PIERRE-ETIENNE du PONCEAU - LINGUIST

(PETER STEPHEN DUPONCEAU)

By: John Whiteside

What was it that brought this young, handsome, seventeen-year-old boy into the
American colonies in the midst of the Revolutionary War, during the frigid New
England winter weather of 1777? He was born in Saint Martin de Re, France on June
3, 1760 into a military family, the middle child of three siblings. He is said to have
become fluent in both Latin, English, and French at a very early age. He began his
studies at Benedictine college where he lasted about eighteen months, studying
linguistics. Several reasons are cited for his early departure from that college,
including both his dissatisfaction with the scholarly philosophy taught at the school,
coupled with a growing fear of possible severe prosecution of students like him by
French authorities at the time.

While Duponceau pursued his interest in languages and linguistics, Baron
Friedrich von Steuben was also in France, planning to travel to America to secure a
position on Washington’s army staff. Prior to his trip, von Steuben was seeking to
put together a small staff to accompany him on the voyage, and to assist him upon
arrival with his expected duties and needs. Of the four people he chose for his
personal staff, Duponceau was one of them, most specifically to serve as a
translator of his German tongue into both French and English. This personal staff
was also designed to give a greater air of importance to von Steuben upon his
American arrival. Duponceau agreed to the journey with von Steuben and his
entourage, including von Steuben’s dog, Azor.

On Friday September 26, 1777 the Flamand, an actual French naval frigate
loaded with arms for the American troops, departed Marseilles along with von
Steuben and his staff, as well as Azor. During the voyage to America, von Steuben
began learning some limited English from Duponceau. Duponceau also helped the
Baron to detail his earlier life experiences in a journal during the trip. On December



1, 1777 the ship arrived at Portsmouth, New Hampshire where the group was
treated to a hero’s welcome. Ten days later, the group traveled by carriage to
Boston, where the Baron was enthusiastically welcomed. Duponceau said of the
Baron, “Only fancy to yourself, an old German Baron, with a large brilliant star on
his breast, three French aides-de-camp and a large, spoiled Italian dog, none of all
that company could speak a word of English.” As Duponceau was the only one of
the contingents who could speak English, he enjoyed flirting with the local ladies in
front of his mum associates. He conversed with Samuel Adams and John Hancock
at dinner events, and remained by von Steuben’s side until the time came to
continue their travels to Pennsylvania.

In the midst of a difficult land journey to York, Pennsylvania, Duponceau had
meticulously written down every adventure along the trip, including places they
stopped, food and drink they consumed, and even the beauty of several hostesses.
The Baron and Duponceau met with Congress at York on February 5, 1778, while
other members of the Baron’s staff headed toward Valley Forge. During the meeting
with Congress, Duponceau was given the breveted rank of captain and a salary. It
was time for them to travel to Valley Forge where von Steuben hoped to impress
General Washington as he had impressed the Congress at York.

On February 24,1778 von Steuben and Duponceau arrived at the Valley Forge
encampment. Washington rode out to meet them, and Duponceau provided the
translation for their entire conversation, as he would do for the remainder of their
time at the camp. Duponceau’s only minor linguistic flaw was in his difficulty in
translating some military terminology. He would be aided in that effort by John
Laurens and Alexander Hamilton, both aides-de-camp. When von Steuben
concluded that a manual of military instruction was sorely needed by the army;, it
was Duponceau who provided the translation, with the help of Hamilton and
Laurens. During the encampment, Duponceau would remain the only translator von
Steuben relied upon. Commenting on a dinner von Steuben held mocking the ratty
clothing of the army, Duponceau said, “Such a set of ragged, and at the same time
merry fellows was never brought together.” When the Grand Review was held on
May 6, 1778, it was considered to be as good or better than any European military



drill. Duponceau said, “l thought | should be devoured by the caresses which the
American officers lavished upon me as one of their new allies.”

After the victory at Monmouth, NJ, in late June, Duponceau accompanied von
Steuben back to Philadelphia to help write a constitution for the Inspector General’s
position, which he received from Congress in May. He and the Baron would travel
throughout the colonies during the remainder of the war, translating for von
Steuben even though the Baron was becoming much more proficient in English. By
the end of the war, Duponceau, who had spent much time in Philadelphia after
Valley Forge, found himself there once again, after retiring from the army in 1782
due to an ongoing illness. He did not remain idle. In 1784 he met up with the Baron
in Annapolis to help finish the military manual. He eventually returned to
Philadelphia, acquired his law degree, published a number of books on languages,
and studied Chinese writing. He was elected to the American Philosophical Society
in 1791 and became its president in 1828.

His personal life after the war included two marriages and three children, all
sadly whom he outlived. He befriended such notables as John Adams, Thomas
Jefferson, James Madison and James Monroe throughout his life, including George
Washington and all famous military figures. He is one of the few known
Revolutionary War veterans to have been photographed, about 1840. He died in
Philadelphia on April 1, 1844 and is buried at Mount Vernon Cemetery.
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