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This reading group guide for Smoke in the Cypress: A Napoleonic Officer in
New Orleans includes an introduction, discussion questions, ideas for
enhancing your book club, and a Q&A with author Owen Pataki. The
suggested questions are intended to help your reading group find new and
interesting angles and topics for your discussion. We hope these ideas will
enrich your conversation and increase your enjoyment of the book.
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A veteran of the Napoleonic Wars must travel from revolution-torn France to
the Louisiana Territory to rescue a young noblewoman, but he is quickly
ensnared in a complex web of political intrigue and violence in this thrilling
historical fiction adventure.

As the War of 1812 rages across early 19th-century America, Marcel Moreau,
wounded in service with Napoleon's Grand Armée, must journey to New
Orleans to find Celeste de Beaumais, a young aristocrat who has fled the
aftermath of the French Revolution and has settled herself on a sprawling
Louisiana plantation. Standing in Moreau's way are various factions in and
around the historic French Quarter—soldiers, slave hunters, marooned slaves,
and Jean Lafitte's notorious Baratarian pirates—all of whom have their own
interests and enemies. As he ventures deeper into the city and the vast
cypress swamps beyond, encountering elements of Creole culture and
Louisiana voodoo, Moreau will find that circumstances are much more
complex—and dangerous—than he could have imagined.

Meanwhile, a massive English fleet appears on the horizon, causing panic in the
city and desperation from the outgunned and outnumbered Louisiana militia.
Hoping to benefit from his years of military experience with Napoleon's Grande
Armée, these French-speaking Creole farmers and townsfolk, and their
American allies, enlist Moreau to help train them for the coming battle of New
Orleans. As he does what he can to help this motley resistance movement—led
by General Andrew Jackson and bolstered by Jean Lafitte's Baratarians—
Moreau soon comes up against another enemy. With the city's eyes on the
battlefield, a ruthless plantation master plots his own designs. But those
who've escaped his clutches have no plans to return to a life in chains and have
formed their own resistance. Moreau must now decide where his experience
and instincts must be put to the best use.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. In Chapter 1, Marcel Moreau presents himself as a man with a singular mission
to retrieve Celeste de Beaumais. However, throughout Chapters 3-7, he
repeatedly makes choices that complicate and distract him from this goal.
What do you think drives him beyond his stated purpose?

2. Chapter 1 introduces us to the Baratarians, while Chapters 5-8 show different
communities in 1814 Louisiana: the Creoles, free people of color, enslaved
people, and maroons in Le Marais. How do these groups interact with and
perceive each other throughout the book?

3. Throughout Chapters 1-13, we see different forms of authority and power.
Compare and contrast the leadership styles of characters like Moreau
(Chapters 4 and 14), Araza (Chapters 3 and 7), Giroux (Chapter 6), Jean Lafitte
(Chapter 8), Diantha/Gran Ibo (Chapter 8), and General Jackson (Chapter 12).

4. In Chapter 6, we witness the brutal treatment of enslaved people at Le
Mouton plantation. How does the novel portray the institution of slavery,
particularly through the perspectives of different characters like Moreau,
Antonia, and Emile Giroux? How does the novel portray the institution of slavery,
particularly through the perspectives of characters like Diantha/Gran Ibo,
Neremiah, and Edward? 

5. Celeste's letters to her mother reveal a different side to her character than
what others perceive. What do these letters tell us about her true nature and
motivations?

6. The novel is set against the backdrop of the War of 1812 and the impending
Battle of New Orleans, which becomes increasingly apparent in Chapters 12-14.
How does this historical context influence the characters' actions and
decisions? How does this historical context influence the way characters
interact with one another?

7. Several characters in the novel wear different masks or present false
identities (Moreau/Lenoir in Chapters 1-6, Lafitte/"Phantom" in Chapter 8). Why
does identity and knowing one’s identity hold power throughout the book? 

8. In Chapters 3 and 7, Will Keane is rejected by his community for showing fear
in battle, yet he continues to seek acceptance and purpose. What does his
character reveal about notions of courage and belonging? Do you feel that Will
Kean ultimately proves himself?

9. Consider the depiction of Le Marais (the maroon community) in Chapters 7-8.
How does this society function compared to the plantations and New Orleans?
What role does it play in the larger narrative?
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10. The ruby is first mentioned in Chapter 5 and becomes an object of desire for
multiple characters through Chapter 8. Which characters want the ruby, and
why? Why does Moreau make it his mission to come into possession of the ruby
at one point? What does the ruby symbolize within the story, and how does it
drive the plot forward?

11. What does Will and Moreau’s relationship reveal about Moreau's character?

12. The book contains multiple perspectives on slavery and freedom via
characters like Diantha, Nehemiah, Edward, and Giroux. How do these different
viewpoints contribute to the novel's exploration of this complex historical
reality?

13. Compare Moreau's leadership approach in Chapter 32 with other authority
figures in the novel, like General Jackson, Plauché, Diantha, Winfield, and
Giroux. What makes an effective leader in the circumstances portrayed in the
book?

14. How does Pataki use the natural environment of Louisiana as both setting
and metaphor throughout the book?

15. What role do the female characters (Diantha, Antonia, Elyse and Celeste)
play in advancing the narrative? Are their portrayals historically convincing?

16. The battle scenes show both organized military engagements and guerrilla-
style combat. How do these different forms of conflict reveal character and
advance themes? 

17. How does the author balance historical authenticity with modern
sensibilities in portraying this period of American history?
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A CONVERSATION WITH AUTHOR OWEN PATAKI

Q: What made you want to write a book that takes place during the War of
1812? 

A: Marcel Moreau’s story continued after my last novel, Searchers in Winter,
and brought him to New Orleans. What he would come across when he got
there was something to be worked out early in the brainstorming process. His
status as a soldier and veteran, combined with the urgency of his retrieval of
Celeste de Beaumais before the new year, made it feel like an appropriate fit
to have the British invasion of New Orleans/Louisiana, as the chaotic backdrop
to his story.

Q: Where did the inspiration and research for Marcel Moreau’s character
come from?

A: His origins were to serve as an insubordinate foil to Andre Valiere in
Searchers in Winter, though the character grew in importance and meaning as
the writing progressed. That aspect of the character, his challenging
demeanor, came from real-life experience. His personality and attributes were
drawn from several people I knew or from real life, but I keep that to myself. 

Q: How much and what kind of research went into writing Smoke in the
Cypress? What was your writing process like? 

A: Brainstorming of the story was first—bringing Moreau and Celeste’s different
timelines together and where to start them, etc. From there I read several
books on the New Orleans campaign, Jean Lafitte, Voodoo religion, and other
relevant topics. A week of traveling around New Orleans and the nearby
plantations and bayous didn’t hurt! I can’t wait to go back. 

Q: What advice would you give to aspiring writers of historical fiction? 

A: Read what inspires you, from any genre. Let it spark your imagination and
enthusiasm. If you have an original idea, write it down, tease out anything that
you might want to explore, and try to organize it into an outline or synopsis.
Once you have a beginning, middle, and end, even if it’s woefully
underdeveloped, begin to read and learn about the time period. Immerse
yourself in the real history so that you feel comfortable bringing that world to
life. If you get stuck, go back and read more. Remind yourself why you began in
the first place. Enjoy it, you’re playing make-believe for a living (hopefully).

Q: What is something you learned about this time period in your research
that came as a surprise to you? 

A: The brutality of the German Coast slave uprising. The patchwork and diverse
composition of the American/Louisiana Army under Andrew Jackson. Jean
Lafitte’s cleverness as the leader of the Baratarians. How many courses were
served for the main meal on a wealthy plantation (I think it’s seven?).
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LEARN MORE: NEW ORLEANS ON THE EVE OF
BATTLE

The Setting: December 1814

Smoke in the Cypress takes place during a pivotal moment in American history.
The War of 1812 is reaching its climax, and New Orleans stands as a strategic
prize that could determine the future of the young United States. Here are some
key historical elements featured in the novel:

The Cultural Tapestry of New Orleans

In 1814, New Orleans was one of America's most diverse cities, reflecting its
history under French, Spanish, and finally American control (following the
Louisiana Purchase of 1803). The population included:

Creoles: Descendants of French and Spanish settlers, who maintained their
language and customs
Free people of color: A substantial community with their own social hierarchy
and economic power
Enslaved Africans and their descendants
American settlers moving into the region
Indigenous peoples
Privateers/corsairs/pirates and sailors from around the world

This cultural diversity created tensions among New Orleans’ people, but also
made the city a unique cultural crossroads in the early American republic.

Jean Lafitte and the Baratarians

The novel accurately portrays Jean Lafitte and his band of privateers (or pirates,
depending on who you asked). Operating from Grande Terre in Barataria Bay,
Lafitte ran a sophisticated smuggling operation that brought goods—including
enslaved people—into Louisiana while avoiding customs duties.

The historical Lafitte did indeed offer his services to the American forces after
initially being courted by the British. General Andrew Jackson, despite his initial
distrust, accepted Lafitte's offer of men, ammunition, and flints when he
realized how desperately they were needed.
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Maroon Communities

"Le Marais" represents the historical reality of maroon communities—
settlements of escaped enslaved people who created their own societies in the
swamps and wilderness around plantation regions. These communities
developed their own governance structures, religious practices (often blending
African traditions with Catholicism), and defensive capabilities.

Such communities existed throughout the slave-holding regions of the
Americas, from Brazil to the Caribbean to the southern United States. In the
Louisiana swamps, these communities were particularly difficult for authorities
to find and eliminate due to the challenging terrain.

The Coming Battle

The novel captures the anxiety preceding and coming to a climax at what would
become the Battle of New Orleans (January 8, 1815). Historical figures like
Andrew Jackson appear alongside fictional characters, showing how Jackson
(and Moreau) worked to cobble together a diverse fighting force from:

Regular U.S. Army troops
State militias
Free Black battalions
Choctaw (indigenous) allies
Tennessee and Kentucky volunteers
Lafitte's Baratarians

Ironically, though not depicted in the novel, the actual battle would be fought
after the Treaty of Ghent had been signed (December 24, 1814), ending the war,
though news had not yet reached North America.
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THEMED RECIPE: THE BARATARIAN'S RUM
PUNCH

This punch is inspired by the flavors and spirits that would have been available
in 1814 New Orleans, particularly through Lafitte's smuggling operations.

This will serve approximately 12-15 people, depending on the size of your
serving cups. Each person would get about a 4-5 ounce serving. If you're
hosting a smaller book club gathering, you could easily halve the recipe for 6-8
servings.

Ingredients:

2 cups dark rum (preferably from the Caribbean)
1 cup cognac or brandy
1/2 cup fresh lime juice
1/2 cup fresh orange juice
1/4 cup simple syrup (equal parts sugar and water, heated until dissolved)
2 tablespoons grenadine
1 tablespoon Angostura bitters
Nutmeg and cinnamon for grating
Orange and lime slices for garnish

Instructions:

In a large punch bowl, combine rum, cognac, lime juice, orange juice, simple
syrup, grenadine, and bitters.

1.

Add a large block of ice (freeze water in a bowl overnight).2.
Grate fresh nutmeg and cinnamon over the top.3.
Garnish with floating orange and lime slices.4.
Serve in small cups and raise a toast to survival amidst the cypress
swamps!

5.

Variation: For a non-alcoholic version, substitute the rum and cognac with
strong black tea and apple cider.
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