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mo&tiznent and cross erected in 1883,by the French government stands 
over what is probably the graves of the Frenchmen killed in 1787^ it is 
in the village of Aasu. The bronze plaque lists the names and positions 
of the Frenchmen and is headed f "Marts"pour La Science et la Patrie le 
17 Decembre 1787." The plague is fastened to the sloping front of a con­ 
crete structure which is surrounded by a low concrete wall. Estimated 
plain dimensions are 7 X 15 feet*. Top of the cross is an estimated 8 feet 
high. Some patching of cracks in the concrete is needed. Some surface 
disintegration of the concrete is probably due to exposure to the marine 
environment.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Short Statement Massacre of a naval captain and 11
shoe. 'SternFrench scientific expedition at this bay in 1787 so ________.._.

world that the Samoan islands were avoided for decades and escaped 
occupancy by Western governments until late in the 19th century. A monu­ 
ment erected over the grave in 1883 by the French government is maintained 
^ t^yillage of Aasu. The massacre took place on the beach and in the 
channel directly below the monument. The Aasu monument, now 90 years old,

tlie only site commemorating the event. Because of f the danger of any 
other^monument, placed closer to the actual site, being washed away, the 
xisting monument is the most appropriate location to mark the massacre. 

*************************************************

Under the sponsorship of King Louis XVI, Franch sent out a scientific 
exploring expedition under the command of Jean Francois La Perouse^ 
La Perouse commanded the expedition and the flag ship La Bdussole {compass) 
and selected M. de Langle to captain the other ship of the expedition 
1'Astrolabe (quadrant). Scientists included geographers, astronomers, 
mathematicians, botanists, a geologist, a painter and an anatomist. Mer- 
'handise to be used for trading and presents to native peoples included 
2,000 hatchets, 700 hammers, 50,000 nails, 1,000,000 needles, 30,000 
flints, 2,600 combs, 5,000 pieces of jewelry, 1,200 silk ribbons and 900 
toys. Sir Joseph Banks of England presented La Perouse with two magnetic 
needles that had been used by Captain Cook. The expedition sailed from 
Brest on August 10, 1785.

Itinerary of the expedition included Teneriffe, Trinidad, around Cape 
Horn into the Pacific, Easter Island, Hawaii, the Northwest coast of 
America, Monterey, the Marianas, Macao, Manila, Taiwan, Japan, and 
Kamchatka to Samoa. From Samoa, where de Langle and 11 others were killed, 
the ships proceeded to Botany Bay, Australia. His.-.reports, and the letters 
from the expedition, sent via an English fleet, to Europe, spread the word 
of the massacre and established a worldwide reputation *£6x the Samoans as 
savages and as Samoa as a place to be avoided. La Perouse sailed north 
from Australia and disappeared. It is believed the Boussole was ship­ 
wrecked at Vanikoro, near Tikopia, in the Santa Cruz Islands, Eastern 
Melanesia. The Astrolabe eventually returned to France. The mystery of 
the disappearance of La Perouse was not solved until the 1820's and con­ 
firmed as late as 1962 when the wreck was discovered by skindivers. 
Relics found are now displayed at Vila, New Hebrides.
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On December 11, de Langle, with 60 men in two cutters and two long boats, 
entered an adjacent bay, Aasu, but the tide was low and only the boats 
could make the passage to shore through the narrow channel. Water kegs were 
filled and women made themselves available to the Frenchmen. More and more 
canoes full of Samoan men kept arriving until an estimated 1,500 Samoans 
were on shore or close to the boats on the beach. In a scuffle of unknown 
cause, a Samoan woman was hurt in the eye. De Langle got his men back in the 
long boats, but restraining hands and low tide slowed the retreat. Stones 
were thrown by the Samoans. De Langle was hit, fell from the boat into the 
water and killed. Eleven more, including the physician, were killed before 
the French party were able to swim the channel or wade over the reef to reach 
the cutters. Their flight was aided by the Samoan's attention to pillage of 
the long boats abandoned on the beach. Canoes which approached the cutters 
were kept at bay by repeated volleys of rifle fire. About 20 wounded French­ 
men were returned to the ships. No bodies were recovered.

In spite of urgings from his officers and crew, La Perouse refrained from 
retaliation. He could have used cannon on the canoes and the village with 
great loss of Samoan life. The above is a synthesis of the La Perouse ver­ 
sion. It is noted that 12 killed was the European total. There are only 
11 names on the monument. One of the wounded may have died after return to 
his ship.

Christian missionaries stationed in Samoa in the early 1800's added details 
which explain some of the events. ^t^^t^eojEJ^he^^nchorage, the island 
of Tutuila was controlled,by the chiefs of Upolu, a larger Samoan island to 
~tK~e~West. The Upolu chiefs were at Fagasa Village when La Perouse traded 
"beads. There was some resentment by the Upolu chiefs at the new goods 
received. One of the Upolu^chiefs may have been mistreated aboard the 
Boussole, or thought himself mistreated. Revenge for this was sought. The 
mistreated chief may have been injured aboard the ship and died later on 
shore. Fagasa was under the guns of the ships, and this location was dangerous 
for action against the Frenchmen. When de Langle and his men entered Aasu 
Bay they apparently were vulnerable. The Upolu fleet left Fagasa and entered 
Aasu to look for a pretext. This accounts for the build up of canoes and 
Samoans at Aasu. The attack came not from the people of Aasu, but from the 
visiting chiefs and warriors from Upolu.
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In 1832, the surgeon of the British ship Recovery wrote of Samoa: '"The 
natives of this group are proverbially noted for the ferocity of their 
nature, their uncivilized state, for the implacable hatred towards their 
enemies, and for the subtle and revengeful dispositions evinced toward those 
who chance to offend them." This was their reputation among European sailors 
following the La Perouse visit. This reputation served to keep Samoa Samoan 
and out of European hands through the late 1800's.
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