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After the English ousted Napoleon from France,
they restored the old French monarchy, bringing Louis
XVIII back to the throne. To show support for the new
regime, the British offered them the port of St. Louis in
Senegal on the African west coast. In the past, West
Africa simply had been considered a loading place for
slaves captured by the Moors. However, it was the aim
of Louis to reestablish a colony in Senegal, and he en-
couraged settlers by offering grants of land to those
going to the new land. There were prospects for grow-
ing cotton, cocoa and sugar cane and plans to profit
from the gum trade. Gum was valued in medical appli-
cations for its laxative and antihemorraging properties
and was used also to make ink and dyes.

To transport the new government, settlers, army
and some hand-picked gentry, a convoy of fours ships,
the corvette Echo, supply vessel Loire, the brig Argus
and the flagship Medusa were assembled. To lead the
expedition, they appointed Captain Hugues Duroy de
Chaumareys. He hadn’t been to sea in 25 years but had
served as a customs officer during most of that time.
His call to fame was that he had participated in a raid
against the French revolutionaries in 1795, was caught
and sent into exile. Now that the English had reclaimed
the throne, he was in a good position to ask the king’s
brother for a naval post. His appointment did not please
most of the crew, including the first officer, all of whom
had fought with Napoleon.

The convoy set sail on the 17th of June, 1816.
Aboard the Medusa were 400 passengers and crew, in-
cluding two volatile companies of the African Battalion
staffed by soldiers coming from various parts of the
known world. Also on board
was Colonel Julien-De’sire’
Schmaltz, the new Governor
of Senegal, an overbearing,
conceited individual who had
to have things his way. Prob-
lems arose immediately with
strong head winds delaying
the ships en route. This delay
was insufferable to Schmaltz,
and he strongly suggested that
all be done to reach St. Louis
quickly so as to repossess the
colony as soon as possible. At
sunset on June 23, the cry
“man overboard” rang out
when a 15 year old sailor
slipped off the breechblock of
a cannon and fell through a
porthole. The captain’s lack of
skills became evident when
his shortcoming in ship han-
dling ability and indecisive-
ness resulted in the loss of the
sailor. His ineptness negated
any confidence initially placed
in him, and passengers and
crew began to avoid him at all costs. This, plus the fact
that his ineptitude left him easily manipulated, was the
beginning of Schmaltz’s gradually taking command of
the sea.

The course to St. Louis took vessels past the
dreaded Arguin Bank with its shallow waters; however,
ships could go around the shallows easily by staying to
the west (Figure 1). At the time, longitude could not be
determined correctly.  There were very few charts avail-
able, and those that were contained multiple errors. The
practice was to steer a course to the southwest, taking

careful soundings and swinging back to a southeasterly
course when clear of the Arguin Bank. In order to make
landfall at St. Louis as soon as possible, Schmaltz
pushed for a more direct course closer to shore.

Enter passenger Antoine Richefort, a member of
the Philanthropic Society, an ex-   mariner and braggart
with a clouded history, who claimed to know a great
deal about the West Coast of Africa. The insecure
Chaumareys, with great relief placed his trust in this
scoundrel. Immediate protests came from experienced
officers and crew, but anyone questioning commands
was sent to the brig. Meanwhile the expedition was
falling apart. In order to maintain maximum
speed, the lumbering Loire and Argus were left behind.
Only the Echo kept company with the Medusa. During
the early night of July 1, she continuously tried to com-
municate with the Medusa.  Receiving no response
while heading into shallower water, she wisely set a
course to the west into deeper waters.

Aboard the Medusa, even passengers who had no
experience at sea noticed changes. The deep blue color
of the sea had turned to green. Schools of fish, previ-
ously unseen, flashed below the surface. Masses of kelp
were floating at the surface. The water was becoming
clearer, and the water temperature rose 4 degrees Centi-
grade in 4 hours.  On July 2, 1816, after a heavy gust of
wind, a shudder, a scrape, a jolt and a roar of the keel
rasping on the bottom, the Medusa went aground.  A
kedge anchor was put out and the crew began lighten-
ing the ship by throwing material overboard. They ap-
peared to be making progress, but when they started to
throw the cannons overboard, Chaumareys refused to

sacrifice the cannons of the
king. Had they done so
they may have had a
chance, but the tide went
out and they sank deeper
into the bottom in a perma-
nent trap. 

With Richefort and
Chaumareys in disgrace,
Schmaltz took control. The
crew and soldiers went
berserk. They rioted, taking
anything they wanted on
board as their own while
consuming copious
amounts of liquor and
wine. As they staggered
around the deck carrying
plates and candle sticks and
wearing several jackets and
trousers they had looted
from the passengers’ quar-
ters, it was obvious that
something had to be done
quickly before a bloodbath
took place, not to mention
that the ship also was break-

ing up. A meeting was held attended by the “in crowd”,
certainly not the experienced ship’s personnel, and it
was decided to abandon ship and continue to shore with
the six lifeboats; however, these would not be sufficient
to carry everyone on board. Schmaltz suggested the
building of a raft that could be towed by the lifeboats to
carry passengers. The plan was approved.

The raft, designed by Schmaltz, was constructed
by lashing together the boom, masts and spars of the
Medusa. The raft was 65 feet long and 22 feet wide, but
because of the way it was designed, one eighth of the

area could not accommodate passengers. At the same
time, the passenger off-loading list was secretly pre-
pared. The selected few made sure that they were
berthed on the lifeboats. These were greatly under-
manned to ascertain that enough provisions could be
put aboard to avail maximum comfort to the occupants.
Provisions had been allocated for the raft, but the crew
and soldiers continued their drunken orgy and most of
the provisions had been indiscriminately thrown over-
board. 

In the early morning hours of July 5, the Medusa
began breaking up and the order to abandon ship was
given. The soldiers were the first to leave. By the time
forty men had boarded the raft, it had sunk up to two
feet. In an attempt to lighten the ship, the remaining
barrels of supplies were rolled off the raft, leaving only
six tubs of wine and two containers of water. A 25-
pound sack of biscuits was thrown from the Medusa,
only to land in the sea, becoming water-logged, salty
paste.

First Lieutenant Joseph Reynaud was put in
charge of the raft and stood at the railing directing peo-
ple onto it. Alexander Correard, a passenger/explorer,
yelled up to Reynaud asking if they had all the neces-
sary instruments and charts.

“I’ve provided everything you need,” he replied.
“Will an officer be coming on board to take

charge?” Correard persisted.
“It’ll be me. I’ll be with you in a moment,” was

the reply. After cramming as many souls as he could
onto the raft, Lt Reynaud left the rail and went off to
take his place in one of the lifeboats.

Schmaltz’s wife and daughter were lowered
into the governor’s barge, a 28-foot, 14-oared boat
whose command was entrusted to Lieutenant Reynaud,
the very officer who promised to captain the raft. Gov-
ernor Schmaltz, in an armchair suspended from a hoist,
was deposited on a well provisioned barge. When five
or six sailors who had been thrown into the water ap-
proached the barge and pleaded to be taken aboard,
they were repelled by the curved saber of Schmaltz’s
aide. The thirty-six passengers, comfortably settled in
the barge that could have held fifty passengers easily,
viewed the whole scene with complete indifference.

The boats pulled away from the frigate for fear of
taking too many passengers and inconveniencing the
lofty occupants. Chaumareys, violating every law of
the sea, decided it was time to abandon the Medusa,
leaving sixty-three men stranded on board. The boats
moved off towing the raft, except for the skiff that was
too small and the long boat captained by Second Lieu-
tenant Espiaux, who had not taken on the tow yet. Con-
scientious and brave, he decided to go back to pick up
the stranded aboard the Medusa. He managed to take
off all but seventeen. He approached the Governor’s
barge and the other lifeboats to try to off-load some of
his passengers and was met with blunt refusals from
all. His maneuvering among the lifeboats caused con-
cern about collisions, and Schmaltz seized the oppor-
tunity to cut his tow rope and sail away from the raft.
The others, including the overloaded long boat that
could do nothing to help, followed suit. At 11 a.m. July
5, the ill-fated raft without sails, lines, instruments and
charts and with 146 men and one woman, many sub-
merged waist deep in water, was abandoned in the mid-
dle of the sea. 

The passengers on the raft were a diverse group
comprised of sailors, tradesmen, domestics and among
the soldiers of the African Battalion, men from Italy,
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