Jeanne Baret (botanist and explorer)

(July 27, 1740 — August 5,1807)

Jeanne Baret was a member of the Louis-Antoine de Bougainville’s expedition on
the ships Boudeuse and Etoile in 1766-1769. She was the first woman to
circumnavigate the world although she was disguised as a man during the
expedition. She served as an assistant to Dr. Philibert Commerson, the Expedition’s
Naturalist. She collected thousands of new species of plants while on this
expedition as Dr. Commerson was ill most of the time. Jeanne Baret was probably
the one who discovered the plant bougainvillea that was named in honor of the
commander of the expedition. Her story is what we call a rags-to-riches story, and
this biography tells us how this poor, illiterate, French peasant girl was able to
stand on her own and received the respect and admiration not only of her mentor
Dr. Commerson but also of the expedition commander Louis Antoine de
Bougainville. She returned to France successful and independently wealthy.



Her science journey began when Jeanne Baret was born on July 27, 1740, in the
tiny village of La Comelle, in the southern region of Bourgogne or Burgundy,
located 300 miles southwest of Paris, France. Her father, Jean Baret, was a day
laborer and was illiterate. Her mother Jeanne Pochard, a homemaker, died when
Jeanne was only 15 months old. Her father remarried but her stepmother,
Antoinette Mangematin, and the new baby Simon both died in 1745. Her father
remarried again, and her new stepmother died in 1747. So, at the young age of
seven, she had lost a mother, two stepmothers, and a brother. She had an older
sister and brother. After her father died in 1755, when Jeanne was a teen-ager, her
brother Pierre married and brought home his wife. Jeanne then decided to move to
the next town, Toulon-sur-Arroux, to live with her sister and brother-in-law.

At Toulon-sur-Arroux, Jeanne met the local priest, Father Beau, who was looking
for someone to help take care of his newborn nephew. His sister, Marie Antoinette
Vivante-Beau died recently. Her bereaved husband, Dr. Philibert Commerson, the
local doctor, was inconsolable and not able to take care of the new baby. He needed
a housekeeper to help take care of the house as well as his baby.

Dr. Philibert Commerson did not go to
college to be a medical doctor. When he
was twelve years old, he entered the Jesuit
College of Bourg-en Bresse. One of his
professors, Father Garnier, liked to take
students out for a walk around the wide
expanse of the Bresse. Father Garnier
greatly influenced Philibert’s lifelong
passion for botany. When he was only 15
years old, Philibert created his own
multivolume herbarium. It became one of
the best of its kind in terms of the variety
of specimens preserved. When his father,
Georges-Marie de Commerson, found out
that he intended to become a botanist, he

got furious! He threatened to cut all financial support. They compromised by
having Philibert enroll at the medical school of the University of Montpelier -



which had the oldest botanical garden in France. In 1754, Philibert announced that
he would leave the university for an indefinite period of botanizing in the
Pyrenees. After wandering around France and Switzerland for a year, Philibert had
exhausted his father’s patience. His father wanted him to settle down and get a
career. Luckily, he got one! The famous naturalist Linnacus needed help with his
project the Systema naturae. Linnaeus asked some of his friends to recommend
their best students to undertake field work. His botany professor at the University
of Montpelier recommended Philibert. With this work, Philibert first became a
well-known botanist. His father was not impressed and threatened to cut all
financial support unless he returned home and started practicing medicine.
Philibert resumed his medical studies but did not stop botanizing. On one of these
botanical expeditions, he was bitten on the leg by a dog thought to have rabies; he
had to stay in bed for three months! While recuperating, he met the daughter of a
lawyer, Marie Antoinette Vivante-Beau, who was willing to learn botany. He found
his soul mate! They got married on October 17, 1760, and settled in Toulon-sur-
Arroux where her brother Francois was the parish priest.

So, this was Jeanne Baret’s new employer Dr. Philibert Commerson. He was aloof
and distant. He had no time for small talk. Quietly working on her chores, Jeanne
couldn’t help but also be drawn into Philibert’s obsession with botany. It is possible
that as a local girl she had some knowledge of local plants as herbal remedies.
Philibert had created a beautiful botanical garden around his house, and strolling
around with the baby, she became fascinated by the unusual and beautiful plants
grown in the garden.

Philibert had increasingly become more interested in plants, insects, and natural
science and had been slowly casting aside his medical career. His reputation in the
botany world had also grown. Jeanne just had to ask one question about a specific
plant, to hear him enthusiastically give her a lecture on that plant. One day he
asked Jeanne to help sort out his vast collection of plant species. Jeanne was more
than willing to help. He started teaching her how to organize the collection
properly. When he found out that she could not read or write, he started teaching
her the basics so she could catalog the plants under the correct names. Jeanne was
having an education that she did not expect! Philibert would disappear for days
looking for plants, and when he came back Jeanne would be there taking care of



the house and the baby, and ready to help catalog the plants. Although he was clear
that Jeanne was just a servant, their close proximity ended with Jeanne being
pregnant and the neighbors suspecting that the father was Philibert. To avoid a
scandal, they moved to Paris where Jeanne became known as Jeanne de Bonnefoi.
They put the baby up for adoption. A few weeks later they received news that the
little boy, named Jean Pierre Baret, had died.

A few months later, Philibert fell ill, and Jeanne was there to nurse him back to
health. Every day, she will ensure his plant collection was well looked after; she
brought him food, helped him wash, and gave him the latest news from around
Paris. It was comforting for him to know that she now knew enough about his
precious plants and collection that she could take good care of them properly.
While in bed he corresponded with leading biologists of the day, and he pursued
his ambition to be a renowned French biologist.

Philibert heard about a new expedition
commissioned by the French government. It
was to be led by a renowned military man and
navigator Louis- Antoine de Bougainville. It
was to be a voyage of scientific discovery, with
two ships sailing together to make France’s first
official trip around the world. It was backed by
King Louis XV. Philibert was nominated as the
official botanist of the expedition. He would
receive an excellent salary and would be able to
bring an assistant. He would be renowned
internationally and would probably get a medal

I and a large bonus when he came back. Of
course, the trip would be dangerous, so he was asked to write a will before joining
the expedition. He left his main effects to his brother and his plant collections to
the Royal Collection. But in the will, he mentioned for the first time his servant
and loyal companion Jeanne Baret AKA Jeanne de Bonnefoi, as his housekeeper.
He stated in the will that he wanted to leave her a small yearly allowance of 600
livres and his furniture, plus the use of the apartment he was renting for up to a



year, so that she could look after and finally sort all his plants before giving them
to the Royal Collection.

After writing his will, Philibert now looked in the preparations for the expedition.
He knew he needed an assistant but who could he hire who would be as loyal and
hardworking as his housekeeper Jeanne Baret? Women were not allowed in ships
during those times. So, they came up with an idea, Jeanne would join him
disguised as a male assistant. Originally, Philibert was supposed to get a small
room in the ship Etoile, but when Captain Francois Chenard de la Giraudais saw
how much equipment Philibert was bringing aboard, he decided to exchange rooms
with him. The bigger room was perfect because it has its own toilet facility which
meant that Jeanne could use the privacy of the cabin to hide her gender from the
rest of the crew. Of course, there were rumors among the crew that the assistant of
the botanist was actually a woman but for the most part of the expedition, they left
the botanist and the assistant alone.

On February 1, 1767, the Etoile left the port of Rochefort, France to begin its
expedition. The sister ship Boudeuse led by the expedition’s leader Louis-Antoine
de Bougainville left on December, 1766. They planned to meet each other in the
southern Atlantic Ocean. At the rough seas of the Bay of Biscay, both Philibert and
Jeanne got severe seasickness. After 10 days, they got into the calmer waters of the
Atlantic Ocean and their seasickness subsided. Soon the captain heard rumors of
Jeanne being a woman. Philibert and Jeanne talked to the captain and Jeanne
explained that she was a eunuch. That kept the rumors down. Everyone has heard
of sailors being captured by the Ottoman Empire and being turned into eunuchs!

The traditional celebration of crossing the equator was another matter. In this
ceremony, everyone who was crossing the equator for the first time was subjected
to a brutal “baptism” to appease Neptune, the god of the sea. Everyone must be
stripped off and doused in a specially constructed pool of water. Jeanne stood her
ground and refused to strip off her clothes. The crew did not insist on her full
participation but doused her anyway with foul sewage-filled water.

Bad ulcers started appearing on Philibert’s legs and Jeanne took care of him. Life
became monotonous, taking care of Philibert day after day. Finally, they reached
Rio de Janeiro in Brazil where they finally met the other ship. Philibert and Jeanne



quickly went ashore to look for plants. They were excited to see so many new
species of plants they had never seen
before. This is when Jeanne spotted
the plant with deep-red leaves which
we now know as bougainvillea plant.
This was a plant she had never seen
before and knew that it was worth
examining. She picked some samples
to take back to the ship. The
expedition leader Louis-Antoine de

Bougainville had already heard rumors about Jeanne being a woman so when
Philibert suggested that they name the new plant in honor of the leader, Jeanne was
happy to oblige. Louis-Antoine de Bougainville was delighted to hear that a new
plant was named after him. He also knew that Philibert had been having problems
with his leg, so it was essential that Jeanne, his assistant, remain on board. He kept
thoughts about Jeanne’s gender to himself.

The two ships then sailed to Montevideo and other areas near the southern tip of
the Americas. At each stop, Philibert was eager to collect as many plant samples as
possible, but his legs were now covered in ulcers and he was having a hard time
moving. He directed Jeanne where to go to collect the samples. Jeanne walked
through forests, steep hills, and rocky headlands to look for interesting plants. She
had enough botanical knowledge to figure out which ones are worth investigating.
Every day she returned to the ship with lots of plant samples. It was hard work!

They started sailing again and reached the Straits of Magellan at the southern tip of
the American continent in December 1767. After the heat of the tropics, the ships
were now sailing in icy winds. They stopped at various ports and Jeanne would
head onto the land, fighting the bitterly cold winds and would pull samples from
the cold soil. She found ferns and lichens, several kinds of grass and sometimes
daisies, blooming lilies, and a type of bilberry bush that would be used for
medicine in the future. Soon they met some Patagonians who helped Jeanne collect
plants.

In January 1768, they finally entered the Pacific Ocean hoping to reach the spice
islands of Indonesia. For the next two months, the ship sailed on warmer waters



and did not pass any visible land. Jeanne and Philibert used this time to sort and
organize their vast

collection of plant
samples, seed pods,
_ - and other vegetation.
* | Then on April 5, the
J e , expedition reached
2 Tahiti in French
Polynesia. Jeanne and
Philibert went ashore
d to start collecting
plant samples. But
they were hit by
another problem. The
Tahitian men figured out right away that Jeanne was a woman! One of the men
approached Jeanne and tried to pick her up. She was saved by a nearby French
officer who drew his sword. She went back to the ship as fast as she could row the
small rowing boat.

The leader of the expedition was annoyed because now there was real evidence
that Jeanne was a woman. But he was also equally impressed with Jeanne’s hard
work and dedication in ensuring that the botanical aims of the expedition were
fulfilled. So, he put aside the subject of Jeanne’s gender for the time being. Jeanne
did not go back to shore. She was clearly worried that everyone now knew that she
was a woman and that she had broken the law. What would happen to her?

After 10 days in Tahiti, the two ships sailed again and in June 1768 spotted
breaking waves above a coral reef now known as the Bougainville Reef, part of the
Great Barrier Reef off north-east Australia. It was clearly a dangerous area, so
Louis-Antoine de Bougainville turned the ships sharply north - thus missing the
continent of Australia. Food and fresh water were getting scarce! Jeanne was still
taking care of Philibert but without proper nutrition, she began to suffer from
various skin conditions. On top of all this, Louis-Antoine decided to talk to her
about her gender. She confessed that she was a woman, an orphan from Burgundy.
She decided to disguise herself as a man because she was seeking adventure.



The ships finally reached Buru in the Moluccan Islands. Here the Dutch gave them
a warm welcome and fresh meat and fruits. Jeanne and Philibert enjoyed collecting
plant samples. They also collected some extraordinarily colored birds. After the
Mollucan Islands, the ship stopped for a short time in Jakarta. Louis-Antoine de
Bougainville thought the expedition was going well. They claimed new land and
made many observations. Even the botanical aspects, thanks to Philibert and
Jeanne, looked very promising! He was anxious to complete the trip back to
France.

In November v _ i g it -~ | R
1768, they : : :
reached

Mauritius, a
French colony.
The
administrator,
Pierre Poivre,
was even a very
good friend of
Philibert. Louis-
Antoine decided
not to arrest

Jeanne since it would bring dishonor to the expedition. They came up with a
solution where Jeanne and Philibert will remain on Mauritius while the two ships
continue with the voyage and return to France. He could then return to France as
the leader of a hugely successful expedition, the country’s first ever fleet to sail
around the world, with no scandal to dent his achievement.

Now Jeanne could dress as a woman. But Philibert had no intention of marrying
Jeanne. She was, after all, just his servant. While comfortable accommodation was
given to Philibert, Jeanne slept in the poor servants’ quarters. Philibert found local
botanical assistants, so Jeanne’s services were no longer needed. As she turned 30
years old, Jeanne started to think about her future. While the plan was for both of
them to return to France, Philibert was clearly more interested in his first love-



botany. He continued to push himself to extremes as he explored new areas to find
plant specimens.

With the salary she saved as an assistant to Philibert, and the small stone building
given to her in August 1770, Jeanne started her new life in Port Louis, Mauritius.
Four and a half years after their arrival in Mauritius, Philibert felt seriously ill
while on a collecting trip in the mountains just outside Port Louis. He died on May
13, 1773, at the age of 45 years.

Suddenly, Jeanne was completely on her own! There were no savings left on the
official papers of Philibert and no will was found. At one point to earn some
money, Jeanne took a job at a local tavern. After spending so many months on a
ship, rowdy sailors were not a problem to her. But not long after Philibert’s death,
Jeanne became quite wealthy. There is no record of where the money came from,
but Philibert must have left some secret stash with Jeanne, providing for her future.
Now Jeanne had a transformation! She could dress like elegant French ladies and
furnish her small house. She met a man, Jean Dubernat, a drum major in the
French army. They got married a year after Philibert’s death in May 1774. Jeanne
had become a very independent and confident woman! In her marriage contract,
she stipulated that much of the money was to remain hers alone. She would never
be subservient to another man again! Six months after their marriage the couple
sailed to France on the merchant ship La Sympathie. That’s how Jeanne Baret
became the first woman to sail around the world. There was no fanfare when this
happened! They arrived in Bordeaux, France on August 26, 1775. Jeanne has been
- oy gone for 8 years! They settled in
Il Jean Dubernat’s hometown of

*  Sainte-Foy-la-Grande on the
Dordogne River just east of

| Bordeaux. They lived in a four-
&Y bedroom house and then

purchased a larger property
nearby with buildings and 40 acres of land. She made sure she invested her money
well! She even went to Paris to get the furniture left behind by Philibert and
contacted the Navy for any back pay due to her. The French Navy conveniently
forgot the smuggling of a woman into the expedition and recognized her as the first



woman to sail around the world. She was granted a small naval pension and when
it didn’t arrive, she asked a lawyer to pursue it. She was now a confident and
poised woman who will not accept any mistreatment from anyone.

In 1807, Jeanne died at home at the age of 67. She was buried at the church in
Saint-Aulaye, on the bank of the Dordogne River. She left her estate to her
husband Jean Dubernat and to her various nieces and nephews, the children and
grandchildren of her brother Pierre and sister Jeanne, as well as a bequest to the
poor.

Philibert named many of the plants he collected after friends and acquaintances.
One of them - a tall shrub with dark green leaves and white flowers that he found
in Madagascar - he named Baretia bonafidia. The note that should have been
published with the plant showed how much respect he had for Jeanne Baret. He
said that the plant which showed deceiving leaves or clothing was named after a
heroic woman who changed into manly clothes and with the mind of a woman
traversed the whole globe with him. The note further stated that this woman was
equal to the armed hunter Diana and the sage and severe Minerva; for she evaded
ambush by wild animals and humans, while risking her life and protected only by
some divine power. In conclusmn the note said that she will be the first woman to
‘ ' ' 3 sail around the world, and that we are
indebted to her for her heroism. His note
said that as a naturalist Philibert is giving
her homage by dedicating the flower to her.

o That was a fine tribute, but sadly

S\ Philibert’s name for this genus did not
survive, as it had already been named by
the time his reports reached Paris. The
flower is now known as Turraea Rutilans.
While over seventy species of plants are
named in honor of Dr. Philibert
Commerson, only one - the Solanum
baretiae shown on the left - honors Jeanne
Baret.
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HER LEGACY

Jeanne Baret was the first woman to circumnavigate the world. She also discovered
the plant bougainvillea. She collected thousands of plant specimens but since she
was only an assistant, most of the plants were named in honor of her mentor and
lover Dr. Philibert Commerson.

The plant Solanum baretiae was named in her honor.

The New York Botanical Garden includes a plant specimen, attributed to
Commerson but believed to be collected by Jeanne Baret.

In 2018, the International Astronomical Union named a mountain range on Pluto
for her.

On July 27,2020 Google celebrated her 280™ birthday with a Google Doodle.
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HER SCIENCE JOURNEY

1740 - Jeanne Baret was born in La Comelle, in the southern region of Bourgogne
or Burgundy

1755 - Moved to Toulon-sur-Arroux to live with her older sister
1762 - Became a housekeeper for Dr. Philibert Commerson

1764 - Moved to Paris and put her baby up for adoption. She started using the
name Jeanne de Bonnefoi.

1767 - The Etoile left the port of Rochefort, France to start the expedition with
Louis-Antoine de Bougainville

- Discovered the plant bougainvillea in Rio de Janeiro

1768 - Arrived in Tahiti where her identity as a woman was revealed by the
Tahitians

- Jeanne and Philibert were left on Mauritius while the two ships sailed
back to France

1770 - Jeanne was given her first house in Port Louis, Mauritius

1773 - Philibert died after collecting some plant specimens in the mountains
outside Port Louis, Mauritius

1774 - Jeanne married Jean Dubernat

1775 - Jeanne and husband arrived in France. Jeanne became the first woman to
circumnavigate the world

1785 - The French Navy awarded her a naval pension for her services
1807 - Jeanne died at home at the age of 67

2018 - the International Astronomical Union named a mountain range on Pluto for
her.

2020 - Google celebrated Jeanne Baret’s 280" birthday with a Google Doodle
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