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Introduction


Many years ago, after an enjoyable dinner, an old friend of mine, like myself a doctor, took a tattered, leather-bound volume from my shelves and began to read. The book, a two-volume work I had picked up in a dusty corner of Greene’s famous bookshop in Clare Street, on the corner of Merrion Square, was called Napoleon at St Helena. My friend was fascinated, and so, intrigued in my turn, I took the book to bed that night and ended up reading till dawn. From that time on, I have pursued the remarkable story of Napoleon’s Irish doctor, Barry O’Meara.


The life of a ship’s surgeon in the middle of a war can hardly be called hum-drum; but by 1815 the war with Napoleon was definitely over, and like many other British navy officers O’Meara must have been wondering what the future had in store. Then, out of the blue, the chance came up of accompanying the greatest man of the age, the Emperor Napoleon, to the place of his incarceration and to act there as his private surgeon. It was an adventure too good to turn down.


For the next two and a half years O’Meara lived in Napoleon’s house on St Helena, visited him virtually daily, sometimes spending long hours in conversation. O’Meara carefully recorded Napoleon’s opinions on his generals, his opponents, his women, the Tsars and Emperors he knew, the politics of the Revolution and Napoleon’s own political and social ideas. What O’Meara wrote down after those conversations forms one of the liveliest ‘table-talk’ volumes of western history.


However, the situation he had somewhat impulsively accepted bristled with difficulties. Napoleon very much wanted to get off the island, and saw the semi-official bulletins O’Meara issued on his health and the conditions of his captivity as a way of affecting British public opinion. At the same time, the British were concerned about the possibility of escape (he had, after all, escaped before, from Elba), and these fears were stimulated by wild talk of plots by US-based Bonapartists. The fact that the man whom the British had chosen to be Governor of the island and to supervise Napoleon’s captivity, Hudson Lowe, was fidgety, irascible, nervous and out of his depth, did not help.


In between Napoleon and the Governor was O’Meara. He was both a medical man and a navy officer; he therefore owed loyalty to his service and discretion to his patient. Both his patient and the Governor, his military superior, demanded fealty. It was a situation that his upbringing, as an Irish Protestant, intimate with but not entirely trusted by either the colonial British or the native Irish, had prepared him for.


In England, O’Meara’s reputation has suffered then and since from the ambiguities of the situation. Where the French saw the Governor as ‘perfidious Albion’ at work, the English saw a hard-pressed imperial servant maligned by a devious Irishman. This latter point of view was most powerfully put by Walter Forsyth, a barrister, in his 1853 book, which forensically examined every detail then published, pouncing solemnly on every discrepancy. At the same time, from the humourless height of Victorian rectitude, Forsyth took O’Meara’s lighthearted Regency robustness as a sign of depravity.


Since then we have learned a great deal more about what happened on St Helena in those fateful six years. More memoirs have been published, including major contributions from such participants in the daily drama as Count Bertrand, Baron Gourgaud, Louis Marchand and Major Gorrequer. And more and more it seems, given the awkward circumstances, Barry O’Meara did an honourable job. Even those prejudiced against O’Meara personally admit that his account is by far the liveliest of the St Helena narratives, and admit furthermore its essential truth. As Aubrey Octave put it: ‘As an observer [O’Meara] knew how to use his eyes and to tell what he saw. It is easy to understand the great success of his book when it appeared. Not so comprehensible is the discredit into which it has since been allowed to fall.’


This book, on which I have finally embarked thirty years after that initial dinner, is an attempt to vindicate the reputation of O’Meara, a man from my own country (Ireland), my own city (Dublin), my own university (Trinity) and my own profession (medicine).


This is essentially Barry O’Meara’s story. But it also describes Napoleon’s final sad years on a distant island. In the course of my research, I have tried to read everything written by or about Barry O’Meara. But regrettable gaps remain in the documentary record and, in places, while striving for the greatest possible accuracy, I have had to bridge the gaps by means of speculative reconstruction. The early 20th-century painter Albert Marque was famous for his ability to depict atmosphere. In the same spirit, I have tried to paint a personal picture of the Emperor and the Irishman—the great Napoleon himself on St Helena and the Irish doctor who accompanied him there.



Note on sources



The pathos of the great Emperor’s last days on St Helena has attracted many writers, critical, romantic and prosaic. In fact the bibliography exclusively relating to the events on St Helena published by the Fondation Napoleon runs to 47 well-filled pages.


The core texts I have used are:


Lucia Elizabeth Abell (née Betsy Balcombe) Recollections of the Emperor Napoleon, during the first three years of his captivity on St Helena: including the time of his residence at her father’s house ‘The Briars’ (London 1844)


Barry O’Meara An exposition of some of the transactions that have taken place at St Helena etc. 2nd ed (London 1819)


Barry O’Meara Napoleon at St Helena (London 1888) originally published as Voice from St Helena (London 1822).


As well as the published diaries of the various participants, other significant texts include:


Octave Aubrey St Helena (Philadelphia 1936)


Arnold Chaplin A St Helena Who’s Who (London 1909)


George Home Memoirs of an Aristocrat and Reminiscences of the Emperor Napoleon (London 1837)


E. T. Lean The Napoleonists (London 1970)


Herbert Maxwell (ed.) The Creevey Papers (London 1903)


Philip Henry Stanhope Conversations with the Duke of Wellington (London 1888).


Of all that has been written about Napoleon, I must mention two works which made a special impression on me and which I found especially helpful in writing my own book: Vincent Cronin’s Napoleon (London, 1970), and Paul Fregosi’s Dreams 0f Empire (London, 1989), the most interesting, factually informative and amusing accounts of the Napoleonic era written to date. I can warmly recommend them both.





Chapter 1: The Irish doctor


For over twenty years, since he first emerged in 1793 as a young artillery officer at a siege in Toulon, Napoleon Bonaparte had been the wonder and the despair of the world. His extraordinary energy had shaken the old countries of Europe to the roots—first France, then Italy, Germany, Spain, Portugal, not to mention Egypt, Russia and Syria—none would be the same after his passing through. By 1814, however, his enemies had been too much for him and he was incarcerated in the Mediterranean island of St Elba, not far from his Corsican birthplace. The diplomats of Europe packed their bags and prepared for a long and enjoyable session of haggling and self-indulgence at the Congress of Vienna. But they had not heard the last of Napoleon.


Aided by devoted adherents, he escaped from Elba in early 1815 and drove north to Paris, gathering more and more enthusiastic supporters as he went. This mesmeric power over the ordinary French people was his strength, not least because it was by far the most populous country in Europe—24 million people against Britain’s 10 million and Ireland’s 5 million (Germany and Italy were still divided into small states).


Europe quickly declared war against him, and eventually fought him to a stop at Waterloo. What Wellington famously called the ‘near-run thing’ cost 40,000 French, and perhaps 22,000 Allied soldiers’ deaths. Napoleon was soon forced to abdicate a second time.


This time the Allies were taking no chances. The most dangerous man in Europe had vividly shown his power during the hundred days since his escape from Elba, and they, particularly the British, were going to make sure that would not happen again. They identified one of the most remote islands in the world, a tiny victualling post in the middle of the southern Atlantic used by ships travelling to and from India. That was to be Napoleon’s new place of exile. Furthermore, the island was going to be policed by as many ships and soldiers as might be necessary to ensure that any escape plans, such as those mooted by Bonapartist refugees in America, should come to nothing.


On board the Bellerophon, the ship used to transport Napoleon and his entourage away from France, was a young Irish surgeon, Barry O’Meara, who was about to embark on the adventure of a lifetime. We join O’Meara on the first leg of the long voyage from Europe to Napoleon’s prison-island, thousands of miles away.


Late in the afternoon the doctor came on deck for fresh air. The heavy Atlantic swell had made most of the new passengers quite seasick. He had spent many hours in the stifling heat below, tending to those who were ill. It was now a beautifully blue, cloudless evening and there was a moderate fresh breeze. With the measured step of an experienced seaman, he made his way up to the poop deck, where he joined a small group of his fellow officers.


The conversation turned inevitably to the dramatic events of the previous days. Suddenly all those facing the stern stood to attention and removed their caps. The doctor turned and saw the Emperor coming towards them. He was accompanied by marshals and generals but, even though they surrounded him on all sides, there was still the sense of a respectful distance being observed. As one of them recalled later, although obviously a prisoner, ‘Napoleon was in fact still an Emperor aboard the Bellerophon. The captain, officers and crew soon adopted the etiquette of his suite, showing him exactly the same attention. The captain addressed him either as “Sire” or “Your Majesty”.’


After he had climbed up to the deck and nodded to the young officers to be at ease, Napoleon leaned against the rail and for a time gazed down at the clear water and then to the horizon. Eventually, turning back to the group, he noticed the doctor for the first time.


‘Are you the chirurgien major?’ he asked, addressing him in French. In Italian O’Meara confirmed that he was. In Italian also, Napoleon continued: ‘What is your native country?’ ‘Ireland.’ ‘Where did you study your profession? ‘I studied in Dublin and later in London.’ ‘And tell me, Doctor, which is the best school of medicine?’ ’For anatomy Dublin is best. London is best for medicine.’ ‘Ah, you only say that because you are Irish!’ ‘No, no, Sire—bodies are much cheaper to buy in Dublin, so our anatomy and hence our surgery is much better.’


Napoleon smiled at this reply and then changed the subject. ‘Where have you seen battle?’ the Emperor asked quietly. ‘I have fought, Sire, in Sicily, Egypt and. more recently, in the West Indies.’ O’Meara told him briefly of some of the more memorable battles in which he had been involved and then, in somewhat greater detail, of the capture of the 74-gun French flagship, the Rivoli. ‘You appear to have been remarkably fortunate in your sea battles.’ ‘Yes.’ ‘The Rivoli was a great loss.’


Napoleon wanted to know more about Egypt and the doctor told him of the rescue of a garrison under siege in Alexandria 1807. To his surprise he discovered that Napoleon had watered and fed his horses in the very same stable where he himself had bivouacked at Aboukir.


Napoleon laughed loudly at this, and afterwards ‘recognised’ O’Meara when he noticed him, and occasionally called on him to interpret or explain English terms. Since one of Napoleon’s entourage was ill, O’Meara was frequently in attendance, and Napoleon regularly asked about the patient, and about the malady and the mode of cure.


From these conversations arose a trust between the two men, and eventually an offer that was to set the thirty-two-year-old doctor on a life-changing course.
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Newtown House today (John Geary)
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The interior of Newtown House today, looking much as it would have in Barry O’Meara’s time (John Geary)


Barry O’Meara


Barry Edward O’Meara, third child of Jeremiah and Catherine O’Meara, was born in 1783 in the elegant southern suburb of Dublin, then called Newtown on Strand and now known as Blackrock. He had two elder brothers, Healy and Charles. Some ten years later a sister, Charlotte, was born.


The O’Mearas were comfortably off. Like so many middle-class Protestant Irish, Jeremiah had held a commission in the British army. He had seen service in North America. Later, for ‘seizing with his own hands two of the leaders of an armed mob in the North of Ireland, who afterwards suffered the fate they merited’ he was granted a pension. Then he met and married a beautiful young woman called Catherine Harpur, whose family, recalled O’Meara, owned ‘much land in the counties of Queen’s County and King’s County’. She herself had a substantial income and as the family grew they could afford a large domestic staff. In addition, she employed her own unmarried sister Heather to act as governess to the children. They got on well with their equally comfortable neighbours in Newtown and could count the young Lord Edward Fitzgerald, cousin of Charles James Fox, who later became Britain’s Foreign Secretary, among their many friends.


By 1798, however, when Barry was fifteen, the world was a dangerous place. The British struggle against Napoleon’s French army had been long and not very successful; a detachment of French had attempted an invasion of Ireland in 1796, and again three times in 1798; the 1798 Rising caused thousands of Protestants from the south-east to flee to Wales before it was brutally crushed.


In Dublin the medical schools were working hard to fill the great demand for doctors for the army and the navy across the globe. But neither the army nor the navy could afford to maintain the age-old restrictive distinctions between the learned, hands-off physician and the rough and ready surgeon. The services needed men who could combine both surgery and medicine and that is what the Dublin schools provided.


One of those taking advantage of the new curriculum was Barry O’Meara, who began his training at the age of sixteen, attending lectures at the newly-established Royal College of Surgeons and at Trinity. With his easy-going disposition and agreeable personality, he made many friends. He was formally apprenticed (as solicitors and accountants still are) to one of the most successful medical men of the day, the city surgeon William Leake, a founder-member of the Royal College of Surgeons. O’Meara had great respect for Leake, speaking of him as a ‘wonderful gentleman, who was able and willing to pass on all his expertise’.


Having qualified in 1804, O’Meara immediately enlisted in the 62nd Regiment of Foot in the capacity of assistant surgeon. In his dark navyblue uniform, with its red edgings, the young man cut a fine figure in Dublin society. He was elected a member of the fashionable United Services Club. The future looked bright. In early January 1805 the 62nd were ordered to Portsmouth. There was trouble in the West Indies but unfortunately, the flotilla sailed straight into a gale, which soon became a hurricane. The ships turned and, one by one, made their way back to Portsmouth. The regiment were put on half-pay and told to await further orders. When none came, Barry O’Meara asked for permission to continue his medical education and attended various teaching hospitals in London, including St Bartholomew’s and Guy’s.


Occasionally he was able to return to Dublin and it was during one of these visits that he met an attractive young girl, whose name and subsequent history have disappeared from the records. She became pregnant and it is quite possible that she died during childbirth—an all too common tragedy at that time. The baby boy, whom Barry’s relatives named Dennis, survived and was brought up in Newtown by his sister Charlotte, with the assistance of the large domestic staff.


Meanwhile, the 62nd Regiment of Foot was ordered to the Mediterranean.


O’Meara’s war


On land Napoleon was uniquely formidable. The Duke of Wellington famously compared his presence on the battlefield as equivalent to 40,000 reserves. His speed, technical mastery and aggression made him the supreme general of his day. By 1805 he had subdued, more or less, the continent and now turned his attention to his last and most formidable enemy—Britain. But a victory by the British navy at the Battle of Trafalgar prevented him from carrying out his long-developed plan to invade. For as long as O’Meara had been a student, the threat of invasion had loomed over Britain and Ireland (Ireland was expected to serve as a soft side-entry to Britain). Martello towers were erected along the exposed British and Irish coasts, and the fervid state of alertness sometimes reached fever pitch. In January 1804, for instance, the Freeman’s Journal reported that ‘an attempt without delay is now hourly expected’; the message was repeated on 17 January, 9 February and 14 February. The Rising of 1798 and the two previous invasion attempts showed that this was no empty threat. There is no doubt that the wave of relief that led to the erecting of Nelson’s pillars in Dublin and London was absolutely genuine.


By 1806, Britain had the most powerful navy in the world and was keen to consolidate control of the Mediterranean. However, there were problems everywhere in the region, especially in Egypt and southern Italy. It was for Italy that Barry O’Meara and the 62nd Regiment of Foot were bound.


Returning, perhaps with relief, to land warfare, Napoleon embarked on the re-annexation of Italy. He ordered his troops south to achieve this. Naples having fallen, he prepared to invade southern Italy itself, judging that he should then be able to take Sicily with ease. The prize this would deliver was greater still. As he said, ‘he who controls the straits of Messina controls the Mediterranean’.


As the French inched down the peninsula, Major-General Sir John Stuart scored an unexpected victory over the invading French force at Maida in Calabria—a welcome boost to British morale at the time. But his failure to follow up allowed the French to regroup and gradually, over the following year, to conquer the whole of Calabria. His indecision and delay would cost the lives of many of his soldiers. Malaria was rife, and most of the men who became infected subsequently died.


Only the small town of Scylla, with its spectacular castle perched high on a rock overlooking the Straits of Messina, just two miles from Sicily and the British army, resisted the French advance. Having laid siege, the French took Scylla at the end of December 1806 and then began to bombard the castle. Within were over 300 British soldiers and 500 local Calabrians, under the command of Colonel Robertson, of the 35th Regiment of Foot, who was determined to hold out to the last man. The commander of the British forces at Messina, Major-General Sherbrook, reported to the War Office that Scylla would be held, until further resistance became ‘an act of imprudence’.


The critical moment soon arrived. Major Robertson sent urgent pleas for food, reinforcements, ammunition and, most of all, medical help. It was in response to the situation in Scylla that Barry O’Meara and the 62nd Regiment had arrived in Messina some weeks before, in early December. They encamped around the outskirts of the town and awaited orders to invade Calabria. But they were very quickly diverted to Egypt.


The situation there had been giving rise to concern in London. There was tribal warfare all over the country and the most powerful tribe was led by Mohammed Ali (actually Albanian by birth), who was hostile to British interests. There was also the danger of another French invasion. An expeditionary force under General Alexander McKenzie Fraser set sail from Messina on 6 March 1807. Fraser’s orders were to capture the city of Alexandria, establish British control and show the flag. Preparations had taken a month and the flotilla which sailed comprised 33 ships, with 242 officers, 5,672 soldiers (and 500 horses), and almost 700 women and children on board. The intention was clearly to remain in Egypt for some time.


But, from the start, misfortune dogged the expedition. Fraser was facing a particularly ruthless and powerful enemy in the person of Ali and he was not helped by the fact that his orders were ambiguous. To make matters worse, on the night following the expedition’s departure from Messina, a gale blew up which separated 19 of the ships from the rest. Fraser was eventually able to reach Alexandria, with 2,200 men, on the morning of 16 March. He landed his men with considerable difficulty through the pounding surf but was subsequently able to surround and capture the city with ease. It seemed that his mission had been accomplished—all he had to do now was to reinforce his position, ‘show the flag’ and stay put. But some time later the British Consul in Cairo, Major Missett, advised him that there was widespread starvation in Alexandria. The good news was, however, that in the small town of Rosetta, 40 miles to the east, there was ‘abundant food’ to be had. Moreover, Rosetta’s defences were minimal and the Albanian soldiers there ‘just a mere rabble of savages’. Rosetta had not featured in his orders. Fraser was in a quandary. However, as he wrote many years later, ‘it was difficult not to yield to Missett’s representations so, reluctantly, I gave way’.


Unfortunately, he sent too small a force—just 1,600 men and two canons, under the unfortunate Colonel Meade—to capture Rosetta. Meade reached a small hill overlooking the town on 31 March. The town appeared perfectly still. The gates were opened and, with no precautions, the troops were led through the narrow streets to the centre of Rosetta. Accounts vary on what happened next. Some say that there was no initial opposition of any kind and that British soldiers were actually having lunch in a coffee house when the retreat was suddenly sounded. Shooting began from every window and rooftop. Not withstanding this, the troops managed to retire in good order back to the hills outside the city, carrying their wounded as they went. But the Albanians followed in savage pursuit. They cut off stragglers and any wounded men who were captured were first mutilated and then decapitated. Captured soldiers who could walk were forced to carry the severed head of one of their comrades as a present for the Pasha. Of the 1,600 who had set out, only 460 returned to Alexandria.


Fraser decided that, for the sake of his reputation and wounded British pride, he must make another attempt to take Rosetta. This time he sent 2,500 men and 11 guns. On arrival after three days, the expedition encamped outside the walls, deciding to wait 24 hours before attacking. The next morning they found themselves surrounded by thousands of Mamelukes. There was no choice but to abandon the siege and fight their way back again to Alexandria. Fraser’s situation was now desperate. Alexandria was under siege. Food was short. Of the 5000 men with whom he had set out, more than half were killed, wounded, stricken by sickness or in captivity. Those who had survived were dispirited, having had to witness the mutilation and decapitation of their comrades and aware that 400 troops were still being held by the enemy. And he had 380 women in his care. The thought of surrender was too awful to contemplate. He could not abandon Alexandria without making some effort to take back those who had been captured. He decided to attempt negotiation with Mohammed Ali. An officer and two privates marched out of the city with a white flag. But as soon as they reached enemy lines they were shot. Fraser tried again. Again the three soldiers were killed. At this stage he guessed that the Muslim army did not understand the significance of the white flag. This time two Muslims were sent from the city and negotiations were finally able to begin. Mohammed asked quite simply why Fraser was in Egypt and what he wanted.


While the negotiations were taking place, the Cambridge, bearing the 62nd Regiment of Foot, arrived at Aboukir harbour. They remained some days and Barry O’Meara bivouacked in horse stables while he treated the many wounded. Two days later they set off for Alexandria, on their way passing the severed heads of fellow-soldiers, impaled on stakes and rotting in the sun. Upsetting as the sight was, it instilled not fear but ‘a resolution to fight and win.’


Once the 62nd had reached Alexandria, Fraser’s negotiating hand was greatly strengthened. He informed Ali that he would abandon Egypt if all the British prisoners were returned. One of the officers who had been held was released and was able to inform Fraser that his fellow prisoners—as many as 500 in all—had been well treated and that this was owing to the intervention of the French Consul, Monsieur Dournatan. (Fraser later sent heartfelt thanks to the Frenchman for saving so many of his men.) Mohammed Ali agreed to the proposal. All the soldiers who had been captured—even those who had by then been sold into slavery—were returned to Alexandria. Women, children and the wounded boarded the first available vessel. Fraser’s now much-reduced expeditionary force was accommodated on a second ship. Last to board, having stayed to the end to ensure that Ali kept his word, were the 62nd Regiment of Foot. Subsequently, Lord Windham’s replacement as Secretary for War by Lord Castlereagh led to a change in the policy towards Egypt. The reasoning had been that, to secure Egypt, Sicily would have to be ignored. But Sicily was England’s fortress in the Mediterranean and there could be no question of such an alternative. Egypt must be sacrificed.


The return of the expedition to Messina was met with much rejoicing. But the news from Scylla (sent by semaphore) was not encouraging: Lieutenant Colonel Robertson’s situation in the castle was evidently desperate. The senior medical officer in Messina, Dr Greene, sent for his Irish colleague. He had received impressive reports of Dr O’Meara’s fortitude under very trying circumstances in Egypt. Would he be willing to help the beleaguered regiment in Scylla? O’Meara immediately promised to row across that night. The Straits of Messina are only two miles wide but the deep whirlpools and strong currents make the journey very dangerous and it was almost daybreak when he arrived at the base of the sheer cliff on which Scylla Castle stands. With great difficulty he managed to gain the summit of the cliff, carrying with him food and a large quantity of medical supplies. In the castle, there were many severely wounded men, some of whom were dying from loss of blood. He did what he could, despite the hopelessness of the situation.


Meanwhile, the French ‘bombarded the castle night and day, until it was no more than a pile of rubble’. Robertson decided to abandon Scylla and retreat to Messina. First to go were the wounded. ‘At midday the painful journey began’, O’Meara recorded. ‘Forty-nine stretchers were brought down the narrow stairwell, while French riflemen fired at us from the beach.’ With some pride he added: ‘All 49 severely wounded men were eventually returned to Messina without loss of life.’ (When I visited Messina and Scylla in 1980 the castle was undergoing extensive repairs, and even a fault line in the rock on which it was built was being sealed. What remained, however, was an almost perpendicular line from the sea to the top of the parapet of nearly 200 feet. How Barry O’Meara managed to evacuate his wounded I will never understand.)


A violent thunderstorm delayed the evacuation of the rest but, on 17 February 1807, Captain Troy on the Electra was able to put small boats right up against the cliff-face and, within 24 hours, the fortress was abandoned. On returning to Messina, every officer was congratulated personally by Major-General Stuart. Each was awarded an extra bar of soap and advised to keep his hair shorter! But France was now in command of the whole of Italy.


During the long hot Sicilian summer that followed, it was inevitable that arguments and even fighting would break out here and there among some of the troops. Quarrels between soldiers and some of the locals (all of whom carried knives) were regarded as understandable. But fighting among officers could not be tolerated. Major-General Stuart was determined to get rid of duelling, then quite prevalent in Italy. It was at this time that a friend of Barry O’Meara’s, Captain Crookshank, became embroiled in a troublesome argument with a fellow officer, a Captain Robertson. Crookshank asked O’Meara to act as his second. O’Meara wrote later: ‘I felt myself bound not to withhold my support in a situation of peculiar delicacy. Although the affair was terminated without any injury to either party—a result to which I had the consolation of reflecting I greatly contributed, Stuart insisted that the challenger and his second should be arrested.’ Accordingly, in November he was brought to a court-martial at Messina and cashiered from the army.


What to do now? Lack of funds ruled out his return to Ireland, where there was little hope of employment. The court-martial’s decision was wounding but it had not destroyed his enthusiasm for service to the forces. He had been in the army for only two-and-a-half years when his career ended but, as he wrote in his memoirs, he knew that ‘he got on well with his troops and was popular among his brother officers’. Resourcefully, he decided to try his luck with the navy. Carrying with him letters of introduction from Dr Greene, the most senior officer at Messina, he sailed for Malta.


Although attempts were made much later to smear O’Meara in respect of the reasons he left the army, at the time it was clearly recognised as being hardly more than a technical offence. Furthermore, the service clearly needed skilled medical men. He went to Malta, where, introduced by his old friend Dr Greene he had the good fortune to meet Sir Alexander Ball. O’Meara was appointed assistant surgeon in the Royal Navy. However, before he could become full surgeon to a ship, he would have to do a two-year apprenticeship as an assistant. In August 1809 he joined the Ventura, anchored in Valetta Harbour. Early in his career, he served on various ships. He was attached to the flotilla which harassed Murat’s army in Messina, at that time attempting to invade Sicily. Murat lost more than 1,200 men in a succession of failed attempts at invasion. When O’Meara came on shore he was greeted enthusiastically by his fellow officers of the 62nd Regiment, as he wrote later in his memoirs when recalling his military career: ‘My conduct, while in the army, was not wholly devoid of merit, and . . . my departure from the 62nd was regretted by most of the officers of that regiment—this may be inferred from the very flattering reception I experienced on my return to Sicily.’


His next appointment was to the Victorious, under Captain John Talbot, which was sailing in the Mediterranean at that time. At the beginning of 1812 it was ordered to the port of Venice, along with the Weazel , under Captain John Andover. They were instructed to find, engage and, if possible, capture France’s newest ship of the line, the 74-gun Rivoli.


On the foggy morning of 21 February the Rivoli and some smaller vessels were spotted coming out of port and setting a course across the Adriatic for Pola. The Victorious followed and, at 4.30 a.m., brought the Rivoli into action. As the ships closed on one another, both opened fire. Although a splinter almost blinded Captain Talbot, obliging him to hand over command to Lieutenant Thomas Peake, his deputy carried the battle to a satisfactory conclusion five hours later when the enemy ran aground on a sandbank. This made it easy for the Victorious to sail around the stranded Rivoli and, once the French vessel’s mizzen mast had been lost, the Victorious closed in. Fierce hand-to-hand fighting followed but, eventually, the captain of the Rivoli was forced to surrender.


At home, much was made of the capture of the newest French battleship, with a complement of 850, by 500 British sailors. The victory had not been secured without a cost: 27 crew-members of the Victorious were killed and 99 wounded and the two surgeons on board had to work for hour after hour over the next four days. There were many amputations and more than 200 men from either side had to be treated.


Barry O’Meara’s commanding officer, now Sir John Talbot, sent glowing reports of his new surgeon back to the Admiralty, the first time he had been mentioned in dispatches. The good opinion he had won was mirrored in a letter from Dr Greene, who had originally recommended him and who was now the most senior surgeon in the navy. Writing from Malta on 6 May 1812, Greene reported to the Admiralty: ‘Mr O’Meara, whom you must recollect in the 62nd Regiment, and who was really—in my opinion—dealt rigidly with, has requested me to introduce him to you once more. I am happy to say that he has not forfeited my good opinion of him. In a most severe action he has proved himself to be a well-informed professional man, and by his good conduct, during nearly three years as an Assistant Surgeon on board the Victorious, he has gained the esteem of his captain and officers. Captain Talbot has mentioned him in his public dispatch in very handsome terms.’


O’Meara’s name was now entered on the surgical list of the Royal
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Navy. He was appointed to various ships, seeing action in the Americas and the West Indies. Among other places, he spent a considerable time off the coast of Surinam and the port of Paramaribo. In due course he was fortunate enough to come under the command of an agreeable, softly-spoken Scottish captain, Frederick Maitland, and due perhaps to their common Celtic origin or the fact that Maitland had a young Irish wife, the two men became friendly.


Maitland’s high esteem for Barry O’Meara was clearly expressed in a letter of 5 November 1814 to Dr Harness in which he observed that ‘during fifteen years of service I have commanded many of his Majesty’s ships—I have never had the pleasure of sailing with an officer in his situation who so fully meets my expectations. I am not a judge of his professional abilities—though I have every reason to believe them of the first class and know that to be the opinion of some of the oldest and most respectable surgeons in the navy. I shall only state that during the period of very bad weather which occasioned the Goliath to be extremely sickly his attention and tenderness to the men was such as to call forth my warmest approbation and the grateful affection of both officers and men. Were it possible that I should soon obtain another appointment—I know of no man in the service I should wish to have as surgeon so much as Mr O’Meara. As however in the present state of the war, this is not likely, I trust you will do me the favour of giving him an appointment as an encouragement to young men of his description.’


Maitland appears to have been more successful in his intervention on the young doctor’s behalf than he had expected and was able to persuade the Admiralty to allow Barry O’Meara to follow him on to two further vessels. The second of these was an old but still impressive 74-gun man-of-war, the Bellerophon.





Chapter 2: The fateful decision


Following his defeat at Waterloo Napoleon retreated to Paris, and for a moment there contemplated continuing. But it was clear that the French had little heart for further fighting. He abdicated on 21 June, and left Paris, first for his palace at Malmaison and then for the south, escaping just ahead of the vengeful Prussian army. On 3 July 1815, Napoleon arrived at Rochefort to a tumultuous welcome. Meanwhile, on that same day, Blücher and his troops entered Paris, proclaiming, in the intoxication of victory, that he wanted Napoleon ‘hunted down like a dog, and hanged from the nearest tree’.


Realising that those who had welcomed his arrival in Rochefort so profusely might now be in danger, Napoleon decided to move to the island of Aix, hoping to formulate some plan of action there. His position, as an abdicated monarch, was full of formal and legal difficulties for the occupying powers. He enquired about the French frigates in the bay—the Saale, and the Méduse (which was destined to find sad notoriety off the coast of Senégal some six months later, as depicted in the famous painting by Géricault). In addition, two fast American merchant ships, the Pike and the Ludlow, lay off La Rochelle. All were prepared to sail the Emperor to the New World. His brother Joseph even offered to take his place, letting Napoleon escape, hidden in an empty wine barrel. Grateful as he was for the generosity of this offer, the indignity of the exercise was such that he could not consider it.


The Bellerophon, under Captain Frederick Maitland, with Surgeon O’Meara on board, was alerted to the possibility of Napoleon’s slipping away, and was given the order to make all dispatch for La Rochelle. It was to block ‘all roads into the ports of La Rochelle and Rochefort’. On 20 June 1815, the Bellerophon arrived on the coast and dropped anchor off the Isle d’Aix. Here the Bellerophon, with three smaller ships, the Myrmidon, the Daphne and the Slaney, cruised all the three channels off La Rochelle, between the islands of Ré, Oléron and Aix. There was no escape.


On 10 July two of Napoleon’s closest aides stepped on board the Bellerophon and handed Captain Maitland a letter declaring that Napoleon had chosen the United States as his retreat. The object of the visit was to procure the passports which he claimed had been promised. In reality this was something of a diplomatic try-on, a probe by Napoleon as to the British intentions, as passports had not been promised, and it was not likely that they would be provided.


So Napoleon began pondering another possibility. Among his entourage (now swollen to 64 people, including women and children) was Count Emanuel de Las Cases, who had lived in London for many years and spoke English fluently. During the Reign of Terror, the diminutive aristocrat had escaped from France by hiding in a boat sailing to London from Amsterdam. To ease his penury he found work teaching French to the children of a noble household and, in the process, as he explained, he had formed ‘a most agreeable impression of England and the British way of life’. Napoleon himself had a favourable view of England’s tolerant society and was attracted by the English sense of justice and fair play. Prisoners of war were not ill-treated. England had given refuge to the Huguenots and to the Corsican leader Pascal Paoli. And so his thoughts turned to that country, which had been a haven for other refugees from France during the Reign of Terror. He had given Castlereagh (currently Foreign Secretary) safe passage from Paris in the past—perhaps the favour could now be returned.


He summoned Las Cases. Their discussion carried long into the warm afternoon. At one point a swallow flew into the room. Napoleon’s private secretary, General Gourgaud, eventually managed to catch the bird, declaring its appearance an omen: ‘Let us see which way he flies—west to America or north to England. There lies our destination!’ He walked to the window and released the swallow which immediately flew north. Napoleon’s mind was made up: he would surrender to England and Las Cases would commence negotiations with Captain Maitland of the Bellerophon to that effect. On 13 July he himself wrote to the Regent:




Your Royal Highness,


A victim of the factions which distract my country and of the enmity of the greatest powers of Europe, I have terminated my political career, and I come like Themosticles, to throw myself upon the hospitality of the British people. I put myself under the protection of their laws, which I claim from your Royal Highness, as the most powerful, the most constant, and the most generous of my enemies.


Napoleon





When General Gourgaud read the letter, tears came to his eyes. When the Prince of Wales eventually received it, he called it ‘a capital letter’ (it was not often that George IV, as he became, was referred to in such flattering terms) and then passed it to Castlereagh. It was Napoleon’s proposal to live somewhere between London and Oxford, in a warm house with a good library in which he would be able to write his memoirs. He would adopt the name of Colonel Muiron, a brave general who had fallen in battle by his side.


Sadly, even if the British leaders had been prepared to set aside the feelings generated by twenty years of war, this dream took no account of the growing political conflict in England, aggravated by the collapse of markets at the end of the war. It was impossible to believe that so powerful and active a figure—not yet forty-six years old—could have prevented himself from becoming involved.


Las Cases sailed over to the Bellerophon and told Captain Maitland of Napoleon’s wishes. He handed over Napoleon’s letter and asked if safe passage to England could be guaranteed. Maitland responded as obligingly as he could. Although unable to anticipate his government’s wishes, he assured Las Cases that England would be magnanimous in victory and said he could guarantee the safe passage requested. Fortified by these assurances, Las Cases sailed back to Aix.


Napoleon gathered his friends around him and explained the position. Of all his enemies, the British appeared the most tolerant and generous and surrender to England was the most reasonable option. Las Cases was sent to the Bellerophon once more. His final note to Maitland read: ‘Before dawn the Emperor will present himself at the gangway of the Bellerophon either to be given safe passage to America or to be conveyed to England.’


This resolved Maitland’s ambiguous position in respect of Napoleon’s status. There would be no question of escape if Napoleon was once on board. He wanted to do everything he could to help but he felt an urgency to get Napoleon on board as soon as possible. Rumours quickly spread through the Bellerophon that Napoleon would be boarding the next morning. The ship had to be made spick and span for his arrival and the excitement among the crew was palpable. A young ship’s rating, George Home, described the atmosphere in his memoirs: ‘The evening of the 14th was calm and delightful as we lay at anchor, awaiting the great event of the morrow. All was expectation and excitement. The first lieutenant was engaged seeing all the belaying pins get an extra polish, and that every rope was coiled down with more than usual care, while every hush from the shore, or speck on the water, was listened to and watched with intense anxiety, lest our prey should escape us.’


On the following day, ‘I had the middle watch, and just as I was relieved about half-past four in the morning of the 15th, and a lovely morning it was, we saw a man-of-war brig get under way from Aix Roads, and stand out towards us, bearing a flag of truce.’ The brig made little headway against the current. At 6 a.m. the lookout announced the arrival of a large ship, the Superb, bearing Sir Henry Hotham. Captain Maitland gave immediate orders to lower the barge and help the brig towards the Bellerophon. ‘A general’s group of marines was ordered aft on the quarter-deck, and the boatswain stood, whistle in hand, ready to do the honours of the side. . . . the captain, evidently in much anxiety, kept trudging backwards and forwards between the gangway and his own cabin.’ First to board the Bellerophon was Savary, Minister of Police, followed by Marshal Bertrand, who bowed and stood to one side. (General Comte Henri de Bertrand, was one of Napoleon’s most loyal and trusted friends and stayed with him to the end.) The whistle blew loud and long. The marines snapped to attention. Then came Napoleon dressed in a grey greatcoat buttoned up to the chin, a cocked hat and Hussar boots but no sword. Maitland stepped forward, removed his cap, bowed, and welcomed Napoleon aboard. Napoleon replied briefly that ‘he had placed himself under the protection of the British nation’. Captain Maitland nodded and turned to conduct the Emperor to his cabin. ‘As he passed through the officers assembled on the quarter-deck,’ wrote Home, ‘he repeatedly bowed slightly to us, and smiled. What an ineffable beauty there was in that smile, his teeth were finely set, and as white as ivory . . . I marked his fine robust figure as he followed Captain Maitland into the cabin, and, boy as I was, I said to myself, “Now have I a tale for futurity”. . . .
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