
Frigate of freedom

Aucun obstacle, aucun mécompte,  
aucun chagrin ne me détourne ou me

 ralentit dans le but unique de ma vie :  
le bien-être de tous, et la liberté partout. 

No obstacle, no disappointment,
no grief diverts me nor slows me

 in the pursuit of the single objective of my life:
 happiness for everyone and freedom everywhere.

French frigates La Nymphe and  [frigates similar to ]  
in battle against the English vessel ,  

February 11, 1783. Painting by Pierre-Julien Gilbert.  
Versailles – the châteaux of Versailles and Trianon.

in partnership with the Association 
Hermione - La Fayette,

and the Association Friends of  
Hermione-Lafayette in America.

An exhibition produced by  
the Poitou-Charentes Region
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L’HERMIONE



Construction in the 
Rochefort shipyard

A brilliant career

 

L’Hermione
A frigate built 

 for war

Latouche-Tréville

Naval battle near Louisbourg, off Cape Breton, between the frigate 
L’Astrée commanded by La Perouse, and L’Hermione, commanded 
by La Touche, against six English warships, July 21,1781.  
Painting by Auguste-Louis Rossel de Cercy, 1788.  
Versailles, the chateaux of Versailles and Trianon.  
© RMN/Gérard Blot.

Frigate
Overall length : 
Waterline length : 
Width: 
Vertical clearance : 
Draft : 
Armament :  

Strengths and weaknesses :  

 
 

Elevation, section and plan of 
the L’Hermione replica, under 
construction in Rochefort 
since 1997.

“One of the best frigates  
that the King possesses.”

L’HERMIONE, frigate of freedom



Lafayette

“Du premier moment où j’ai entendu 
prononcer le nom de l’Amérique,
 je l’ai aimée ; dès l’instant où
 j’ai su qu’elle combattait pour la liberté, 
 j’ai brûlé du désir de verser 
mon sang pour elle.” 

 

 
for her.” 
Lafayette

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Hero  
of two worlds

Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette, 
depicted in 1792. Portrait painted by 
Joseph-Désiré Court in 1834. Versailles, 
the châteaux de Versailles and Trianon. 
© RMN / Rights reserved.
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The double dry dock 
in Rochefort. Plan and 

 
Rochefort, Service 
historique de la Défense.

Reserves of wood 
required for ribs and 
other curved timbers 
of the vessels. Plate 
from the Encyclopédie 
méthodique by Charles 
Joseph Panckoucke 
and Clément Plomteux, 
1783-1787.

Map of the Charente 
river from the Roche-
fort port to its estuary. 
Drawn by Jean Digard 
de Kerguette in 1775.  
Paris, BnF GE SH ARCH-42.

History

H aving been defeated by England in the 
Seven Years’ War (1756-1763), France 
had lost some of her prestige as well 

as numerous colonies including Canada. 
The supremacy of the British navy was the 
principal cause of this defeat. Determined 
to do battle again, the French monarchy 
launched an aggressive shipbuilding policy. 
During this peaceful period preceding the 
French Revolution, the shipyards, including 
Rochefort’s, operated at full capacity, adding  
to existing State debts.

On July 4, 1776 the thirteen British colonies in 
North America declared their independence, 
in a text directly inspired by the principles 
of The Age of Enlightenment. The War of 
Independence followed swiftly, the uprising 
of the American colonies against the Empire 
offering France the prospect of revenge. The 
initial discreet support of Louis XVI became 

Marquis de Lafayette, an ardent supporter of 
American independence, boarded the frigate 
L’Hermione on March 10, 1780 to sail across 
the Atlantic and declare his support to the 
American insurgents.

France looks
            for revenge

1666 2015Building of the  
Rochefort shipyard

1756 1763 1775 1779 17801783 1789 1793 1927 1997
Seven  
Years’ War

L’Hermione 
construction

L’Hermione crosses the At-
lantic with Lafayette aboard

Start of the 
French  
Revolution

Closure of  
Rochefort  
shipyard

Sinking of  
L’Hermione

L’Hermione replica’s  
construction site opens

Voyage of  
L’Hermione  
to America

American War of Independence

View of the port of Rochefort.  
Painting by Joseph Vernet in 1762. Paris, 
Musée de la Marine. 
(c) RMN / Rights reserved. The Rochefort Arsenal shipyard was built in 1666 by Louis 

XIV, on the advice of his minister Colbert, and had the major 
advantage of being protected from naval attacks by being 
some 12 nautical miles (13,8 miles) from the sea. By March 
1666, construction of the “Corderie Royale” had begun, based 

on plans by François Blondel. The 408 yard-long building 

needed for the ships riggings. Workshops, stores and dry 
docks quickly completed the shipyard.

The Rochefort Arsenal
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A war for freedom

The rise of an  
independent spirit

F ounded during the 17th and 18th centuries, 
the thirteen American colonies represent 
an important source of wealth for the 

British monarchy. Heavily indebted by the 
Seven Years’ War (1756-1763), Britain imposes 
numerous taxes on the colonies, causing outrage 
among the residents.

only intended to remove the taxes, but faced with 
increasingly repressive measures from London, 
the incidents multiply, strengthening a growing 
independence movement. Despite their diverse 
cultures, the colonies of the North and the South 
are drawn together by shared aims: freedom, 
independence and the struggle against the 
colonial power.

The Declaration  
of Independence

O n July 4, 1776 the Congress of 
Philadelphia votes for the Declaration of 
Independence of The United States of 

America. The main author of this text, Thomas 

principles of The Age of Enlightenment, 
particularly the concepts of freedom, the 
pursuit of happiness, equality, democracy and 

As the news spreads rapidly, the Declaration 
of Independence provokes a thunderous 
response throughout the world. It marks the 

France inspires the authors of the Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen in 
1789. Independence is proclaimed, and now it 
remains to be defended by taking up arms.

Washington crossing the Delaware,  
by Emanuel Leutze (1816-1868).  
United States of America, New-York,  
The Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Battle of Chesapeake, by V. Zveg, 1962. 
United States, Norfolk, VA, Hampton 
Roads Naval Museum.

The surrender of the British army 
at Yorktown in 1781. United States, 
Brown University Library, Anne S. K. 
Brown Military Collection. 

Portrait of Thomas Jefferson.  
The White House Historical Association 
(White House Collection).

At the outset of the war, the balance of 
power is largely in favour of the British, but 
it reverses due to the strategy and insight 
of George Washington, who is placed 
in command of the American army by 
Congress. The American victory at Saratoga 

The decisive battle takes place at the end of 
the year 1781, when large numbers of British 
troops commanded by English General 
Cornwallis gather at the Chesapeake 
Bay. Franco-American forces converge 
to cut off the British, who retreat to the 
town of Yorktown. Lacking supplies and 
reinforcements, due to a naval blockade 

Cornwallis is forced to surrender on October 
17, 1781. The British are defeated and on 
September 3, 1783 they sign a peace treaty 
in Paris which recognises the birth of the 
United States of America.

The American  
War of Independence

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 

certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty 
and the pursuit of Happiness.” 

The American Declaration  
of Independence, 1776.

17831777 1778 1781
Treaty of Paris

American 
victory at 
Saratoga

French support of 
the United States

British defeat 
at Yorktown1763

End of the Seven 
Years’ War: France 
loses its American 

colonies

1764 1773 1775 1776

Sugar Act  
taxes on sugar

The American 
Declaration of 
Independence

Boston Tea Party  
colonists revolt 

against the taxation 
of tea

Battles of 
Lexington and 

Bunker Hill

America
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If the keel is the backbone of the 
boat, then the frame is its ribs.

The Hull

The Construction Site

Wood supply
Finding an adequate supply of wood is a challenge 
that involves sourcing huge quantities of large 
timbers corresponding to the exact curves 
required for the hull. 4000 mature oak trees are 
necessary for the work, the carpenters cutting 
individual elements from blueprints and templates.

The vessel’s backbone
Construction begins in 1997 in the double dry 
dock completed in 1728. Beneath a huge protective 

The stern post of the vessel, the 62 frames and 
then the bows are attached to the keel. Next to 
appear are the decks, incorporating openings for 
the guns. The transom, forming the rear structure 
of the vessel, is then put in place.

Planking, inner planking 
and caulking
Carpenters then dress the hull with longitudinal 
planking, to form the inner and outer “skin” of the 
vessel. Next, caulking is inserted into the seams 
between the planks to achieve a water-tight seal.

Finishing the hull and  

applied. The hull is painted in vibrant colors, while 
sculptors are at work on the stern decoration and 

 
 

L’Hermione  
Charente, without her masts and in front  
of 65,000 spectators.

In 1992, the Association Hermione – La Fayette is born and a great  
adventure begins: to recreate the frigate L’Hermione at Rochefort. At the 
helm is a team of experts and enthusiasts, researching historical sources, 
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The masts and rigging
L’Hermione carries three masts with a vertical 
clearance above the waterline of 51 yards – as 
tall as a 16-story building. The installation of each 
element of the masts is an event in itself. Meanwhile, 
riggers are at work making the standing rigging, 
which maintains the masts in place, and the running 
rigging used to control the sails. In total, the rigging 
comprises 15,5 miles of hemp ropes and more than 
1000 pulleys.

The sails
Crafted in linen, the sails are reinforced along their 
sides with rope, and pierced with eyelets to allow the 
free passage of rope lines. The total surface area of 
L’Hermione’s square sails (for the three main masts), 
foresails and staysails is some 2400 square yards.

The interior

progressively: cabins, furniture and traditional 
pumps, winches, ship’s wheel… The ship’s three 
boats are made: a longboat and a small and large 
ship’s boat. The gun carriages are built. The iron gun 
barrels are cast in the historic foundry at Ruelle,  
in Charente.

Modern facilities
The last stage is to install the necessary safety 
equipment and the basic requirements for 21st 

and communications systems, sanitary equipment, 
kitchen.

The project is funded by community organizations, patrons, private partners and also by revenue from site 
visitors. The popularity of the site has far exceeded expectations. In total, 4 million visits were recorded, 
providing 40% of the cost of reconstructing L’Hermione, meanwhile contributing to the economic and 
touristic development of Rochefort.
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The engines of an 18th century 
frigate are its sails. 

The equipment

While assembling the hull is primarily the work of carpenters,  
the ship’s equipment and details are entrusted to a variety  
of other artisans.

The Construction Site
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The voyage
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The Statue of Liberty
at New York.

Rochambeau statue 
in Newport.

Boston. Lunenburg.
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Monument erected 
in Yorktown in 
1884 to celebrate 
the American 
victory.

Meeting between  
Lafayette and Washington 
at Mount Vernon in 1784. 
Painted by Thomas Prichard 
Rossiter and Louis Remy  
Mignot in 1859. New York, 
The Metropolitan  
Museum of Art.

Baltimore.

Yorktown
Situated at the entrance to 
Chesapeake Bay, Virginia, 
the city of Yorktown is where 
a decisive battle took place 
for the Independence of the 
United States. L’Hermione had 
participated in the naval Battle 
of Chesapeake, and Lafayette 
played an important role in the 
siege of Yorktown.

Washington, D.C.
L’Hermione will then stop at 
Alexandria and nearby Mount 
Vernon, on the banks of the 
Potomac River in Washington, 
D.C. Mount Vernon was the home 

President of the United States  
and a friend of Lafayette, who 
visited several times.

Baltimore
Situated in Chesapeake Bay, 
Annapolis is the capital of 
Maryland and the home of the 
U.S. Naval Academy. At the 
extremity of Chesapeake Bay, 
Baltimore played an important 
role throughout the American 
Revolution. 

Philadelphia
Upstream from Delaware Bay, 
Pennsylvania, Philadelphia 
played a crucial role in the 
American Revolution. Seat of 
the American Congress, home 
of the Enlightenment, it was in 
Philadelphia that the Declaration 
of Independence was signed in 
1776. The city was the capital 
of the United States for several 
years. In 1781, in Philadelphia, 
members of the U.S. Congress 
boarded L’Hermione. A gathering 
of great American sailing boats 
– Tall Ships America – 
will be held in Philadelphia 
during the visit of L’Hermione.

New York
Taken by the British troops in 
1776, at the start of the war, 
New York was only liberated in 
1783. The Statue of Liberty was 
given to the United States by 
France in 1886, to celebrate – 
ten years later – the Centenary 
of the Declaration of American 
Independence.
A large gathering of American 
sailboats will welcome 
L’Hermione to Greenport, a small 
harbour and summer tourist 
destination situated 
on the northern tip  
of Long Island.

Newport
Newport was one of the 
landmarks of the American 
Revolution. 
The French troops under the 
command of Lieutenant general 
Rochambeau landed there in 
1780 and made it their base 
camp. L’Hermione stopped over 
several times. 

Boston
Nicknamed “the Cradle of 
Liberty”, Boston was the site 
of many events and battles at 
the beginning of the American 
Revolution. On April 28, 1780, 
after 38 days at sea, Lafayette 
arrived in Boston aboard 
L’Hermione.

 

Lunenburg - Halifax
Capital of Nova Scotia, Halifax 
is a major Canadian port. 
L’Hermione patrolled the area off 
Lunenburg and Halifax. It was 
off the coast of Louisbourg, near 
Halifax, that L’Hermione took 
part in a successful naval action 
against a British convoy on July 
21, 1781.

Philadelphia

1780

2015

A T L A N T I Q U E  N O R D

Rochefort

Las Palmas

Lunenburg

Boston

Newport

Castine

New York
Greenport

Philadelphia
Annapolis

Baltimore

Yorktown

Île d’Aix

Brest
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Washington, D.C. (Mount Vernon and Alexandria)

The stopovers
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2015 The voyage




