
In an era fed on Alexandre Dumas's Count of Monte Cristo and the poetry of Lord Byron, romantic notions of corsairs were a fixed part of popular culture, and the Laffites were well cast to fill the role. Novelists and writers of serial romances for the press seized upon Jean Laffite as a vehicle for their formulaic potboilers. Almost every known aspect of the brothers' career became exaggerated. They and almost they alone would be given credit for saving New Orleans in 1815. The $1,000 reward that Jean jokingly offered for Claiborne grew until by 1839 it was 10,000 British pounds, the episode dated to before the American Revolution. Stories had Jean leaving Galveston to set up his operation in Barataria rather than the other way round.25
Probably the first novel appeared in 1826, only three years after Jean's death, when an author listed only as "Intruder Tar" published The Memoirs ofLafitte, or The Baratarian Pirate; A Narrative Founded on Fact, a fictional romance that went through at least six editions under different titles in book and serial form by 1836.26 Then in 1829 an American newspaper made the erroneous connection between Jean Laffite and Byron's poem "The Corsair" that would ever after confuse readers. Charlotte Barnes hauled Jean out on stage in her play "La Fitte, the Pirate of the Gulf," which premiered at the Louisville Theatre in Kentucky on November 30, 1836, its author promising that her play was "founded upon the history of an extraordinary man." 27 The previous year Joseph Holt Ingraham published a small edition of his two-volume novel The Pirate; or, Lafitte of the Gulph of Mexico, which in numerous subsequent editions became the grandfather of all future Laffite romances, increasingly removed from fact. By 1840 Jean Laffite was depicted as a fatal lothario with women, and a cold-blooded murderer of men who yet observed some forms of honor.28 Everything from hatred of Spain, to unrequited love, to simple bloodlust had driven him to be a corsair. "I like blood," one author had him declare before taking a prize and slaying its crew.29
Hand in hand with the romances went the stories of lost and buried treasure. The prosaic reality is that pirates and privateers lived hand to mouth, were improvident when they had money, and kept plying their trade because they saved none. Pierre Laffite had been bankrupt at least once and in almost constant legal difficulty over debt and disputed claims. The brothers together lost much in the 1818 hurricane, and they never did recover the $18,000 or more they spent on behalf of Spain. When they abandoned Galveston they had nothing more than their three ships, and soon lost one of those. When Pierre tried to raise new crewmen in Charleston, he offered to pay less than half the rate he had paid in New Orleans only two years before. When Englishman William Bollaert visited Galveston in 1840 and met with a few remnants of the Laffite days, one of them told him that "the Lafittes [meaning his men] squandered their money."30
That did not stop the march of fantasy. Starting in the 1840s, Laffite treasure was known to be buried all along the Gulf coast from Barataria to Galveston, and every few years a new story appeared of a mysterious stranger who had more money than he should, or of clandestine diggings and lights in the darkness on the beaches. 31 Sometimes the searcher was one of the brothers' former companions. On one occasion it was Pierre Laffite himself, raised from the dead.32 Or one of the former associates, with his dying words, would reveal the whereabouts of chests of gold. Once the information came from a former slave of the Laffites,' complete with lurid tales of how "Marse Lafitte, when he bury dat money, kilt a nigger and put him in de hole too."33 In 1853 Jean Laffite manifested himself at a séance at Galveston, and promised to lead astonished participants to the hiding place of some of his treasure, though they never seemed to have found it.34
In 1875 there came a report that someone had found $75,000 off Bayou La Battre.35 Others said that Jean—it was nearly always Jean—built a brick vault on the Calcasieu and hid a fortune there.36 In 1878 a seventy-eight-year-old man in Galveston called "Crazy Ben" Dolivar, supposedly known to produce antique gold coins from time to time to buy his drink, suddenly disappeared with a nephew of Jean Laffite after revealing to him the location of Laffite's treasure.37 Six years later one editor was so perplexed by the plethora of treasure stories that he wondered that "one would suppose that this idea of Laffite's having buried treasure promiscuously about in every odd looking spot, would exist only with ignorant and superstitious persons," whereas "men of known good sense have been drawn in this foolish search." More than that, said the editor, "the whole truth is, that Laffite never had any treasure at all." Those looking for it, like those seeking the secret of perpetual motion, "will founder on the banks of insanity."38
Still men looked for the treasure, and inevitably criminals capitalized on the lure, as in 1909 when Joseph Choate swindled $10,000 from gullible investors by claiming to know the cave near Lake Charles, Louisiana, where Laffite's treasure lay hidden. He never found the money, of course, but did discover a six-year prison sentence for fraud.39 Then in 1936 a woman revealed that Laffite sank his treasure ship in the Trinity River, and only she and her father knew where. They had known for fifty years, but never got around to recovering the gold they knew to be aboard, which was why they could not reveal its location. 40 But, no, in 1981 Laffite's treasure had moved to Cameron, Louisiana. Not so, said others twenty years later, who knew it to be back at Lake Charles.41 Laffite's gold even had magical powers, as Captain J. E. Fehann could attest. He had sailed on a vessel with the unfortunate name the Miasma, whose captain was a descendant of a man who had served the Laffites, and always wore around his neck a gold doubloon given him by Jean. It gave him good luck at sea. If ever a storm arose, he said, he had merely to touch the coin to the mainmast and say, "Jean LaFitte banish this wind," and the storm went away. Fehann saw it work in a Caribbean squall when a quarter of an hour after the words were spoken, the storm abated.42
Through all the myth and legend, Americans were trying to settle for themselves the place of the Laffites in their history and their folk pantheon. One thing is certain. The brothers were emblems of their time and place. Throughout the settlement of North America, there always appeared at the latest fringe of civilization a species of entrepreneur daring, resourceful, uninhibited by the restrictions of the scanty law available, and imaginative in devising means to get around even those. Once Americans established independence and pursued their inexorable spread westward, the numbers of such men exploded with the dramatically expanding opportunity. Wherever there was a borderland beyond the efficient imposition of the law, they appeared. Wherever there was a population with a need not adequately supplied by conventional means of commerce, they flourished. And once the vacuum of laws and regulation was filled, they disappeared and moved on, unable and unwilling to adapt to existence in the new environment. This was the story of Samuel Mason and the famed "land pirates" of the Ohio and Mississippi valleys in the early 1800s, the story of James Bowie and his phenomenal land frauds in Louisiana and Arkansas in the 1820s, and the story of the Laffites and the Gulf corsairs. They could not have appeared at any other time or place in America's story, and when the conjunctions of history that created them disappeared, so did they.
Judged by the measure of their achievements, the Laffites were men of temporal success but lifetime failure. First from smuggling, then from privateering and piracy, they often took in large sums of money, and nothing suggests that either entertained any higher ambition. Yet like virtually all of the men in their trades, they kept little for very long, neither did they use their gains to acquire or establish anything lasting. They were chancers who lived for the moment. As for their influence on the course of filibustering efforts to wrest New World colonies from the grip of Spain, none of the enterprises that they supported succeeded, and none of those that failed once the Laffites began to work for Spain owed their demise to the brothers' schemes. Like the filibusters and their opponents, none of them individually, nor the lot of them as a whole, exerted any decisive influence on the revolutionary movements in Latin America or the fate of Texas. While the committed native revolutionaries like Bolivar and San Martin succeeded, Gutiérrez, Humbert, Toledo, Picornell, Aury, Lallemand, Long, and all the other opportunistic "patriots" failed. The damage the corsairs did to Spanish shipping was never enough to keep Spanish merchantmen off the Gulf and Caribbean, or to make the difference in Spain finally losing its New World colonies.
Of course the Laffites represented a special case among their brethren. If their first loyalty was to themselves, still as smugglers and privateers they proved more principled than the rest, solicitous of life, loyal to friends, and operating according to ethical values that often seemed out of place amid a thicket of thieves. Thus it is ironic that one of the earliest stories told of them, one that appeared in print while they were yet living, portrayed them as murderously bloodthirsty. A story appeared in New Orleans the same month as Jean's abandonment of Galveston that told of a passenger ship bound from New Orleans to France in 1812. A wealthy French lady was among those aboard, and word of the riches with which she traveled reached the corsairs. The ship vanished and nothing was ever heard of it or its passengers, but months later the daughter of the affluent woman was stunned while walking on a New Orleans street to see her mother's jewelry around the neck of Marie Villard. Pierre Laffite indignantly denied any involvement in the disappearance of the ship, and claimed he won the baubles at cards with his associates at Barataria. That the story first appeared immediately after the near panic in New Orleans and the temporary reprieve of Desfarges and Johnson's associates is hardly coincidental. It is certainly a myth, though one that would crop up in Laffite novels, plays, and romances for more than a century. 43
Beyond their lack of bloodlust, they showed the skills to create and build, even if only for purposes of exploitation. First the Barataria community, and then the commune at Galveston, revealed that they had the organizational sense and the personal presence to establish and govern their rough associates, and to conceive and manage an enterprise directed toward the greater and more efficient profit of all. Most of the pirate communities of the world operated in some degree as egalitarian enterprises in which leaders ruled—to the degree that they governed at all—by common consent rather than election, and only after they had demonstrated an ability to take command and direct for the mutual benefit.
The community had to take care of its own. Every man on a ship that took a prize was entitled to a share regardless of his role in the taking, and when a man suffered a serious or disabling injury, he was entitled to something extra from the commonweal to compensate him for his loss. It was not a "social safety net," but the men who sailed the Laffite vessels out of Galveston did have by right a degree of welfare protection not yet known to ordinary workers. And they recognized the irony that a community of thieves could only flourish by adhering to its own body of laws, laws that the Laffites enforced even to the death. Certainly this is how the Laffites rose to authority among the corsairs for whom they provided a service, and their service was as vertical as that of the largest corporation, from supplying letters of marque to sail under and the ships to take prizes, to providing a port to receive prize goods, and then the means to get the goods to market.
That the scheme did not always work perfectly, or that it did not work for long, takes nothing away from the novelty and magnitude of the Laffites' conception. Their place lies in a portrait of motives and attempts, not lasting achievements. In the end, the importance of the Laffites and the corsairs lies in the impact they had on Americans' perceptions of their country in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, in their attitude toward just who had the right to capitalize on the bounty of the hemisphere, and on the development of nascent Manifest Destiny west of the Mississippi. In an era when dreams were limited only by the size of men's imaginations, the Laffites dreamed large.
In the larger realm of loyalties removed from potential profit, however, the brothers remain an enigma. As spies they were never motivated by more than the hope of gain, of which Jean's final service privateering against Spanish ships after Spain had dispensed with the brothers' services is proof enough. Neither can self-interest be removed from their aid to Claiborne and Jackson at New Orleans. Theirs was a patriotism limited by convenience, and when maintaining a connection to the United States had no further benefit to them, no bonds of sympathy or loyalty held them. Real patriots would have changed profession to remain Americans. The Laffites preferred to remain corsairs and become citizens of the sea.
In the city they had once helped to save, two sisters and several children either waited in hope for the return of the brothers Laffite or else swallowed grief at their abandonment and got on about the business of living. Accurate word of the time and manner of Jean's death may never have come to Catherine, and there is no telling how long it took for news of Pierre's passing to find its way to Marie Villard. George Schumph may never have set foot in Louisiana again after he left Yucatán. Most probably the news came by word of mouth, perhaps via Jean before his own last fight, or from rumors picked up by merchant visitors to Campeche and Cartagena. All that can be said with certainty is that Marie Villard knew or assumed her lover was dead by March 19, 1825, when the marriage record of their daughter Catherine Coralie Laffite listed the father of the bride as "Pierre, dec[eased]."44
Marie Louise Villard lived on in the Faubourg Marigny. She was still there in the 1830s, living on Bagatelle Street between Esplanade and the Canal Marigny, with her daughter Rose and two of her surviving younger sons, probably Jean and Joseph.45 By that time her other children by Pierre had gone on to varying fortunes. In 1833 Rose Laffite married the son of the owner of the St. Philip Street Ballroom, the free mulatto André Tessier, and began several generations of a large family.46 Pierre's son Martin Firmin Laffite married the mulattress Silvania Catherina Brunetti on April 14, 1828, but he died within a few years, before they could begin a family, and she remarried.47 Her father Francisco Brunetti was a merchant in New Orleans and an occasional associate of the Laffites.48 He had been one of Sedeñas couriers to Havana, and was robbed at sea by Aury in 1817. He regularly traveled to Campeche as late as 1820, perhaps still doing a little business with the Laffites.
Catherine Coralie Laffite married the mulatto Pierre Roup of San Domingue, a man of prominence in the free black community, a Masonic leader who founded Perseverance Lodge #4, and in time became a prosperous builder who erected several fine houses on Rampart and Esplanade streets. 49 She may even have maintained a connection to that possible earlier liaison of Pierre's with Adelaide Maseleri. The surname existed in a bewildering variety of at least forty-five spellings, one of them being Demasilieres, and in 1825 a Catherina Laffit, probably this same Catherine Coralie Laffite, was godmother at the baptism of Marie Demasilieres.50 Of Adelaide Maseleri's daughter Marie Josephe Laffite, however, not another trace remains.51 Of Pierre's sons Joseph, Jean, Pierre, and/or the possibly mythical Eugene, no definitive trace was left after 1830. The elder may have gone with Pierre to Mugeres. The younger could have succumbed to the annual fevers. They may simply have merged into the growing population of Laffites of all spellings and other blood, and disappeared through the documentary cracks.
As for their mother, sometime before her death on October 27, 1833, at forty-eight, Marie married or took another common-law husband named Ramos, probably the father of Feliciano Ramos.52 Her family buried her in the St. Louis Cemetery Number 2.53 Her sister Catarina or Catherine Villard lived on another quarter century and somehow kept much of the family together. By August 1850 she resided in the Faubourg Marigny, and P. Ramos, probably Marie's last mate, lived with her. In the same household lived Adele Laffite, born in 1819 and probably a daughter of Jean's or Pierre's, and several of Catherine's children, including two by Feliciano Ramos. Next door lived Marie's daughter Coralie Laffite Roup and one of her sons, as well as a young man named Alexandre Laffite whose relation to the family is unclear.54 Catherine lived on, never marrying, until she died, aged about sixty-five, on July 2, 1858.55 Years before she had buried Jean Laffite's only known son, Jean Pierre Laffite, who died during an epidemic in October 1832.56
The children of Pierre Laffite lived quietly. Indeed, within two generations his descendants had different surnames, thanks largely to the fact that only his daughters Rose and Coralie, and his possible daughter Adele, seem to have had children. Even in the close-knit free black community where they lived, their connection with the famous pirates passed into hearsay. By 1863 a rumor said a Laffite daughter was still living in New Orleans. Catherine Roup had died on July 22, 1855, aged about fifty.57 Adele Laffite Grant Ramos was still alive, however, as were most of her nine children, and Rose Laffite Tessier lived until November 10, 1870.58
Rose and her husband André Tessier lived on Esplanade, and raised at least five children.59 Pierre Laffite had left little behind for them to remember him by. His name disappeared when his daughters married, and none of his grandchildren bore it. All that remained in the family by way of mementos were a buckle and a small cross said to have been Pierre's, though they were probably Tessier's.60
One thing that Pierre Laffite undeniably left to his progeny, however, was his white skin. Though sometimes referred to as "colored," Marie Villard was almost certainly a mulatto, meaning that in the mathematics of blood, her children with Pierre were three-fourths white and one-quarter black. In the equations of race in Louisiana at that time, however, they were colored before the law if they had a single drop of Negro blood in their veins. They could not vote or hold office, enlist in military service, marry whites, or enjoy a number of other privileges, and the records to establish their legal race were several, including the birth, marriage, and death certificates required in the city, as well as the baptismal, marriage, and funeral records in the Sacramental Archives of the Cathedral Church of St. Louis. Thus the baptisms of the children of Pierre and Jean Laffite were recorded in the sacramental books for free blacks and slaves.
But they had white blood, and like thousands of other mixed-race free people in the city, their skin was lighter than that of full-blooded blacks, and their features more Caucasian. With each succeeding generation, as they married or cohabited with other mulattoes or quadroons, they became more and more white to all appearances. All of Rose and André Tessier's children were recorded as "colored" at the registration of their births.61 Their daughter Laura Emilie probably married Auguste Allnet around 1860, and gave birth to five children who grew to adulthood, and their birth and death certificates listed them, too, as "colored." But then in 1880 came the census enumerator, and when he called at the Allnet home on Marais Street in New Orleans, its inhabitants told him they were "white" and what he saw did not raise any question in his mind.62 Pierre's descendants had commenced the risky business of "passing."
On June 14, 1890, Auguste and Laura Emilie's son Edward Andrew Allnet married a white woman, Bertha Eugenie Emuy, and soon they began a family.63 In the office of vital statistics, every one of their children would be registered as "white" at birth.64 Laura Emilie's sister Alexandrine did the same thing after she married a white Canadian merchant, Edward Farr. The husband had to know of his wife's dollop of black blood, for at least two of their four children listed their own children as colored at birth. Their oldest son, Edward Robert Louis Farr, would have nine children by his wife, Marie Lacoste. Two of them were listed as colored, another as white, and no race at all was given for the rest, meaning a presumption that they were white.
One of Edward and Marie's children listed as colored at birth was their daughter Alexandrine Mirielle, born December 23, 1891.65 When she married a white man, George Renton, on March 18, 1911, the family was actively passing as white. As part of the subterfuge, the Farrs told Renton of the several vital records on file in the city and with the cathedral, and explained that they were the result of errors and carelessness, which he seemed to accept. Unfortunately something happened that they could not have anticipated. Renton turned out to he a brute. He abused Mirielle, and, according to her, he "contracted loathsome venereal diseases as a result of his promiscuous adulteries." After four years she left him and moved herself and their furniture into her parents' home. 66
An angry and vengeful Renton filed for an annulment on October 1, 1915, claiming that he had just learned that his wife had colored blood, making their marriage illegal and she and her family deceivers. A divorce entitled her to a half share of their joint property, whereas an annulment would mean that all property he purchased for them while together remained lawfully his. It came down to parlor furniture, a dining room set, a china closet, a gas stove, clocks, pictures, and even "bric-a-brac" that he had no intention of sharing with the woman who rejected him.67
The ensuing legal fight lasted over a decade, turning first to last on the composition of Mirielle's blood. The question went far beyond the matter of divorce or annulment, for if she were adjudged to be colored, then so were all her family. They stood to lose voting rights, legal rights, what social status they had as members of the white working community, and perhaps even their employment. The outcome could be catastrophic for scores of aunts, uncles, and cousins. It all hinged on the documents, and soon archivists appeared in the district court carrying a mountain of certified copies of birth, marriage, and death certificates from the city archives, while the custodian of the Sacramental Archives produced the baptismal books going back to the late 1700s.
The family's case rested on one essential claim.68 Marie Louise Villard was not their ancestor. Rather, Pierre Laffite had married a white woman, Marie Delas, and Rose Laffite was her daughter. That left the problem of the marriage record of Rose Laffite and André Tessier, which was recorded in a book of marriages of free blacks and showed both Rose and her husband to be mulattoes. The solution was one to which other "passing" New Orleanians had resorted—vandalizing the cathedral records. Sometime shortly after the first suit was filed, if not before, a member of Mirielle's family went into the cathedral archives, which were open to the public, and pulled out part one of the second volume of Marriages of Free Persons of Color for the years 1830 to 1835. The index clearly referenced the Tessier-Laffite marriage on page thirty-five.
A careful slash with a penknife removed the page with the offending record. Showing some forethought, the vandal cut out the index page, too, and inserted in its place a duplicate on which was listed every reference from the removed index page but that to the Tessier-Laffite marriage on page thirty-five. It seemed very clever, but not quite clever enough. For a start, the new index page was obviously a different paper from the rest of the volume, and the entries in a different hand. More careless than that, the vandal did not notice that it was a double entry index, meaning that every marriage was listed twice, once under each surname involved. The page with a reference under Tessier was taken out, but the vandal overlooked the page with the reference listed under Laffite. No one would be fooled, and no one was. When the archivist began gathering the records in December 1915 for the Renton case, he immediately saw what had been done.69
Several members of the family filed a joint suit against the New Orleans Board of Health to have the vital statistics records declared void, claiming that court clerks and undertakers, and everyone else who filled out the forms, either made mistakes or perpetuated an earlier error. The archivists testified to the story contained in their records, however, and the trail back to Marie Villard became indelibly clear, while none at all could be established to Marie Delas. Other embarrassing revelations unwittingly came out, as in the discovery that Mirielle's grandfather Edward Farr had had a mulatto mistress, and several children born to her, all recorded as colored. 70
The family did not deny that their ancestor Pierre Laffite was the pirate and smuggler of Barataria, though their testimony revealed that after the passage of only three generations, they knew virtually nothing more about him. One, Rosalie DuHart, could only say that her mother told her "he was a pirate."71 Horace Farr recalled in May 1921 that "we always spoke about Pierre Lafitte and the family," and that "[his] being a pirate, I was interested in knowing his life."72 Edward Allnet, who led the descendants in their suit against the Board of Health, could only recall his mother Laura Emilie speaking vaguely of the grandfather she never knew as a wandering man. "He never stopped," her mother Rose had told her, but was "always on the go." When she saw her son Edward showing a penchant for travel, she chided him that he was "another one [who] will come out just like Pierre Lafitte." In her motherly jibes there was a sad echo of very different emotions suffered by her grandmother Marie Villard when she teased that Edward was "another one like Pierre Lafitte, gone away and don't know when he will come back."73
There was another Pierre Lafitte, of course, as indeed there were several in early New Orleans. He, too, was from Bordeaux, and the cathedral archives revealed that he and a Jeanne Delas had a son Pierre born about 1800. On December 16, 1820, the son married Marie Berret, and both his mother and his wife were certainly white. However, in their court pleadings the family never made any attempt by documents to prove a link between these Laffites and their ancestress Rose. They could not. In all probability, the idea of claiming Delas as an ancestor came to them when they started tracing the documentation at the cathedral on their genuine ancestry and serendipitously chanced upon a Pierre Lafitte with a different spelling of the name but with a wife conveniently white.
The assertion that Pierre married a Delas—they were confused as to whether her name was Marie or Jeanne, a result of conflating the records of Pierre Lafitte and Jeanne Delas with those of the couple's son Pierre and his wife Marie Berret—was attributed to Rose Laffite. Rose's daughter Alexandrine Farr so claimed in a statement taken in 1918, and she also said that Rose had only one sibling, a Pierre Laffite who went to France, then returned to New Orleans to marry.74 Testimony was introduced from an elderly woman who had known Rose Laffite Tessier in her last years in the 1860s, and who said she recalled Rose talking about her father as "this man Lafitte," and saying that her mother had been French, which, of course, applied to Marie Villard's background as well as that of any Delas.75 Three years later Rosalie DuHart, daughter of Emilie Louise Tessier, repeated the claim that Rose Laffite said her mother was Marie Delas. She also produced the buckle and the cross in the hope that they provided some sort of evidence, claiming that Pierre had given them to Rose, but then her testimony made it clear that they came from her grandfather Tessier's family. It was hinted that the "D" in the initials "C. D." on the cross stood for Delas, but again DuHart compromised her own testimony when she went on to say that she had put the initials on the cross herself.76
In the end the testimony went on for months, and filled more than five hundred pages of transcripts, none of it convincing anyone that there had been official errors. It was a sad tableau of a working-class family fighting to retain what position they had in their community and society, and they were bound to lose. There had been a number of similar cases in recent years, and the unusually complete vital records kept in New Orleans since early in the past century defeated most of them. Renton got his annulment, and in November 1922 the court handed down the inevitable decision in the suit against the Board of Health.77 Mirielle responded in December by filing for a divorce, but it was a hopeless effort, especially after her family appealed the lower court's decision in their suit to the state supreme court, alleging that it came under that bench's purview due to the damages that the family would suffer to their political rights as a result of being adjudged to be of colored blood. On March 10, 1924, the Supreme Court heard arguments, but quickly declined to hear the case or consider overturning the lower court's ruling. 78 In November 1925, giving up all hope, Mirielle filed a motion to withdraw her petition for a divorce, and at last, almost exactly ten years after her legal nightmare began, it was all over.79
The family were devastated. For those living out of the state, as many did, it was not so bad, but for those in New Orleans there was no hiding the sudden change in their status. Mirielle Renton went back to being Mirielle Farr, an embittered woman who soon disappeared from New Orleans, doing her best to keep herself and her ancestry a secret.80 Only after the turn of the millennium would descendants of Pierre and Marie begin to emerge once more from the shadows imposed on them by the mores and prejudices of a distant time. Thus, in a last, sad, irony, when the Laffites disappeared into the Gulf, they were forgotten by their own family just as, apparently, they forgot that family themselves. Instead, as the generations ensued, their descendants preferred to remember their ancestress Marie as the white Delas rather than the mulatto Villard who had held the family together when her man went away and did not return. As for memories of the Laffites themselves, of Jean not a jot of recall survived in the family, and of Pierre little more than that he was a pirate and a vagabond.
There was one thing more, though: vague stories redolent of adventure and mystery all conjured by the name of a place. Asked what Rose told her of her grandfather Pierre Lafitte, Alexandrine Farr could summon only a single ancient recollection that "my mother often spoke to me of Bayou Barataria."81
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1. A number of different birthplaces have been offered for the brothers over the years, but most sources are secondhand at best, and all appeared decades after the Laffites' deaths. The earliest source was Texas pioneer Samuel Williams, who stated on one occasion in the 1830s that one of the brothers—context suggests that he was speaking of Pierre—was born in Brest around 1776. But Williams did not know the Laffites more than passingly, having met Pierre in Baltimore, and again on the street in New Orleans ("Lafitte," undated notes in Mirabeau B. Lamar Papers, Texas State Library, Austin [TSL]). And on another occasion in the 1830s Williams said he believed the Laffites were born in Bayonne. (Information derived from Col. S. M. Williams respecting Lafitte, n.d., Lamar Papers, TSL.)
On October 27, 1810, Adelaide Maseleri gave birth to a daughter named Marie Josephe Lafite, the father being a Pierre Lafite, "native of Bayonne in France." For generations it has been assumed that this was Pierre Laffite, the smuggler, and the possibility cannot be entirely dismissed. Nevertheless, in the absence of any other evidence linking Pierre Laffite the smuggler with Adelaide Maseleri, and considering that there were at least one or two other men of the same name in New Orleans at the time, the linkage of this baptismal record to Pierre Laffite seems inconclusive.
The Bayonne claim apparently first appeared in print in 1852 in an account by William Bollaert that gained early and wide currency. Admitting that Williams was one of his sources during his visit to Texas in the years 1842–44, Bollaert cited another man identified as "Old L," in fact an old Galveston denizen named John Lambert who claimed to have served under the Laffites and who told him that there were three brothers, Pierre, Jean, and Marc (also known as Henri or Antoine), and that they were originally from Bordeaux or Bayonne (William Bollaert, "Life of Jean Lafitte, the Pirate of the Mexican Gulf," Littell's Living Age, XXXII [March 1852], pp. 434–35). This is also the earliest reference to a third brother, which cannot be entirely discounted, though in this instance Bollaert's source was confusing as a sibling Marc Lafitte, the notary of New Orleans, who was no relation to the Laffites. In 1854 New Orleans merchant Vincent Nolte also stated that the Laffites were from Bayonne (Vincent Nolte, The Memoirs of Vincent Nolte. Reminiscences in the Period of Anthony Adverse or Fifty Years in Both Hemispheres [New York, 1934], p. 207). As his text makes clear, though, Nolte was no intimate of the Laffites', and he likely was only repeating from memory what he had read in Bollaert.
Nolte is also apparently the earliest source for the recurrent myth that the Laffites and the privateer Frederick Dominique or Dominique Youx were brothers, but he offers no evidence of what is clearly a canard. Charles Hunt repeated it in his 1864 Life of Edward Livingston (New York, p. 203), when he referred to "Jean Lafitte, [and] his brothers Pierre and Dominique, and of their band," and may have been influenced by Nolte. This whole business of Dominique being a brother probably grew out of a mid-nineteenth-century American misunderstanding of the more common Gallic and still English usage of "brother" as a singular of "brethren" or "brotherhood," no blood relation implied. Moreover, Dominique Youx may have had brothers named Pierre and Jean, and this may be the origin of the misconception that he was a Laffite brother (Winston C. Babb, French Refugees from Saint Domingue to the Southern United States: 1791–1810. [PhD dissertation, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, n.d.], p. 314).
Based in part on these sources, Stanley Faye, "The Great Stroke of Pierre Laffite," Louisiana Historical Quarterly, XXIII (July 1940), p. 744, concludes that the Laffites came from Bayonne, where Pierre was born in 1776 and Jean four or five years later. Before that, he says, the family lived in Boscay and the Pyrenees valley of Orduna twenty miles south of Bilbao, Spain, their mother being a Spaniard. His source for this is Juan Mariano Picornell to Luis Onís, February 16, 1816 (Legajo 42, Archivo de Su Magestad Católica en Philadelphia, State Department, Madrid, Spain), but in fact that source says nothing of the sort, only saying of Pierre that he was "the son of a Spanish woman and brought up among us." It would have been quite in character for Pierre to tell Picornell something of this sort at the time in attempting to convince him of the duplicitous brothers' sympathies with Spain.
Another early birthplace attribution appeared in J. H. Ingraham, "Life and Times of Lafitte," DeBow's Southern and Western Review, XI (October 1851), pp. 372–87, wherein Ingraham without citing a source maintained that the Laffites were born in St. Malo, France. Meanwhile, in the early 1850s Marseilles also became a candidate ("Editorial and Literary Department—History of Lafitte," DeBow's Southern and Western Review, XIII [July 1852], p. 102).
Galveston journalist and amateur historian John Dyer was almost certainly the source for perhaps the most novel origin story of all in a Galveston, Daily News article on May 9, 1920, which said that Jean Laffite told Warren D. C. Hall, Mrs. James Campbell, Jane Long, J. Randal Jones, and others that he was born in Haute Pyrenees, France, and that Laffite was in fact an assumed name taken from an old servant who brought him to Louisiana in 1807, and that Pierre was the son of the servant, not Jean's real brother. Most of Dyer's sources appear to have been old Galveston loungers with little or no verifiable connection to the Laffites during their days on the island.
In articles on March 5 and May 21, 1933, France even lost claim to the Laffites entirely when the New Orleans States carried the story of the confusion of Jean Laffite with a Juan Enrico Lafite whose birth record showed him being born in New Orleans December 27, 1778, the son of Elizabeth Roche and John Lafite, then expounded on his Irish ancestry and finished with a discussion of his star sign as a Capricorn.
These interesting nativity myths to the contrary, and with only the one possible exception of the Maseleri baptism record, virtually every source directly contemporaneous with the Laffites and reflecting statements made by the brothers themselves, reveals them to be entirely consistent over a fourteen-year period in placing their births in the Bordeaux region in the Department of the Gironde in France. The earliest statement in this regard, and also the most specific, came from Pierre in his affidavit dated April 21, 1806, in which he identified himself as a "native of Pauillac, France" (Notary Pierre Pedesclaux, Volume 52, item 335, New Orleans Notarial Archives [NONA]).
The next evidence came from Jean Laffite on March 2, 18x3, when he listed his birthplace as Bordeaux on a muster roll of his brother's ship La Diligente (Certificate of Inspection, March 2, 1813, Pierre and Jean Laffite Collection, Historic New Orleans Collection [HNOC]). Such a statement, on a document done for and clearly to be scrutinized by Pierre, logically qualifies as a confirmation from both of them of the accuracy of Jean's attestation to his Bordeaux nativity. Finally, among the very last records of the brothers in New Orleans are baptisms of their children in 1820 in which each Laffite gave his birthplace as "the jurisdiction of Bordeaux [Dept. of Gironde]" (Charles E. Nolan and Dorenda Dupont, eds., Sacramental Records of the Roman Catholic Church of the Archdiocese of New Orleans, Volume 14, 1820–1821 [New Orleans, 1999], pp. 228–29).
2. These findings and conclusions on the parentage of jean and Pierre Laffite derive from research performed in the birth and death registers at Pauillac by Edmée Chanay in 2003, at the author's commission. One, and only one, Laffite family in Pauillac in the late 1700s, from 1760–1807, spelled their name in the distinctive fashion that Jean and Pierre Laffite used throughout their lives. If Pierre Laffite's statement in the 1806 Notarial affidavit was correct, placing his birth in Pauillac, and these Laffites are the only family of that name and spelling in Pauillac at that time, then almost certainly they are the family of Pierre and Jean of Louisiana. Ms. Chanay also found acts in the parish archives suggesting that this Jean Laffite, son of Pierre, left for the United States, which in some degree corroborates this conclusion. Edmée Chanay to author, November 15, 2003. One potential problem with this scenario, however, is the statement by Jean Laffite in 1813 on the La Diligente roll, that he was thirty-two, which would argue for a birth year of 1781 rather than 1786. People of the time seemed remarkably cavalier about their ages, giving different years at different times, and rarely seeming in agreement with themselves, though still for Jean to be off by five years is difficult to accept. In the absence of discovering any other Laffite family in Pauillac at this time, however, the relation herein seems the best one to fit the known facts, the virtually unique spelling of the surname being especially persuasive.
For other speculations on the Laffites' ancestry, none of it conclusive, see Emery De Sidney, "Laffite, Frères et Cie, Filibustiers," Généalogie et Histoire de la Caraïbe (Bulletin 85, September 1996), p. 1720; Michel Camus, "Miettes et Pistes pour la Saga Laffite," Généalogie et Histoire de la Caraïbe (Bulletin 91, March 1997), p. 1917; Pierre Bardin, "Laffite ou L'art de la Dissimulation," Généalogie et Histoire de la Caraïbe (Bulletin 85, September 1996), pp. 1718–19.
3. There is no certainty that this supposition of a son Pierre born to Pierre and Marie is correct. It is a speculation based on the fact that Pierre's son Pierre by his second wife Marguerite appears to have died in 1804, thereby disqualifying him from being the Pierre Laffite of Louisiana and Texas. That Pierre, Sr., would have named a son by his second wife Pierre while already having a living son Pierre by his first is not unusual. Pierre Laffite of Louisiana fathered two sons named Jean by his mistress Marie Villard, presumably differentiating them by their middle names, which are not known for any of these Pierres. If this speculation is correct, then Pierre and Jean Laffite of Louisiana were half brothers. Attribution of Pierre Laffite's birth year to 1770 derives from his statement in March 1820 that he was fifty years of age, but that of course can be taken as approximate (Rieder and Rieder, New Orleans Ship Lists, p. 8). In February 1816 Pierre Laffite's Spanish espionage contact described him as being forty years old, which would have meant a birth year of 1775–76, but again such age references tended to be approximate (Picornell to Onís, February 16, 1816, Legajo 42, Archivo de Su Magestad Católica en Philadelphia, State Department, Madrid. Cited in Stanley Faye, "Privateersmen of the Gulf and Their Prizes," Louisiana Historical Quarterly, XXII (October 1939), p. 1035; translation in Stanley Faye Papers, Rosenberg Library, Galveston, TX).
4. Baptismal and Birth Register, Pauillac.
5. James Campbell, latter-day associate of the Laffites' at Galveston, told William Bollaert in 1842–44 that the brothers came from Bordeaux and were the sons of a merchant. That is hardly conclusive, but considering the time and place of their upbringing, the fact that both brothers were literate, and that from their first appearances in the public record in Louisiana they were engaged in trade—albeit often illicit—it seems reasonable to assume that their education and their affinity for commerce are evidence of a middle-class mercantile home environment. Bollaert, "Lafitte," p. 435.
6. This conclusion on the extent of the brothers' education is based on an evaluation of the dozen or so surviving letters in their hand that can definitely be attributed to them and not to clerks. There are a few surviving original letters demonstrably written by Pierre, and half a dozen certainly attributable to Jean. Translator Christina Vella to the author, July 11, 2004, concludes that they wrote with "horrible French grammar and spelling." However, both were certainly literate by the definitions of the day.
7. John Dyer in Galveston, Daily News, September 19, 1926, maintains on no stated authority that the Laffites' parents were guillotined in the Terror, almost certainly a romanticization based purely on imagination.
8. Bollaert, "Lafitte," p. 434; Pierre Laffite passport, May 21, 1802, Sevie Passeports, Archives départmentales de la Gironde, Bordeaux, France. This important document has just been discovered by Laffite researcher Patrick Lafitte. Its authenticity is established by the perfect match of the signature on it with 1803 Laffite documents cited hereafter.
9. A Captain Lafite serving in the French army disappeared around 1800, but there is no reason for supposing that he was either of the brothers. Half a century later one acquaintance thought that Jean might have served in the French navy or army and was perhaps a good swordsman, but could recall nothing more. (Bollaert, "Lafitte," p. 435 and n; "Lafitte," undated notes in Lamar Papers, TSL. The source for this latter account is unnamed, but has the sound of James Campbell, as he told others substantially the same story. There is little reason to believe it to be accurate.) At the same time a man who was certainly at least acquainted with Jean recalled being told that at age nine he ran away from home and joined a British warship. His father brought him back but he ran away again and shipped on the British HMS Fox, rising to rank of man before the mast. Then after a difficulty in port at Deptford, he deserted, lived with a French family there for a time, then took ship for South America. After visiting Cartagena and Santa Maria he caught the privateering bug and fitted out a republican privateer under Cartagenan colors. Visiting Charleston, South Carolina, frequently, he fought a duel there over favors of a woman and killed his rival, forcing him to flee. (M. B. Lamar notes ca. 1839, Lamar Papers, TSL.)
More persistent rumors made Laffite the victim of the Spaniards. Recollection averred that he was a trader in Málaga, on the Mediterranean coast, and captured there by Spaniards and imprisoned for seven years before he tunneled out of his prison and escaped. Hiding on an American vessel, he only revealed himself when at sea, and thus remained aboard until he arrived at Charleston, where again he competed with another for a woman and killed his opponent on the dueling field. ("Lafitte," undated notes in Lamar Papers, TSL.) There is no more reason to believe that story any more than another version in which Spaniards captured Jean at sea in a French vessel, and imprisoned him in Cuba for several years, then forgot the reason for his original arrest and so released him. Contradicting this, yet another story maintained that Jean Laffite served during the French Revolution on a privateer and was captured and imprisoned for several years by the English before he escaped. ("Editorial and Literary Department—History of Lafitte," DeBow's Southern and Western Review, XIII [July 1852], p. 102.) As evidence that this rumor is clearly ill-informed, it goes on to say that his imprisonment engendered a hatred of the English in Laffite, and that later he preyed only on English ships—which is nonsense—and that after the Battle of New Orleans he returned to France. Perhaps the silliest of these imprisonment stories is in Charles Ramsdell, Jr., "Why Jean Lafitte Became a Pirate," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XLIII (April 1940), p. 468, which maintains that he was a prisoner in Mexico City for many years prior to 1795, and that he was twenty years older than he stated himself to be in later documents. Ramsdell has confused Laffite with another man entirely.
Other belated accounts suggest that Jean Laffite, as evidence of his experience of seamanship in France, went to the Caribbean and shipped aboard privateers operating out of Martinique and Guadeloupe, preying on Spanish shipping, yet if so he left no trace of his service. (Sylvie Feuillie to the author, March 2, 2004, testifies that in her extensive researches in French archives, she found "no proof they [the Laffites] were privateers from Martinique nor Guadeloupe, and in my opinion, they were not.") A later acquaintance recalled being told that Jean, whom he mistakenly thought to be the eldest of the brothers, might have visited the Spanish Main in this period. He did not recall the reason, but believed that the Spaniards captured Jean and imprisoned him at an early age in one of the colonies. (Bollaert, "Lafitte," p. 435. The informant was James Gaines.) One informant decades after the fact attested that Laffite actually ran away from home at an early age, served on a man-of-war for several voyages, and ended at Santa Martha where he fitted out a privateer. ( W. A. Fayman and T. W. Reilly, Fayman & Reilly's Galveston City Directory for 1875–6 [Galveston, TX, 1875], pp. 15–16.) A Louis Lafitte captained the corsair Dermide out of Cap Français on San Domingue in 1803, yet even though some think that he might actually be the Laffites' father and that they were serving with him, again nothing connects the brothers with him. (Michel Camus, "Miettes et Pistes pour la Saga Laffite," Généalogie et Histoire de la Caraïbe [Bulletin 91, March 1997], p. 1917; Faye, "Stroke," p. 745, says their father might be Louis Laffite, a French privateer out of Cap Français commanding the privateer Dorada, but clearly he means the same Laffite who commanded the Dermide.)
If the privateering rumors are unsupported, still most stories agree that either singly or together the brothers washed up on Caribbean shores after they left home, either Martinique or San Domingue. One long after-the-fact memory claimed that Laffite told several late acquaintances that he had been a planter in the West Indies until 1809. The brothers settled on Martinique and lived on a sugar plantation, but the Spaniards confiscated his plantation and arrested both him and his wife. Jean was imprisoned, his wife taken by a Spaniard for his mistress, and she soon committed suicide, thus forging his lifelong—and mythical—hatred for Spain. (Faye, "Stroke," p. 745, on the authority of James Gaines, who did meet with and visit Jean Laffite in 1819, and later told what he heard from Laffite to Bollaert in 1842–44, said they went to San Domingue. Much more was written about this in several articles by Joseph O. Dyer in the Galveston, Daily News, May 9, 1920, October 1, 1921, and September 19, 1926. Dyer, whose sources were always suspect though they claimed to have known the Laffites, seemed himself to embroider his stories with retelling.)
What most of these stories have in common is that they came from men who actually did have some much later acquaintance with Jean Laffite in 1818–20, but they did not set down their recollections of him until twenty years later or more, when they themselves were elderly, of fallible memory, and perhaps influenced by legends and romances that had grown up around their subject. They may also have been recalling very accurately just what Jean Laffite told them, only to be the victims of a penchant for impish humor and broad storytelling that seemed to be a part of his personality. In short, to cover the gap of these years after he left France, he may well have invented and reinvented his own story, both to amuse himself and his friends.
10. Babb, French Refugees, p. 19.
11. Moreau de Saint-Méry, Description Topographique, III, p. 1506.
12. Fick, The Making of Haiti, p. 208.
13. Pierre Bardin, "Lafitte, Myth or Reality?" Généalogie et Histoire de la Caraïbe (Bulletin 64, October 1994), p. 1149. The author found this information in documents at Port-au-Prince.
14. Pierre Laffite statement, April 21, 1806, Pierre Pedesclaux, Vol. 52, item 335, NONA. An attempt to more precisely date this episode, and to fully identify the victim Gabauriau, has been unsuccessful. There are records of indemnity applications made to the French government by the Saint-Domingue exiles in the 1840s, grouped together in the "Fonds de l'Indemnite de Saint-Domingue" in the Archives d'Outremer in Aix-en-Provence, however, a search failed to produce anything matching this episode. Stewart R. King, Mt. Angel Seminary, St. Benedict, Oregon, was very helpful in this attempt.
15. It is worth noting that in "The Cruise of the Enterprise. A Day with La Fitte," United States Magazine and Democratic Review, VI (July 1839), p. 42, the author—identified only as "T"—has Laffite—which one is not stated, but the inference is that it is Jean, who was the well-known one by 1839—saying that "eighteen years ago I was a merchant in San Domingo." As will be discussed later, this is a questionable source. However, it is the only early source to state that a Laffite had been a merchant in San Domingue, as Pierre almost certainly was. Certainly, as will be demonstrated later, the Enterprise did visit Galveston in February 1820 and there were discussions with a Laffite, probably Jean, as Pierre was likely still in New Orleans at the time. So it is just possible that this is an echo of a genuine conversation and statement by a Laffite.
16. A captain of artillery named Laffite also came with the expedition, but nothing suggests that this was Jean, as some have speculated. The identity of this man has not been determined.
17. Gene A. Smith, "Editor's Introduction," Arsene Lacarriere Latour, Historical Memoir of the War in West Florida and Louisiana in 1814—1815 (1999 reprint, Gainesville, FL, 1999), pp. xiii–xv.
18. Pierre's first recorded appearance in New Orleans on March 21, 1803, and his apparent residence there afterward, places the outside date of early March 1803 on his departure from San Domingue.
19. In the Esau Glasscock letter dated November 1809, the writer speaks of visiting Pierre Laffite and meeting his son. Since only one child is mentioned, it was possibly—but not necessarily—this son, sometimes called Eugene. "He is the son of this Mr. Lafitte by a previous marriage," Glasscock wrote, possibly referring to Adelaide Maseleri as Pierre's first common-law wife. Lyle Saxon, in quoting the letter, says that the boy was Pierre, Jr., however, this does not appear in the quoted material from Glasscock's letter, and thus may be Saxon's embellishment (Esau Glasscock to Ned Glasscock, November 1809, in Lyle Saxon, Lafitte the Pirate [New York, 1930], p. 9; for the question of the authenticity of the Glasscock letter see below). Or if the boy was only four or five years old, then he could be a second son actually named Pierre. Other sources to be cited subsequently do establish that as of November 1809, Pierre had to have at least one or two children, a son Martin Firmin and/or his daughter Catherine Coralie, and perhaps even the first of his two sons named Jean, none of whom Glasscock seems to mention. Eugene might actually be this Jean, since phonetically the names are similar and may even come from the same root. If not a Pierre, Jr., then the boy Glasscock saw could have been Martin or Eugene.
A Eugene Laffite does not identifiably appear in the archives anywhere, but there is one reference to him in Pierre's own words. Writing to Jean Laffite on February 17, 1818, Pierre said that "my son Eugene is going to present himself to you" (Pierre Laffite to Jean Laffite, February 17, 1818, Legajo 1900, Papeles de Cuba, Archivo General des Indias, Ayer Collection of Transcripts, Newberry Library, Chicago, IL [AGI-Newberry]). Clearly speaking of this same son at the same time, and in the same context, Felipe Fatio referred to "[Laffite's] son, a boy of 16 years," which places his birth circa 1802 (Fatio to captain general, February 18, 1818, Legajo 1900, AGI-Newberry).
Then there is the situation with Pierre's daughter Catherine, who later became known as Coralie Laffite, or his son Martin Firmin Laffite who in one document is listed—or misinterpreted—as Martial. So it could actually be that the boy Glasscock met was named Pierre Eugene, but in later years he was called Eugene to avoid confusion with his father. As suggested hereinafter, it is also possible that the son Eugene was an invention of Pierre's for a particular purpose in 1818.
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Further early advancement of the misconception may lie in an 1803 document indexed to Box 83, Book 4087, WPA Index, LSM. At the time of indexing in the 1930s, the document stated that a "Pierre Lafitte," an innkeeper, bought a slave at auction from an unidentified seller. There followed the two-word sentence "master blacksmith," which could mean that either Lafitte or the slave was the blacksmith. Unfortunately, since being indexed the original document has disappeared. Nevertheless, this does show that in 1803, the same year that Pierre Laffite bought property in New Orleans, there was an innkeeper named Pierre Lafitte who had a smithing connection, and was perhaps Hearico's partner. Thereafter in recollection a conflation of the two would have been natural.
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