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Baret, with her face bathed in tears, owned to me that she was a woman; she said that she had deceived her master at Rochefort, by offering to serve him in men’s clothes at the very moment when he was embarking; that she had already before served a Genevan gentleman at Paris, in quality of a valet; that being born in Burgundy, and become an orphan, the loss of a law-suit had brought her to a distressed situation, and inspired her with the resolution to disguise her sex; that she well knew when she embarked that we were going round the world, and that such a voyage had raised her curiosity. She will be the first woman that ever made it, and I must do her the justice to affirm that she has always behaved on board with the most scrupulous modesty. She is neither ugly nor pretty, and is no more than twenty-five.

—LOUIS-ANTOINE DE BOUGAINVILLE, JOURNAL, MAY 28–29, 1768
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I swear that man
never knew animals. Words
he lined up according to size
 … I strung words
by their stems and wore them
as garlands on my long walks.

The next day
I’d find them withered.

I liked change.

—SUSAN DONNELLY, “EVE NAMES THE ANIMALS”
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IN APRIL 1768, two French ships, the Boudeuse and the Étoile, rode at anchor off the coast of Tahiti as 330 officers and men took their first shore leave in nearly a year. The ships constituted an expedition, under the command of Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, to circumnavigate the globe and claim lands for France.

On the beach a single woman stood surrounded by a group of men whose looks required no translation. Fearing herself in danger of an imminent gang rape, she screamed an appeal to a French officer to save her. But to the wonder of the French, the woman was not an islander but one of their own crew. As one of the French observers recorded the event, with a striking restraint given what was being described, “They have discovered that the servant of Mr. Commerson, the doctor, was a girl who until now has been taken for a boy.”

For two years on board, Jeanne Baret had presented herself as a young man, using the name Jean Baret, and had worked as principal assistant to the expedition’s naturalist, Philibert Commerson. When an old leg wound prevented Commerson from collecting specimens around Rio de Janeiro, it was Baret who had ventured inland and had brought back the showy tropical vine that would be named in honor of the expedition’s commander: Bougainvillea. When the ships made slow passage through the Strait of Magellan, Baret and Commerson had been put ashore, their every move visible from the ships’ decks. Accounts written by observers on board testified to the stamina of Commerson’s assistant, who was always lagging behind him laden with boxes and papers—the cumbersome paraphernalia of eighteenth-century plant collecting. In an effort to avoid suspicion that she was anything other than a strong young man, Baret imagined the work that such a man might be capable of and then worked even harder. With her breasts flattened by strips of linen wound tightly round her upper body, she sweltered when others chose to strip, and checked every impulse that might expose her true identity.

But once ashore on Tahiti, Baret found herself surrounded by male islanders, whose gestures made plain the same offer of multiple sexual partners that Tahitian women were extending to the rest of the crew. Easily seeing through Baret’s disguise where the Frenchmen did not, the Tahitians effectively forced the end of a nearly eighteen-month-long charade: Baret abandoned the fiction she had worked so hard to maintain to save herself from what seemed certain to be a sexual assault.

Or so official accounts of this extraordinary story would have us believe.

In addition to maintaining an expedition log in spare, navy board–mandated prose, Bougainville also kept a more expansive journal that he intended to publish upon his fêted return to an adoring France. But in neither document could Bougainville admit any knowledge of the rumors that had started circulating about Baret within a few days of the expedition’s launch from Rochefort. For Baret’s behavior was soon noted to be odd on several counts. Doubled up with retching from acute seasickness, the naturalist Commerson found his symptoms eased if he sat on deck, feeling the reassuring solidity of the main mast behind him. Baret was also sick, but kept to Commerson’s cabin: an unprecedented privilege for the mere assistant of a gentleman scientist. Novice sailors quickly grew accustomed to relieving themselves at “the heads”—holes cut into an area of decking that jutted out over the open ocean—but Baret was never seen there. When the expedition sailed on to the equator and the crew stripped for the ritualized anarchy of “Crossing the Line,” Baret was noticeable as the only clothed figure among the participants. Confronted by a handful of the crew determined to know the truth, Baret insisted that she was a man, though, as she expressed it, a man of the sort from which the Turkish sultan chose the guards of his harem. Baret’s claim that she was a eunuch was well calculated; the traumatic past that it implied would, she hoped, prevent further inquiry, either verbal or physical.

But on all of these aspects of the voyage, Bougainville’s official log and his private journal are silent. To acknowledge that there had been rumors of a woman on board ship, in contravention of French naval regulations, would be to acknowledge that the expedition commander had done nothing to investigate a possible breach. And from Bougainville’s point of view, an investigation at sea would have been ugly. Had Baret refused to admit to her disguise, only a forcible stripping would have settled the question. Yet what commander in his right senses would want to reveal to his crew that there was a lone, physically vulnerable woman among 330 men? In saving herself from the Tahitians by admitting her lie, as Baret was supposed to have done, she also saved Bougainville from having to act upon an increasingly untenable situation.

Yet other members of the party—gentlemen travelers and scientists for whom the circumnavigation was not a stepping-stone in a naval career—recognized a good story when they saw it, and they were less concerned about official censure than Bougainville. In fact, eight accounts of Bougainville’s expedition survive, all telling versions of the same story, each in a different voice. In addition to Bougainville’s account, there are memoirs by Pierre Duclos-Guyot and Philibert Commerson (sharing a journal and both sailing on the Étoile); Charles-Nicolas Othon, Prince of Nassau-Siegen (paying gentleman passenger on the Boudeuse); François Vivès (surgeon of the Étoile); Jean-Louis Caro (first lieutenant of the Étoile); Charles-Pierre-Félix Fesche (volunteer, sailing on the Boudeuse); Joseph Hervel (pilot, joining the Boudeuse in Mauritius); and the chevalier Walsh. Baret features in the writings of four out of the eight: Bougainville, Nassau-Siegen, Vivès, and in the journal kept jointly by Commerson and Duclos-Guyot. Various details in these men’s stories may be corroborated in accounts of the expedition kept by Caro, Fesche, d’Hervel, and Walsh.

Out of these eight narrators, only Bougainville revised his expedition journals for publication and saw them become a success. But the unpublished journals—especially those that feature Baret—are each written by such distinct characters that they do not merely duplicate Bougainville’s account but instead present us with alternative views of the expedition that are at times more descriptive, more judgmental, and more unsettling than anything Bougainville writes. Among this group of journal keepers is the perennially well-groomed Prince of Nassau-Siegen, a gentleman who paid his way on the voyage for the experience of it, and whose velvet suits and full-length wigs maintained the illusion of style even as their wearer was reduced to eating his ship’s rats on a deathly still sea. Mistaken for a woman himself on more than one occasion (generally because of his wig), the prince represents a glorious historical irony: a man whom many island peoples assumed to be the sole woman among 330 men, even as Baret worked in full view, collecting plant specimens under Nassau-Siegen’s sympathetic and interested gaze.

Others were hostile to Baret: ship’s surgeon François Vivès insinuates throughout his journal that Baret bought the silence of key crew members by prostituting herself. At one point his prose lingers on a description of Baret on New Ireland (to the northeast of Papua New Guinea), cornered by sailors who strip her and prove she is no eunuch. Vivès is careful to describe the incident as an examination rather than a gang rape but leaves his reader puzzling over a series of equally nauseating possibilities: that Baret was raped and Vivès thought it of no great importance; that Baret was not raped but was subjected to a humiliating examination, which Vivès found amusing; that the incident never happened but Vivès would like to imagine that it did. And if it did, what role did Vivès himself play? Either the episode was described to him, or Vivès recorded it from memory. In any case, Vivès is damned by his own prose as a sadistic voyeur of a woman’s misery.

Baret’s European crewmates were not the only ones to record their impressions of her. Unusually for an expedition of this nature, we can refer to the observations of those whom the French set out to observe. The Tahitians’ version of events is available in the testimony of Aotourou, the brother of the Tahitian chief, Ereti, and the hightest-ranking islander to greet Bougainville on his first landing on Tahiti. In the course of the expedition’s monthlong stay, Aotourou spent more and more of his time on one or the other of Bougainville’s two ships. By the time the expedition sailed on, Aotourou was conversant enough in French to insist that he be taken back to France. Bougainville was only too willing to oblige, believing that Aotourou might be a useful pilot and translator in the short term and finally a lucrative figure of wonderment to the French king. While Aotourou has not left us his impressions of the expedition beyond Tahiti, his description of Baret as she appeared to the Tahitians offers rare insight into what the islanders were thinking.

Closest to Baret was the man she served, the internationally renowned botanist Philibert Commerson, who maintained after Baret’s exposure on Tahiti that he was as surprised as anyone. That he was ignorant of Baret’s real identity defies common sense and could be true only if Commerson failed to recognize in his assistant the young woman who, prior to the expedition, had lived with him in Paris for two years and had already borne him a son. Fortunately for Commerson, Bougainville had neither the means nor the desire to investigate the couple’s history, and Commerson’s integrity remained unquestioned in the official paperwork.

A brilliant scientist whose work had caught the attention of Louis XV, Commerson also tended in time to antagonize everyone around him. Even as a student, he had aroused hostility in his professors: He had no hesitation in interrupting a lecture to apprise the speaker that he was behind on the current scientific thinking. Commerson’s precocity and far-ranging botanizing even brought the undergraduate to the attention of Carl Linnaeus, the greatest botanist of the age. And he could be charming when necessary: Commerson’s royal appointment to Bougainville’s expedition was thus facilitated by letters of recommendation from Voltaire, Queen Louisa Ulrika of Sweden, and the chief object of her royal patronage—Linnaeus himself.

Commerson’s shipboard journal was a joint enterprise with an eager young sailor aboard the Étoile, Pierre Duclos-Guyot, one of three members of the same family to take part in the expedition. Pierre’s father, Nicolas-Pierre Duclos-Guyot was the captain of the Boudeuse, and had used his influence to see that positions were found for his sons, Pierre and Alexandre, both of whom were interested in a naval career. Alexandre traveled on the Boudeuse with his father and was charged with preparing new charts of the South Atlantic. Out from under his father’s gaze, Pierre displayed the same draftsman’s skills as his brother and, while charts of the Strait of Magellan can be attributed to him, he clearly thought it much more exciting to contribute to a journal that might be published by a gentleman like Commerson. For his part, Commerson was glad to be able to call on the technical knowledge of the young cartographer, who wanted desperately to be useful. When Duclos-Guyot finally tired of Commerson’s unsystematic approach to record keeping, the journal fell silent. Today it is of interest mainly for the exquisite watercolors contained within its pages, whereby Commerson faithfully recorded new species of flora and fauna from land and sea. But the number of illustrations in the Duclos-Guyot journal is dwarfed by the number of specimens that Baret and Commerson collected. More than six thousand items would finally require cataloging and, until the collection could reach French shores, Baret and Commerson lived and worked in its midst.

So the disparate narratives of all these men must be brought together to finally allow Baret’s story to be told, for Baret herself is silent. Sharing a cabin with Commerson for the duration of the expedition, how could she keep a journal without her relationship with Commerson forming one of its central themes? Yet to write about him, and her relationship with him, would have been to create a document with the power to destroy his career. Commerson’s appointment to the expedition came from the king himself: To flout his royal ordinances prohibiting women on board ship was dangerously tantamount to making light of his patronage. Whatever the nature of the pact between Baret and Commerson, a running commentary implicating Commerson in the charade formed no part of it.

Baret may have allowed herself to be silenced by Commerson’s need for discretion during the voyage, but why did she not write her own memoirs on her return to France? The reading public’s appetite for travelogues, factual and fictional, seemed inexhaustible. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century readers sailed the world’s oceans vicariously from the comfort of an armchair, mapping their own literary progress on the quintessential accessory for any gentleman’s library: a terrestrial globe.

Unfortunately for Baret, her timing was not propitious. Setting out on the circumnavigation in 1766, she would not return to mainland France until 1775—six years after the return of Bougainville’s expedition. Only Baret, Commerson, and the astronomer, Véron, were absent from Bougainville’s triumphant 1769 homecoming: They had remained with the French colonial settlement in Mauritius. Where she should have walked ashore and into the history books, she landed in a protracted legal case, caught between an impassive French government and Commerson’s hostile relatives. Meanwhile, Bougainville’s version of events was already entrenched in the public mind; his account of the circumnavigation had been published in Paris in 1771 and translated into English the following year. The philosopher Denis Diderot had even used Bougainville’s descriptions of island peoples as a starting point for his own speculations on the nature of civilization; his Supplément au voyage de Bougainville presents a seamless continuation of the themes started in Bougainville’s original. Underscoring the difficulty Baret faced in making herself heard, Diderot’s book repeated Bougainville’s story of Baret’s exposure on Tahiti (not because Diderot was interested in what happened to Baret, but because he was curious about the Tahitians’ apparently superior senses).

What hope could there be for a working-class woman to challenge a national hero? A woman who had hoped to deceive her shipmates for two or more years would readily invite the charge that she was a liar. Worse still for Baret, contemporary views about the proper sphere of female activity guaranteed that any display of her botanical knowledge in print would have branded her a whore.
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Taxonomy—the classification of all living things, plant and animal, according to perceived “family” resemblances—may seem an improbable arena for a protracted historical battle of the sexes. But throughout the eighteenth century, women’s attempts to engage in this male-dominated field generated a torrent of vitriol. The systematic exclusion of women from the field of taxonomy is so much a part of Baret’s story that the historical silence surrounding her cannot fully be explained without understanding something of taxonomy’s history. Anyone who has sought out the name of an unfamiliar but attractive plant in hopes of adding it to a garden will be familiar with the frustration of learning that the plant has no “common name,” only a Latin one, or rather two. This binomial classification system, formulated by the Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus in the first half of the eighteenth century, identifies all living things by genus (or family) and then species, using the Latin that was the universal language of scientific discourse in Linnaeus’s time. No matter that DNA analysis has now redefined previous certainties about plant families, or that plant breeding has produced generations of hybrids that may boast three or four names, we still rely on the framework of Linnaean taxonomy to describe the natural world.

This would certainly be a revelation to contemporaries of Linnaeus, for it was by no means obvious to his fellow scientists that his proposed classification system would gain widespread acceptance. As the memorably named William Smellie explained in the first edition of the Encyclopœdia Britannica in 1768, “Obscenity is the very basis of the Linnaean system.” How can a taxonomic system be obscene? Linnaeus placed plants in family groups based on what could be observed of their reproductive strategies: the number and arrangement of male stamens and female pistils at the heart of each flower. Gardeners may effectively clone a plant by taking cuttings or splitting root-balls, but in the natural course of things, the vegetable world turns on the same principle of sexual reproduction as does the animal one. Trying to help his readers grasp the idea of vegetable sexual reproduction, Linnaeus explained the sexual reproduction of plants with analogies taken from human relations. Smellie warmed to his theme of the “obscenity” of the Linnaean system by asking readers to consider that “there is such a degree of indelicacy in the expression as cannot be exceeded by the most obscene romance-writer. For example, [Linnaeus says] ‘the calyx is the bride-chamber in which the stamina and pistilla solemnize their nuptials.’ ”

For the aspiring female student of botany, Linnaean taxonomy invited a frank consideration of reproductive ability, both animal and vegetable. The protofeminist writer Mary Wollstonecraft even recommended in 1792 that women receive a botanical education to promote both cultivation of the mind and greater awareness of the body. Wollstonecraft contrasted the female botanist with Eve in the Garden of Eden, arguing that the educated woman could maintain “purity of mind” even when possessed of the “fruit of knowledge.” Predictably, eighteenth-century male commentators, as typified by William Smellie, were less sanguine about the presence of Eve’s daughters in the garden.

Baret lived then in a time of intense debate about women’s exposure to scientific knowledge. A “proper” appreciation of nature was considered a mark of eighteenth-century female refinement, yet it was considered “unladylike” to go so far as to seek out the accurate Latin descriptor for a plant species. Even if she had returned to France with the rest of Bougainville’s expedition in 1769, Baret could not have expected any public recognition of her work for the expedition: A female stowaway was a curiosity, but a female botanist was a breach in the natural order of things. As the book of Genesis reminded Baret’s contemporaries, it was Adam who was granted the privilege of naming what was found in Eden. When Eve aimed for more knowledge, the world changed forever.

Part of the privilege of naming new discoveries in the natural world is the opportunity to commemorate individuals who assisted in the find. As Bougainville’s expedition circled the globe, rivers, bays, and islands were named for members of the party. Most of these names survive only in the cartographic record: As colonies have achieved their hard-won independence, the names of history’s colonizers have been erased from the landscape. In the field of natural history, however, the names of great botanists, zoologists, and explorers survive, built into the Linnaean taxonomy of genus and species. Commerson did not hesitate to celebrate himself in all branches of creation, and today over seventy species bear the name commersonii (though some were named in his honor after his death). He is commemorated in birds and mammals, ferns and flowers, mollusks and insects. He honored his commander with the Bougainvillea and his fellow officers with a handful of the more than six thousand specimens he collected with Baret.

Baret, on the other hand, received the acknowledgment of a single genus (comprising just three species): Baretia. It is not unknown for taxonomists to reclassify both genera and species and to rename them in the process, and while Commerson’s commemoration of himself has remained largely untouched by taxonomic history, the plant genus Baretia no longer exists: Species named for Baret have been included in the genus Turraea. Nothing that Baret collected and preserved now bears her name.

[image: ]

To those of Baret’s contemporaries who bothered to consider the wider implications of her story, it seemed unlikely that she would provide a model for other women. As Bougainville wrote, “She will be the only one of her sex [to circumnavigate the globe] and I admire her determination … Her example will hardly be contagious.” Certainly, the stark details of Baret’s day-to-day existence would be unlikely to inspire imitators. For over two years, Baret endured seasickness, loneliness, and starvation; the extremes of the world’s weather on deck and onshore; endless work making every joint ache; and no possibility of relaxation, physical or mental, throughout the whole voyage. Bougainville was right: These things are no advertisement for emulating Baret.

But Baret’s desire to experience more of the world does not seem so extraordinary for someone born into the lowest class of the French peasantry whose lives played out within twenty miles, at most, of their birthplace. Even as snow accumulated on the deck of the Étoile and Baret contemplated another cold, difficult trudge along the shores of the Strait of Magellan, the waters around the ship thronged with life-forms—penguins, sea lions, southern whales—of which a French rural laborer could never have conceived. When the ships finally broke into the Pacific and the sweat soaked through Baret’s tightly bound disguise, was the physical discomfort lessened by the sight of pods of dolphins chasing flying fish? What did she make of the stately manta rays and lugubrious sea turtles recorded from this stage of the voyage? When Aotourou sat for her and asked her to dress his hair, did she pause to reflect on the fact that the physical distance traveled from home was far less than the imaginative one?

Bougainville thought Baret’s example was not likely to be contagious because of the physical privations and brutality she experienced. But Bougainville overlooked the allure of the idea she embodied: that one human being, irrespective of the hand dealt by fortune, can have as much curiosity about the world as another. And that, like race and class, gender should pose no barrier to satisfying that curiosity and discovering how far it may take you.


ONE
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The Botanist and the Herb Woman

THIS IS AN entry from local parish records kept in the town of Autun in France’s Loire valley from the summer of 1740:


On the twenty-seventh of July 1740 was born and on the twenty-eighth was baptized Jeanne, the legitimate issue of the marriage of Jean Baret, a day laborer from Lome and of Jeanne Pochard. Her godfather is Jean Coureau, a day laborer from Poil, and her godmother Lazare Tibaudin, who are not signing.



From the moment we are born we begin creating a paper trail. The only similarity between the infinite variety of those paper trails is their starting point in the same official document: a birth certificate that deals in simple facts. Jeanne Baret’s life begins not with a standard factual record but with this story and, like all stories, it can tell us more than we might first imagine about its subject, the writer, and the circumstances in which they came together.

The unsteady handwriting and archaic spelling of the original suggest that the parish priest, Father Pierre, was old, and so his description of the child’s godfather as being “à poil” (literally “nude”) rather than “à Poil” (from the village of Poil) can be safely attributed to infirmity rather than mischievous creativity in the legal paperwork. Indeed, there was little for the priest to smile about as he contemplated the family’s situation. Not only are there no signatures of any of the adults named in connection with Jeanne Baret’s baptism, but the new father did not even place a cross against the record. What would be the point of such an action at a time when illiteracy rates were as high as 80 percent for men and 90 percent for women in this enclave of feudal culture, a place to which social commentators from across Enlightenment Europe flocked to gaze in horrified fascination at many of the last serfs in France?

Jeanne Baret’s parents owned nothing, but they rose with the sun each morning to sell their labor for that day, their work changing with the seasonal cycle of sowing, tending, harvesting. Despite living in the middle of prime hunting and farming country, within walking distance of the vineyards for which the region is now famous, they starved through the winter when they could not work. As other regions of France traded local tyrannies for a more centralized exercise of the law, Burgundy continued under the immediate rule of local lords of the manor, or seigneurs, who were notorious for enforcing their property rights. The Barets’ seigneur owned the collection of rotting wooden shacks where his workers slept, owned the land they worked, owned the produce they harvested. If his agents chose not to use a laborer on any given day, the man had no paid work.

The modern reader might wonder why families such as the Barets did not simply move on, taking their most valuable commodity, their capacity for hard labor, to a place where conditions were better. But inertia is a powerful force and, prior to the Industrial Revolution in the nineteenth century, the average European country dweller never went more than twenty miles from home. Jeanne Baret’s parents knew little of the wider world, even as its citizens periodically passed through the Loire valley, recording the wretched poverty of its laborers’ lives.

One such observer, the great French military engineer Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban, could hardly contain his incredulity at what the ordinary population endured, his description making it clear that the distance between farm laborer and farm horse was negligible: “They live on nothing but bread of mixed barley and oats, from which they do not even remove the bran, which means that the bread can sometimes be lifted by a straw sticking out of it. They … seldom drink wine, eat meat not three times a year … Add to this what they suffer from exposure: winter and summer, three-quarters of them are dressed in nothing but half-rotting tattered linen, and are shod throughout the year with clogs and no other covering for the feet. If one of them does have shoes he only wears them on saints’ days and on Sundays.” Against this background, it is sobering but unsurprising that those whom Vauban described, both men and women, would typically die in their mid to late twenties (twenty-six years was the average life expectancy of this class).

But when the baby girl born to Jean Baret and Jeanne Pochard was twenty-six, she would be living in a fashionable Paris apartment, organizing papers and preparing natural specimens for the eminent but often unsystematic botanist Philibert Commerson. When Jeanne Baret was twenty-six, she would see Rio de Janeiro, sail through the Strait of Magellan, and stare at the waters of the Pacific Ocean stretching to the farthest blue horizon. What combination of circumstances allowed Baret to go beyond the confines of her parents’ lives?

Baret’s association with the botanist Philibert Commerson—a relationship begun at some point in the early 1760s—undeniably helped to raise her out of poverty. Whether attempting to explain Baret’s literacy or her facility with arranging and caring for Commerson’s scientific collections, previous writers have always maintained that Baret was very much Commerson’s creation. But their assumption that Commerson swept Baret up into his affluent world because he was captivated by some combination of beauty and good nature on her part is as flawed as it is romantic. Even if Baret had been an extraordinary beauty as a child, she was born into a world where nothing childish could last, and where the back-breaking routine of grubbing for subsistence wages would have afforded little opportunity to meet a man of Commerson’s class. (After all, Cinderella had to be made to look like a princess before others could see her as one.) Even supposing that Commerson was seduced by his first sight of the downtrodden Baret, an illiterate, uneducated day laborer would have held little long-term appeal. Given that Commerson had no hesitation in publicly correcting his university professors’ errors in the middle of their lectures, his tolerance for those he considered less capable than himself might reasonably be seen as limited.

So what is the intersection between the world of the mid- eighteenth-century Loire peasant and the gentleman scientist? Baret and Commerson came together at the meeting point between two views of the natural world: a folkloric, feminine tradition surrounding the medicinal properties of plants and the emerging field of taxonomy, which aimed to name and classify the natural world. Baret captured the attention of Commerson because she possessed botanic knowledge that lay well beyond the competence of his professors and mentors. She was an herb woman: one schooled in the largely oral tradition of the curative properties of plants. Herb women were for centuries the source of all raw materials to be prepared, mixed, and sold by male medical practitioners, and as botany crystallized as a science in the eighteenth century, a handful of male botanists did not think it beneath them to learn from these specialists. In this light, Baret was not Commerson’s pupil, but his teacher.

[image: ]

The herb women of the eighteenth-century Loire valley were, unknown to them, part of one of the longest-running battles of the sexes in Western culture. From the beginnings of classical Greek medicine until the early nineteenth century, countrywomen supplied town-dwelling men—who were largely ignorant of how any given species might look in the wild and who considered plant collecting beneath them—with the dried and drying herbs that were a staple of the druggist’s store.

Many male-operated businesses relied on the herb women’s supply: apothecaries, who were general medical practitioners as well as preparers and sellers of drugs for medical purposes; druggists, who were in theory shopkeepers rather than medical men but still dispensed healthy doses of advice along with powdered compounds, dried leaves, seeds, and barks; physicians, who boasted university medical school training and kept quantities of the most useful herbs on hand; and surgeons, who alone were qualified to open the human body or remove its diseased parts, relying on narcotics and plant-based sedatives to render patients insensible. Dentists (then commonly known as tooth-drawers) also needed to supply their unfortunate clients with painkillers, and veterinarians liked to leave salves and potions with the owners of prize animals. And last but not least among an eighteenth-century herb woman’s clients was one of the most surprising innovations of the century: a male midwife (or obstetrician). Prior to the eighteenth century, midwifery had been the exclusive practice of women, and many herb women also served their local communities as midwives. But as the eighteenth century progressed, “man midwives” became the birthing accessory of choice for upper-class women and the aspirant middle classes, though they relied on herb women to supply them with drugs supposedly beneficial to both mother and child. Herb women thus possessed an unrivaled knowledge of the plant kingdom, while male medical practitioners enjoyed social status and power.

Professional in-jokes are rarely funny to outsiders, but an anecdote told by the Renaissance scholar Otto Brunfels provides such a perfect illustration of the centuries-old disconnect between the scholarly pursuit of botany and practical day-to-day engagement with plants that it is worth risking quoting an example of early-sixteenth-century humor. According to Brunfels, a contemporary physician named Guillelmus Copus of Basel gave a dinner party for his fellow physicians from the Paris Faculty of Medicine. Pulling a leaf from the salad, Copus asked his guests if any man could identify the herb. None could, and all agreed the tasty addition to the salad must be some newly introduced exotic. Calling in the kitchen maid to see what she might say on the matter, Copus watched the surprise on his guests’ faces as the woman announced the “unidentifiable” herb to be parsley.

Even if the anecdote is the sixteenth-century botanist’s equivalent of an urban myth, the gender and class dynamic that gives the story its punch line translates across centuries and cultures: the female servant displaying more commonsense knowledge than all the educated men in the room can muster. And more to our specific point: Ordinary women know what plants look like in the field and in the kitchen, while supposedly educated male scientists know only what they are told.

The establishment of the first university botanic garden in the Western world at Padua in 1533 was meant to remedy these gaps in male scholars’ knowledge. Professors of botany and of physic (that is, medicine) were now able to observe the staples of the druggist’s store within the safe environs of college walls, without experiencing the inconvenience and embarrassment of being seen to scour the countryside for herbs they knew only from imperfectly illustrated reference books. In an age of crude woodcut illustrations that only served to obscure identification, when the concept of the petal had not yet even been formulated, even the best herbaria (botanical reference books) were inadequate as field guides. Other respected universities followed suit, establishing their own botanic gardens at Pisa and Florence.

But for a handful of male botanists across the centuries, it remained obvious that the most expansive knowledge of the power of plants resided with herb women, who passed their accumulated wisdom through the female line of their families. Few educated men were willing to swallow their pride and learn from the herb women. In the 1530s, the stupidity of his fellow parsley-eating diners obviously made such an impression on Brunfels that he declared the value of learning from “highly expert old women.” In 1534, the German physician Euricius Cordus also admitted to seeking knowledge from “the lowest women and husbandmen”; Anton Schneeberger, a Polish botanist, declared in 1557 that he “was not ashamed to be the pupil of an old peasant woman.” When these rare declarations occur, they oscillate so wildly between the combative and the furtive that we have to remind ourselves the clandestine product being traded is the botanical knowledge of peasant women.

And this knowledge conferred an incalculable professional advantage. The greatest British botanist of the eighteenth century, Sir Joseph Banks, who christened Australia’s Botany Bay in 1770 and whose collection ultimately contained over twenty thousand plant specimens, signaled his difference from his contemporaries at an early age: While still a schoolboy at Eton, he paid local herb women sixpence for every specimen they brought to his rooms and taught him about. Whatever smirks the visits produced among his classmates, Banks knew more about the plant kingdom than any of his contemporaries, and that knowledge brought him fame, influence, and wealth—not to mention its contribution to Britain’s eighteenth-century imperial trade.

Philibert Commerson belonged to the self-selecting ranks of those well-to-do male botanists who sought out local herb women. But unlike those botanists previously named, all of whom seemed at pains to specify that their female instructors were old, Commerson’s teacher was the youthful Jeanne Baret.
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When Baret’s birth and baptism were being recorded in the Autun parish register in 1740, Philibert Commerson was already twelve years old and living over one hundred miles farther south, in a manner far removed from the Baret family’s daily hand-to-mouth existence. Commerson’s birth on November 18, 1727, gave his father, Georges-Marie, his first son in a family that would eventually include seven children. Georges-Marie Commerson had benefited from his own father’s conviction that the law offered a way up and out of the burgeoning ranks of provincial shopkeepers and traders, and he in turn harbored even greater ambitions for his eldest son.

The Commerson family lived in the town of Châtillon-sur-Chalaronne, a prosperous village of just under two thousand inhabitants, nearly thirty miles north of the city of Lyon. For modern visitors to France who are fearful that no place can possibly realize their ideal of French country living, Châtillon (though now over double its eighteenth-century population) is immensely reassuring: Its half-timbered houses trace a medieval street plan that, in combination with a ruined eleventh-century castle and seventeenth-century covered market, is richly suggestive of a long history of prosperity and domestic comfort. In such towns, the triumvirate of priest, doctor, and lawyer constituted the pinnacle of local power and influence: a position the lawyer Georges-Marie Commerson underscored by letting it be known that his clientele included the resident local aristocrat, the Prince de Dombes.

Across eighteenth-century Europe, ambitious members of a burgeoning middle class aspired to move within the ranks of the nobility, whether through professional preferment or judicious marriages. Within France, one of the most coveted signifiers of exalted status within the ranks of the middle class was the right to use what the French refer to as the particulaire: the word de before a surname, signifying the user’s ownership of an estate. No matter that growing numbers of prosperous eighteenth-century businessmen were buying the tracts of land that entitled them to the particulaire: It was (before the Revolution of 1789) and is a form of French nomenclature omitted at the risk of causing great social offense. So it is perhaps unsurprising to find that, even as he stretched his lawyer’s income to maintain a home for his growing family in Châtillon itself, Georges-Marie Commerson also invested in a property in the neighboring countryside: the gentleman’s residence with accompanying vineyards, woods, and farmland entitling him—and his heirs—to that precious mark of social status, de Commerson.

To the father, it now seemed that nothing would hinder his eldest son’s social and professional advancement. Philibert de Commerson had only to walk down the path envisaged for him, following his father into the law. Here it was assumed that ambition, application, and parental underwriting followed by a judicious marriage would undoubtedly lead to national prominence. Those great unknowns of inclination and aptitude played no part in the plan.

As a boy, Philibert de Commerson gave every indication of being likely to repay his father’s financial and emotional investments. A quick study, taught on his own and therefore unused to accommodating his slower peers, he had exhausted the educational resources of the local clergy by the time he was thirteen. (Given that the staples of the eighteenth-century schoolboy’s curriculum included arithmetic, geometry, grammar, Greek, history, Latin, logic, and rhetoric, the adolescent Commerson clearly possessed a good memory and reasoning capability.) Deciding the time had come (rather sooner than he expected) to send his son away for his education, Georges-Marie de Commerson unwittingly chose the institution that would facilitate the unraveling of all his carefully laid plans.

In 1740, the year of Jeanne Baret’s birth, the twelve-year-old Commerson entered the Jesuit College of Bourg-en-Bresse. Today, a visitor to the region of Bresse, in eastern France, will find it promoted as the “land of one thousand lakes,” the limestone geology of the region having caused the formation of hundreds of small bodies of water studded across the rolling pastureland. To the delight of amateur naturalists, both now and in the eighteenth century, the Bresse supports a unique ecosystem: Armfuls of wildflowers peculiar to the region grow at ground level, while overhead the changing seasons bring swirling flocks of migratory birds attracted to the waterways glinting in the sun. Both in terms of its overall appearance and localized detail, the landscape was alien to Commerson.

No one had ever suggested to Commerson that he could study the natural world around him by walking through it and experiencing it firsthand. Like the university professors whose ignorance of plants in the wild had led university botanic gardens to be built, schoolboys were supposed to gain their scientific knowledge from books and anything that could be demonstrated in the immediate environs of the college. But here at school, Father Garnier’s favorite subject of instruction was what his contemporaries called natural philosophy (what would today be called natural history and the life sciences) and his preferred classroom was the wide expanse of the Bresse.

The unconventional teacher who transforms pupils’ lives with nonstandard methods may be something of a cliché in literature and film but that does not make the influence of such individuals any less potent when they are encountered in real life. Father Garnier’s habit of taking his classes into the countryside ignited Commerson’s lifelong passion for botany. Where other masters’ classes required the rote learning and recitation of lengthy passages in Latin and Greek, which pupils dutifully memorized if only to escape a flogging, Father Garnier invited students to observe the world around them firsthand, employing that hallmark of Enlightenment science: the empirical method of deducing basic natural principles from repeated observations. Father Garnier and his fellow teachers of natural philosophy saw no incompatibility between the Jesuit defense and promulgation of Catholic doctrine and the pursuit of scientific truth. On the contrary, close observation of the natural world revealed that it operated according to a system of laws, constituting infallible proof of the existence of a divine lawmaker: a rationale known as theophany. Under the principle that every observable species of plant and animal on the plains of the Bresse had been deliberately differentiated from all others by a wise and benevolent creator, Father Garnier encouraged his classes to identify as many examples of the divinely creating Word as possible.

For Commerson, the realization that he passed thousands of plant species every time he took a walk was a revelation: What purpose did such variety serve? Were all plants useful to man? Had all plants been identified by man? Commerson’s questions, simultaneously impossible to answer and potentially valuable in their pursuit, led Garnier to take note of his pupil.

Commerson’s passion for botany can be described in words, to be sure, and Commerson himself can tell us how rapidly his awareness of the natural world grew at this time, but it is often easiest to appreciate the depths of an individual’s passion by looking at what he is prepared to do in pursuit of his interest. And Commerson’s surviving notebooks from his school days with Father Garnier show a striking determination to arrange dried specimens in related groups, with additional commentary and verification of measurements. As a record of the flora of the Bresse in the mid-1700s, Commerson’s notebooks are so accomplished that they should properly be termed herbaria, placing them in a long line of botanists’ journals across the centuries that seek to freeze a plant at a specific point in time for future reference. Medical practitioners relied on these reference works, which showed useful plants at all stages of their life cycles, although all too often early herbaria only serve to highlight how little was understood of plants in the field. When Commerson was only fifteen, his multivolume herbarium was already one of the very best of its kind in terms of the variety of specimens preserved, though the adolescent could report only commonplace knowledge about individual species. He lacked the specialized knowledge that was the preserve of herb women alone.

With their pages of seemingly fragile yet perfect leaves and flowers preserved across two and a half centuries, the volumes represent hours of painstaking labor taken at the expense of Commerson’s other studies. Georges-Marie de Commerson was furious at Philibert’s newly declared intention to become a botanist and threatened to sever all financial support. As an uneasy compromise, both agreed that Commerson’s interest in botany could be turned toward a medical career: Not only were many medicines derived from plants, but a dominant school of contemporary thought held the circulatory systems of plants and animals to be identical, and medical students found themselves sitting through many botany classes.

Commerson therefore enrolled at the University of Montpellier on France’s southeast coast, near the salt flats and windswept plains of the Camargue. The medical school had a fine reputation, but it was hardly coincidental that Commerson’s new institution also oversaw France’s oldest botanical garden, founded in 1593. From Montpellier, Commerson kept up a vibrant correspondence with his closest friends from Bourg-en-Bresse, including a schoolmate named Jérôme Lalande. (Just as Commerson had been seduced by Father Garnier’s botany classes, Lalande had succumbed to the appeal of astronomy, and his life’s work would include a catalog of over fifty thousand stars. He is commemorated, most notably, in the name of a lunar crater.) In the public eulogy that Lalande gave years later upon learning of Commerson’s death, he recounted how Commerson’s obsessive plant gathering had resulted in his being banned from Montpellier’s Jardin des Plantes. From Lalande’s account, it is easy to see why Commerson provoked the faculty.


Since he was compiling a herbarium intended to be the most complete of its kind in the world, he did not pause to observe any niceties when presented with the chance of adding to his collection: rare plants, even single specimens were not safe. The Professor [of botany, François Boissier de Sauvages] and the Gardener were always reprimanding him, until finally, Professor Sauvages gave orders banning him from the Gardens. This did not deter him, as he could climb over the walls at night, but it did cause him to resent this famous Professor, so that he looked for every opportunity to correct him or challenge him, particularly when errors were found in the Professor’s class text on Botany.



The young naturalist clearly believed himself to be above the regulations and prohibitions within which others lived their lives. But Commerson’s previous biographers have been mistaken in assuming that he despised all those who taught him and who tried to restrain his activities in the botanic garden. As a satirical pamphlet originating with the Montpellier medical school in the 1750s makes clear, the errors to which Lalande refers were in fact part of a rite of passage for Montpellier medical students, involving the deliberate sabotaging of the botany professor’s lectures through a creative rearrangement of plant pots and name markers. The scene is easy to imagine: the hapless professor reading from notes and instructing his class to look at a given specimen, only to stand corrected when a member of the class points out that the plant in question is surely something quite different. (One favorite substitution was the broad, nodding fronds of the banana swapped for the shrubby, ovoid-leaved coffee bush.) Feeling himself superior to his slower peers, Commerson was no doubt a smirking orchestrator of this recurring practical joke.

But even if Commerson did not admit it to Lalande, Sauvages was more than a match for his undergraduate tormentors; indeed, watching Sauvages pivot effortlessly to consider the plants substituted by his students for those he was expecting to discuss might have been part of the pleasure of this little Montpellier ritual. Sauvages knew that the Montpellier garden accounted for, quantitatively speaking, the merest fraction of botanical knowledge, and for the second time in his brief experience as a student, Commerson was exhorted to leave herbaria behind and to get out into the field (where, presumably, he could also do less damage to the University’s own living collections). The language Sauvages used may strike us as hyperbolic, but it is easy to imagine its inspirational effect on a lecture theater full of young men living in an age of exploration: “Botany is a science you cannot master just by sitting at your desk or from books. After reading and study it will demand a healthy constitution to survive all sorts of weather conditions; strength to climb the most inaccessible and exposed rock faces; courage to descend into deep crevasses. You see, Nature routinely hides her best treasures in such wild places, keeping them only for those explorers who are willing to seek them out.” For contemporaries, such sentiments would instantly identify Sauvages (and Commerson’s earlier tutor, Father Garnier) as a disciple of the Swedish botanist Linnaeus, and in fact Sauvages and Linnaeus were good friends.

If Commerson’s father had believed that medicine would replace botany as his eldest son’s first love, then he was disabused of such a notion when, in 1754, shortly before his twenty-seventh birthday, Dr. Commerson announced his intention of leaving Montpellier for an undetermined period of botanizing in the Pyrenees. Whatever he lacked in terms of ambition for a medical career, Commerson’s personal drive was more than apparent as he set out on his first botanizing expedition. From the Pyrenees in southwestern France, Commerson headed northeast for a comparative study of the flora of the Jura Mountains that straddled the Franco-Swiss border.

Next, Commerson invited himself to the Geneva home of France’s most famous thinker: Voltaire. At once a dramatist, poet, writer of satirical fiction, and general thorn-in-the-side of the French body politic, Voltaire maintained a town house in the independent city of Geneva, finding the residence an especial comfort whenever he heard rumors that he had upset the French royal censor (again). In Geneva, Voltaire was beyond the reach of French royal lettres de cachet: the warrants by which writers found themselves woken in the night, removed from home, and imprisoned at the king’s pleasure, indefinitely and without trial. For those who self-consciously saw theirs as the Age of Enlightenment, Voltaire was one of its brightest stars; the pull he exerted was so powerful that he began to style himself “the innkeeper of Europe” (l’aubergiste de l’Europe) as a stream of visitors made their way to his door.

For Voltaire, Commerson’s formal scholarly achievements would hardly have distinguished him from his similarly educated peers, but the writer found his young visitor interesting for several other reasons. Voltaire, like Commerson, had despised his own father’s best efforts to force him into the legal profession. And his interest in gardening had recently expanded as he considered the purchase of a country estate (at Ferney, just across the border, in France).

Voltaire’s conversations with Commerson were evidently so agreeable that, in February 1755, he offered Commerson the post of his secretary and estate manager. Since Voltaire could have secured the services of almost anyone he chose, it is reasonable to conclude that Commerson could be extraordinarily good company—witty, informed, obliging—when he respected others or wished to please them as much as he generally pleased himself. Had he accepted, the position would have placed Commerson in the middle of Voltaire’s correspondence that would grow to include heads of state (such as Catherine the Great) and some of the most original minds of the Enlightenment. But in a display of both his single-minded pursuit of botany and his unwillingness to trade a father’s direction for that of an employer, he declined the post. At the age of twenty-seven, with no income and no obvious prospects, Commerson appeared to all the world to be a wandering dilettante with a high opinion of himself and little regard for others’ approval.

Commerson’s confidence that he could make a career—and a name—out of his love for botany risks rendering him a somewhat detached figure. But as Commerson and Voltaire well knew from their animated discussions of botany, the science was believed to hold the key to revitalizing the French national economy and making France the premier imperial power of the day.

Across the Enlightenment world, thousands of men (and considerably fewer women) enjoyed the feeling that they were contributing to humankind’s intellectual and material progress as they tirelessly observed, measured, and recorded the natural phenomena around them. The French laborer’s dependence on wheat for bread encouraged a range of entomological, geological, and meteorological inquiries: Bugs, soil, and weather were recurring elements of the equation by which an empire determined how much of what food it could grow. The addictive luxuries of tea, sugar, chocolate, and coffee, as well as silks, muslins, damasks, and cotton, were produced for the masters of the sprawling French and British empires through the unremitting physical labor of slaves and native peoples. At the outposts of empire where all these goods originated in their raw, growing state, it was feared that demand might outstrip supply, for the millions of slaves and workers on whose backs empire was built also had to be fed and clothed.

French and British statesmen, considering their long and often tenuous supply lines, started to wonder if exotic plants could be grown more intensively and closer to home. Spinning their terrestrial globes, they dreamed of Pacific discoveries that might change the imperial status quo by providing new sources of hardwood for their navies, or cheap, reliable sources of carbohydrates for their slave drivers. As both Voltaire and Commerson would have known, to be Voltaire’s secretary was perhaps not the most useful thing that Commerson could do.
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By 1755, Commerson’s wanderings around France and Switzerland had finally exhausted the limits of his father’s patience. Georges-Marie wanted Commerson to settle down and take seriously the establishment of a career. So when Commerson was offered employment, albeit a temporary position, he was relieved that it was something he wanted to accept. Queen Louisa Ulrika of Sweden had learned that her most eminent scientist—Linnaeus—needed researchers to help him complete his monumental Systema naturae, the tenth edition of which would be published in 1758. (From an eleven-page first edition in 1735, the book had grown as knowledge of the natural world had expanded, and the tenth edition cataloged over 4,000 species of animals and twice as many plants.) As the queen promised to underwrite some of his research expenses, Linnaeus was able to ask his friends to recommend their best students to undertake fieldwork. Despite his undergraduate antics, Commerson found his name put forward by his Montpellier botany professor, François Sauvages. His work for Linnaeus gave him his first real exposure to the sea, as he reported on the fish of the Mediterranean. More important, the triumvirate of Linnaeus, Queen Louisa Ulrika, and Voltaire provided Commerson with the letters of recommendation that secured his place on Bougainville’s circumnavigation and so sealed his fate.

With a testament from Linnaeus to his knowledge and application, and with a demonstrable contribution to the Linnaean system, Commerson was finally approaching the position of esteem that he believed he deserved. France’s community of natural philosophers took notice. The director of the Jardin du Roi in Paris (renamed the Jardin des Plantes after the Revolution), Bernard de Jussieu, invited Commerson to work for him. Agonizingly for Commerson, his father was unmoved by the Jussieu family’s prominence in French botany and threatened to sever all financial support unless Commerson returned home and started practicing medicine. As with every previous occasion on which Georges-Marie de Commerson had tried to bend his son to his own ideas of the best path to take, he again enabled the very outcome he wished to avoid. For in demanding that Commerson give up botany and settle down to a profession—and preferably a wife, too—Georges-Marie laid the foundations for his son’s meeting with Baret.

Commerson continued to botanize, even as he gave the appearance of being serious about a respectable professional career. Lalande’s eulogy describes the lengths to which Commerson regularly went to prove himself worthy of Sauvages’s adventurous ideal: “He would frequently come back from his collecting expeditions in a shocking state, injured by falls from the rocks he had climbed, exhausted by all the effort. Once, he snagged his hair by a waterfall and had to tear it out, piece by piece, teetering on the point of drowning or falling.” (Lalande obviously seasons his story with generous helpings of poetic license. But the climax of the passage was far from a laughing matter.) The qualified doctor became a patient when a plant-collecting interlude in the French Alps nearly proved fatal: “—Collecting plants in the Dauphiné [in southeast France], he was bitten by a dog thought to have rabies; the bite was on top of an existing leg wound and so excruciatingly painful, and the cause of so much anxiety, that despite the remedies he obtained from the monks of the Grande Chartreuse, he couldn’t stand. He had to stay in bed for three months.” Close to the Dauphiné, the nearby monastery of the Grande Chartreuse was home to some of the most skilled plantsmen in Europe.

Over four thousand feet up in the French Alps, this ancient home of the Carthusian order is best known today for the production of its eponymous green liqueur, first recorded in 1764. According to the monastery, the recipe for Chartreuse is known to only three monks at a time and is blended from 130 different plants. Like herb women before them, today’s monks also guard their botanical knowledge and with it their livelihood. But the worldwide sale of Chartreuse does more than testify to the appeal of this eighteenth-century herbalists’ invention, it demonstrates the monastic knowledge that Commerson saw as a patient. Although it is highly unlikely that the monks who treated Commerson’s leg had a herbal cure for rabies, the botanist seems to have feared that his suppurating wound was a prelude to full-blown symptoms of the disease. Genuinely believing himself to be infected, he regarded it as little short of miraculous that the monks’ plant-based salves and herbal teas apparently warded off his decline into hydrophobia, madness, and death.

As a medical student, Commerson had learned about plants’ circulatory systems, which were believed to possess the same mechanisms as those of animals. He had also learned about common plant-based remedies for the most frequently encountered ailments, but as a practicing doctor, he would have expected to buy those remedies or their raw ingredients from local herb women. Commerson could identify most species that he found in the field and all those he preserved in his ever-expanding herbarium, yet he was ignorant of all but their most mundane medicinal uses. Now that Commerson believed he owed his life to the monks’ closely guarded herbal knowledge, he wished to acquire more of that knowledge himself. Commerson needed a teacher with knowledge of a kind not to be found in the books of Father Garnier or Professor Sauvages.

As he was recuperating and looking for someone who could teach him folkloric beliefs about the curative properties of a wide range of plants, Commerson found himself teaching the rudiments of botany to a very special pupil. As he wrote to his friend Gérard in 1758:


I have found a delicate flower that I am going to press, not in my herbarium, but in the marriage bed … By a happy combination of circumstances she has agreeable looks, a good mind and reading knowledge and, last but not least among these minor attractions, she commands a fortune of 40,000 francs, most of which is already hers to dispose of. In marrying her, I don’t believe that any compromise will be necessary because I’m sure that I can make her share my interests. I’ve already introduced her to natural history and our walks are now little botanizing expeditions.



The object of the thirty-one-year-old Commerson’s attentions (and predictable gardening metaphors) was thirty-eight-year-old Marie-Antoinette-Vivante Beau (known simply as “Antoinette”), the daughter of a lawyer from the rich dairy lands of the Charollais.

Tempting as it is to see Commerson as a fortune hunter, it is worth bearing in mind that he may just as easily have been the hunted. An eighteenth-century unmarried woman in her late thirties had long ago been mentally consigned by family and friends to a life of dependence, first on her parents and then on her married siblings. That Antoinette remained unmarried even with a sizable fortune suggests both that previous fortune hunters may have been summarily dismissed and that the “good mind” Commerson praises was far from attractive to all prospective suitors. As their daughter’s single life wore on, Antoinette’s parents perhaps looked more favorably upon any respectable bachelor who came into their circle, and it is entirely possible that the Beau family courted Commerson with the sort of urgency typically associated with Jane Austen’s fictional matriarchs.

The wedding took place on October 17, 1760—after protracted discussion among the parties of Antoinette’s money—and the newlyweds settled in the small Loire town of Toulon-sur-Arroux, where Commerson practiced medicine and where Antoinette’s beloved brother, François, was the parish priest. Within a year of the marriage Antoinette was pregnant, and Commerson was becoming well known locally for his “Swiss Tea,” a remarkable concoction of twenty-two herbs and spices that would today be marketed as a detoxicant.

In searching for the means by which Commerson arrived at his Swiss Tea we find evidence of Jeanne Baret’s skill as an herb woman, evidence of how and where Baret and Commerson first met, and—most remarkably of all—a manuscript by Baret herself, when none has been thought to exist. As if encapsulating the process by which Baret has escaped the history books, her manuscript notebook from this period is currently cataloged as Commerson’s; it is entitled simply “A list of medicinal plants.” In finding this text, a unique survivor from the world of the herb women and their predominantly oral culture, we discover both Baret and an eighteenth-century ethnobotanical tradition.

Commerson’s surviving notebooks and papers are held at the Muséum national d’histoire naturelle in Paris. Working through them, it is apparent that material before 1766—that is, before the Bougainville expedition set sail—can be divided into three distinct categories: Most visually striking are the herbaria (including his earliest known journals begun when he was just fifteen), full of carefully pressed specimens that form solid masses of green among an inky sea of written observations. The languages of the herbaria are, as would be expected, Latin for all the descriptors and French for the field observations. These field guides (in which category we may include all the observations of fish made for Linnasus) can be contrasted with a second group of manuscripts, in which Commerson may be found copying out the work of natural philosophers whom he admires (including Linnaeus and Sauvages), interspersing their accounts of their travels and working hypotheses with his own thoughts on what they report. In this group of manuscripts, Latin is not simply the language of genus and species but is used as the preferred medium for scientific reflection. The third category of pre-1766 manuscripts comprises notebooks on human anatomy and plant biology, and these are self-evidently Commerson’s undergraduate class notes from Montpellier.

Today, a reader seeking access to this pre-1766 material will find it cataloged as part of an extensive sequence with Commerson’s later papers, representing all of his materials from the Bougainville expedition. One of the higher cataloging numbers, representing the later material, refers to a thirty-two-page notebook in which a spidery handwriting lists a range of French native plants and the ailments that each was thought to cure. Though attributed to Commerson, one does not need any graphological expertise to see that the handwriting is plainly not his. Moreover, it makes no sense for this anonymous, dateless notebook to come from the years of the expedition—that is, after 1766—since the notebook refers exclusively to native French plants, not the exotics that Commerson encountered in South America, the Pacific, Mauritius, and Madagascar. In an effort to keep the unbound leaves of the notebook together and perhaps to distinguish this document from surrounding papers, the written pages have been placed within a plain green folder that bears the date 1840 on the inside cover, in a hand that is different from both the writing of the notebook and Commerson’s own.

Because of this date, the notebook appears at first glance to be a nineteenth-century interloper that has inexplicably come to reside with Commerson’s life’s work. But an entry for the notebook in a nineteenth-century library catalog from the Bibliothèque de Jussieu provides compelling evidence that the notebook predates 1766 (and that the green cover dated 1840 is not part of its original makeup). The natural history collections of the Bibliothèque de Jussieu, which were incorporated wholesale into the stacks of the Muséum national d’histoire naturelle in the nineteenth century, originally included only those materials of Commerson’s that predate 1766. In other words, the notebook’s provenance from the Bibliothèque de Jussieu suggests that it belongs with Commerson’s earlier papers, and has little relevance to the later materials among which it is now sequenced.

To the separate facts of the notebook’s composition before 1766 and in a hand other than Commerson’s must be added its representation of a highly specialized body of knowledge. True to its titular promise of Tables des plantes medicamenteuses, the notebook offers a series of tables, or lists, of herbal remedies for common ailments. The twenty-two different species from which Commerson’s popular Swiss Tea was blended are undoubtedly here, but the ingredients of the Swiss Tea are the least that the volume has to offer. For the notebook is that rarest of survivors: a herb woman’s list of folkloric plant remedies from early modern Europe. The notebook holds the once-secret knowledge that, when it was divulged to outsiders at all, was only given piecemeal for payment (as Joseph Banks paid the herb women who taught him, one specimen at a time).
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That Commerson’s marital home of Toulon-sur-Arroux was just over twelve miles from the village of Baret’s birth, La Comelle-sous-Beuvray, indicates that in all the years Commerson had botanized across France and her borders, Baret (typical of her class) had traveled no farther than her own legs could carry her in a single day.

La Comelle-sous-Beuvray (or La Comelle, as it is more conveniently called) takes its name from its abundance of surviving Roman architecture. (Comelle is thought to be a corruption of columella—Latin for a small column.) Architecturally, the Loire is best known today for its moated châteaus, though the region’s extensive Roman remains amply repay the decision to visit even a fraction of them. The natural beauty that attracted Romans and modern tourists alike to the Loire is complemented by an extensive navigable inland waterway: a rich prize indeed in the province of Roman Gaul.

For a village with a modern population of 199 citizens, La Comelle has a disproportionately large share of architectural treasures evoking the area’s centuries-old settlement. Baret’s girlhood home existed alongside what must have seemed inexplicably fantastic structures to the subsistence laborers of the area: a Roman Temple of Janus (the two-faced god looking backward and forward) in a field next to the river Arroux; the soaring Romanesque twelfth-century cathedral of Saints-Lazare in Autun; and even an Autun museum (the Musée Rolin) justifiably proud of its display of the twelfth-century sculpture Gislebertus’s The Temptation of Eve. For those who believe in fate, it seems prophetic that Baret’s childhood home was situated between the dual faces of Janus and an iconic representation of Eve in the Garden of Eden.

La Comelle’s tourist board rightly celebrates all of these man-made wonders alongside the area’s unspoiled natural beauty, and the town’s promotional literature also notes that “La Comelle has a person of renown, who was born ‘Jeanne Baret’, who between 1766 and 1773 was the first women to make a tour of the world.” Like Baret’s notebook, which was absorbed into Commerson’s papers, her circumnavigation is here made coterminous with Commerson’s journey: He died in Mauritius in 1773, though she did not return to France until 1775. Even this short history from the village of her birth finds her elusive. Yet we can sketch her early years with some confidence.

Returning to the story of Baret’s birth, scratched out by Father Pierre in the Autun register, her mother is named as Jeanne Pochard. Pochard was the daughter of Nicolas Esaic Pochard and Elizabeth Grandjean. The surnames Pochard and Grandjean are significant for they are among those accepted by the International Huguenot Society as being indicative of Huguenot (that is, French Protestant) ancestry. To bear a surname accepted by the society as being a Huguenot surname is not, of course, an infallible guide to the religious beliefs of one’s ancestors, but to find a Pochard in combination with a Grandjean strongly suggests that Jeanne Baret’s maternal grandparents were part of the French Protestant community. This aspect of Baret’s family history is important to her story: Early modern Protestant communities generally had higher levels of literacy than their Catholic counterparts, since they placed great emphasis on an individual’s ability to read the Bible in the vernacular (as opposed to listening to Mass celebrated in Latin).

Under King Henry IV of France, the Huguenots had been granted religious toleration, enshrined in the Edict of Nantes (1598). Henry IV’s religious pluralism was, however, not to everyone’s liking, least of all that of his formidable mother-in-law, Catherine de Medici. When Henry IV was assassinated in 1610, the Huguenots lost the best-placed advocate they had ever had. Their freedoms were progressively eroded until the Edict of Nantes was finally revoked by Louis XIV in 1685. Thereafter, they became a persecuted minority within France. Many emigrated, resulting in the moving of entire literate communities of skilled workers from France to Protestant northern Europe and North America. For Huguenots who could not or would not emigrate, life in eighteenth-century France was both harsh and heavily scrutinized. Children of self-confessed Huguenot parents had to be baptized according to Catholic rites within two days of birth, and both parents and children had to be seen worshipping at their local Catholic church. Whatever beliefs were promulgated behind closed doors, the French state would enforce the appearance of religious conformity within the community. Jeanne Baret’s baptismal record indicates that she was baptized the day after her birth, which may indicate Huguenot conformity with French law, rather than family fears over the child’s immediate prospects for survival.

If Jeanne Pochard was indeed of Huguenot parentage, then she was likely literate. But even though she was capable of signing the register of Jeanne Baret’s birth, she did not since only the father’s signature had any legal value or meaning. Unlike Pochard, the surname Baret is not a recognized marker of Huguenot ancestry, suggesting that the Huguenot-born Jeanne Pochard, weary of living a restricted life in an ostracized community, and forced from an early age to make a public observance of Catholicism, ended up marrying the Catholic Jean Baret. He may have been beneath her in terms of educational achievement, since he was illiterate, but he was a hard worker. By law, their daughter, Jeanne Baret, had to be baptized a Catholic, and the family conformed with the injunction placed on Huguenots to arrange such baptisms speedily: Life was difficult enough without inviting any further scrutiny. As a woman and a member of a religious minority in a rigidly hierarchical society, Jeanne Pochard could hardly use her literacy to help raise her family out of poverty, but she could at least teach her daughter to read. Commerson, then, did not teach Baret to read as many have claimed; she understood the rudiments of reading and writing as a child.

Baret must have first met Commerson at some point between 1760 and 1764 while she was collecting plants a few miles from La Comelle and he was botanizing a few miles from his home in Toulon-sur-Arroux. Unlike Antoinette, who had to be instructed in the rudiments of botany, Baret could easily answer Commerson’s many questions about the likely herbal composition of the remedies he had received at the Grande Chartreuse. Undoubtedly Commerson initially paid Baret for sharing her expertise, as Joseph Banks paid the herb women who instructed him, but at some point in the four years after they met, she and Commerson became lovers. And what really stoked the gossipmongers of Toulon-sur-Arroux was that the doctor started living with his lover so soon after the death of his wife.

Antoinette’s pregnancy within a year of her marriage in October 1760 had led to the birth of a son, François Archambaud, on April 16, 1762. Three days after the birth, Antoinette died. Given Baret’s knowledge of plant remedies, and certainly of plant poisons, it should be stressed that Antoinette’s death resulted from complications arising from her son’s birth, and not from any nefarious activities on Baret’s part. Indeed, it is not certain that Commerson and Baret had become lovers before the death of his wife. That death left Commerson, aged thirty-four, a widower with a new baby son, whose existence also happened to secure Commerson’s command of Antoinette’s dowry.

In the years since he turned down Jussieu’s offer of a position in the Jardin du Roi, Commerson had surely speculated at length about what he might have achieved there had he not been in danger of losing the financial lifeline provided by his parents. Now he was free to plan his future, so long as it would accommodate the demands of a growing child. Beyond whatever grief he felt, there were practical matters to be considered. Like any well-to-do wife, Antoinette had overseen the management of the household servants, who continued to cook and clean for Commerson as before. But Commerson had no interest in providing the kind of direction that such household staff expected—reviewing weekly menus, paying tradesmen’s bills. And so by spring 1764, Commerson had installed a housekeeper to take care of all such details that might distract a gentleman from his studies. The housekeeper was Jeanne Baret.

From their first chance meeting in the countryside between La Comelle and Toulon-sur-Arroux, Baret and Commerson had grown close. It is easy to imagine Baret’s initial delight that an educated gentleman asked her to share her expertise with him, and we know that Commerson could be engaging company when he chose. Many professional men no doubt lodged their orders with Baret but, as the previous history of herb women has shown, such men presented a largely united front in their condescension toward the women who underpinned their businesses. In contrast, Commerson, who had charmed a well-to-do heiress where others must have failed, and who liked a woman with a “fine mind and good reading knowledge,” was entirely easy discussing botany with Baret as with an equal. In Baret, Commerson had the perfect complement to his own fund of classical botanical education and the void in his domestic arrangements: a woman capable of being at once his teacher, assistant, and all-around aide.

It was an unequal partnership, to be sure, in that Commerson had wealth and social status, while as an herb woman from a community of day laborers, Baret was used to a precarious existence on the margins of financial stability and social respectability. In Commerson’s household, she had a solid roof over her head and a ready supply of food on the table. One imagines her herb woman’s notebook as a lover’s gift to Commerson: the ethnobotanical wisdom of centuries being something tangible she could offer in return for her newfound domestic comforts. And whatever the history of their relationship in the early 1760s, they were certainly lovers by spring 1764, for in late summer of that year, Baret was visibly pregnant and Commerson was widely assumed by his neighbors to be the father.

Baret’s presence in Commerson’s house had been, almost from the first, a source of endless interest and, increasingly, publicly voiced outrage among the townspeople. A housekeeper who was free to come and go in her master’s study and who stood side by side with him in consideration of papers and plants was clearly something more than a mere servant. Even worse, the doctor’s brother-in-law was the parish priest, yet the doctor seemed careless of any offense he gave, either as a family member or as a congregant. Eighteenth-century etiquette required that a respectable family who found an unmarried servant to be pregnant should turn her out immediately, to avoid the moral contagion and impropriety associated with her sin. It was untenable that the pregnant Baret should continue living with and working for Commerson, and right under the nose of the priest. But Antoinette’s death—and her dowry—had freed Commerson from the need to stay in a village in which his lifestyle was not accepted. Why should he now be dictated to? In August 1764, Commerson made arrangements for Baret to see an attorney in the town of Digoin, some eighteen miles south of Toulon-sur-Arroux.

Royal law required any woman who was unmarried and with child to obtain a certificate of pregnancy. The concept of the certificate may seem like a bureaucratic folly, but it stemmed from the Enlightenment state’s desire to measure and account for the body politic as effectively as Enlightenment experimentation was inquiring into the human frame. Certificates of pregnancy of the region and period repeatedly offer a window into the desperate lives of poverty-stricken, typically illiterate young women, naming their child’s father before witnesses of their own class, or of the presiding attorney’s choosing. Just as Baret’s baptismal record is a short narrative, rather than a series of answers to standard questions, so Baret’s certificate of pregnancy also deviates from its expected form.

Dated August 22, 1764, it states that “the woman concerned (who is five months pregnant) declined to name the father” and is signed by Baret herself and witnessed by two men of consequence: “Hughes Maynard de Bisefranc, esquire. Lord of Lavaux and Cypierre of St Louis” and “Henri Alexandre Laligant, doctor.” A local major landowner, Bisefranc, and the Autun doctor, Laligant, had somehow been co-opted into riding over twenty miles to sign Baret’s legal declaration that her unborn child’s father would remain anonymous.

As Baret traveled to Digoin, Commerson said his good-byes to his two-year-old son, Archambaud, and delivered the boy to Antoinette’s brother, Father François Beau, presumably in an atmosphere of strained politeness and lengthy silences. Commerson would never see Archambaud again, though the priest would always be a zealous advocate for his godson’s best interests. Together, Baret and Commerson now took a coach for Paris. Baret was twenty-four and Commerson thirty-six. Though they did not know it, they had begun a journey that would help to redraw the known world.
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