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            Prologue

         

         On 1 September 1870, carnage came to Sedan, a picturesque backwater town in north-eastern France. Wagons, horses and men blocked the roads; shells exploded among them, setting buildings on fire. Wounded men lay screaming on once sedate streets; the dying and the dead had appalling injuries – skulls shattered, limbs blown off, corpses barely held together with rags that were once pristine French army uniforms.

         Through the inferno rode Louis-Napoléon, Emperor of the French, known since December 1852 as Napoléon III. As he approached his headquarters, a shell exploded a few paces away, covering him in a shower of dirt. Another blast knocked several of his entourage and their horses to the ground, leaving two aides dead in the street. An abandoned wagon and its horse blocked the way across a bridge, forcing the emperor to stop. Moments later, a shell detonated in front of the wagon where the emperor would have passed, killing the animal.

         That Sedan was in flames was the outcome of Louis-Napoléon’s disastrous decision weeks earlier to go to war against the rising German power of Prussia and its allies. Soon three German armies invaded France and defeated the French in every battle they fought. Now the emperor and his forces were trapped in Sedan. As one French general put it with Gallic charm before the fighting started, ‘We are in a chamber pot, about to be shat upon.’1

         Few had predicted the disaster now befalling France, but then few had predicted that Louis-Napoléon would become emperor. He had long been ridiculed for what was seen as his absurd dream that he would recreate the Empire of his uncle, Napoléon Bonaparte: two risible attempts to seize power had ended in pathetic failure. But in 1848 he stunned elites when, aged forty, he won a landslide election to become the first ever directly elected president of France. The political class were horrified at what they saw as an idiot leading one of Europe’s greatest nations: a ‘dwarf’ who x‘on the summit of a great wave can reach the top of a cliff that a giant placed on dry ground could not scale’, as the famed political theorist Alexis de Tocqueville wrote.2 France’s most celebrated writer, Victor Hugo, lambasted him as ‘Napoléon le Pétit’.

         These men underestimated Louis-Napoléon. Driven, Machiavellian and with the political instincts of a populist, as president he outmanoeuvred his opponents to rise higher still. Third time lucky, he launched a coup d’état on 2 December 1851 against the French Republic he had sworn to defend. Exactly one year later, he realised his oft-mocked dream and proclaimed himself Emperor of the French. The first time as tragedy, the second time as farce, or so Karl Marx put it.

         But for millions of French, there was nothing farcical about the Second Empire, the name of the regime Louis-Napoléon created. As one of the most powerful men in the world, the emperor belied his reputation as a ridiculous failed adventurer and transformed France, creating the world’s first managed democracy (more than seven million Frenchmen – 75 per cent of all adult males over the age of twenty-one – ratified his decision to become emperor in a plebiscite). The economy roared: between 1848 and 1868, French exports tripled. His radical vision for Paris turned the city into a monumental capital, a centre of modernity and unrivalled luxury envied across the world. Defeating Russia in the Crimean War (1853–6), and then Austria in 1859, France became a European and global superpower after years of decline since his uncle’s defeat at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815.

         Not only that, but Louis-Napoléon had done what no other French ruler had managed since the revolution of 1789: he had founded a stable regime. By 1870, he had ruled longer than his uncle. In the face of rising opposition many thought would end in revolution, he revitalised his authoritarian reign by creating the Liberal Empire, a political system more democratic than Britain’s at the time. It would be hard for any government, democratic or authoritarian, to remain in power for as long as Louis-Napoléon without losing popularity, but when he put his reforms to the French people, once again, more than seven million backed the man who had made France great again.

         Months later, however, he was the man who had taken his country into a disastrous war. Now, with his army trapped inside Sedan and outnumbered xialmost two to one, the situation was desperate. One person who had not given up the fight was the commander of the French army in the thick of the fighting. From here, he penned a message to the emperor. Rather than be taken prisoner, the general wrote, Louis-Napoléon should break out. ‘Let your Majesty come and place himself in the middle of his troops. They will be honoured to open a passage for him.’3 Whenever he was faced with catastrophic defeat, Louis-Napoléon’s uncle had run away. Whether in Egypt in 1799, Russia in 1812 or Waterloo in 1815, Napoléon Bonaparte had abandoned his soldiers to their fate and fled to Paris to save his reputation, and himself. Reading the note as shells crashed into the gardens outside his headquarters, Louis-Napoléon had a decision to make. xii

         
            Notes

            1 Rachel Chrastil, Bismarck’s War: The Franco-Prussian War and the Making of Modern Europe (London: Penguin, 2023), 145.

            2 Alexis de Tocqueville to Gustave de Beaumont, 29 January 1851, in J. P. Mayer (ed.), Correspondance d’Alexis de Tocqueville et de Gustave de Beaumont, 3 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1967), II, 369.

            3 Emmanuel-Félix de Wimpffen, Sedan par le général de Wimpffen (Paris: A. Lacroix, Verboechhoven et Cie, 1871), 170.
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            1

            The Wondrous Destiny

         

         On 12 August 1807, a couple who usually loathed each other had sex. Even though she was resigned to what she euphemistically termed a ‘reconciliation’, Hortense de Beauharnais could not hide the revulsion she felt for her husband. Hardly a warm character – he described himself as ‘cold and taciturn’ – Louis, known by his title the comte de Saint-Leu, was rarely as enamoured with his wife as he was on that summer night in the south-western French city of Toulouse.1

         He had married Hortense five years ago on 4 January 1802, when he was twenty-three years old. ‘Never was there a more gloomy ceremony,’ he wrote of his wedding day, which he saw as the beginning of ‘his misfortunes; of his physical and moral sufferings’. Writing in the third person, he recorded that the marriage ‘stamped on his mind and his whole existence a sort of profound melancholy, a dejection, an aridity, so to speak, which nothing ever could, or ever will, remedy’.2 Needless to say, he was not the life and soul of a party.

         This was a shame for his young wife – eighteen when they married – who very much was. She loved playing games, singing, dancing, acting and laughing with friends. This final trait was particularly egregious to her husband, who thought the hilarity was at his expense and chastised her for it in the days after their marriage. ‘Thus passed my honeymoon,’ sighed Hortense, ‘that first month of marriage said to be the happiest in life. Ah, well, sad though it was, it was yet one of the least unhappy of my existence.’3

         This miserable union had not come about by choice, at least not for those in the marriage. ‘I made the greatest sacrifices a man could make,’ wrote the comte de Saint-Leu, ‘for my family, for my name, for my brother, who is the boss.’4 The boss tended to get what he wanted. For he was 4the most powerful man in Europe, Napoléon Bonaparte, Emperor of the French.

         Eight months and eight days after the ‘reconciliation’, Hortense gave birth in Paris to a boy at 1 a.m. on 20 April 1808. The baby was born into splendour, a prince of the imperial Bonaparte dynasty. The father was not present, as his habitual paranoia made him doubt his paternity. The fact that the baby was three weeks premature fuelled the comte de Saint-Leu’s suspicions. Plenty of others shared them at the time and since, alleging that the only reason Hortense agreed to sleep with her husband was to provide cover in case she became pregnant from an affair. Whatever the truth, the comte de Saint-Leu came to recognise the boy as his own.

         Not that the parents were allowed to call their baby what they wanted. This was for the boss, Napoléon, to decide, and he was busy invading Spain. For six weeks the child had no name. Then, on 2 June, an official arrived at Hortense’s home to inform her that her son would be called Charles-Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte, or Louis-Napoléon as he became known, which was confusing because he already had an older brother called Napoléon-Louis.

         By 1808, Hortense had had three children and she loved them all. There was, however, something special about the youngest. Her firstborn had died in 1807 before he reached five years old, the devastating grief of both parents driving them, temporarily, back into each other’s arms. Her second son was the heir to the kingdom of Holland, which Napoléon Bonaparte had created and where he put the comte de Saint-Leu on the throne in 1806. The third and youngest, Hortense wrote, ‘will have nothing at all’.5 He was all Hortense’s.

         Louis-Napoléon was a fragile baby – Hortense thought he would die – and he was literally wrapped in cotton wool and bathed in wine for weeks after his birth. He soon gained strength, though, and by the end of 1808 Hortense no longer feared for his health. His earliest years were idyllic. He was inseparable from his older brother, with whom he played whenever he could, watched over by a mother who doted on her two sons and a grandmother, the Empress Joséphine, married to Napoléon.

         With beautiful grounds, tropical plants, a revolving cast of famous Frenchmen and women and plenty of troops guarding the imperial family, Malmaison, a chateau to the west of Paris where Joséphine lived and 5Napoléon often stayed, was an enchanting playground for Hortense’s young boys when they were growing up. Joséphine especially spoiled the children, insisting they do as they pleased at Malmaison. A lover of exotic plants, she let them suck raw the sugar cane that grew there.

         It was no surprise, then, that Louis-Napoléon needed a tooth pulled by the dentist as a young boy. The operation was dangerous, and he was still bleeding from the mouth two days later. That night, with tender care, Hortense held him in her arms until he fell asleep and placed him in his bed. Then she left, but, terrified the wound would not close, she returned to his bedside. Seeing there was still a trickle of blood from his mouth as he slept, she placed her finger on the gum and stayed with him the whole night until the bleeding stopped.

         Family anecdotes about Louis-Napoléon focused on his kindness, generosity and empathy. His first tutor was a gentle but ineffectual, lackadaisical and dull teacher. In one lesson he made his student read a fable that had ‘metamorphosis’ in it. After the word was explained to him, Louis-Napoléon said, ‘I should like to be able to change myself into a little bird: I would fly away when it was time for my lesson with you; but I would come back when M. Hase [his German teacher] came.’

         ‘What you say is not very kind towards me,’ replied his tutor.

         ‘Oh,’ said Louis-Napoléon with the skill of a courtier, ‘what I said referred to the lesson, not to the man.’6

         Louis-Napoléon had to learn charm early, for he had been born into one of the most powerful, cut-throat and mafioso soap operas in modern history, presided over by the terrifying and awe-inspiring figure of his uncle, Napoléon.

         
            *

         

         Napoléon Bonaparte, or Napoleone Buonaparte as he was baptised, was born on 15 August 1769 in Ajaccio, Corsica. He was the second son of eight children, and his father was an obscure but ruthless social climber, Carlo. Furthering his family’s position required his sons to leave Corsica and make careers in France. The second son, Napoleone, joined the army. Carlo enrolled him in an officer-training school for the French artillery. He was looked down upon by his fellow students for his humble origins 6and spoke French badly with a strong Corsican accent; few contemporaries expected him to amount to much.

         But the French Revolution created the chaos and flux within which an ambitious, talented man like Napoleone thrived. In 1789, King Louis XVI, whose Bourbon family had ruled France for hundreds of years, headed a bankrupt government. To raise new taxes, he called a meeting of the Estates-General, France’s parliament, but it had not met since 1614 and the 1789 meeting resulted in long-pent-up demands for reform. Soon, riots over the price of bread in Paris led to popular insurrection and the storming of the Bastille prison on 14 July. The revolution began.

         It became ever more radical. What started as calls for constitutional reform and the ending of aristocratic privilege descended into mob violence, whipped up by political clubs, most famously the Jacobins headed by Maximilien Robespierre. Louis XVI, his Austrian wife Marie Antoinette and their children became virtual prisoners in the palace of the Tuileries in Paris. When in 1791 they tried to flee the capital, they were hauled back and became actual prisoners.

         The next year, Austria and Prussia invaded to rescue the monarchs, which mainlined nationalism into the revolution. The monarchy was abolished, a republic was proclaimed, and the Jacobins came to power and painted Louis and Marie Antoinette as counter-revolutionaries, in league with foreigners and enemies of the people. The fact that Louis XVI was royal condemned him: ‘One cannot reign innocently … every king is a rebel and a usurper,’ thundered one leading Jacobin, capturing the mood that, for the revolutionaries at least, pitted a modern, enlightened and meritocratic France based on reason against the archaic European order of kings, feudalism and reaction.7

         To help usher in a new age of republican virtue, Louis XVI was guillotined on 21 January 1793, his bloody head held aloft as the crowd roared approval. The Terror followed; Robespierre’s drive to cleanse the revolution of its enemies resulted in the death of some thirty thousand. Meanwhile, war continued against Austria, Prussia and soon Britain, which placed its wealth and powerful navy behind the forces of order trying to crush the revolution.

         This provided opportunities for Napoleone. He positioned himself as a loyal son of the revolution and proved to be a military leader of rare 7distinction, a meticulous organiser, courageous to the point of foolhardiness and, for someone of small stature and poor French, an unexpectedly charismatic leader. He made a name for himself at the siege of Toulon in 1793, when he helped drive French royalists, and the hated British navy supporting them, from the port.

         He soon entered the political fray. In Paris, Robespierre’s Terror ended when he was overthrown and then executed in the summer of 1794. After Robespierre came the Directory, the name given to the government that ruled France from 1795. Most thought that this regime would be as ephemeral as those that had gone before. But this one had Napoleone behind it. Since 1789, popular insurrection in Paris, or the threat of it, had determined events, and in October 1795, it looked like the mob would have its way again. There was an uprising that threatened to topple the Directory. Facing down protesters with what he later called the ‘whiff of grapeshot’, Napoleone broke the power of street politics. As a reward, he was appointed commander of the Army of Italy.

         To make his name sound more French, he dropped the final ‘e’ and added an accent to the first one. Napoléon was invented, and it was in Italy that the Napoleonic legend was made. He turned what was little better than an armed rabble into an invincible army, and his achievements were extraordinary, but he realised they would be even more extraordinary if narrated and embellished by himself. He founded two newspapers, ostensibly to boost army morale, but in reality to boost his reputation. ‘Bonaparte flies like lightning and strikes like thunder. He is everywhere and sees everything’: reports such as these told the French people of his superhuman exploits.8 With his victorious soldiers loyal to him and believing his strategic vision greater than that of politicians in Paris, Napoléon acted as a one-man state, concluding treaties, creating republics and almost single-handedly redrawing the political map of the Italian peninsula.

         After Italy, Napoléon was looking for a venture that matched his ambition, and the Directory was looking for one that would keep an ambitious general far from Paris. Napoléon invaded Egypt. As usual, he won several battles; one against the backdrop of the pyramids especially fired the imagination of all who read about it. Regardless, the expedition soon turned into a disaster, but it provided brilliant propaganda opportunities for Napoléon, 8who turned catastrophe into personal triumph – not least by abandoning his men before they were defeated, slipping away to Paris to control the narrative, and shape a new one.

         The Directory was not popular. Plots against it were prepared on all sides and the conspiring politicians required a frontman who could manage the military side of things and then return to the background. Instead, they got Napoléon, who brought the necessary martial clout, but pushed the politicians into the background. On 9 November 1799 – 18 Brumaire in the revolutionary calendar – Napoléon launched a coup d’état. The conspiracists behind the putsch had expected to rule France. Napoléon had other ideas and became a dictator, though he used another title taken from the Roman Republic, First Consul.

         This was an ascension of which Napoléon’s Corsican father, who died in 1785, could never have dreamed. Napoléon was the most powerful man in France, and therefore one of the most powerful men in Europe. But this was always a family affair. Napoléon’s brothers – the eldest, Joseph; then Lucien; Louis, the comte de Saint-Leu; and the youngest, Jérôme – and his sisters, Elisa, Pauline and Caroline, jostled jealously for his favour and fortune. The squabbles of the Bonaparte siblings were legendary; however, they were united on one thing. They hated Napoléon’s wife.

         Napoléon married Joséphine de Beauharnais in 1796. Her husband had been guillotined during the Terror; imprisoned, Joséphine would likely have followed if Robespierre had not been ousted. She had a string of affairs with powerful politicians and generals, one of whom introduced her to Napoléon. Thirty-two years old when they met, Marie Josèphe Rose Tascher de La Pagerie, better known as Joséphine, was not a renowned beauty. Born on the Caribbean island of Martinique to a wealthy plantation owner, she developed a taste for sugar which rotted her teeth, and she smiled without opening her mouth. What she lacked in physical beauty, a former lover wrote, she made up for with ‘the most refined, the most far-sighted, the most perfected art that the courtesans of Greece or Paris ever employed in the exercise of their profession’.9 Whatever the truth of that, Napoléon became infatuated, developing a voracious sexual appetite for her alone, initially.

         She brought him old-world charm, aristocratic connections and a degree of acceptance in French high society that his Corsican background never 9could. In return, she got money for her extravagant lifestyle and a guardian for her two young children, Eugène and Hortense. Napoléon ruled his family in the same way he ruled France: despotically. By 1802, family and nation had elided to the point where it seemed a good idea to marry his stepdaughter, Hortense de Beauharnais, to his brother, the comte de Saint-Leu.

         
            *

         

         Napoléon was a father figure to his younger brother the comte de Saint-Leu, taking care of his education and placing him in the army as his aide-de-camp. His sibling was not thankful, however, for the opportunities his brother’s success gave him. Rather, he saw Napoléon’s ascent as an imposition, pushing him into a life of existential mauvaise foi where he was ‘always sacrificing his personal interests to those of others’.10 This was especially the case with his marriage. Napoléon wanted to found a dynasty, but Joséphine was unable to have more children. The solution: marry Hortense and the comte de Saint-Leu.

         Hortense was no more enamoured with the idea than the groom, but she was in awe of her stepfather and accepted her fate. As a young girl Hortense had seen mobs roam Paris looking to lynch aristocrats and had watched as crowds mutilated a statue of the Virgin Mary while she hid in a doorway. The role that Napoléon played in Hortense’s life mirrored the one that Bonapartist propaganda claimed he performed for France: ending the anarchy of revolution and providing stability. In return, Hortense did what French people were meant to do, and many did: she revered and admired him. For his part, Napoléon trusted, respected and loved his stepchildren, giving them an especial position – much to the chagrin of his own brothers and sisters – within the Empire. Napoléon particularly delighted in Hortense’s company. ‘You know how well I will always love you, as I have since your childhood,’ he wrote to her.11

         In 1804, Napoléon crowned himself emperor. This act created the French Empire, the name given to the French state Napoléon ruled rather than France’s overseas colonies. Far from welcoming his brother’s elevation, the comte de Saint-Leu saw it as another step in the campaign to ruin his life. ‘The consecration and coronation of the Emperor took place’ on 10 2 December 1804, he wrote, and ‘at that time, [I] partly lost the use of the fingers of [my] right hand’. He blamed the ‘cold, rheumatism, and the fatigue of all the different ceremonies’. Against his wishes, he complained, he was placed ‘near the imperial throne’.12 Very near, in fact, because Napoléon settled the succession to his Empire: first his brother Joseph and his male children, then the comte de Saint-Leu and his. But as Joseph had no male children, Louis-Napoléon and his brother were next in line for the imperial throne among the younger generation of Bonapartes.

         Louis-Napoléon’s father had no involvement in his upbringing. In what he considered another afront, Napoléon had bullied the comte de Saint-Leu into becoming King of Holland in 1806. Hortense hated the country almost as much as her husband and spent little time there, preferring to stay in France, especially after the birth of her youngest son. Then, in 1810, believing his brother’s rule had insufficiently turned Holland into a French colony, Napoléon lost patience. He got rid of his brother – and Holland, annexing it to France. Fearing his brother’s wrath, the comte de Saint-Leu fled to Bohemia, leaving his eldest son behind. Napoléon sent a French official to bring the boy back. ‘Come, my son,’ said Napoléon when his nephew reached Paris, ‘I will be your father. The conduct of your father grieves my heart.’13 This applied as much to Louis-Napoléon as it did to his older brother: such paternal influence as the children had largely came from the emperor.

         By the time Louis-Napoléon was baptised on 4 November 1810, Napoléon was at the apogee of his power. A series of stunning victories over Austria, Russia and Prussia had cowed the great European monarchies into accepting an upstart Corsican dynasty as the ruling house of France. The Treaty of Tilsit, signed in summer 1807 with Tsar Alexander I, brought Russia into Napoléon’s continental system, banning trade with Britain. Moreover, with the ascent of Napoléon’s brother Joseph to the Spanish throne a year later, French power extended from the Atlantic in the west via a series of client states through to the Duchy of Warsaw, part of modern-day Poland, in the east. Europe had never seen anything like it. Under Napoléon, revolutionary fervour, nationalism and skilled leadership turbocharged French armies as they marched across the continent and tore down old states and feudalism. That this was all done at the behest of a 11self-made man who had risen from unpromising origins to absolute power merely added to the sense that the world had been turned upside down and a new order created.

         At home, Napoléon claimed to have ended the French Revolution, bringing stability after chaos, but he also claimed to safeguard rights won after 1789. Politically, the Empire was an autocracy, but it was dressed up in democratic language and Napoléon considered himself to represent the will of the people. Indeed, the people had spoken, in two plebiscites: once to declare Napoléon consul for life, and then again to create a hereditary empire, where a suspiciously high 99 per cent of those who voted agreed with Napoléon that he should be emperor. But regardless of rhetoric, the Empire was a personal one, centred on the emperor and his family.

         Not long after his baptism, Louis-Napoléon’s place within this family had become less important. Napoléon was Louis-Napoléon’s godfather; through having affairs, however, Napoléon discovered that he could have children of his own. Joséphine, therefore, had been divorced in preference for a dynastic marriage with an Austrian archduchess, Marie Louise. She was Louis-Napoléon’s godmother. In March 1811, she gave birth to a boy, Napoléon’s heir: Napoléon II, if all went according to plan.

         Nonetheless, Hortense’s children were still princes in the imperial family and she ensured they venerated the emperor as a god. At breakfasts in the Tuileries, Napoléon would grab them by the head and lift them onto the table, much to the horror of Hortense, who, not unreasonably, hated this unorthodox approach to lifting little boys. She would not, however, complain. Napoléon may have been kind to Hortense, fond of her children, but he was feared as much as he was admired and her children were crucial to his dynastic plans.

         Once, she took them to Baden, a spa town in what is today Germany. ‘I am very angry’, Napoléon wrote to Hortense, ‘that you left France without my permission and above all that you took my nephews … One hour after receiving this letter, send my two nephews back to [France]. This is the first time I have reason to be unhappy with you; but you should not take steps in regard to my nephews without my permission.’14

         If the boys revered Napoléon, they adored their mother. Hortense made time for her children in the mornings, refusing to see visitors so that she 12could be with them. Nonetheless, she still had plenty of entertaining to do as one of the most charming and glamorous members of the spectacular imperial court. In the evenings, as her hairdresser combed her long auburn hair, the little boys would amuse themselves by running through the gaps. Once ready, she kissed them before leaving, the two boys carrying her gloves and shawl, or holding the tail of her long velvet, satin-lined train if she was in full court dress, to her waiting carriage.

         Hortense’s love was returned with reverential devotion by her youngest son. When playing, he once saw one of the guardsmen had a finger missing. Louis-Napoléon, aged five, asked how he had lost it. The soldier recounted long suffering in various campaigns across Europe and his desire for some leave. ‘This would be to see your mother, wouldn’t it?’ replied Louis-Napoléon. Some days later, the minister of war came to dine and Louis-Napoléon took it upon himself to explain the importance of being allowed to see one’s mother. The politician promised to give the soldier leave. When Louis-Napoléon told his governess what he had done he said, ‘I am so content. I will have made a man happy in my life.’ These were, Hortense wrote to her brother, his own words. ‘You judge how sweet it is to see a small, good heart show itself so young.’15

         When Hortense travelled, the boys’ letters to her were full of affection. Three years older, Napoléon-Louis took the lead in writing their news, with Louis-Napoléon adding postscripts; ‘Little Louis really loves Maman,’ ran a typical one.16 With the help of his tutor, Louis-Napoléon began writing his own letters. ‘It’s been a long time since you left,’ he wrote to his mother. ‘You promised me that you would be back in two months. Two months have passed, are you on your way? Are you well? I have not been very good for the last few days, but I promise to correct myself, and I will keep my word. Farewell my darling Maman, I kiss you with all my heart.’17

         Although she was at the centre of one of the most powerful regimes in Europe, Hortense wanted her children to grow up self-reliant. Her father had been guillotined, her mother imprisoned and nearly executed and her husband – admittedly much to her relief – had abdicated his throne and fled, abandoning his children. In short, she knew fortunes could change. Governesses and servants were told to call the boys by their names, not 13their imperial titles. She also impressed on them the need for education and skills. ‘If you no longer possessed anything, and were all alone in the world,’ she asked her eldest son, ‘what would you do?’

         ‘I would become a soldier, and I would fight so well that I would be made an officer.’

         Turning to her youngest, she asked the same question. Louis-Napoléon, feeling a musket would be too heavy, opted for a less dangerous, more immediately lucrative and, crucially, less back-breaking career: ‘I would sell bouquets of violets like the little boy at the gate of the Tuileries who we buy them from every day.’18

         Hortense was right to prepare her children for hardship. In 1812, Napoléon launched an invasion of Russia. He led his Grande Armée – more than six hundred thousand men – to Moscow and took it, but Tsar Alexander refused to surrender. After Moscow went up in flames, Napoléon had no choice but to turn his army around for what became a death march through the awful Russian winter. Not that Napoléon stayed for all of it: with his long-suffering men not yet out of enemy territory, Napoléon fled to Paris to shore up his political position. Meanwhile, Hortense’s brother Eugène played a key role in bravely leading what remained of the once mighty force as best he could; only some fifty thousand made it back.

         Worse was to come. The combined powers of Europe were determined to capitalise on the once unbeatable Napoléon’s misfortune. With the British pushing the French out of Spain, and Russia, Prussia and Austria leading the onslaught from the east, Napoléon was caught in a vice that no amount of military genius could counter.

         In a show of solidarity, Hortense removed dessert from the boys’ dinners, but this failed to stop the advance. By early 1814, armies from across Europe had invaded France. Men deserted from scraped-together, disease-ridden French armies that could not stop the enemy, old men and conscripted boys refused the call-up and the once iron-like grip of imperial authority evaporated. Having raised France to unthinkable glory, the Corsican parvenu now led the country to barely believable ruin. At the end of March 1814, 180,000 soldiers were poised to storm Paris.

         
            *

         

         14On the evening of 28 March 1814 in the Tuileries, panicked members of the Bonaparte family debated what to do. Hortense urged Empress Marie Louise, Napoléon’s second wife, whom he had left as regent while he fought the armies of Europe, to stay and defend Paris. ‘I am leaving and I advise you to do the same,’ said the empress, half laughing and half embarrassed. Shocked, Hortense replied, ‘At least, sister, remember that you lose your crown. I am glad to see that you sacrifice it with a smile.’ The empress leaned close and whispered, ‘Perhaps you are right, but thus has it been decided, and if the emperor reproaches anyone, it will not be me.’19

         Marie Louise was following Napoléon’s orders. He wrote to his wife that he would rather see his son and heir at the bottom of the Seine than captured. In the event that Paris might fall, the imperial family must flee. It was an undignified exit, with ladies-in-waiting running from room to room, some crying, desperately packing what they could. Napoléon’s son, just turned three, refused to leave. Holding onto the doors of his room, he screamed, ‘I don’t want to go out!’ He had to be forcibly dragged, sobbing uncontrollably. Some interpreted this as a premonition of the end of the Empire he would have one day inherited, although probably not those with experience of toddlers. On the evening of 29 March, Parisians lined the streets, watching in silent disbelief as the imperial family that had brought catastrophic defeat to France after so many victories fled its capital, taking high-ranking officials and treasury with them.

         Hortense had a fear far greater than capture by the enemy: her husband. After writing an appalling novel in exile, the comte de Saint-Leu had returned to France without Napoléon’s permission. ‘This man is mad,’ complained the emperor, who had no use for an unhinged writer while trying to save his Empire; ‘poor me, for having such an awful family’.20 Not waiting for his children, the comte de Saint-Leu accompanied Marie Louise in her escape – he was ‘in such a state of panic’, wrote Marie Louise, ‘and so demented that it was embarrassing’.21

         Hortense kept a cooler head, planning to join the fleeing imperial family later. Leaving Paris at dawn, she heard the sound of guns in the distance. Rushing her children into a carriage, she headed away from the fighting. The road was full of soldiers, wounded men and refugees. As they went, Louis-Napoléon and his older brother played in the carriage, ‘as though 15our flight were a game, and as if at that moment they were not losing their future’.22 When she reached the rendezvous point, however, her husband and Marie Louise had already gone. Instead of following them, much to her husband’s fury, Hortense took her children to join her mother Joséphine.

         Meanwhile, with few forces to defend the capital, the remaining imperial authorities surrendered the city on the morning of 31 March. That same day, Tsar Alexander, Frederick William III, King of Prussia, and Karl Philipp, Prince of Schwarzenberg, representing the Austrian Empire, entered Paris. Wearing a green tunic with gold epaulettes, a wide bicorne hat with white feathers and riding a white horse, Tsar Alexander dismounted at the Champs-Élysées to watch victorious Allied soldiers march past. Less than two years ago, French troops had occupied Moscow. Now, tens of thousands of men from across Europe and Russia paraded through the unfinished Arc de Triomphe, a monument to Napoléon’s hubristic glory. A few days later, crowds gathered in the Place Vendôme in the centre of Paris to watch as a statue of Napoléon was lowered from the colossal column that celebrated his famous victory over Austria and Russia at the Battle of Austerlitz.

         Outside Paris, Napoléon reluctantly admitted defeat. On 11 April, he signed the Treaty of Fontainebleau, renouncing the throne and agreeing to exile on Elba, a small island off the Italian coast. In return, his family would receive generous financial compensation and keep much of their property in France. In Napoléon’s place, the Allies imposed the Bourbons, which meant the enormously fat Louis XVIII, a younger brother of Louis XVI, became King of France. The title was significant: Napoléon had been Emperor of the French, of the people rather than the land. With royalists back in power, this was a dangerous time for those associated with the Empire, but Joséphine and Hortense had as their protector the man who had done most to bring about Napoléon’s downfall: Tsar Alexander. Before Napoléon’s second marriage, Joséphine had presided over France with magnetic elegance as empress. The tsar wanted to meet this celebrity at Malmaison.

         He soon fell under Joséphine’s spell, and while he was there, Hortense and her two children arrived. A few days before his sixth birthday, Louis-Napoléon was, therefore, surprised to find Malmaison full of Russian 16cavalry. His grandmother came out and introduced Hortense and her two sons to the tsar, before taking the children away. Self-conscious and awkward, Hortense did not know what to do. She decided that cold reserve was the best attitude to adopt in the face of Napoléon’s nemesis, which resulted in a short and uncomfortable conversation, before Joséphine rejoined them with the children. Joséphine, a consummate survivor, was much warmer when talking to the tsar. Hortense watched on silently, noticing that the tsar constantly ruffled her children’s hair. Then the ruler of Russia turned to her and said, ‘What can I do for them? Allow me to be their chargé d’affaires.’23

         Hortense thanked him, replying that her children needed nothing. Theoretically, she was right. Napoléon had made financial settlements for his family a condition of his abdication. But in practice, this was dependent on the goodwill of the French king and his royalist supporters, who loathed the Bonapartes. With the future precarious, Hortense realised that the tsar was an invaluable ally and struck up a friendship with the Russian sovereign.

         He became a regular at Malmaison, playing with Louis-Napoléon and his brother, staying for dinner or going on excursions. All this attention made a great impression on the quiet and shy Louis-Napoléon. On one occasion when the tsar visited, the six-year-old crept up quietly to the Russian autocrat and silently placed a ring in his hand before fleeing the room. Hortense brought him back and asked him why he had given his ring. Blushing, lowering his head and avoiding eye contact, Louis-Napoléon replied, ‘I only have this ring, it was my uncle Eugène who gave it to me, and I wanted to give it to the emperor because he is good to Maman.’24 The tsar kissed Louis-Napoléon, put the ring on his watch chain and said he would always wear it.

         Up to this point, the fall of Napoléon’s Empire had been something of an adventure for Louis-Napoléon and his brother, but now their beloved grandmother Joséphine became sick. Her breathing was laboured and she suffered from excruciating throat and chest pains. On the evening of 28 May, a distraught Hortense brought Louis-Napoléon and his older brother to see their grandmother. Joséphine urged Hortense to take them away, worried that they might catch whatever she had. The next morning, she was dead. 17

         Not long afterwards, Hortense risked losing her eldest son too; her husband demanded she give him custody. When Hortense remonstrated, the comte de Saint-Leu replied that she should be glad he did not want the youngest, Louis-Napoléon, whom she was welcome to keep. Though Napoléon had made an exception for his beloved Hortense, his legal reform, the Code Napoléon, gave fathers complete power over their children. Regardless, Hortense contested his wishes, but a court decided on 8 March 1815 that she must hand her eldest to his father. By then, however, Hortense had more to worry about than a custody battle. Days earlier, news had reached Paris that put the lives of her children in danger, and threatened to reignite war across Europe. After a mere ten months away, Napoléon was back.

         
            *

         

         On 1 March 1815, landing in south-eastern France with only a thousand men, Napoléon launched an outrageous bid to march on Paris and take back power from the Bourbon King Louis XVIII, who could call on 150,000 soldiers. On the road to Grenoble, troops barred Napoléon’s way. According to Napoleonic legend, on dismounting, Napoléon walked towards ranks of infantrymen who had their muskets aimed at him. ‘Here I am, soldiers, recognise me. If there is a soldier among you who wants to shoot his emperor,’ he said, opening his greatcoat, ‘he can do it.’25 The front rank lowered their weapons, cries of ‘Vive l’empereur!’ rang out, and Napoléon was mobbed. The gamble paid off, and his journey became a triumphant procession towards Paris.

         By 20 March, he reached Fontainebleau, where he had abdicated less than a year earlier. In nearby Paris, Louis XVIII fled. In just over three weeks, Napoléon had chased away the divinely appointed king without firing a shot. Here was another legend for the imperial scrapbook: the journey soon took on magical qualities and became known as the Flight of the Eagle.

         Before Napoléon reached Paris, Hortense, fearing a royalist backlash, had sent her children into hiding, which was terrific fun for the boys. Smuggled by their governess through the streets of Paris to nondescript rooms overlooking rue Montmartre, Louis-Napoléon delighted in the clandestine 18adventure, conspiracy and chance to see life beyond the closeted walls of palaces and sumptuous houses. Hortense, though, was terrified. Having openly flirted with Napoléon’s great enemy, Tsar Alexander, she feared how the emperor, who had invited her to the Tuileries, would receive her.

         On the evening of 20 March, Napoléon’s carriage drove through an enormous cheering crowd and then into the main entrance of the Tuileries. The courtyard was so packed he had to alight long before the staircase leading into the palace. People swarmed around the emperor, jostling, pushing, almost crushing him. Once the excitement died down, Hortense, waiting nervously inside and dressed in mourning for Joséphine’s death, made her way into a drawing room. There, Napoléon embraced her, but did not speak to her, conversing with others and walking straight past her when dinner was announced. Hortense waited until Napoléon re-entered after eating.

         ‘Where are your children?’ he asked.

         ‘Sire, existing conditions obliged me to send them away from home. I ask your permission to bring them to you tomorrow.’

         ‘I see by the papers’, Napoléon replied, ‘that you lost your case. I would have bet on it. Paternal authority is everything.’ With that, the emperor went into his study to set about recreating his Empire. Already late, Hortense left, hoping for a more amicable meeting the next day with her children.

         With Louis-Napoléon and his brother in tow, Hortense entered the Tuileries the next morning. Napoléon was at the window of a drawing room, revelling in cheers from the crowds outside. He received Hortense coldly, her children warmly. Napoléon made Hortense wait in silence as he paced the room before speaking.

         ‘I should never have thought you would forsake my cause,’ said Napoléon.

         ‘Forsake your cause, Sire? Would I, or even could I, have done such a thing?’ replied Hortense.

         Napoléon was angry that Hortense had stayed in Paris during his exile, which he interpreted as tacit support for the Bourbons. Hortense explained that she had to stay with Joséphine and that, besides, she had nowhere else to go. After arguing, Napoléon said, ‘What does it matter? You had no business to stay in France … You have behaved like a child. When one has shared in the elevation of a family, one must share in its misfortunes.’ Hortense started crying. Moved, Napoléon said, ‘Come, come, you have 19not a single good excuse to make, but you know I am an indulgent father. There! I forgive you. We won’t speak more of it.’26

         With her children, he had shown no coldness. Delighting in their presence when they came into the room, he caressed them, played with them and took great pride in showing them at the window to the rapturous people outside. As ever with Napoléon, this was family mixed with politics. He liked children, he especially liked Hortense’s children, but with his wife and, more importantly, his son in Vienna, having two imperial princes on hand to display was a card worth playing. For her part, Hortense became the leading lady of imperial Paris, and Napoléon asked her to bring her children often to the Tuileries.

         And so for Louis-Napoléon the imperial adventure with all its pomp and majesty started again. A thrilling moment for the young boy was watching his uncle review his troops in the gardens of the Tuileries. As much as the brilliantly uniformed officers and soldiers, the swords and the muskets, the boys were struck by the crowds – thousands lining the streets, people packed precariously onto roofs, hanging onto scaffolding – shouting delirious, deafening cries of ‘Vive l’empereur!’

         The popular support was real, for in contrast to his previous incarnation, the returned Napoléon promised to rule constitutionally. His populist message was simple: foreigners had humiliated France, imposed the old kings and stolen the revolution with the connivance of French elites. Napoléon was the man of the people, the saviour of the revolution who would restore France to greatness. ‘The cause today is that of the people against the nobles, peasants against the landlords, the French against the foreigner,’ he wrote.27

         On 1 June 1815, some two hundred thousand people turned out to watch Napoléon pledge his allegiance to a new liberal constitution. With what remained of the imperial family behind him, including Hortense and Louis-Napoléon in privileged positions, Napoléon addressed the crowds. Unfortunately, the emperor had decided to wear his old coronation robes from 1804, with a few Roman-inspired extras. But he was not the man he was ten years ago. It was one thing to figuratively recall past glories, quite another to force his now considerable paunch into clothes designed for a less corpulent emperor. After a rambling speech, he realised he was 20losing the day. Recapturing his elan, without warning he ran down the steps of the platform and, with confused officials chasing him, Napoléon made his way to a raised altar in the middle of the Champ-de-Mars, where thousands of troops formed a square around him. Now he harangued his soldiers to ever more dramatic acts of future bravery and distributed eagle standards to men whipped up into a martial frenzy.

         For Napoléon knew that his future, his family’s and France’s would be decided on the battlefield. He positioned himself as a man of peace, claiming he represented the will of the French people and that foreign powers had no right to intervene in the internal affairs of France. The foreign powers did not share this view. They hated Napoléon. That he was a bellicose Corsican arriviste who felt he was equal to the royal houses of Europe and had plunged the continent into war was bad enough. But if now, as he claimed, he stood for liberty and democracy, that was even worse. For the conservative states of Europe, Britain, Austria, Prussia and Russia, this was a nightmare they had lived through before: revolution exported at the point of French bayonets. It had to be stopped. They would make war until he was dead or gone. So it was that on 12 June 1815, Louis-Napoléon and his brother saw the emperor at the Tuileries for a family dinner, as was Napoléon’s custom before he went on campaign. Then Napoléon left to join his army.

         
            *

         

         Eight days later in Paris, Hortense was told by a high-ranking French military officer of an unfortunate engagement, which turned out to be a euphemism for Napoléon’s defeat at the Battle of Waterloo against British and Prussian forces. Flying from the battlefield, Napoléon reached the capital the next day. Egypt, Russia, now Waterloo: he was an old hand at this game – the key was to get back quickly and spin the narrative. This time, however, he cut a dejected and, strangely for him, indecisive figure. As he often did at times of crisis, he had a bath, but it did not help. He swung between creating a military dictatorship and abdicating. In the end, politicians took the decision out of his hands, forcing him to step aside in favour of his son, who became known as Napoléon II, though he never officially reigned. This was a ruse to get Napoléon out of the way, for the 21French political elite was not going down with Napoléon and schemed with foreign powers for a second restoration of the Bourbon king.

         On 25 June, Napoléon retired to his personal place of safety, Malmaison, accompanied by Hortense; Louis-Napoléon and his brother were back hiding in Paris. At Malmaison, Napoléon vacillated, unsure whether to make for the coast and head into exile in the United States or wait for some improbable reversal of fortune. Instead of acting, he wandered the corridors and gardens of the chateau. He visited the room where Joséphine had died, telling Hortense that he expected her to appear at any moment. With rumours that troops were on their way to arrest him, he left after five days. Napoléon and his entourage clambered into carriages that took them to a port on the Atlantic coast. After days of indecision, the former emperor surrendered to a British ship blockading the port. Months later, he was transported into exile on the remote island of Saint Helena in the middle of the South Atlantic.

         The end was distinctly underwhelming, but what became known as the Hundred Days – the period from Napoléon’s return from Elba to his defeat at Waterloo – had an impact in France that far outweighed its short duration. It became part of a powerful myth: popular Bonapartism championed the people and raised France to such heights that it had to be struck down by the combined despotic powers of monarchical Europe. In Paris, this was the tale Hortense told her sons, and it was one Louis-Napoléon uncritically accepted. After Napoléon’s defeat, however, Hortense’s children were not safe. Royalists, determined there would be no third coming of Napoléon, were persecuting his supporters in what became known as the White Terror.
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            An Unsentimental Education

         

         In Paris, they were shooting people for a crime of which many were guilty: rallying to Napoléon during the Hundred Days. After Waterloo, there was a royalist backlash from supporters of the Bourbon King Louis XVIII, and for those whose treason was considered especially grievous, execution was the remedy. More terrifying than the official crackdown was the licence given to armed bands of royalists across France who lynched those they deemed complicit with the imperial cause. And few were more complicit than Hortense, the unofficial first lady of the Hundred Days.

         In the capital, royalist mobs insulted Hortense, threatening to ransack her home. She rented a house under a pseudonym and put Louis-Napoléon and his older brother once again into hiding, but the authorities claimed they could no longer guarantee her safety. One morning in July, she was ordered to leave Paris. That evening, with her two children in the carriage, she set out. Hortense hoped to find asylum in Switzerland, but to get there she had to pass through a country on the brink of civil war. Though terrified of royalist vigilantes, she had no fear of the people or French soldiers. The Bonapartist myth that Hortense bought into, and told to her children, was that Napoléon was immensely popular with both. The next stop on her journey proved otherwise.

         In Dijon, three French officers came into the room where Hortense was staying and ordered her not to leave. When an Austrian aide-de-camp travelling with her to ensure her safety protested, the men withdrew and gathered a crowd around the inn. From their room, Hortense and her children heard angry shouts of ‘Long live the king!’ Much of France was under Allied occupation and the Austrian aide rounded up some troops who dispersed the crowd. The royalist soldiers remained. Their commander paced menacingly outside, his long sword rattling as he walked, while his men 23guarded Hortense’s carriages. He watched on in disgust as Hortense and her children made their way downstairs between ranks of Austrian troops summoned to protect them.

         For some in the French army, though, the Napoleonic flame still burned. At other stops on the journey veterans broke down and wept when they saw her and her children. One said to her, ‘We must submit, but our day will come, and then it will be the awakening of the lion.’1 The Bonapartist stab-in-the-back myth was already well founded among the rank and file of the army. It was not the genius Napoléon who had been defeated, rather it was the pusillanimous royalists – in league with self-serving politicians in Paris desperate to restore their ancien régime privileges – who had given over France to the humiliation of foreign occupation.

         Hortense and her children’s wanderings did not end when they made it to Switzerland. The Swiss authorities, under pressure from the French and the Allies, had no desire to become a centre of Bonapartist intrigue. The trio were refused permission to stay. Trailed by spies of various different powers, and with French agents intercepting Hortense’s correspondence, they made for Aix-les-Bains – once French territory, but after Waterloo given by the Allies to the Italian kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia. Here, Hortense rented a dilapidated house with a large courtyard, where Louis-Napoléon and his brother played. Their games fuelled rumours: when Louis-Napoléon and some other local children pretended to be soldiers, it was reported that Hortense was raising Bonapartist regiments.

         Things got worse. Her husband sent an agent to Savoy to take custody of her oldest son, Napoléon-Louis. He would live with his father, who had fled to Italy. There was nothing Hortense could do. The comte de Saint-Leu had no interest in taking his younger son, who was catatonic at being separated from his brother. With his father all but absent for most of his life, his beloved grandmother dead and his uncle Napoléon prisoner, the one constant in Louis-Napoléon’s life apart from his mother had been his brother. Sweet-natured, quiet, pensive, shy and speaking seldom, Louis-Napoléon had leaned heavily on his more outgoing sibling, who returned his affection and looked after his little brother. As he said goodbye, Louis-Napoléon, only seven years old, was inconsolable. Overwhelmed by misfortune, Hortense hugged her remaining son, 24repeating out loud a mantra unlikely to provide enormous reassurance to the young boy in her arms: ‘No, no. I will not let myself die. I can still be of use!’2

         Hortense’s situation was unfortunate, but she had money and powerful connections. Her brother, Eugène, had stayed out of the Hundred Days. He was still on good terms with the tsar and was married to the daughter of the King of Bavaria. With his help, she secured permission to travel to Constance, a soporific town beside the beautiful lake of the same name on what is today the Swiss–German border. She reached Constance on 7 December 1815 – ‘a lost corner of the world’, as she described it, where she and Louis-Napoléon found refuge. In January 1816, the French government banished all members of the Bonaparte family from France on pain of death. Upon hearing the news, Louis-Napoléon asked, tears falling down his cheeks, ‘Can it be, mamma, that we shall never see France again?’3

         After a few years, Hortense found a permanent residence which gave Louis-Napoléon the stability and structure that had been lacking ever since the (first) collapse of his uncle’s empire in 1814. Hortense bought the chateau of Arenenberg in 1817 and moved there in 1820. Perched atop hills rising steeply from Lake Constance and secluded among vineyards and tall trees, the chateau dated back to the sixteenth century and had superb views of the countryside and scattered villages below, with sombre dark woods, vestiges of the Black Forest, on the horizon.

         Inside, Hortense quickly turned it into a museum to Napoléon. She had the ground floor draped in tents, an interior decor tip borrowed from Napoléon, who liked to mirror his campaign marquee at home. Walls were lined with portraits of Napoléon, Joséphine and Eugène, as well as assorted swords, pikes and muskets. Louis-Napoléon grew up among the relics of his uncle’s glory. Obsessed, he marked the fallen emperor’s place of exile, Saint Helena, on a globe.

         Twelve years old when they moved to Arenenberg, Louis-Napoléon was a taciturn, shy, lackadaisical but sweet-natured boy who had developed a love of exercise, especially fencing, swimming and horse riding. The chateau was isolated. Hortense’s ladies-in-waiting and occasional visits to the extended Bonaparte family were Louis-Napoléon’s only chances of company. He spent much time on his own, daydreaming. 25

         Family anecdotes from this time still remarked on Louis-Napoléon’s kindness and empathy. Once, he came back home without shoes or a jacket: while out walking he had given them away to a poor family. On the other hand, a servant reminisced, with peculiar fondness, that when carrying heavy loads after working in the garden, Louis-Napoléon would wait until he was putting them down and then push him over. After one particularly nasty fall, the servant cried and Louis-Napoléon ran inside to get him some bread and came back to comfort him.

         Despite the comte de Saint-Leu’s absence, the erratic behaviour of his father affected Louis-Napoléon. The comte swung between trying to get his marriage annulled and desperately pleading with Hortense to get back together. He was, she concluded, a sick lunatic. Regardless, Louis-Napoléon revered his father, always looking for his approval. This was rarely forthcoming. What the comte de Saint-Leu cherished most in letters from his absent son was spelling, grammar and neat handwriting. ‘You cannot give me a greater present’, the comte de Saint-Leu wrote to Louis-Napoléon, ‘than writing me a beautiful letter, without a single mistake [underlined in original], and without the help of your tutor.’4

         Although the comte de Saint-Leu rarely saw his younger son, this did not stop him pontificating on how he was raised. Often he focused on petty details, insisting his son not have lunch too late and go for a walk afterwards. But his most important act, no doubt in part inspired by the hope of getting a well-written letter, was to demand improvements in his son’s education. During their wanderings after leaving France, this had been woefully neglected. Louis-Napoléon’s tutor was eccentric, good-natured and had a dry wit, but was not cut out for the life of a teacher, preferring late mornings and writing poetry to the strictures of pedagogy. Napoléon-Louis had been his ward before his father took him to Italy, and he knew that his younger brother had little formal schooling. Chastising Louis-Napoléon and his old tutor for not replying to his letters, Napoléon-Louis wrote, ‘As for you, I excuse you because, as we well know, it is much more fun to play in the snow, to be en garde [fencing] … than to write to me.’ His old tutor, however, ‘would have easily been able to write to me. It is true that he has to look after you (which is not easy), and rouse himself from time to time to make the effort to walk to the window where, after taking a deep breath, he 26screams, “Prince Louis, come here, my child, cave ne cadas [careful not to fall in Latin], ah! ah!, mon dieu, how that child scares me!”’5

         Hortense wrote that the ‘most delightful of my occupations was the education of my younger son, who spent most of his time with me’.6 Delightful it may have been, effective it was not. The comte de Saint-Leu, who fancied himself as a man of letters, was shocked at the gaps in his youngest son’s learning. Unless it improved, he threatened to take him from Hortense. There was nothing for it: Hortense had to hire a new tutor for Louis-Napoléon.

         
            *

         

         Fifty soldiers ran up the main staircase in the Hôtel de Ville, Paris’s city hall, making as little noise as possible. It was around 2 a.m. on 28 July 1794, and they had come to arrest the architect of the Terror during the French Revolution, Maximilien Robespierre. He had gathered with his remaining supporters on the first floor of the building, hoping to make a stand against the coup d’état which had been launched against him the day before. Rushing into the room, the soldiers ended Robespierre’s resistance. Whether a failed suicide or a shot from one of the attackers, a pistol ball tore off much of Robespierre’s jaw, but he was still alive. Another man, Philippe Le Bas, was not. He lay dead on the floor, preferring suicide to life without Robespierre in power. Le Bas had been a father for less than six weeks. At the end of June, his wife and fellow Jacobin, Élisabeth Duplay, had given birth to a baby boy, also named Philippe.

         The boy’s mother brought him up as a republican who worshipped his Jacobin father. Like most Frenchmen of his generation, the young Le Bas was swept up in the Napoleonic wars and served in the imperial navy before fighting in the army during the campaigns of 1813 and 1814. After the wars, he entered the civil service, but his true calling was classics. With a wife to support, a position as a tutor to an illustrious family would provide financial security and allow Le Bas to pursue his own studies. Mutual acquaintances recommended him to Hortense, who was desperately looking for a tutor, and he was appointed in June 1820. So it was that Le Bas, an avowed republican and the son of a radical revolutionary martyr, came to be one of the most important influences on a nephew of the Emperor Napoléon. 27

         His new tutor brought discipline to Louis-Napoléon’s hitherto haphazard studies and a zeal for learning. It was said of Le Bas that ‘he loves the Greeks to the point of madness, and their language to the point of rage’.7 Hortense gave him almost complete control over Louis-Napoléon and they lived together in a small annexe to the chateau. A punishing timetable was soon devised which meant Louis-Napoléon spent nearly all his time with his tutor. Much to his horror, Le Bas found that the boy would sometimes get out of bed as late as 9 a.m. Under the new regime, they got up at 6 a.m. and walked in the hills until 7 a.m. Seven to 8.30 a.m. was dedicated to revising what they had learned the day before. There was half an hour for breakfast before study began with Latin until 10 a.m. Then on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays there were two hours of mathematics; on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, French grammar, dictation and spelling. This latter skill, Le Bas lamented, as Louis-Napoléon’s father had, was almost entirely absent. At midday, a spartan lunch – austerity necessary, so Le Bas felt, for what he called a ‘weak and greedy’ child. After lunch, a walk, then more study, including history, geography and German lessons, as well as homework. Dinner, together, was at 7 p.m. Even breaks took the form of didactic walks where Le Bas would hold forth on botany or astronomy.

         As Le Bas noted, they were completely isolated and almost always alone together; however, Louis-Napoléon was allowed to spend his final hour before bed with his mother in her drawing room with her ladies-in-waiting and guests. ‘I have not been able to refuse this,’ complained Le Bas – ‘but’, he continued, ‘this is the most dangerous hour of the day … How harmful is the idleness of such a place to the child!’8 For Le Bas the conversation of these society women in Hortense’s salon was pointless, rarely touching on interesting subjects such as Greek or Latin inscriptions. Indeed, Le Bas had been frustrated in his attempts to discuss his favourite topic, noting that when he tried to talk about Greek, the women uttered cries of protest. Despite the shocking lack of regard for ancient Greek in the salon, Le Bas realised he could not stop Hortense seeing her son for one hour a day.

         Le Bas was right: these evening discussions were dangerous, but not for the reasons he thought. Hortense was a celebrity, and her position as a fallen Bonaparte queen only increased her allure, while her well-known passion for the arts made Arenenberg a stop-off point for many an artist or 28intellectual. Over the years, she would welcome such luminaries as the celebrated French writer Casimir Delavigne, the illustrious French Romantic and politician François-René de Chateaubriand and the novelist Alexandre Dumas père; however, it was the politics that worried the authorities. They were liberal, sometimes radical, always freely spoken. Spies watched Arenenberg, and were horrified at the revolving cast of fallen Bonapartes, former imperial politicians, generals and down-and-out adventurers, many of them on the run, that made up Hortense’s entourage. Knowing her correspondence was read, Hortense delighted in sprinkling it with disinformation. For the young Louis-Napoléon, then, a loose relationship with the truth, conspiracy and imperial nostalgia were quotidian events.

         Major Denis-Charles Parquin, for example, who married one of Hortense’s ladies-in-waiting, was a man who had never let go of the Empire. A former cavalry officer and then a member of Napoléon’s elite Imperial Guard, Parquin was the embodiment of the diehard Bonapartist officer class, cashiered under the Bourbons and put on half pay. Washed-up and slightly overweight, but with magnificently styled whiskers, the hard-drinking, hard-gambling former soldier was always ready to reminisce about the glory days, and equally happy to conspire to create new ones. He would tell tall tales of his escapades in the Napoleonic army to anyone who would listen, and in the teenage Louis-Napoléon he had a spellbound audience. In the summer, in his rare free moments, the emperor’s nephew was often to be found under a tree with Parquin, who, smoking a cigar, regaled him with boy’s own tales of bravery under the Empire.

         At first, Louis-Napoléon showed less devotion to his studies than he did to memorising his uncle’s history. It was hard work teaching his pupil, Le Bas wrote, because he had so many gaps in his knowledge and was not used to following such a rigorous timetable. Despite this, Le Bas found a gentle, passive child with ‘an excellent heart’ who was keen to please. With these qualities, he concluded, there was plenty to work with. He soon warmed to Louis-Napoléon, and the two developed a close bond. ‘He is very attached to me,’ wrote Le Bas, and ‘for my part, I like him a lot already’. This was just as well because Louis-Napoléon spent more time with his tutor in six months than he had with his own father in twelve years. One day, Le Bas spoke to Louis-Napoléon about the happiness 29he had felt at the birth of his son, but tears soon filled his eyes as he remembered the death of this newborn. ‘Console yourself, sir,’ replied Louis-Napoléon, ‘you no longer have a son, but I want to take his place.’9 It was a well-meant if somewhat clumsily expressed thought, and Le Bas found it incredibly touching.

         It helped their relationship that after a slow start, Louis-Napoléon made excellent progress, especially in classical studies, and soon Le Bas finally had someone he could talk to about ancient history. After less than a year together, he was pleased to report that his student could discuss the first-century philosopher Seneca. Most important of all for Le Bas, Louis-Napoléon was learning Greek verbs. His student was, therefore, ‘becoming more interesting each day’, and soon, wrote Le Bas with palpable excitement, it would be time to introduce him to the works of Plutarch.10 To further Louis-Napoléon’s learning, Le Bas had Hortense enrol her twelve-year-old son at school in Augsburg, Bavaria, where she owned a house. With the help of Le Bas, and desperate to please his mother, Louis-Napoléon did well in class, especially given lessons were in German, not French. His letters home delighted in recording his improving position within the class, while his school reports praised his ‘quiet manner towards his fellow students’ and picked up on his burgeoning Romanticism: ‘this pupil possesses an ardent feeling for all that is elevated, good and beautiful’.11

         Louis-Napoléon was at Augsburg when he received devastating news: Napoléon Bonaparte had died in exile on 5 May 1821. ‘My dear Mother,’ wrote Louis-Napoléon:

         
            This death has caused me, as you can imagine, such a great grief … Happily, he is in a better world than ours, where he peacefully enjoys the fruits of his good works. What gives me so much sorrow is not to have seen him even once before his death because in Paris I was so young that it is almost only my heart alone that has a memory of him. When I do wrong, if I think of this great man, I seem to feel within me his spirit telling me to be worthy of the name Napoléon.

         

         Finishing his letter, Louis-Napoléon said that if occasionally his youth meant he seemed happy, this did not mean that his heart was not sad, ‘and that I do not have an eternal hatred against the English’.12 30

         Le Bas was struck by how much the death affected Louis-Napoléon. Indeed, he was so moved he gave his student three days off, which, given Le Bas’s horror at time spent not learning, was as much a tribute to the former emperor as the numerous valedictory poems from the pens of the Russian writer Alexander Pushkin, the French poet Alphonse de Lamartine and the English Percy Bysshe Shelley.

         The range of poets, and there were many more, was testament to the seismic event that was the death of Napoléon. He was already the most famous man in Europe and the Americas, and the death of the former emperor further burnished his powerful legend – not least because Napoléon shaped it from beyond the grave. In 1823, The Memorial of Saint Helena was published and became one of the most read works of the nineteenth century. Napoléon may have lost the Battle of Waterloo, but in these self-serving reminiscences, awash with embellishments, half-truths and full lies dictated before death to a companion in exile, he won the propaganda war. In the gospel according to Napoléon, he was a far-sighted ruler who governed on the side of progress in the interests of the people and was only defeated by a reactionary coalition of foreign powers. This was the version of his uncle that became seared into the nephew’s heart and mind. Memorising passages, Louis-Napoléon treated the book as a bible and it deepened the mystical awe in which he held his uncle.

         More than his uncle, though, Louis-Napoléon missed his mother, writing achingly sad letters from school to Hortense about how much he loved her. Le Bas did what he could to offset this homesickness and treated him as his own son. They amused themselves with amateur dramatics, including one play in which Louis-Napoléon refused to act because the role required him to disrespect his tutor on stage, something he could not bring himself to do even in fiction. At public events, Le Bas would put Louis-Napoléon on his shoulders to get a better view of whatever was going on. And he made sure that there were parties on Louis-Napoléon’s name day, which he shared with his absent father, organising magic shows, fireworks and inviting his classmates. Several times Le Bas wrote that in Louis-Napoléon he had found a ‘friend for life’.13 These years were happy ones for Louis-Napoléon, and his studies continued to improve. 31

         But the comte de Saint-Leu made a proposal in 1823 that turned the carefully ordered world of Le Bas’s pupil upside down. Louis-Napoléon and Hortense should winter in Italy. From now on, Louis-Napoléon spent months immersed in the sumptuousness decadence of Rome’s aristocratic world and the revolutionary politics of Italian nationalism.

         
            *

         

         Many of the large Bonaparte clan had found refuge in Rome. Here, Napoléon’s imperious mother, known as Madame Mère, reigned over her relatives in the eternal city with a despotic tyranny that would have made her dead son proud. Her Olympian disdain for those outside – and within – her family was made all the more awesome by the fact that she remained in mourning for her son. It was a large court. Napoléon’s oldest brother, Joseph, lived in exile in the United States, but his three younger brothers, Lucien, the comte de Saint-Leu and Jérôme, all ended up in Rome. Lucien and Jérôme lived with their second wives – dynastic matches chosen by Napoléon – and their numerous children (by 1823, Lucien had nine, Jérôme three). One of Napoléon’s sisters was also there, Pauline, whose scandalous affairs even Napoléon – generally tolerant of such things – had found embarrassing. They were an eccentric, ridiculous coterie who, despite their protestations of poverty, lived in opulent palaces after managing to extract money and titles from their brother’s Empire which they had done nothing to earn. As worship of his uncle shone brightly in Louis-Napoléon’s teenage mind, his relatives were fascinating to him on his visits to their Roman palaces.

         For Louis-Napoléon, trips to Madame Mère’s were especially mesmerising, if lugubrious. She rarely left her palazzo, and it was said the lack of sun on her face left it with a ghostly pallor that resembled the marble busts she surrounded herself with. When visiting, children were expected to be silent and follow arcane etiquette; everything was imbued with a mysterious scent of the past. Even the furniture had to be respected in the dimly lit, cavernous rooms. A large trunk that contained her most precious possessions was the object of especial speculation from her numerous nieces and nephews. With a mixture of fear and respect, they would ask what it was for. ‘It is to lock you in if you are naughty,’ she replied, ‘but I will show it to you when better times return.’14 32

         Le Bas, however, did not appreciate time in Rome. Like most people who met him, he had nothing but disdain for Louis-Napoléon’s father, noting the comte de Saint-Leu’s violent mood swings and paranoia. Or, as Napoléon Bonaparte put it in The Memorial of Saint Helena, the comte de Saint-Leu’s mind ‘naturally inclined towards the perverse and the bizarre. He was further spoiled by reading too much Jean-Jacques [Rousseau].’15 Worse for Le Bas, there were, he complained, only three or four hours’ study a day. Louis-Napoléon spent evenings with his father, returned home late and slept in the next day. ‘Our life here’, Le Bas wrote, ‘is uniform in its dissipation.’16 That was an exaggeration. Louis-Napoléon’s time with his father was hardly riotous. The first on the comte de Saint-Leu’s esoteric list of rules for his teenage son, ‘only drink Bordeaux, no coffee, no liqueurs’, was misleading. The others showed him as the obsessively controlling misanthrope that he was: 2. Wash your feet once a week, if necessary, the nails with lemon, hands with bran, never soap … 4. (a risk given 2) The use of eau de Cologne or any other scent is forbidden … 6. (sensible if following 2) We will make him large shoes that fit both feet; 7. Clean your head with a dry sponge, not water! … 10. Must obey even an unjust order; 11. Chocolate will be kept in a locked place, a quarter of a bar at most a day.17

         Louis-Napoléon was freed from trying to wash his head with a dry sponge when the trip to Italy was cut short because news arrived that his Uncle Eugène had died. On the journey back to Arenenberg, he stopped to fill a bottle with water from the Rubicon river. His love of ancient history saw him increasingly fixate on the life of one of Napoléon’s heroes, Julius Caesar, who, in crossing the Rubicon, had announced his intention to violate Roman law and seize power in the name, so Caesar argued, of the people.

         Over the next few years, the winters in Rome continued. Here, Le Bas lamented, it was only with great difficulty that he could get his student to sit down and read passages of the Roman historian Tacitus. The long journey and the rich world of Italy took Louis-Napoléon away from his studies. The magnificent Roman carnival, for example, saw a week of feasts, celebrations and horse racing, as well as decadent masked balls at night. This was impossibly exciting for the teenage Louis-Napoléon. For Le Bas, though, this was a nightmarish time, as the libraries were closed. 33Just before Louis-Napoléon’s eighteenth birthday in 1826, therefore, Le Bas wrote that his pupil’s character was always ‘so good, so amiable. His spirit develops, his ideas mature’ but ‘his studies suffer’. It is necessary to resign oneself, he wrote sadly, ‘to being only a superficial man when one leads a nomadic life too young’.18 He consoled himself with the thought that whatever happened, he would keep the friendship of his student and the esteem of his mother for life.

         One year later, in the summer of 1827, Le Bas was sacked. He felt, not unreasonably after dedicating seven years of his life to Louis-Napoléon, that this was unfair. But while for many parents complaints that their teenage son should spend more time studying and less going out would be met with sympathy, it was not so for Hortense. She wanted Louis-Napoléon to be educated, not a tediously boring academic. As a young Bonaparte prince, he should be accomplished in society, enjoy riding and hunting, attend balls and salons. He was now able to hold forth on a range of subjects: history, politics, literature and sciences. Moreover, the remoteness of Arenenberg combined with Le Bas’s discipline turned Louis-Napoléon into an autodidact, content to while away hours reading and studying independently. There was, then, no need to keep a tutor. And in terms of preparing her son for high society, Hortense – her salons under the Empire had been famed for their elegance – was as accomplished a tutor as Le Bas was a classical scholar.

         Freed from Le Bas’s punishing timetable and moralising, Louis-Napoléon developed two lifelong passions: politics and women. The most important people in his upbringing were female: Hortense, her ladies-in-waiting, Joséphine, his nanny, with whom he remained friends into adulthood, and Hortense Cornu, a childhood playmate who was a daughter of one of his mother’s ladies-in-waiting. Men – his father or the emperor, for example – loomed large in his imagination but, with the exception of Le Bas, not in his reality. He was, therefore, at ease around women. Moreover, Louis-Napoléon was a romantic. It was German literature, which he read in the original – he was particularly fond of the playwright, poet and philosopher Friedrich Schiller – as much as French that fired his imagination. It was with the melodramatic tropes of Romanticism firmly in mind that, aged fifteen, while out for a walk with female cousins, the subject turned to the declining 34standards of chivalry. Louis-Napoléon took umbrage. There was a time, remarked one of his cousins as they crossed a bridge, when a man would leap into a torrent to rescue a lady’s glove. Louis-Napoléon then plunged into the river below, which demonstrated his prowess at swimming, if not common sense or a gift for retrieval, given that no one had lost a glove.

         In Rome, he was on the outside of the intensely glamorous and often decadent beau monde. Hortense’s salon became one of the most talkedabout gatherings, but for any self-respecting blue-blooded French aristocrat she was the enemy. The French ambassador representing the Bourbon king in Rome refused to be seen with any Bonaparte and went to great lengths to avoid Hortense and her sons. It was, therefore, those marked by their liberal politics and love of the arts who embraced Hortense. The heart of Roman society in the 1820s was a crowd of rich and idle British aristocrats who passed slowly, with a studied air of ennui, from one salon to another. Their scandalous lives were documented by one of their number, Edward Henry Fox. He had a penchant for older women; Hortense had a penchant for younger men, some rumoured to be less platonic than others; and the two became friends. Fox found her conversation fascinating, and witty. Discussing the wife of the Emperor of Brazil, Hortense said she was a ‘monster of ugliness’, but the emperor had had five children and that ‘at least shows courage’.19

         As many were, Fox was struck by Hortense’s closeness with her son. One day when he called to see her, he found Hortense close to tears. Louis-Napoléon had just left to stay with his father, who divided his time between Florence and Rome. Fox thought that something serious must have happened, or that at least he would be away for a long time, but was incredulous when Hortense told him that she would see her son before the end of the month. But when Fox was introduced to Louis-Napoléon, he was underwhelmed: ‘an amiable, good-humoured young man, but his ugliness and the peculiarity of his position, which prevents his mixing in general society and gives him manners that from awkwardness are not liant [affable], prevent the first impression being agreeable’.20

         Fox’s family were notorious in England for their liberal and pro-Bonaparte politics; others Louis-Napoléon met were infamous for their sexual ones. Hortense became acquainted with Marguerite Gardiner, Countess of 35Blessington, one of Byron’s former mistresses, who now scandalised British and Roman society with her relationship with Alfred d’Orsay, the archangel of dandyism, as one French poet called him. The two lived together in a ménage à trois with Lady Blessington’s rich husband, the Earl of Blessington, a set-up made even more scandalous when d’Orsay then married the earl’s fifteen-year-old daughter from his first wife. By Bonapartist standards, though, such things were par for the course, and Hortense befriended Lady Blessington. In turn, Lady Blessington developed a fondness for Louis-Napoléon. He lives with his mother, she wrote, ‘and never did I witness a more devoted attachment than subsists between them. He is a fine high-spirited youth, admirably well educated, and highly accomplished, uniting to the gallant bearing of a soldier all the politeness of a preux chevalier.’21

         Louis-Napoléon was too young to play a role other than preux chevalier in the highly seductive and sexualised world of Roman high society; however, there was plenty to catch his eye. Also a regular at Hortense’s salons was Countess Teresa Guiccioli, another of Byron’s former mistresses and Fox’s current one, although it was a tempestuous relationship (‘Poor Lord Byron! I do not wonder at his going to Greece,’ wrote Fox).22 These, then, were not the polite drawing rooms of genteel society – although Louis-Napoléon had plenty of experience of those with his more respectable relations – but subversive gatherings of politically radical, sexually liberated social misfits. They railed against the inequities of authoritarian politics as much as they revelled in transgressive societal ones.

         It was within this milieu that Louis-Napoléon came of age. Lovers were fought over, lost, shared; fortunes were gambled away in long evenings of heavy drinking; disgraced Bonapartist adventurers, cashiered or on half pay and often part of Hortense’s entourage, told embellished legends of their exploits during the Napoleonic wars. One evening Parquin, who sometimes came with Hortense to Rome with his wife, managed to fleece a young French aristocrat out of ten thousand francs.

         Unlike Fox, another British aristocrat, James Harris, later 3rd Earl of Malmesbury, took to Louis-Napoléon and the two became lifelong friends, Louis-Napoléon having forgotten his pledge of eternal hatred against the English. Malmesbury, a raffish scion of the British ruling class who, in the words of a contemporary, was someone who ‘courted women, respectable 36and disrespectable: succeeded in the pursuit: and was somewhat promiscuous in his love affairs’, was a man after Louis-Napoléon’s own heart.23 In 1829, Malmesbury recalled, Louis-Napoléon was ‘a wild harum-scarum youth … riding at full gallop down the streets to the peril of the public, fencing, and pistol-shooting, and apparently without serious thoughts of any kind’. Malmesbury felt that he had ‘no remarkable talent or any fixed idea’ and added that he was ‘short, but very active and muscular. His face was grave and dark, but redeemed by a singularly bright smile.’24

         In 1829, the year he turned twenty-one, Louis-Napoléon was looking for adventure and confirmed Malmesbury’s analysis that he had no fixed idea: he decided to volunteer for the Russian army that was then fighting against the Ottoman Empire, an Islamic power with extensive land in Europe as well as Turkey, the Middle East and North Africa. Hortense agreed to use her address book to pull the necessary strings, and all Louis-Napoléon needed was the consent of his father. ‘Finally I will do something worthy of you,’ he wrote to the comte de Saint-Leu in January 1829. ‘I have taken up a great cause that I hope you will not disapprove of, it is too beautiful and too noble … Ah, my dear father, to think that you were not yet my age and you were already covered with glory.’ If his father did not give permission, he claimed he would ‘die of disappointment’.25 The comte de Saint-Leu, however, had hated his time in the Army of Italy, which his son thought so glorious, and refused, replying, ‘Only make war for your country, those that do otherwise are nothing more than adventurers, ambitious or villains.’26 Reluctantly, Louis-Napoléon renounced the idea, which was, he wrote, proof of the deep respect he had for his father, because ‘if I did not have it, I would not have been able to resist the desire of accomplishing it even without your consent’. He consoled himself, as he often did, with Napoléon’s memoirs. ‘The more I read him,’ he wrote to his father, ‘the more I admire his universal genius.’27

         Instead of serving in the Russian army, determined to get a military education, Louis-Napoléon settled on the rather less belligerent Swiss militia, volunteering in 1830 for the artillery – the part of the army where Napoléon had made his name. A one-month summer training camp, however, was hardly the stuff of dreams, and Louis-Napoléon yearned for greater glory. In July 1830, astonishing events in Paris fuelled these reveries.

         
            Notes

            1 Hortense, Memoirs, II, 212, 214.

            2 Ibid., 225.

            3 Ibid., 321, 239.

            4 Comte de Saint-Leu to Louis-Napoléon, 28 July 1819. 400AP/33, Dossier 2.

            5 Napoléon-Louis to Louis-Napoléon, 1818. 400AP/27, Dossier 2.

            6 Hortense, Memoirs, II, 253.

            7 Stéfane-Pol (ed.), La jeunesse de Napoléon III, correspondance inédite de son précepteur, Philippe Le Bas (Paris: F. Juven, 1902), 34.

            8 Ibid., 68.

            9 Ibid., 50, 54

            10 Ibid., 79–80.

            11 Morning Advertiser, 28 August 1867, 5.

            12 Louis-Napoléon to Hortense, 21 July 1821. 400AP/39, Dossier 2. 473

            13 Stéfane-Pol (ed.), La jeunesse, 112, 131.

            14 Jérôme and Catherine, Mémoires et correspondance du roi Jérôme et de la reine Catherine, 7 vols (Paris: Dentu, 1861–6), VII, 420.

            15 Emmanuel de Las Cases, Mémorial de Sainte-Hélène, 2 vols (Paris: Ernest Bourdin, 1842), II, 260.

            16 Stéfane-Pol (ed.), La jeunesse, 227.

            17 Augustin Cabanès, Moeurs intimes du passé, 12 vols (Paris: Albin Michel, 1908–36), VIII, 518–19.

            18 Stéfane-Pol (ed.), La jeunesse, 322–3.

            19 Henry Edward Fox, The Journal of Henry Edward Fox (afterwards fourth and last Lord Holland) 1818–1830 (London: Thornton Butterworth, 1923), 351.

            20 Ibid., 277.

            21 Margaret Gardiner Blessington, The Idler in Italy (Paris: A. and W. Galignani, 1839), 397.

            22 Fox, Journal, 216.

            23 John Vincent (ed.), The Diaries of Edward Henry Stanley, 15th Earl of Derby between 1878 and 1893 (Oxford: Leopard’s Head Press, 2003), 845–6.

            24 James Howard Harris Malmesbury, Memoirs of an Ex-Minister: An Autobiography (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1885), 26.

            25 Louis-Napoléon to Comte de Saint-Leu, 19 January 1829. 400AP/40.

            26 Comte de Saint-Leu to Louis-Napoléon, 1 September 1829. 400AP/33.

            27 Louis-Napoléon to Louis, 3 March 1829, 30 April 1830. 400AP/33.

         

      
   


   
      
         37
            3

            The Column

         

         In Paris on 26 July 1830, some of the capital’s finest writers and journalists were crammed into a stifling newspaper office. In the face of the increasingly reactionary policies of Charles X, the Bourbon king who succeeded his brother Louis XVIII in 1824, these journalists had championed liberalism, reform and freedom of speech in the press. Now they had gathered to defend something even more precious: their jobs.

         That morning the official government paper had announced a coup d’état in print. Breaking with the constitution, the reactionary Charles X decreed that parliament was dissolved, the already highly restricted franchise was further narrowed and new elections would be held in September. The king also declared an end to freedom of the press. Unless they did something, the men now gathered in a hot newspaper office would be looking for work the next day. Preferring protest to job-hunting, they decided to resist. If the coup d’état was declared in print, so too should be the fightback. As might be expected when writers assemble, there was some debate over the exact wording, but they eventually agreed to end their protest on a less than revolutionary rallying cry: ‘We will resist insofar as we are concerned; it is for France to judge how far its own resistance should go.’1 It turned out France, or at least Paris, was willing to go further than the journalists.

         Only four newspapers were bold enough to print the declaration in the next morning’s edition, but it was enough. Workers – many of them printers who needed employment much more than bourgeois journalists – met in the garden of the Palais-Royal and read out the protest to the gathering crowds. The mood turned from resentment to anger, anti-government graffiti was chalked on nearby walls and shouts against Charles X became louder. Police cleared the gardens, but people kept coming to the square outside. Troops were ordered to disperse the crowds. Sabres drawn, cavalry 38thundered into the masses. Makeshift projectiles were thrown; panicked soldiers fired back. Memories of the revolution of 1789 loomed large – this was a drama Parisians knew how to perform. Barricades went up, and street fighting broke out. As the commander of the capital’s armed forces wrote to the king: ‘This is no longer a riot, this is a revolution.’2

         He was right. Fuelled by hatred for the Bourbon kings, who had insisted on restoring the white flag of their family, the revolutionary tricolour was raised on the barricades, and people wore its colours while white flags with royal fleur-de-lys were torn down. Palaces were stormed; furniture, manuscripts and priceless books floated down the Seine after the looting of the archbishop’s chateau. Royal authority melted away after three days of fighting. But what to replace it with? The revolution lacked leadership. The wealthy liberal opposition wanted reform through legal means and abhorred violence. What galvanised them into backing the revolution were the cries on the barricades. ‘Vive Napoléon!’ was heard, but much louder were those voices calling for a republic.

         This prospect terrified the reluctant revolutionary journalists and their backers into what amounted to their own coup d’état: they proclaimed the duc d’Orléans, Louis-Philippe, king. Louis-Philippe was their man because he had liberal credentials. His father, known as Philippe Égalité, had supported the 1789 revolution and voted for the death of his cousin, Louis XVI, before he was guillotined himself in 1793. His son had briefly fought under the tricolour flag, although he had gone into exile to avoid the fate of his father. Louis-Philippe had supported the restored Bourbons, who were also his cousins; however, he had been careful to position himself as a defender of the liberal charter that the Bourbons agreed to rule by, and that Charles X had just broken.

         Even so, there was little popular support for Louis-Philippe. When he appeared before the crowd on the balcony at the Hôtel de Ville, he was met with a chorus of ‘Vive la République!’ and ‘Down with the duc d’Orléans!’ It was only the popular marquis de Lafayette who saved him. Brandishing a tricolour flag, Lafayette, who had fought in the American Revolution and was a leader during the moderate phase of the first French one, embraced Louis-Philippe. The mood turned: there were cries of ‘Long live the duc d’Orléans!’ and ‘Long live Lafayette!’3 39

         Eugène Delacroix painted one of the most enduring images of what became known as the Three Glorious Days of the July Revolution. Liberty Leading the People, with its iconic bare-breasted Liberty guiding the heroic Parisians to victory, symbolised the hope of those who fought and died on the streets of Paris in the summer of 1830. What they were led to, however, was a very bourgeois and cautious liberty. Through the swift machinations of wealthy, elite politicians, Charles X was replaced with the third in line to the throne, Louis-Philippe. As king, he promised to rule constitutionally, restored freedom of the press and doubled the franchise from a restrictive 115,000 to a still restrictive 230,000. Fifty-two years old in 1830, he was a dull man who thought himself clever and whose jowly face so closely resembled a pear that a caricaturist argued in court that he was not insulting the king by pointing out the similarity.

         In short, Louis-Philippe was not a revolutionary hero. This was a great comfort to the sovereigns of Europe, for whom recent events in Paris seemed like a recurring nightmare; they feared ideologically charged French armies once again exporting radical ideas across the continent. This was unlikely under Louis-Philippe, who preferred brandishing an umbrella to a marshal’s baton. Despite the July Revolution’s underwhelming denouement, disillusioned, romantic revolutionaries across Europe saw the Parisians who overthrew a tyrant as heroes. Radicals devoured news of events in Paris, and young men looking for action began plotting repeat performances. When these came, Louis-Napoléon was determined not to miss out.

         
            *

         

         While Parisians were fighting in the streets, Louis-Napoléon, twenty-two years old, was repairing fortifications near a somnolent medieval Swiss town. When he heard about what had happened in France, the contrast struck him. ‘We are very quiet in our little corner,’ he wrote to Hortense. ‘At this moment the tricolour flag is flying in France, happy are those who were the first to restore it to its former glory.’4 Brought up to despise the Bourbons, Louis-Napoléon was delighted at their fall. Moreover, he expected the law banishing his family would soon be revoked and he could return to France. As he read about the events of the July Revolution he was overwhelmed with patriotism. ‘Oh, yes, Maman, it is so beautiful to be French.’5 He 40hoped to spend the winter in Paris and dreamed of seeing French soldiers march under the tricolour and joining the army himself.

         Louis-Napoléon’s dreams went further: he saw a chance to promote the Bonapartist cause and see Napoléon’s son, the Duke of Reichstadt, a virtual prisoner at court in Vienna, returned as Napoléon II. Against the wishes of his mother, Louis-Napoléon wanted to donate money to the families of the dead or wounded during the street fighting in Paris. This was not altruism, but an opportunity to promote the Bonapartist cause. ‘You have often repeated to me’, he argued with his mother in a letter, ‘that one cannot create events, but once they have come it is necessary to profit by them. It seems to me that our goal must be to try always to associate ourselves somehow to what is done in France so as not to seem foreign to its fate.’6

         But that was exactly how Louis-Philippe wanted Bonapartes to seem. He and his supporters were acutely aware that the throne they had hastily imposed on France was precarious. Republicans were already disappointed with the conservative nature of the regime that followed the radicalism of the street fighting, but Bonapartism also presented a challenge. With the family in exile, the movement was disorganised; however, there remained a deep well of support for Napoléon. Insofar as there was a Bonapartist political programme, it represented the moderate values of the 1789 revolution and social order: in short, the same platform as Louis-Philippe’s, but with bayonets rather than umbrellas making it a more tantalising vision.

         Having won the throne for his family, Louis-Philippe had no intention of letting his rivals return to France. On 11 September 1830, his government renewed the law banishing Bonapartes on pain of death. Louis-Napoléon would be spending the winter in Rome, not Paris. But having seen the July Revolution pass him by in France, he was determined not only to profit from events in Italy, but also help create them.

         
            *

         

         In his mother’s comfortable Rome salons, Louis-Napoléon had listened as liberal-minded aristocrats breezily opined that Italy was oppressed by a patchwork of petty kingdoms and duchies. Worst were the repressive Catholic Papal States governed by the pope and the foreign subjugation of Lombardy and Venetia under Austrian rule. While people complained 41about this in Hortense’s drawing room, Louis-Napoléon was secretly meeting men who were going to do something about it.

         It was his brother who introduced him to the shadowy world of revolutionary Italian politics. Napoléon-Louis resented the control his father exerted over him. In part, he had agreed to marry his cousin, Charlotte, the daughter of Napoléon’s eldest brother Joseph, to assert his independence. The choice had been his father’s, more desperate for the dowry than his son’s happiness. Perverse as ever, the comte de Saint-Leu wrote to Louis-Napoléon, ‘Perhaps I am mistaken, but her figure recalls yours.’7 But if marriage to a cousin who his father thought looked like his younger brother hardly screamed autonomy, it did at least mean Napoléon-Louis could move out of his father’s home.

         More outgoing than his younger brother, Napoléon-Louis had a passion – since the age of ten, he claimed – for Italian nationalism. In Florence, he surrounded himself with Italian patriots. But he went further than the refined company of respectable people: he joined a terrorist organisation known as the Carbonari. Borrowing symbols and rituals from the Freemasons, the Carbonari (literally charcoal makers) were made up of secret cells. Ironically, the group had begun in opposition to Napoléon’s dominance of the Italian peninsula, but compared to what came after, many saw the Kingdom of Italy that the French emperor had created as a high-water mark for Italian unity.

         The Carbonari wanted to overthrow the order imposed from abroad after 1815 and to create a new Italian kingdom; many in their ranks were former Bonapartists. Whether Louis-Napoléon was a member is an open question, but what is beyond doubt is that, inspired by his brother, in smoke-filled taverns he befriended many people who were, adopted their cause and carried out secret missions on their behalf. With the example of the Paris revolution fresh in their minds, the Carbonari thought it was time to act.

         On 20 October 1830, Louis-Napoléon set out with Hortense on the journey from Arenenberg to Rome. They had with them Hortense’s new lady-in-waiting, Valérie Masuyer. Thirty-two years old, Valérie was awed, as many of her generation were, by what she saw as the brilliance of the Napoleonic era and Hortense’s place within it. ‘To my eyes’, she wrote, 42Hortense ‘represented what was most brilliant and most dazzling in the whole Empire.’ She had been at the side of Napoléon, ‘at all the ceremonies and all the parties … Placed in his confidence from beginning to end, she had known him in his greatest glory.’8

         It was an exciting world to join, but when Valérie first met Louis-Napoléon he hardly gave the appearance of Napoleonic grandeur, enveloped in an oversize frock coat that made him look smaller than he was, which was not very tall – five feet four inches. Thin, handsome and with good features, including, according to Valérie, lovely hands, he improved in appearance when dressed for dinner. He was, Valérie thought, sentimental, melancholic, interesting.

         When they reached Florence, Louis-Napoléon was reunited with his beloved brother for the first time since the revolution in France. Despite their separation, they were intensely close and excitedly discussed politics. Napoléon-Louis was a republican; Louis-Napoléon shared his brother’s beliefs, but, Valérie noted, more out of youthful ardour than genuine conviction.

         In mid-November, Louis-Napoléon began for Rome with his mother. Soon afterwards, the carriage of Louis-Napoléon’s father, travelling in the other direction, pulled up alongside that of his mother. Neither Hortense nor the comte de Saint-Leu deigned to leave their carriages, but Louis-Napoléon’s father coldly ordered Hortense to make sure their son stayed out of politics and made his son promise that he would.

         This was not a promise Louis-Napoléon kept. Rumours spread that there was a conspiracy to place Napoléon’s son on an Italian throne, reviving the Napoleonic Kingdom of Italy, and Louis-Napoléon’s involvement with Rome’s revolutionary underworld soon came to the attention of the authorities. Given that he ostentatiously rode through the streets with the seditious tricolour flag adorning his saddle, it did not require any great detective work to discover his sympathies.

         On 12 December 1830, Louis-Napoléon was receiving a lecture from his mother. She knew that he was involved in a plot. As she was urging him to end his involvement, a colonel from the papal government was announced. He told Louis-Napoléon in front of Hortense that in one hour he would be escorted to the borders of the Papal States. As if this was not distressing 43enough for Hortense, when she embraced her son he whispered that he had given refuge that morning to a fugitive wanted by the police and the man was now hiding in the palazzo where they were staying. Displaying impressive calm, Hortense promised to take care of things. Then Louis-Napoléon was deported.

         While hardly delighted with the prospect of having a political renegade foisted upon her, Hortense was pleased that Louis-Napoléon was out of Rome. Whatever he was planning, she reasoned, he was safer outside the city, where he could no longer take part in it. Under the watchful eye of his father in Florence, she thought, there was only so much trouble her son could get into.

         
            *

         

         While staying with his brother in Florence, Louis-Napoléon’s biggest worry, he wrote to his mother, was that he had lost his dog, the unimaginatively named Fido. In fact, he was not having much luck with animals – his horse was also sick, but it was Fido’s absence that hurt him the most. ‘May God grant’, he wrote to his mother, ‘that I never have greater sorrows, and I will get over it easily.’ Concluding his letter, he wrote, ‘We are very calm here, I hope that nothing will come to trouble us.’9 And nothing would have done, but Louis-Napoléon and his brother were going to cause trouble.

         Towards the end of January 1831, Count Joseph Orsi, Italian patriot and scion of a banking family, hosted a secret meeting. At 9 p.m., Louis-Napoléon entered with his brother and a radical Italian nationalist, who was a member of the Carbonari. Louis-Napoléon listened on silently as his brother explained the plan. Inspired by the July Revolution in Paris, insurrection would sweep through Italy.

         ‘It is hateful’, replied Napoléon-Louis, dismissing Orsi’s concerns that the plan was impractical, ‘for my brother and myself to remain idle spectators of current events, and to shut ourselves out from the rest of the world.’ Their name, he continued, and their beliefs, inspired them to join the insurgents and to ‘fight with them the battle of independence, or to die in the struggle’. After Orsi tried to talk them out of it, Louis-Napoléon spoke for the first time. ‘You lose sight of the engagements we have entered into, which we swore to perform.’10 That closed the heated discussion. 44

         In February 1831, the revolt began. A revolutionary provisional government was proclaimed in Bologna. Soon, other towns declared themselves for the cause. Knowing that an uprising was planned in Rome, the brothers had written to Hortense urging her to join them in Florence, which remained quiet during the tumultuous first weeks of February. Hortense came, managing to smuggle out the political refugee who had been palmed off on her, but when she reached Florence, her children were gone. Louis-Napoléon left a note: ‘We have accepted engagements, and we cannot depart from them. The name that we bear obliges us to help a suffering people that calls us.’11

         As the brothers walked through the streets of a rebel-held town decorated with tricolour flags and revolutionary cockades, Louis-Napoléon was struck by the popular enthusiasm. The illustrious name the brothers carried saw them welcomed as heroes and they were made officers in the revolutionary army. After giving his mother this rather disturbing news, Louis-Napoléon urged her not to worry: ‘we are wonderful’. Closing his letter, he asked for their horses to be sent, before the time-honoured sign-off from wealthy children travelling away from home: send as much money as you can.12

         The plan was for the insurgent army to march on Rome. Louis-Napoléon was given command of small group of men, but the revolt was not the trigger for a mass movement throughout the peninsula. The entire force was no more than 2,400 strong, far too few to take the city. The army halted about 100 kilometres north of its objective. Here, the rebels received an emissary from the Bonaparte family, who were horrified that the two young brothers had joined the rebels. They demanded that the siblings renounce their commissions. Instead, Napoléon-Louis scribbled a letter to the pope, insisting that if he wanted to stop the revolution, all he need do was grant a liberal constitution, a gesture as futile as asking the brothers to stand down.

         Using contacts within the movement, the Bonaparte family pressured the minister of war to sack the brothers from the revolutionary army. The minister obliged. When they discovered what had happened, Napoléon-Louis penned a vitriolic letter to his father and Louis-Napoléon added a petulant postscript, insisting that he had decided to ‘live or die for the cause that I have embraced’ and certainly was not going to return to Florence to 45face his father’s wrath. If he was not wanted in the Italian revolution, he would join a Polish one that had just broken out against Russian rule.13

         Soon, however, the brothers had greater concerns than their father’s anger. In an attempt to calm the comte de Saint-Leu’s fears, Louis-Napoléon had written, ‘We are so angry to learn that you are tormented by our position, and above all by the coming of the Austrians.’ It seemed certain, he declared with confidence, that they would not enter rebel-held territory.14 Two weeks after he wrote that, the Austrians entered rebel-held territory.

         
            *

         

         If he had been wrong about the Austrians, Louis-Napoléon was right to be worried about his father’s reaction. The comte de Saint-Leu thought his hot-headed youngest son, raised on Hortense’s potent brew of imperial nostalgia combined with vague thoughts of a glorious future, was exactly the kind of idiot who would get himself mixed up in an unpromising revolution. That his eldest, over whom he had exerted near-tyrannical control, would be so stupid was even worse.

         When he read the letter that his beloved Napoléon-Louis had sent to the pope explaining the aims of the uprising, the comte de Saint-Leu – a fervent Catholic – became so angry that he had to have an emergency bloodletting with leeches. Then he sent courier after courier imploring his sons to come back, but once they refused, he fixated on the idea that Hortense should drag them home. She was reluctant, yet by the beginning of March it was clear that the insurgents’ days were numbered. Austrian troops would soon mop up the rebels. If her children were captured, they might be executed, certainly imprisoned. It was, Hortense decided, up to her to rescue them.

         The question was, though, what could she do even if she did find them? The authorities in Tuscany had made it clear that the brothers could not re-enter Florentine territory, let alone reside there. At first, she thought the plan of reaching the port of Ancona a good one: they could get a ship to Corfu and from there to the Ottoman Empire, where, she reasoned, they could live their lives in exile, but she soon worried that the Austrian navy patrolling the Adriatic would intercept them before they could reach safety.

         Then she hit on a plan so outrageous no one would suspect it. She would find them and then travel in the opposite direction, overland across Italy 46into France and ultimately to Paris. Whatever the law might say about banishing Bonapartes on pain of death, she would throw herself at the mercy of Louis-Philippe as a mother doing the only thing she could to save her sons. After that, they would go to London.

         There were several problems with this, not least how her sons could travel across Italy when they were wanted men. Hortense solved this by securing a false passport from a friend at the British consulate. She could travel on her own passport until she found her sons, and then she would use the British one issued to a Mrs Hamilton and her two adult children for the journey to France. Many male friends in Florence offered to accompany her when they learned that she would travel through rebel-held territory with only two servants and a lady-in-waiting, but Hortense refused. ‘I had my plan,’ she wrote confidently. ‘I didn’t need any man with me.’15 She was most worried about Louis-Napoléon, whom she thought less prudent, and less lucky, than his older brother.

         Hortense was well received as she travelled through the territory still held by the insurgents. There was no news, however, about her children’s whereabouts, so she assumed that they too were making their way to Ancona and decided to do the same. Then, on the morning of 19 March, she received a message from Louis-Napoléon. They were at a small town called Forlì, and she must come quickly.

         
            *

         

         On 6 March, Louis-Napoléon and his brother had left Bologna with the remnants of the army to escape the advancing Austrians. They took lodgings in a poorly furnished tavern in Forlì, while Napoléon-Louis recovered from a bad cold. Soon, however, he was feverish, coughing up bile and complaining of chest pains. Louis-Napoléon stayed with his brother, who was too sick to leave, while the rest of the army kept moving.

         To placate his father, Louis-Napoléon wrote a letter. ‘Napoléon-Louis’s sickness, from which he has been suffering lightly for the last three days, prevents him giving you his news himself, but he has charged me with telling you that he is almost entirely better.’16 That was a lie. Napoléon-Louis had measles. On 17 March, delirious, very tired – he had not slept for days – Napoléon-Louis turned to one of his travelling companions and 47said, ‘Maman is going to come.’ She knew, he said, that he was seriously ill, ‘and that’s enough so that nothing will stop her’.

         As the Austrians closed in, Louis-Napoléon sat up each night at his brother’s bedside reading newspapers aloud to him. But after learning what the disease was, the doctor ordered Louis-Napoléon not to enter the room. Napoléon-Louis, in intense pain, was not able to close his eyes for three days and nights. ‘Do you think that one can live long in such a state … I don’t think so … Is it day? Is the window open? I see nothing.’ The doctor told Napoléon-Louis not to worry. The patient was not convinced. Talking to an Italian revolutionary who had stayed with him, he spoke about his younger brother: ‘We loved each other too much and I fear that he won’t be able to live without me. As for me, I don’t want to see him, it would hurt him too much, anyway, it could give him measles.’

         Soon after he spoke these words, Napoléon-Louis’s condition worsened; a priest was summoned. After agonising convulsions, he died in a cheap hotel in a small Italian town. When Louis-Napoléon learned his brother was dead, his world collapsed. ‘So I no longer have any friends,’ he said between violent sobs.17 He could not, however, attend the funeral. The Austrians were only days away. Devastated, he fled in search of his mother.

         As Hortense raced to Forlì, she heard rumours that her son was dead. She refused to believe it. Finally, though, a trusted messenger confirmed the news. ‘Him too,’ she said. ‘My two children’ – recalling the death of her firstborn in 1807.18 Determined to save her surviving son, she continued her journey to Pesaro, where she was reunited with Louis-Napoléon. Running into her arms, crying, he told her that he had lost his brother, his best friend, and that without Hortense he would have died of grief on the corpse that he did not want to leave. Although raised a Catholic, Louis-Napoléon had little interest in religion, and Hortense’s lady-in-waiting pitied him even more in his sorrow because he did not believe that he would see his brother again in the next world. There was no time to grieve. The Austrians were occupying nearby towns, including Forlì the week after Louis-Napoléon’s brother died. Hortense, drawing strength from danger, ordered horses to be readied and made for Ancona, which the Austrians had not yet reached. 48

         One advantage of the extended Bonaparte family was that it owned property across the peninsula, and Louis-Napoléon and Hortense found refuge in a palazzo belonging to her brother’s family. As Hortense’s British passport was for two children, they picked up a young Italian aristocrat who had fought with the rebels to pass off as her dead son, and planned to leave right away. But on the first day in Ancona, Louis-Napoléon came down with a terrible headache. Taking one glance at him, a doctor diagnosed measles. As he was too sick to move, Louis-Napoléon and Hortense would have to stay in Ancona.

         To misdirect the Austrians, Hortense bought passage for Louis-Napoléon on a boat departing that evening. Then she spread word that her son had gone, but she had remained behind because she was sick. Having come of age in one of the most ruthless courts in Europe and then thrived in exile while under constant surveillance, Hortense was an expert in the arts of deception and misinformation; however, even her considerable skills were put to the test when the Austrian troops entered Ancona, for a disadvantage of owning some of the most desirable real estate in the city presented itself: Austrian officers requisitioned the villa where Louis-Napoléon was convalescing as their headquarters.

         The Austrian commander took as his office the room adjoining the one where Louis-Napoléon was in his sick bed. Hortense warned her son not to speak. For days and nights, whenever he coughed, she held her hand tightly over his mouth to stifle the sound. The Austrian was good enough to apologise to Hortense for the inconvenience of having her villa full of troops. Then he asked if she was alone. She was, Hortense coolly replied, and she assured him that her son had left for Corfu days ago. The officer was so courteous that Hortense felt guilty for lying.

         After a few days, Louis-Napoléon was well enough to travel. Of course, Hortense could not pass herself off as an Englishwoman travelling with her sons now that she had been recognised by the Austrians. Instead, she would travel on her passport and the two fugitives would disguise themselves as her servants. Wearing servants’ clothes and with his head shaved and covered with a tight black cap, Louis-Napoléon was unrecognisable. At 4 a.m. on Easter Sunday, 3 April, they left their apartments and crept through the antechamber where Austrian soldiers lay sleeping. As they went downstairs, 49dawn was breaking, and in the dull early-morning light they slipped past incurious guards. The Austrians had given Hortense a pass to travel, and at the checkpoint leaving the port she and her ‘servants’ were not stopped.

         The early start had been explained to the Austrians as necessary to get to the nearby hilltop Basilica della Santa Casa for Mass.
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