

Barry Edward O’Meara


Because of his high-profile feud with the governor of St Helena, Hudson Lowe, and his championing of Napoleon, Barry Edward O’Meara, Napoleon’s doctor on St Helena from August 1815 to July 1818, was much talked about in his day. The chatter about him was always framed in “for and against” terms, supporters of the establishment and the government trying at all moments to underline that he was a knave, and those of a more liberal disposition (like O’Meara himself) defending his honour. It was not until the English version of Philippe Gonnard’s remarkable thesis, The Exile of St Helena, that anglophone readers were to get their first largely “un-orientated” account. [1]  Philippe Gonnard, The Exile of St Helena: the last...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no1"  [1] Since Gonnard, there had been one monograph – indeed the only ever on O’Meara -, namely, The Emperor and the Irishman (Dublin, 2008) by medical doctor Hubert O’Connor. Though this book offers many tantalising details regarding the Irish doctor, however it is relentlessly apologetic for him, and worse still there are no notes to substantiate the new information therein. And as with all other treatments of O’Meara’s life, there is no discussion of the last sixteen years of his life (1820-1836) when O’Meara was a major player in international Napoleonism and close collaborator with members of Napoleon’s family. Furthermore, still today, miss-information appears in published accounts; even the most recent edition of the British Dictionary of National Biography is not immune. What follows is an attempt at an accurate biographical sketch, and it is part of a more complete study of Barry O’Meara and Napoleon currently in preparation.

The early years 
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In a publication of 1819, Barry Edward O’Meara gave a short version of his own life up to 1815. [2]  B. E. O’Meara, An exposition of some of the transactions,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no2"  [2] Though this is an autobiographical source, it seems the most appropriate starting point – and furthermore some of the details are corroborated by other, official sources.
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O’Meara claimed that his father, identified by the first edition of Dictionary of National Biography as Jeremiah, [3]  Ed. Sidney Lee, London: Smith, Elder and co., 1895,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no3"  [3] was an “old… and highly respected” officer in the 29th (Worcester) Regiment of Foot – in 1819 O’Meara’s father (if he had lived) would have been 83 years old. [4]  See Turtle Bunbury http://www.turtlebunbury.com/history/history_irish/roadshow/barryomeara.htm,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no4"  [4] This regiment (O’Meara notes) served in North America under the Charles Stanhope, 3rd Earl of Harrington. [5]  Stanhope had been made a captain in the 29th foot in...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no5"  [5] The history of the 29th Foot notes that the regiment left Dublin for Canada in 1765 [6]  See Everard, op. cit., chapter 4, “1765”.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no6"  [6] and The Parliamentary Register for 1776 records that a certain Jeremiah Meara was “storekeeper” in Fort Frederick in 17[6]6-1768 [7]  The Parliamentary Register; Or, History Of The Proceedings...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no7"  [7] . O’Meara then writes that his father “was honoured with a special mark of royal favour by [George III], who was graciously pleased to grant him a pension for the loyalty and gallantry he displayed in seizing with his own hands” (Jeremiah was 26 at the time) “two of the leaders of an armed mob in the North of Ireland […] as also for other services rendered by him, in support of the honour and interest of his sovereign”. [8]  O’Meara, An exposition…, pp. 96-7.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no8"  [8] This was the uprising of the “Oak Boys” (so-called because of the oak boughs in their hats). They were Protestant insurgents who had enacted a bloodless insurrection in 1763 in Armagh, Tyrone, Derry and Fermanagh against unfair taxes and land appropriation. [9]  See “Hardy’s Memoirs of Lord Charlemont” in Ralph Griffiths,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no9"  [9] The 29th was indeed in Londonderry in 1763, [10]  See Everard, op. cit., chapter 4, “1763”.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no10"  [10] and a document, dated 1 March, 1775, held at the British National Archives records that the Lord Lieutenant for Ireland requested a pension for Lieut. Jeremiah Meara, who had distinguished himself in action against the “Oak Boys” insurgents in Londonderry. [11]  National Archives, Kew, Treasury Board and In-Letters,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no11"  [11] That O’Meara’s father actually received his royal pension of £100 dated 1 April, 1775 (after agreeing to convert from Catholicism) [12]  See Turtle Bunbury http://www.turtlebunbury.com/history/history_irish/roadshow/barryomeara.htm,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no12"  [12] is recorded in The Parliamentary Register dated 1790. [13]  See The Parliamentary Register, Or, History of the...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no13"  [13] 
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Though the old DNB identifies Barry Edward’s mother as “Miss Murphy, sister of Edmund Murphy, M.A. of Trinity College”, [14]  DNB 1895.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no14"  [14] it is more likely that she was “Catherine née Harpur”. [15]  See Turtle Bunbury http://www.turtlebunbury.com/history/history_irish/roadshow/barryomeara.htm,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no15"  [15] Catherine married Jeremiah in 1781 and four children were born, O’Meara being the third of three brothers, the eldest - Hely Fitzpatrick - born in 1782 and Charles Stanhope – presumably named after Jeremiah’s commanding officer in the 29th – in 1784; their sister Charlotte was the last of the children. [16]  See Turtle Bunbury (http://www.turtlebunbury.com/history/history_irish/roadshow/barryomeara.htm,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no16"  [16] As implicitly noted by Barry Edward himself in the 1819 publication, his own birth year was 1786. [17]  See O’Meara, An exposition…, p. 97: “I entered the...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no17"  [17] We know that O’Meara received a relatively good education – already by 1819 he was fluent in two foreign languages (French and Italian) – because his father refers to him as reading Virgil and Lucian at the age of 11. [18]  See the Jeremiah’s letter to the Lord Lieutenant General...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no18"  [18] O’Meara recounts his professional career as follows: he was apprenticed to Mr Leake, city surgeon, and he followed (so he says) Leake’s lectures at Trinity College Dublin and at the Royal College of Surgeons, Dublin. Presumably this apprenticeship did not include formal inscription at the two institutions, since as the old DNB notes Barry’s name does not appear on the registers of either. And he cannot have studied in Dublin long since he later affirmed that he had also studied in London, probably surgery, having studied anatomy in Dublin. [19]  See B. E. O’Meara, Napoleon in Exile or A voice from...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no19"  [19] At any rate, his training did not last long since he was to start his professional career at the age of eighteen. Following in his father’s converted religion, and despite assertions in the new Dictionary of National Biography that Barry Edward was a Catholic, we know – because O’Meara himself says so in one of his publications - that he was a protestant. [20]  See O’Meara, Napoleon in Exile, cit., vol. 1, 9 November...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no20"  [20] At the beginning of 1804 (as O’Meara notes – actually on 25 February), he entered the 62nd Regiment as an assistant surgeon, at the age of eighteen. [21]  This remark in O’Meara, An exposition…, is corroborated...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no21"  [21] In 1806, he served in this capacity with the 1st Battalion of this regiment, first in Egypt under Major General McKenzie Fraser (which saw an ignominious retreat) and then in Sicily. He was subsequently detached (on the recommendation of a certain Mr Green, deputy inspector of hospitals in Messina) to Calabria as senior medical officer to the English forces there under Colonel Robertson. [22]  Major Robertson of the 35th Foot distinguished himself...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no22"  [22] After suffering a two-week siege (7-17 February, 1808) in the Castello di Scylla, [23]  See Richard Hopton, The Battle of Maida, 1806, Fifteen...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no23"  [23] O’Meara tended the wounded and gave medical assistance during the embarkation under fire as the troops retreated back to Sicily. The twenty-two-year-old assistant surgeon was however to be court-martialled in Messina on 17 June, 1808, “for being the bearer of a challenge from a junior to senior officer on the evening of 27 May [and] and for persevering to repeat that challenge on the 28th and subsequent days of May”, in fact, he had acted as a second in a duel for a school friend, Captain Crookshank. [24]  The official act of Court Martial was dated “Horse...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no24"  [24] 
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On reaching Malta, a letter of recommendation from Mr Green brought him into contact with Admiral Sir Alexander Ball, whereupon O’Meara was made assistant surgeon to the schooner, Ventura. Lord Collingwood then appointed O’Meara acting surgeon of the 18-gun sloop of war, Sabine, under Captain Donnor, in which capacity he arrived in England at the end of 1809. Unable to continue as acting surgeon for technical reasons, O’Meara then was sent back to the Mediterranean on 74-gun Victorious under Captain Sir John Talbot. On reaching Messina, O’Meara was detailed to Captain Coffin’s boat in the flotilla, serving against Murat for four months in 1810. On the dispersion of that army, he returned to Victorious upon which he served during the taking of the French 74-gun vessel Rivoli, seized off Venice in 1811. According to Captain Talbot’s dispatch dated 3 March, 1812, “The number of wounded, and the severity of their wounds, has caused Mr Baird, the surgeon, and Mr O’Meara, the only assistant surgeon on board, very great fatigue. Mr O’Meara has passed for a surgeon these last three years and merits every promotion” [original italics]. [25]  Quoted in O’Meara, An exposition…, pp. 100–101.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no25"  [25] O’Meara’s three years’ service as assistant surgeon on Victorious led to his being employed in the West Indies during the war of 1812, where he served as senior surgeon successively on Espiegle (18 guns), and on Goliath (56 guns) and Bellerophon (on the latter as ship’s surgeon) both under Captain Frederick Maitland (to whom Napoleon surrendered after Waterloo). [26]  O’Meara served under Maitland on Goliath and Bellerophon,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no26"  [26] When Napoleon’s own surgeon, Louis-Pierre Maingault, refused to accompany him to exile in St. Helena, O’Meara attended the Emperor. Napoleon was impressed by O’Meara’s fluency in Italian and requested that he be designated his personal physician.

O’Meara, Napoleon and St Helena 
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This chance employment was in fact to be O’Meara’s moment of destiny. And it was not to be free from controversy. As Napoleon’s private doctor, he was in a tricky position, party to Napoleon’s private health details, information which in the end was to be politically sensitive, because Napoleon was to attempt to claim poor health induced by a tropical climate as leverage for a return to Europe. The result was that O’Meara - the only person qualified to describe the emperor’s health - found himself put under pressure from both the British and the French side at Longwood House. The British held to the line that St. Helena was healthy (only partly true, Jamestown was healthy, Longwood plain was very damp and humid) and that Napoleon was in excellent health, and above all that he did not have hepatitis, the disease of the tropics. The French emphasised the poor climate, the poor quality of the food, and Napoleon’s poor health brought on by the tropical climate, demanding that he should be repatriated lest he die of tropical diseases and his death be laid at the feet of the British.
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This clash of two conflicting policies put O’Meara in an almost impossible position. And O’Meara made it worse by beginning to write to various people, most notably an employee and friend at the Admiralty, John Finlaison, giving accounts of conversations and anecdotes related to the French party at Longwood and life on St Helena. This took place (crucially) unbeknownst to fellow Irishman and governor of the island, Hudson Lowe. Further complicating O’Meara’s situation, Finlaison, after having requested permission to receive the letters, also passed them up to his superiors, notably to John Wilson Croker (Secretary at the Admiralty and a government loyalist) and Lord Melville (slightly more liberal). Thus, behind Lowe’s back, Lowe’s superiors were receiving parallel information regarding not only the French party on St. Helena but also Lowe himself. Though innocuous to begin with, gradually as Napoleon’s health deteriorated, these letters took on a fatal importance for O’Meara. O’Meara had also sent some of these communications up to Lowe at Plantation House as an attempt to build bridges with the newly arrived governor. O’Meara had not been appointed by Lowe, who would have preferred his own friend and doctor, Alexander Baxter, to have O’Meara’s position. Lowe was also to demand regular bulletins regarding Napoleon’s health. Though this troubled O’Meara’s professional conscience as a doctor, he complied. As Lowe ramped up his policy to get O’Meara to leave and as O’Meara became more and more embroiled with the French party at Longwood, (performing errands, acting as go-between for them with the governor, explaining when communications between Longwood and Plantation House broke down…), the situation came to a head. From then on, O’Meara refused to collaborate with Lowe and simultaneously started working for Napoleon (notably translating his memoirs).
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And with the breakdown of cordial relations between governor and doctor, O’Meara proffered his resignation. [27]  The resignation letter was sent on 12 April, 1818....

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no27"  [27] That being said, O’Meara still had enough credit in London (as a direct result of his correspondence with Finlaison) for his resignation to be refused; indeed, from the way O’Meara behaved after his expulsion from the island – he wrote a long letter to the Admiralty directly accusing the Governor of having asked him to shorten Napoleon’s life - he must have been quite confident in this. As late as early May 1818, Bathurst (by then receiving copies of O’Meara’s correspondence with Finlaison) wrote to Hudson Lowe telling him to ignore any personal differences he may have with O’Meara and simply to put up with him since Napoleon was content with him as his doctor and not to remove him from Longwood, as it “would be an invidious measure […] particularly if Bonaparte’s health were afterwards to decline so rapidly as to bring him soon to his grave.” [28]  Lowe Papers, Add. Mss. 20,122, published partly in...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no28"  [28] However, merely two weeks later this position was undermined by Gourgaud’s declarations to British minister Goulburn that Napoleon was in fine health (Gourgaud arrived in the British capital on 8 May, 1818). Worse still for O’Meara, Gourgaud also refused “to acquit him [O’Meara] of being privy to that clandestine correspondence which has for so long been carried on between Longwood and Europe.” Bathurst’s letter demanding O’Meara’s expulsion was dated 16 May, 1818. [29]  Bathurst’s letter to Lowe, Mss. Add. 20,122 fol. 339,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no29"  [29] Lowe received that letter on 25 July, 1818. Ordered to leave Longwood the very same day, O’Meara was finally arrested and shipped off the island at the beginning of August 1818. [30]  The naval surgeon James Hall, who was carrying correspondence...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no30"  [30] 
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Since this part of O’Meara’s life has been the most picked over, I have devoted the least time to it. Philippe Gonnard’s is still the best and fairest treatment. [31]  See above note 1.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no31"  [31] Albert Benhamou, a staunch supporter of O’Meara desiring to rehabilitate the Irishman’s reputation, has recently published (with commentary) O’Meara’s letters to Finlaison. Though this is a very laudable enterprise, and he has uncovered much that is of great interest, he occasionally allows his desire to exonerate O’Meara to force his conclusions. [32]  See here below, note 34. There are also a good number...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no32"  [32] Desmond Gregory in Napoleon’s Jailer: Lt Gen. Sir Hudson Lowe, A life, London: Associated University Presses, 1996, followed the negative line about O’Meara pushed since Hudson Lowe’s apologist, William Forsyth. [33]  William Forsyth, op. cit.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no33"  [33] And Hubert O’Connor, who offers no comment for this period in O’Meara’s life, published an un-sourced diary – what he calls “a daily record of his doings and conversations with his great patient […] extracts and summaries from those diaries” – but presumably from previously published material. It is uncritical and unusable.
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What would appear to be indisputable is that, over and above the Lowe/O’Meara feud, during his three years on St. Helena, O’Meara emotionally speaking gradually became Napoleon’s man. Gourgaud in his memoirs even claimed that O’Meara took money from Napoleon, [34]  Albert Benhamou (op. cit., p. 219–20) takes issue with...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no34"  [34] though Dr Walter Henry, military doctor (assistant surgeon to the 66th) on St Helena during Napoleon’s stay and professional colleague of O’Meara’s, [35]  O’Meara proposed calling upon Henry (and other medical...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no35"  [35] in his memoirs emphatically claims that O’Meara was too honest for that. Since in my opinion Dr Henry gives the most succinct and credible account of this period in O’Meara’s life, I have preferred just to let his remarks speak for themselves, as follows:
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“There can scarcely be any reasonable doubt entertained, by those at all acquainted with the circumstances of the case, that Mr. O’Meara suffered himself to be cajoled and fascinated into the admirer, adherent, agent and tool of Napoleon. [36]  See also Capt. F. L. Maitland, op. cit., pp. v-vi,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no36"  [36] I will not say corrupted, for he was of a nature to scorn a pecuniary bribe. Yet in one sense he was corrupted. He was perverted from his proper duty and allegiance, his judgement was warped, his conceptions of right and wrong were weakened and confounded, and his principles undermined, by the blandishments and sophistries of the great Machiavel with whom he held daily converse”; [37]  Walter Henry, Events of a military life, London: Pickering,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no37"  [37] of course, not helped by his catastrophic relations with fellow Irishman, the governor.
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And Henry to continue (quite accurately):
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“Mr O’Meara was dismissed from the British service for having officially insinuated that Sir Hudson Lowe had suborned him to poison Buonaparte, or sounded him respecting such a crime, nine or ten months before he made the communication to the government. The secretary to the Admiralty said, ‘You have either fabricated this most grave accusation, or it is true. If the charge is false, you are unworthy to remain in the service; if, on the other hand, the horrid and improbable imputation is true, you have grossly violated your duty in concealing such an atrocity so long.’ Now I do not perceive any way of escape from this dilemma.” [38]  Ibid.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no38"  [38] 
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And despite the fact that O’Meara did indeed have support in high places, it was not enough to save him from being expunged from the service. Henry again gives the details:
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“I have been informed since, on authority which I cannot doubt, that Mr O’Meara had a friend in London, the private secretary of Lord M[elvi]lle, [39]  It was surely this fact that gave O’Meara the confidence...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no39"  [39] who found it convenient to have a correspondent in St. Helena, then a highly interesting spot, who should give him all the gossip of the Island for the First Lord of the Admiralty, to be sported in a higher circle afterwards for the Prince Regent’s amusement. The patronage of Lord M[elvi]lle was thus secured; and Mr. O’Meara, confident in this backing, stood out stiffly against Sir Hudson Lowe. The latter was quite ignorant of this intrigue against the proper exercise of his authority; and when he discovered it afterwards, he found it was a delicate matter to meddle with, and affecting, possibly, the harmony of the ministry. Even after the development of the vile poisoning charge against the Governor, the influence of the first lord was exerted to screen O’Meara, but in vain; for Lord Liverpool exclaimed, as in another well known instance, of a very different description, ‘It is too bad!’” [40]  Ibid.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no40"  [40] 
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The fight with Hudson Lowe, which led to O’Meara’s dismissal, merely served to push the doctor further into Napoleonist activities. Starting even before his return to England, O’Meara was to publish works in support of Napoleon, [41]  Letters from the Cape of Good Hope, in reply to Mr....

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no41"  [41] he was to translate and have published Napoleon’s memoir on Waterloo, [42]  Historical Memoirs of Napoleon, Book IX, 1815, translated...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no42"  [42] and he was to be offered a pension by Napoleon’s mother Letizia and brother Joseph (see below). Indeed, almost immediately after being struck off the navy rolls, O’Meara was to find his financial salvation in supporting Napoleon. Henry gives fascinating details about O’Meara’s life post-St Helena and after the publication of A voice from St. Helena. Henry again:
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“Still O’Meara has had his reward. He is now beyond the reach of praise or blame, [43]  By the time Henry’s memoirs were published, O’Meara...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no43"  [43] but it can scarcely be deemed harsh or uncharitable to say, that his conduct at St. Helena made him very popular with the liberal section of politicians. He has been embalmed in a couplet by Lord Byron, [44]  In his poem, The Age of Bronze, Canto 3, line 79: “And...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no44"  [44] was pensioned deservedly by the Buonaparte family, admitted to the affections of a rich old lady on account of his politics, and again largely pensioned by his doting wife; besides being admired, quoted, and panegyrized by all the Buonapartists yet extant, all the Levellers, Jacobins, and Radicals, and a large proportion of the Democrats and Republicans in the world.” [45]  Henry, op cit., vol. II, p. 44.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no45"  [45] 
O’Meara, the Napoleonist: Napoleon in exile or A voice from St Helena 
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Napoleon died on 5 May, 1821. And as had been expected (even by Napoleon himself), those who had been in close contact with French ex-emperor on St Helena began approaching publishers with the aim of seeing their diaries of the St Helena experience appear in print. Barry O’Meara’s Napoleon in exile or A voice from St Helena was the first to be published. Whilst it would appear true that the book was a financial exercise, the Irishman also had an agenda. As he outlined in a letter (to Julie Bonaparte, wife of Napoleon’s elder brother, Joseph Bonaparte) written in 1823: “the prime reason for the publication of the book was to defend the reputation of the late emperor […] and to refute the frightful calumnies with which our ministers and their paid agents tried to sully his memory and also to give a picture of this great man, full of noble courage, expiring under the talons of that monster, half monkey, half tiger whom they chose to be his jailer.” [46]  O’Meara to Julie Bonaparte, 18 June, 1823, letter on...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no46"  [46] 
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On publication day (the first edition was issued in 1822 by Simpkin Marshall and Co., at their offices in Stationer’s Hall on Ludgate Hill, London), [47]  The book contract, published in Joseph Shaylor, The...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no47"  [47] Napoleon in Exile caused such a stir that the small courtyard in front of the building was mobbed, and the police had to be brought in to control the crowds. [48]  See Shaylor, op. cit., p. 207.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no48"  [48] The book was a huge success, running into three editions in the first year of publication. [49]  By 17 March 1824, 10,000 copies of the book had been...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no49"  [49] Less than a year after signing the contract O’Meara had received £1,350; and he had kept for himself the rights for foreign-language translations. [50]  The book was published in three French editions.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no50"  [50] There were naturally to be certain temporary financial setbacks. In mid-1822, O’Meara was fined 500 pounds for taking a horsewhip against a man he took for the owner of The Times newspaper, [51]  Since O’Meara had written in Napoleon in Exile that...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no51"  [51] and at the end of 1825 and beginning of 1826 he suffered “considerable temporary embarrassment” on the failure of Sir Walter Stirling’s bank. [52]  Letter for sale: Barry E. O’Meara to Baron Emmanuel...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no52"  [52] But his financial worries were to be soothed by his Napoleonism. His support of the emperor on St Helena brought him pensions, not only 8,100 francs from Madame Mère [53]  D.-J. Larrey, Madame Mère, Napoleonis mater: essai...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no53"  [53] but also 1,200 francs from Joseph in 1819, not to mention a grant of 2,370 francs 36 from Prince Eugène. [54]  See Frédéric Masson, Napoléon et sa famille, Paris,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no54"  [54] So from possible penury resulting from having been kicked out of the navy, O’Meara was back on the road to financial security. [55]  As another financial sideline, O’Meara also launched...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no55"  [55] And his marriage to Theodosia Boughton/Beauchamp was to bring him financial independence. As with all events in Barry Edward’s life after his fateful meeting with Napoleon, it was by no means an ordinary one. The groom was 37 and the bride, twice-married, ex-Baptist minister’s wife, Dame Theodosia Anna Maria Boughton, was 66! Lady Leigh (from her second marriage to “the preaching Baronet”, Sir Egerton Leigh, 2nd Baronet [56]  For Rev. Sir Egerton Leigh, “the Preaching Baronet”,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no56"  [56] ) sometimes she called herself Beauchamp from her mother’s maiden name. [57]  See “Theodosia Anna Maria Boughton ‎(I27234)” on the...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no57"  [57] The wedding took place on 10 February, 1823. This was done at Theodosia’s house (possibly in Montague Square). [58]  According to the burial register for the church of...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no58"  [58] They were only to be married for seven years since she was to die on 14 January, 1830. It would appear that they met as a result of political affinities and that theirs was a “marriage of minds” – Theodosia did not take O’Meara’s name and was buried alongside her second husband (not her third). Henry noted it, [59]  See above.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no59"  [59] and Hubert O’Connor asserts that Theodosia came to hear Barry O’Meara give an after dinner speech and was charmed. [60]  O’Connor, op. cit., p. 196. Further evidence that this...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no60"  [60] In confirmation of Barry Edward’s financial security, on the death of his wife in 1830 she apparently settled a thousand a year on him, [61]  See O’Meara’s obituary in The Medico-Chirurgical Review...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no61"  [61] and he moved into a fitting residence in “Tyburnia”, London, in the recently-built Italianate Cambridge Terrace off Edgeware Road at No. 16, [62]  Grand Junction Street (a tree-lined avenue) was bordered...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no62"  [62] definitely not a chic area but one which was up and coming. His (not necessarily contemporary) neighbours included the Napoleon-obsessed painter Benjamin Haydon, the engineer Robert Stephenson, and William Makepeace Thackeray, author of the “Napoleonic” novel Vanity Fair, who lived there with his parents.
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But O’Meara’s devotion to the Emperor was not simply out of financial expediency. His activity in Napoleonist circles was to continue long after the island episode. Daniel O’Connell dined with O’Meara in July 1823 and noted: “We dined with him at Lyons. He is a plain, unaffected young man, greatly attached to the memory of the unfortunate great man.” [63]  Maurice R. O’Connell, The Correspondence of Daniel...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no63"  [63] The Whig politician and commentator, Thomas Creevey also noted how much O’Meara had fallen for Napoleon. [64]  Creevey, op. cit., 24 August, 1822: “Robert Ferguson...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no64"  [64] In fact, the Bonapartist poet Heine was to baptise O’Meara as one of the evangelists of St Helena. [65]  Heinrich Heine, Reisebilder, “Ideen. Das Buch Le Grand”,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no65"  [65] And this evangelism (which was to last the rest of his life) was all to pass through the channel of Napoleon’s elder brother, Joseph.

O’Meara and Joseph 
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The first existing letter from O’Meara to Joseph was written on 4 February, 1820. [66]  Letter from O’Meara to Joseph, dated 3 Lyons Inn, London,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no66"  [66] It gives a wealth of detail concerning Napoleon’s entourage on St Helena and also contacts between O’Meara and the Napoleonic world. O’Meara had been (he says) to meet Albine de Montholon on her arrival in Europe, then pursued a ‘long and perilous voyage on the emperor’s business’. On learning the necessary details from Albine, he delivered the letters she bore from St Helena to Prince Lucien (he says he met him on 19 October, presumably in Canino). He spent the month of December in Rome where he met Madame Mère (who attributed him a pension) and the Princess Pauline who was suffering from a liver complaint. Cardinal Fesch was well, as was Lucien and his family. O’Meara had suggested that Madame write a letter to Parliament demanding that her son be removed from St Helena because of his illness and the poor climate. The Irishman had a mysterious meeting in Florence (was this with Louis or Jerome?) He learned of the arrival on St Helena of Antommarchi and the Corsican priests and St Helena news up to 25 November. Napoleon, though not recovered, was much better. O’Meara also suggested to Madame Mère how to ensure a secure ally in Parliament – “the elections six months after the king’s death would be a propitious moment”, he opined. O’Meara noted to Joseph that he would send the latter Mémoires pour servir à l’Histoire de France ou Mémoires de Napoléon, ouvrage dicté par l’Empereur, given to him on St Helena and which he had had published in Paris, London and the Netherlands. O’Meara had a letter to Las Cases published in all the London and Netherlands papers in October 1818. He ended the letter giving the impression that Joseph had sent him money and stating that Joseph could always count on his devotion and fidelity, and that he could always depend upon him to act in his and the emperor’s service. We learn from a subsequent letter that Joseph had indeed promised O’Meara a pension, starting in 1819, as compensation for the loss of his navy salary. In the Irishman’s letter of 1823 to Joseph’s wife, Julie, we learn that O’Meara had been promised an annual pension of 1,200 francs. [67]  O’Meara to Julie Bonaparte, 18 June, 1823, letter on...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no67"  [67] 
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There must have been contact between O’Meara and Joseph over the years, but the only hint of this we have is a letter written at the beginning of 1832, when Joseph was still in the planning stages for his return to Europe from the US. In a communication between O’Meara and the publisher R. Marshall, the Irishman notes that wants to send copies of the French version of his Napoleon in exile to the emperor’s brother “en suite” in other words in agreement with the Count, thereby implying previous contact. [68]  Letter dated 2 January, 1832, on sale at Sotherans...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no68"  [68] O’Meara was at that moment simultaneously pursuing Napoleonist agendas in parallel with Napoleon supporters in France. In the introduction to his short volume of observations on the memoirs of Bourrienne, [69]  B. E. O’Meara, Observations upon the Authenticity of...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no69"  [69] O’Meara relates how he was “during a few weeks’ residence at Paris, in December last”. Paris was in ferment with the arrival of Louis Philippe, and in the autumn and winter of 1830 Napoleonists thought that perhaps then was the time to put Napoleon’s son on a throne in France. [70]  See P. Hicks, “Joseph Bonaparte and the ‘Réunion de...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no70"  [70] 
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Joseph, Napoleon’s brother, had arrived in Liverpool on 16 August, 1832, moving immediately to London, initially renting a residence in central London, but later moving out of the city, first to Marden Park in the summer of 1833 and then to Denham Place near Uxbridge in the summer of 1834 (to avoid the cholera in the city), [71]  Michael Ross, The reluctant king: Joseph Bonaparte,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no71"  [71] at which O’Meara was a visitor. [72]  An entry in Joseph’s diary dated 16 January, 1834,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no72"  [72] Indeed, in the draught manuscript version of his biography of Joseph, [73]  Maillard’s diary, Library of Yale University, New Haven,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no73"  [73] Louis Mailliard, Joseph’s factotum, [74]  Louis Mailliard was Joseph’s “valet de chambre de confiance”,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no74"  [74] notes for the year 1832, “The doctor Barry O’Meara, Napoleon’s doctor on St Helena, came to offer his services and placed himself entirely at his disposal. He became greatly attached to Joseph and immediately became very useful to him.” In 1833, for example, (notes Mailliard) O’Meara introduced the “patriot” Daniel O’Connell to Joseph. And O’Connell managed to get Joseph to agree to travel in Ireland. Furthermore, in his Souvenirs et notes 1833 et 1834 au 31 mai 1835, Mailliard also noted O’Meara’s presence with Joseph as follows:
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“28 March, 1833, General Romarino came. We met him at O’Meara’s house.
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18 July, 1833, We went with O’Meara to take another look at Marden Park […]. In the end we decide to take it.
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18 July, 1833, We went with O’Meara to the bookseller, Murray, to get some information regarding the letters from the allied sovereigns, which they say were sold in London in 1818 or 1819. These letters were the originals. We do not know what happened to the copies which the emperor mentioned to O’Meara. The originals had remained, following his order, in the hand (house?) of the Duc de Bassano in 1815.

27 

15 October, 1833, We went to Brighton with Monsieur and O’Meara.

28 

17 October, 1833, Monsieur and O’Meara went to London, and from there to Colonel R.W. Clayton in Marlow.

29 

November, 1833, We went to Windsor picking up O’Meara en passant in London. We arrived at 8pm and stay at the White Hart hotel, which was bad and expensive.” [75]  Maillard’s diary, Library of Yale University, New Haven,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no75"  [75] O’Meara wrote to Napoleonist, Ida de St Elme, [76]  An eccentric figure renowned for her love for Marshal...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no76"  [76] from London on 16 May, 1834. [77]  Letter cited in Sainsbury, John, The Napoleon museum....

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no77"  [77] And Ida came to see Joseph at Denham place in spring 1835 to try to sell him the correspondence of Louis Philippe. [78]  Mailliard, op. cit.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no78"  [78] 
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Joseph furthermore was on occasions a guest at O’Meara’s house. [79]  Maillard’s diary, Library of Yale University, New Haven,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no79"  [79] In his will, O’Meara refers to a marble group and three paintings belonging to Joseph which were in O’Meara’s house and which were to be returned to Joseph. [80]  A marble group which stood in O’Meara’s back drawing...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no80"  [80] An autograph O’Meara letter published in The Century Magazine to Mailliard (dated simply “Saturday Night, May 2”) [81]  “Talks with Napoleon”, The Century Magazine, vol. LIX,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no81"  [81] reveals O’Meara’s involvement in Napoleonist party affairs, in close collaboration with Mailliard. [82]  In the letter O’Meara makes reference to a serious...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no82"  [82] On 11 January, 1835, Mailliard noted that O’Meara was ill. On 3 March, 1835, Mailliard noted that they dined at O’Meara’s house with the famous cameo engraver, and officer at the royal mint, Petrucci. On 11 March, O’Meara accompanied Mailliard to visit the doctor Johnston for Mailliard’s liver and spleen complaint. On 12 March, Joseph and Mailliard visited John Soane’s House, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, and also John Sainsbury at his house at 35 Red Lyon’s Square, John Sainsbury “who has a collection of all things related to the Empire and the Emperor Napoleon”. [83]  Id, 12 March, 1835.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no83"  [83] On 19 March, 1835, the Duke of Sutherland went to O’Meara’s house to see the Joseph’s antique marble group there with Baron von Bulow – he found it beautiful. On 6 April and 16 April, 1835, Joseph was again at O’Meara’s house. On 1 and 2 May, 1835, Napoleon’s bastard son the Comte Léon (who had just arrived from Paris) was at O’Meara’s house. Mailliard notes: “he has no real plans – these people are all crazy!” (according to Mailliard, the Comte Léon and his associate architect Mr David had an insane plan to buy some land and found a Napoleonville). On 3 May, O’Meara wrote to Mailliard noting that the Comte Léon had become angry after Joseph’s departure the day before and refused to go to Denham. On 9 May, O’Meara told Mailliard that the Comte Léon had left for Portugal and that he spoken badly about Joseph. In June, O’Meara wrote to Mailliard, [84]  Letter in amongst Mailliard papers, Id.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no84"  [84] noting that the Comte Léon had indeed gone to Portugal but was returning to England on the next steamer. No attention had been paid to him in the country, despite letters of introduction. The Comte Léon’s aim had been to get married, but O’Meara thought this unlikely. As for the impending arrival of the count, in his postscript to Mailliard, O’Meara noted humorously “I think I had better “not be at home” when somebody arrives.” O’Meara was never to see Mailliard or Joseph ever again since Joseph left London on 8 September 1835, only returning in August 1836, by which time however O’Meara had died. Seven months before his death (26 November, 1835), O’Meara wrote to John Sainsbury to praise his Napoleonic collection, then on show in Piccadilly. [85]  Facsimile of the letter published in Sainsbury, John,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no85"  [85] 
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Amongst O’Meara’s final public political acts - in addition to support for Daniel O’Connell and his pursuit of Catholic Emancipation - was his participation in the founding of the Westminster Reform Club. O’Meara was in fact a committee member of the club in its founding year of 1836. The new club was the brain child of Edward Ellice (1783-1863), a Whig whip whose main interest had been the securing the passage of the Reform Act 1832, for members of both Houses of Parliament. It was meant to be a centre for the radical ideas which that bill represented. And indeed, it was this political activism which was to cause Barry Edward’s demise. [86]  O’Meara was active in liberal circles almost immediately...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no86"  [86] 
O’Meara’s death 
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O’Meara’s death, like his birth is a matter of controversy. Chaplin, [87]  Op. cit., p. 110.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no87"  [87] agreeing with the Gentleman’s Magazine and the Annual Register [88]  Annual Register for 1836, volume 78 (1837), p. 205

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no88"  [88] (which the old and new DNB follow) gave the date of demise as 3rd June, 1836. The burial records for O’Meara (which do not record death date) are also given by Chaplin. He notes that the church was St Mary’s Church Paddington Green. The Burial register for the church for the year 1836 (p. 227) gives as follows: “Name: Barry Edward O’Meara (Surgeon for Napoleon); Abode: 16 Cambridge Terrace; [89]  O’Meara in his letters wrote “16 Cambridge Terrace,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no89"  [89] When buried: June 18th; Age: 54; By whom: J. G. Giffard, Curate.” [90]  A photograph of the entry in the Burial Register for...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no90"  [90] The death date of 3rd June however must be incorrect since in O’Meara’s will, one of executors, William Holmes, claims to have visited O’Meara “on or about the fifth day of June last during the illness of which he died”, [91]  Public Records Office, National Archives, Prob 11/1864,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no91"  [91] and the obituary in The Medico-Chirurgical Review, and Journal of Practical Medicine (Vol. 25, 1836, p. 286, dated “July 1st”, i.e., very shortly after death) gives the more likely date of 10 June. [92]  http://books.google.fr/books?id=U-YEAAAAQAAJ& printsec=frontcover&...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no92"  [92] The obituary in medical journal offers details of how O’Meara stood too close to an open window, “through which a current of cold easterly wind was constantly entering” at a public meeting for Daniel O’Connell held at a tavern called the Crown and Anchor. [93]  The meeting is described in The Spectator, Saturday,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no93"  [93] Since the room itself was crowded and hot, noted the obituary, he got a chill. O’Meara first assumed that he was having one of his usual attacks of “pulmonic inflammation”, for which he had himself bled. The next morning erysipelas appeared on his face, “accompanied by a pulse of 140”. His illness lasted ten days. The obituary notes how O’Meara was fond of food and drink and that he had grown fat, suffering from attacks of gout twice a year. [94]  See Mailliard’s journal (above) for the date 11 January,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no94"  [94] Indeed it also notes how after his wife’s death O’Meara “spent his time in the enjoyment of the Society of choice spirits. He had a very large circle of acquaintances in the various clubs of the West End, and being rather an epicure, he wound up the frame of his constitution much too tight”; [95]  Ibid.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no95"  [95] indeed his will was written on 31 October, 1835, “in consequence of some recent occurrences”. [96]  Public Records Office, National Archives, Prob 11/1864,...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no96"  [96] However, it was his political journey to “extreme liberality and reform” which was to give him “the poison which carried him to his grave.” [97]  The Medico-Chirurgical Review, and Journal of Practical...

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no97"  [97] In his will, O’Meara was still trying to clear his name and to win the final victory over Hudson Lowe (in the end a struggle of liberals against conservatives). He asked for the following sentence regarding his book “A voice from St Helena”, quoted by slightly incorrectly by Chaplin, [98]  Chaplin, op. cit., p. 109.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no98"  [98] to be inscribed upon his tombstone: “I take this opportunity of declaring that with the exception of some unintentional (and most of them trifling) errors, the work published by me entitled “A voice from St Helena, or Napoleon in Exile” is a true and faithful narrative of the treatment inflicted upon that Great Man by Sir Hudson Lowe and others his subordinates and that I have even suppressed some facts which although true might have been considered to be exaggeration and not credited.” After his death, O’Meara’s effects were sold at auction. The Annual Register for 1836, [99]  Volume 78 (1837), p. 205.

 HYPERLINK "http://www.cairn.info/revue-napoleonica-la-revue-2013-2-page-75.htm" \l "no99"  [99] published the following account of the sale:
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“On the 18th and 19th of July a sale of his effects took place, when there was considerable competition among the purchasers, for various articles which had been the property of Napoleon. A few lines in the emperor’s handwriting sold for 11 guineas; a lock of his hair, of a light auburn colour, and of silky texture, for 2l. 10s.; one of his teeth, extracted by Mr O’Meara, for seven guineas and a half; and the instrument with which it was extracted, 3l. 3s.; a few articles of plate, formerly the property of the emperor, sold for about six times their intrinsic value.”
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Barry O’Meara is perhaps the quintessential Napoleonist, inasmuch as he spells out (just as Las Cases would do shortly afterwards) the (we might add, very well hidden!) liberal nature of Napoleon’s political actions as publicised through the writings and dictations on St Helena. Indeed he had drunk at the source of Napoleon’s St-Helena-found liberal persona. And with the benefit of hindsight, we can see (where the writers of his obituary could not) that there need be no contradiction in the heart of a man whose “political sentiments were strong, and though [we would need no ‘but’ here] an enthusiastic admirer of the greatest tyrant of modern time – NAPOLEON – yet he went to the extreme of liberality and reform, of late years. […] He died at about the same age as his great master and patron, BONAPARTE.”
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Historian and Chargé d’affaires internationales, Fondation Napoléon, Visiting Professor, Bath University, UK.
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Résumé

English

Irishman Barry Edward O’Meara, Napoleon’s doctor on St Helena from August 1815 to July 1818, played an important role in Napoleon’s later life and in the propagation of the latter’s writings composed on St Helena. The first “fair” treatment of him in English was Philippe Gonnard’s remarkable thesis, The Exile of St Helena (English version, London 1909). Since Gonnard, however, the quality of biographical treatments has been mixed. One monograph – indeed the only ever on O’Meara –, namely, The Emperor and the Irishman by medical doctor Hubert O’Connor appeared in 2008. Though this book offers many tantalising details regarding the Irish doctor, it is relentlessly apologetic for him, and worse still there are no notes to substantiate the new information therein. Furthermore, as with all other treatments of O’Meara’s life, there is no discussion of the last sixteen years of the doctor’s life (1820-1836) when O’Meara was a major player in international Napoleonism and close collaborator with members of Napoleon’s family. And still today, miss-information appears in published accounts; even the most recent edition of the British Dictionary of National Biography is not immune. This article is an attempt at a “fair” and accurate biographical sketch of the Irish doctor.


Français

L’Irlandais Barry Edward O’Meara, docteur de Napoléon à Sainte-Hélène d’août 1815 à juillet 1818, joua un rôle important dans la dernière partie de la vie de Napoléon et dans la propagation des derniers écrits rédigés à Sainte-Hélène. La première étude « honnête » sur O’Meara est la remarquable thèse de Philippe Gonnard, The Exile of St Helena (version anglaise, Londres, 1909). Cependant, depuis Gonnard, la qualité des études biographiques est mitigée. Une monographie – en fait la seule portant exclusivement sur O’Meara – intitulée The Emperor and the Irishman par le médecin Hubert O’Connor a paru en 2008. Si ce livre comporte de nombreux détails intéressants sur O’Meara, il est résolument apologétique, et pire encore, ne présente aucune note complétant les informations nouvelles apportées. Par ailleurs, comme dans l’ensemble des études sur la vie d’O’Meara, les seize dernières années du médecin (1820-1836), quand il jouait un rôle important dans le Napoléonisme international et était un proche collaborateur des membres de la famille impériale, ne sont pas abordées. Aujourd’hui encore, les publications comprennent bien des informations erronées ; même la récente édition du Dictionary of National Biography anglais n’est pas fiable. Cet article vise à proposer une esquisse biographique « équitable » et précise du docteur irlandais.
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