
The Wrecking of La Salle Ship Aimable and
the Trial of Claude Aigron Charles

The year was 1685, and the French explorer Rene-Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La
Salle, embarked on a daring expedition to establish a colony at the mouth of the
Mississippi River. La Salle had dreams of creating a bustling trade route that
would link the French settlements in North America to the lucrative markets of the
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Caribbean. Little did he know that his journey would be plagued by misfortune,
leading to the wrecking of his ship Aimable and the subsequent trial of Claude
Aigron Charles.

The Ill-fated Voyage

La Salle's journey began in France, where he assembled a fleet consisting of four
ships: Le Joly, La Belle, L'Aimable, and L'Oiseau. Packed with supplies and over
300 colonists, the fleet set sail for the New World. However, their voyage was
marred by storms and treacherous sea conditions, which dispersed the ships and
delayed their arrival in the Gulf of Mexico.
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The Aimable, captained by Claude Aigron Charles, was the last ship to arrive at
the designated meeting point off the coast of Texas. By the time it reached its
destination, the crew was exhausted and the ship was in desperate need of
repair. The colonists on board were eager to set foot on land after months at sea,
but their dreams were about to be shattered.

The Tragic Shipwreck
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As the Aimable approached the entrance to Matagorda Bay, disaster struck. The
ship ran aground on a sandbar, and despite the crew's desperate efforts, it could
not be freed. Supplies and cargo were jettisoned in a futile attempt to lighten the
vessel, but it was all in vain. The Aimable was lost, along with the hopes and
dreams of the colonists it carried.

Stranded on the exposed sandbar, the survivors had no choice but to salvage
what they could and make their way to the nearest land. La Salle declared the
small island they reached Saint Louis Island, now known as Matagorda Island.
With limited resources and facing an uncertain future, the colonists set about
building a fort and attempting to sustain themselves until help could arrive.

The Trial of Claude Aigron Charles

News of the wreck and the plight of the colonists eventually reached France. The
French government launched an investigation into the incident and put Claude
Aigron Charles, the captain of the ill-fated Aimable, on trial for negligence. The
trial captivated the public, as it had all the elements of a great maritime tragedy.

The prosecution argued that Charles had been reckless in his navigation and had
failed to heed warnings about the treacherous sandbars off the Texas coast. The
defense argued that the stormy weather and difficult conditions had made it
nearly impossible to avoid the wreck. Witnesses were called, documents were
examined, and experts on ship navigation testified.

In the end, Charles was found guilty and sentenced to serve time in prison.
However, many believed that he was merely a scapegoat for the larger failures of
the expedition. La Salle himself had already met a tragic end, being assassinated
by his own men during the ill-fated journey.

A Legacy of Tragedy and Exploration



The wrecking of the Aimable and the trial of Claude Aigron Charles are but two
chapters in the larger story of La Salle's ill-fated expedition. The dreams of
establishing a French colony at the mouth of the Mississippi were dashed by a
combination of bad luck, treacherous conditions, and human error.

Today, the shipwreck of the Aimable and the remains of La Salle's colony on
Matagorda Island serve as a reminder of the brave explorers who ventured into
the unknown in search of new beginnings. The trial of Claude Aigron Charles also
stands as a cautionary tale about the consequences that can befall those who
dare to undertake such ambitious and perilous endeavors.

As we reflect on the wrecking of the Aimable and the trial of Claude Aigron
Charles, let us remember the sacrifices and hardships endured by the early
explorers. Their stories, both tragic and triumphant, continue to captivate our
imaginations and remind us of the indomitable spirit of human exploration.
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When Robert Cavelier, sieur de La Salle, landed on the Texas coast in 1685, bent
on founding a French colony, his enterprise was doomed to failure. Not only was
he hundreds of miles from his intended landfall—the mouth of the Mississippi—
but his supply ship, Aimable, was wrecked at the mouth of Matagorda Bay,
leaving the colonists with scant provisions and little protection against local Indian
tribes. In anger and disgust, he struck out at the ship’s captain, Claude Aigron,
accusing him of wrecking the vessel purposely and maliciously. Captain Aigron
and his crew escaped the doomed colony by returning to France on the warship
that had escorted the expedition on its ocean crossing. Soon after reaching
France, Aigron found himself defendant in a civil suit filed by two of his officers
seeking recompense for lost salary and personal effects, and then imprisoned on
order of King Louis XIV while La Salle’s more serious accusations were being
investigated. In this book, Robert Weddle meticulously recounts, through court
documents, the known history of Aigron and the Aimable, and finds that despite
La Salle’s fervent accusations, the facts of the case offer no clear indictment. The
court documents, deftly translated by François Lagarde, reveal Captain Aigron’s
successful defense and illuminate the circumstances of the wreck with Aigron’s
testimony. Much is also revealed about the French legal system and how the sea
laws of the period were applied through the French government’s L’Ordonnance
de la Marine.
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