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PREFACE

This book does not purport to be a definitive biography of Napoleon.
Indeed I wonder if such a thing is possible, short of a multi-volume life
along the lines of Martin Gilbert’s lifetime work on Churchill, and even
then there must be doubts whether any one individual could fully master
all the sources dealing with the multitudinous aspects of such a complex
life. As the great French scholar Frédéric Masson found, after spending a
lifetime studying the Emperor, Napoleon becomes more elusive and more
enigmatic the more one knows about him. I have therefore set myself the
modest task of attempting a clear synthesis of our existing knowledge of
this extraordinary colossus who convulsed the world for two decades.

Regrettably, I have decided that I cannot afford the luxury (self-
indulgence?) of detailed footnotes and citations. In the case of Napoleon,
in order to sustain a single proposition one would have to cite the
conflicting evidence available sometimes from more than a dozen sources.
Apart from the fact that this volume, which is already long enough,
would have to double in size to accommodate the critical apparatus, I am
not sure the reader is really interested in the agonizing that goes on before
a historian makes his or her Thucydidean judgement on what is likely to
have been the truth about a particular incident. I have therefore
contented myself with a summary of ‘indicative reading’.

My debt to the work of the great French scholars, especially Masson
and Jean Tulard, will be evident. Among English students of the
Emperor I would single out for special mention the seminal work by
David Chandler on Napoleon as military commander. My thanks are due
to a number of individuals who played a part in this book. Will Sulkin,
Euan Cameron and Tony Whittome at Cape gave particular support,
while to the generosity of Patrick Garland and Alexandra Bastedo I am
indebted for hospitality in Corsica, enabling me to visit all the Napoleonic
places on the island. Others who gave me encouragement at vital
moments when my spirits were flagging were Melvyn Bragg, Nigella



Lawson, Colette Bowe and Professor Murray Pittock of Strathclyde
University. But my greatest debt is to the three significant women in my
life: Pauline, Lucy and Julie.



CHAPTER ONE

Napoleon Bonaparte was born at Ajaccio, Corsica, on 15 August 1769.
Such a bald, even banal statement is necessary when we consider that
every aspect of the man’s life has been turned into the stuff of legend. In
1919 Archbishop Whateley tried to push beyond legend into myth by
suggesting, tongue-in-cheek, in his Historic Doubts Relative to Napoleon
Buonoparte, that Napoleon had never existed, that his was a proper name
falsely attributed to the French people collectively. The psychologist Carl
Gustav Jung, while accepting the reality of Napoleon’s existence, argued
that his significance was wholly collective and not individual: that he
represented the resurgence from the depths of the French unconscious of
the savage and irrational forces the Revolution had tried to suppress
through the cult of Reason (Déesse Raison).

Even those who accepted the importance of Napoleon the individual
argued about his origins and his date of birth. There has in some quarters
been a curious reluctance to accept that he was a Corsican at all, even
though born on the island. Some have asserted that he was descended
from the Greeks, the Carthaginians or the Bretons. Others, remarking his
‘Oriental complex’ (of which more later), and noting that in the ninth
century the Arab invaders of Europe reached Corsica, claim an Arab,
Berber or Moorish strain in his provenance; hence (on this view) his
excessive superstition, his belief in ghosts, Destiny and his own star, and
his preference for Islam over Christianity. The historian and critic Taine
traced his descent to an Italian condottiere, while Disraeli, on the grounds
that Corsica had once been peopled by African Semites, claimed
Napoleon as a Jew (presumably, given Napoleon’s later antipathy to the
Jews, an anti-semitic one). Kings of England, the Comneni, the
Paleologues, and even the Julian tribe have been pressed into service as
Napoleon’s forebears. The prize for the most absurd candidate as
Napoleonic ancestor must go to the Man in the Iron Mask and for the
most unlikely parents to the footman and goat girl, proposed by his most
scurrilous enemies.

At another level of mythmaking, Napoleon’s champions claimed that



he emerged from his mother’s womb a born warrior because she gave
birth to him immediately after a hazardous ‘flight in the heather’ —
retreating through the maquis with Corsican forces after being defeated by
the French. And the French writer Chateaubriand, who knew Napoleon
well and worked for him as a diplomat, argued that the true date of his
birth was 5 February 1768; according to this theory, it was Napoleon’s
brother Joseph who was born on 15 August 1769 and Napoleon was the
eldest son.

The sober facts are less sensational. On 2 June 1764 Carlo Buonaparte
of Ajaccio, an eighteen-year-old law student, married the fourteen-year-
old Marie-Letizia Ramolino, also of Ajaccio. Both families were
descended from Italian mercenaries in Genoese pay who settled in
Corsica at the beginning of the sixteenth century. The Buonapartes came
originally from Tuscany and could trace their lineage to the soldier of
fortune Ugo Buonaparte, documented as a henchman of the Duke of
Swabia in 1122. Ugo was a veteran of the struggle between Guelphs and
Ghibellines and a devoted supporter of the Holy Roman Emperor in his
conflict with the Pope. The loser in a Florentine power struggle, Ugo
spent his last days in the seaport of Sarzana, and it was from there in the
early sixteenth century that his descendant Francesco Buonaparte
emigrated to Corsica.

Such at any rate was the Buonaparte family tradition; their surname
was said to denote Ugo’s Imperialist affiliations. The earliest unimpeach-
able record shows a member of the Buonaparte family, a lawyer, as a
member of the Council of Ancients in Ajaccio in 1616; several more
Buonaparte lawyers served on this council in the eighteenth century. The
Buonapartes like the Ramolinos were part of the Corsican nobility, but it
must be remembered that Corsican ‘nobles’ were as common as ‘princes’
in Czarist Russia. Carlo Buonaparte, born on 27 March 1746, had been
studying law at Pisa University but left to marry Letizia without taking
his degree. The romancers have seized on this fact to build up a coup de
. foudre love affair between Carlo and Letizia, but the match was certainly
dynastic, even though some sections of the Ramolino clan objected to the
marriage.

The Ramolinos were a cadet branch of the distinguished Collalto
family, well entrenched in Lombardy since the fourteenth century; the
Ramolinos themselves had been established in Corsica for 250 years.
Where the Buonapartes were a family of lawyers, with the Ramolinos the
tradition was military: Letizia’s father was an army officer with expertise
in civil engineering, who commanded the Ajaccio garrison and held the
sinecure office of Inspector-General of Roads and Bridges. Both the



Buonapartes and the Ramolinos specialized in intermarriage with ancient
families of Italian origin, so a dynastic match made sense. There was just
one peculiarity: both the newly-weds’ fathers had died young. Carlo’s
father, a lawyer, died in 1760 when his son was fourteen, which meant
that Carlo could bring into the marriage the family house in the Via
Malerba, two of the best vineyards in Ajaccio, some pasture and arable
land, and also his claims to another estate.

Marie-Letizia Ramolino (born either in late 1749 or early 1750) was in
a more complicated situation. Her father died when she was five, after
which her mother Angela Maria turned for consolation to Frangois (or
Franz) Fesch, a Swiss captain in the French garrison forces at Ajaccio.
Angela Maria married Fesch in 1757 and persuaded him to convert to
Catholicism, but his father, a banker in Basle, responded by disinheriting
him. From the union of Fesch and Letizia’s mother came Joseph (born
1763), the future cardinal and Napoleon’s uncle, though only six years his
senior. The unfortunate Fesch, who died in 1770, gave Letizia away; her
dowry comprised thirty-one acres of land, a mill, and an oven for baking
bread.

The marriage of Carlo and Letizia was a solid, down-to-earth marriage
of convenience. There is even reason to believe that Carlo hedged his bets
by not marrying in the Church in 1764, or ever. It was well known that
Corsicans took an idiosyncratic, eclectic attitude to the Catholic Church,
which was why legal marriage on the island consisted in the agreement of
the two male heads of families, the signature of a dotal contract, and the
act of consummation. The likelihood is that Carlo simply refused to go
through with a religious ceremony, and for reasons of pride and saving
face the two clans kept quiet about it.

Again, contrary to the mythmaking, it is untrue that some of
the Ramolinos opposed the match for political reasons, allegedly on the
grounds that they supported the Genoese masters of the island while the
Buonapartes backed the independence movement under Pasquale Paoli.
Almost certainly, they simply had doubts that this was the very best
dynastic bargain they could strike while, as for political ideology, both the
Buonapartes and Ramolinos were notorious trimmers who made obei-
sance to whichever party in Corsica had the most power.

Carlo, a tall young man with a prominent nose, sensual lips and
almond-shaped eyes, was a hedonist and sensualist. Cunning, self-
regarding, unrefined, unscrupulous, he made it clear that his marriage
was no love match by declaring a preference for a girl of the Forcioli
family. The romancers claim that he was bowled over by Letizia’s beauty,
but portraits reveal a woman whose mouth was too small, whose nose was



too long and whose face was too austere for a claim to real beauty to be
advanced. It was true that she was petite (5'1"), with rich dark-brown hair
and slender white hands; and what she had, incontestably and by
common consent, were large, lustrous, deep-set eyes. As was normal at
the time, Letizia was wholly uneducated and trained in nothing but
domestic skills.

Letizia fulfilled the essential requirement of women of the time, which
was to be an efficient childbearer. She gave birth to thirteen children in
all, of whom eight survived. A son, named Napoleon, was born and died
in 1765. Pregnant again almost immediately, Letizia next brought forth a
girl who also died. Then came a mysterious interlude of about two years.
Allegedly Paoli sent the twenty-year-old Carlo as his envoy to Rome, to
appease the Pope when he launched his planned attack on the Genoese
island of Capraia (Capraia and Genoa had originally been deeded to
Genoa by papal gift), but the best evidence shows Carlo becoming a
Paolista while he was in Italy. Carlo’s time in Rome seems to have been
spent in cohabitation with a married woman. His own story was that he
returned from Rome after running out of funds, but a stronger tradition
has it that he seduced a virgin and was run out of town. On his return to
Corsica he again impregnated Letizia, who this time bore him a lusty son
in the shape of Joseph (originally named Giuseppe), who was born on 7
July 1768.

Another prevalent myth about Napoleon’s background was that he was
born into indigence. The property brought into the marriage by Carlo
and Letizia seems to have been nicely calculated, since Letizia’s dowry
was valued at 6,750 livres and Carlo’s assets at about 7,000 livres. The
joint capital generated an annual income of about 670 livres or about
£9,000 a year in today’s money. In addition, there was the money earned
by Carlo. Pasquale Paoli employed the young man as his secretary on
account of his unusually neat and clear handwriting. Carlo also worked as
a procureur — approximately equivalent to a British solicitor. Letizia
employed two servants and a wet-nurse — hardly badges of poverty.

What Carlo and Letizia suffered from was not poverty but relative
deprivation. The Buonapartes and their great rivals, the Pozzo di Borgos,
were among the richest families in Ajaccio, but they were aware that they
were big fish in a very small pond. Across the water, in mainland France,
their wealth would have counted for nothing and their pretensions to
nobility would have been laughed at. The Buonapartes wanted to be as
rich as the richest nobles in France and, since they could not be, they
created a compensatory myth of dire poverty. Economic conditions in
Corsica and their own pretensions worked against them. A sharecropping



economy based on vineyards and a primitive barter system meant there
were few opportunities for generating a surplus, hence no possibility for
profits and making money. Even if there had been, Carlo Buonaparte’s
aspirations to noble status stood in the way, for to a noble the Church,
the Law and the Army were the only acceptable professions, and even the
lower reaches of the Law, such as Carlo’s position as procureur, were
essentially beyond the aristocratic pale.

Napoleon was often, to his fury, called ‘the Corsican’. He always
denied that his birthplace had any significance, but no human being can
slough off early environmental and geographical influences just by say-so.
The restlessness in Napoleon’s later character must owe something to the
confused and chaotic politics of the island, which he imbibed with his
mother’s milk, or rather that of his wet-nurse. As Dorothy Carrington
has written: ‘defeat, resistance, betrayal, heroism, torture, execution and
conspiracy were the topics of the first conversations he overheard.
Conversations that left a permanent imprint on his mind.’

After 1729 a Corsican independence movement gathered momentum
against the Genoese overlords. In 1755 this took a more serious turn
when the twenty-nine-year-old Pasquale Paoli put himself at the head of
the Corsican guerrillas. Taking advantage of Corsica’s mountainous
terrain (a chain of high granite sierras runs down Corsica from the north-
west to the south-east and the highest peaks are always snowcapped), the
Paolistas drove the Genoese out of central Corsica, confining them to the
coastal towns of Ajaccio, Bastia and Calvi. Regarding himself as the true
ruler of Corsica, Paoli brought in a series of much-needed land reforms,
which confirmed the ancient customs of the land in defiance of Genoese
exploitation. In an early form of mixed economy, Paoli divided land into
two categories: in the lowlands there was the piage or public land used for
pasture and growing crops; but in the highlands, the vineyards, olive
groves, sweet chestnut and other trees were in private hands. Paoli’s
power base was always the widespread support he enjoyed among the
peasantry.

Paoli attracted admirers throughout Europe. Jean-Jacques Rousseau
thought Corsica, with its tiny population, was the ideal laboratory for the
political experiment he outlined in his Social Contract. An early exponent
of ‘small is beautiful’, Rousseau thought that the ‘General Will’ could
emerge in Corsica as the city state. The island was ideal, with a total
population of no more than 130,000 and its cities were glorified villages;
in the census of 1770 Bastia had 5,286 inhabitants and Ajaccio 3,907.
Rousseau actually sketched a constitution for Corsica and announced: ‘I
have a presentiment that one day this small island will astonish Europe.’



Another admirer who actually visited Corsica and met Paoli was James
Boswell, Dr Johnson’s faithful companion and biographer. Boswell in his
Account of Corsica (1768) famously compared the Corsicans, with their
clans and martial traditions, with the Scottish Highlanders before the
1745 Jacobite Rising. The thought had occurred to others: at one time
Bonnie Prince Charlie himself was proposed as a possible King of
Corsica. So enthusiastic for Paoli was Boswell that Dr Johnson accused
him of being a bore on the subject.

But Paoli had scarcely completed the conquest of the interior and
introduced his reforms when Corsica once again became a pawn on the
international diplomatic chessboard. Just before the outbreak of the
Seven Years War in 1756, by treaty arrangement the French poured their
troops into Calvi, Ajaccio and St-Florent. They pulled them out again
when war broke out, but reintroduced them in 1764. French encroach-
ment reached its apogee the year before Napoleon’s birth, in 1768, when
Genoa formally ceded the island to France; Paoli and his men learned
that they had fought the Genoese only to be delivered to the suzerainty of
Louis XV. In fury the Paolistas rose in revolt against the French. They
scored a string of minor military successes but were decisively crushed on
8 May 1769 at the battle of Ponte Novo. Among those who fled with Paoli
from this disaster were Carlo Buonaparte and his nineteen-year-old wife,
now six months pregnant with the future Napoleon.

Napoleonic legend credited the embryonic conqueror with having been
present in foetal form at Ponte Novo. What happened was dramatic
enough, for Carlo and Letizia fled with the other rebels into the
mountains towards Corte; it is therefore true to say that the embryonic
Napoleon was literally on the march. When Paoli recognized the
inevitable and accepted French surrender terms, Carlo and Letizia
returned to Ajaccio by the mountain route; to the end of her life Letizia
always remembered carrying Joseph in her arms while staggering and
slipping along precipitous paths.

Back in Ajaccio Letizia came to full term. On the feast of the
Assumption she was at mass in the cathedral when the labour pains
started. Fortunately she was only a minute’s walk away from the three-
storey Buonaparte family home, and her sister-in-law Geltruda Paravicini
helped her to walk the few yards. A curmudgeonly maidservant named
Caterina acted as the midwife and laid the newborn infant on a carpet, on
which were woven scenes from the //iad and the Odyssey. The child was
weak, with spindly legs and a large head, but sea air and the abundant
milk from wet-nurse Camilla Ilari, a sailor’s wife, saw him through the
perilous early days. Tradition says that a priest came from the cathedral



on the day of birth to carry out a perfunctory baptism, but sober history
must be content to record that the formal baptism did not take place until
21 July 1771, when it was performed in Ajaccio cathedral by Napoleon’s
great-uncle Lucien; the records show Lorenzo Giubeca of Calvi,
procureur du roi, as the child’s godfather. The little boy was christened
Napoleone. It was an odd name, and its origin, predictably, is shrouded
in controversy. Some claimed it was a name deriving from the Greek and
meaning ‘lion of the desert’. More plausibly, a Greek saint who suffered
martyrdom in Alexandria under Diocletian is cited, but the most likely
explanation is the simple and banal one that one of Letizia’s uncles, a
Paolista who had recently died, bore that name.

There is little hard evidence for the events of Napoleon’s early
boyhood. There is a strong tradition that he was sent in 1773 to a school
for girls run by nuns and that he was the terror of the playground. The
story goes that, when the children were taken for their afternoon walk,
Napoleon liked to hold hands with a girl called Giacominetta. Noting also
that Napoleon was sloppy with his appearance and often had his socks
around his ankles, some juvenile wag composed the couplet:

Napoleone di mezza calzetta
Fa lamore a Giacominetta.

If this provocative line was uttered, the sequel would have been
predictable, which was doubtless where the boy Napoleon got his early
reputation for fisticuffs.

It is certain that at about the age of seven he was sent to a Jesuit school,
where he learned to read and write, to do sums and take in the rudiments
of Latin and ancient history. But stories of tantrums and of a
systematically destructive boy who pulled the stuffing out of chairs,
wrecked plants and deliberately cut grooves in tables were later accretions
bruited about by his enemies and are fairly obvious attempts to read back
into his childhood authenticated adult traits.

Three items of anecdotal evidence relating to these early years seem to
be genuinely grounded in fact, not least because Letizia and Joseph
vouched for them in old age. Letizia recalled that when she gave her
children paints to use on the wall of their playroom, all the other children
painted puppets but Napoleon alone painted soldiers. Joseph recalled that
at school, when they played Romans and Carthaginians, Napoleon was
chosen by the teacher to be a Carthaginian while Joseph was a Roman.
Wanting to be on the winning side, Napoleon nagged and wheedled at the
teacher until the roles were reversed and he could play the Roman. This



would square with the tradition, which seems solidly grounded, that
Napoleon picked on Joseph, fought with him at every opportunity and
generally tried to browbeat and bully him. Joseph was quiet and mild, but
Napoleon was rumbustious and belligerent.

Finally, there is Letizia’s testimony that she was a stickler for the truth
while Napoleon showed early signs of being a pathological liar. This was
part of a general clash of wills between mother and son which saw Letizia
frequently having recourse to the whip. Carlo spoiled his children, but
Letizia was a fearsome martinet with a rather masculine nature and a
natural love of power. A stern taskmistress who always punished for the
slightest fault, Letizia laid about her with gusto when her second son
misbehaved. She drove him to Mass with slaps and blows, whipped him
when he stole fruit, misbehaved in church or — on one notorious occasion
— laughed at a crippled grandmother. Letizia was also cunning and
devious. When her son was eight and an altar boy, she vowed to mete out
punishment for his less than reverent behaviour on the altar, but faced
the problem that she would find it hard to lay hands on the agile and
fully-clothed Napoleon. To lull his suspicions, she told him she would
not beat him for his offence. But when he took his clothes off she
pounced on him with the whip.

Napoleon never cried out under the lash, but fear and respect for his
mother replaced genuine love. Napoleon resented her doctrinaire
principles and her sacrifice of reality for appearances. A true Latin,
Letizia believed that outward show was the most important thing and
that it was better to go without food so as to be able to wear a smart suit.
Naturally austere and penny-pinching, she had no qualms about sending
her children to bed hungry, both because she thought such hardship was
good for them and because she genuinely preferred to spend the money
on furnishing the house and keeping up appearances. Superficially, at
least, the challenge and response between mother and son worked out
well, since Napoleon did learn the value of discipline; his siblings, by
contrast, were notorious for the lack of it. Napoleon’s testimony to his
mother on St Helena is the truth, but it is not the whole truth: ‘I owe her
a great deal. She instilled into me pride and taught me good sense.’

But it was on Carlo that Napoleon’s future prospects depended.
Despite his later claims to have been at the heart of Paolista councils,
Carlo was always held at arm’s length by Paoli, who never admitted him
to the inner circles. Perhaps Paoli sensed that his young secretary was a
political opportunist pure and simple. After the retreat to Corte in May
1769, following the rout at Ponte Nuovo, Paoli and 340 of his most
devoted followers continued on to Bastia and took ship for England



rather than remain under the French heel. Significantly, not only did
Carlo not go with them but he immediately threw in his lot with the new
French overlords. In February 1771 he was appointed assessor of the
Royal Jurisdiction of Ajaccio, one of eleven on the island. Certainly not
coincidentally, in the same year, on 13 September 1771, Carlo obtained
patents from the authorities declaring the Buonaparte family noble.
Corsican nobility did not confer many advantages: there were no feudal
privileges, no exemption from taxes, not even any particular deference
from other classes; but the advantages of the declaration of nobility for
the Buonapartes were significant in the long term.

Two aspects of Carlo’s career in the 1770s are particularly noteworthy:
his litigiousness and his truckling to the French Commissioners who
ruled the island. In the eighteenth century modern notions of privacy
were still largely unknown, and Carlo was quite content to have his
cousins living on the top floor of Casa Buonaparte. He drew the line,
however, at their emptying the slop-bucket over Letizia’s washing and
brought suit against them. He then petitioned for the ownership of the
Mitelli estate. This had belonged to Paolo Odone, the brother of Carlo’s
great-great-grandmother, who had died childless and in a fit of piety
bequeathed the property to the Jesuits. When the Jesuits were suppressed
in 1767—69 throughout the Bourbon kingdoms and colonies, Carlo saw
his chance. The incoming French tried to expropriate the Mitelli estate as
a state asset, but Carlo brought an action to have it returned to his family.
The protracted legal wrangling occupied the rest of Carlo’s life, with the
lack of clear documentary title and unimpeachable genealogical lines
telling against him.

Carlo also turned his legal guns against the Ramolinos. A clause in the
act of dowry that formed part of Letizia’s marriage settlement expressly
stipulated that if the value of Letizia’s property ever slipped below 7,000
livres, the Ramolinos had to make up the difference. Pressing the letter of
the law, Carlo in 1775 began proceedings against Letizia’s grandfather,
the eighty-four-year-old Giovanni Ramolino. His suit was successful, but
then it turned out that Giovanni could not pay the amount owed. The old
man’s meagre belongings — two good barrels, two crates, two wooden jars,
a washing bowl, a tub, five casks, six low-quality barrels, etc — were sold
at auction in Ajaccio marketplace. It is probable that Letizia, already less
than enamoured by Carlo and his conduct, was deeply angered by the
public humiliation of her impoverished grandfather; she was, after all, a
woman who believed deeply in ‘face’ and appearances.

Ironically, Carlo’s litigiousness, which alienated ILetizia, made her
more vulnerable to the charms of Carlo’s protector and patron, the



Comte de Marbeuf. French rule in Corsica essentially came down to the
military governor and a civil intendant supported by a docile conses/
supérieur (a president, six French councillors, four Corsican) sitting at
Bastia. From 1772-86 the military governor was Charles Réné, Comte de
Marbeuf, a favourite of Louis XV’s, while the Intendant from 1775-85
was M. de Boucheporn. Marbeuf, from an old Breton family, was sixty
when he took up his appointment as the virtual ruler of Corsica and soon
showed himself an enlightened reformer and improver, interested in crop
rotation and presiding in Cartesian benevolence over a strict administra-
tive hierarchy of paese (village), pieve (canton), province and central
government.

Marbeuf surrounded himself with male protégés and sycophants on
the one hand and pretty women on the other. Having contracted a
marriage of convenience in France, he also conveniently left his wife
behind when he went out to Corsica as governor. A man whose virility
belied his years, he at first kept Madame de Varesnes, the ‘Cleopatra of
Corsica’, as his mistress. To his male protégés he distributed largesse,
and one of the principal beneficiaries was Carlo. In 1777 Marbeuf secured
his election as a deputy for the nobility, to represent Corsica at Versailles.
Carlo was away for two years.

Marbeuf meanwhile turned his attention to Letizia. It was well known
that he was besotted with her, but only in 1776, when he dropped
Madame de Varesnes, did he begin the pursuit. There is very strong
circumstantial evidence that Marbeuf and Letizia were lovers while Carlo
was in Versailles; unfortunately, zealots for the theory that Letizia was
habitually unfaithful to Carlo have tried to backdate the liaison to 1768 in
order to sustain the thesis that Marbeuf was Napoleon’s father. It can be
stated categorically that he was not: at the probable date of Napoleon’s
conception, around November 1768, Marbeuf was with French troops in
winter quarters and had no connection whatever with Letizia. Yet those
who have refuted the ‘straw man’ theory that Marbeuf was Napoleon’s
father have made the unwarranted further assumption that he could not
have fathered any of her other children. He certainly did not beget the
third son, Lucien, who was born in 1775, nor the first daughter, Maria
Anna Elisa (born 1777), but it is highly likely that the fourth Buonaparte
son, Louis, was really the son of Marbeuf. The calendar favours Marbeuf
as father far more than Carlo; additionally Louis was quite unlike his
siblings in looks, character and temperament, and shared Marbeuf’s
brusque irascibility. Many biographers have asserted on no grounds
whatever that Marbeuf’s relationship with Letizia was platonic and that
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‘she had eyes only for Carlo’. Such writers fly in the face of probability
and reveal themselves as poor judges of human nature.

Marbeuf repaid Letizia in an eminently practical and concrete way.
Knowing of Carlo’s parlous finances, he alerted him to a little-known
procedure whereby the children of distressed French nobility could
receive a free education. In theory, Joseph could be trained for the
priesthood at the seminary at Aix, Napoleon could be sent to military
school, while the eldest girl might secure a place at Madame de
Maintenon’s school at St-Cyr. There was just one snag: parental
applicants had to submit both a certificate of nobility and of indigence,
and competition for the free places was ferocious, only 600 being available
in the whole of France. Nevertheless, with his contacts and patronage
Marbeuf was confident of success. In 1778, while Carlo was still out of
Corsica, Marbeuf solicited the Minister of War, Prince de Montbarrey
for free places for Joseph and Napoleon, enclosing the certificates of
poverty and of four generations of nobility. Montbarrey replied
provisionally on 19 July 1778, granting Napoleon a place at the military
academy at Brienne and Joseph his indentures at the Aix seminary.
However, there were conditions: the two Buonaparte sons had to be clear
that they could not both be trained for the same profession; they had to
pass the entrance examinations; and final confirmation had to await a new
certificate of nobility from the royal heraldist in Versailles. Final
confirmation of Napoleon’s place at a military school was not received
from the Minister of War until 31 December 1778.

Marbeuf again pulled strings. The preliminary education, so necessary
after the fragmentary instruction in Corsica, would be given at the school
at Autun, run by his nephew the Bishop; Marbeuf guaranteed payment of
Napoleon and Joseph’s fees. Carlo gushed with gratitude and wrote a
sonnet in praise of his benefactor, who does not seem to have reciprocated
by ending the affair with Letizia. Such was the complex family situation
as Napoleon, at the age of nine, prepared to depart for Autun. What was
the impact of those first nine years, in which all the essential ‘formation’
of his personality was done?

The Corsican legacy may partly account for the ruthless pragmatism in
Napoleon’s personality, the impatience with abstract theory and the
conviction that, ultimately, human problems are solved by main force.
There is also the ‘primitive’ aspect of the adult Napoleon, frequently
noticed by memorialists and biographers. The psychoanalyst A.A. Brill
wrote: ‘“There is no doubt that Napoleon represents the very acme of
primitivity,” and went on to argue that his universal fascination lies in his
embodiment of those primitive qualities we can scarcely acknowledge
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consciously in ‘civilized’ society. This is not so very strange when we
consider the backward and primitive nature of eighteenth-century
Corsican life, where even the everyday sights, smells and sounds were
primordial. Contemporary accounts speak of the streets of Ajaccio as
suffused with the stench of animals slaughtered outside butchers’ shops
and the animal hides stretched out to tan in the sun. The noisome foetor
in the streets was exacerbated by the clouds of flies, the stifling summer
climate, and the acute shortage of water. There are grounds for believing
that Napoleon’s later addiction to lying in hot baths was compensation for
a childhood marked by water shortage.

The other quintessentially primitive aspect of Corsica, noted by all
travellers and visitors to the island, was the vendetta. The tradition of
blood vengeance was handed down to the seventh generation, and a girl
had the number of her cousins reckoned as part of her dowry so that
wrongs done to the clan would never be forgotten; the males in the clan
refused to shave and went about bearded until the affront to the family
honour was avenged. It was this aspect of the Corsicans that ancien régime
statesmen like the duc de Choiseul particularly hated. Rousseau, Boswell
and other admirers might praise the Corsicans as shrewd, verbose,
voluble, highly intelligent and as interested in politics as the inhabitants
of an ancient Greek city-state. But against this, said the critics, was the
fact that the Corsicans were also proud, prickly, arrogant, vindictive,
unforgiving, implacable, vengeful and alarmingly quick to take offence or
construe words and actions as insults.

The institution of vendetta knew no boundaries of class or status, only
of family and clan. Napoleon himself clearly surmounted the tradition
of vendetta, as he always killed his enemies for reasons of state not out of
personal grievance; indeed he can be faulted for being absurdly tolerant of
inveterate personal enemies. His enemies in Corsica, however, did not
have his forbearance: the rival family of Pozzo di Borgo pursued the
Buonapartes with vendetta to Napoleon’s grave and beyond. They
intrigued with his enemies, manipulated Czar Alexander and were among
the first to suggest St Helena as a place of exile. Only after the fall of
Louis-Napoleon in 1870 and the death of the Prince Imperial in the Zulu
War of 1879 did the Pozzo di Borgos relax and build the castle of
LaPunta as a monument to their final victory.

Far more important than the influence of Corsica on Napoleon was the
impact of his family. It is quite clear from his later career, as indeed from
the tenuous record of his first nine years, that Napoleon was obsessed by
rivalry with Joseph and yearned to supplant him. The later political
history of Napoleon the emperor is sometimes inexplicable without taking
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into account his ‘Joseph complex’. In later years Napoleon indulged his
elder brother shamelessly, leading one to conclude that the childhood
hatred must have been compensated and the original aggression visited
on others. It was this consideration that led Freud to write: “T'o push
Joseph aside, to take his place, to become Joseph himself, must have been
the little Napoleon’s strongest emotion. . .. Hundreds of thousands of
strangers had to pay the penalty of this little fiend’s having spared his
first enemy.” The early feelings of hostility towards his brother may well
have been compounded, in Napoleon’s unconscious, by the idea that he
was a ‘replacement child’ for the first Napoleon, who died in 1765;
Joseph, therefore, had a clear identity and a clear focus in his parents’
affections which he, as a ‘substitute’, did not have.

Towards his father Napoleon always evinced an ambivalence character-
ized by contempt for the real man coupled with idolization of Carlo or a
Platonic form of Carlo; this maybe found expression ultimately in
Napoleon’s desire to be a second great French Emperor, the first being
Charlemagne who, bearing the same Christian name as his father, was the
ideal-type. Consciously, Napoleon disliked his father’s extravagance and
addiction to pleasure, but was proud of him as a patriot and Paolista. Yet
it is universally conceded that during Napoleon’s early life Carlo was a
shadowy figure. The really important early parental influence came from
his mother.

Some of the mistakes attributed to Letizia probably did not have the
consequences ascribed to them. Wilhelm Reich speculated, from the
mixture of great energy and passive tendencies, that Napoleon might
have been a ‘phallic-narcissistic’ character, as a result of an ‘overfemini-
zed’ early socialization, with the nuns at school and the overbearing
Letizia at home. It is, however, unlikely that his brief attendance at the
nuns’ school had any significant role in his formation, and it is surely far-
fetched to imagine Letizia’s beatings as the genesis of sado-masochistic
tendencies. However, the general thesis of an unconscious desire for
revenge against the opposite sex seems well grounded in the evidence of
his later life. In particular, he always thought of women as being totally
without honour, duplicitous, deceivers, liars.

In later life Napoleon always showered lavish praise on his mother in
public or when talking to inferiors. To intimates and confidantes it was a
different story, for then he allowed himself to express his darker feelings
about Letizia. In theory her meanness with money should have balanced
Carlo’s extravagance but the adult Napoleon felt, though he would
obviously not have used the term, that both his parents were neurotic in
countervailing and fissiparous ways. He hated the way his mother got him
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to spy on Carlo when he was drinking and gambling in the Ajaccio
saloons. There were also more sinister suspicions about Letizia and
Marbeuf that he dared not express consciously. But it is important to be
clear that Napoleon’s ambivalence about his mother was part of a general
obsession with Letizia, and we would therefore be justified in adding
‘mother fixation’ to the other ‘complexes’ already noted.

All human beings struggle in vain against the determinism of the
parental legacy, both biological and psychological. The curious paradox
of being a charismatic workaholic, which was the character of the adult
Napoleon, surely results from the very different and centrifugal qualities
of his two ill-matched parents. From Carlo he would appear to have
derived the histrionic and magnetic qualities, the self-dramatization and
the ability to win men; from Letizia came the self-discipline and the
fanatical devotion to work. It was the Letizia-derived qualities that would
be most valuable to him during his virtual orphancy at Brienne.
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CHAPTER TWO

On 15 December 1779 a veritable cohort of Buonapartes left Corsica, all
ultimately headed in different directions. Carlo, once again named deputy
for the nobility of the Estates-General of Corsica, was on his way to
Versailles. In his charge were the young Fesch, who was beginning his
studies at the seminary at Aix-en-Provence, Napoleon, who was to spend
four months learning French before being assigned to a military school,
and Joseph, likewise going to the school at Autun to learn French before
beginning to study for the priesthood. The other adult in the party was
Letizia’s cousin, the Abbé Varese, who had been appointed subdeacon at
Autun Cathedral.

In his memoirs Joseph states categorically that the party crossed to La
Spezia and visited Florence before proceeding to France, but the calendar
tells against him, for he and Napoleon were definitely enrolled at the
school at Autun in Burgundy on New Year’s Day 1779. Carlo dropped
off Fesch at the Aix seminary and then proceeded north with Varese to
Autun. Three weeks after his sons had started school, Carlo was notified
by the War Ministry that Napoleon had, in principle, been assigned to
the military school at Tiron, but that some final formalities concerning
the title to nobility had still to be cleared up. However on 28 March 1779
Montbarrey informed Carlo that Napoleon was actually being sent to the
military school at Brienne in Champagne. Since Carlo was by now in
Versailles and detained on business, he asked Mgr Marbeuf, the Bishop
of Autun, to take Napoleon up to Brienne to begin his education proper.

Serendipity intervened, so that Napoleon did not actually commence
his schooling at Brienne on 23 April, official school records notwithstand-
ing. A certain captain Champeaux, on leave from his regiment in Nice,
arrived in Autun to convey his son from the school to Brienne. Learning
that the Champeaux boy was going to the same place as the young
Buonaparte, Mgr Marbeuf decided to save himself a journey and
prevailed on Champeaux to take Napoleon with him. Joseph described
the parting from his brother: he (Joseph) was red-eyed from weeping but
Napoleon shed just a single tear. On 22 April the Champeaux family took
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Napoleon with them for a three-week holiday at the family chiteau in
Thoisy-le-Desert. But Mgr Marbeuf, who had squared this arrangement
with the school at Brienne, had not quite calculated all the odds, for at the
end of the holiday the young Jean-Baptiste Champeaux was found to be
too ill to continue to Brienne; Marbeuf thus had to send his vicar, the
Abbé Hamey, to take Napoleon over to Brienne — something he could
have done three weeks earlier.

Napoleon arrived in Brienne on 15 May 1779. The military ‘college’
there, originally a monastery, stood at the foot of a hill dominated by the
chateau. A religious academy from 1730, it had become a military school
in 1776, one of ten (later twelve) such schools set up to replace the Ecole
Royale Militaire in Paris, which had been wound up that year on grounds
of cost. It was still run by monks and the religious ethos was dominant,
but the Minimes of the Order of St Benedict were poor and ignorant, the
Brienne school was underfunded so could not afford to engage top-class
teachers, was the lowest-ranked of all ten military colleges and had the
lowest student enrolment (around 150) as against a top military school
like La Fleche (with nearly 500). Its aim was to prepare the sons of the
nobility for eventual cadetships in the armed services but, apart from a
course in fortification in the final year, the education was not remotely
military, but rather a variant of the standard training of the eighteenth-
century gentleman. The theory was that the best pupils would be selected
for the artillery, the engineers and the navy, and the mediocre ones for
the infantry; only those too stupid even for the cavalry would be sent
back in disgrace to their families.

In this sleepy town on the vast open plains of Champagne Napoleon
spent five years. He often professed an admiration for Sparta, but here he
had to live like a Spartan of old. There were two corridors, both of which
contained seventy cells, each six feet square, furnished with a strap bed, a
water jug and a basin. Students were locked into their cells at 10 p.m., in
a vain attempt to stamp out homosexual practices which were rampant at
the Brienne school. In an emergency a pupil could press a bell which
communicated with the corridor where a servant slept. At 6 a.m. reveille
sounded. After a breakfast of bread and water and some fruit in a
common dining-hall which seated 180 persons, lessons began. The
morning was given over to Latin, history, mathematics, geography,
drawing and some German. A two-hour lunch break followed, where the
standard of food improved. A typical menu contained soup, bouill, roast
meat, salad and dessert. Teaching in the afternoon concentrated on
fencing, dancing, music and handwriting. There was a brief break for
‘tea’ which was a repeat of breakfast, and later there was a dinner which
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repeated the lunch menu. Only on feast days did the monotonous fare
vary: one Epiphany Napoleon noted down that the boys had been served
chicken, cauliflower, beetroot salad, cake, chestnuts and hot dessert.

There was a strict dress code. Pupils wore a blue coat with red facings
and white metal buttons; the waistcoat was blue faced with white; the
breeches were blue or black and an overcoat was allowed in winter. No
servants were permitted. Linen was changed twice a week, but only one
rug was permitted on the bed, except in cases of illness. Up to the age of
twelve the boys had to have their hair cut short but after that a pigtail was
to be worn; powder could be worn only on Sundays and saints’ days. The
régime was austere in other ways. Boys were not allowed to visit home
except in the case of death or severe illness of a parent, parental visits
were - discouraged, and there were no real holidays. During the short
annual break between 21 August and 8 September classes were cancelled
and the boys taken on long walks, though the Champagne countryside
hardly inspired Romantic feelings: Brienne was situated in flat, agricul-
tural and often flooded or waterlogged terrain, where the monotony was
broken only by wretched, poverty-stricken villages, dilapidated cottages,
smoking bothies and thatched hovels.

The teachers at the school were of poor calibre and sometimes
downright incompetent. The Berton brothers, who had started life in the
Army and now acted as Principal and Vice-Principal, did not run a tight
ship and were even cavalier about religion: the younger Berton brother,
Jean-Baptiste, used to race through Mass in nine or ten minutes. Vulgar
yet pretentious, tough yet incompetent, cynical, worldly and fainéant, the
Berton brothers, as their name suggests, would have been better running
a circus than a military school. Official inspections of the school in 1785
and 1787 found laziness and carelessness in both staff and students, and
the 1787 report recorded outright indiscipline. The Bertons’ career was
hardly a glittering success. Napoleon, in one of those flashes of genuine
generosity his critics never acknowledge, rescued Louis Berton, the
Principal, from poverty in later years and gave him a sinecure in
educational administration, but the man died insane. The brother proved
that his record-breaking time for saying Mass was no fluke by getting
himself released from his vows after the Revolution.

The approach to teaching was as pragmatic as the brothers’ general
attitude. Latin was studied for moral example, not so as to provide
models for rhetoric; the elements of logic were instilled by detaching
them from their metaphysical and Aristotelian roots; German was taught
because it might be useful in a future war; history, geography and
mathematics for their use in topography and fortification, and so on.
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Plenty of Latin authors were picked over — Virgil, Caesar, Sallust, Livy,
Cicero, Horace, Cornelius Nepos — but Napoleon could never master
Latin inflections (strangely for one with such mathematical talents). In
any case, his favourite classical author was Plutarch, who wrote in Greek.
What Napoleon liked most about the ancient world was the study of its
military leaders such as Caesar. From the story of his assassination boys
were meant to draw the moral that Caesar was a tyrant and Brutus the
champion of liberty; but Napoleon concluded that Caesar was a great man
and Brutus a traitor.

There were twenty teachers instructing six classes, but the only ones
remembered by Napoleon with any affection were Father Patrault, the
head of mathematics, and Father Dupuy, the head of French. He was
unmusical, sang out of tune, hated dancing, fencing and deportment and
was hopeless at all of them but evinced a flair for ancient history and was
brilliant at mathematics. He liked geography but his actual knowledge
was always shaky: in later life he confused the river Elbe with the Ebro
and Smolensk with Salamanca. He never mastered the rules of spelling
and always spoke French with an Italian accent, pronouncing certain
words as if they obeyed Italian rules of phonetics.

No Greek was taught at Brienne and only the most elementary Latin;
Napoleon read the classical authors in translation. He read omnivorously
if erratically and was soon recognized as one of the more able pupils. In
August and September each year the school opened its doors to the
public for exercices publics, in which the cleverest boys answered questions
put to them by the masters in the presence of Church and State
dignitaries. After 1780 Napoleon was a prize exhibit each year at these
sessions. In 1781 he was awarded a prize for mathematics by the duc
d’Orléans; in 1782 he answered on mathematics and ancient history; and
in 1783 he answered mathematical problems that were as difficult as his
teachers could make them. Despite his brilliance, he never got his teeth
into higher mathematics, simply because there was no one at Brienne
with the talent to teach him.

If Napoleon’s academic progress at Brienne was fair, his social and
personal formation was disastrous. Three things combined to turn him
into a misanthropic recluse when not yet in his teens: brutality, social
snobbery and racial prejudice. Brutality was visited on him by both boys
and masters. Corporal punishment was officially outlawed at Brienne as
damaging to body and soul, but this proscription was honoured more in
the breach than the observance. On one occasion Napoleon was punished
by having to eat his dinner kneeling down in the refectory, wearing coarse
brown homespun and a dunce’s cap. This brought on hysteria and an
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attack of vomiting. Father Patrault, the head of mathematics, a tall, red-
faced man who was the only one at Brienne to discern Napoleon’s true
intellectual potential, intervened and reproved the master who had
inflicted the punishment.

Napoleon’s initial problem with the other boys was that he would not
consent to be a ‘nymph’, as the catamites in the school, well known to be
honeycombed with homosexuality, were called. This inevitably led to
beatings-up and fights. His sallow skin, his nationality and even his name
set him apart. His schoolmates converted ‘Napoleone’ into paille au nez
(‘straw nose’) — an insult he still remembered at the end of his life. Great
mirth was occasioned by Napoleon’s first encounter with ice, in his water
jug. ‘Who’s put glass in my water jug?’ he cried, to hoots of laughter.
Napoleon’s response to such humiliations was to insult his fellow-pupils
in turn, which led to further fisticuffs. But he won grudging respect from
his peers by not ‘peaching’ to the masters.

Yet the major source of tension was Napoleon’s virulent Corsican
nationalism and his worship of Paoli. His schoolmates scoffed at Paoli; he
expressed his hatred for Choiseul; they jeered that the Corsicans were a
defeated people and were natural cowards; he replied that they were the
bravest of the brave and could easily have handled odds of four to one but
not the ten to one they actually faced; moreover, he would one day make
good his words by leading Corsica to independence. There is also this
highly significant outburst to one of his teachers: ‘Paoli was a great man:
he loved his fatherland, and I shall never forgive my father, who was his
adjutant, for helping to unite Corsica to France. He should have followed
his fortunes and succumbed with him.’

The spiral of taunt, counter-taunt, playground fight and return match
between Napoleon and schoolmates continued. The arrival in 1782 of
another student from Corsica, Elie-Charles de Bragelonne, might
conceivably have been a source of relief, but Bragelonne was the son of
the French military commander in Bastia, and the strong anti-Napoleon
schoolboy faction twisted this to its own advantage. Knowing that
Corsicans hated Genoese even more than the French, they put
Bragelonne up to pretending he was Genoese. The sequel was
predictable: Napoleon flew at the boy and pulled out his hair in tufts,
leading to another fight. But there is a tradition that Bragelonne later
joined in Napoleon’s anti-schoolmaster baiting and troublemaking and
even aspired to inherit his mantle in this regard, for he was expelled in
1786. There must have been some kind of rapport, for Napoleon later
made him one of his generals.

There are many accounts of Napoleon at Brienne by alleged
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contemporaries but only four of them seem authentic, and even these
have often been doctored or suffused with the ‘wisdom’ of retrospection.
Hence the surfeit of apocrypha from these years — the plaintive pleas
from Napoleon to his parents for pocket-money, the alleged visit to
Brittany, etc. Napoleon himself, in his St Helena memoirs, doubtless
exaggerated the misery at school, the violence and the loneliness. Yet all
the evidence dovetails to underline the inescapable conclusion that he did
not fit in, did not make friends easily, was unpopular and a lone wolf.
Two of the best authenticated stories show him in the two moods he
habitually demonstrated at Brienne: either a reserved, meditative loner
who would turn to violence if provoked; or an aggressive gang-leader.

As part of the ethos of ‘robust bodies, enlightened minds, honest
hearts’ so falteringly applied by the Berton brothers, all students were
encouraged to take up outdoor recreations. Napoleon and three of his
schoolmates opted for gardening, but Napoleon quickly bribed the others
to give up their rights in the patch of garden and then enclosed his plot
with a ‘palisade’. He liked to retire inside this redoubt to be alone, private
and au dessus de la mélée, to work on an algebraic problem or read his
favourite books — Plutarch, Macpherson’s Ossian and Marshal Saxe on
military campaigning. On the feast of St Louis the other boys let off
fireworks, but Napoleon, as a pointed demonstration of his Corsican
patriotism, held aloof. One of the fireworks exploded a fresh box of
firecrackers, at which the boys panicked and stampeded through the
gardens, trampling down Napoleon’s stockade. In a fury he emerged with
a spade and laid about him, as a retaliation for which he was later
ambushed and beaten up. His peers took the line that Napoleon should
have been able to see that the whole affair was a genuine accident and
been rational about it. But to Napoleon, obsessed as he was with notions
of defending Corsica against the French invader, the incident was a
microcosm of all the events that caused him greatest grief.

The most famous event featuring Napoleon at Brienne comes from late
in his years at the school, in the winter of 1783-84. There had been heavy
snowfall and Napoleon, now fourteen, suggested to his bored fellow
pupils that they build a snow fortress in the courtyard, and then divide
into two groups, besiegers and besieged, for a massive snowfight. The
idea was at first a huge success, with Napoleon commanding both sides,
but things took an ugly turn when the boys began to cover large stones in
an outer casing of snow; serious wounds were sustained as a result.
Needless to say, this incident was always cited later as prefiguring
Napoleon’s military genius. A better index of his Promethean ambitions
is his well-authenticated remark to the Inspector-General M. de Keralio
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in 1782, when Napoleon announced he wanted to devote his life to
science — either producing a general theory of electricity or inventing a
model of the cosmos to replace the Newtonian system.

By 1782 Napoleon had decided that he wanted to join the Navy. It was
conceivable that, the following year, he could have been sent either to the
naval training school in Paris or to the Ecole Militaire in Paris, but the
royal Inspector-General decided he had not yet spent enough time at
Brienne to be transferred. In 1783 the Inspector-General, M. de Keralio,
kept the boy’s options open. ‘M. de Bonaparte (Napoleon), born 15
August 1769. Height 5'3". Constitution: excellent health, docile expres-
sion, mild, straightforward, thoughtful. Conduct most satisfactory; has
always been distinguished for his application in mathematics. He is fairly
well acquainted with history and geography. He is weak in all
accomplishments — drawing, dancing, music and the like. This boy would
make an excellent sailor; deserves to be admitted to the school in Paris.’

What decided Napoleon’s fate was a downturn in his family’s fortunes.
Since Napoleon last saw his father, Carlo had not fared well. Once in
Paris in 1779, he tried to press to have the Odone estate returned to him
or at least to be compensated for it, but in vain. With a letter of
introduction from Marbeuf he was granted audience with Louis XVI
who, impressed by the Governor of Corsica’s patronage of the supplicant,
granted him his secondary request: a subsidy for the planting of mulberry
trees which, it was hoped, would eventually make Corsica a silk-
producing centre. But Carlo claimed all this money was absorbed by his
expenses in Paris and the costs of lobbying. In his accounts book he
noted: ‘In Paris I received 4,000 francs from the King and a fee of 1,000
crowns from the government, but I came back without a penny.’

Meanwhile his family continued to grow. When Napoleon went to
Brienne he was already the second child in a family of five but by the time
he next saw his father there had been two additions to the brood (Marie
Pauline, born in 1780 and Maria Annunciata Caroline in 1782). At the
same time Carlo had declined in health and lost weight — clearly the first
signs of the stomach cancer that would carry him off in 1785. This
reduced his earning power at the very time his financial resources were
declining, for in 1784 Marbeuf ceased to be the generous patron of old. A
man of exceptional sexual vigour, he married an eighteen-year-old and
began keeping Letizia at arm’s length. Carlo had hoped Napoleon would
be promoted either to Toulon or Paris in 1783 and, with this in mind,
had had Lucien brought over from Corsica to slot into Napoleon’s vacant
cadetship. Keralio’s report ended his hopes, but he decided to visit
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Brienne anyway, in hopes of getting the Bertons to take on the eight-
year-old Lucien.

The farewell act of patronage Marbeuf had performed for Carlo was
getting Elisa placed with the nuns at St-Cyr in Paris. Hoping to kill two
birds with one stone, Carlo arrived at Brienne on 21 June 1784 en route
to Paris with Elisa. Also in tow was Lucien, who had been with Joseph at
Autun since the year before. Apart from generally gloomy news about the
family’s finances, Carlo had three further items of bad news to impart to
Napoleon: Letizia was not in the best of health, having contracted
puerperal fever after the birth of Caroline; Lucien was coming to stay at
Brienne for some months; and Joseph had decided he had no vocation, so
wanted to quit his studies as a seminarist.

Sullenly Napoleon accepted the custodianship of the now nine-year-
old Lucien. The notoriously bad later relationship between the two
brothers seems to have had its origin here, for Lucien reported that
Napoleon was broody and withdrawn, greeted him without affection and
showed him no tenderness or kindness. Lucien deeply resented this and
always said it was because of Napoleon’s attitude that he (Lucien) felt the
greatest repugnance in bowing to him when Emperor.

Carlo’s visit is described in some detail in the first authentic letter
written by Napoleon, on 25 June 1784, to his uncle Nicolo Paravicini.
Napoleon was outraged by Joseph’s ambition to join the artillery after
leaving the seminary, for the notorious inter-service rivalry meant that
was probably the end of his own ambitions to enter the Navy. Although,
therefore, we must realize that Napoleon had his own reasons for the
unflattering portrait he painted of Joseph, the analysis still shows very
shrewd insight into his elder brother’s failings. The lucid, cold, pragmatic
adult Napoleon is essentially on display here. He pointed out that Joseph
had poor health and lacked physical courage, that he had not faced the
reality of Army life but thought only of the social side of garrison
existence. What a pity that Joseph was abandoning a career where, with
Bishop Marbeuf’s patronage, he too could soon have a bishopric. And
how was Joseph going to make the grade, he who had shown no aptitude
for mathematics? Even if he were not congenitally lazy, had he fully
realized that he would have to spend five years learning his putative
profession as an engineer?

At some stage Letizia also visited Napoleon at Brienne and was
appalled at how thin and cadaverous he was. This must have been on a
visit distinct from Carlo’s, though careless historians have run the two
together. But one visit Napoleon looked forward to with more trepidation
was the arrival in September of M. Reynaud des Monts, the sub-
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inspector of military schools. On 22 September Des Monts examined
Napoleon and found him qualified to enter the military school in Paris.
The only question now remaining was whether a place would be found.
Napoleon did not rate his chances highly, as he thought his lack of the
classical languages would stand between him and the Ecole Royale
Militaire in Paris. Fortunately, at this very juncture the Ministry of War
authorized a special intake of candidates outstanding in mathematics.
Early in October word came through that Napoleon and three
schoolfellows had been selected for the school in Paris; Lucien could have
the Brienne berth after all.

This was the end of Napoleon’s naval ambitions, once so intense that
he actually thought of applying to the Royal Navy in England for a
cadetship. To this unlikely historical might-have-been can be added a
more sombre possibility. In expressing his continuing enthusiasm for the
Navy in 1784, Napoleon mentioned his ambition of sailing with the great
French navigator La Pérouse, then preparing for a Pacific expedition to
rival those of Captain Cook. L.a Pérouse sailed in 1785 but three years
later was shipwrecked with the loss of all hands at Vanikoro Island in the
south-west Pacific, between the Solomons and the New Hebrides. But for
an administrative decision in Paris, the great European conqueror could
easily have died in obscurity in an oceanic grave.

Napoleon and his three schoolfellows, whose names have been
preserved for history (Montarby de Dampierre, Castries de Vaux,
Laugier de Bellecour) accompanied by a monk (possibly Berton himself),
left Brienne on 17 October by water coach and, after joining the Seine at
Pont Marie, began to enter the suburbs at 4 p.m. on the 1gth. The cadets
were allowed to linger until nightfall before entering the military school,
so Napoleon bought a novel from one of the quayside bookstalls, allowing
his comrade Castries de Vaux to pay. The choice of book was surely
significant: Gi/ Blas was the story of an impoverished Spanish boy who
rose to high political office. Then their religious chaperon insisted they
say a prayer in the church of St-Germain-des-Prés before entering the
Ecole Royale Militaire.

Built by the architect Gabriel thirteen years before, the Ecole Royale
was a marvel of Corinthian columns and Doric colonnades looking out on
to the Champ de Mars and already hailed as one of the sights of Paris.
Inside the building, carved, sculpted, painted and gilded walls, ceilings,
doors and chimney-pieces were picked out with a plethora of statues and
portraits of military heroes. The classrooms were papered in blue with
gold ornamentation; there were curtains at the windows and doors.
Students slept in a large dormitory warmed by earthenware stoves, and
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each boy had a separate cubicle, with an iron bedstead, linen drapery to
go over the bed, a chair and shelves, a pewter jug and wash basin.
Everything was on a lavish scale. There were 215 cadets in Napoleon’s
time but staff outnumbered students for, apart from the thirty professors
and a librarian, there were priests, sacristans, riding instructors, grooms,
stable hands, armourers, a medical staff, concierges, guardians of the
prison, doorkeepers, lamplighters, shoemakers, wigmakers, gardeners,
kitchen staff and no less than 150 servants. When Napoleon’s name was
formally entered on the rolls as a gentleman cadet on 22 October, he was
given a splendid blue uniform, with red collar, splashes of yellow and
scarlet on the cuffs; silver braid and white gloves. Linen was changed
three times a week and the entire uniform replaced every April and
October.

The luxury at the military school rather shocked Napoleon, and when
he came to power he insisted on Spartan austerity at military academies.
On St Helena Napoleon told Las Cases of three delicious meals every
day, with choice of desserts at dinner and said: ‘We were magnificently
fed and served, treated in every way like officers possessed of great
wealth, certainly greater than that of most of our families and far above
what many of us would enjoy later on.’

His memory was selective, for the daily routine was gruelling enough.
Cadets began their studies at 7 a.m. and finished at 7 p.m. — an eight-
hour day with breaks. Each lesson lasted two hours, each class contained
twenty to twenty-five students, and each branch of study was taught by a
single teacher and his deputy. Accordingly, there were sixteen instructors
for the eight subjects on the curriculum: mathematics, geography,
history, French grammar, fortification, drawing, fencing and dancing.
Three days a week were spent on the first four subjects and three days on
the second four, so there were six hours’ instruction in each discipline.
On Sundays and feastdays the cadets spent four hours in the classroom,
writing letters or reading improving books. In addition, there was drill
every day as well as, on Thursdays and Sundays, shooting practice and
military exercises. Punishment for infraction of the rules was severe:
arrest and imprisonment with or without water. The most common
misdemeanours committed were leaving the building without official
permission (almost never granted) and receiving unauthorized pocket-
money from parents.

Napoleon’s academic progress closely mirrored his years at Brienne.
He was outstanding in mathematics, was an enthusiastic fencer, but poor
at drawing and dancing, and hopeless at German; as became clear later,
he had absolutely no linguistic talent. Once again he read omnivorously
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and by now had a distinct taste for Rousseau and Montesquieu. But also,
once again, the student of Napoleon is confronted by a number of
anecdotes of doubtful credibility. He is alleged to have gone to the
Champ de Mars in March 1785 to see the balloonist Blanchard ascend in
the type of hot-air balloon made famous by the Montgolfier brothers.
The story goes that Blanchard kept postponing the moment of take-off,
so that Napoleon became impatient, cut the ropes keeping the balloon
earthbound, and thus caused a scandal for which he was punished. But
the sober historical record finds nothing more to say than that on 15 May
1785 he was confirmed by the Archbishop of Paris, and on the 26th of
that month he took part in a review presided over by the Minister of War,
Marshal Ségur.

For the first time in his life Napoleon made a true friend. Alexandre
Des Mazis, was an ardent royalist from a military family in Strasbourg,
who was in the year ahead of him and a senior cadet in charge of
musketry training. He needed to draw on the resources of this friendship
when news came that Carlo Buonaparte had died and the family was in
straitened circumstances. Sustained pain and vomiting had led the ailing
Carlo to consult physicians in Paris, Montpellier and Aix-en-Provence,
but they were powerless against cancer. Carlo died on 24 February 1785,
leaving Napoleon in financial limbo. He wrote to his uncle Lucien, the
archdeacon, asking him to sustain the family until he qualified as an
officer, and set to work to cram two or three years’ work into as many
months.

Carlo’s death caused Napoleon considerable financial anxiety but no
great sorrow or grief. He despised his father and could not see that he had
any achievements to his credit. The emotions he felt seem to have been
indifference and relief. In 1802 he rejected a proposal by Montpellier
Municipal Council to erect a monument to his father in these words:
‘Forget it: let us not trouble the peace of the dead. Leave their ashes in
peace. I also lost my grandfather, my great-grandfather, why is nothing
done for them? This leads too far.” Much later he said Carlo’s death was a
happy accident, for he was an unsubtle political trimmer and in the post-
1789 quicksands would certainly have made the kinds of blunders that
would have finished off Napoleon’s career before it got started. Yet
Napoleon, especially as a Corsican, could not simply slough off his need
for a father; at this stage he ‘solved’ the problem by elevating Paoli to the
position of father-figure.

Napoleon immersed himself in his studies, now desperate to make the
grade as an artillery officer. Entry to the élite corps of the artillery was
normally a two-stage process. First came an examination on the first
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volume of Etienne Bézout’s Cours de Mathématiques, the artilleryman’s
bible. There then followed a year in artillery school, after which cadets
were examined on the next three volumes of Bézout; if successful,
candidates were then commissioned as second lieutenants. Oustandingly
gifted boys could take a single examination on all four volumes of Bézout
and go straight into a regiment with a commission. Only a very few
attempted this feat every year, but among them in 1785 was Napoleon
Buonaparte.

Every summer an examiner came to the military school to test artillery
candidates. Until 1783 it had been the renowned Bézout himself, but then
his place was taken by Pierre Simon, marquis de Laplace. One of the
great authentic scientific geniuses of the eighteenth century, Laplace was
a brilliant mathematician who specialized in astronomy. His theories
explained the motions of Saturn and Jupiter and its moons, the workings
of the tides, the nebulae in deep space, electromagnetism and molecular
physics. In September 1785 Laplace subjected Napoleon to a rigorous
examination in differential equations and algebra as well as the practical
applications of mathematics.

Only fifty-eight candidates were taken into the artillery from all schools
and colleges in France. The Ecole Royale Militaire in Paris should have
had the edge but, of the seventeen boys put in for the examination, only
four featured among the successful fifty-eight. Among them was
Napoleon, placed forty-second, Des Mazis, placed fifty-sixth and
Napoleon’s bitter student rival Le Picard de Phélipeaux, who was forty-
first. To be forty-second out of fifty-eight does not sound distinguished,
and this fact has contributed to the persistent idea that Napoleon was not
a particularly brilliant student, but it must be remembered that he was up
against students who in some cases had had two years’ more study than
he. In September, just sixteen, he was commissioned as a second
lieutenant. He and Des Mazis had expressed a wish to join the same
regiment, and the request was granted; the two friends were gazetted to
join the La Fere regiment at Valence in the Rhone valley. Some have
speculated that Napoleon’s request had an ulterior motive, since the La
Fére regiment was known to have served in Corsica ever since 1769. But
if there was Machiavellianism in his method, Napoleon was disappointed:
by 1785 only twenty men from the regiment remained in Corsica and the
rest were in Provence.

Napoleon’s education was now complete and his personality formed in all

essentials; there would be no decisive change in attitudes until 1792 and
probably no fundamental shift in world-view until 1795, when he first
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tasted real power. He entered the Army shockingly ill-prepared for
military life, at least by modern standards. Knowing nothing of the real
conditions he might encounter on a battlefield, and still less of Army
regulations, he was rather like the nineteenth-century English gentleman
with a classical education sent out to administer India; he was to learn the
craft of soldiering on the job. Cynics have claimed that the Ecole Royale
Militaire was little more than a finishing school, but that even so it left
Napoleon as much of a primitive savage as when he entered it.

If the military schools at Brienne and Paris had been designed to
promote social inequality, as was claimed, they failed miserably with
Napoleon. The experience of being a poor boy among rich cadets
embittered him and left him cynical. If the idea of racial and cultural
equality had been taken seriously at Brienne, he would not have been
bullied for his Corsican origins. At the Ecole Royale in Paris the official
lip service paid to equality between the eighty-three paying students and
the 132 scholarship boys simply resulted in a kind of crude ‘levelling up’
where the poor were trapped by peer pressure into living beyond their
means. Napoleon grew to hate aristocrats whose only ‘virtue’ was that
they had been born in the right bedroom. He referred to them as ‘the
curse of the nation . . . imbeciles . . . hereditary asses’, and his hatred was
compounded by the aristocratic contempt for those of lesser breeding,
even if they were a hundred times more talented. Actually, in the context
of the ancien régime, Napoleon was luckier than he knew for the artillery,
to be entered only by those of great mathematical talent, was the only
branch of the Army where a career genuinely was open to talent.

It may be that contempt for an organized religion that could condone
blatant injustices contrary to its own official teachings was what finished
Catholicism for Napoleon. Certainly by the time he left Brienne he had
lost his faith, though still obliged to make public obeisance to its forms.
Napoleon’s later explanation for his alienation from the Church was
threefold. First there was the hypocritical force-feeding of rote-learned
religious doctrine at Brienne, often inculcated by monks, like the Bertons,
whose own credentials as believers were open to doubt. Then there was
his reading of Rousseau, who believed in a civil religion that was the
ideology of the State, and loathed Catholicism for forming a middle layer
between the citizen and society. Additionally, Rousseau, like Machiavelli,
believed in the old civic virtue of Ancient Rome and Sparta, and in line
with this theory believed Christianity turned out effete, emasculated
soldiers and citizens. Finally, Napoleon’s love of the ancient world was
affronted by the bigotry of the monks at Brienne who taught that the
classical authors, for all the brilliance and elegance of their writings, were
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roasting in Hell because they were pagans. This idea seemed spectacu-
larly absurd to the young Napoleon. We might add that although
Napoleon believed, along with the Catholic Church, in original sin, he
was a thoroughgoing pessimist about human nature and did not believe in
redemption in any form.

At this stage Rousseau was still the lodestone Napoleon steered by. It is
easy to see the appeal: Napoleon in his teens was also a fanatical Corsican
nationalist and Rousseau had praised Corsica as the one society in Europe
where true freedom and equality might emerge. The visionary view of
Corsica as a society where Spartan simplicity, civic virtue, equality and
austerity contrasted with the corruption of mainland France, almost as
though Rousseau’s Social Contract had been given physical form, was
reinforced by his worship of Paoli, who by the later years in Brienne had
already displaced Carlo as father-figure. Napoleon’s critics then and since
have argued that his Francophobia was deeply illogical, given that he was
drawing on French funds to obtain an education and had obtained the
place at Brienne solely because he was accepted as belonging to the French
nobility. One senior officer at the military school in Paris finally got a
bellyful of Paoli and Corsica and rounded on Napoleon sternly: ‘Sir, you
are a King’s cadet; you must remember this and moderate your love for
Corsica, which is after all part of France.’

Slighted for his low-grade Corsican nobility, regarded as a bore for his
island nationalism, Napoleon had further reason to believe, on the
evidence of his school years, that he was an Ishmael, with every man’s
hand turned against him. He experienced severe difficulty in making
friends, was let down by most of those he did make, but on the other
hand seemed to make bitter enemies by the mere fact of his existence. At
Brienne he was taken up by Fauvelet de Bourrienne, who later painted an
idyllic picture of the two supposed friends bathing in the ice-cold waters
of the Aube. Bourrienne’s Army career was a failure but in 1797
Napoleon appointed him as his secretary. His reward was to find that
Bourrienne cheated him at every opportunity. Bourrienne was a
fraudster, embezzler, defalcator and money launderer on a grand scale.
Napoleon treated him with great indulgence, but again received scant
recompense. Bourrienne’s ghosted memoirs — a cynical moneymaking
exercise — were a work of blatant propaganda, still uncritically used by
Napoleon’s critics as an authentic picture of the man.

Another Brienne schoolfriend was one of those who accompanied
Napoleon to the military school in Paris: Laugier de Bellecour, the son of
a baron. Laugier had flirted with the homosexual set at Brienne, but
Napoleon warned him that if he succumbed to their blandishments, that
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would be the end of his friendship. Laugier either did resist, or was
able to persuade Napoleon that he had. But once in Paris the temptation
was simply too great. Laugier ‘came out’, to Napoleon’s disgust, and
when the Corsican coldly told him their friendship was over, Laugier,
angry and distraught, assaulted him. Laugier came off the worse from
the encounter, and a contemplated charge of assault against Napoleon
was dropped, since the school authorities knew all about Laugier’s
proclivities.

At the military school in Paris Napoleon had the first of the ‘hate at
first sight’ experiences that were to dog him through life. His enemy was
Le Picard de Phélipeaux, who just pipped him into forty-first place in
the artillery examination, became an émigré after the Revolution, and
fought with the British against Napoleon at Acre in 1798. But Napoleon
had the gift for rubbing up the wrong way against young females as well
as male rivals. In 1785 he sometimes visited Madame Permon, a Corsican
and an old friend of Carlo; she had married a rich French commissary
officer and had two daughters, Cécile and Laure. There seems to have
been an instant antagonism between Napoleon and Laure who, seeing his
long legs in officers’ boots, laughed at him and called him ‘Puss in Boots’.
Although Napoleon tried to turn the whole thing into a joke, it was clear
he was deeply affronted. He would not have liked Laure anyway: she had
been dressed as a boy until the age of eight and was as assertive as only
men were supposed to be in that era. Later she married Napoleon’s friend
Junot and was a persistent thorn in the Bonaparte side. A kind of female
Bourrienne, like him she would do anything for money and in that
capacity later brought out eighteen volumes of memoirs which rival
Bourrienne’s for their unreliability.

Napoleon could never abide any gender uncertainty or ‘unnatural’
behaviour by assertive or strident women. His ambivalent feelings about
his mother are at the root of this, but if tradition is any guide, as a cadet
he had further experiences that made him wary of women. He was said to
have met up with two young women, then been shocked and incredulous
to find they were lesbians. The other story from his cadet years concerns
the attempt to seduce him by a much older woman. But the sixteen-year-
old Second Lieutenant Bonaparte was still sexually timid and repressed.
He was allegedly the only successful artilleryman in Paris posted to the
La Feére regiment who did not visit a brothel in Lyons on the way south.

With a chip on his shoulder about his social origins and his nationality,
an uncertain touch with his male peers and a fear and suspicion of
women, Napoleon needed little else to make him feel as though he were
one of nature’s loners. But, to cap all, he was short of stature, only 5'6"
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when fully grown. Alfred Adler has made us aware that this is a key
feature in the overcompensation of despots; most dictators have been
small men — Caesar, Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin and Franco as well as
Napoleon. It is no exaggeration to say that the sixteen-year-old
Napoleon’s experience of life denoted the authoritarian personality in the
making.
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CHAPTER THREE

Napoleon left the Ecole Royale Militaire, Paris, on 28 October 178s.
Before heading south to join the La Féere regiment at Valence he went to
see his patron, Bishop Marbeuf, whose luxurious quarters were at the
Abbey Palace in St-Germain-des-Prés. Marbeuf gave him letters of
introduction to a cleric of equivalent standing in Valence, Monsignor
Tardivon. Although Napoleon was finished with Catholicism, he was still
prepared to milk it for worldly advantage.

Two days later he departed southward on the Lyons stage. His route
took him through Fontainebleau, Sens, Autun and Chalon-sur-Saone
where, on 1 November he took the water coach down the Saone to Lyons.
He completed his journey by post-boat and arrived in Valence on 3
November. Splendidly arrayed in the uniform of the La Fére regiment —
blue breeches, blue waistcoat, royal blue coat with red facings, pockets
braided in red and epaulettes with gold and silver fringes — he was
assigned to the bombardier company of Captain Masson d’Autevrive.
The garrison at La Fére had seven artillery regiments (in turn divided
into gunners, bombardiers and sappers) plus fifteen companies of
workmen and miners. The LLa Fére regiment had the reputation of being
a crack unit; it rose early, worked hard, and drilled as perfectly as an élite
infantry regiment.

Second Lieutenant Bonaparte was the Number Four man in one of
four bombardier companies. Each regiment contained twenty companies,
fourteen of gunners, four of bombardiers and two sappers. Each company
of about seventy men was commanded by a captain with three lieutenants
under him. In the French system, five companies made up a brigade
(commanded by a major), two brigades a battalion and two battalions a
regiment. Napoleon underwent ten weeks of basic training, drilling first
as a private, then as a corporal and finally as a sergeant. He afterwards
paid tribute to this method of learning from the grass-roots up and
attributed to it his famous ‘common touch’.

On 10 January 1786 he completed his probation as an officer. His
duties were scarcely onerous: mounting guard, looking after the men,
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attending classes on mathematics, fortification, chemistry and physics.
There was plenty of free time. From the copious notes Napoleon kept we
know a great deal about how he spent his time: climbing Mont Roche
Colombe, skating, visiting the towns of Romans and Tournon. He
records that Valence, a town of 5,000 inhabitants, then chiefly notable for
its citadel and a plethora of abbeys and priories, had more than its fair
share of pretty women. Girls begin to be mentioned: on 4 December
1785, at a fiesta, he danced with a certain Mlle Mion-Desplaces. He was
friendly with a Madame Grégoire de Colobier and her daughter Caroline,
though the episode of eating cherries in the countryside with Caroline
sounds suspiciously like a Rousseauesque fantasy (Rousseau did likewise
with Mlle Galley).

Napoleon’s principal problem was money. He had an income of 1,120
livres a year, made up of a basic salary of 8oo livres, plus 200 livres royal
bounty and 120 livres lodging allowance. But because Carlo had died
virtually penniless and Letizia had lost the protection of Marbeuf,
Napoleon had to remit most of his earnings to Corsica to help his
impoverished family; Letizia had a total of 1,200 livres a year on which to
keep herself and the younger children. Somehow or other she inveigled
money for extras out of the notorious skinflint Archdeacon Luciano, who
was the family miser. Napoleon therefore had to make do with very basic
lodgings. He found a noisy room on the first floor of the Café Cercle, at
the corner of the Grand-Rue and the rue du Croissant, where the
landlady was a fifty-year-old spinster, Mlle Bou, who washed and looked
after his clothes; the room and services cost just over eight livres. He took
his meals in a cheap café named the Three Pigeons in rue Perollerie.

At Valence Napoleon launched himself on a career as a would-be
writer. He penned a refutation of a book attacking his hero Rousseau. He
wrote a story called The Prophetic Mask about an Arab prophet who is
defeated after a string of victories and commits suicide along with all his
followers. Apart from underlining Napoleon’s continuing fascination with
the world of the Middle East, the tale and the sixteen-year-old
lieutenant’s notebooks testify eloquently at this time to a morbid
preoccupation with suicide. How seriously should we take this? Partly it
seems a fashionable Romantic pose, for Goethe’s Werther, with his tired-
of-life melancholia, was a role model for educated young men of the time.
But part of Napoleon’s reflections on suicide do suggest a genuine
pessimism about the world and the beginnings of a depressive illness. He
wrote:

Always alone in the midst of men, I return to dream with myself and
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give myself up to all the force of my melancholy. What madness makes
me desire my own destruction? Without doubt, the problem of what to
do in this world . . . Life is a burden to me because I feel no pleasure
and because everything is affliction to me. It is a burden to me because
the men with whom I have to live, and will probably always live, have
ways as different from mine as the light of the moon from that of the
sun. I cannot then pursue the only manner of living which could enable
me to put up with existence, whence follows a disgust for everything.

The uneventful external tenor of life at Valence ended in August 1786
when the regiment was ordered up to Lyons to suppress a strike by silk
workers; three ‘ringleaders’ were hanged and the strikers effectively
cowed. Napoleon, who had often expressed his homesickness for Corsica,
applied for leave and was granted it, to run from 1 October. Since of ficers
in far-flung corners of France were allowed a month’s travelling time in
addition to leave, Napoleon set out for Corsica as soon as the military
intervention in Lyons was complete. At Aix-en-Provence he visited his
uncle Fesch, who had not yet completed his theological studies, and also
Lucien, who had abandoned Brienne and come down to Aix to be trained
as a priest. He finally reached Ajaccio on 15 September 1786, having been
absent from the island for nearly eight years.

The reunion with Letizia and great-uncle Lucien was a particularly
joyous one, though clouded by the financial shadows that hung over the
family. Napoleon was shocked to find his mother doing all the household
chores when he arrived home. He enquired about Joseph and learned
that, in obedience to his father’s wishes, he had given up all hope of a
military career and turned to the paternal study, law. Hearing that he was
now studying law at Pisa University, Napoleon wrote to him to say that
the family honour required that Letizia be relieved of the worst drudgery;
would Joseph therefore bring back a reliable servant? When Joseph came
home a few months later, he brought with him the Italian domestic maid
Saveria, who remained in Letizia’s service for forty years.

To Joseph we owe a meticulous analysis of Napoleon’s reading at the
time: the classical authors in translation, especially Plutarch, Cicero,
Livy, Cornelius Nepos and Tacitus; Macpherson’s Ossian, Racine,
Corneille, Voltaire, Montaigne, Montesquieu and, above all Rousseau and
the Abbé Raynal. However, all the evidence suggests that Napoleon’s
reading was wide rather than deep. His knowledge of Rousseau was
superficial and he was ignorant of much of Voltaire; he knew little of
Montesquieu and less of Diderot; most surprising of all, he had not heard
of Pierre Laclos’s Les Liaisons Dangereuses, published four years earlier
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and significant both because it was heavily influenced by Rousseau and
because Laclos, like Napoleon, was an artilleryman.

The entente between Napoleon and Joseph was particularly close
during this leave. The two brothers held long, animated discussions on all
the subjects that fascinated Napoleon. Joseph was said to have remarked
later: ‘Ah, the glorious Emperor will never compensate me for Napoleon,
whom I loved so well, and whom I should like to meet again as I knew
him in 1786, if indeed there is a meeting in the Elysian fields.” But over
both young men a financial shadow continued to hang, and in particular
there was the problem of Carlo’s mulberry groves. His investment was
predicated on a subsidy from the French government which had been
suspended because of financial retrenchment. Joseph had to return to his
studies in Pisa, so it fell to Napoleon to try to sort out the implicit breach
of contract.

On 21 April 1787 Napoleon wrote to Colonel de Lance, his
commanding officer in the La Fére regiment, enclosing a medical
certificate stating that he was suffering from ‘quartan ague’, and
requesting an extension of leave on grounds of illness. This was granted
readily: Napoleon was informed he need not report back for duty until
December 1787. To obtain leave after only nine months’ service and then
to be away from the regiment for what eventually turned out to be nearly
two years suggests an extremely complaisant attitude to the professional
officer by the ancien régime military authorities. Nor does there appear to
have been any liaison between government departments, for nobody
seemed to have questioned how Napoleon was too ill to be on military
duty yet fit enough to make a long journey to Paris to lobby the financial
bureaucracy about Carlo’s mulberry groves. Such laxity was common in
the pre-1789 years: a colonel, for example, was required to be present
with his regiment for only five months a year.

Napoleon’s financial mission began when he left Corsica on 12
September 1787. By the beginning of November he was installed at the
Hotel de Cherbourg in the rue du Faubourg-St-Honoré in Paris. For the
first time he really got to know the French capital, having been a virtual
prisoner at the Ecole Royale; he made the most of his time, visiting as
many theatres as possible, with the Italian Opéra a particular favourite.
His audience with the Comptroller-General of Finance was abortive:
nothing for the groves was offered. As if in compensation, Napoleon
received the six-month extension of leave he had requested before leaving
Corsica. This time he asked for prolongation on the ground that he
wished to attend a meeting of the Corsican Estates; since he did not ask
for pay, the request was granted.
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The most significant event in the eighteen-year-old Napoleon’s so-
journ in Paris was that he lost his virginity. On the freezing night of 22
November 1787 he went to the Palais-Royal, then the red-light district,
and picked up a prostitute. The Palais-Royal, bordering the Louvre and
the Tuileries, had once belonged to Cardinal Richelieu and the duc
d’Orléans. In 1776 the gardens became the property of the duc de
Chartres, a libertine, who engaged the architect Victor Louis to build a
theatre. While this was being constructed, a wooden gallery was put up,
running alongside the gardens. Known as the camp des tartares, by 1784 it
was notorious for prostitution and petty theft; as the private property of
the duc de Chartres, it was safe from police raids. Meanwhile the theatre
itself gradually took shape in the inner area of the Palais, which then
became a centre for culture in its widest sense, both élite and popular.

It was here that Napoleon made his first timid approaches to a fille de
Joie. He approached one who proved willing to talk about her experiences
and what had driven her to this life. Encouraged by her ingenuousness,
he took her back to his lodgings. They talked, then made love. Napoleon
records that she was slight, slim and feminine and that she was a Breton,
from Nantes, who had been seduced by an army officer.

On New Year’s Day 1788 he arrived back in Ajaccio. The family’s
financial situation had worsened if anything and Letizia still had four
children entirely dependent on her; in 1788 Louis had his tenth birthday,
Pauline her eighth, Caroline her sixth and Jérome his fourth, and in
addition there were fees payable for Lucien at the Aix seminary and
Joseph at the University of Pisa. It is remarkable how quickly Napoleon,
as the only breadwinner, was accepted as the head of the family, and how
Joseph was quite prepared to defer to him. But by the time Napoleon
departed from Ajaccio on 1 June 1788 he had at least had the pleasure of
seeing Joseph return from Pisa with the coveted title of Doctor of Laws.

The La Fére regiment was by now stationed in Auxonne. Once again
Napoleon dedicated himself to a Spartan existence. He lodged near the
barracks, at the Pavilion de la Ville, where his room had a single cell-like
window and was austerely furnished with just a bed, table and armchair.
There was even less to do here than at Valence, and appearance at parade
was required just once a week. In this period Napoleon became a genuine
workaholic, alternating his writing of apprentice pieces with omnivorous
reading, with special emphasis on history, Corsica and the theory of
artillery. He was already learning to get by with a minimum of sleep; he
rose at 4 a.m., took just one meal a day at 3 p.m. so as to save money, and
went to bed at 10 p.m. after eighteen hours at his books.

The ascetic way of life seriously affected his health. Poor diet,
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overwork and the cold and damp climate triggered physical exhaustion,
which made his body prey to malaria. His only real friends in the barracks
were the faithful Des Mazis and a Captain Gassendi, who appealed to
Napoleon on three separate counts: as a man of letters, a distinguished
geometer and an admirer of Corsica. But he fell out with an officer named
Belly de Bussy; a duel was arranged, but intermediaries forced the two
officers to compose their differences for the sake of the regiment.
Evidently Napoleon did sometimes try the patience of the senior
command, for he suffered a 24-hour arrest for reasons unknown; he was
shut up in a cell with just a single law book for company — an experience
he later claimed was useful when he came to draw up the Code Napoléon.

But on the credit side Napoleon attracted the attention of the
mathematics instructor, Professor Lombard, who in turn mentioned him
to the commanding officer of all troops in Auxonne, Baron Jean-Pierre du
Teil, as ‘one to note’. Napoleon acquired an unrivalled knowledge of
projectiles and ballistics and also honed his talents as a draughtsman.
Among the most important influences on Napoleon the theoretician of
artillery were the general’s brother, Jean de Beaumont du Teil, whose
handbook, published ten years earlier, stressed the massing of big guns at
decisive moments in battle. Napoleon was also influenced by Jacques de
Guibert, whose books stressed that a successful army depended on speed
and should be prepared to live off the land. Yet another influence was the
recently published work by Pierre Bourcet, which prescribed the
separation of army divisions for the purpose of rapid movement, followed
by their rapid concentration just before a battle.

Such was Napoleon’s dedication that in fifteen months at Auxonne he
filled thirty-six manuscript notebooks with writings on artillery, history
and philosophy. In August 1788 he was singled out for his special
aptitude and appointed commander of a demonstration company trying
to devise ways of firing mortar shells from ordinary cannon. The danger
of the work was offset by the opportunity to put favourite theories to the
test. Napoleon also became the only second lieutenant to sit on a select
regimental artillery committee. On 28 August he wrote to Fesch
complaining of fever and warning that his appointment to the committee,
over the heads of many captains, had caused considerable irritation and
jealousy.

Du Teil liked to send his junior officers into the countryside to test
their talent at choosing ground and spotting any topographical draw-
backs; often they would be asked to write a situation paper, explaining
how a particular hill or village could be attacked or defended. The
combination of assiduous fieldwork with voracious reading turned

36



Napoleon into an artilleryman nonpareil. The one obstacle to rapid
promotion under du Teil’s benevolent eye was the nineteen-year-old’s
uncertain health. There was another protracted attack of fever in the final
months of 1788, after which Napoleon wrote to his mother that several
fevers had laid him low; in common with most people in the eighteenth
century, who knew nothing of the anopheles mosquito, he attributed his
attacks of malaria to ‘miasmata’ arising from the nearby river. In similar
vein he wrote to Archdeacon Lucien on 18 March 1789: ‘I have no other
resource but work. I dress but once in eight days; I sleep but little since
my illness; it is incredible; I retire at ten (to save candles) and rise at four
in the morning. I take but one meal a day, at three; that is good for my
health.’

At the beginning of April in the fateful year 1789 du Teil received
word of grain riots in the nearby town of Seurre. Napoleon was among
one hundred officers and men immediately put on the twenty-mile march
to Seurre to quell the disturbances. The rioters dispersed before the
military came on the scene, but Napoleon and the troopers were kept on
for two months, as a warning against any further uprising. After taking
lodgings in the rue Dulac, Napoleon made his mark with the Intendant of
Burgundy, who gave a supper for the officers and asked for the young
Bonaparte as his personal escort on a horseback ride to Verdun-sur-les-
Doubs. On 29 May he returned to Auxonne, where he shortly afterwards
wrote a famous letter to Paoli, lamenting that he was born at the very
moment independent Corsica expired:

As the nation was perishing I was born. Thirty thousand Frenchmen
were vomited on to our shores, drowning the throne of liberty in waves
of blood. Such was the odious sight which was the first to strike me.
From my birth, my cradle was surrounded by the cries of the dying,
the groans of the oppressed and tears of despair. You left our island
and with you went all hope of happiness. Slavery was the price of our
submission. Crushed Qy the triple yoke of the soldier, the law-maker
and the tax inspector, our compatriots live despised.

Napoleon liked swimming, but in the summer of 1789 he was seized by
cramp in the Sadne and nearly drowned. Superstitiously, he linked his
own near-tragedy with the alarming events taking place that summer in
Paris. On 15 July he wrote to Archdeacon Lucien in high excitement
about the ‘astonishing and singular’ news reaching them. Soon the
revolutionary current sweeping France affected Auxonne and even the La
Fere regiment. On 19 July the local people rose in revolt, burnt the
register of taxes and destroyed the offices of a Farmer-General. The men
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of the La Fére regiment stood idly by and, a little later, caught the spirit
of mutiny themselves. They marched to du Teil’s house, demanded
money with menaces, got drunk and compelled some officers to drink
with them and dance the farandole. Order was eventually restored, but
du Teil thought it best to break up the regiment and canton it in
different locations along the banks of the Saone. Napoleon, who on 23
August took an oath of fidelity to Nation, King and the Law, apparently
confessed that he would have obeyed du Teil and turned his guns on the
mutineers, even though his ideological sympathies were with the
Revolution.

For some time Napoleon had been requesting another period of
furlough, and this was eventually granted on 21 August, but after the
trouble with his regiment, du Teil thought that no leave at all should be
granted. He was, however, overruled by the provincial governor who
sensibly thought that such punitive action would simply increase the sum
total of resentment. Napoleon’s leave was granted from 15 October but,
given the usual month’s ‘long-distance’ travelling time, he left for Corsica
on 9 September. He accompanied the Baron du Teil as far as Lyons,
then continued alone to Valence, where he took the river coach to the
mouths of the Rhone. In Marseilles he visited his hero the Abbé Raynal
before crossing to Ajaccio, where he arrived at the end of September
1789.

On this leave, Napoleon began his career as Corsican politician — or
troublemaker, as his critics would have it. Learning that the new military
commander in Corsica, the Vicomte de Barrin, was a timid and irresolute
man with just six battalions at his call, Napoleon trimmed and
temporized with the Revolutionary faction, now dominant on the island.
The politics of Corsica were of quite extraordinary complexity, with
personal politics and class conflict overlying clan loyalties and ideological
struggle. Early in 1789, the situation had been reasonably clear. To the
famous meeting of the Estates-General in Versailles went the comte de
Buttafuoco, who had asked Rousseau to write a constitution for Corsica,
representing the nobility; Peretti della Rocca for the clergy; and for the
Third Estate Colonna Cesari and X Saliceti.

However, the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 was, for
Corsica, like applying a match to a powder-keg. On the royalist side the
vicomte de Sarrin was soon outflanked by firebrands like his deputy
General Gaffori. Corsica largely embraced the Revolutionary cause, and
the first Constituent Assembly adopted a resolution that the island was no
longer conquered territory but an integral part of France. In February
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1790 Saliceti was instrumental in getting the Assembly to grant an
amnesty to Paoli and invite him to return to the island.

This was the context in which Napoleon, together with Joseph, who
was turning himself into a professional politician, started to acquire a
reputation as a small-time ‘fixer’. He was in Bastia in early November
1789, and the fact that a popular rising took place there five days after his
arrival has always seemed more than coincidence. The first three months
of 1790 saw him active with Joseph in the election campaigns for the new
Corsican assembly, and on 12 April he and Joseph were present at a nine-
hour meeting of the new Assembly at Orezza. It was no wonder that the
commander of the Ajaccio garrison complained to the Minister of War in
December 1789 as follows: “This young officer was educated at the Ecole
Militaire. His sister is at St-Cyr and his mother has received countless
kindnesses from the government. This officer had much better be with
his regiment since he spends all his time stirring up trouble.’

On 16 April 1790 Napoleon wrote to du Teil to request a prolongation
of his leave, on the grounds that he was suffering from anaemia and
needed to take the waters of Orezza. The request was so clearly bogus
that it is surprising that du Teil granted an extension of four-and-a-half
months with pay until October, but we must remember that by this time
he was something of a cynosure with his commanding officer. It was not
the water at Orezza Napoleon was interested in, but the hot air of political
disputation, for between g and 27 September he and Joseph were in daily
attendance at the Paolistas ‘party conference’. The sessions were
dominated by Paoli, who, aged sixty-six and whitehaired, had made a
triumphant return to Corsica, landing at Bastia on 17 July, where
Napoleon met him.

The Assembly held at Orezza halted the growing move for the
partition of the island (for in addition to every other complexity, there
was a separatist movement within Corsica) and settled on Bastia as the
capital. The stage was now set for head-to-head conflict in the Corsican
Assembly between the partisans of Buttafuoco and Paoli. In this tactical
battle Saliceti decisively outpointed Buttafuoco and the clerical represen-
tative Peretti; the Third Estate and the Paolistas now held the whip hand
in Corsica.

For the whole of 1790 Napoleon was in effect a Corsican politician. He
did try to rejoin his regiment in October, but his ship was driven back to
Ajaccio several times by adverse winds. He used the time to get Joseph
elected to the Ajaccio municipal council, even though the Bonapartes’
enemies produced Joseph’s birth certificate to show that he was too young
to serve. With the Republican majority on the Council behind him,
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Napoleon advocated stern measures against the island’s reactionaries;
hounding them from office Napoleon justified under the formula salus
populi suprema lex. By the time of his departure in January 1791 he was
both founder member and leading light of the Ajaccio Jacobin Club and
was commissioned to write a philippic denouncing Paoli’s enemy
Buttafuoco.

At the end of the month Napoleon left Corsica, taking with him his
twelve-year-old brother Louis, in order to ease the financial pressure on
his mother. After spending a few days in Valence, he arrived in Auxonne
on 11 February 1791. Technically he had overstayed his leave and was
therefore liable to lose pay since the end of October, but he brought with
him certificates from the municipal council at Ajaccio, stating that
repeated and sustained storms in the Mediterranean had made a sailing
impossible all that time. Colonel de Lance accepted this and put in a
request, rubber-stamped by the Ministry of War, that the back salary be
paid.

Napoleon’s relations with Louis at Auxonne seem to have been largely
a rerun of the disastrous overlap with Lucien at Brienne in 1784. The
twelve-year-old slept on a mattress in a cabinet adjoining Napoleon’s
room and was taken aback at his brother’s poverty: here was just a single
room, poorly furnished, without curtains, a bed and two chairs and a
table in the window covered with books and papers, at which Napoleon
worked for fifteen to sixteen hours a day. Napoleon did his best to look
after the lad, cooking him meals, including a cheap but nourishing broth,
and teaching him a smattering of French, geography and mathematics.
But the two were ill-matched in temperament, sensibility and intellect,
and Louis was an ingrate. Napoleon wrote to Fesch that Louis had
acquired some social graces and was a favourite with women, who wanted
to mother him, but Louis himself hinted in a letter to Joseph that he
hated it at Auxonne and wanted to go home.

If Napoleon still retained his favour with du Teil and his regimental
colonel, he seems by his new-found Jacobin sympathies to have alienated
the largely royalist officers in the mess. After one particularly acrimoni-
ous altercation a group of his brother officers tried to throw him in the
Saodne; this was reported to the commanding officer, who did his best to
pour oil on troubled waters. Perhaps for this reason he was judiciously
‘kicked upstairs’ with a promotion to first lieutenant and a transfer at the
beginning of June to the 4th Artillery Regiment at Valence.

Another factor in Napoleon’s transfer was the general reorganization of
artillery following a decree of the National Assembly in early 1791. To
break down the old allegiances and substitute ‘rational’ solidarity with the
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new régime, the Assembly abolished the names of regiments, which were
henceforth to be designated only by numbers. The LLa Fére became the
First Regiment. Napoleon’s new regiment, the Fourth, was formerly
known as the Grenoble regiment. Napoleon once again showed himself
scarcely to be a man of the ‘new’ rationalistic ideology of the Revolution,
for he had a powerful sentimental attachment to the La Fére, and even
petitioned to stay where he was. But the order was confirmed, so on 14
June he left Auxonne.

He arrived in Valence on 16 June and took his old room with Mlle
Bou. Once again he tried to involve Louis in his ambitions as a polymath,
introducing the boy to astronomy, law, statistics, English politics,
Merovingian history and the writings of Racine, Corneille and Rousseau.
Yet Napoleon could not quite be the recluse of old, for the pace of events
at Paris was forcing all Army officers to decide where they stood
politically. Four days after Napoleon joined his new regiment at Valence,
Louis XVI was involved in the disastrous flight to Varennes, which was
the beginning of the end for the monarchy. As a result of the Varennes
imbroglio, all Army officers were compelled to take a new oath, to the
new Constitution and the National Assembly: to maintain the Constitu-
tion against all enemies internal and external, to resist invasion and to
obey no orders except those validated by the Assembly’s decrees; the oath
had to be written by each officer in his own hand and signed by him.

The oath caused schism in the Army, setting brother against brother,
friend against friend. For example, Desaix, Napoleon’s greatest general in
later years, threw in his lot with the new régime, while his two brothers
resigned. The net result was that royalist officers resigned in droves,
opening up thousands of vacancies in the officer class and giving meaning
to the Revolutionary ideal of social mobility. Many joined the émigrés
abroad. Thirty-two officers in the 4th Regiment refused to take the oath,
but Napoleon signed his on 6 July. He had the reputation of being an
ultrapolitical, overserious officer and had to pay heavy fines for violating
the mess code against talking shop; because of his outspoken political
views some of his comrades refused to speak to him and others would not
sit next to him at table.

Napoleon joined the Club of Friends of the Constitution, the Jacobin
society of Valence. There was an all-day meeting of two hundred
members on 3 July which Napoleon attended. As yet, however, he was
still running with the hare and the hounds, for on 25 August he
ostentatiously celebrated Louis XVI’s birthday with his brother officers
at the Three Pigeons.

Napoleon was by now bored and restless, and his workaholic reading
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programmes gave way to visits, to Grenoble, Tain, Tournu. One of his
excursions had more point, for he visited General du Teil at his chateau
of Pommiers and came away with yet another dispensation for leave, this
time on the grounds that Archdeacon Lucien was dying. Behind this
seemingly innocent visit was great Machiavellian calculation. On 4
August 1791, finding itself short of troops, the National Assembly
authorized the raising of volunteer battalions in each département. It was
also decreed that serving officers could hold posts in such battalions
without forfeiting their regular army rank. Napoleon applied to his new
colonel, Campagnol, for leave, speaking vaguely of family business, but
Campagnol turned him down, almost certainly because Napoleon had
already spent thirty-two months of his first six years’ service on leave.
The ambitious young lieutenant simply went above his head to du Teil,
who was now Inspector-General of Artillery.

The likelihood is that the Bonaparte brothers set off for Corsica, and a
certificate from the municipality of Ajaccio shows Napoleon to have
landed there in September, but historians have raised the difficulty that
his name also appears as being among those present at a review of his
regiment on 30 October. The most likely explanation is that some
friendly officers covered for him to avoid becoming ensnarled in Army
bureaucracy, perhaps even calling out ‘present’ when his name was called.
Certain it is that by 16 October he and Louis were back in Ajaccio, at the
Archdeacon’s bedside.

There is an apocryphal sound to the story in Joseph’s memoirs that the
dying Lucien said: ‘Napoleon, you will be a great man,’ and then bade
Joseph defer to him. On the other hand, Napoleon did later refer to the
deathbed scene as ‘like Jacob and Esau’. But there was nothing mythical
or apocryphal about the money Lucien left the Bonapartes. The old
miser, who was said to keep a chest of gold coins under his bed which he
claimed was not his but the Church’s, left a significant amount of money.
By the end of 1791 Napoleon and Joseph were co-owners of a house and a
vineyard in the environs of Ajaccio; in addition, Napoleon estimated he
spent 5,000 francs getting himself elected as Lieutenant-Colonel and
second-in-command of a regiment of Corsican volunteers in 1792 — in an
episode which merits further examination for the light it throws on
Napoleon the Machiavellian. :

Napoleon’s release from abject poverty in late 1791 launched him into
the final phase of his abortive career as a Corsican politician. What kind
of political views did the ambitious first lieutenant hold at this juncture,
itself a turning point in the wider French Revolution? To establish this
we must examine the copious writings he churned out in the period
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1786—91. What becomes clear is that Napoleon wrote under a dual
stimulus: he was still a fanatical Corsican nationalist and partisan of Paoli
whom he worshipped only just this side of idolatry; and he took his
immediate inspiration from his undisciplined and eclectic reading.

The 1786 composition Sur le Suicide reveals a mixture of Napoleon as
fervent Paolista and young Werther. It evinces a hatred of France and his
immediate physical surroundings, a barely suppressed eroticism and a
ruthless desire for pleasures either forbidden or unaffordable, a thirst for
fame and, as ever with the young Napoleon, the gallery touch. Napoleon
so far seemed to have derived from his reading of the classical authors
only the tawdry tricks of fustian rhetoric, as in the following:
‘Frenchmen! Not content with bereaving us of all we cherish, you have,
besides, corrupted our morals.’

His next significant composition was Sur [’Amour de la Patrie, written
in Paris in 1787. The basic notion of love of a fatherland is illustrated
entirely from antiquity or the history of Corsica, and France features
merely as the personification of hubris or overweening ambition. But the
most significant thing about this essay is that it was composed just five
days after he lost his virginity to the Breton prostitute in the Palais Royal.
Napoleon’s guilt about sexuality is evident, for he pitches into modern
woman and suggests that the female sex should emulate the women of
Sparta. ‘You, who now chain men’s hearts to your chariot wheels, that
sex whose whole merit is contained in a glittering exterior, reflect here
upon your triumph [i.e. in Sparta] and blush at what you no longer are.’
This essay is a priceless clue to Napoleon’s inner psychic development. In
thrall to a ‘mother complex’, Napoleon clearly found the encounter with
the prostitute traumatic, as it threatened his ties to Letizia. At the
unconscious level, therefore, the Spartan matron content to see her dead
son brought home on a shield is conflated with the idealized picture of the
‘Spartan’ Letizia carrying Napoleon in the womb while fleeing in the
magquis.

Usually, however, the spur for Napoleon’s writings lay nearer the
surface, in the books he had just devoured. His taste in reading was
catholic, embracing a historical novel about Alcibiades, the back-to-
nature novel La Chaumiére Indienne by Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, a
popular psychology book The Art of Judging Character from Men’s Faces
by Jean Gaspard Lavater, Buffon’s Histoire Naturelle, Marigny’s History
of the Arabs, Voltaire’s Essai sur les Maurs, Rollin’s Ancient History,
Lavaux’s biography of Frederick the Great, Plato, Machiavelli and Coxe
on Switzerland. The famous example of dramatic irony, which all
biographers comment on, occurred when he was perusing the Abbé de la
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Croix’s Géographie and wrote in his notebook ‘St Helena, small island’.
He was at one time totally absorbed in John Barrow’s History of England
and made a hundred pages of manuscript notes on it. Some critics of
Napoleon say that he read too many second-rate authors, who simply put
the reader through a series of paradoxical hoops in the eighteenth-century
manner and produced a warped view of the world and historical events.
But we should remember that he was also reading Montesquieu,
Corneille, Plutarch, Adam Smith and other classics at the same time, so
this thesis cannot be pushed too far.

A more interesting study is the use to which Napoleon put his
omnivorous reading in his own writings. His early short story, Le Masque
Prophéte, derives heavily from Marigny’s history of the Arabs, and the
ghost story, Le Comte d’Essex, set in England in 1683, relies wholly on
Barrow’s history. Another piece of fiction, inspired by his research for the
projected history of Corsica, and containing a very strong subtext of
support for the island’s ‘code of honour’, was the romantic horror story
he began to write in 1789 entitled Nouvelle Corse. Ostensibly a fantasy of
utopia on a desert island, it is actually a grand guignol catalogue of murder
and atrocity, where Frenchmen are slaughtered in droves because of an
oath of vendetta. The story ends after eight pages, leaving critics to
wonder how Napoleon could possibly have topped his opening which, in
its absurdity, reminds one of the Goldwynism: Start with an earthquake
and build up to a climax.

In many ways Napoleon’s non-fictional output is even odder. The
Lettres @ Buttafuoco, written on 23 January 1791, reveal him as, at this
stage of his life, a very unsubtle propagandist: he simply accuses the
Corsican-born field marshal of treason and then produces a feeble version
of Cicero or Demosthenes in full flight.

O Lameth! O Robespierre! O Pétion! O Volney! O Mirabeau! O
Barnave! O Bailly! O Lafayette! This is the man who dares to sit beside
you! Drenched in the blood of his brothers, tainted with every sort of
crime, he dares to call himself the representative of the nation — he who
sold it.

Paoli, whether through annoyance at the ‘over the top’ style or because
Napoleon had mentioned representatives who sat on the left wing of the
assembly, wrote curtly to Joseph: ‘I have received your brother’s
pamphlet. It would have been more impressive if it had said less and been
less partisan.’

But 1791 saw a more important work, for the Academy of Lyons
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offered a prize of 1,200 livres (a year’s salary) for an essay answering the
question: ‘What are the most important truths and feelings to instil into
men for their happiness?’” During the long periods of leisure at Auxonne
and Valence in the spring and summer of 1791, the talented young
lieutenant got down to work. Although Napoleon did not win the prize
(the Academy decided that none of the essays submitted was of sufficient
quality), Napoleon’s forty-page dissertation is an invaluable source for his
political views as he passed his twenty-second birthday.

Napoleon’s basic tenet that morality is a function of freedom is simply
a rechauffée of Rousseau and Raynal and it sets the tone for what is to
follow, which is eclectic when it is not being directly derivative. Napoleon
poses himself the problem of reconciling feelings and reason and, not
surprisingly, fails — not surprisingly, when we consider that Rousseau
himself had not solved the conundrum. As Bertrand Russell later
impishly remarked, Byron’s Corsair, with his limitless freedom, is the
clearest manifestation of the Romantic movement inspired by Rousseau,
but the actual corsair, in Rousseau’s ideal society, would find himself
behind bars.

Napoleon’s essay is remarkable for four things: the paradoxical
insistence that the much trumpeted ‘apostles of freedom’ were the true
tyrants, while the so-called tyrants were the real patriots; a sense of sexual
confusion ‘solved’ by draconian prescriptions; social nostrums which, if
written in the twentieth century, would merit the epithet ‘quasi-fascistic’;
and a continuing Francophobia and dislike of Christianity as a religion
not of this world and hence an irrelevance in social theory. For Napoleon
magnanimity is weakness — as when in Voltaire’s Azire the dying hero
forgives his assassin instead of crying out for vengeance and vendetta —
and the true hero is not the ‘bleeding heart’ but the statesman who
recognizes the iron dictates of necessity; hence Caesar was a great man
while Brutus is an ‘ambitious madman’.

Napoleon’s fulmination against adultery, as when he says that
adulterous bachelors should be denounced to the whole community,
strongly suggests that sexuality in general, and this aspect in particular,
contained some hidden menace which Napoleon dared not admit; in this
sense his essay was a continuation of the thoughts expressed in Sur
UAmour de la Patrie. The dislike of capitalism, and preference for
traditional, medieval types of society, which is such a feature of modern
fascism, is clearly on view in Napoleon’s contempt for documentary title
over customary right as the key to ownership of land: “What! are those
the title deeds of such gentry? Mine are more sacred, more irrefutable,
more universal! They reveal themselves in my sweat, they circulate with
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my blood, they are written in my sinews, my heart; indispensable to my
existence and, above all, to my happiness.’

Coursing through the essay, is the Rousseauesque conviction that
Corsica was the acme of social and moral achievement. Scholars may
dispute the fine points, but it is possible to discern for the first time a
slight ebbing in the hitherto overt Paoli-mania. One factor may have been
the snub Napoleon received from the great man while he was writing the
Lyons essay. On 14 March 1791 Napoleon sent some chapters of his
history of Corsica to Paoli and requested his help in getting access to
certain documents that would make the projected history better grounded
in unpublished sources. This was a fairly simple favour to ask, as Paoli’s
word on such a matter was tantamount to a command. But Paoli rebuffed
the young man brutally, scouting the entire enterprise and writing curtly
(on 2 April): ‘Youth is not the age for writing history.’

The career of the young Napoleon and his early writings alert us to
contradictory aspects of his personality that he never succeeded in
integrating. The most obvious contradiction was that between the
mathematician and the romantic dreamer. Napoleon was a devotee of
science and believed in bringing logic and mathematical clarity to bear on
problems. He also had a Gradgrind-like appetite for facts: in his early
notebooks he lists the 40,000 Jettres de cachet issued by Cardinal Fleury
between 1726-43, Mohammed’s seventeen wives, Suleiman’s consump-
tion of meat, and so on. This passion for encyclopedic knowledge and
exact science collided with a countervailing current of extreme irration-
ality. As a disciple of the gathering Romantic movement, Napoleon
entertained wild and unrestrained fantasies about war, tragedy and high
adventure. As Bertrand Russell pointed out, this convergence of extreme
rationality and extreme unreason was perhaps the most striking thing
about Rousseau himself, and Rousseau at this time continued to be
Napoleon’s supreme intellectual mentor.

It is probable that the romantic fantasist represented the true Napoleon
more deeply than the mathematician and man of science: the latter was
what he was, the former what he aspired to be. This is borne out by his
subsequent behaviour. Napoleon liked to cultivate a surface of calm, no
matter how grave the crisis. The calmness and unflappability were
supposed to denote a ‘mathematical’ rationality, but they concealed a
volcano beneath, which would often come spewing out in the form of
violent rage. Certainty on this point is prevented only by another
characteristic of Napoleon: his thespian persona, which meant that he
often staged bogus rages to achieve certain ends or to observe their
effects.
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The tacking between contradictory polarities also explains Napoleon’s
ambiguous political persona. He was deeply committed to the anti-
monarchism and the anticlericalism of the French Revolution, yet had a
visceral attraction for the hierarchical order of the ancien régime. Harsh
critics said Napoleon was so keen to get to Corsica on leave in 1791
because he had worked out that his career prospects were better there.
Naturally there is a lot of truth in this, but it is also probable that
Napoleon felt paralysed by the contradictory political impulses afflicting
him in France in 1791 and wanted to escape to Corsica to ‘solve’ the
dilemma.

Overlaying Corsican culture with the values and ideology of Rousseau
and the Enlightenment was bound to create confusions and contradic-
tions. Some point to the conflict between Napoleon’s shameless
indulgence of the Bonaparte family and his claim to represent modernity
and reason, and conclude that the extreme irrationality noted above was
the Corsican legacy, with France contributing the Revolutionary cult of
reason. But the contradictions in Napoleon’s thought and behaviour
persisted long after he had jettisoned Corsica and all its works, so it may
be that Napoleon’s ‘traditional’ manifestations — the hatred of anarchy,
the fear of the mob, the strong family feeling — simply meant that his
heart was with the ancien régime even if his brain was with the Revolution.
The deepest obstacle to Napoleon as a man of the Revolution always
remained his profound pessimism about human perfectibility and his
conviction that human beings were fundamentally worthless.

The final aspect of the young Napoleon worth dwelling on is a
continuing uncertainty about sexual identity. This part of the early
record is particularly murky. In 1789, at Auxonne, Napoleon is said to
have asked for the hand in marriage of one Manesca Pillet, stepdaughter
of a wealthy timber merchant. Since Napoleon had no worthwhile
prospects at this time and his suit was unlikely to be entertained by a
wealthy bourgeois family, it may be that if such an overture was made, it
was made, unconsciously at least, so that it would be rejected and
Napoleon could continue to regard himself as a perfect Ishmael.

Another puzzling liaison from these early years is the friendship he
allegedly struck up with a Corsican sculptor nine years his senior, Joseph
Ceracchi by name. Certain students of Napoleon, Belloc among them,
have hinted that the relationship was homosexual, and that the young
Bonaparte was therefore fundamentally bisexual in orientation. All we
know for certain is that Ceracchi tried to renew the acquaintance when
Napoleon was famous, that he was rebuffed, turned against his old friend
and was eventually executed for conspiracy in 1802. However, it seems
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likely that Napoleon’s sexual difficulties lay along quite other lines, which
involved the island of his birth. The key psychological moment that saw
the birth of the mature Napoleon was the traumatic dénouement of the
Corsican saga in 1792—93.
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CHAPTER FOUR

By the time Archdeacon Lucien died, leaving the Bonaparte family
comfortably off, Napoleon’s ambitions had moved on a notch. With
Joseph already president of the Ajaccio Directory, the Bonapartes were
making progress. Fortified by the gold of the late miser Lucien, Letizia,
still a striking woman habitually dressed in black, was able to abandon her
chores as housekeeper and start spending money on home and children.
The family dynamic was beginning to grow complicated. At sixteen
Lucien was a spoiled neurotic who resented the eminence of his two older
brothers. Thirteen-year-old Louis, whom Napoleon was glad to be able
to offload, was a good-looking mother’s boy and favourite with women
but something of a ‘hop out of kin’. Seven-year-old Jérome was
apparently as tiresome as a child as he was to be ineffective and useless as
an adult. With Elisa, aged fourteen, absent at St-Cyr and the pale-
skinned nine-year-old Caroline a quiet child with some musical talent,
Pauline, aged eleven, was already usurping the role of most striking
female Bonaparte. Emotional, charming, humorous and showing signs of
her later stunning beauty, Pauline seemed to have inherited Letizia’s
looks and Carlo’s love of pleasure.

To advance in Corsican politics meant making a minute analysis of the
power structure on the island — something Napoleon, with his love of
detail, was good at. On the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789,
Corsica had at first been bedevilled by the extreme factionalism between
the royalists led by Buttafuoco and Peretti, who relied for support on the
Army, and the Paolists, whose power came from strong popular support.
Throughout 1790 and 1791 the Paolists had won victory after victory,
culminating in the royalist defeat when they tried to prevent the two
Paolist representatives, Gentile and Pozzo di Borgo (delegates from the
1790 Orezza assembly) taking their seats at the National Assembly. But
almost immediately after this decisive rout of the royalists, the Paolistas
had themselves begun to splinter, basically between those loyal to France
and revolutionary principles and those who distrusted the Revolution’s
anticlericalism and its attitude to property and hankered after an
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independent and separate Corsica. Paoli, at first the champion of the
Revolution against the old régime, increasingly emerged as a conservative
figure, moving back into reaction even as many of his followers swung left
into Jacobinism. The fissiparous nature of the Paolist movement resulted
in violent religious riots in Bastia in June 1791. There was bloodshed,
Bastia lost the rank of capital city and, more ominously, Paoli’s authority
and prestige were compromised and a parliamentary opposition arose
against him.

Napoleon in late 1791 still retained his faith in Paoli. His strategy now
was to parlay his furlough into a quasi-permanent leave while becoming
an Adjutant-Major in a volunteer company; this would make him a
significant military force in the land. But in December 1791 the National
Assembly came close to torpedoing this strategy with a law requiring all
officers in the regular army to return to their regiments for a nationwide
census, to be carried out between 25 December and 10 January 1792.
Fortunately for Napoleon, the deputy military commander in Corsica,
General Antonio Rossi, had already petitioned Minister of War
Narbonne for Napoleon’s commission in the Ajaccio volunteer regiment,
and a favourable reply to the request arrived in January 1791. Rossi wrote
to Colonel Campagnol of the 4th Regiment to inform him that First
Lieutenant Bonaparte was now an Adjutant-Major in the Corsican
Volunteers.

But Napoleon’s problems were not yet over, for in February 1792 the
National Assembly passed a further law, requiring all officers of volunteer
battalions to rejoin their regular army regiments by the end of March; the
only exception permitted was to the handful of colonels of important
volunteer battalions. There were only two such lieutenant-colonelships in
Corsica, and it was now Napoleon’s task to obtain one of them or see his
career as a Corsican political fixer in ruins.

The two colonelships were elective positions, in which the five
hundred or so National Guardsmen cast two votes for their two chosen
candidates, in order of preference. Napoleon began by getting Paoli’s
backing for himself and Quenza as the two Lieutenant-Colonels. They
faced stiff opposition, particularly from Jean Peraldi and Pozzo di Borgo,
scion of another of Ajaccio’s great families. Napoleon began by laying out
a good part of Archdeacon Lucien’s legacy on bribery: more than two
hundred voting volunteers were lodged free of charge in the grounds of
the Casa Buonaparte and provided with lavish board for the two weeks
before the elections. Then Napoleon thought of other ways to scupper
the opposition. Tradition says that he actually tried to eliminate Pozzo di
Borgo physically, by challenging him to a duel which Pozzo did not
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accept. What is certain is that Napoleon added intimidation to the bribery
he had already employed.

Three commissioners had been appointed to supervise the election.
One of them, Morati by name, made the mistake of choosing to lodge the
night before the vote (31 March 1791) at the house of the Peraldis, well
known as opponents of the Bonapartes and supporters of Pozzo.
Napoleon’s men simply arrived at the Peraldi house at dinner time and
abducted Morati ‘to ensure his impartiality’. Next day, the election took
place in the church of San Francesco. 521 volunteers arrived to record
their preferences, but Pozzo di Borgo harangued them on the infamy of
the Bonapartes; for his pains he was pulled off the platform and narrowly
escaped a knifing. It is said that Pozzo, who had hitherto not been
Napoleon’s rival, swore eternal vengeance by the code of vendetta; he
certainly made good his threat in later years. Then the voting started.
Quenza received the highest number of votes and was elected the first
lieutenant-colonel. Napoleon, with 422 first and second preferences, was
a comfortable second and so found himself, not yet twenty-three, a
lieutenant-colonel of the Corsican volunteers. Since Quenza had no
military experience, Napoleon was the effective commander and at once
evinced his ability to remember every last detail about the personnel and
organization of any body he commanded.

Although the royalists on Corsica had been decisively routed in a
political sense, they still retained the support of the Army in key
strongholds. Paoli and the Directory, the centrally directed administra-
tion of Corsica, decided that the final stage in taking power in Corsica was
to replace these royalist troops with the volunteers, and an obvious first
target was the citadel at Ajaccio. General Rossi protested, but was
overruled by the Directory, supported by Paoli. In response the royalists
played the clerical card, counting on the monarchist sympathies of most
of Ajaccio. The National Assembly had already decreed that monasteries
and religious orders were to be dissolved, but in March 1792 a town
meeting in Ajaccio petitioned that the Capucin order be excepted. The
Corsican Directory reiterated the decree and added that the town meeting
had no authority, being merely an unlawful assembly.

This was the juncture at which Christophe Antoine Saliceti, already a
delegate to the National Assembly in Paris and a rising star in the
Corsican opposition to Paoli, first appeared in full Machiavellian skill. A
tall, sinister-looking man with a pockmarked face, Saliceti spread the
whisper that Paoli was a fence sitter who had secret sympathies with the
royalist rump in Ajaccio, and urged Napoleon to settle scores once and
for all with the diehards in that town. Accordingly Napoleon entered the
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town with four companies of republican volunteers, in full knowledge of
the hatred that existed between the pious, royalist townspeople and his
rural guardsmen.

On Easter Sunday 8 April 1792 a group of priests who had refused to
swear an oath of primary loyalty to the French republic held a service in
the officially dissolved convent of St Francis and announced a religious
procession — actually a political demonstration under another name — for
the following day. At 5 p.m. Napoleon, hearing of disturbances around
the cathedral, took a platoon of his men to investigate. Outside the
cathedral he found a hostile mob who, it transpired, had already disarmed
another platoon of volunteers and taken their muskets. When Napoleon
heard of this, he demanded the weapons back and an angry altercation
ensued. Suddenly a shot rang out and Lieutenant Rocca della Serra of the
volunteers fell dead. Napoleon and his men rushed for cover, then made
their way back to their headquarters by back streets.

It did not take a man of any great military talent, let alone Napoleon’s
superlative gifts, to work out that the key to the control of Ajaccio lay in
command of the citadel. The snag was that this stronghold was held by a
Colonel Maillard, commanding 400 men of the 42nd Infantry Regiment,
and both commander and troops were loyal to Louis XVI. Napoleon
went to see Maillard, who predictably proved uncooperative. Napoleon’s
argument was that his men were in mortal danger from angry
townspeople and needed to take refuge in the citadel or at the very least
to have access to the ammunition there. Maillard not only refused to
accept either of these points but ordered Quenza and Napoleon to
withdraw their volunteers from the town centre to the Convent of St
Francis.

Napoleon responded by getting from his friend, the procureur-syndic of
the district, an order overruling any orders issued by Maillard or the
municipality. The procureur did so, adding the rider that Maillard was
duty bound to protect the volunteers. Maillard, however, was adamant
that he would accept only the orders of the municipality. Despite the
version of those who try to present Napoleon as a Machiavellian bully in
this incident, it is quite clear that he had the law on his side.

Napoleon and Quenza refused to withdraw but offered a compromise.
If Maillard withdrew his proviso about the volunteers’ retreating to the
convent of St Francis, they for their part would show good will by
sending home the particular individuals in the National Guard most
objected to by the townspeople. Maillard grudgingly accepted this, but
Napoleon followed up the offer by surreptitiously extending his control
in the town. The armed royalists in the town and the volunteers now
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began fortifying the houses they occupied, ready for a bout of grim
streetfighting, while Napoleon unsuccessfully tried to suborn the troops
in the citadel to rebel. To twist the knife still further, he instituted a food
blockade by the republican peasantry. Napoleon’s men killed cattle,
ravaged orchards and cut off water supplies.

The conflict escalated when the municipality got Maillard to wheel out
cannon from the citadel, preparatory to expelling the volunteers by force.
Napoleon then produced a letter from the Directory authorizing him to
stand fast and, if necessary, bring in more volunteers. It was quite clear
that the municipality was putting itself in a position where it was defying
the elected government of Corsica and thus making itself legally
responsible for all damage sustained in the expected fighting. Evidently
the hotheads in Ajaccio finally perceived they were getting into very deep
water; they backed down and agreed a compromise peace with Napoleon.
Maillard, however, refused to be party even to this, claiming to be
upholding the law. Since both the Directory and the municipality were
now in agreement, it is difficult to see what this ‘law’ could be. In his own
mind it involved the supremacy of the claims of Louis XVI, as
interpreted by him, against those of the French Republic, but in strictly
legal terms his action was treason. Historical precedents were all against
him, for the legitimacy of the House of Stuart in England had not
prevented the execution of Charles I or, in the following century, dozens
of Jacobites.

Eventually two Commissioners arrived from the Directory to sort out
the fracas. They arrested some of the troublemaking members of the
municipality but the defiant Maillard simply retired to the citadel and
challenged Paoli and the Directory to blast him out. Napoleon, Quenza
and the volunteers had won the moral victory and Napoleon had shown
himself to be exceptionally intrepid, energetic and resourceful, but the
affair left a nasty taste in Ajaccio. Henceforth his reputation there
plummeted, and Pozzo di Borgo was able to make significant propaganda
ground in his vendetta.

When peace was made, Napoleon went to Corte, where he had an
interview with Paoli. But his mind was on France, where his position
with his regiment was precarious. At the review held on 1 January 1792
the regimental record stated: ‘Buonparte, First Lieutenant, whose
permission of absence has expired, is in Corsica.” He was expressly left
out of the list of those recommended to the National Assembly as having
legitimate reasons for absence. It was evident that to clear his name
Napoleon would have to go to Paris, for he was now virtually regarded as
an émigré, as appears from the following note placed against his name in a
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list of lieutenants at the Ministry of War: ‘Has given up his profession,
and has been replaced on February 6th, 1792.

Some time early in May 1792 Napoleon left Corsica on his urgent
mission to Paris. He reached the French capital on 28 May, to find that
war had broken out with Prussia and France had sustained its first
defeats. He wrote to Joseph that the capital was in a tense state, with
financial chaos and the assignat at half its old value. It seemed to be a
season for meeting old acquaintances, not all of them pleasant, for when
Napoleon booked in at the Hotel des Patriotes Hollandais in the rue
Royale, he found his old enemies Pozzo di Borgo and Peraldi staying
there. Next day he bumped into a different sort of acquaintance, for he
went to a session of the Assembly and met Bourrienne. For once
Bourrienne’s memoirs, noting the event, are probably trustworthy:

Our friendship dating back to childhood and college was completely
revived . .. adversity weighed him down and he was often short of
money. We spent our time like two young people of twenty-three who
have nothing to do and not much money; he was even harder up than I
was. Fach day we thought up new plans. We were trying to make some
profitable speculations. Once he wanted us to rent several houses which
were being built in the rue Montholon in order to sub-let them
immediately. We found the demands of the landlords exorbitant.
Everything failed.

On 16 June he went to St-Cyr to visit his sister, who asked him to get her
out of the convent as soon as legislation promised by the revolutionary
government made this possible. On 20 June he had arranged to dine with
Bourrienne in the rue St-Honoré, near the Palais Royal, but, seeing an
angry crowd, some 5-6,000 strong, debouch from the direction of Les
Halles and head towards the river, the two young men decided to follow.
Two huge crowds organized by Antoine Santerre headed for the
Tuileries. After browbeating the Legislature, the crowd, chanting the
revolutionary song Ca Ira pressed on into the undefended palace grounds
themselves. In the Salon de 1’Oeil de Boeuf they came upon Louis XVI
himself, with just a handful of attendants. For the whole of that afternoon
the monarch was systematically humiliated, unable to escape, forced to
listen to the taunts and abuse of the crowd. Finally, he put on a red hat —
‘the crowning with thorns’ — and was forced to drink the health of the
people of Paris. It was well past six o’clock before Jérome Pétion, the
representative of the Assembly, persuaded the now placated multitude to
leave. This was a much greater affront to the monarchy even than the
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return to Paris after the abortive flight to Varennes, and few observers
doubted that it was the beginning of the end for Louis XVI. Napoleon,
however, thought that if he had been king it would have been an easy
matter to disperse the crowd.

All this time Napoleon had been submitting documents and affidavits
to the Ministry of War, trying to prove his version of events against the
hostile counter-testimony of Peraldi. On 21 June a departmental
committee of the Artillery accepted that Napoleon’s reasons for not
returning from Corsica by 1 April were entirely satisfactory. The
committee rejected the Peraldi submission — which has been endorsed by
some modern critics of Napoleon — that to accept Napoleon’s version was
to reward crime: it was preposterous, on this view, that a man who had
been leading a riot against the King’s army in Corsica, should be
commended for it, and even secure the promotion he would have got
normally only by being with his regular army regiment. Whether
Napoleon was a master manipulator, or just lucky, or whether he
convinced the committee that he was a true son of the Revolution, the
result was the same. On 10 July the Ministry of War informed him that
he would be reinstated in the 4th Artillery Regiment, with the rank of
captain.

This new commission was backdated to 6 February 1792 — which
meant Napoleon would receive the equivalent of £40 in back pay. To
warn him against further legerdemain, the Ministry announced that it
expected him to return to his regiment as soon as his promotion was
ratified; meanwhile, some minor complaints brought from Corsica by
Peraldi and Pozzo di Borgo would be dealt with by the Ministry of
Justice. Napoleon was delighted. He knew, as did his opponents, that the
Ministry of Justice was a labyrinth where complaints disappeared. The
only thing keeping Napoleon in Paris now was the formal ratification of
this decision, in the name of the King, by Minister of War Joseph Servan.
Despite his triumph, Napoleon was gloomy. On 7 August he wrote to
Joseph that the interests of the family necessitated his return to Corsica,
but he would probably have to rejoin his regiment.

Before that, on 23 July he had written to Lucien words that show the
youthful idealism about Corsica giving way to generalized cynicism:
‘Those at the top are poor creatures. It must be admitted, when you see
things at first hand, that the people are not worth the trouble taken in
winning their favour. You know the history of Ajaccio; that of Paris is
exactly the same; perhaps men are here even a little smaller, nastier, more
slanderous and censorious.’

On 10 August Jean-Paul Marat masterminded the decisive blow
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against royal power. Of the revolutionaries, Danton, Robespierre,
Rossignol and Santerre were all implicated in the day’s gory events.
Thousands of armed revolutionaries obeyed the tocsin call and converged
from right and left banks of the Seine on the Tuileries, defended by 2,000
troops, half of them members of the Swiss Guard. The scenes that
followed were among the most terrible in the French Revolution.
Confused by contradictory orders, the Swiss Guards were overwhelmed
by superior numbers and slaughtered mercilessly. Six hundred died in
the palace courtyard in a hecatomb of stabbing, stoning, clubbing and
gunshot. Women stripped the bodies of clothes, and the most savage
members of the crowd gelded and mutilated the corpses. When all was
over, the dishonoured dead were carted away to mass burial in lime pits.

Napoleon was an eyewitness of these terrible events, and he later told
Joseph that no battlefield carnage ever made such an impression on him.
His words to Las Cases on St Helena are worth quoting:

I found myself lodging in Paris, at the Mail in the Place des Victoires.
At the sound of the tocsin and on learning that the Tuileries were
under attack, I ran to the Carousel to find Bourrienne’s brother,
Fauvelet, who kept a furniture shop there. It was from this house that I
was able to witness at my ease all the activities of that day. Before
reaching the Carousel I had been met in the rue de Petits Champs by a
group of hideous men bearing a head at the end of a pike. Seeing that I
was presentably dressed and had the appearance of a gentleman, they
approached me and asked me to shout ‘Long live the Republic!” which
you can easily imagine I did without difficulty ... With the palace
broken into, and the King there, in the heart of the assembly, I
ventured to go into the garden. The sight of the dead Swiss Guards
gave me an idea of the meaning of death such as I have never had since,
on any of my battlefields. Perhaps it was that the smallness of the area
made the number of corpses appear larger, or perhaps it was because
this was the first time I had undergone such an experience. I saw well-
dressed women committing acts of the grossest indecency on the
corpses of the Swiss Guards.

Some say his hatred and distrust of the mob dated from that day, and a
conviction that only a bourgeois republic could hold in check the forces of
anarchy and the dark impulses of the canaille.

Napoleon judged that a resolute defence by the King could have saved
the Tuileries and that, if he had been in charge, he could have routed the
mob. His disdain for the hydra-headed monster of the crowd was
increasing daily.
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If Louis XVI’s luck had run out, it was beginning to turn Napoleon’s
way. A new government decree, on 17 August, ordered the dissolution of
all religious houses and the confiscation and sale of their assets. Since St-
Cyr was no more, Elisa had to leave for Corsica, but the college directors,
by now terrified of their own shadows, refused to allow her to leave
without two sets of orders, one from the municipality and another from
the Versailles directorate. Napoleon therefore persuaded the local mayor,
a M. Aubrun, to go to the college with him. Elisa then made a solemn
declaration that she needed her brother to escort her back to Corsica.
Aubrun copied this down, then endorsed the copy with his own affidavit
that permission was necessary. Napoleon then took the document to
Versailles and requested that the directorate pay travelling expenses.
Amazingly, Versailles voted the sum of 352 livres (which represented one
livre for every league of the distance between Versailles and Ajaccio) and
authorized him to remove his sister, together with her clothes and linen.

Napoleon’s trip to Paris therefore ended in total triumph. He had
cleared his name, won promotion and back pay, had avoided the necessity
to return to his regiment and was now returning to Corsica with all
expenses paid. The details of his journey are unknown, but it is probable
that he left Paris on 9 September, as soon as the War Minister had
ratified his promotion, took the water coach at Lyons to Valence, then
stayed at Marseilles for the best part of a month before embarking for
Corsica from Toulon on about 1o October, arriving at Ajaccio on 15
October.

Once in Corsica Napoleon proceeded to Corte to rejoin his volunteer
battalion. Shortly after his arrival he had an interview with Paoli, which
left both men dissatisfied. Paoli again turned down a Bonaparte request,
this time that Lucien be appointed his aide-de-camp. Coming so soon
after Joseph’s defeat by the partisans of Pozzo di Borgo in recent
elections, this was a very clear confirmation of the rumour that Paoli had
been won over by the Pozzo di Borgos. For his part, Paoli was animated
by a number of considerations. He never cared for the Bonapartes,
disliked Joseph and was merely irritated by the young Napoleon’s
excessive admiration; most of all, he thought the entire clan a set of
political trimmers and had never forgiven Carlo for his too-rapid
defection to the French after 1769. At the ideological level, Napoleon’s
Jacobinism, contrasting with Paoli’s growing disenchantment with
revolutionary France, made them unlikely bedfellows.

Napoleon came away from the interview injured in his pride and
needing time to lick his wounds and take stock. He began to feel that all
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his scheming to get back to Corsica had been a mistake, that maybe the
future did, after all, lie with the 4th Artillery Regiment. Or perhaps he
should throw up his career and go to India or somewhere else in the East
as a mercenary. Certainly it was a subdued and unwontedly quiet
Napoleon who spent the last months of 1792 in Corte, at least until 15
December, when he brought down to Ajaccio two hundred men from his
battalion for a proposed expedition against Sardinia. Apart from a brief
trip back to Corte, he was in Ajaccio from Christmas 1792 to 18 February
1793, and it was during this limbo period that Lucien remembers his
brother often talking to his mother about the opportunities for service in
India with Tippoo Sahib, Britain’s mortal enemy on the subcontinent.

By February 1793 the French Revolution had taken a dramatic turn.
Staring military defeat in the face, by a massive effort (the /evée en masse)
the revolutionaries had turned the tables on the Prussians and Austrians.
At the ‘Thermopylae’ of Valmy on 20 September 1792 Dumouriez
decisively defeated the Prussians. By the end of the year the new armies
of revolutionary France had invaded the Rhineland and the Austrian
Netherlands, officially ‘exporting’ the ideology of the revolution but
actually in search of loot to shore up the value of the tottering assignat.
January 1793 was a key date in the Revolution, for Louis XVI was
executed and Danton declared the doctrine of France’s ‘natural frontiers’
(the sea, the Alps, the Pyrenees and the Rhine). In line with these
national aspirations, the revolutionary executive or Convention declared
war on England and Spain.

The French plan for an expedition against Sardinia was a sign of the
new expansionist policies. Sardinia had an obvious strategic importance
in the Mediterranean, and the invasion was meant to demonstrate
France’s new found power and to overawe Florence and Naples; there
were additional objectives of seizing the island’s corn and alleviating
shortages in the south of France. Admiral Truguet arrived in Ajaccio
with a large body of regulars and a flotilla of ships, intending to
incorporate the Corsican volunteer battalions in his force. On the way
over from France there had been tension between soldiers and sailors; to
this was now added acrimony and bad feeling between the regulars and
the Corsican volunteers. Paoli, who was now close to an overt breach with
Revolutionary France, bitterly opposed the venture but was shrewd
enough to see that Truguet’s regulars might combine with Napoleon’s
volunteers to depose him if he came out openly against the expedition,
especially since there were rumours that Truguet was already a fast friend
of the Bonapartes and was besotted with the sixteen-year-old Elisa. He
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therefore schemed to denude the island of Napoleon’s volunteers while
secretly taking steps to ensure the ultimate failure of Truguet’s project.

Because of the ill-feeling between regulars and volunteers, Paoli
persuaded Truguet to mount two attacks: the main assault under
Truguet would be at Cagliari, and a diversionary thrust would be made
against LL.a Maddalena, the largest of the eleven Buccinari islands that lie
between Corsica and Sardinia. For the diversionary attack on La
Maddalena, with its two forts, Paoli successfully intrigued to have his
nephew Colonna Cesari named as colonel, with Napoleon as third-in-
command (for Quenza was also participating). After carrying out half-
hearted artillery manoeuvres at Bonifacio, Napoleon embarked with 450
volunteers on 18 February 1793. Altogether the assault force on
Maddalena comprised six hundred men (150 regulars) and four guns,
conveyed in sixteen transports escorted by a single corvette.

The omens for the expedition were inauspicious frecm the very
beginning. Heavy gales forced the ships back to Ajaccio, so that it was the
evening of 22 February before they anchored of f the western end of the
channel between L.a Maddalena and the neighbouring island of San
Stefano. A surprise attack at nightfall was the obvious ploy, but Cesari
ruled this out. Napoleon was already despondent: ‘We had lost the
favourable moment, which in war is everything,” he wrote. But he stuck
to his task. On 23 February, after troops had landed, secured a beachhead
on San Stefano and captured the island’s fort, he set up a battery of two
cannon and a single mortar within range of L.a Maddalena. 24 February
saw the bombardment commence, and Colonna Cesari promised that the
main assault would take place next day.

Dark deeds were afoot on the 25th and even today it is not easy to
follow the exact sequence of events. First the sailors on the corvette
appeared to have mutinied and forced Cesari to call of f the entire venture,
even obliging him to send a formal letter to this effect to Quenza. But
Napoleon, and many later analysts, believe there was no genuine mutiny
at all, that this was all part of a preconcerted stratagem between Paoli and
Cesari. Certainly the corvette departed with Cesari, leaving behind the
message that operations should be abandoned. Quenza’s version of the
subsequent events was that he consulted with Napoleon and together
they laboriously broke off the shelling of I.a Maddalena. But on St
Helena Napoleon accused Quenza of reembarking on the 25th without
telling him, with the consequence that he and his fellow artillerymen
were left dangerously exposed, vulnerable to a sortie from the Maddalena
garrison. The one certainty is that the bombardment was abandoned, and
that Napoleon and his platoon manhauled the one-ton guns through
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muddy fields to the embarkation point. Their labours were anyway in
vain, for only a single ship’s boat was sent in to San Stefano to take off
the men. Unable to retrieve his cannon, Napoleon was forced to spike
them.

The Maddalena enterprise was fiasco with a capital © and made
Napoleon almost apoplectic with rage. It left him with a keen sense of
betrayal as a key factor in warfare and a distaste for amphibious
operations which, some say, was the unconscious factor in his ill-
considered later plans for the invasion of England. But the immediate
effect of the fiasco was to finish Paoli with Napoleon for good. Restless,
ambitious, aggressive and treacherous — all the adjectives Paoli applied to
the Bonapartes — were exactly the epithets Napoleon now fastened on the
‘saviour’ of Corsica, the man he had worshipped for years.

On 28 February Napoleon landed at Bonifacio to find that his
suspicions of Paoli were shared by the Convention in Paris, for on 5
February they appointed three Commissioners to investigate the worsen-
ing situation on the island; leading the deputation was Napoleon’s ally
Christopher Saliceti. But Napoleon had his own deteriorating position to
consider, for at the beginning of March, in the Place Doria at Bonifacio,
there was an attempt on his life in which Napoleon again claimed to see
the hand of Paoli. Some sailors denounced him as an aristocrat and
formed a lynching party, which was foiled by the arrival of a group of
Napoleon’s volunteers. Napoleon became convinced that the ‘sailors’
were disguised Paolistas, possibly the selfsame ones who had fomented
the ‘mutiny’ on board the corvette off Maddalena.

He decided to beard the elderly lion in his den. He requested an
interview with Paoli at the convent of Rostino, which turned into an
acrimonious confrontation. To begin with Napoleon tried to softpedal,
aware that if it came to civil war on the island, the Paolistas were likely to
win, the Bonaparte properties then being confiscated and his family
reduced to destitution. He urged Paoli not to turn his back on the
Revolution which had brought him back from exile and to take the long
view of the nation’s interests. Paoli spoke angrily of the way the French
Revolution had gone sour, how its leaders wanted a subservient, not
independent, Corsica and of how Marat, Danton and the others had
forced people in the west of France into open rebellion. Most of all, he
said, he was disgusted by the execution of Louis X VI, which for him was
the last straw. Napoleon protested that Louis had met his fate deservedly
for conspiring with foreign powers and inviting their armies on to the
sacred soil of France. At this point Paoli stormed from the room. The
two men never saw each other again.
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April 1793 found Corsica at crisis point. Saliceti saw his chance to
topple Paoli and become the number one man in the island. He opened a
formidable propaganda campaign against the ‘father of Corsica’ by
playing on French suspicions of Paoli’s Anglophilia, nurtured by the
twenty years’ exile after 1769. The Convention was irritated by Corsica’s
ambiguous status, supposedly loyal to France yet paying no taxes,
sending no volunteers to fight in the wars and in a permanent state of
anarchy. Saliceti kept the pot boiling by insinuating in his dispatches that
this state of affairs would never end while Paoli was top dog in Corsica.
His initial aim was to get the pro-Paolista volunteer regiments disbanded
and replaced by regulars from the mainland but, although he and his two
fellow Commissioners (Delcher and L.acombe St-Michel) had plenipoten-
tiary powers from the Convention, the snag was that it was Paoli’s writ,
not the Convention which ran in Corsica. Accordingly Saliceti and the
two Commissioners spent two fruitless months trying to make contact
with their enemy, who hid away in a mountain fastness.

Unknown to Napoleon, his brother Lucien had been a major catalyst in
the deepening crisis. In March, at the Jacobin club in Toulon, he
denounced Paoli as a traitor who was preparing to sell out to the English.
All the evidence suggests that Paoli knew of this denunciation when he
met Napoleon at the convent of Rostino, but Napoleon did not. On 7
April 1793 the Marat faction in the Convention decided to summon Paoli
to Paris to answer serious charges laid against him by Lucien and others —
for soldiers returning from the Maddalena fiasco were now openly saying
that the expedition had been sabotaged by Paoli — on pain of outlawry
should he fail to appear. The declaration was an arrest warrant in all but
name. On 18 April the Convention’s formal decree to this effect was
promulgated in Corsica, prompting Napoleon to write to Quenza that this
made civil war on the island certain.

However, Paoli played the cleverest of clever hands. On 26 April he
wrote a dignified letter of reply to the Convention, regretting that ‘old age
and broken health’ made it impossible for him to come to Paris. This was
calling the Convention’s bluff with a vengeance. With so many calls on
their manpower, they baulked at sending the numbers of troops to
Corsica necessary to bring the Paolistas to heel. The Convention saved
face by rescinding the arrest decree and appointing two more (this time
pro-Paoli) Commissioners from the mainland. The initiative therefore
shifted back to Paoli.

Irritated at this turn of events, Saliceti and the two other Commis-
sioners already on the island colluded with Napoleon to force a military
solution before their tame colleagues arrived to patch up a peace that
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would leave Paoli with the spoils of victory. Napoleon’s first idea was to
bribe the new military commander of Ajaccio, Colonna Leca, to open the
gates of the citadel, but he refused. His next project was a plan to visit the
Sanguinaires isles to set up a safe military haven. But before he could
implement this, he was warned that Paolistas planned to assassinate him
once he left Ajaccio. He therefore stayed on in the town until 2 May.

Paoli meanwhile summoned a convention at Corte to concert measures
for the defence of Corsica against the French and their allies. One of the
first decisions taken was to proceed against the Bonapartes, expropriate
their property and arrest Napoleon. Ignorant of this, Napoleon set out for
Corte, intent on another meeting with Paoli. On the road he was met by
his cousins the Arrighi, who advised him that Paoli had intercepted a
letter from Lucien to Joseph, making it clear that his denunciation had
triggered the virtual decree of outlawry from the Convention. Amazingly,
Napoleon seemed undeterred by this intelligence and pressed on to Arca
de Vivaria, where he lodged with the parish priest, another Arrighi
connection. Next day he continued his journey and made the overnight
stop with another set of relations, the Tusoli, in the hamlet of Poggiolo.

On 5 May Napoleon was at Corsacci, trying to persuade some Corsican
delegates not to attend Paoli’s convention at Corte. But he was already in
enemy territory, for the local magnates were his old enemies the Peraldis.
Marius Peraldi secured the help of the Morelli brothers to place
Napoleon under arrest. It was lucky for him that he still had many friends
and that some of them were resourceful. Two of them, Santo Ricci and
Vizzavona by name, cooked up an ingenious plan and persuaded the
Morellis to bring their prisoner to Vizzavona’s house for a meal. Once
there, they spirited Napoleon away down a secret staircase to a waiting
horse. He and Santo Ricci then made their way back to Ajaccio by
backtracks and entered Ajaccio in secret on 6 May.

After hiding out with his friend Jean-Jérome Lévie, three days later
Napoleon was able to secure sea passage to Macinaggio, from where he
travelled overland to Bastia. In Bastia he was reunited with Joseph,
Saliceti, Lacombe St-Michel and the principals of the anti-Paolista party.
After two weeks of plotting and preparing, the conspirators sailed from St
Florent in two ships with 400 men and a few guns. Ironically, on the very
day of departure the Bonaparte house in Ajaccio was being sacked by the
Paolistas and their farms gutted. Letizia fled with her daughters and hid
in bushes near the ruined tower of Capitello, across the bay from Ajaccio,
while the Paolistas looked for them. Once again Letizia experienced the
pendulum of fortune and was forced to become a fugitive.

A week later the ill-fated expedition anchored in the Gulf of Ajaccio
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but was fired upon by the fort. Since only thirty people rallied to their
standard in Ajaccio, the coup was abandoned next day. Napoleon
meanwhile had landed at Provenzale on 29 May and made rendezvous
with his refugee family, getting them by longboat on to a three-masted
xebec, which took them to Giralda. Letizia remembered making yet
another of her perilous night journeys before being united with her
family at Calvi. Napoleon himself arrived there disconsolately on 3 June.
Calvi was in friendly hands, but was being blockaded by the English.
Eight days later, after enjoying the hospitality of the Giubega family, the
entire family embarked for Toulon, virtually penniless. They risked
capture by the British by taking passage on a coaster navigated by a noted
blockade-runner.

Paoli’s triumph was complete. To cement it, on the very day of the
Bonapartes’ departure the Paolista National Assembly declared them to
be ‘traitors and enemies of the Fatherland, condemned to perpetual
execration and infamy’. Paoli’s success, in socioeconomic terms, meant
the triumph of the mountain folk, the shepherds and the peasants over
the great landowners, the nobility and the bourgeoisie of the ports and
cities. Most of those who fled into exile with the Bonapartes were
merchants or landowners; the paradox was that Napoleon the ‘Rousseau-
ist revolutionary’ was from the viewpoint of social class more ‘reactionary’
than the ‘counter-revolutionary’ Paoli. The French still maintained a
precarious toehold in Corsica, for they still held a few towns and villages,
and Commissioner Lacombe St-Michel stayed on to encourage them.

Paoli’s triumph was shortlived. Fearing the inevitable French invasion
to restore their position on the island, he ended by inviting the British in.
When Admiral Hood anchored at San Fiorenzo with 12,000 troops, Paoli
added his 6,000 men and proceeded to besiege the French in Calvi and
Bastia. In June 1794 the Council of Corsica, with Paoli at its head,
proclaimed perpetual severance from France and offered the crown to the
King of England. George III accepted and sent out Sir Gilbert Elliot as
viceroy. Paoli, who was officially in retirement, still wanted to be the
power on the island and, not surprisingly, soon quarrelled bitterly with
Elliot. The British, tired of his prima-donnaish antics, hinted broadly
that Paoli might like to retire to England. Paoli hesitated, saw France still
in the grip of anarchy and then thought of the possible consequences of
war with both France and England. He accepted the offer. His victory
over the Bonapartes was therefore a hollow one. His loyal ally Pozzo di
Borgo left Corsica for a diplomatic career that would eventually find him
in the service of the Czar of Russia.

What is the explanation for Napoleon’s violent split with Paoli? The
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cynical view is that he realized that there was no future in Corsica for an
ambitious young man, that Paoli had already snatched anything that was
valuable in the way of power and prestige, and that the ‘glittering prizes’
were to be found only in France. The conventional view is simply that
both men backed different horses in the Corsican power struggle and
thus ended up as enemies; an additional factor was Paoli’s personal dislike
of the young man. Another view is that when Napoleon became a Jacobin
he lost his faith in Rousseau and came to despise him. But it was
Rousseau’s Social Contract that had inspired his original visionary view of
Corsica as a society of Spartan simplicity, civic virtu, social equality,
poverty and nobility of soul. Simultaneous with his loss of faith in
Rousseau, and possibly a contributory factor, was the extreme factional-
ism and in-fighting in Corsica in the early 1790s, which Napoleon
witnessed at close quarters. As Masson put it: ‘Just as France had made
him Corsican, so Corsica made him a Frenchman.’

Yet it seems unlikely that it was merely the contingent circumstances
during February-March 1793 that turned the Paolista Napoleon into
Paoli’s enemy or that a negative attitude to the Bonapartes alone could
have turned off such an oil-gusher of adulation as that from Napoleon to
Paoli. The psychologist C.G. Jung has warned us that ‘lightning
conversions’ are seldom that and even coined the word ‘enantiodromia’ to
describe the process whereby Saul becomes Paul — not, on this view,
through seeing the light on the road to Damascus but because the
experience crystallized a process of gradually dawning illumination. If
Napoleon’s violent breach with Paoli had in fact been brewing for years,
we may ask another question of more general import. Was Napoleon
simply boundlessly ambitious, in the way Brutus hinted Caesar was, and
was his ambition an irreducible and dominant psychological factor in his
makeup? Or was his ambition a more complex manifestation reducible to
other factors, which in turn might give us the clue to the deep dynamic of
the quarrel with Paoli?

The key may lie in two apparently insignificant remarks. To one of his
close friends Napoleon once confided that at some time in the Corsican
period he had surprised Paoli having intercourse with his (Napoleon’s)
godmother. And in the anti-Paoli essay he wrote in July 1793 Le Souper
de Beaucaire he said that Paoli’s greatest fault was that he had attacked the
fatherland with foreigners; by uniting Corsica to France in 1790 without
thinking through all the implications he had in fact lost any chance of an
independent Corsica. We may, then, reasonably infer that Napoleon was
deeply worried about three things: illicit sexual relations, the attempt to
fuse Corsica and France, and the idea of a fatherland invaded.
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Since it is a commonplace of psychoanalysis, confirmed in hundreds of
case studies of neurotics, that concern about the fatherland really
indicates concern about the mother, and we know in any case of
Napoleon’s ambivalent feelings towards Letizia, it seems reasonable to
assume that Napoleon’s antagonism towards Paoli was, at the uncon-
scious level, something to do with his mother. And since Paoli was
consciously acknowledged by Napoleon as a father-figure, it is clear that
what needs further investigation is what depth psychologists would call
Napoleon’s ‘paternal image’. There seem to have been four paternal
images significant in the mind of the young Napoleon: of Paoli, of his
actual father Carlo, of Louis XVI and of the Comte de Marbeuf. At any
given moment, the association of ‘father’ could have been to any one of
the quartet.

The role of Marbeuf as protector of the Bonapartes needs no further
elucidation. Moreover, on returning from France on his first leave,
Napoleon bracketed Marbeuf with Carlo when he expressed sorrow that
he had lost the two significant older men in his life. We have also noted
Napoleon’s uncertainty how to respond to Louis X VI, the father of the
nation to whom he had taken oaths of loyalty. The flight to Varennes did
not alienate Napoleon, and in Paris in 1792 his dominant emotion during
the two savage mob irruptions into the Tuileries were sympathy with the
King rather than fellow-feeling with the crowd. The ambivalence
Napoleon felt for Carlo was mirrored in his uncertain attitude to Louis
XVI; he was partly for the Revolution against all kings, but partly for this
particular King against this particular mass of revolutionaries. What
finished Louis for Napoleon was when he became convinced that the
monarch had called on foreign powers to invade French soil.

The quartet of father-figures all represented men who, in Napoleon’s
mind, were betrayers. Whether or not Letizia and the Comte de Marbeuf
were lovers — and circumstantial evidence overwhelmingly indicates they
were — Napoleon certainly thought they had been. This trauma explains
so much in his later life especially his sexuality, his misogynism. The
horror he expressed at finding Paoli with his godmother may refer, not to
an actual event, but to a transmogrified fantasy, hinting at Letizia’s
infidelity with Marbeuf. Napoleon’s ‘mother complex’ owes something to
the neurotic feeling that he could not be certain who his own father was —
even though, as we have seen, Letizia’s probable infidelity with Marbeuf
had no actual connection with Napoleon, who was certainly Carlo’s son.
The important thing is that he thought it did, and we surely find an echo
of the anxiety in that pithy clause in the later Code Napoléon:
‘Investigation of paternity is forbidden’.
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It is very probable that the excessive concern about the union of
Corsica and France expressed in Le Souper de Beaucaire — ‘he helped
unite Corsica to France’, ‘he attacked the fatherland with foreigners’ are
an unconscious manifestation of anxiety about Letizia’s infidelity with
Marbeuf and of anger towards Carlo for letting such a state of affairs
develop. The conscious anger Napoleon felt about his defeat by Paoli in
Corsica tapped into an unconscious well of rage about quite other
matters. Since Paoli was a father-figure, Napoleon could discharge his
anger about Carlo and Marbeuf on to him.

The rage against France as a young man, the violent outburst against
the schoolmates who invaded his ‘fatherland’ at Brienne in the garden
incident, the violent Francophobia in general are all explained on this
hypothesis. But, it may be asked, why did the outburst against Paoli take
place at this very time? Almost certainly the answer lies with the
execution of Louis XVI in 1793. With Carlo and Marbeuf out of the
picture, Napoleon’s conscious adoration of Paoli coupled with an
unconscious antagonism towards him for the ‘sins of the fathers’ was
dispersed for a while as Louis XVI took centre stage. In late 1792 the
anger against a man who would deliver the fatherland to foreigners was
obviously directed by the Jacobin Napoleon against the perfidious
Bourbon king. It is a characteristic of ambivalence to divide the love/hate
object so that all negative feelings can be decanted against the ‘Hyde’
aspect and all positive ones retained for the ‘Jekyll’. Put simply, in late
1792 Louis XVI attracted the fire that would later fall on Paoli.

When Louis XVI’s execution redeemed him in Napoleon’s eyes, the
undischarged hatred arising from Letizia’s infidelity with Marbeuf had to
find a new focus. And it was only at this precise time (January 1793) that
Napoleon attached himself to France in a decisive and unambiguous way.
It is sometimes overlooked by those who regard the breach with Paoli as
purely contingent and political that Napoleon made common cause with
Saliceti and the anti-Paolist faction before the breach was inevitable. In
any case, once Louis XVI was dead, it made sense, at the unconscious
level, that Napoleon should rid himself of the one remaining figure so
that %e could become the father. In symbolic terms, his infantile Oedipal
phantasies were now partly assuaged. These had become exacerbated into
a mother complex by the conviction that, though Carlo denied Letizia’s
body to his son, he had allowed it to other men.

It must be stressed that by falling out with Paoli Napoleon lunged into
disaster, losing all his family’s property without any good reason for
thinking that he could retrieve the Bonaparte fortunes. From the point of
view of rationality and self-interest, Napoleon’s opposition to Paoli in
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early 1793 makes no sense at all. Yet one of the reasons historians have so
violently debated ‘Napoleon, for and against’ is the conviction that
Napoleon, with his great intellect, must always have had sound reasons
for his actions. An examination of the dark recesses of the Napoleonic
psyche shows that this is not necessarily so and that self-destructive
psychological impulses usually played some part, and sometimes the
major part. This was not the last time in his life that Napoleon, pleading
ineluctable necessity, raison d’état and ‘there is no alternative’, plunged
into reckless adventures that defy rational explanation.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The refugee Bonaparte family reached Toulon to find the Terror at its
height. As ‘aristocrats’ the Bonapartes might have been at risk, but
Lucien was already a prominent member of the Toulon Jacobin club, and
the family was penniless. Just to be on the safe side, however, Letizia and
her three daughters were described on their passports as ‘dressmakers’.
But Toulon was not secure even for the Jacobins: in July the townspeople
rose against the Terror and let in the British under Admiral Hood,
forcing Lucien and his fellow politicos to flee.

Toulon’s action was not an isolated case. In the summer of 1793 the
spark of civil war lit up two-thirds of the Departments of France. The
Girondin faction, expelled from the Convention by the Jacobins and
‘Men of the Mountain’, raised the provinces in revolt against Paris.
There was a serious uprising in Lyons, and the defection of Toulon and
Marseilles conjured visions of a counter-revolutionary link-up with the
rebels at Lyons, taking Provence out of the Jacobin orbit.

Letizia initially took lodgings in the small town of La Vallette, near
Toulon, but when the rising took place Joseph moved her to Marseilles
and installed her in two rooms there: desperately hard up, she was forced
to queue for soup at the municipal soup kitchen. She eked out an
existence on money supplied by Napoleon who continued to evince a
talent for manipulation by rejoining his regiment in Nice and getting
3,000 francs in back pay. He also received additional funds as unofficial
secretary to Saliceti, who now stood forth as the Bonapartes’ doughty
champion. Saliceti wrote to the Convention in Paris, backing the
Bonapartes’ claim for compensation for their expropriated property in
Corsica, alleging that Napoleon had sacrificed all for the Revolution. The
Convention voted a grant of 600,000 francs compensation and notified
Joseph, who had gone to Paris to lobby for recompense, but not a penny
of the money was ever paid.

Napoleon was in favour when rejoining his regiment partly because the
brother of his old friend General du Teil was in charge. After being
employed on the supervision of artillery batteries on the coast, Napoleon
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was ordered up to Avignon to supervise a convoy bringing powder to the
Mediterranean for use by the Army of Italy. Napoleon’s exact movements
in July and August are hard to follow, so it is not clear if he took part in
the fighting when Jacobin General Carteaux stormed Avignon on 24 July;
the probability is that he did not.

It was while proceeding south through Tarascon and Beaucaire on 28
July that he wrote his last major essay Le Souper de Beaucaire. The work is
cast in the form of a Socratic dialogue, with ‘an army officer’ (clearly
Napoleon) and a Marseilles businessman as principals; also participating
are a manufacturer from Montpellier and a citizen of Nimes. The
businessman defends the right of Provence to fight Carteaux, while the
officer castigates the men of the South for plunging France into civil war,
arguing that this cannot be justified while France has external enemies to
contend with. Napoleon’s main point was that the conflict between
Girondin and Montagnard was unnecessary and played the royalists’ game
for them: the real enemy of both sides were the rebels of the Vendée.
Needless to say, the army officer wins the argument, and in ‘gratitude’ the
businessman stays up late and buys him champagne. An unashamed work
of propaganda designed to justify the Jacobin position, Le Souper de
Beaucaire is notable for the vehemence of its attacks on Paoli:

Paoli, too, hoisted the Tricolor in Corsica, in order to give himself time
to deceive the people, to crush the true friends of liberty, and in order
to drag his compatriots with him in his ambitious and criminal plots; he
hoisted the Tricolor, and had the ships of the Republic fired at, he had
our troops expelled from the fortresses and he disarmed those who
remained ... he ravaged and confiscated the property of the richer
families because they were allied to the unity of the Republic, and all
those who remained in our armies he declared ‘enemies of the nation’.
He had already caused the failure of the Sardinian expedition, yet he
had the impudence to call himself the friend of France and a good
republican.

Le Souper de Beaucaire was published as a pamphlet at the urging of
Saliceti, who saw that Napoleon had the makings of a propagandist of
genius. He in turn brought it to the notice of Augustin Robespierre,
brother of the leader of the new twelve-man executive in Paris, the
Committee of Public Safety. Robespierre thought the work brilliant and
was equally impressed by the author when he met him soon afterwards. A
great advance in point of style, economy and lucidity over his earlier
literary efforts, it shows Napoleon to be extremely well-informed on the
political and military issues of the day, and is the first time we see the
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ideas of the mature Napoleon clearly on display. ‘All of Napoleon is to be
found in the Souper de Beaucaire, Jean Tulard wrote, and perhaps too
much is on show, for as First Consul Napoleon ordered the police to
destroy every copy they could lay hands on.

The immediate result of this successful foray into political propaganda
was to encourage Saliceti, now a political commissar (député-en-mission) of
enormous power, to wrap the Bonaparte family even closer around him.
He began by fixing Joseph’s appointment as an assistant commissary of
the Republic, attached to the Army of the South on a salary of 6,000
francs. He then kept a close eye on Napoleon, who led an itinerant life for
the next weeks: he was at Arles at the beginning of August, then travelled
up to Valence and at the beginning of September was back in Auxonne. It
was mid-September before Saliceti got his chance to reward the most
valuable of the Bonapartes. Back in Marseilles on 15 September,
Napoleon was assigned to the escort of powder wagons from Marseilles to
Nice, ready for use by the French Army of Italy. Learning of this,
Saliceti set it up that Napoleon should stop at Beausset to ‘pay his
respects’ to him and the other député-en-mission, Gasparin, also a
Bonaparte supporter. He then introduced the young Bonaparte to
General Carteaux, who was conducting the siege of Toulon, and
suggested him as a replacement for the artillery commander Dommartin,
who had been seriously wounded. Carteaux was reluctant, but as political
commissar Saliceti had superior hire-and-fire powers even to a
commander and chief; and so the appointment was made.

When the men of Toulon admitted the Anglo-Spanish fleet on the
night of 27—28 August 1793, they brought about a potentially critical
situation for the Jacobins. Toulon was the most important naval arsenal
in France and the key to French control of the Mediterranean. Even
more importantly, it posed a problem of credibility for the Montagnards.
Not only did its loss damage the image and reputation of the Republic,
but it was looked on as a test case; if not recovered it could fan the flames
of the Vendée into wholesale civil war. It was fortunate for the
revolutionaries that England had already committed most of its troops to
the West Indies and that no more than 2,000 of them landed at Toulon.
Six thousand Austrian soldiers were promised as reinforcements, but
never arrived, thus leaving 7,000 poor quality Neapolitans and 6,000
lacklustre Spaniards to bear the brunt of defence.

General Carteaux had been given 12,000 men to retake Toulon, plus
5,000 detached from the Army of Italy under General Lapoype. Both
commanders were basically nonentities, who commenced an unimagina-
tive blockade of Toulon, with Lapoype approaching from Hyéres and the
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east and Carteaux from the west. The two generals immediately fell foul
of their energetic young artillery of ficer who, with Saliceti’s endorsement,
wrote to the Committee of Public Safety in Paris to denounce their
incompetence. The response from Paris was a good sign of the favourable
position Napoleon now occupied: he was promoted major with effect
from 18 October. Napoleon complained that he could not get Carteaux to
appreciate the importance of big guns and he himself lacked the clout to
force through what needed to be done. As was the case with all
Napoleon’s memoranda at this time, it received the endorsement of both
political commissars and of Augustin Robespierre. The result of
Napoleon’s complaint was therefore predictably favourable: Saliceti and
Gasparin appointed Brigadier du Teil. Since he was ill and elderly and
anyway a patron of Major Bonaparte, Napoleon virtually had a free hand
on artillery matters during the siege.

During his time on the island, Napoleon had made a close study of
Corsican ports and their fortifications, and had even sent a report to the
Convention. Having gone over the topography of Ajaccio with a fine-
tooth comb, he was immediately struck by the remarkable similarity in
the geography of Toulon and Ajaccio. This enabled him to zero in on
Toulon’s weak spot: Fort Eguillette, commanding the western promon-
tory between the inner and outer harbour, whose capture would make
both harbours untenable by the enemy fleet. “Take I’Eguillette,’ he wrote
to Carteaux, ‘and within a week you are in Toulon.” Yet even with the
backing of the two commissars, Napoleon found it difficult to persuade
Carteaux, who believed in crude frontal attacks with the bayonet.

If given the green light, Napoleon could have taken ’Eguillette almost
instantly but Carteaux’s dithering gave the British time to identify the
weak spot and fortify it. Napoleon had to settle in for a long haul. He
started by making the artillery arm as strong as possible, drawing in
cannon from as far away as Antibes and Monaco. With a battery of one
36-pounder, four 24-pounders and a 12-pound mortar he forced the
Royal Navy to keep its distance. Seeing the looming threat, the British
made several sorties and fought tenaciously. Meanwhile a political battle
developed in tandem with the military one, as Napoleon kept plugging
away to Saliceti and Gasparin on the theme of Carteaux’s incompetence.
The Chinese whispers against the official commander reached the point
where Carteaux’s wife is said to have advised him to give Napoleon his
head: the best thing was to distance himself, just in case the young major
failed; but if he succeeded, Carteaux himself could take the credit.

Fortunately on 23 October the commissars’ negative reports finally had
their effect, and Carteaux was posted away to take command of the Army
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of Italy. Another timid commander, General Doppet, a former dentist
who allegedly could not stand the sight of blood, came and went within
three weeks. Finally, on 17 November, Napoleon got a commander after
his own heart in the shape of General Dugommier. Behind this
appointment lay a complex story of politicking in Paris. Saliceti found a
powerful new ally there in Lazare Carnot, who was the member of the
Committee of Public Safety entrusted with the organization and
deployment of France’s fourteen armies. Carnot saw the merit of
Napoleon’s scheme and overruled the other, inferior, plans that had been
put to him. There was no more dithering. “There is only one possible
plan — Bonaparte’s,” Dugommier wrote to the Ministry of War.

For all that, Dugommier ordered one final attack across a broad front
before bowing to the inevitable. But after a frenzied combat — when the
English sortied and bloody hand-to-hand fighting took place, yielding
hundreds of casualties on both sides and the expenditure of 500,000
cartridges — he signed the order endorsing Napoleon’s scheme.

Eguillette point was dominated by the fort called Mulgrave, which the
French nicknamed ‘Little Gibraltar’. Having amassed a powerful artillery
park and demonstrated the accuracy of his gunners by shelling British
ships — ‘artillery persistently served with red-hot cannonballs is terrible
against a fleet,” he wrote later — Napoleon began on 11 December to bring
up his guns to very close range. He made good use of the rolling, hilly
terrain to construct new batteries and then commenced a 48-hour
artillery duel with the twenty guns and four mortars inside the fort. On
16 December, during this ‘softening up’ process, he narrowly escaped
death when he was knocked off his feet by the wind from a passing
cannonball.

It was at Toulon that Napoleon met the first of his faithful followers.
Androche Junot was then a young sergeant from Burgundy. When
Napoleon asked for a volunteer soldier with good handwriting, Junot
stepped forward. While Napoleon was dictating, already impressed with
the man’s calligraphy and spirit, a cannonball from a British warship fell
nearby and sprayed Junot’s writing paper with sand. ‘Good,’ said Junot.
‘We won’t need to blot this page.” This was exactly the sort of humour
Napoleon appreciated, and he immediately appointed Junot to his
personal staff.

By 17 December Napoleon judged that he had effectively silenced the
fusillade from the fort and called on Dugommier to deliver the final
attack. Heavy rainfall and low clouds that evening almost led the general
to call it off, since the weather would affect the accuracy of musketry by
troops whom he knew not to be top flight, but this raised suspicions in
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the political commissars that Dugommier’s heart was not in the job. They
toyed with asking Napoleon himself to lead, but he quickly talked
Dugommier round into leading an attack by 5,000 men, arguing that
artillery and the bayonet were all that was needed. Advancing in heavy
rain and taking heavy casualties, Dugommier’s troops hesitated in face of
a desperate defence. Then Napoleon led a charge with 2,000 more troops.
Despite having a horse shot from under him, he led his men to the walls.
Still taking losses, the French swarmed over the timber-spiked parapets.
Two hours of bitter hand-to-hand fighting ensued, with bayonet and
sabre playing a greater role than musketry. By 3 a.m. it was all over, and
the fort was in French hands.

Saliceti and Gasparin arrived after the fighting to confer their political
‘imprimatur’. They found their favourite, Major Bonaparte, lying
wounded on the ground, having taken an English sergeant’s pike in his
inner left thigh just above the knee. At first there was panic, and it was
thought amputation would be necessary to prevent gangrene. But a
military surgeon was brought in for a second opinion and pronounced the
wound not serious. Ever after, however, Napoleon bore a deep scar.

More seriously wounded in the final assault was a man who would
loom large in Napoleon’s later life: Claude-Victor Perrin, the future
Marshal Victor. At that time, the twenty-nine-year-old Victor outranked
Napoleon, being a lieutenant-colonel, but after Toulon both men were
promoted together to the same rank of brigadier-general. Other future
marshals to make their mark at Toulon were Marmont, then a nineteen-
year-old captain, and a twenty-three-year-old lieutenant, Louis-Gabriel
Suchet. It was at Toulon also that Napoleon first met the greatest of all
soldiers whom ever commanded his armies, twenty-five-year-old Louis
Charles Desaix, and the man who would be his greatest friend, twenty-
one-year-old Géraud Christophe Duroc.

But not all Napoleon’s new acquaintances were of high calibre: one,
who would soon marry into his family, was the stupid and pretentious
blond-haired Victor Emmanuel Leclerc.

Napoleon’s prediction about L’Eguillette was soon borne out: on the
18th the British took the decision to abandon Toulon. The twenty-nine-
year-old English sailor Sidney Smith, already knighted for feats of
gallantry, and Hood’s right-hand man in Toulon, remarked that troops
‘crowded to the water like the herd of swine that ran furiously into the sea
possessed of the devil’. Hood and Smith set fire to the military arsenal
and gutted all the ships they could not use, then put to sea under cover of
darkness. The terrific explosion when the arsenal finally blew up at g p.m.
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that evening made a great impression on Napoleon’s romantic soul. The
French began to enter Toulon next day.

Toulon was a great triumph for Napoleon’s nascent military genius,
but it was marred by wholesale massacre once the French armies got
inside the city. The surrender of Toulon to the British had given the
Committee of Public Safety a terrible fright, and they reacted with the
vengeful reflex common on such occasions. The mass executions began
on 20 December: two hundred officers and men of the naval artillery,
then another two hundred ‘collaborators’ the next day. A Jacobin official
named Fouché, later to be heard from, put forward a pilot version of
General Franco’s infamous twentieth-century credo of redemption
through bloodshed: ‘We are shedding much blood, but for humanity and
duty.”” Napoleon, anxious that his great moment should not be
besmirched by hecatombs of blood, and anyway unable to do more than
stumble about, largely shut his eyes to what was going on around him.
It was anyway inexpedient to take notice. Dugommier did so, and
was immediately suspected of being an enemy of the people. But
black propaganda linking Napoleon with the Toulon massacres can be
disregarded. Even if Napoleon’s later claim that ‘only the ringleaders’
were shot is humbug, so too is Sidney Smith’s assertion that Bonaparte
personally mowed down the innocent in hundreds.

Toulon was a significant milestone in Napoleon’s career and he always
looked back on it with romantic nostalgia. Anyone who was with him at
Toulon could, in later years, be certain of promotions and rewards, even
the useless Carteaux. It is interesting to note that he had already met
many of the people who would loom large in the consular and imperial
periods: Desaix, Duroc, Junot, Marmont, Victor, Suchet. Napoleon had
now made his reputation among élite circles, even if he was still a long
way from being a household name. The political commissars hastened to
promote him to brigadier-general on 22 December, and this was ratified
by the Committee of Public Safety on 16 February 1794. Du Teil
reported to the Ministry of War: ‘I lack words to convey Bonaparte’s
merit to you; much knowledge, equal intelligence and too much bravery;
that is but a feeble sketch of this rare officer’s virtues.” Yet Toulon was
no guarantee of a glittering future for Napoleon. The political situation
was still too uncertain, and too many revolutionary generals had been
sacked, shot or guillotined to make Toulon the inevitable prelude to his
rise.

After recovering from his wounds, Napoleon was in Marseilles until the
end of the year and was then given command of the artillery arm of the
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Army of Italy, with headquarters at Nice. With his general’s pay of
15,000 livres a year — a twelvefold increase in income since joining the La
Fére regiment seven years earlier — he was able to instal Letizia at the
Chateau Salle, a pretty country house near Antibes set in groves of palm,
eucalyptus, mimosa and orange trees. Always down-to-earth and
practical, Letizia impressed the locals by doing her own laundry in a
stream that ran through the garden, even though funds were plentiful
enough.

Napoleon now took stock of his family. Of the younger brothers, so far
his favourite was Louis, a bookish fifteen-year-old. ‘Louis has just the
qualities I like,” Napoleon wrote, ‘warmth, good health, talent, precision
in his dealings, and kindness.” Lucien was mainly antagonistic. He was
annoyed that Napoleon had secured Joseph a sinecure with Saliceti but
had left him (Lucien) to rot as a commissariat storekeeper in the village of
St-Maximin (where he was also president of the Revolutionary
Committee) on a pittance of 1,200 francs a year. Partly out of pique, and
to show his independence, Lucien married an illiterate and penniless inn-
keeper’s daughter without even consulting Letizia: so much, he seemed to
say, for the Bonaparte pretensions to nobility. Another looming cloud on
the family horizon was Napoleon’s favourite sister, Pauline, rising
fourteen. Already a stunning creature, who combined beauty with
magnetic sex-appeal (not actually all that common a combination), she
was already turning heads and inviting unwelcome attention. Androche
Junot, promoted to lieutenant for his feats at Toulon, was one of those
bowled over when he accompanied his general on a visit to Chateau Salle.

The one success in the family, Napoleon apart, seemed to be Joseph.
In Marseilles lived a rich merchant in the silk, soap and textiles trade
named Francois Clary, a man with royalist sympathies. In the troubles of
1793 Clary backed the wrong horse and, when Marseilles fell to
government troops, had the Jacobin firebrand Stanislas Fréron on his
neck. One of Clary’s sons was thrown into jail and the other committed
suicide to avoid a firing squad. Broken by grief and anxiety, Francois
Clary pined away and died. His widow came to Saliceti to petition for her
son Etienne’s release and to lift the anathema of ‘counter-revolutionary
running dogs’ that had fallen on the family. At Saliceti’s she met Joseph,
charmed him and invited him to dine. There he met the elder daughter
Julie Clary, aged twenty-two, and, learning that she was to inherit 80,000
francs once her father’s will was settled, promptly issued a certificate,
exonerating the family of all royalist sympathies. Out of gratitude, Julie
agreed to be his wife, and a wedding date was fixed for August 1794.

After a short spell as inspector of coastal fortifications between
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Marseilles and Toulon, while he waited for the ratification of his new
appointment to come through, Napoleon moved to Nice, with the faithful
Junot in tow, to take up his post as senior gunner in the Army of Italy.
Until mid-July 1794 he was to be found commuting from Nice westwards
to Antibes and Fréjus and eastward to San Remo and Vintimiglia,
tirelessly working on new military schemes and confirming the battle-
readiness of his units. After two years of warfare against Austria, the
Army of Italy was stalemated in a fruitless campaign against Piedmont,
which was being constantly rearmed, reinforced, supplied and sustained
by the British Navy operating through Genoa. Napoleon began by
writing up a stratagem for capturing Oneglia. When this fell, on 9 April
1794, his reputation was skyhigh and he was asked to write a general
memorandum on grand strategy.

Basing his strategy on the writings of Guibert de Bourcet, Napoleon
devised a plan that enabled the Army of Italy to advance to the watershed
of the Maritime Alps, having secured control of the passes of Col
d’Argentiére, Tende and St-Bernard. With the enthusiastic support of
Augustin Robespierre, who took Bonaparte’s memorandum to Paris with
him, Napoleon argued that if the French attacked in Piedmont, Austria
would be forced to come to the aid of her Austrian possessions and thus
weaken her position on the Rhine, allowing the French to strike a
knockout blow there. Napoleon’s chances of getting the plan accepted
looked good, for his new commander-in-chief, General Dumerbion,
deferred in all things to the political commissars; Saliceti and Augustin
Robespierre, in turn, nodded through anything military that came from
the pen of Napoleon.

The one obstacle to the implementation of Napoleon’s plans was
Carnot in Paris. Carnot argued instead for an invasion of Spain, in the
teeth of the explicit advice in the Bonaparte memorandum that Spain was
too tough a nut to crack — ironically advice Napoleon himself was to
ignore later in his career. But Carnot was adamant that the Piedmont
venture would not proceed. There are even some historians who argue
that the fervent advocacy of the Italian invasion by the Robespierre
brothers was what turned Carnot against them and sealed their fate.

The famous ‘Thermidorean reaction’ of 27 July 1794 (9 Thermidor),
which brought the Robespierre brothers and the Jacobin leaders to the
guillotine, was the end of the French Revolution in all but name. After
three years in which the Left had ruled the roost in Paris, it was now the
turn of the Right. As a committed Jacobin and friend of Augustin
Robespierre, Napoleon was in danger. It has sometimes been suggested
that he was not really in deadly peril from the ideological point of view,
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for he was perceived in Paris as a military technician par excellence and in
the very month of Thermidor had become a general-elect and sworn an
oath to the Revolution itself. That may be true in a general sense, but
unfortunately for him, at the very moment of Thermidor, Napoleon
found himself in a compromising situation through having undertaken a
secret mission to Genoa.

There was really no great mystery about this visit. Napoleon was
authorized to go to Genoa by Ricord, one of the political commissars, as
part of the general scheme for preparing a counter-stroke against Austria
in Piedmont. But it was unfortunate that just before he went he fell out
with Saliceti. The reasons are obscure, but there was a persistent rumour
that they had been rivals for the favours of the same girl in Nice.
Annoyed by Napoleon’s refusal to leave the amatory field clear for him,
aftter all he had done for the Bonapartes, Saliceti also had to save his own
skin after Thermidor, so came forward to denounce the chief of artillery.
Saliceti now claimed that Napoleon had gone to Genoa on secret
instructions from the Robespierres, to hatch a contingency plan with the
enemy, to be activated in case the brothers fell from power; in his letter to
the Committee of Public Safety on 6 August, Saliceti spoke of dark
deeds, including the deposit of French gold in a Genoese bank account.

The accusation was preposterous, but in the feverish, paranoid
atmosphere after Thermidor anything was believed possible. On 10
August Napoleon was placed under house arrest at his residence in the
rue de Villefranche in Nice and later lodged either in the prison of Fort
Carre in Antibes or under house arrest with Comte Laurenti in Nice —
incredibly the record is confused, with evidence pointing either way and
partisans for one or other view claiming that the documentation
supporting the rival view is ‘forged’. His papers were seized and sent to
Saliceti for examination, and Lucien Bonaparte was arrested as an
accomplice. The different attitudes of the two brothers are instructive.
Lucien grovelled, debased himself and asked for mercy. Napoleon wrote a
dignified rebuttal, rehearsing his services to the Republic and his exploits
at Toulon. In confinement he showed himself an optimist by reading and
taking notes on Marshal Maillebois’s account of his campaign in
Piedmont in 1745. But in his heart he thought his number was up, and
discussed with Junot plots to spring him from captivity.

Suddenly, on 20 August, Saliceti and his fellow commissars announced
that Napoleon’s papers and his meticulous accounts completely vindi-
cated him. The explanation for Saliceti’s volte-face was that he realized
the men of Thermidor were not calling for extensive blood sacrifices, and
that he himself was in the clear. Executing Napoleon was a pointless
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indulgence for, in Saliceti’s view, there was still political mileage to be
made out of exploiting his military talent. To his credit, Saliceti urged
that Napoleon’s continuing presence at the front was necessary if the
Army of Italy was to succeed. Even before Saliceti had his change of
mind, General Dumerbion had been telling the députés-en-mission and the
War Ministry that he could not afford to lose an officer of Bonaparte’s
calibre.

Once restored to the Army, Napoleon continued to submit memoranda
on his Piedmontese project, this time dealing with a threatened Anglo-
Piedmontese assault on French-held Savona, but Carnot, firmly in the
saddle after Thermidor, rejected his ideas even more forthrightly than
before. Not even Dumerbion’s victory against the Austrians at the first
Battle of Dego (September 1794) could shake him. Nevertheless
Dumerbion sent envoys to Paris to plead for a general offensive in Italy
and wrote that the military achievements of 1794 were entirely due to
Bonaparte: ‘It is to the ability of the General of Artillery that I owe the
clever combinations which have secured our success.” The most Carnot
would do was to hold out hopes of an expedition against Corsica. From
December 1794 to February 1795, therefore, Napoleon was in Nice,
Marseilles and Toulon, preparing an expedition that he would never take
part in.

1794 saw some significant developments in the Bonaparte family
dynamic and in Napoleon’s personal circumstances. In August Joseph
married Julie Clary, but Napoleon was still in Genoa and could not
attend the wedding. If his older brother had secured his position by
marrying money, Louis seemed to be faring much better than the cross-
grained Lucien. Napoleon appointed Louis to his staff, and the young
man saw action against the Piedmontese in the Alps before being posted
to a coastal battery at St Tropez. Napoleon himself, after a long period
apparently in limbo, rediscovered his sexuality. Soon after the flight from
Corsica there was another encounter with a prostitute, this time in the
stews of Toulon, from which Napoleon emerged complaining of the
‘itch’. The evidence is tenuous, but he seems to have scratched and torn
at his skin, eventually bringing on eczema.

There was a heavy flirtation, at the very least, with Emilie, daughter of
the Comte de Laurenti, in Nice, just before his arrest. It is also certain
that on 21 September 1794 he made the acquaintance of a M. Turreau de
Ligni¢res, yet another political commissar, and his charming and
vivacious wife, that he carried on a heavy flirtation with Madame, and
may even have made her his mistress. Certainly he had intercourse with
her either in 1794 or 1795, and there were even rumours that he fathered

80



a child on her. He later numbered her among his conquests and confessed
sheepishly that he had needlessly sacrificed the lives of same of his men
in a futile attack on an enemy position on the Italian front simply to show
off to her. There seems an element of fantasy about this ill-documented
‘affair’ which, however, Frédéric Masson accepts as a genuine liaison.
Perhaps the true fantasy, as the psychoanalyst Ernest Jones suggested,
was not the affair, which was real enough, but the sacrifice of the men. A
psychoanalytical reading of the business with Mme de Ligniéres would
suggest that the words Napoleon uses to describe the alleged incident —
‘some men were left on the field of battle’ — could refer to the husbands
he had cuckolded. Napoleon’s confession might therefore be the Sartrean
ploy of pleading guilty to a ‘lesser’ misdemeanour: in Napoleon’s
confused mind the loss of soldiers might weigh less than the ‘sin’ of
adultery about which he always had such strong feelings.

The year 1794 certainly ended Napoleon’s flirtation with Jacobinism
and other forms of political radicalism. The Thermidorean reaction
meant that landowners and men of property were entrenched as the true
beneficiaries of the Revolution, and that there would be no further
pandering to the sans-culottes or other dispossessed groups. This hard line
by Carnot and his colleagues, together with the famines, harvest failures,
unemployment and price rises — for after Robespierre’s fall there was a
year of chaos with depreciating assignats, unpaid armies and therefore
zero recruitment — brought the old revolutionaries out on the streets
again. The crowd stormed the Convention on 12 Germinal Year 111 (I
April 1795) and were dispersed by the National Guard. They tried again
on 1 Prairial (20 May 1795) and were again dispersed by the Guard. But
the heart had gone out of the revolutionary crowd: these manifestations
lacked the zeal and organization of previous post-1789 insurrections and
were more like the old-fashioned ancien régime bread riots. Put down
ruthlessly, these street revolts proved to be the last hurrah of the
Revolutionary crowd, which was not seen in action again until after the
Napoleonic era.

The Thermidorean defence of property meant most of all the defence
of new property, for the men of Thermidor — the profiteers, hoarders,
black marketeers, speculators in military supplies or the falling assignats —
were the true beneficiaries of the Revolution. Most of all, the new class
was made up of those who had cornered large public monopolies or who
had purchased what was euphemistically called ‘national property’ — in
other words, confiscated Church lands or real estate previously belonging
to exiled aristocrats. The Thermidorean alliance of the bourgeoisie with
the upper peasantry gave Napoleon a valuable lesson in political
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management. Quite apart from the fact that the executive was now chock-
full of regicides, he saw clearly that their economic interests precluded a
return to the ancien régime as surely as the Angel barring the return to
Eden. This meant that a man could make himself a kind of king without
fear of competition from the Bourbons.

Napoleon’s ready abandonment of his old friends, the Robespierres,
has seemed to some of his critics the most cynical form of realpolitik. He
distanced himself from the executed leader in a letter to Tilly on 7
August 1794 (just before he was arrested) and this explanation has of ten
been condemned as skin-saving doubletalk: ‘T have been somewhat moved
by the catastrophe of the Younger Robespierre whom I loved and whom I
believed to be pure, but were he my brother, I would have stabbed him
with my own hand had he aspired to tyranny.’

Yet there may be more to it than simple expediency. At the deepest
level Napoleon and Maximilien Robespierre, the ‘sea-green incorrupt-
ible’, would always have made unlikely bedfellows. It is true that some
superficial similarities can be pointed to: both had difficult childhoods,
both were proud and aloof, both Romantic dreamers. But where
Robespierre genuinely did dream of a utopia of perfect equality, the non-
existence of poverty, the triumph of morality and Rousseau’s General
Will, Napoleon never paid more than lip-service to those ideals. At
bottom, Napoleon’s heart was with the ancien régime, with its patterns of
hierarchy and order. He was a meritocrat, not an egalitarian: his quarrel
with the pre-1789 world was that talent was not hailed as the supreme
value, over birth and inherited wealth. Thermidor ushered in a kind of
crude entrepreneurial meritocracy, where the craftiest, the most cunning,
the most corrupt and the most manipulative were preferred to the old
aristocracy or the new would-be levellers.

There was another deep psychological factor making it easy for
Napoleon to switch horses from Robespierre and Jacobinism to Carnot
and the Thermidoreans. The core of Robespierre’s thought was
Rousseau, but Napoleon was already turning his back on Rousseau long
before 27 July 1794. The reason is obvious. Rousseau was associated in
his mind with Corsica and with Paoli. Once he allowed his hatred for
native island and father-figure to come gushing out of its subterranean
caverns, it was obvious that Rousseau would be the next to go. Once
again, as so often in Napoleon’s life, a dramatic event, in this case the fall
of Robespierre, crystallized a process that was already under way in his
mind.
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CHAPTER SIX

The exact date when Napoleon met the first significant woman in his life
(Letizia apart) is not known, but by the time Joseph married Julie Clary,
Napoleon was deeply interested in her sixteen-year-old sister Bernardine
Eugénie Clary, also known as Désirée. Both girls were brunettes, and at
this stage Désirée had not shed all her puppy fat so that, petite as she
was, she had a somewhat dumpy appearance. But she was warm,
affectionate and good-natured, with a smile like Mediterranean sunshine,
and she had large, lustrous, slightly popping brown eyes; her portraits
show her as sexy rather than beautiful.

The initial attraction for Napoleon is easy to explain, but before
September 1794, Désirée probably rated no higher in his affections than
Emilie de Laurenti, whose hand he once lukewarmly solicited from her
father, in the certain knowledge that he would be turned down. As is
quite clear from the events of 1795, Napoleon liked to ‘test the water’ by
making frivolous marriage proposals, just to see how his social status was
perceived by others. But we can certainly discount the wild story that
Joseph really wanted to marry Désirée until Napoleon ‘leaned on’ him by
pointing out that stable should marry flighty and flighty stable; this meant
the pairings should be Joseph/Julie and Napoleon/Désirée. Joseph made
a hardheaded marriage of convenience to solve his financial problems, and
there was never any suggestion of an automatic second connection
between the Bonaparte and Clary families.

There was certainly nothing special about Napoleon’s feelings for
Désirée in September 1794, as his first letter to her (he always called her
Eugénie), from the Italian front, makes clear: ‘Your unfailing sweetness
and the gay openness which is yours alone inspire me with affection, dear
Eugénie, but I am so occupied by work I don’t think this affection ought
to cut into my soul and leave a deeper scar.” Scarcely coup de foudre. The
epithet best describing Napoleon’s letters to Désirée at this juncture is
‘patronizing’. He advised her on what books she should read, how she
could improve her piano playing (though his technical advice on scales,
tones and intervals is nonsensical), how to develop an acknowledged
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musical talent, and how she could brush up her deportment and manners.
When Désirée, unsurprisingly, rebuked him for his unromantic tone, he
replied with a list of her shortcomings.

Yet the visits to her house from December 1794 onwards, while he was
preparing the Corsican expedition, obviously increased his ardour, for the
tone of his letters changes. ‘You are always in my thoughts. I have never
doubted your love, my sweet Eugénie, how can you think I could ever
cease to love you?” The romance caught fire, and on 21 April 1795
Napoleon became engaged to Désirée. Although it has often been said
that Madame Clary opposed the match, there is no sign of this at this
stage, nor of Joseph’s supposed objection on the grounds that one
Bonaparte in the family was enough. Since Désirée would bring in a
healthy dowry — up to 100,000 francs on some estimates — the marriage
made sense to the hardheaded Napoleon.

It is clear from subsequent events that at some time between 21 April
and his departure for Paris on 7 May Napoleon made Désirée his
mistress. When the guilt-ridden Napoleon admitted this on St Helena,
his confession was disregarded as the fantasy of a ‘dirty old man’, but to
construe his remarks in this way reveals an astoundingly superficial view
of his psychology. To take the virginity of a girl and then not marry her
was against his own old-fashioned code of honour — it was vastly different
in the case of experienced women — and he always felt guilt about this.
Why he did not marry her he scarcely knew at the conscious level and
continued to hark back to her wistfully. But there are some important
clues to the relationship and its eventual failure in the outline for a novel
Napoleon wrote during the affair with Désirée, Clissold et Eugénie.

It is obvious that Eugénie is Désirée (Napoleon thought the name more
refined and dignified than the erotically charged ‘Désirée’) and that
Napoleon is Clissold. This is how he described hero and heroine:

Clissold was born for war. While still a child he knew the lives of all the
great captains. He meditated on military tactics at a time when other
boys of his age were at school or chasing girls. As soon as he was old
enough to shoulder arms, brilliant actions marked his every step. One
victory succeeded another and his name was as renowned among the
people as those of their dearest defenders . . . Eugénie was sixteen years
old. She was gentle, good and vivacious, with pretty eyes and of
medium size. Without being ugly, she was not a beauty, but goodness,
sweetness and a lively tenderness were essential parts of her nature.

Clissold is the Romantic hero, a loner who has reached high rank in the
army while still a young man, thus making him prey to insane jealousy
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and insane rumour. In the countryside near Llyons he meets two sisters,
Amélie and Eugénie. After some inconsequential flirting with Amélie,
Clissold falls in love with Eugénie and she with him. Thereafter Clissold
renounces fame and lives only for the love of Eugénie. Years go by and
they have children. In what is surely a reference to his affair with Désirée,
Napoleon writes: ‘Every night Eugénie slept with her head on her lover’s
shoulder or in his arms ... In his new life with Eugénie Clissold had
certainly avenged men’s injustice, which had vanished from his mind like
a dream.’

The incomparable idyll comes to an end when Clissold is recalled to
the Army. He is away for years but every day gets a letter from Eugénie.
Wounded in battle, he sends his right-hand man, Berville, to comfort
Eugénie. Berville and Eugénie fall in love and, hearing of this, Clissold
decides to die in battle. At two in the morning, just before the battle, he
writes a letter of farewell to Eugénie:

How many unhappy men regret being alive yet long to continue living!
Only I wish to have done with life. It is Eugénie who gave me it . ..
Farewell, my life’s arbiter, farewell, companion of my happy days! In
your arms I have tasted supreme happiness. I have drained life dry and
all its good things. What remains now but satiety and boredom? At
twenty-six I have exhausted the ephemeral pleasures of fame but in
your love I have known how sweet it is to be alive. That memory
breaks my heart. May you live happily and think no more of the
unhappy Clissold! Kiss my sons. May they grow up without their
father’s ardour, for then they would be like him, victims of other men,
of glory and of love.

The theme of betrayal by a woman hints at what was in the Napoleonic
unconscious. It squares with what we know of his deep ambivalence
towards Letizia, and the conviction that she had betrayed Carlo. The
seeds of disaster for the love affair with Désirée are already on show here.
To marry Désirée, Napoleon seems to hint, is to expose himself to the
full blast of romantic love with its almost inevitable heartache and, given
his opinion of women, virtually certain betrayal. Désirée’s very status as a
virgin when Napoleon took her is, paradoxically, felt to be what is most
threatening about her.

Any chance of a spontaneous development of the romance was
destroyed when Napoleon suddenly received orders to join the Army of
the West, engaged in fighting the royalist counter-revolutionaries of the
Vendée. This posting to an infantry command was, in effect, a demotion
and Napoleon decided to go to Paris to protest it. Accompanied by
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Marmont and Junot, he set off north in a post-chaise, travelling via
Avignon, Montelimar, Valence, Lyons and the Saéne to the Marmont
family home in Burgundy. As the coach drove off, Désirée wrote: ‘You
left half an hour ago . . . Only the thought of knowing you forever faithful
...> at which point the letter tailed off on a tear-splotched page.

That Napoleon, though possibly sexually besotted, was not in love in
any true sense became clear even before he reached Paris. At the
Marmont house he met a bright young woman named Victorine de
Chastenay, who fell under his spell at once, as she herself testifies. At
dinner Victorine sang a ballad and asked Napoleon if her pronunciation
was correct. He said ‘No’ rather boorishly and otherwise spoke to her
only in blunt monosyllables. But she was much taken with this very pale
and thin general with the long greasy hair, and set out to impress him.
Evidently she succeeded for the following day after dinner she spent four
hours alone with him, while he held forth as a literary critic: he told her
he loved Ossian, hated happy endings in the theatre, and thought
Shakespeare’s plays were pathetic and unreadable. It is quite clear that
Victorine threw herself at him; whether the encounter ended with sexual
consummation is unclear.

Napoleon and his companions proceeded via Chalon, Chatillon-sur-
Seine and Semur and arrived in Paris on 25 May. Once in the capital
Napoleon went to the Ministry of War to protest his demotion from the
rank of artillery general. A stormy interview followed, after which it
looked likely that Napoleon would end up on a supernumerary list as an
unemployed general. The Minister reiterated that the artillery quotas
were full and that, as he was the last to be promoted, there was nothing
for it but he must command a brigade in the Vendée. Napoleon, as usual
in such an emergency, stalled by asking for three weeks’ leave, intending
in the meantime to lobby his influential friends to get him off the hook.
He began collecting evidence of victimization and discovered that a
number of politicians, including the Minister of War himself, held the
rank and pay of a brigadier-general though not on active service.

When there was no resolution of the stand-off after the expiry of the
leave period, Napoleon found himself on half pay and reduced to living in
a cheap hotel, wearing a shabby uniform, muddy boots and no gloves, and
getting by on a pittance sent by Joseph. He was said to have been so poor
that when dining out he wrapped the money for his bill in a piece of
paper, to conceal how little he was spending. No longer able to maintain
Louis, he managed to find him a place in the artillery school at Chalons.
Despondent and disillusioned, he cut a poor figure, as described by Laure
Permon, the future duchess d’Abrantes:
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At this time Napoleon was so ugly, he cared so little for his appearance,
that his uncombed and unpowdered hair gave him a disagreeable look.
I can still picture him, entering the courtyard of the Hotel de la
Tranquillité, and crossing it with an awkward, uncertain step. He wore
a nasty round hat pulled down over his eyes, from which his hair, like a
spaniel’s ears, flopped over his frock-coat . .. an overall sickly effect
was created by his thinness and his yellow complexion.

Other contemporary descriptions mention his short stature and his deep-
set, grey eyes, which could look gloomy or fiery and could be changed in
a trice to produce either a charming or a terrif ying effect. Some observers
noted his unusually delicate features or his ‘spaniel’s ears’ haircut — cut
square under the ears and falling to the shoulders — while others spoke of
the peculiar charm of the lines of his mouth and his palpable physical
presence — something no other Bonaparte possessed. But all were agreed
about the predominant tone of depression.

Certainly in these dark days in Paris in the summer of 1795 Napoleon
contemplated suicide. At other times he thought of going into service
with the Sultan of Turkey, always provided his beloved Joseph would
agree to serve as French consul at Chios. He actually submitted a formal
application to the War Ministry to be allowed to serve in Turkey, but the
application was not immediately processed because of incompetence by
Ministry clerks. The mixture of depression and emotion for Joseph
comes through in a letter written to Joseph in June:

Whatever may happen to you, remember that you cannot possibly have
a warmer friend than I, one to whom you are more dear or who is more
sincerely desirous for your happiness. Life is a mere dream that fades.
Should you go away and suspect that it may be for some time, let me
have a miniature of yourself. We have lived together for so long and
been so close that our hearts have become as one — you know more than
anyone how completely mine belongs to you.

Napoleon’s letters from this period, both to Joseph and Désirée, are
gloomy and depressive. The epistles to Joseph oscillate between the
sentiment that life has little meaning and he would welcome death and a
hyper-cynicism and money obsession, heightened by the presence all
around him in Paris of quick-fix speculators, shady get-rich-quick
characters, parvenus, arrivistes and the nouveaux riches: “There is only one
thing to do in this world and that is to keep acquiring money and more
money, power and more power. All the rest is meaningless.” There is
much about the Napoleon of 1795 to back Madame de Rémusat’s
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assertion that Napoleon was bold and resourceful only when luck was
running his way, but when at a low ebb he was timid, circumspect and
uncertain. There was little encouraging news from Joseph: just that
Lucien, still destitute in St-Maximin, had been arrested as a Jacobin a full
year after Thermidor but then released after two weeks.

To Désirée he wrote that he had a ‘romantic soul’, an imagination of
ice, a head of ice, a bizarre heart and melancholy inclinations. This was
hardly what she wanted to hear, for she was busy writing that she was
doing everything she could to make herself worthy of him, adding,
however, that she feared he would forget all about the pleasures of
Marseilles in the heady, hedonistic atmosphere of Paris. So uninterested
was Napoleon in Désirée that he let nine days go by before going down to
the poste restante to retrieve her tear-stained letters. But it was typical of
him to blow hot and cold. On 24 June he decided to have his portrait
painted for Désirée. In July, when she was with her family in Genoa, he
complained to Joseph that he never heard from her, did not know
whether she was alive or dead, and chided Joseph with never mentioning
her.

Maybe Désirée, from the vantage point of the French capital, now
looked small beer or, more likely, she was a card he cynically kept in play
while he investigated his prospects of making a more financially lucrative
or politically advantageous match. Certainly he did the rounds of eligible
women, sounding out prospects. He probably did make overtures to
Laure Permon’s forty-year-old widowed mother, and it may well be, as
I’Abrantes relates, that he was scornfully rejected. On the other hand,
the story that he proposed marriage to the sixty-year-old Mlle de
Montansier seems like obvious black propaganda spread by his enemies.
Other women whom he may have reconnoitred with a view to a marriage
of convenience include Mme de la Bouchardie and Mme de la Lespada.

Also in his sights for a while was thirty-year-old Grace Dalrymple,
later Lady Elliott, a Scotswoman who was an adventuress in a double
sense, having given birth to an illegitimate daughter by the Prince of
Wales and been imprisoned in France during the Terror. A walk in the
Tuileries convinced them there could never be a meeting of minds.
Napoleon, a one-time admirer of the English, now associated them with
Paoli’s treachery and had all the fanatical Anglophobia of the newly
converted. He told Grace he wished the earth would open and swallow
up all Englishmen. She replied that the remark was scarcely tactful in her
presence. Napoleon protested that he believed all Scots loved France
more than they did England, but Grace hastened to assure him that her
heart was in England even more than Scotland.
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One woman who certainly was a salient consideration to Napoleon
during the dreadful limbo of summer 1795 was Thérésia Tallien. How
Napoleon came into her orbit is uncertain. Junot recalls that he and
Marmont ran into Napoleon’s schoolmate Bourrienne in Paris; the three
of them then played a penurious version of the Three Musketeers to
Bonaparte’s d’ Artagnan, roaming around Paris and knocking on the doors
of the influential. For some reason, possibly his memory of Napoleon at
Toulon, one of the doors opened to them was that of forty-year-old Paul
Barras (who had been a commissar at Toulon), one of the five most
powerful men in Paris. Barras was part of the famous salon which met at
‘La Chaumiere’ — the elegant house made up to look like a cottage, where
lived Jean-Lambert Tallien, architect of Robespierre’s downfall and
president of the Thermidorian Convention.

But the more significant inhabitant was his new wife Thérésia
Cabarrus. At the influential ‘Chaumiére’ salon could be found Barras,
Stanislas Fréron, the young financial genius Gabriel Ouvrard, Joseph
Chénier — said to have connived at the guillotining of his brother André,
the poet, during the Terror — the American envoy James Monroe,
together with Germaine de Sta€l and notorious women of the time,
including Fortunée Hamelin, Juliette Récamier and Rose de Beauharnais.
It was overwhelmingly a milieu of the powerful, the beautiful and, above
all, the young: Ouvrard was twenty-eight, Tallien twenty-seven, and at
forty Barras and Fréron counted as old men.

Still only twenty-two ‘la Cabarrus’, the reigning beauty of Thermidor-
ian society, had already packed a lifetime’s adventure into her glittering
career. She had been married and divorced by twenty-one and had
narrowly escaped the guillotine during the Terror. Both pleasure-loving
and philoprogenitive, she had numerous lovers, including Barras and the
banker Ouvrard and would end her career as the Princesse de Chimay.
Napoleon was at once fascinated and repelled by her: fascinated by her
bewitching beauty and power over men, yet repelled by her promiscuity
and the airs and graces she gave herself. The story that Napoleon made
overtures to her and was rebuffed is absurd: at this juncture Napoleon
was a nobody and Thérésia could have her pick of any man in the
Thermidorian élite — and did so.

Thérésia Tallien symbolized the new hedonistic Paris, given over to
sensuality and gratification. Paris was a world away from the repressed
revolutionary society Napoleon had last seen in 1792. The Thermidorian
reaction released rivers of the pleasure principle, pent-up by Robespier-
rean austerity, and in this the new society resembled Restoration England
after the puritanism of Cromwell, or the luxury and opulence of the
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Second Empire after the 1848 Revolution. Theatres flourished as never
before, conspicuous consumption was the order of the day as women
spent fortunes on gowns and men on coaches, fine wines and their losses
at the card table. Sensualists found new avenues to explore, and the
Thermidorian period is even credited with the invention of lunch, as the
old-style dinner hour was pushed back and back and a new ‘forked’ meal
took its place. Needless to say, all this ostentatious luxury at the top
contrasted with the most crippling poverty and destitution in the Parisian
slums. For the common man, it seemed, five years of Revolution had
been in vain.

Most of all, the new order was a ‘permissive society’ with sexuality and
hence the role of women underlined. In July Napoleon wrote to Joseph:
‘Everywhere in Paris you see beautiful women. Here alone of all places on
earth they appear to hold the reins of government, and the men are crazy
about them, think of nothing else and love only for and through them . . .
A woman needs to come to Paris for six months to learn what is her due,
and to understand her own power. Here only, they deserve to have such
influence.’

Apparently Désirée read this letter, for she wrote an incoherent letter
to Napoleon containing the following: ‘A friend of Joseph’s, a deputy, has
arrived. He says that everyone enjoys themselves immensely in Paris. 1
hope that the noisy pleasures there will not allow you to forget the
peaceful country ones of Marseilles, and that walks in the Bois de
Boulogne with Madame Thallien will not allow you to forget the riverside
ones with your bonne petite Eugénie.” Napoleon wrote a reassuring letter
to say that when he last dined with Madame Tallien, her looks seemed to
have faded. Whether Désirée was taken in by this transparent lie about a
glowing twenty-two-year-old beauty is unlikely, but she can hardly fail to
have noticed that one of Napoleon’s subsequent letters was scarcely the
effusion of a man madly in love: “Tender Eugénie, you are young. Your
feelings are going to weaken, then falter; later you will find yourself
changed. Such is the dominion of time . . . I do not accept the promise of
eternal love you give in your latest letter, but I substitute for it a promise
of inviolable frankness. The day you love me no more, swear to tell me. I
make the same promise.’

Napoleon’s new patron, Paul comte de Barras, typified the post-
Thermidor and Directory régime. A former career soldier and voluptuary
from Provence, who had been bankrupted in 1789, Barras had a career as
an ex-Jacobin — he was one of the regicides of 1793 — and turncoat. A
deeply unpleasant man even by the not very elevated standards of the
Thermidorian régime, he was corrupt, amoral, cynical, venal, sardonic
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and opportunistic. A cardsharp who was known to cheat when his
instincts failed-him, he ran a house that was little more than a glorified
brothel, full of crooked stockjobbers and ladies of the night.

Napoleon was never so much an opportunist as during this period
under Barras’s wing at the Tallien salon. Here was the erstwhile firebrand
Jacobin, friend of the Robespierres, dining at the house of the most
reactionary man of Thermidor, the man who had compassed the downfall
of the ‘sea-green incorruptible’. Napoleon had already learned the lesson
that ideology was for fools, that the ambitious man went where the power
was. And whatever his private feelings about Tallien’s wife, he kept them
to himself, and tried to charm and cajole her. Although as an officer not
on the active list he was not entitled to a new uniform and was reduced to
wearing his old, threadbare one at her parties, Thérésia listened
sympathetically to his tale of woe and used her immense influence to have
a new one issued to him.

Gabriel Ouvrard, the banker, recalled that of all the visitors to the
Chaumiére, Napoleon was the least memorable. How it must have galled
this young man, who wanted always to be first in everything, to have to
take a back seat! He became more and more aware that in Paris, his
exploits at Toulon notwithstanding, he was regarded as just an
insignificant of ficer with a provincial accent. Received Parisian pronunci-
ation was almost becoming a Thermidorian badge of honour, but
Napoleon retained an unwitting Jacobin legacy in the coarseness of his
demotic speech. Having become used to the knee-jerk foulmouthery
appropriate to ‘citizen Bonaparte’, he found it hard to adjust to the
refined elegance of LLa Chaumiére, where the finely-turned epigrams of
Germaine de Staél contrasted with the barefaced sexual promiscuity
behind closed doors

Napoleon took a particular dislike to de Staél’s close friend Juliette
Récamier, possibly because she was virginal and had a known dislike of
sex, whereas to Napoleon sexuality was woman’s destiny. Fortunately,
the nineteen-year-old Creole beauty Fortunée Hamelin, who was reputed
to have paraded up the Champs-Elysées barebreasted for a dare, also
disliked Récamier as a pretentious prude, and made common cause with
Napoleon. She became an admirer and close friend, and the support
Napoleon got from her and Thérésia led him to a tactless revelation in a
letter to Désirée that he now admired royalist women; she, on the other
hand, had first known him as a devout Jacobin. ‘Beautiful as in old
romances and as learned as scholars . . . all these frivolous women have
one thing in common, an astonishing love of bravery and glory . . . Most
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of them are so violently royalist, and their labour and their pleasure is to
win respectable people over to their cause.’

Suddenly, on 17 August 1795, the bombshell burst. Napoleon received
an express order to join the Army of the West or see his military career at
an end. Napoleon was desperate and at his wits’ end. To comply meant
accepting that he had been demoted from the rank of artillery general to a
common-or-garden infantry brigadier in the endless Vendée campaign,
from which could come no glory or advancement. It almost meant serving
under the Republican hero ILazare Hoche, who had driven the Austrians
out of Alsace in 1793. Napoleon shrewdly sensed that the ambitious
Hoche, just one year older, was in competition for the same space and the
same glittering prizes, and that to serve under him might mean ending up
in front of a firing squad. Jealous of his prestige and aware that Hoche
had a reputation as a martinet and would not tolerate the slightest
insubordination, Bonaparte, the free-wheeling political intriguer and
shameless adventurer, knew that the Vendée was the end of the line.
Hoche would not permit a day’s leave, never mind years of it, and took
the same draconian attitude to furlough that Napoleon himself would
take when Emperor. _

Napoleon did his best to avoid the inevitable. First he tried the old
dodge of sending in a sick note, but the War Office trumped that ace by
declaring that the doctor who wrote the certificate was not competent to
do so. In despair Napoleon appealed to Barras as his last hope. Influenced
by Thérésia Tallien as well as his own partiality for the young supplicant,
Barras got him a post in the Topographical Bureau of the Committee of
Public Safety. It was an exalted position, guaranteeing his rank as
brigadier-general, but not quite so elevated as Napoleon boasted when he
told Joseph he had ‘replaced’ Carnot there: in fact the Bureau was run by
a quadrumvirate of generals. Carnot had set up the Bureau in 1792 as a
kind of general staff and it was supposed to be a preserve of the brightest
and best military minds.

Barras’s quick action to help his protégé was aided by the turn of
events. On 29 June an Austrian counter-offensive routed General
Kellermann and undid all the French victories of 1794. Kellermann
claimed that Nice was in danger and asked for help. The government was
already searching for men with Italian experience when Barras put
forward Napoleon’s name. His first memorandum, arguing for a
significant transfer of troops from the armies of the Rhine and the
Pyrenees to the Italian front, where Scherer now took over from
Kellermann, simply mirrored his 1794 arguments.

Ironically, on the very day he was appointed, his old project for going
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to Turkey came to life again. The bureaucratic muddle at the Ministry of
War had been sorted out and passed to the Commission of the Exterior,
who now informed him that his proposal to go to Turkey as head of a
military mission to the Sultan had been approved. But there was still a
snag. He had not informed the Committee of Public Safety of his
Turkish application. Having just stretched a point and given him a
prestigious post, the Committee was offended at being approached with
this fresh request and turned it down.

Perhaps this contretemps was still in the Committee’s mind a few
weeks later, or perhaps it was simply a change in the personnel on the
Committee, but on 15 September Napoleon was informed that he had
been struck off the list of generals. The reason given was his refusal to
serve in the Vendée campaign, but this was grossly illogical for, if the
argument was valid, he should never have been offered the post in the
Topographical Bureau in the first place. His position was now the worst
ever, and for three weeks he was in desperate straits, beset by pressing
financial worries.

Foreseeing now that all his ambitions might come to naught, he
decided to reactivate the relationship with Désirée. She must have been
surprised, after all the previous cold missives (in one of which he told
her, ‘If you love someone else, you must yield to your feelings’) to receive
a warm and enthusiastic screed, talking excitedly of his plans for
introducing her to Parisian society and adding: ‘Let us hurry, beloved
Eugénie, time flies, old age is almost upon us.” But after that, nothing. In
the meantime Napoleon’s career had taken another, successful twist, and
he no longer needed Désirée. If we judge from his conscious actions
alone, Napoleon’s treatment of Désirée seems despicable. To apply for
service in Turkey even while he spoke to a seventeen-year-old of
introducing her to high society, denotes a secretive, unscrupulous,
duplicitous and chillingly ambitious personality.

Yet if Napoleon in late September stared career disaster in the face, his
protector Barras confronted an even more serious situation, one where his
very life was in jeopardy. A new constitution on 21 June 1795 placed
executive power in the hands of a five-man ‘Directory’ and vested
legislative authority in a lower Chamber of 500 and an upper house of
‘Ancients’. But the Decrees of 22 and 30 August 1795 — the so-called
‘Decree of Two-Thirds’ — stipulated that two-thirds of the new assembly
had to be chosen from members of the old Convention; the intention was
to protect the new men of property and prevent royalists returning to
power.

On 11 Vendémiaire (3 October 1795), led by the royalist Le Peletier,
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seven Parisian sections declared themselves to be in rebellion. General
Menou, commander of the Paris garrison, made it plain that he
sympathised with the rebels. There were 20,000 National Guardsmen in
the capital who could conceivably be swayed to the royalist side. Having
experienced Red terror and the revolt of the sans-culottes, Paris now faced
White terror and that ultimate paradox: counter-revolution from the
Right against an extreme right-wing government. The distinction was
that the threat was directed against the men of ‘new’ property by a motley
alliance between ultramontane royalists and dissatisfied sections of the
National Guard.

There is considerable controversy over Napoleon’s exact movements
and motives in the forty-eight hours following the Paris rising. Both
Barras and Napoleon in their very different memoirs grossly distort the
record. Some have claimed it is black propaganda to suggest that
Napoleon flirted with the royalists. Napoleon allegedly said to Junot: ‘If
only the Parisians [the rebels] would name me their chief, I would see to
it that the Tuileries would be invaded within two hours, and we would
chase those miserable deputies out of there.” Since this story comes from
Laure, duchess of Abrantes, it is safest to disregard it. Yet on St Helena
Napoleon told General Bertrand he was undecided which way to jump,
and was inclining to the royalists’ side when Barras sent for him. Barras
stoked up the rumours in his memoirs by claiming that when the trouble
broke out he at once thought of Napoleon and sought him out, but that
he could not be found at his lodgings, his café or any of his usual haunts;
the obvious inference was that he had been bargaining with the other
side. Yet another story was that Napoleon was in bed with a blonde called
Suzanne when he was ‘missing’. According to Barras, he discerned
Napoleon’s duplicity but outfoxed him by offering him command of the
artillery, provided he accepted within three minutes. Napoleon did so,
whereupon Barras took him to the session of the Committee of Public
Safety in the Tuileries and got an order signed on the spot, readmitting
Napoleon to his full army rank.

The historian can only cut through the thickets of rumour and
innuendo, sidestep Napoleon’s inflated claim that he was officially
designated second-in-command under Barras, and concentrate on what
actually happened. Throughout 12 Vendémiaire (4 October), the tocsin
call to arms never ceased to sound. The men of Thermidor were in a
panic and looked to Barras to save them. He began by releasing hundreds
of Jacobins from prison and hiring a number of unemployed officers. He
then sent word to Napoleon who heeded the call, whether immediately or
after a judicious interval is uncertain. Napoleon did a quick head count.
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Disregarding the paper figures, which showed the Convention with
60—70,000 men under their command, he soon established that Barras
disposed of no more than 5-6,000 effectives; moreover, ammunition was
low and Barras had no artillery. Facing them were 20,000 well-armed
royalists, moving in towards the Tuileries in an ever-contracting ring of
steel. It was time for inspired measures.

Realising from his observations on 10 August 1792 that the key to the
coming engagement was artillery, Napoleon ordered the squadron
commander of the 21st Chasseurs to seize the National Guard’s artillery
in the Place des Sablons. The time was midnight, 4 October, and the man
to whom he gave the order was destined to loom large in his life: Joachim
Murat, a twenty-eight-year-old Gascon from Lot with a chequered
background. Murat, a huge man with a large nose, strong southern
brogue and a Gascon’s arrogance to match, was an inspired cavalry leader
whose courage always outran his intelligence, but on this occasion he bore
himself superbly. He arrived at the Place des Sablons with 260 men at the
same time as a company of National Guardsmen, intent on the same
errand. Murat curtly told the opposition they would be cut to pieces if
they interfered, and under this threat they backed off. Murat then
requistioned horses and carts and dragged the forty big guns back to the
Tuileries.

Napoleon and Barras placed four thousand men in a protective cordon
around the Tuileries. Napoleon’s strategy depended on using artillery fire
to prevent the insurgents from concentrating their forces under the
Palace windows and then overwhelming the defenders. He set up his
main battery ready to rake the rue St-Honoré. Then he waited. He was
lucky, for the National Guardsmen proved pusillanimous and the
royalists’ military commander, Danican, incompetent. Despite the fact
that rain had been pelting down all the day before, the royalists decided
to wait until it stopped before launching their onslaught. If they had
attacked at first light, Napoleon would not have had time to set up and
sight his batteries correctly.

Finally, at about 4.45 on the afternoon of 5 October, the attack on the
Thuileries began. The onrushing rebels ran into murderous artillery fire of
a kind never yet experienced in the revolutionary street battles. Taking
heavy losses, the attackers pulled back into the rue St-Roch and
regrouped at the church of that name. The boldest of them climbed the
church roof and took up sniper positions behind the chimneys and on the
steeple. Their movements could not have suited Napoleon better, as he
personally commanded the battery of two 8-pounders loaded with case-
shot, facing the church. He called up more cannon and then unleashed a
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deadly fusillade, mowing down the insurgents in droves. This was the
action he later euphemistically called ‘the whiff of grapeshot’. Meanwhile
the guns he had positioned to command the Seine prevented the rebels
on the Left bank from crossing over to aid their comrades. By 6 p.m.
these too fell back discomfited, and both ‘horns’ of the intended attack
withdrew. That night the rain pelted down again, washing away the gore
of an urban battlefield. There were four hundred corpses inside St-Roch
church and another thousand bodies lay dead on the streets.

Next day Barras and his henchmen left the gates of Paris open so that
the surviving rebels could escape. Barras informed the government that
Napoleon was the hero of the hour and must be promoted to major-
general, but his colleagues in the Directory claimed to be incredulous that
this General Bonaparte, still an unknown, had played any part in the
victory. A week later Barras resigned his post as Commander-in-Chief of
the Army of the Interior and recommended Napoleon as his successor.
The story was that Barras told his colleagues: ‘Promote this man or he
will promote himself without you.” Over great opposition, particularly
from Carnot, Napoleon was named as the new commander. He was to
receive an annual salary of 48,000 francs and would have the de facto
position of Governor of Paris, as well as controlling the police and secret
service.

At twenty-six, Napoleon was rich and famous. In euphoria he wrote to
Joseph that he would now be able to enrich the Bonaparte clan with
places and perquisites. The process began at once. Letizia received 60,000
francs and, with her daughters, relocated from the wretched garret in
Marseilles to the best apartment in the plushest house in the city’s most
sought-after quarter. Joseph was made consul in Italy and given money to
invest in Genoese privateers, while Lucien was appointed commissary
with the Army of the North in the Netherlands. Louis was promoted
lieutenant in the 4th Artillery Regiment and joined Napoleon’s staff as
military secretary and aide-de-camp. The eleven-year-old Jérome was
sent to an expensive Irish school near Paris, where Napoleon, mindful of
his own schooldays at Brienne, spoiled him outrageously and loaded him
with pocket money. Fesch, the financial brains of the Bonaparte clan,
temporarily left the priesthood for the lucrative post of commissary to the
Army of Italy.

To Madame Clary Napoleon sent a de haut en bas note informing her
of his new status, ostensibly for the purpose of introducing his henchman
Stanislas Fréron, but to Désirée he wrote not a word. To Joseph he wrote
on 15 November, clearly revelling in his new status as a man of wealth:
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I have just received 400,000 francs for you. I have given it to Fesch
who will pay it into your account. I may instal the family here [Paris].
Let me have much more news of you and your wife and of Désirée.
Goodbye, my good friend, I am all yours. My only worry is the
knowledge that you are so far away and to be deprived of your
company. Were not your wife pregnant, I would try to persuade you to
come and spend some time in Paris.

For the first time since Toulon Napoleon was unquestionably on the
winning side, and he revelled in his new status. His letters now bespeak a
confidence that he was born under a lucky star. He moved at once from
his dingy quarters in the Marais to a splendid new house. The man who
just a few days before was destitute now drove around Paris in a fine
carriage, invited guests to a private box at the Opéra, and gave lush
parties at his headquarters in the Place Vendome. If Napoleon had been
unknown to the wider public before Vendémiaire, now he was a
household name. Fréron’s extravagant praise, during a session of the
Convention on 11 October, saw to that, even if the frightful Fréron had
an ulterior motive, since he was slavering with lust at the thought of the
stunning fifteen-year-old Pauline Bonaparte, and had plans to marry her.

As Commander-in-Chief of the Army of the Interior, Napoleon was
responsible for internal order and for tranquillity in Paris, that notorious
powder-keg. Since the economic crisis showed no signs of abating, he
began by striking at the most likely focus of discontent: he closed the
Panthéon Club, the nerve centre of the Jacobin party. With 40,000 men at
his disposal, he divided them into cohorts and heavily policed potential
trouble spots, with an ostentatious display of ‘showing the flag’. The
pressing problem, as always, was the Parisian bread supply; throughout
these years the search for real bread, made from white flour, sold at
reasonable prices was the abiding concern of the proletariat. Napoleon
liked to tell a story, probably apocryphal, of a menacing situation that
developed when would-be bread rioters surrounded a platoon he was
commanding. A monstrously fat women jeered at the soldiers and tried to
work up the crowd by calling out that the military grew fat while the poor
starved. Napoleon was at this time extremely thin, and called out: ‘My
good woman, look carefully at me. Which of us is the fatter?”” The
contrast in profiles was too much. All tension dissolved in gales of
laughter.

October 1795 was the great turning point in Napoleon’s life for,
immediately after the Vendémiaire triumph, he became heavily involved
in an affair with Rose de Beauharnais which led to marriage. The two
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events should be seen as cause and effect, not coincidence, as in the
versions of some credulous biographers. The usual story is that after 13
Vendémiaire Napoleon issued a decree that Parisians should hand in all
weapons. In the light of this decree, Rose de Beauharnais’s fourteen-year-
old son, Eugene, went to see Napoleon to ask him if he could keep his
father’s ceremonial sword, which had been bequeathed him. Napoleon
agreed, Rose called to thank him, and the affair took off from there.

This is obvious legend. Rose de Beauharnais was Thérésia Tallien’s
best friend, and Napoleon would have seen her many times at the
gatherings at L.a Chaumicre. But then he was nothing, and would not
have excited her interest. After Vendémiaire he was a rising star. The
fable about Eugéne was invented later to save face on both sides. Rose
wanted to conceal the fact that she had set her cap at the young general,
while Bonaparte wanted to rewrite the historical fact that he had been
Barras’s creature and that it was Barras who suggested the liaison. If we
discount the transparent story about the sword, what is left is the
historical fact that on 15 October Napoleon made his first visit to her
house in the rue de Chantereine.

Who was this Rose de Beauharnais, who would be known to history
and legend as Josephine? She was born on 23 June 1763 in the French
colony of Martinique in the West Indies and christened Marie-Jos¢phe-
Rose. Her father was the struggling plantation owner Joseph Tascher de
la Pagerie. At sixteen, despite being in love with the son of a Scots
Jacobite émigré, she had been sent to France to wed Alexandre de
Beauharnais in a marriage arranged by her aunt, who was the mistress of
the bridegroom’s father. Rose’s marriage was turbulent, and in the first
four years Alexandre spent just ten months with her, long enough to
beget a son, Eugene, born in 1781. When she was pregnant with a second
child (her daughter Hortense), Alexandre decided to visit Martinique and
departed with a former mistress, Laure de Longpré. The jealous Laure
poisoned his mind against Rose and, once in Martinique, bribed and
threatened the la Pagerie slaves to say that Rose had led a promiscuous
life before she left for France. In letters to Rose full of bitterness,
Alexandre repudiated the paternity of Hortense. When he returned to
France, he abducted Eugene, but was forced to give him up.

During the separation that followed, Rose seems to have undergone a
change of personality, for it is in these years that the sensual, pleasure-
loving, promiscuous woman first emerges. In 1788 Rose took Hortense
with her to Martinique on a transatlantic voyage that no one has
explained satisfactorily. Some say she was pregnant when she boarded
ship and certainly not by her husband. A possible abortion on board ship
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could explain her later childlessness. At all events, Rose stayed in
Martinique for two years. In 1790 she returned to Paris where, though
still separated, she was on reasonable terms with Alexandre de
Beauharnais.

During the Revolution the ex-oligarch de Beauharnais moved ever
leftwards until he was one of the Mountain faction. However, he was
caught up in the collective madness of the Terror, where one species of
Jacobin shark ate another. Falling foul of Robespierre and St-Just, he was
imprisoned in the notorious Les Carmes prison in April 1794. For
petitioning for his release, Rose suffered the same fate. In Les Carmes,
which had the reputation of being a gigantic brothel, where the soon-to-
die coupled frenziedly to thumb their noses at the guillotine, Alexandre
de Beauharnais was having an affair with Delphine de Custine. Rose, who
had turned to casual liaisons after her return to Paris in 1790, took
General Hoche as her lover. In prison there was an amazing cameraderie
of the damned. Once they had locked their charges securely inside the
prison, the warders were indifferent what they got up to. The result was a
kind of combination of perpetual orgy with social club for the doomed.
Among women friends Rose made in jail were Grace Dalrymple and
Thérésia Tallien.

Alexandre de Beauharnais was taken out for execution on 22 July, just
five days before Robespierre’s downfall in the Thermidorian coup. Ten
days after the coup Rose herself was at liberty. Attaching herself to
Thérésia Tallien and the Chaumiere set, she became Barras’s mistress
and lived a life of luxury totally at odds with her private financial
situation, which was desperate; this trait seems to have been a cultural
legacy of Martinique where insolvent plantation families indulged in
conspicuous consumption to overawe their slaves.

Apart from her relentless frivolity — she never read a book but spent a
fortune on clothes — Rose most impressed her contemporaries by her
sexual appetite. When she came out of prison and found that Hoche had
not, after all, been guillotined, she tried to resume her affair with him.
Hoche admitted that she was wonderful in bed but, alongside his desire
for her, was disgusted by her voracious appetite. He snubbed her with the
words: ‘Such an amour can be pardoned in a prison but hardly outside
... One may take a prostitute for a mistress but hardly for a wife.’
According to Barras’s later testimony — but it must be remembered that
by this time he hated both Napoleon and Josephine and spewed out
malicious rumour — Hoche was disposed to resume the affair until he
found the lecherous Rose in the arms of his giant Alsatian groom named
Van Acker. The cynical libertine Barras, however, cared nothing about
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the background of the women in his informal harem and was happy to
add Rose to his collection.

The friendship between Rose and Thérésia Tallien, ten years her
junior, was celebrated; they often wore identical clothes to establish the
rapport. Both were generous and compassionate women, both had been
married young to unsuitable men and both had been imprisoned during
the Terror and come close to the guillotine. From the sexual point of
view, the most intriguing similarity was that they were both mistresses of
Barras, who in his memoirs left a devastating comparison of the
lubricious charms of each. Barras claimed that Thérésia was a genuinely
passionate woman, but that behind Rose’s pretended ecstasies in the
bedchamber was a calculating machine, mentally clocking up francs and
livres. But other memoirs contradict this: the consensus is that Rose/
Josephine was a woman of genuinely high sex drive, only this side of
nymphomania, and that Barras’s testimony is unreliable for obvious
reasons (it has even been suggested that his executor wrote the passage in
question).

Such was the thirty-two-year-old woman with whom Napoleon
became involved in October 1795. Not really pretty, past the bloom of
youth, with no outstandingly good features and with teeth so bad and
blackened (they were described as being ‘like cloves’) that she had trained
herself to smile without showing them, Rose de Beauharnais was at best a
Jjolie laide. Some descriptions make her sound like a southern belle of the
pre-American Civil War type: she had fine, silky, chestnut hair, magnetic
dark-blue eyes and long lashes. She had trained herself to be sexy: hence
the sweet smile, the graceful walk and the husky, drawling voice which
she tried to render mellifluous. She made the best of a good skin tone by
dressing elegantly, surrounding herself with jewels and flowers.

At first the affair with Napoleon was little more than flirtation. On 28
October she wrote to him: ‘you no longer come to see a girlfriend who
loves you. You are wrong, for she is tenderly attached to you. Come
tomorrow to dine with me. I need to see you and talk about your
interests.” Napoleon replied at once: ‘I cannot imagine the reason for the
tone of your letter. I beg you to believe that no one desires your
friendship as much as I do, no one could be more eager to prove it. Had
my duties permitted, I would have come in person to deliver this
message.’

From 29 October Napoleon spent every night for five months with
Josephine. For the first few days contact was restricted to dining but early
in November the affair was consummated. The morning after they first
made love, Napoleon wrote to her, fixing her for all time as ‘Josephine’:
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‘Seven in the morning. I awaken full of you ... The memory of
yesterday’s intoxicating evening has left no rest to my senses . . . Sweet
and incomparable Josephine, I draw from your lips, from your heart, a
flame which consumes me . . . A thousand kisses, but do not give me any
for they burn my blood.’

Josephine had set out quite cynically and calculatedly to snare
Napoleon. She needed a powerful protector and she needed money, and
General Bonaparte seemed to fit the bill under both heads. There are
hints that Barras was becoming tired of her and thought that an ingenious
solution would be to get rid of her on to Napoleon, so that his two
protégés would be bound to each other by sex and to him by gratitude.
Yet it was Josephine who took the decision, and the deciding factor seems
to have been her old lover Lazare Hoche.

Having defeated the Vendée rebels, Hoche returned to Paris to take
over command of the projected invasion of Ireland — the one which came
within an ace of success in 1796. Reluctant to return to his wife in
Lorraine, Hoche stayed on in Paris, apparently having regrets about his
intemperate outburst to Josephine the year before. He did not mind
sharing her with the powerful Barras but he was angry to find the very
general who had refused to serve under him not only his superior in rank
but installed in the rue Chantereine as her lover. Josephine, it seems,
would have been willing to take Hoche back, but two things worked
against this. First, she made a false move by telling him she would use all
her arts and influence to get him a top command. Hoche, however, was a
proud man who was determined to achieve his ambitions on his own
merits, and not through the machinations of a woman. Second, word
came through that his wife had given birth to a daughter. On 3 January
1796 Hoche reluctantly left Paris. He later rationalized with bitterness his
failure to get Josephine back and wrote to a friend: ‘I have asked Mme
Bonaparte to return my letters. I did not wish her husband to read my
love letters to that woman ... who I despise.’

Once it became clear that she could never become Madame Barras,
Josephine decided her interests were best served by marriage to
Napoleon, but there were a few early hiccups in the relationship.
Apparently each of the lovers thought the other had money. Josephine
begged Barras not to tell Bonaparte the true situation. There was one
contretemps before the marriage when Napoleon visited her lawyer to
enquire about her allegedly extensive property in Martinique. The
mixture of panic and anger drew from her a stern reproof which brought
him to heel, for he hastened to reassure her that he was no fortune
hunter: ‘You thought I did not love you for yourself alone.’
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Many of Josephine’s friends thought that Napoleon was a strange
choice for her. Their personalities clashed, as she was indolent while he
was violent and passionate. He was not really a man of sufficient means,
as he had no ‘old money’, had a numerous family to support and could
end up penniless if the wheel of fortune turned once more. Her lawyer,
Ragudeau, warned her that she was on shifting sands: ‘Can you be so
foolish as to marry a young man who has nothing but his cloak and his
sword?’ Others of her friends pointed out that Bonaparte was physically
unappealing and — the most obvious objection of all — that she neither
loved him nor was in love with him.

Josephine weighed all this, but against the minuses were some
powerful pluses. Her own charms were fading fast, and the supply of
influential admirers would sooner or later dry up. She felt she had a hold
over Napoleon, which she never had over Barras, and only fleetingly with
Hoche. Also, Bonaparte had the makings of an excellent stepfather, and
Eugene, in particular, needed a male guardian he could look up to.
During the Terror, when it was mandatory for all children to learn a
trade, he had been apprenticed to a carpenter. Then he had spent a year
as Hoche’s orderly in the Vendée and had witnessed terrible atrocities.
Josephine felt that her son had seen too much of the seamy side of life too
soon, and hoped that he would be wrapped thereafter in Napoleon’s
mantle. It was true that her daughter Hortense did not appear to care for
her prospective stepfather, but time could cure that. Whether Josephine’s
estimate of Hortense’s feelings was accurate is a moot point. In her
memoirs Hortense speaks of being overwhelmed by Napoleon’s intellect
and exhausted by his energy; she recalled a dinner with Barras at the
Luxembourg on 21 January 1796, when she sat between her mother and
Bonaparte, and he seemed besotted with Josephine, as an emotionally
draining experience.

On 7 February 1796 the marriage banns between Napoleon and
Josephine were announced and on 9 March the wedding took place — but
not before Napoleon had kept the bride waiting three hours. Barras,
Tallien and her lawyer acted as the witnesses on Josephine’s side, and an
eighteen-year-old Army captain, L.e Marois, played the role for
Napoleon. Although Napoleon was twenty-six and Josephine rising
thirty-three, they both declared themselves to be twenty-eight: according
to the marriage certificate Josephine had been born in 1767 and Napoleon
in 1768.

This was not the only false aspect of a somewhat sordid marriage
ceremony. Josephine had cynically opted for a civil ceremony to make
divorce easier, but in fact there is doubt that the couple had been legally
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married at all. The mayor was not present, possibly because of the
wedding’s extreme lateness, and the ceremony was conducted by his
assistant, who had no legal authority to do so. Moreover, as a minor Le
Marois could not legally be a witness. To cap all, Josephine had
continued her affair with Barras right up to the eve of her wedding,
showing the shape of things to come. The honeymoon itself was scarcely
auspicious. First, Josephine’s dog Fortuné, whom she insisted on having
in bed with her, bit Napoleon — whether or not in flagrante is not
recorded. Napoleon turned in his usual perfunctory love-making
performance — said to be so rapid it came close to being ejaculatio praecox.
Josephine, frustrated by this ‘expeditious’ approach to intercourse, took
to telling her close friends that Bonaparte was bon a rien.

A week earlier, Barras’s ‘wedding present’ had been made official:
Napoleon’s nomination as Commander-in-Chief of the Army of Italy.
The background to this was Napoleon’s abiding obsession that the key to
victory over Austria lay in Italy. While Commander of the Army of the
Interior, he continued to bombard the Directory with criticisms of the
conduct of the war on the Italian front. Increasingly, an undeclared
struggle for power took place between Napoleon in Paris and General
Scherer in Nice. Scherer, more and more irritated at Napoleon’s sniping,
complained to the Directory that its boy wonder’s plans were chimerical
and quixotic. After getting his way a couple of times by threatening to
resign unless the Directory backed him, Scherer finally overplayed his
hand, and the Directory accepted his resignation, effective 2 March 1796.
But when Napoleon was appointed in his stead, the Parisian press reacted
hostilely, alleging that Barras had rewarded one of his favourites because
he feared generals of real talent: Hoche, Moreau, Marceau and Pichegru
were mentioned in this category.

Once he had decided to marry Josephine, Napoleon’s first task was to
get out of his engagement with Désirée. As soon as the thought of
marriage entered his mind, he started distancing himself from Désirée.
The ending of a letter to Joseph in November is eloquent: he merely sent
his regards to Désirée, no longer referring to her as ‘Eugénie’. Once his
mind was definitely made up, in January 1796, he informed Désirée that
unless she got the consent of her family immediately, they must end their
engagement. This was Machiavellian, for he knew perfectly well that
Madame Clary opposed the match on grounds of her daughter’s youth
and would withhold her consent while she was still a minor. The next
Désirée knew was the announcement that her beloved was married.

There is no need to doubt the sincerity of the heartbroken letter she sent
Napoleon:
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You have made me so unhappy, and I am weak enough to forgive you!
You married! Poor Désirée must no longer love you or think of you?
... My one consolation is that you will know how steadfast I am . . . I
have nothing more to hope for but death. Life is a torment to me, since
I may no longer dedicate it to you . . . You married! I cannot grasp the
thought — it kills me. Never shall I belong to another . . . And I had so
hoped soon to be the happiest of women, your wife! Your marriage has
shattered my happiness . . . All the same I wish you the greatest joy and
blessing in your marriage. May the woman you have chosen make you
as happy as I had intended to make you and as happy as you deserve to
be. In the midst of your present happiness do not quite forget poor
Eugénie, and be sorry for her fate.

What possessed Napoleon to marry a penniless Creole, six years his
elder and with fading looks? There can be many answers, ranging from
the banal to the pathological. At the simplest level, it can be argued that
Napoleon anchored himself to the ruling élite by this marriage to one of
its leading female icons. Some have gone so far as to say that Barras forced
him to marry Josephine as a quid pro quo for the supreme command in
Italy. But this view hinges on the mistaken idea that Napoleon had no
relationship with Barras before Josephine; in fact he was a firm favourite
long before Rose de Beauharnais ever featured in his life.

An alternative view is that Napoleon was naive, thought Josephine was
of higher rank than she was, and imagined that he had married into the
aristocracy. It is true that in a letter to Joseph he described the
Chaumicére circle as ‘the most distinguished society in Paris’, and if we
incline to this view Napoleon would emerge as a victim of snobbery,
imagining that he now had entrée into royalist and aristocratic circles.
Marmont thought this was the explanation and wrote in his memoirs:
‘Napoleon almost certainly believed at the time that he had taken a
greater step upwards than ever he felt when he married the daughter of
the Caesars.’

But all this makes the match a marriage of convenience and it was
never that. Napoleon himself, aware that he had lost his head over
Josephine, tried to rewrite this episode on St Helena, as he rewrote all the
others in his life, and insinuated that reason of state was involved.
Perhaps he hated himself for the one spontaneous, unmeditated action of
his life. What decisively refutes the idea of marriage of convenience is
Napoleon’s sexual besottedness with Josephine, for which the evidence is
overwhelming. ‘She had the prettiest little cunt in the world, the Trois
Islets of Martinique were there,” is one of many expressions of his
appreciation of her physical charms. Besides, Josephine was exactly the
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kind of woman who was likely to appeal to a man who was sexually
insecure and misogynistic. She was unchallenging, featherbrained,
feminine in all the traditional ways. She was luxury-loving, obsessed with
clothes and make-up, hopeless with money; she spoke in a little girl voice,
lied transparently and could burst into tears apparently at will.
Napoleon’s own judgement is interesting: ‘She was a woman to her
finger-tips. I really did love her but I had no respect for her.’

But what is often overlooked or forgotten by students of this ill-
matched pair and analysts of this improbable marriage is that after
Vendémiaire Napoleon could have had almost any woman in Paris. So
why this one? Why a woman of mediocre looks and fading beauty? Some
have speculated that Napoleon was sexually inexperienced and needed
the reassurance of an older woman well versed in the arts of love. His
own words are often quoted: ‘I was not insensible to women’s charms but
I had hardly been spoiled by them. I was shy with them. Madame
Bonaparte was the first to give me confidence.” That could be construed
as referring to lack of sexual confidence, but it suggests more strongly a
man in need of maternal feelings and training in socia/ graces and savoir-
faire. It is by no means so clear that Napoleon was the sexual novice this
theory requires him to be.

The Bonaparte clan were united in their dislike of Josephine. Lucien
referred to her contemptuously as an ‘ageing Creole’, and Letizia in
particular, who had wanted her son to marry Désirée, always hated
Josephine. The conventional view is that Letizia was enraged that
Josephine was of higher rank than she, that she had a chip on her
shoulder accordingly, and that her charming letter of friendship to her
daughter-in-law (dictated, some say, by Napoleon himself) masked a
vengeful fury. The shrewdest critics have seen that Letizia is important
to this story in a quite different sense. Dorothy Carrington wrote: ‘Was
his marriage to Josephine, who combined all the traits of character Letizia
deplored, his masterpiece against the adored mother who had deceived
him?’

There are two aspects of Josephine that strike observers who have only
the most cursory knowledge of her: she was an older woman, and she was
habitually unfaithful. If we accept that Napoleon had a ‘complex’ about
Letizia, then it is interesting to note what C. G. Jung has to say about the
‘mother complex’ in general. ‘If a young man loves a woman who could
almost be his mother, then it always has to do with a mother complex.
Such a union is sometimes quite fruitful for many years, particularly in the
case of artistic persons who have not fully matured. The woman in such a
case is helped by an almost biological instinct. She is hatching eggs. The
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man as the son-lover benefits by the partially sexual, partially mother
interest of the woman. Thus such a relationship can be satisfactory in
every respect for an indefinite period, but the advancing years would
certainly put a definite limit to it as it is not quite natural. It may even be
that an artistic nature becomes so adult that the need of becoming a
father and a grown-up man in general begins to prevail against the
original son-attitude. When that is the case the relationship is overdue.’

Jung’s formulation by no means covers all aspects of the Napoleon-
Josephine relationship. Josephine was only six years older than her
husband, he himself, though a genius, was scarcely an ‘artistic person’,
and it was not really the ‘maturing’ of Napoleon that brought the
relationship to an end. But Jung does convey the important insight that a
relationship with a significantly older woman may show that the mother
is lurking in the male unconscious. Freud suggested that Napoleon’s
‘complex’ about Joseph was why he insisted on renaming Rose de
Beauharnais Josephine. But it seems more plausible to assume that the
deep dynamic in this case focused on Napoleon’s unconscious feelings
about Letizia rather than Joseph.

It has sometimes been suggested that Napoleon was so naive about
Josephine that he knew nothing of her chequered past and was thus
astonished when he was first cuckolded. Theories about Napoleon’s
alleged ‘naiveté’ seldom convince;, he was always exceptionally well
informed and as soon as he had a whiff of power employed a host of spies
and secret agents. Of course Napoleon reacted with anger to slights to his
pride and honour caused by his wife’s infidelity, but at the unconscious
level it was what he expected. His ambivalent emotions about Letizia, and
his love for his mother alongside the certainty that she had been
unfaithful to his father, could coexist without conflict in the unconscious,
but at the conscious level had to be displaced on to other women. Hence
his contemptuous and discourteous behaviour later when he had a court
of his own. But most of all, he needed to find a woman who was at once
entirely dissimilar to Letizia yet at root the same kind of female.

In taking an older and promiscuous woman as his wife, Napoleon
showed himself to be in thrall to a peculiar mother-complex. His mother,
the object of his unintegrated emotion, was also someone he loved but did
not respect, and the principal reason was her infidelity. This is
undoubtedly the most profound reason why he opted for Josephine rather
than Désirée. As a young girl who was almost religiously faithful to him
during his long absence in Paris, Désirée did not have the attributes
required. Josephine, the unfaithful ‘mother’; on the other hand, satisfied
all the deep drives in the Napoleonic unconscious.

106



CHAPTER SEVEN

The grand strategy for the 1796 campaign against Austria was the
brainchild of Lazare Carnot, though he drew heavily on the thinking of
others, Napoleon not least. Including Kellermann’s 20,000-strong Army
of the Alps and a reserve of 15,000 stationed in Provence and the Var,
France could put 240,000 micn into the field. The French offensive was
three-pronged: 70,000 troops, then in the Lower Rhine under Jourdan’s
command, would strike along the Main valley, invest the fortress of
Mainz and then advance into Franconia; another 70,000 under Moreau
would advance into Swabia and the Danube valley; and the third, under
Napoleon, would engage the Austrians in the Po valley. The Italian
campaign was designed as a sideshow, but if it proved unexpectedly
successful, there was provision in Carnot’s plan for an advance up the
Adige valley to Trent and the Tyrol, there to link with Moreau for the
coup de grice.

Two days after his wedding Napoleon left Paris with Junot and arrived
in Marseilles on the night of 20—21 March. Along the road they had
discussed Carnot’s threefold intention in the great campaign against
Austria: to divert growing unrest at home with a foreign adventure; to
consolidate the Revolution and export its principles; and, most impor-
tantly, to stop the drain on the French treasury by getting the nation’s
armies to live off the soil or by plunder and thus in effect exporting
France’s military expenses. Napoleon has often been censured for turning
the Italian campaign into a gigantic quest for booty, but this possibility
was already implicit in the Directory’s grand strategy.

At Marseilles he visited his mother. She told him that the sixteen-
year-old beauty, Pauline Bonaparte, was now beyond parental control
and had a magnetic effect on men. Napoleon’s idea of using Stanislas
Fréron as his agent to tidy up loose ends in the south, principally the
Désirée business, had backfired disastrously. Fréron, a notorious rake
with syphilis, had been smitten with the luscious Pauline, and she with
him. If Napoleon had not already known of the forty-year-old’s
unsavoury past, Josephine would have enlightened him. It was bad
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enough that the man was unreliable: he was a former Robespierre acolyte
who had trimmed successfully to emerge from Thermidor as a Barras
protégé. But it was intolerable that he might infect Pauline with
venereal disease, and that she could end up married to the most
promiscuous man in Paris. Just at the moment Napoleon lacked the
power to cross Barras over Fréron, so he advised Letizia to stall and await
further instructions.

On 24 March he was at Toulon, where he met and greatly impressed
Denis Décres, later to be his Minister of Marine. Next day he was at
Antibes, where he conferred with Louis Berthier, his forty-three-year-old
chief of staff. Berthier, a veteran of the American War of Independence
and the Vendée, was a man of great energy and lucid mind; he was a
brilliant organizer and a master of the terse dispatch. Napoleon sensed his
quality straight away. Never one to judge men, at least, by external
appearances, he ignored Berthier’s physical ugliness, his gaucherie, his
stammering and his compulsive nail biting, and concentrated on his great
administrative talents — enhanced, in Napoleon’s eyes, by Berthier’s lack
of ambition for a field command.

Yet the supreme test of Napoleon’s ability to overawe rivals and bend
them to his will came in Nice on 27 March, when he met his three
principal generals: Sérurier, Augereau and Masséna. Sérurier was a tall
man with a scar on his lip, a fifty-three-year-old martinet who had fought
in the Seven Years War and in Corsica in 1770. Although he was the son
of a molecatcher at the royal stud at Laon, he had the demeanour of an
aristocrat and it was said that, after the Revolution he went in danger of
his life every time he entered a new army camp, such was his foppish,
oligarchic air. He had less energy than Berthier or Augereau, but was a
man of greater integrity.

The thirty-eight-year-old Augereau, who had begun life in the Parisian
gutters, was the son of a stonemason and had had a chequered career. A
devotee of the first real communist, Gracchus Babeuf, who was in this
very year executed by the Directory, Augereau was a genuine man of
mystery. He had deserted from the French Army at seventeen, and then
led an intinerant life as an adventurer. According to his own (either
unreliable or unverifiable) account he had at various times sold watches in
Constantinople, given dancing lessons, served in the Russian army and
eloped with a Greek girl to Lisbon. The French Revolution was the
making of him. He commanded the ‘German Legion’ in the Vendée and
then won a spectacular victory against the Spanish with the Army of the
Pyrenees in 1795. A man of little education and indifferent intellect,
Augereau was a great fighting general, with a tendency to melancholia,
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as he would brood depressively the evening after a battle, regardless
of whether he had won or lost. Popular with his troops, tall, talkative,
foul-mouthed, with a great hooked nose, Augereau was memorably
described by Desaix as follows: ‘Fine, big man; handsome face, big nose,
has served in many countries, a soldier with few equals, always
bragging.’

André Masséna, aged thirty-eight, was the greatest general of the three
and would prove to have military talents of a high order. Dark, thin and
taciturn, a dedicated hedonist and womaniser, Masséna started life as a
cabin boy and had been a non-commissioned officer and smuggler. He
looked like an eagle and was said to have an eagle’s eye for terrain, but the
quality Napoleon most prized in him was his indefatigable energy.
Dauntless, stubborn, imperturbable, he seemed to spend all his days and
nights on horseback. Nothing ever made him feel discouraged: if he was
defeated heavily, he went jauntily to work next day as if he was the victor.

Sérurier, Augereau and Masséna were tough characters in anyone’s
book, and most twenty-six-year-olds would have quailed at the prospect
of asserting superiority over them. Additionally, they were disposed to be
contemptuous of the newcomer, thinking him merely one of Barras’s
favourites and a boy general. Masséna and Augereau both thought they
should have had the command themselves and poured scorn on
Napoleon’s ideas for the Italian campaign: Masséna said that only a
professional intriguer could have come up with such a plan, while the
blunt-speaking Augereau used the epithet ‘imbecile’.

By the end of the meeting Napoleon had won all three men round.
Legend has perverted the reality of what took place and credited
Bonaparte with Svengali-like powers, but it is certain that the trio of
generals thenceforth looked on him with new respect. Masséna remarked
that when Napoleon put on his general’s hat he seemed to have grown
two feet, while Augereau allegedly remarked: ‘that little bugger really
frightened me!” What is certain is that Napoleon tried to calm their minds
over the drawbacks in Carnot’s strategy. It did not take outstanding
insight to see that the three main French armies were operating too far
away from each other and that, if any of the offensives flagged, the
Austrians would simply transfer troops from one front to another. The
Directory had not appointed a supreme commander to coordinate the
movements of all three armies, assuming, absurdly, that Jourdan, Moreau
and Bonaparte would all cooperate willingly and without rivalry, and had
compounded their error by seeming to assume that the Alps, which lay
between the Army of Italy and the other two, was simply a paper
obstacle.
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At his headquarters Napoleon found 37,000 ill-fed, unpaid and
demoralized troops, with which he was supposed to clear 52,000
Austrians out of half a dozen mountain passes between Nice and Genoa.
He was fortunate to have at his side his old Corsican friend Saliceti, who
raised a loan in Genoa to see to the Army’s most pressing supply
problems. Even so, Napoleon reported to the Directory on 28 March:
‘One battalion has mutinied on the ground that it had neither boots nor
pay, and a week later wrote again: “The army is in frightening penury . . .
Misery has led to indiscipline, and without discipline there can be no
victory.” The famous proclamation Napoleon is said to have made to his
troops at this time is apocryphal. It was written in St Helena and
represents the Aristotelian spirit of what might have been said and even
what ought to have been said. It also shows Napoleon as a master of
propaganda and already sedulously at work on his own legend:

Soldiers, you are naked, ill-fed; though the Government owes you
much, it can give you nothing. Your patience, the courage you have
shown amidst these rocks, are admirable; but they procure you no
glory, no fame shines upon you. I want to lead you into the most fertile
plains in the world. Rich provinces, great cities will lie in your power;
you will find there honour, glory and riches. Soldiers of the Army of
Italy, will you lack courage or steadfastness?

Napoleon saw at once that his best chance of breaking into Italy was by
separating the Austrians from their allies the Piedmontese. His intelli-
gence sources told him there was bad blood between the two
commanders, the allies were scattered in three different locations, and the
Austrian commander, Beaulieu, thought the main French blow would fall
on the Riviera coast. Napoleon therefore decided to engage the Austrian
right in the mountains and take out the war-weary Piedmontese, ensuring
himself local superiority in numbers at all times. On 12 April he won his
first victory, at Montenotte, employing Masséna adroitly and using a
combination of clouds of skirmishers with charges from battalion
columns, which inflicted 3,000 casualties on the enemy. Further
successful actions followed at Millesimo (13 April) against the Sards and
Dego against the Austrians (14 April). Having split the allies, Napoleon
then turned to deal with the Piedmontese and broke them in the
three battles of San Michele, Ceva and Mondovi (19—23 April). On
23 April Colli, the Piedmontese commander, requested an armistice.
Within ten days Napoleon was in control of the key mountain passes
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and had destroyed a superior enemy force piecemeal by rapidity of
movement.

Although ‘Hannibal merely crossed the Alps, we turned their flanks’ is
probably another St Helena accretion, there can be no doubting
Napoleon’s genuine euphoria at the time. To the Directory he sent back
glowing letters with Joseph, who had been acting as his unofficial aide.
After the armistice of Cherasco on 28 April gave him control of the
mountain fortresses and the lines of communication into Lombardy, he
wrote: “Tomorrow I shall march against Beaulieu, force him to cross the
Po, cross myself immediately after and seize the whole of Lombardy:
within a month I hope to be on the mountains of the Tyrol, in touch with
the Army of the Rhine, and to carry the war in concert into Bavaria.” To
his soldiers, ever mindful of propaganda advantages, he made a
proclamation (genuine, this time), which exaggerated his achievements in
typical manner: ‘Soldiers! In fifteen days you have gained six victories,
taken twenty-one colours and 55 pieces of artillery, seized several
fortresses and conquered the richest parts of Piedmont. You have taken
15,000 prisoners and killed and wounded more than 10,000.”

At this stage realism and propaganda still vied for supremacy. On 24
April he wrote to the Directory: “The hungry soldiers are committing
excesses that make one blush to be human. The capture of Ceva and
Mondovi may give us the means to put this right, and I am going to make
some terrible examples. I will restore order or I will give up the command
of these brigands.” Yet to Barras personally he wrote on the previous day
a sycophantic letter boasting about the six battles he had already won and
the twenty-one captured enemy standards Joseph was bringing back to
Paris.

Napoleon’s next task was to prevent the Austrians withdrawing to the
comparative safety of the far bank of the Po. The French armies
debouched from the mountains and entered the plains of Lombardy. The
Austrians dug in and waited for them on the left bank of the Po near
Pavia. Again employing the war of rapid movement, he took Serurier and
Masséna on a sixty-mile route march which ended with their divisions
making a classic river crossing at Piacenza in sight of the enemy. The
hero of the hour, who crossed with goo men and established a bridgehead
on the far bank, was Jean Lannes, a dashing twenty-six-year-old colonel
whom Napoleon had first noticed at Dego.

Napoleon now advanced on Milan, outflanking Beaulieu’s main army.
Barring the route to Milan was a 12,000-strong Austrian army at Lodi, on
the river Adda. Trying to ford the swiftly-flowing river would be costly,
so Napoleon opted for an assault on the bridge at Lodi, heavily defended
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by the Austrians. The bridge, 200 yards long and twelve feet wide, forced
attacking troops into a bottlenecked killing ground, and Napoleon’s
generals advised him that to attack artillery along such a narrow front was
suicide. But Napoleon was determined to take the bridge by storm. First,
he worked on the feelings of his 4,000 assault troops, alternately cajoling
them and telling them that they lacked the courage for the planned
enterprise. Then he sent his cavalry on a wide sweep in search of a ford;
they were to cross and fall on the Austrians from the rear.

At 6 p.m. on 10 May Napoleon released his assault force of Frenchmen
and Savoyards on to the bridge. Predictably they took terrible casualties
from the massed Austrian guns. Seeing their men falter, Lannes and
Masséna led an élite squad of grenadiers on another attack across the
bridge. Fifty yards from the other side, they dived into the river to avoid
point-blank fire. In response the Austrians unleashed their cavalry, which
drove the élite squad back into the water. Just when all appeared lost, the
devious circling French cavalry, which had taken an unconscionable time
to find a suitable ford, swept in on the Austrian flank. Once it had
silenced the big guns, Napoleon’s troops streamed across the long line of
planks. As dusk fell, the Austrians broke and ran, leaving behind all
sixteen guns, 335 casualties and 1,700 prisoners. But the French had paid
dearly for the victory and left two hundred dead on the bridge and in the
river.

Even though he had not been able to vanquish Beaulieu decisively — a
fact disguised and obfuscated by Bonapartist mystique and triumphalism
— Lodi was a psychological breakthrough for Napoleon. To have pulled
off such a feat of arms gave him confidence in his star. He wrote later: ‘It
was only on the evening of Lodi that I believed myself a superior man,
and that the ambition came to me of executing the great things which had
so far been occupying my thoughts only as a fantastic dream . .. After
Lodi I no longer saw myself as a mere general, but as a man called upon
to influence the destiny of a people. The idea occurred to me that I could
well become a decisive actor on our political scene.” His troops too
believed, after seven clear victories, that they were led by an ever-
victorious general. It was now that the nickname of the ‘little corporal’
was first bestowed. Apparently one of his units decided to see how long
he would take to become a ‘real’ general, starting from the ranks and
getting a promotion after each victory. But the later image of Napoleon
leading the first wave of attackers over the bridge is the stuff of legend:
Napoleon did not lack personal courage, but on this occasion he was
supervising his artillery.

112



Napoleon entered Milan in triumph on 15 May. Marmont remem-
bered him saying: ‘Well, Marmont, what do you think they’ll say in
Paris? Will this be enough for them? They’ve seen nothing yet. In our
time nobody has had a grander conception than mine, and it’s my
example that must point the way.” But what the Directory said in Paris,
albeit in private, was that Napoleon, after seven victories, had grown too
powerful. They informed him that the Italian command would be split:
Kellermann would command in Lombardy while he (Bonaparte) was to
march south to secure Genoa, Leghorn, Rome and Naples. Napoleon
replied with a thinly veiled threat of resignation, employing some
masterly irony: ‘Kellermann will command the army as well as I, for no
one is more convinced than I am that the victories are due to the courage
and audacity of the men; but I believe that to unite Kellermann and
myself in Italy is to lose all. I cannot serve willingly with a man who
believes himself to be the first general in Europe; and, besides, I believe
that one bad general is better than two good ones. War, like government,
is a matter of tact.” The Directory backed down and informed him there
was no longer any question of dividing the command. But, they added, he
should not think of moving north into the Tyrol in the foreseeable future;
first he had to put the Pope in his place — he had to ‘cause the tiara of the
self-styled head of the Universal Church to totter’.

The week Napoleon spent in Milan was notable for the Janus face he
displayed. On the one hand, he held himself out as an apostle of Italian
unification; on the other, he presided over the most barefaced and
systematic looting seen in Lombardy since the sixteenth century. He
began by replacing the old aristocratic government with a new régime of
bourgeois liberals. The Dukes of Parma and Modena immediately sued
for peace, which Napoleon granted on payment of a hefty tax. On 17
May, influenced by the enthusiastic reception he had received in Milan,
he wrote to the Directory to urge the creation of a northern Italian
republic, and followed this with a declaration to the people of Milan that
he would give them liberty. In later utterances Napoleon argued that Italy
had to go through the crucible of war before becoming a united nation.
‘As those skilful founders, who have to transform several guns of small
calibre into one 48-pounder, first throw them into the furnace, in order to
decompose them, and to reduce them to a state of fusion; so the small
states had been united to Austria or France in order to reduce them to an
elementary state, to get rid of their recollections and pretensions, that
they might be prepared for the moment of casting.’

Yet this apparent idealism was belied by Napoleon’s ruthless financial
exactions and expropriations. The terrible shape of things to come was
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evident even before the French army debouched from the mountains on
to the Lombardy plain. At Mondovi Bonaparte commandeered 8,000
rations of fresh meat and 4,000 bottles of wine, and in Acqui he
requisitioned all the boots in town at a knockdown price. But it was in
Milan that his army really cut loose. An orgy of looting took place, with
French generals sending houseloads of art treasures back to Paris in
wagons. Napoleon’s apologists claim that he was merely carrying out the
wishes of a corrupt and venal Directory, but this is not the picture that
emerges from his correspondence. On 9 May, before Lodi, Napoleon
wrote to the Directory as follows: ‘I repeat my request for a few reputable
artists to take charge of choosing and transporting all the beautiful things
we shall see fit to send to Paris.

In Milan Napoleon soon lost his initial popularity when he levied two
million livres in hard cash to pay off the accumulated back pay of the
Army. His prestige with the rank and file shot up, since this was the first
time since 1793 that the army had been paid in cash: usually, the
perennial arrears of pay were made good in useless assignats. All this
might have been justified as ‘living off the land’ but Napoleon went
further by extracting a surplus for the Directory’s coffers from Milan,
Parma, Modena and the other cities of the Lombardy plain. On 22 May
he informed the Directorate that 8 million francs in gold and silver
awaited their disposal in Genoa, and by July the tally of funds mulcted
for the Directory amounted to sixty million francs. One obvious result
was a change in the balance of power. Napoleon now had the whip
hand and, if the Directory wanted to survive, its five members had to
keep on the right side of their most successful general. The political
commissars, even in their new diluted manifestation as commissaires aux
armées were a busted flush and would be suppressed altogether by the
end of 1796.

If Napoleon the public figure was now almost in the position of a
victorious legionary commander whose exploits terrified the emperor at
Rome, the private man was suffering grievously. For 127 days, from 8
March until his reunion with her on 13 July, he wrote to Josephine at
least once a day. The letters were fervent, poignant, despairing, tender,
melancholy, sometimes even prolix and incoherent, full of sexual longing
and frustration. On 30 March, before any of his great military successes,
he wrote: ‘In the middle of all my business and at the head of my troops,
I think of nothing but my adorable Josephine who is alone in my heart.’
On 23 April, after his ten-day lightning campaign, he wrote: ‘Come
quickly! . . . You are going to come, aren’t you? You’re going to be here,
beside me, in my heart, in my arms, kissing my heart.” Another letter
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from the same period shows clearly the source of his anxiety: Josephine
did not write to him, and it was clear that she had no intention of joining
him. ‘Ah! this evening if I do not get a letter from you, I shall be
desperate. Think of me, or tell me with contempt that you do not love
me, and then perhaps I shall find some peace of mind.’

To get Josephine to come down to Italy, and find out what was
detaining her, Napoleon sent back three important envoys. First was
Joseph, despatched on 24 April with letters for the Directory and with a
letter of introduction for Josephine. Joseph and his female namesake met
but did not get on; the elder Bonaparte was no more impressed by the
‘fading Creole’ than Lucien had been. Then on 25 April Napoleon sent
the faithful Junot to Paris with captured standards, instructing him to
take the longer route to Paris via the Riviera; he bore an explicit
command to Josephine to join her husband. Finally, on 26 April he
sent Murat via Piedmont and the Mont-Cenis with letters for Carnot
and Barras and a detailed itinerary for Josephine to follow on her travel
south.

Both men reached Paris on 6 May, but Murat was first at the rue
Chantereine. Napoleon’s letter proved to be one of his wilder screeds:
‘... A kiss on your lips and on your heart . . . There’s no one else, no one
but me, is there? . . . And another on your breast. Lucky Murat! . . . little
hand!” A few hours later Junot arrived, with another besotted message:
‘You must return with Junot, do you hear, my adorable one, he will see
you, he will breathe the air of your shrine. Perhaps you will even allow
him the unique favour of a kiss on your cheek . .. A kiss on your heart,
and then another a little lower, much much lower.’ The last two words had
been so emphatically underlined that the pen sliced through the paper.

Josephine had no intention of going to Italy. Soon after Napoleon left,
she took a new lover, named Hippolyte Charles. A lieutenant of Hussars
but only 5'2" tall; Charles was a noted gambler, rake and man-about-
town, part of a hard-drinking, loose-living Army set. From Josephine’s
point of view he had two valuable assets: he could make her laugh, as
Napoleon never could, and he was an accomplished lover who took his
time and was able to bring her to climax.

Josephine bluntly told Junot she could not leave Paris, so he remained
in Paris awaiting further orders. Her way with Murat was more subtle.
Sensing that he was attracted to her, she invited him to a champagne
breakfast, then spent the day with him on the Champs—filysées, lunching
and dining. Murat later boasted he had bedded her and provided many
circumstantial details in the officers’ mess. Josephine’s biographers
usually affect to doubt this on the grounds of her romance with
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Hippolyte Charles, but since she was to all intents and purposes a
nymphomaniac, Murat’s version is not inherently implausible. At all
events she prevailed on Murat sufficiently that he sent a letter to
Napoleon, saying she could not travel as she was pregnant! Murat was
never wholly trusted by Napoleon once he learned the truth of this
unsavoury episode.

Meanwhile the ardent letters from Napoleon flooded in. Most of the
time Josephine did not even bother to open them. As far as she was
concerned, she enjoyed the social advantages of being General Bona-
parte’s wife but, in her own mind at least, the liaison was a pure marriage
of convenience. Lovers of dramatic irony may relish the following letter
which arrived while the affair with Charles was at its height. ‘You know
very well I could never bear your taking a lover — much less seriously
suggest one to you . . . A thousand kisses upon your eyes, your lips, your
tongue, your cunt.” Josephine took the correspondence as an elaborate
charade. The playwright Antoine Arnault remembered her reading from
one of Napoleon’s letters which was full of jealous suspicion and ended:
‘If it were true, fear Othello’s dagger!’ Josephine simply laughed and said
in her inimitable Creole accent: ‘Qu’il est drole, Bonaparte!” (‘He’s so
amusing.’)

Napoleon stayed in Milan until 21 May, waiting for the peace with
Piedmont to be confirmed. But no sooner did he move east once more
against Beaulieu than Milan and Pavia rose in revolt. This was the worst
possible news, as it seemed to mean that every time Napoleon conquered
a territory in Italy, he would have to detach part of his army to hold it in
subjection. A stern lesson was called for. He invested Pavia and bloodily
retook the town, giving it over to sanguinary plunder by his troops as
punishment. His first draconian instinct — to put to death the entire 300-
strong garrison — was overcome only in favour of savage looting in
terrorem. After dealing with Pavia Napoleon won another victory — at
Borghetto — on 30 May, which involved his setting foot on the territories
of the Venetian Republic. But the message of Pavia had got though to the
burghers of Milan. When Napoleon turned back to besiege the city, the
Milanese sent envoys at once to tender their submission.

Napoleon next proceeded to the siege of Mantua, which opened on 4
June. Just before returning to Milan, Napoleon was at the village of
Vallejo and was nearly taken prisoner by an Austrian scouting party (I
June); he had to bolt over several garden walls wearing only one boot.
This taught Napoleon the lesson that he needed a bodyguard, and from
this incident date ‘the Guides’ — an élite corps or praetorian guard later to
be greatly expanded in numbers to form the Imperial Guard. But at least
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by the beginning of June he could tell himself that he controlled the
entire Lombardy plain except the fortress of Mantua.

Returning to Milan on 7 June, he was bitterly disappointed not to find
Josephine waiting for him. Instead, there was a ‘scrap of a letter’ in which
she claimed she was ill, with three doctors in attendance. In despair he
wrote to her that a thousand daggers were tearing at his heart. ‘My
emotions are never moderate and since the moment I read that letter I
have been in an indescribable state . . . the ardent love which fills me has
perhaps unbalanced my mind.” To Joseph he wrote: ‘You know that
Josephine is the first woman I have ever adored ... I love her to
distraction and I cannot remain any longer without her.” By now he had
heard from Murat and did not like what he heard. Always a superstitious
man, Napoleon was deeply troubled by the apparent coincidence that on
the very day Murat arrived in Paris, the glass broke on the miniature of
Josephine he carried on his person. According to Marmont, he went pale
when the glass broke and said: ‘Marmont, either my wife is very ill or she
is unfaithful.’

Receiving no further word from Josephine and unable to work out
what was detaining her in Paris, Napoleon decided to put his private
woes before the Directory. On 11 June he wrote to Barras: ‘I hate all
women. I am in despair. My wife has not arrived, she must be detained
by some lover in Paris.’ Four days later he wrote to Josephine: ‘Without
appetite or sleep, without interest or friendship, no thought for glory or
Fatherland, just you. The rest of the world has no more meaning for me
than if it had been annihilated.” The hatred for women he acknowledged
to Barras found expression in one of his few peevish letters to Josephine,
in which he accused her of loving everyone more than her husband,
including the dog Fortuné; in the latter assessment of the featherheaded
Josephine’s cynophilia he was certainly correct.

Napoleon followed his broadside to Barras by an explicit statement to
Josephine that, since she was ill, he would return to Paris within five
days. Becoming more and more fearful that the distraught Napoleon
might really return to Paris to fetch his wife himself, bringing the ever-
victorious army with him, possibly for a final settling of political
accounts, the five men of the Directory exerted maximum pressure on
Josephine to join her husband. Carnot concocted a ludicrous letter,
claiming that the Directory had kept Josephine in Paris, lest her presence
distract Bonaparte from his victories but that, now he held Milan, there
could be no further objection. There is an element of farce in the way the
Directory colluded with Josephine to conceal her infidelity. The
dalliances of women have often threatened to shake régimes and dynasties
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but surely seldom in such an indirect, convoluted and comical way as
this.

According to contemporary witnesses, the Directors virtually had to
bundle a sobbing Josephine on to the Milan-bound carriage. Her friend
Antoine Arnault noted: ‘She wept as though she were going to a torture
chamber instead of Italy to reign as a sovereign.” A bizarre six-carriage
convoy wound its way south. In the first of them sat Josephine with the
dreaded pug Fortuné, together with Junot, Joseph and Hippolyte
Charles. Joseph had spent his time in Paris in the corridors of power,
making new friends among the powerful, lobbying for an ambassadorship
and extending his impressive portfolio of real estate investments in the
environs of Paris. Charles was returning to his post as aide-de-camp
to Colonel Victor Emmanuel Leclerc, another of Bonaparte’s Toulon
‘finds’, who repaid Napoleon’s patronage by seducing the beautiful
Pauline.

Josephine went out of her way to make the journey south as protracted
as possible. At night she and Charles would contrive to end up in the
same bedroom. Joseph, egomaniacal as ever, and reportedly suffering
from gonorrhea after an encounter in Paris, worked on a new novel. Only
the faithful Junot properly consulted Napoleon’s interests but Josephine
solved that problem by flirting outrageously with him, often in front of
Charles, to the cynical amusement of that most depraved Hussar. After
an eighteen-day journey, during which she and Charles had made love
several times each day, Josephine and entourage arrived in Milan early in
July, to Napoleon’s great relief.  His letters to and about his wife had
previously been full of suicidal despair.

In Milan Napoleon was installed in the glittering and gorgeous Palazzo
Serbelloni. For forty-eight hours he slaked the pent-up passions of the
past four months. Junot told him about the liaison with Charles and was
surprised to find that his chief, instead of having Charles shot on the
spot, allowed him to depart for Brescia on his official duties. Only later
did he cashier him and send him packing back to Paris. Here is yet one
more piece of circumstantial evidence that, consciously or unconsciously,
Napoleon actually liked the fact that Josephine was habitually unfaithful;
what he hated was overt evidence of the fact, which would bring him into
ridicule and contempt as a cuckolded husband.

Having set his mind at rest about Josephine, Napoleon could now turn
to urgent military matters. On paper his position was good, since only the
fortress of Mantua held out against him, but his situation was fraught
with potential peril. Already the Austrians were switching reinforcements
to the Austrian front to start a counter offensive, and meanwhile French
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lines of communication were too long, with hostile and disgruntled cities
on their flanks. Napoleon saw clearly enough that his chief problem was
going to be that of taking Mantua while the Austrians were trying to
relieve it, even while diverting significant parts of his own army to keep
control of conquered territory. He became impatient when no word was
received from Moreau and Jourdan on the other fronts. Unless they took
the offensive soon, Austria could pour troops into Italy. On 8 June he had
written testily to General Henri Clarke in the Topographical Bureau in
Paris: ‘I see only one way of avoiding being beaten in the autumn: that is
to arrange matters so that we are not obliged to march into the south of
Italy. According to all the information reaching us, the Emperor is
sending many troops to his Italian army. We wait impatiently for news
from the Rhine.’

Under pressure from the Directory to lay hands on the wealth of
Florence, Rome and Naples, Napoleon decided to risk a quick southern
expedition before bringing the siege of Mantua to a conclusion. He sent
two divisions south to occupy Bologna, Ferrara and Tuscany. Augereau
defeated the forces of the Papacy near Bologna, and negotiations opened
with Pius VL. Napoleon played a double game, writing fiery philippics
about the ‘infamy of priestcraft’ to the Directory, while writing secretly to
Cardinal Mattei about his great reverence for the Holy Father. The Pope
soon signed an armistice, conceding the occupation of Ancona and
agreeing to pay a huge indemnity, including art treasures to be taken
from the Vatican galleries. Faced with this defection, Tuscany surren-
dered, Florence and Ferrara opened their gates, and the French occupied
Leghorn (29 June), thus denying the Royal Navy a valuable base.

Napoleon’s life after Josephine’s arrival was schizoid, divided as it was
between quickly snatched meetings with his wife in Milan and urgent
rushing to a political or military flashpoint. Just before she arrived he had
visited Tortono, Piacenza, Parma, Reggio and Modena. Later he was in
Bologna and was lionized by the Grand Duke in Florence. As far as
possible he left the day-to-day siege of Mantua to Sérurier. In Milan he
moved his military headquarters from the Palazzo Serbelloni to the Villa
Crivelli at Mombello outside the city, where it was said that a vast throng
of army officers, administrators, contractors and lobbyists could always
be found in a huge marquee he had set up in the gardens. He never really
cared for the Serbelloni Palace but spent his time with Josephine there.
Under her influence he began to cut a quasi-imperial dash, dining in

public or parading with an escort of three hundred red-uniformed
lancers.
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Josephine relished the imperial style, but at first the Milanese burghers
found her hard to take and the manners of her entourage outrageous;
particular offence was given by the marchesa Visconti, who doubled as
Josephine’s lady-in-waiting and Berthier’s mistress. But soon it became
chic to ape the easy-going hedonism of the Josephine circle. Even as the
new Milanese élite followed her into sensualism, they deluged her with
presents on the understanding that she would get her husband to stop the
looting.

When he was away from Milan, Napoleon chafed at the separations.
The love letters recommenced and were just as impassioned as before.
From Lake Garda, where he was conferring with Sérurier, he wrote on
18 July: ‘I have been in Virgil’s village, by the lake side, in the silver light
of the moon and not a single second without thinking of Josephine.” That
he was suspicious of her is clear from the many exhortations to marital
fidelity and his (probably deliberately exaggerated) disgust for the illicit
pleasures of the flesh. When his officers consorted with prostitutes and
caught venereal disease, he wrote: ‘Good God, what women! What
morals. Tell my brother Joseph to be faithful to his Julie.’

At the end of July there was a reunion in Brescia. Napoleon wrote that
‘the tenderest of lovers awaits you.” Since this was where Hippolyte
Charles was based, the presumption must be that Josephine agreed to
meet Napoleon there rather than elsewhere because of the presence of the
rake-Hussar. But Napoleon’s planned idyll was cut short by the sudden
advance of a new Austrian army down the Brenner pass. He sent
Josephine back to Milan with Junot and the dragoons by a circuitous
route. When Josephine heard of Napoleon’s success against this new
army, which made it safe to return to Brescia, she sped back to the city.
Napoleon’s headquarters was just twenty-five miles away and she found
an urgent appeal from him to join him there. Pleading exhaustion, she
spent the night with Hippolyte Charles instead. Her biographers have
predictably had fun with the dramatic irony about the ‘tenderest of
lovers’ who awaited Josephine in Brescia.

It was 29 July when Napoleon got definite news that an Austrian
counter-offensive was under way. From then until February 1797 a
titanic struggle took place for the besieged Mantua and the other three
fortresses — Peschiera, Verona and Legnago — which formed the famous
quadrilateral on the southern tip of Lake Garda, guarding the entrances
to the Lombardy plain from the Brenner pass and the Alps. Since
Mantua was so bitterly fought over, it has acquired a symbolic
importance in the Napoleonic story, but it was not Mantua itself
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Napoleon was interested in, but control of the routes to and from the
Tyrol.

The new Austrian army was commanded by Count Dagobert
Wurmser, who had been detached from the Rhine with 25,000 to
reinforce Beaulieu. The combined army of 50,000 men made rendezvous
at Trent and marched on Mantua in three columns, the right via Chiesa,
the centre converging on Montebaldo between the Adige valley and Lake
Garda, and the left through the Adige valley itself. The Austrians scored
some early successes, leaving Napoleon temporarily despondent, and took
Lonato on 31 July. But Wurmser made the cardinal error of concentrat-
ing on the relief of Mantua (whose fall he mistakenly thought imminent)
instead of uniting the three wings of his army. This allowed Napoleon to
indulge his favourite strategy of the ‘centre position’, where a numerically
inferior army got between two sections of a superior army to defeat them
piecemeal. Napoleon threw the enemy out of Lonato with heavy losses on
3 August: three divisions of the Austrian right and part of the centre were
forced to surrender. Wurmser then belatedly moved to support his right
but was caught at Castiglione (5 August) before his left could come up. In
a tough, brutal action, which Napoleon always considered Augereau’s
finest hour, he punctured the Austrian centre at Castiglione (5 August),
while Napoleon routed the left wing. Because of Wurmser’s blunders,
Napoleon had been able to achieve local superiority of 27,000 against
21,000.

The Lake Garda region had seen a week of hard fighting. Including the
‘mopping up’ operations until 12 August, the French inflicted 25,000
casualties, and took 15,000 prisoners, nine standards and seventy pieces
of cannon. On their own side they lost 5,000 wounded, 600 dead and
1,400 prisoners. On the other hand, Wurmser’s advance had forced
Napoleon to break off the investment of Mantua, losing 179 guns in the
process, including all his heavy artillery. Wurmser could now do little for
Mantua. After leaving two fresh brigades in the city, he returned to
Trent to lick his wounds. Napoleon resumed the siege but, without the
big guns, the blockade was less effective than before. Hearing of the
victories, and mistakenly thinking Moreau was achieving similar results
on the Rhine, the Directory ordered Napoleon to pursue Wurmser and
attempt the link with Moreau which they had previously vetoed.

Napoleon ignored the Directory’s orders. Even if he had wanted to
collaborate with Moreau, the idea was chimerical as there was no secret
code allowing the two commanders to communicate. Besides, his men
were exhausted and in need of rest and recreation, and he could scarcely
advance to the Brenner pass with Mantua still in his rear. Even more
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seriously, he could not leave behind an unpacified Italy. The clashes with
Wurmser had been politically valuable to him, since at first there were
rumours of French defeats, which encouraged Napoleon’s enemies within
Italy to come out from the woodwork. The pattern of loyalties was now
reasonably clear. Milan, Lombardy, Parma, Bologna, Ferrara and Reggio
had kept faith with him, but Modena, Cremona, Pavia and the Papal
states had thrown off the mask and revealed their pro-Austrian
sentiments.

Bearing all this in mind, Napoleon proceeded cautiously. A game of
wits developed between him and Wurmser. Napoleon began by leading
33,000 French troops against Wurmser. After a victory at Rovereto, he
took Trent on 4 September, but Wurmser outwitted him by heading
south for Mantua via the Brenta valley. The object was to force Napoleon
back down the Adige valley to meet this new threat to Mantua, but
Napoleon proceeded to trump Wurmser’s ace. He did not retrace his
steps but simply blocked the gorges north of Trent and set of f south after
the Austrians, taking the same pass Wurmser was using. This was a
calculated risk: Napoleon was hoping to live off the land without actually
knowing that Wurmser’s army had left enough to subsist on. On the
other hand, Wurmser could not relieve Mantua, since he would be forced
either to turn and give battle or to retreat to the Adriatic.

Napoleon caught up with the Austrians at Bassano on 8 September and
inflicted another defeat, ably supported by Augereau on the left and
Masséna on the right. To his annoyance, however, Wurmser did not, as
expected, veer off towards Trieste and the Adriatic but kept on for
Mantua. Beating off his pursuers, he crashed through the besieging
perimeter around Mantua on 12 September and entered the city, raising
the total strength of the defence to 23,000 men. When the pursuers
joined forces with the besiegers heavy fighting took place in the suburbs,
following which the Austrians were penned inside the old city. The
accession of Wurmser seemed to make the fortress impregnable, but in
fact the arrival of so many more mouths to feed placed a terrible burden
on Mantua’s food supply. By Christmas 1796 the defenders were eating
horseflesh and dying at the rate of 150 men a day from malnutrition and
disease.

Scarcely had he blocked up Wurmser inside Mantua than bad news
came in from the German front. On 24 August Archduke Charles
defeated Jourdan. Moreau fell back before the Austrians and by the
beginning of October was back on the west bank of the Rhine. Napoleon
always thought that Moreau’s 1796 campaign in Germany was a textbook
illustration of all the errors he himself had avoided in Italy. Moreau had
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divided his army and left the flanks unprotected, so that with three
different corps it was vulnerable to six different flank attacks; moreover,
he had left the two great fortresses of Phillippsburg and Mannheim in his
rear without blockading them. Bonaparte did not intend to make the same
mistake with Mantua. But his position was potentially troublesome. He
had to keep the pressure on Mantua while guarding the northern passes
against a surprise Austrian attack, and at the same time had to have one
eye open for possible internal revolts in Italy — very likely as the
Directory’s demand for official exactions was compounded by the private
looting and pillaging by the troops. And all this at a time when Moreau’s
retreat meant the Austrians were certain to make a massive effort on the
Italian front.

Mid-September saw Napoleon back in Milan and again enjoying
Josephine’s embraces. Antoine Hamelin, the financier who had accompa-
nied Josephine to Italy, reported that Napoleon could scarcely keep his
hands off his wife. He would of ten caress her passionately and coarsely in
the presence of others, embarrassing Hamelin to the point where he
would pretend to look out of the window. In her letters to friends in Paris
Josephine rarely mentioned her husband except to disparage him or claim
that she was bored. In her letters to Barras she used the name of
Bonaparte as power play. She missed her children, she hankered for the
pleasures of Paris and the power-broking with Barras, and found the
limelight in Italy poor consolation.

Napoleon meanwhile played the role of imperial proconsul impres-
sively. His family came to visit him in Mombello — all but Lucien, who
still remained aloof. Caroline and Jéréme came to Milan for their school
holidays, while the most prominent man from the clan was Fesch,
wheeling and dealing in army supplies. Napoleon was mightily displeased
with Lucien and actually complained about him to Carnot in August,
suggesting he be sent to the front with the Army of the North to end
his ‘troublemaking’. But the favoured Louis he recommended to Carnot,
and the Minister of War was so impressed that he promoted him to
captain.

On the political front Napoleon compelled Genoa to accept a French
garrison, occupied pro-Austrian Modena and tried to browbeat Venice. A
treaty signed with Naples on 10 October nipped in the bud a papal
intrigue to put 30,000 Neapolitans into the field against the French.
Meanwhile, in the teeth of determined vested interests, he tried to
advance his project for a northern Italian republic. He set up three
interim ‘republics’: the Cisalpine, incorporating Milan; the Cispadane
linking Modena and Reggio; and the Transpadane, uniting Bologna and
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Ferrara. But always his eye was on the Brenner pass, waiting for the
Austrian offensive that was bound to come now that Moreau had failed so
dismally in Germany.

In November the Austrians began their campaign. Two armies
descended on Italy: one, 28,000 strong, was commanded by Joseph
Alvinzi and advanced over the Venetian plain through Vicenza towards
Verona; the other, under Davidovitch, contained 18,000 troops and
debouched in the Adige valley. The strategy was for Alvinzi’s army to
feint towards Mantua while Davidovitch took Trent. Napoleon’s
response was to attack Alvinzi while General Vaubois dealt with
Davidovitch. Unfortunately Vaubois was badly beaten outside Trent,
and was forced to retreat in confusion. Napoleon himself was forced out
of Verona and was now in great peril. His forces were dispersed, 14,000
men were on the sick list and he had only 10,000 effectives to meet
Alvinzi. If the Alvinzi and Davidovitch armies now combined, and
Wurmser sortied from Mantua to link with them, the French position
would be hopeless.

This was Napoleon’s darkest hour in the entire [talian campaign. His
pleas to the Directory for reinforcements had produced just twelve
battalions. The War Ministry preferred to waste its resources on the
incompetent Moreau in Germany, whose failure had unleashed Alvinzi in
the first place. Morale was low in the Army of Italy, with a prevailing
feeling that, whatever efforts the men made and however many victories
they won, they would still be let down by the Army of the North, so that
more and more Austrian reinforcements poured in. It was in this
condition, outnumbered and demoralised, that Napoleon and his army
sustained a definite defeat at Alvinzi’s hands on 12 November, at
Caldiero, outside Verona. Next day he wrote despondently to the
Directory:

Perhaps we are on the verge of losing Italy. None of the expected help
has arrived. I despair of being able to avoid raising the siege of Mantua,
which would have been ours within a week . .. In a few days we will
make a last effort. If fortune smiles, Mantua will be taken and with it
Italy.

Napoleon decided to concentrate on Alvinzi, before the Austrian finally
realized the obvious and coordinated effectively with Wurmser and
Davidovitch. He opted for a daring flank march to cross the Adige south
of Verona and strike Alvinzi in the rear. Unfortunately, he ran into a
strong Croat detachment defending the village and bridge of Arcole. The
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Croats called up reinforcements, as did the French, and a three-day
slugging battle commenced in the marshes, ditches and dykes around the
bridge.

Arcola (15-17 November) was Lodi all over again, with the same
terrible loss of life from frontal attacks by the French on prepared
positions. But this time Napoleon did try to lead his men across the
bridge in a do-or-die effort. He describes his efforts as follows:

I determined to try a last effort in person; I seized a flag, rushed on the
bridge, and there planted it; the column I commanded had reached the
middle of the bridge, when the flashing fire and the arrival of a division
of the enemy frustrated the attack. The grenadiers at the head of the
column, finding themselves abandoned by the rear, hesitated, but being
hurried away in the flight, they persisted in keeping possession of their
general; they seized me by the arm and by my clothes and dragged me
along with them amidst the dead, dying and the smoke; I was
precipitated in a morass, in which I sank up to the middle, surrounded
by the enemy. The grenadiers perceived that their general was in
danger; a cry was heard of ‘Forward, soldiers, to save the general! the
brave men immediately turned back, ran upon the enemy, drove him
beyond the bridge, and I was saved.

Such, at any rate, is the account of Napoleon the mythmaker. Louis
claimed that his brother seized the tricolour to lead the charge but fell
into a dyke as he ran along the causeway through the marshes towards the
bridge and would have drowned had not he (Louis) pulled him out. The
version of his aide, the Polish officer Sulkowski, has a more authentic
ring of truth; he described Napoleon raising the standard on the bridge
and then berating his men for cowardice. This is borne out by Napoleon’s
report to the Directory on 19 November where he admits, almost in
throwaway fashion: ‘We had to give up the idea of taking the village by
frontal assault.” What happened was that he threw a pontoon bridge
across the Adige farther downstream at Albaredo and was then able to
attack the Austrian rear over firm ground. Alvinzi then retreated, even
though his position in point of supplies and reinforcements was superior
to Bonaparte’s. Napoleon had been lucky: his nerve held better than
Alvinzi’s. A good general could have defeated the French decisively while
they were bogged down in the marshes. But the upshot was certainly
favourable to Napoleon: Alvinzi took 7,000 casualties as against 4,500 for
the French, and could no longer link up with Davidovitch.

Napoleon next turned his attention to Davidovitch, who had beaten
Vaubois in every encounter. But it was not until 17 November that he
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began his campaign in earnest. Had he done so two days earlier,
Napoleon would again have been severely defeated. As it was, Davido-
vitch himself came within an ace of being encircled by Napoleon’s
victorious army. Another three days of French successes followed around
Ronco, in which Davidovitch took heavy casualties. Both he and Alvinzi
retreated northward; once again the Austrians had failed to relieve
Mantua. The French army, which had quit Verona by the Milan gate
when Alvinzi approached, re-entered it three days later in triumph by the
Venice gate.

Napoleon won the Arcole campaign by the narrowest of margins. He
made a grave mistake in getting bogged down around Arcole and should
have found the Albaredo crossing much earlier. Alvinzi should have
destroyed him in the swamps and Davidovitch should have struck earlier.
Louis Bonaparte reported that French morale was near cracking point:
‘the troops are no longer the same, and shout loudly for peace.” Even
Bonaparte’s admirers concede that Arcole was a near-run thing. The
great German military theorist Karl von Clausewitz thought that
Napoleon won because of superior tactics, greater boldness, mastery of
the strategic defensive and, ultimately, because of his superior mind. Yet
the crucial factor was his nerve: in an eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation
Alvinzi blinked first. Even though Napoleon did not achieve encirclement
and decisive victory, his protean abilities depressed the Austrian
government, who began to sue for peace at the end of November. But
talks broke down over Austrian insistence that they be allowed to
reprovision Mantua.

Napoleon wrote to Josephine in euphoria about his latest victory. But
two days later his thoughts had turned to erotica. ‘How happy I would be
if I could be present at your undressing, the little firm white breast, the
adorable face, the hair tied up in a scarf 4@ la Créole. You know that I
never forget the little visits, you know, the little black forest . . . I kiss it a
thousand times and wait impatiently for the moment I will be in it.

Six days later, on 27 November, he arrived at the Serbelloni Palace,
eager for another encounter with the ‘black forest’. But Josephine had
used the pretext of her husband’s preoccupation with the military
campaign to go to Genoa, where she found solace in the arms of
Hippolyte Charles. So devastated was Napoleon to find Josephine absent
that he almost fainted with shock on the spot. Later that day, as he got
out of his hot bath, he suffered something akin to an epileptic fit. In the
nine days he waited for her to return, he sent her three letters that
oscillated between rage and lust. ‘I left everything to see you, to hold you
in my arms . . . The pain I feel is incalculable. I don’t want you to change
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any plans for parties, or to be interested in the happiness of a man who
lives only for you ... I am not worth it ... When I beg you to equal a
love like mine, I am wrong ... Why should I expect lace to weigh as
much as gold? ... O Josephine, Josephine!’

Josephine finally returned from Genoa on 7 December and three days
later gave a grand ball in the Palazzo Serbelloni. But by now Napoleon
had political problems to handle. The parting of the ways had finally
come with his old friend Saliceti, the Directory’s political representative.
He and his colleague Garrau looted one church too many and went too
far in selling the proceeds openly on the street. When Napoleon clamped
down, Saliceti wrote a poisonous letter to Paris, stressing Bonaparte’s
overweening ambition, his high-handed unilateral conclusion of peace
terms with Piedmont in May, the refusal to accept a joint command with
Kellermann, and much else. The Directory in some alarm sent General
Henri Clarke to Italy as its special representative, charged with making a
detailed report on the situation there.

The initial contacts between Napoleon and Clarke were scarcely
propitious. Clarke arrived in Milan on 29 November, the day after the
bombshell discovery that Josephine was in Genoa. Napoleon was in a foul
temper and Clarke reported that he looked emaciated and cadaverous,
having picked up fever, probably in the ditches of Arcole. Napoleon
remarked snappishly that he was opposed to an armistice with Austria.
Clarke snapped back: “That is the intention of the Directory and there’s
an end of it.” But three days later, after minute investigation, Clarke
changed tack and admitted that Napoleon was right. On 7 December,
when Josephine arrived, he was ready to pen the following highly
favourable report to Barras and Carnot:

Everyone here regards him as a man of genius. . . . He is feared, loved
and respected in Italy. I believe he is attached to the Republic and
without any ambition save to retain the reputation he has won ...
General Bonaparte is not without defects ... Sometimes he is hard,
impatient, abrupt or imperious. Often he demands difficult things in
too hasty a manner. He has not been respectful enough towards the
Government commissioners. When I reproved him for this, he replied
that he could not possibly treat otherwise men who were universally
scorned for their immorality and incapacity ... Saliceti has the
reputation of being the most shameless rogue in the army and Garrau is
inefficient: neither is suitable for the Army of Italy.

Whatever their misgivings, the Directors had to admit that their
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suspicions of Bonaparte could not be sustained. They promised him full
support and gave him virtual carte blanche in Italy — psychologically of the
greatest importance, for in January 1797 the Austrians exerted themselves
for one final effort to wrest the peninsula from the French grasp. As a
result of a nationwide recruiting campaign in Austria, Alvinzi was able to
put 70,000 troops in the field. It was fortunate for Napoleon that the
Directory finally made good their promise to send reinforcements to the
Army of Italy. Napoleon reorganized his forces so as to put them in five
different divisions (the germ of the later corps system), led by Generals
Masséna, Augereau, Rey, Sérurier and Joubert.

The success story of this part of the campaign was Barthélemy Joubert,
who had replaced the disgraced Vaubois in November 1796. Tall and
thin, with a weak constitution which he strengthened by deliberate
hardship, Joubert was intrepid, vigilant and active, the perfect comple-
ment to Masséna. It was on these two most of all that Napoleon relied
when Alvinzi launched his offensive in January 1797, this time aiming at
Rivoli between the river Adige and Lake Garda, with diversionary attacks
from Bassano and Padua.

Napoleon waited at Verona to make sure he knew where the weight of
the attack would fall. Joubert’s division came under heavy pressure at
Rivoli, so on 13 January Napoleon decided to ignore the supplementary
offensives and concentrate his forces there. He arrived on the plateau of
Rivoli at 1 a.m. on 14 January and attacked at dawn, at first running into
stiff resistance and once almost being outflanked. But he timed the
playing of his trump card perfectly. Masséna completed another of the
gruelling night marches that were becoming legendary on this campaign
and covered the fifteen miles to the plateau of Rivoli by dawn, marching
on a fine moonlit night but sloshing through snow and ice. Alvinzi had
nearly succeeded in outflanking Joubert, even though he had thereby
separated his infantry from his cavalry. The arrival of Masséna
transformed the situation. The Austrians were blasted off the outflanking
positions on two hills, then Masséna ruptured the Austrian centre. Next
Joubert’s men counter-attacked to recover ground already lost. But the
Austrians bitterly contested every inch of ground, and Napoleon had
several horses shot under him during the day.

At dusk on 14 January Napoleon and Masséna left the scene to
intercept another Austrian army trying to relieve Mantua. At Rivoli
Joubert won another victory next day. Total Austrian losses on the two
days were 14,000 as against 2,180 French casualties. Masséna’s division,
meanwhile, performing prodigies, marched another thirty miles to catch
up with General Provera, who was bearing down on Sérurier and the
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besiegers of Mantua after giving Augereau the slip. On 16 January the
French completely defeated Provera at L.a Favorita; 7,000 Austrians and
22 guns were captured. Mantua, with its garrison at starvation point, now
sued for terms. Bonaparte acclaimed Masséna in front of his troops as
‘the child of victory’. In five days 48,000 Austrians on the offensive had
been reduced to a rabble of 13,000 fugitives.

Wurmser sent an aide to negotiate with Napoleon and tried to secure
decent terms by claiming that there was still a twelve-months supply of
food in Mantua. Napoleon, in a typical jape, hovered round the
negotiations in disguise. Only when he finally sat down and wrote his
terms on the margins of Wurmser’s draft proposals did the Austrian
envoy realize who he was. Overcome by the generosity of the terms, the
envoy then blurted out that they had just three days’ food left. However
magnanimous Napoleon was in victory, he could not accept that
Wurmser was in any sense his equal, and made a point of being absent
when the Austrian commander came to sign the surrender terms with
Sérurier. Mantua opened its gates to the French on 2 February.

No military obstacle now remained to the invasion of Austria via the
Brenner Pass and the Tyrol. Yet the Directory insisted that before
Napoleon gave the Austrians the coup de grice, he had to settle accounts
with the Pope, who had refused to sign a treaty with France in the belief
that Austrian military power would prevail. Early in February Napoleon
led his army on a sweep through the papal states, subduing successively
Bologna, Faenza, Forli, Rimini, Macerata and Ancona. At Ancona he
already evinced clear signs of the ‘oriental complex’ that was to be so
striking a feature of the irrational side of his political projects. On 10
February he wrote to the Directory: ‘“The port of Ancona is the only
Adriatic port of importance, after Venice. From any point of view it is
essential for our links with Constantinople. In twenty-four hours one can
be in Macedonia.” It does not require brilliant insight to see that it was
Macedonia’s greatest hero, Alexander the Great, who was on his mind as
he wrote.

By the time Napoleon reached Ancona on 10 February, Pius VI was
ready to come to terms. By the treaty of Tolentino (19 February 1797),
the Pope ceded Bologna, Ferrara and the Romagna and paid an
indemnity of thirty millions. Napoleon accepted this, even though
atheistic firebrands in the Directory, like Louis La Révelliére-Lépeaux,
wanted Pius deposed. Napoleon reasoned, and argued thus to the
Directory, that the deposition of the Pope would not serve French
interests; the Papacy was a stabilizing factor in central Italy and, if it was
removed, the power vacuum would be filled by Naples, then an even
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more embittered enemy of France than Rome was. He was also mindful
of the likely consequence that he would ignite a second Vendée or
religious war in Italy if he pressed the Pope too hard; the invasion of
Austria would then be delayed indefinitely.

Making the obvious contrast between French failures on the Rhine and
the spectacular successes achieved by Bonaparte in Italy, the Directory
decided to concentrate on the Italian ‘soft underbelly’ approach to
Austria. They reinforced Napoleon to a strength of 80,000 by sending
him the divisions of Generals Bernadotte and Delmas, who had
previously been operating in Germany.

The arrival of Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte signalled the advent in
Napoleon’s life of one of the three most bitter and devious enemies he
would ever encounter in his career. Bernadotte’s fundamental problem
was that his proper mark was as a second-rate regimental colonel, yet he
considered himself a genius. Tall, immaculately dressed, a vainglorious
genius of the mouth who put new meaning into the term ‘gasconnade’,
Bernadotte was born in Pau, joined the army at seventeen and worked his
way up through the ranks, rising rapidly on the great surge of
revolutionary promotions. An opportunist and adventurer who masked
his egomania beneath a profession of extreme Jacobin principles,
Bernadotte was promoted to general in 1794 at the age of thirty-one, in
the very year that his close associate St-Just perished on the guillotine.
Nothing better illustrated the vulpine nature of the man who outdid his
fellow Gascon, LLa Fontaine’s fox, in humbug.

During the Rhine campaign of 1796 Bernadotte threatened to burn the
German university town of Altdorf to the ground when the academics
objected to his troops’ rape and pillaging. A notable hothead, Bernadotte
once fought a duel with his own chief of staff and, when the Altdorf
incident was reported in the Paris press, asked the Directors to imprison
the offending editor. When they demurred, Bernadotte fumed that his
honour had been impugned and was prevented from throwing up his
command only by the shrewd advice of his friend and fellow Jacobin
General Kléber. Bernadotte had barely set foot on Italian soil than he was
at odds with Napoleon’s indispensable chief of staff, Berthier. Berna-
dotte’s ability to start a row in an empty room can perhaps be inferred
from the trivial pretext he used to challenge Berthier to a duel. Berthier
addressed all generals as ‘Monsieur’ but the Jacobin firebrand Bernadotte
insisted that the only proper form of greeting was ‘citoyen’; Napoleon
had to intervene to compose this storm in a teacup.

Predictably, the first meeting between Napoleon himself and Berna-
dotte was scarcely propitious. Bernadotte thought, on no grounds
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whatever, that he was a superior military talent to Bonaparte and should
be commanding the Army of Italy. When Napoleon overawed him as he
had overawed Augereau and Masséna, the sulky Bernadotte grumbled to
his cronies: ‘Over there I saw a man of twenty-six or twenty-seven who
wants to appear fifty. It bodes no good for the Republic.’ Napoleon
ordered Bernadotte to commence the offensive on 10 March with the
vanguard off the right. The Gascon general crossed the Tagliamento and
Isonzo rivers but complained when he was sent to besiege the Austrian
fortress of Gradisca. His paranoia was well to the fore in this open lament
to his senior officers: ‘I see it all. Bonaparte is jealous of me and wants to
disgrace me. I have no resource left but to blow my brains out. If I
blockade Gradisca I shall be blamed for not having stormed it. If I storm
it I shall be told I ought to have blockaded it.’

Napoleon’s offensive was a great success. After taking meticulous
precautions against a possible Austrian attack, he sent Joubert through
the Brenner pass, and himself swept Archduke Charles aside at the
Tagliamento and took Klagenfurth on 29 March. Moreau was supposed
to be coordinating movements on the Rhine but did not stir. Napoleon
suspected that the Directory, fearful of the suspect loyalty of the Army of
Italy and its commander, had given secret instructions to Moreau not to
move a muscle. Realizing that he could not hope to take Vienna unaided,
Napoleon decided on a bluff. He advanced as far as Leoben, just seventy-
five miles from Vienna, and then offered a truce. The Austrians agreed a
five-day cessation of hostilities while Napoleon, who was stalling, tried to
learn Moreau’s intentions.

Confused and suspicious about the actions and motives of the
Directory, Napoleon then decided to take a further gamble. He actually
proposed a full set of peace terms and gave the Austrians until 18 April to
accept. This was high-risk poker playing, for if the Austrians turned him
down and Moreau did not open his offensive, his bluff would be called
spectacularly. The peace terms were, however, very generous: Austria
was to cede Belgium to France, allow her to occupy the left bank of the
Rhine and the Ionian islands, and also recognize Bonaparte’s new
Cisalpine Republic of Milan, Bologna and Modena; Austria would be
allowed to keep a foothold in Italy by retaining the territories of Istria,
Dalmatia and Frioul.

A day before the peace offer was due to expire, the Austrians conceded
defeat, heavily influenced by the urgings of their best general, Archduke
Charles. Preliminaries of peace were signed at Leoben on 18 April. To his
fury, Napoleon then learned that two days earlier Moreau had finally
crossed the Rhine. In composed mood he later wrote: ‘I was playing
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vingt-et-un and 1 stopped at twenty.” But at the time he was angry with
the Directory for what he considered a calculated double-cross.

As a sweetener to get Austria to accept the Leoben terms, Napoleon
had included a secret clause promising that the Habsburg empire could
swallow up the republic of Venice. Since Napoleon was master of Italy, it
now remained for him to make the gift-wrapped presentation of the Most
Serene Republic. Napoleon was never more Machiavellian than in his
treatment of Venice in 1797. He had long been angered by a so-called
Venetian neutrality that actually benefited Austria and was well aware
that the oligarchs of Venice detested the French Revolution and its
principles. He also realized that it was pointless to consult the Directory:
at best they would equivocate and at worst actively intrigue against him.
On the other hand, a direct attack on Venice might suck the Army of
Italy into a prolonged siege, since the republic could easily be reinforced
and provisioned by sea and any sort of sustained defence would give the
rest of conquered Italy dangerous ideas about resisting the French
invader.

Fortunately for Napoleon, the Venetians played into his hands. When
Napoleon paused at Klagenfurth, false rumours reached Italy that the
French had received a military check. In Verona the people rose and
massacred a French garrison; in this action they were warmly encouraged
by the Doge and his ministers. But when the Veronese heard that the
Austrians had accepted French peace terms, their nerve cracked and they
threw in the towel. Napoleon sent the faithful Junot to Venice to read a
grave and thunderous letter to the Senate. Too late the Venetian
oligarchy realized it had jumped the gun by supporting Verona.

Panic-stricken, the Doge exerted all his power to lobby, bribe and
cajole the Directors in Paris into ordering Napoleon to leave Venice well
alone. But Bonaparte had foreseen this reaction and was able to find
excuses, based on technicalities, for ignoring the Directory’s instructions
about Venice. On 3 May Napoleon sent his troops into the waterbound
republic. Deprived of any possibility of succour from Austria, the
demoralized oligarchy resigned and handed power to the ‘democratic’
faction that had allowed the French into the city. The French looting of
Italy reached new heights even by the rapacious standards of the Army of
Italy. Among the myriad treasures to be removed from the city and sent
back to Paris were the treasures of the Arsenal, the Lion of Venice and
the four bronze horses of St Mark’s.

The final stage of Napoleon’s settling accounts with Venice came on 26
May when he sent his troops to occupy the Ionian islands of Cephalonia,
Corfu and Zante. There was no opposition. Napoleon told his
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commander to show outward deference to Venetian authority but keep
real control in his own hands. Once again he showed himself to be a
master of cynical propaganda: ‘If the inhabitants should prove to be
inclined towards independence [i.e. freedom from Venetian rule], you are
to encourage that inclination, and in proclamations you will be issuing
you must not omit to speak of Greece, Sparta and Athens.’” It was typical
of his independence and highhandedness that he did not bother to notify
the Directory of the occupation of the islands until the beginning of
August.

By June 1797 Napoleon was back in Milan. This time he moved his
court and family from the Palazzo Serbelloni to the baroque palace of
Mombello outside the city. Josephine, who had not been able to effect a
meeting with Hippolyte Charles since December, told Napoleon she
needed to return to Paris for her health. But the mysterious malady
cleared up miraculously once she heard that among the guard of honour
at Mombello that summer would be the bold chevalier Charles; there was
no longer any talk of returning to Paris.

Charles was aide-de-camp to General Victor Emmanuel Leclerc, son of
a rich Pontoise miller and one of the Toulon set whose mere presence at
the siege meant they were automatic favourites with Bonaparte. When
Napoleon returned to Milan, one of his first actions was to uncover a
potential family scandal. Roaming the Mombello palace one day, he came
upon Leclerc making love to his sexually overcharged sister Pauline,
already a stunning beauty of fabled lubricious charms. Napoleon insisted
that the pair get married at once, and by chance was able to arrange a
double family wedding. The shrewish, sourfaced and mannish Maria
Anna Bonaparte, who had taken the name FElisa, was marrying the
extremely stupid Corsican aristocrat Pasquale Bacciochi, with all her
family present. Napoleon presided over a double ceremony on 14 June in
the Oratory of St Francis. He had, as he thought, solved the problem of
Pauline’s voracious sexual appetite. With hindsight we can appreciate the
irony whereby Leclerc serviced one Bonaparte nymphomaniac while his
aide attended to another.

The double family wedding in Milan on 14 June saw the entire
Bonaparte clan face to face with Josephine for the first time. Predictably,
perhaps, there was no love lost. The Bonapartes could not understand
why Napoleon was so complaisant about his wife’s love affairs and her
spendthrift ways — which meant spending ‘their’ money. There was
particular animus between Josephine and Pauline, who tried to mete out a
family revenge by setting her cap at Hippolyte Charles. The cynical
hussar made history by being the only man known to have resisted
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Pauline’s charms. Letizia also detested Josephine, but her ill-feelings
were assuaged with the prospect of a triumph she enjoyed the following
month. The French had finally cleared the English out of Corsica and
winnowed out all the fervent Paolistas. Armed with 100,000 francs
compensation from the Directory, Letizia returned to Ajaccio and set
about restoring and redecorating the Casa Buonaparte. Now at last she
was a woman of substance and her second son was, potentially if not
actually, the most powerful man in France.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Napoleon’s Italian campaign of 179697 has always provoked military
historians to superlatives. His contemporaries were equally enthusiastic.
In October 1797 the Directory presented the Army of Italy with an
inscribed flag. This recorded that the Army had taken 150,000 prisoners,
170 enemy standards, 540 cannon and howitzers, five pontoon trains, nine
64-gun ships of the line, twelve frigates, eighteen galleys, in addition to
sending to Paris masterpieces by Michelangelo, Guercino, Titian, Paolo
Veronese, Corregio Albano, Raphael and the Caracci. More saliently, the
army had fought sixty-seven actions and triumphed in eighteen pitched
battles enumerated as follows: Montenotte, Millesimo, Mondovi, Lodi,
Borghetto, Lonato, Castiglione, Rovereto, Bassano, St George, Fontana
Viva, Caldiero, Arcola, Rivoli, L.a Favorita, Tagliamento, Tarnis and
Neumarcht.

What enabled Napoleon to win so many battles and with such apparent
ease? Did luck or military genius play the greater part? Were the
revolutionary armies different in kind from the Austrian forces? Was
Napoleon a tactical or strategic innovator? Was he a political visionary
who used his victories to promote a pilot form of Italian federation? Or
was he just a glorified pillager? And what precisely was it that made him
an object of fear, envy and hatred by the Directory, who by their actions
tacitly acknowledged that he was already the single most powerful man in
France?

There were four main factors that contributed to Napoleon’s
remarkable military success: technology, the effects of the French
Revolution, the superior morale of his men, and his own genius as
tactician and strategist. Overwhelming defeat in the Seven Years War had
the result that the French thereafter bent their energies to be abreast of
all the latest military technology. The most encouraging results were in
the field of artillery, which Jean-Baptiste de Gribeauval had first begun
modernizing in 1763. Lighter gun-barrels and carriages made it possible
to produce 12- or 24-pounder calibres for field-guns, which was the
ordnance hitherto thought possible only for siege-guns.
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Gribeauval’s new artillery was at the technological forefront until 1825,
but the Revolution provided a new fillip after Valmy in 1792, which was
far in advance of any battle yet fought in terms of big guns and artillery
rounds fired. The war fever of 1793 saw massive production of artillery
weapons — seven thousand cannon in that year alone — and the efforts of
scientists like Gaspard Monge made sure that France remained at the
technological cutting edge. The know-how was therefore in place, ready
to be exploited by an artilleryman of high talent. No more perfect
individual for this particular historical moment could be imagined than
the young Bonaparte, schooled as he was in the doctrines of du Teil and
Guibert.

Yet if France had the edge in big guns, its superiority in infantry
firepower was marginal. Battlefield firearms were still mainly muzzle-
loading, smooth-bore flintlocks, and the standard issue was the 1777
Charleville musket (in use until 1840) — a .70 calibre weapon, fifty inches
long (without bayonet). This was virtually useless against compact bodies
of troops at ranges greater than 250 yards, and even a sharpshooter
needed one hundred yards range or less to pick out an individual. The
crudity of this weapon was the reason battlefields were often blacked out
with dense clouds of smoke. Every soldier carried into battle fifty
cartridges, powder charges and three spare flints, but the coarse black
powder used by the French resulted in excessive fouling of the barrels, so
that they had to be cleaned after every fifty rounds; the flint also needed
to be changed after a dozen shots. Muskets misfired on average once in
six shots, which in the heat of battle often led to soldiers double-loading
their weapons.

The crudity of gunfire in this period needs emphasis. Reloading was a
clumsy, complicated, time-consuming business. Typically an infantryman
would take a paper cartridge from his pouch and bite off the end
containing the ball, which he retained in his mouth; then he opened the
‘pan’ of his musket, poured in a priming charge and closed it; next he
tipped the remainder of the powder down the barrel, spat the musket ball
after it, folded the paper into a wad and then forced both ball and wad
down the barrel on to the powder charge with his ramrod; finally he took
aim and fired. The mere recital shows how many things could go wrong:
a soldier could double-load after an unnoticed misfire, or forget to
withdraw his ramrod before pulling the trigger; most commonly, clumsy
or malingering soldiers would spill most of the powder charge on the
ground to avoid the mule-kick of the weapons at their shoulder.

When to the crudity of the musket is added generally poor
marksmanship by the French, it can be readily understood why Napoleon
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thought artillery was the key to winning battles. Although an expert
marksman could get off five shots a minute, the average was only one or
two. Slowness was compounded by inaccuracy. At a range of 225 yards
only 25% of shots could be expected to hit their target, 40% at 150 yards
and only 60% even as close as 75 yards. French infantrymen were
generally poor shots because musketry practice was neglected, partly to
save ammunition, partly to avoid casualties from burst barrels but most of
all out of a doctrinaire conviction that killing by shot was the job of the
artillery; the infantry went in to ‘mop up’ with cold steel. Even so, deaths
from the bayonet were few: its impact tended to be psychological rather
than actual, causing fear but not death. On the other hand, at ranges less
than fifty yards (‘whites of eyes’ range) even the 1777 musket was deadly
and could produce horrific casualties.

When it came to individual weaponry, Napoleon laid most emphasis on
the rifled carbines — lighter, smaller-calibred weapons — issued to snipers,
sharpshooters, skirmishers, voltigeurs and non-commissioned officers.
Dense clouds of these skirmishers, in numbers sometimes amounting to
regimental strength, would engage and harass the enemy while the main
column approached with drawn bayonets. If the morale of the main body
of attackers was low, an élite grenadier company would be placed in the
rear to urge others forward; if morale was good, the élite corps would lead
the right wing into battle.

Napoleon planned his battles to maximize the advantages of technology
and minimize the disadvantages of infantry and muskets. First he would
unleash a devastating bombardment from his big guns to inflict heavy
losses and lower resistance. While this barrage was going on, snipers and
voltigeurs used the cover to advance within musketry range in hopes of
picking off officers and spreading confusion. The next stage was a series
of carefully coordinated cavalry and infantry assaults. The cavalry would
attempt to brush aside the enemy’s horse and then force his infantry to
form square; French infantry then moved up to close quarters to prevent
the enemy in square from reforming in line. The square was usually
proof against cavalry charges but it left those forming it highly vulnerable
to an infantry attack, since men drawn up in a square or rectangular
formation could fire only in a limited number of directions, enabling the
advancing French columns to come to close quarters without sustaining
the withering fire and unacceptable casualties normal when engaging an
enemy drawn up in line. The final stage came when the infantry forced a
gap in the enemy lines: horse artillery would widen the breach; and then
French cavalry would sweep forward for the breakthrough. Time and
again the Austrian method of relying on infantry unprotected by cover or
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cavalry screens played into Napoleon’s hands and proved useless against
the combination of massed artillery and highly-trained sharpshooters.

Objectively, then, the French Army of Italy, though outnumbered,
disposed of superior technology which a commander of high talents could
use to open up a decisive gap. Yet Napoleon was unimaginative when it
came to the exploration of new technologies. He showed no interest in the
use of military observation balloons, even though he had been formed in a
revolutionary culture where Danton’s balloon flight was a central image.
Nor did he show any interest in inventions which had the potential for
producing a military ‘quantum leap’, such as Fulton’s submarine and
steamboat. This is puzzling, since Napoleon prided himself on his
interest in science and was closely associated with scientists like Monge,
Laplace and Chaptal. Some historians have argued that Napoleon sensed
the contemporary limitations of technology, and it is true that the
technical breakthrough in metallurgy which would usher in railways, the
steamship and the breech-loading rifle, was a post-1815 phenomenon.

The second great advantage Napoleon had in the Italian campaign was
that he had a relatively homogeneous army infused with the spirit of the
Revolution, whereas the Austrian army was polyglot (composed of Serbs,
Croats and Hungarians as well as Austrians), stymied by paperwork and
excessive bureaucracy, and still in thrall to the frozen hierachies of the
ancien régime. The Revolution made possible new tactics and organiza-
tion, provided fresh pools of manpower and talent and provided a citizen
army with positive ideals, images and ideologies. It is not necessary to go
all the way with the theorists Clausewitz and Georges Sorel and claim
that a citizen army was a sufficient explanation for Napoleon’s success in
Italy, but it was a necessary one. Military service by citizens who
genuinely felt they were participating in a state enterprise of which they
approved produced a highly motivated force of what Sorel called
‘intelligent bayonets’.

The Revolution, with its ‘career open to talents’, produced for a while
a meritocratic gap, especially in the Army, through which proceeded
highly talented men who would have been born to blush unseen under
the ancien régime. Without the Revolution Napoleon himself could not
have had his meteoric rise, nor would he have had Lannes, Murat,
Davout, Masséna, Augereau and his other favourite generals at his side.
While a hundred flowers bloomed in France, their enemies remained
petrified in the social immobility of the old régime. Napoleon’s dictum,
that every soldier carried a marshal’s baton in his knapsack, was
anachronistic by the time he uttered it, when most of the avenues for
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advancement had already been choked off, but it still had meaning during
the Directory.

However, there was considerable irony in that Napoleon himself
discounted this factor, except for propaganda purposes, and quickly
moved to replace a revolutionary ethos with a purely military one. Esprit
de corps replaced civic virtue and patriotic virtue as the ideological cement
in Napoleon’s army. By the imperial period the process was complete, but
Napoleon’s army of 1796—97 was already very far from the citizen army
raised by levée en masse in 1793—94: one obvious pointer is that the lust
for booty replaced zeal to export the Revolution.

This involves the question of morale and how Napoleon was able to
bind the troops to him, so that they were prepared to endure amazing
hardships on his behalf. The discipline of his army needs stressing, since
to switch from column to line, as in the ordre mixte which Napoleon used
in Italy, required precise coordination if the result was not to be a
shambles. In theory it was all straightforward: the line provided superior
firepower and the column superior mobility, weight and shock. Napo-
leon’s instructions sounded simple, but they were always based on the
ability of highly trained units to implement them.

Napoleon’s military maxims presuppose an army keyed to the highest
pitch of élan and commitment. What sounds like armchair theorizing
turns out on closer inspection to require every single army corps to be an
élite unit. Take the following: ‘When you are driven from a first position,
you should rally your columns at a sufficient distance in the rear, to
prevent the enemy from anticipating them; for the greatest misfortune
you can meet with is to have your columns separately attacked before
their junction.” What is merely implicit in that prescription becomes
explicit with this: ‘An army should be ready every day and at all hours to
fight . .. an army ought always to be ready by day, by night, and at all
hours, to make all the resistance it is capable of making.’

To get entire army corps committed to his principles Napoleon had to
win hearts and minds. This he was able to do for a number of reasons.
For a start, he had a track record of almost continual onwards and
upwards triumph over his enemies. Nothing succeeds like success, and
morale increased almost geometrically at the thought of being part of an
ever-victorious army. Napoleon headed off the possible sources of his
troops’ discontent: he clothed and equipped them well, paid them in
specie, and turned a blind eye to their pillaging expeditions. Victory in
battle was not just the largely meaningless prelude to diplomacy it had
been under the ancien régime; to win a battle now meant there was a
serious chance of riches.
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Yet the brilliance of Napoleon lay in his understanding of human
psychology. He realized that at root human beings are driven by money
but that they hate to admit this is what actually motivates them and are
therefore grateful to leaders who can mystify and obfuscate the quest for
filthy lucre. The best possible scenario is that of the conquistadores
where the quest for riches could be rationalized as the desire to serve
God. Napoleon could not use religion in this way, but he spoke of glory,
immortality, the judgement of posterity. Hence the swords of honour
and, eventually, the institution of the Legion of Honour. ‘A man does not
have himself killed for a few halfpence a day or for a petty distinction.
You must speak to the soul in order to electrify the soul.’

On the Italian campaign Napoleon really learned human psychology.
He realized that men liked to be rewarded in their pockets while being
appealed to in their minds and hearts. This was why, many years later,
when he came to establish the marshalate, he took great care to combine
the most elaborate titles, duchies, princedoms and even thrones with the
most elaborate emoluments of ‘benefices’. And that was why, while
conniving at the looting of his old sweats, he liked to flatter and cajole
them. With his amazing memory for detail, he could remember the names
of obscure rankers and make them feel ten feet tall by an appreciative
word. The men actually liked his habit of tweaking their ears in parades,
for this was a general who could deliver on his promises.

For such a man, who rewarded them, understood them and even
remembered their names, the troops could not do too much. Some of his
victories were possible only because of a highly committed army, at the
peak of morale. During the Rivoli campaign, Masséna’s division fought at
Verona on 13 January, marched all night to reach Rivoli early on the 14th,
fought all day against the Austrians, marched all night and all day on the
15th towards Mantua and completed their epic of endurance with a battle
at La Favorita on the 16th. In 120 hours they had fought three battles and
marched 54 miles.

Yet above all credit for the triumph in the Italian campaign must go to
Napoleon’s own superb talents as strategist, tactician and military
thinker. Napoleon liked to avoid frontal attacks, which were costly in lives
and rarely yielded a clear-cut result, in favour of enveloping attack on the
flanks. ‘It is by turning the enemy, by attacking his flanks, that battles are
won’ was a favourite saying. The enveloping type of battle partly broke
down the age-old distinction between strategy and tactics, for it was
planned well in advance yet adapted to circumstance. The key to
Napoleon’s success in his favourite battle-plan (the so-called mouvement
sur les derriéres) was his reorganization of the army into a corps system.
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Each corps became in effect a miniature army, each with its own cavalry
and artillery arm, and each capable of operating independently for forty-
eight hours or more; at the limit, it had to be capable of taking on an
enemy force three times its size.

When contact was made with hostile forces, Napoleon ordered the
corps nearest the enemy to pin him down, often encouraging an all-out
assault from the opposition by the very paucity of its own numbers.
Meanwhile the rest of the army would be engaged in forced marches to
fall on the enemy flanks and rear at a predetermined moment. Perfect
timing and coordination were necessary to achieve outright victory by
this method, and tremendous courage and stamina on the part of the
‘pinning’ corps, which was sure to take heavy losses. Even if the enemy
managed to punch through the ‘pin’, it could find itself cut off from its
base or in hostile territory.

Usually, however, the pinning corps would not have to stand and fight
for twenty-four hours, since Napoleon arranged for his various corps to
arrive at the battle at different times. The enemy would find to his
consternation that he was fighting more and more Frenchmen, and would
then commit his reserves to achieve victory before further French
reinforcements arrived on the scene. Meanwhile, hidden by a cavalry
screen, the main enveloping force would move towards the weak spot on
the flanks or rear. Napoleon always tried to envelop the enemy flank
nearest his natural line of retreat, but was aware that this required
meticulous timing. ‘The favourable opportunity must be seized, for
fortune is female — if you baulk her today, you must not expect to meet
with her again tomorrow.” This was why the command of the final
enveloping force was always given to his most trusted general, for
everything depended on arriving at exactly the right place and time.

What this meant in practical terms was that Napoleon had to work out
through the smoke of battle exactly when the enemy commander
committed his final reserves. The commander of the enveloping force had
to keep his troops like greyhounds on the leash, lest a premature attack
betray their presence. The signal to the envelopers to make their presence
felt would either be a pre-arranged barrage from certain guns or, if
geography permitted it, a message from an aide. The coup de grice was
meant to be a combined offensive from front and rear. When the
enveloping force appeared, the enemy commander would either have to
weaken his front to meet the new challenge at the very moment Napoleon
was launching a frontal attack, or he could opt for retreat — supremely
perilous in the teeth of attacking forces. Napoleon liked to launch his final
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frontal attack at the ‘hinge’ of the enemy’s weakened front so as to cut his
army in two.

This aspect of military tactics appealed to Napoleon the mathemati-
cian. He liked to time his battles with a watch and showed uncharacteris-
tic patience while he waited for events to unfold. As he put it: “There is a
moment in engagements when the least manoeuvre is decisive and gives
victory; it is the one drop of water which makes the vessel run over.” He
also liked the chessplaying aspects of varying cavalry and infantry attacks.
In the final assault a cavalry charge would make the enemy form square,
thus making the advancing infantry columns less vulnerable. When once
a hole was made in the enemy line, his forces would quickly fall into
disarray. In the final stage of exploitation of a victory the cavalry came
into its own, aiming to turn defeat into rout by relentless pursuit.

" However, it was not always possible, for geographical and logistical
reasons, or because the enemy anticipated the move, for Napoleon to
employ his favourite enveloping strategy. In such a case, he liked to take
up the ‘central position’, interposing his forces between two parts of the
enemy army so as to destroy it piecemeal. Overwhelming the enemy in
detail was particularly suited to a situation where the battlefield itself was
divided, by a hill) river or some other natural feature. Time and again
Napoleon defeated overall superior numbers by gaining local numerical
superiority. He had a genius for finding the ‘hinge’ or joint between two
or sometimes even three different enemy armies. He would then
concentrate his forces, crash through the hinge and interpose himself
between two armies. Forced apart and thus, in technical language,
operating on exterior lines, the enemy would be at a natural disadvantage.

Having selected which enemy force he would deal with first, Napoleon
deployed two-thirds of his forces against the chosen victim while the
other third pinned the other enemy army, usually launching assaults that
looked like the prelude to a full-scale attack. After defeating the first
army, Napoleon would detach half his victorious host to deal with the
second enemy army, while the rest of his victorious troops pursued the
remnants of the vanquished force. There were two snags to this strategy.
The obvious one was that, since Napoleon himself could not be in two
places at once, it was likely that a less skilled general would botch the
operation Bonaparte was not supervising personally. The other, more
serious, problem was intrinsic to the strategy itself: because he needed to
divert half his victorious force to deal with the second enemy army, he
did not have the resources to follow up the vanquished foe and score a
truly decisive victory. For this reason the ‘central position’ as a strategy
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was always a second best to the golden dream of Cannae-style
envelopment.

From the Italian campaign evolved certain military principles that
Napoleon never altered. These may be summed up as follows: the army’s
lines of communication must always be kept open; the army must have a
clear primary objective with no secondary distractions; the enemy army,
not his capital or fortified towns, must always be the objective; always
attack, never remain on the defensive; always remember the importance
of artillery so that ideally you go into battle with four big guns for every
thousand men; the moral factor is to the material as three is to one. Above
all, Napoleon emphasized the importance of concentration of force, speed
and the factor of time, and the cardinal principle of outflanking.

Each of these ideas fed into each other. Speed of response would
demoralize the enemy even as it allowed for concentration of force. A
favourite Napoleonic ploy was to disperse in order to tempt the enemy
into counter-dispersal, followed immediately by a rapid concertina-like
concentration that caught the enemy still strung out. Speed was the single
key to successful strategy and called for careful research and preselection
of the shortest practicable routes. As Napoleon wrote: ‘Strategy is the art
of making use of time and space . .. space we can recover, time never.’
Once contact was made with the enemy, concentration on the flanks was
crucial; the army should always strive to turn the enemy’s most exposed
flank. This meant either total envelopment with a large force or an
outflanking movement by corps operating apart from the main army.

Napoleon’s military genius is hard to pin down, but certain categories
help to elucidate it. He was a painstaking, mathematical planner; a master
of deception; a supremely talented improviser; he had an amazing spatial
and geographical imagination; and he had a phénomenal memory for facts
and minute detail. He believed in meticulous planning and war-gaming,
aiming to incorporate the element of chance as far as possible. By logic
and probability he could eliminate most of the enemy’s options and work
out exactly where he was likely to offer battle. By carefully calculating the
odds he knew the likely outcome of his own moves and his opponent’s.
His superb natural intelligence and encyclopedic memory allowed him to
anticipate most possible outcomes and conceivable military permutations
days, months, even years in advance. Madame de Rémusat quotes what is
surely an authentic observation: ‘Military science consists in calculating
all the chances accurately in the first place, and then in giving accident
exactly, almost mathematically, its place in one’s calculations. It is upon
this point that one must not deceive oneself, and yet a decimal more or
less may change all. Now this apportioning of accident and science cannot
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get into any head except that of a genius. Accident, hazard, chance, call it
what you may, a mystery to ordinary minds, becomes a reality to superior
men.’

Napoleon was also a prince among deceivers, who placed fundamental
reliance on his network of spies, agents and informers. It was a central
part of his methods that when he made contact with the enemy, he would
immediately seek to mislead their spies as to his real numbers, adding a
division here, a brigade there at the very last moment and using a thick
cavalry screen to hide the concentration of infantry. His highly fluid
corps system gave him flexibility in drawing up his battle lines, which was
always designed to bamboozle the enemy. He liked to deploy along very
wide fronts, sometimes more than one hundred kilometres, so that his
opponents could never know exactly where he was going to mass for the
vital blow. In order to cover all of his presumed options, the opposing
general was likely to disperse his forces, with fatal results. The front
tended to narrow as his prey was spotted but, to prevent anticipation,
Napoleon would often narrow the front and then widen it again to keep
the enemy guessing. A favourite ploy was to station his forces two days’
march away from the enemy on, say, a Sunday, leaving the enemy to
conclude that battle would be joined on a Tuesday; the French army
would then stage a night march and catch their opponents unawares on
Monday.

But if things went wrong, Napoleon was usually equal to the occasion
as he was a superb improviser. One of his maxims was that you should
always be able to answer the question: if the enemy appears unexpectedly
on my right or on my left, what should I do? Naturally, improvisation
was made easier by the previous mathematical calculation of all chances,
no matter how far-fetched. It was, for example, essential for a commander
always to have at his disposal at any given moment both an infantry and a
cavalry arm; and the worst perils could be anticipated by never having
more than one line of operations and never linking columns in sight of or
close to the enemy. ‘No detachment should be made on the eve of the day
of attack, because the state of affairs may alter during the night, either by
means of the enemy’s movements in retreat, or the arrival of great
reinforcements, which may place him in a situation to assume an
offensive attitude, and to turn the premature dispositions you have made
to your own destruction.’

Napoleon additionally possessed an almost preternatural eye for
ground and battlefield terrain, including a minute awareness of the
strengths and weaknesses of every possible vantage point. From looking
at a relief map he could visualize all the details of a potential battlefield
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and work out how an enemy was likely to deploy on the ground. He
particularly liked manoeuvring an opponent on to ground where
geographical features like mountains and rivers told against an overall
enemy numerical superiority. His frequent use of the ‘centre position’
was possible only because of his eye for landscape. He also liked to
conceal part of his forces behind natural topographical features, such as
woods or hills, and then unleash them to the surprise and consternation
of the enemy.

However, for all his military genius, Napoleon was never a commander
in the same league as Alexander, Hannibal or Tamerlane. His chessplay-
ing qualities were never absolute, for an imp of the perverse manifested
itself in a deliberate decision to leave certain things to chance, almost as if
he were testing his own abilities at the limit or superstitiously pushing his
luck to see how far it would run. Side by side with his mathematical
propensity went a certain empirical pragmatism, summed up in the
following statement: “Tactics, evolution and the sciences of the engineer
and the artillery officer may be learned from treatises, much as in the
same way as geometry, but the knowledge of the higher branches of the
art of war is only to be gained by experience and by studying the history
of man and battles of great leaders. Can one learn in a grammar to
compose a book of the Iliad, or one of Corneille’s tragedies?’

Napoleon’s military talents were essentially practical rather than
theoretical. It has been suggested that he never put his ideas on strategy
and tactics on paper so as to keep his generals (and later his marshals) in
the dark but the truth is that he was not much of an innovator anyway.
Initially he got most of his ideas from books and did not change his
approach very much. Napoleon himself made no great claims as a military
theoretician. ‘I have fought sixty battles and I have learned nothing which
I did not know at the beginning’ is a statement that has sometimes raised
eyebrows but, self-mocking cynicism aside, he was being starkly realistic.
The obvious snag was that his enemies would learn his methods and
devise counter measures.

From a military point of view, two propositions about the Italian
campaign seem warranted. His great skill notwithstanding, Napoleon was
lucky. He did not have to build a military machine from scratch,
inherited a potentially excellent army, and then fought indifferent
generals. He took many gambles at long odds, notably at Arcola, where
the French army could and should have been trapped in the swamps.
The men he faced — Beaulieu, Wurmser and Alvinzi — did not have his
burning will to win; they were eighteenth-century generals, essentially
amateurs ranged against a professional. But the element of luck can be
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stretched too far to explain the Bonapartist triumph. Napoleon’s
willpower should not be discounted as a factor in his success: he never
abandoned the tactical offensive for a single day and devoted fiendish
energy to bringing the greatest possible number of men on to the
battlefield by unremitting mobility and surprise; time and again he
contrived to defeat the Austrians in detail.

There were other factors in Italy that produced the result where
Napoleon, mistakenly, thought it was his destiny always to be Fortune’s
darling. The plethora of talent unleashed by the Revolutionary meritoc-
racy and the short-lived period of social mobility played to Napoleon’s
strength. So too did his idea that the army should live off the land. His
army never carried more than three days’ supplies, while the Austrians
always carried nine. The sheer size of the armies of 1793—96, making it
impossible for any conventional commissariat to supply them, forced
them to live off the land, even if the Directory had been able to pay for
the campaign in Italy instead of being bankrupt. Long-term, the seizures,
requisitioning and plundering by Napoleon’s armies would provoke a
terrible civilian backlash, where hideous atrocities became the norm.
Again Napoleon was lucky in 1796—97 in that he did not elicit this
reaction from the Italians.

The second caveat one must enter about the Italian campaign is that
Napoleon did not manage to carry out his own prescriptions. He neither
destroyed the enemy’s armies nor sapped his will to resist further. Partly
this was because of the obsession with Mantua — again in defiance of his
own principles. In 1796—97 he wavered between making the siege of
Mantua his supreme objective and searching out and destroying the
enemy armies. Nor did he break the Austrians’ will, for they resumed the
military struggle in Italy in 1800.

There are many who hold, with Stendhal, that the Italian campaign
was Napoleon’s finest achievement and that with the occupation of
Venice the greatest chapter of his life came to an end. Yet no account of
Napoleon in Italy is complete without a discussion of the massive sums in
cash and kind he expropriated from the conquered territories. Napoleon,
it is true, was under orders from the Directory to make the war pay for
itself and to remit any surplus obtained to Paris. One of the reasons the
Directors connived at his frequent defiance of them was the multi-
million-franc sweeteners he sent them. But he went far beyond this and
extracted the kind of surplus from Italy for which the only proper word is
exploitation. He turned a blind eye to the peculations and embezzlements
of notorious money-grubbers like Augereau and Masséna, provided he
got his cut from them. An authentic story from Hamelin about some
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confiscated mines shows how the Bonapartist system worked. Napoleon
himself received a million francs and his henchmen in the affair
proportionate sums: Berthier got 100,000 francs, Murat 50,000, Berna-
dotte 50,000. Napoleon’s hagiographers point to his stern treatment of
Saliceti and Garrau for their defalcations, but this misses the point: his
intention was to discredit the political commissioners, so that he was no
longer subject to effective control.

The looting of Italy’s art treasures was a particularly nefarious aspect
of Napoleon’s triumph. All conquered peoples or those who signed
treaties with Bonaparte had to pay an indemnity in the form of precious
paintings, sculptures and other works of art. The Duke of Parma was
forced to disgorge Coreggio’s Dawn; the Pope was mulcted of a hundred
paintings, statues and vases; Venice yielded up some of its most priceless
Old Masters: and everywhere the pattern was the same. Works by
Giorgione, Mantegna, Raphael, Leonardo, Fra Filippo Lippi, Andrea del
Sarto and many others were removed to France, either as official prizes of
war or as objects of private rapine by Augereau, Masséna and others.

Napoleon’s defenders claim that he was under orders from the
Directory to repatriate these works of arts, that it was standard
Revolutionary practice to confiscate the artefacts of a ‘corrupt aristo-
cracy’. Carnot’s instructions to this effect on 7 May 1796 are often cited,
ordering Napoleon to send back works of art ‘in order to strengthen and
embellish the reign of liberty’. But Napoleon and his generals did not just
send back money and art treasures: they kept the majority of the loot for
themselves. One estimate is that only a fifth of the surplus in money and
art extracted from Italy found its way to the Directory. Of the fifty
million francs uplifted, the most conservative estimate is that Napoleon
kept back three millions for himself. Tens of millions remain unac-
counted for, and the obvious inference is that Napoleon, his family, his
favourites and his generals lined their pockets to an astonishing degree.
Napoleon always considered that the best way to bind the talented but
ambitious generals to his cause was to associate himself with the idea of
unlimited wealth; any commander following the Bonaparte star would
end up with the wealth of Croesus.

Napoleon claimed, absurdly, that he himself brought nothing back
from Italy but his soldier’s pay, and has even found biographers and
historians prepared to swallow this transparent lie. Circumstantial
evidence alone is overwhelmingly against him. Napoleon connived with
his brother Joseph to have a vast quantity of treasure extracted from
Rome with which Joseph built a palatial house in Paris not too far from
the rue de la Victoire; Joseph pretended he had bought the property with
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his wife’s money, though everyone knew the Clarys did not have money
on that scale. The rest of the Bonapartes received substantial handouts:
Letizia received enough to rebuild and refurbish the family home in
Ajaccio, Caroline and Jérome were sent to expensive schools, and Pauline
and Elisa received lavish dowries. On his own account Napoleon
purchased the house in the rue de la Victoire which he had previously
rented, acquired a large estate in Belgium and, when he was in Egypt in
1798, had Joseph buy a vast country house with three hundred acres of
parkland for Josephine at Malmaison on the banks of the Seine, just six
miles west of Paris, at a price of 335,000 francs. Napoleon used Joseph as
the family banker: only his elder brother knew all the secret accounts
where the treasure looted from Italy was stored. Napoleon’s apologists
also like to divert attention to his experiments with Italian republicanism
but here the record is less clear than it needs to be to sustain the case for
Bonaparte as Revolutionary liberator. Officially Napoleon was supposed
to be exporting the values and ideals of the Revolution to Italy as well as
looting it, but the Directory was always ambivalent about the political
side of the programme. Their only true ideological aim was a desire to
humble the Pope but thereafter the project to republicanize Italy scarcely
interested them, if only because it would make it more difficult to
exchange the conquered territories with Austria. Napoleon was under
strict instructions to make no binding promises to the Italians that could
in any way impede a cut-and-run peace with the Austrians if the military
campaign went wrong.

However, Napoleon had ideas of his own. His Army needed to be
supplied, its communications required safeguarding and its situation was
potentially perilous, between hostile armies and sullen and superficially
subdued Italian city-states. Napoleon had to carry out the difficult
balancing act of encouraging the pro-French party without provoking a
backlash from the conservative, aristocratic and pro-Austrian factions. To
his mind, the best way to find equilibrium was to co-opt the conquered
Italians in a new scheme for Italian federation; it would be time enough to
dwell on the ultimate reality of the plan when military victory in Italy was
secure.

He began in May 1796 by abolishing the Austrian machinery of
government in Lombardy and enacting a new constitution, with a
Congress of State and municipal councils under the direction of French
military governors. ‘Milan is very eager for liberty,” he wrote to the
Directory. ‘There is a club of eight hundred members, all business men
or lawyers.’ After the Lombardy experiment, in October 1796 he
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presided over the creation of a Cispadane republic, incorporating
Modena, Ferrara, Reggio and Bologna, to be confirmed by an elected
Assembly in December. This became a reality in February 1797 after
final Austrian defeat, the capitulation of the Pope, and his cession of
Bologna, Ferrara and the Romagna in the Treaty of Tolentino on 19
February 1797.

At the end of 1796 Napoleon explained his thinking on the
Transpadane republic to the Directory and again revealed himself a
master of political Machiavellianism. “The Cispadana republic is divided
into three parties:1) the friends of their former government, 2) the
partisans of an independent but rather aristocratic constitution, 3) the
partisans of the French constitution and of pure democracy. I repress
the first, I support the second, and moderate the third. I do so because
the second is the party of the rich landowners and priests, who in the
long run will end by winning the support of the mass of the people which
it is essential to rally around the French party.” There is much evidence
that Napoleon trod very carefully in Italy when the Roman Catholic
Church was involved. In answer to the taunts of the anticlericals in
February 1797 for failing to enter Rome and depose the Pope, he
explained that the combination of the thirty-million-franc indemnity and
the loss of Bologna, Ferrara and the Romagna amounted to the euthanasia
of the Papacy. Yet at the very same time he wrote warmly to the Pope in
terms that made it clear he had no such expectation of the imminent
demise of the Vatican as temporal power.

There were even times when he wondered whether he had been too
soft on the Catholic Church, for the elections in the Cispadane republic
showed how strong was the influence of the Church. On 1 May 1797
Napoleon wrote to the Directory about the disappointing results in the
ballot. ‘Priests have influenced all the electors. In the villages they dictate
the lists and control all the elections . .. I shall take steps in harmony
with their customs to enlighten opinion and lessen the influence of the
priests.’

By this time signs of strain were evident between Napoleon and the
Directory over Italian policy. The Directors thought Italy too backward
to republicanize and such a policy likely to antagonize Austria perma-
nently. But Napoleon seemed impressed by the Republican spirit and the
commitment to his cause and was contemptuous of Austria. Napoleon
won the struggle and began the move to fuse the Lombardy government
and the Cispadane republic into a greater Cisalpine republic. By July
1797 most of the territory Napoleon had conquered in Italy was united in
the new Cisalpine state, with an elaborate constitution patterned on the
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French one, complete with five Directors and a bicameral legislature of
Ancients and Juniors. The murder of pro-French democrats in Genoa in
May 1797 gave Napoleon the excuse he needed to intervene there too: he
set up a Ligurian republic, with twelve Senators, a Doge and two elective
chambers.

Napoleon’s desire to promote an incorporating union of Italian states
was, however, always predicated on his power struggle with the
Directors. About the thing in itself he was cynical. In October 1797 he
wrote to Talleyrand: ‘You do not know the Italian people. They are not
worth the lives of forty thousand Frenchmen. Since I came to Italy I have
received no help from this nation’s love of liberty and equality, or at least
such help has been negligible. Here are the facts: whatever is good to say
in proclamations and printed speeches is romantic fiction.’

In August, too, having carried his point with the Directors, he changed
his line in communication with them and argued that the islands of
Corfu, Zante and Cephalonia were much more important to the French
national interest than the whole of Italy put together. Presumably his
reasoning was that the islands were important centres on Mediterranean
and eastern trade routes and could generate continuing wealth, whereas
Italy had already been bled dry. His cynicism was borne out in 1798 when
the Republican experiment in Italy collapsed virtually overnight.

His changing attitude to Italy during 1797, moving from sanguine
euphoria to cynical defeatism, was almost certainly the result of the
tortuous six-month negotiation with Austria, when he and the Directory
seemed to be more concerned with winning the power struggle in France
than forcing the Austrians to sign a final treaty. Each of the five Directors
had good reason to be suspicious of their victorious general, but in
addition the Directory was divided against itself in a political imbroglio of
frightening complexity. Of the five directors Barras wanted peace at any
price while Reubell, the only true ex-Jacobin among them, wanted to
continue the revolutionary policy of exporting the ideas of ’8¢9. Neither
saw eye to eye with Bonaparte, for Barras thought Napoleon too hardline
in his dealings with the Austrians, while Reubell wanted to sacrifice the
gains in Italy to secure France her ‘natural’ frontiers on the Rhine.

Yet overlying these conflicts was an even more menacing development.
In May 1797 France lurched rightwards, as signalled by the elections to
the legislative councils. This was hard on the heels of the execution of
‘Gracchus’ Babeuf, who had plotted to destroy the Directory and replace
it with an extreme democratic-communistic system. Of the two standard
bearers of the ‘new Right’ Frangois Barthélemy entered the Directory
while General Charles Pichegru, as president of the Five Hundred,
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openly intrigued for a royalist restoration. In Paris signs of rightist
reaction were palpable: churches were reopening, the tricolour was
seldom seen, and the title of ‘Citizen’ used only ironically. Disabled or
wounded veterans of the Army of Italy found on their return that they
were insulted or worse if they did not cry, ‘Long live the King.’

Napoleon followed internal events in France closely. As he saw it,
there were three main power groupings in Paris: the determined
republicans who sided with the majority in the Directory (Barras, Reubell
and La Révelliére); the out-and-out royalists led by Pichegru and
Barthélemy; and a cabal of ‘don’t knows’ clustered round the Clichy club
and led by Lazare Carnot. It was this latter group that particularly
incensed Napoleon. Royalists he could understand but he despised fence
sitters. “The Clichy party represented themselves as wise, moderate, good
Frenchmen. Were they Republicans? No. Were they Royalists? No. They
were for the Constitution of 1791, then? No. For that of 1793? Still less.
That of 1795 perhaps? Yes and No. What were they then? They
themselves did not know. They would have consented to such a thing,
but;, to another, i However, he suspected Carnot and Barthelémy of
being the most dangerous of the five Directors: Carnot because he hated
the Thermidorians and resented their assiduous propaganda that all the
bloodshed in the Revolution was due to the men of ’93; Barthélemy
because he was the front man for Pichegru, whom Napoleon suspected of
wanting to play General Monk in a Bourbon restoration.

For their part, the Directors had various grievances against Bonaparte.
The so-called ‘rape of Venice’ still rankled. Representative Dumolard in
the tribune of the Five Hundred denounced the commander-in-chief of
the Army of Italy for intervening in Venice and Genoa without the
authority of the Directory and the Assemblies and without even
consulting them. The new incumbents in political office denounced his
looting in Italy, doubtless because they came too late to share in the
spoils. The ‘unconstitutional’ offer of terms to the Austrians at Leoben
was raked over and the prospect of an imminent peace laughed to scorn.
Most of the Parisian journals were anti-Bonaparte and plugged away at
the ‘shame’ of his Venetian policy; some went so far as to deny that any
Frenchmen had ever been massacred in Verona.

Another motif was that a restoration of the monarchy would bring a
lasting European peace. There was some warrant for this assertion, for
war-weariness in England was palpable. Even the Francophobe firebrand
Pitt was prepared to discuss terms and sent Lord Malmesbury to Paris to
negotiate with the new French Foreign Minister, Talleyrand. The war
was not going England’s way: the French invasion of Ireland in 1796 had
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come within an ace of success, and was thwarted only by storms; Spain
went over to the French side in the same year, causing the Royal Navy to
withdraw from the Mediterranean; and at home there was financial crisis
and a possible harbinger of general social unrest in the shape of the Nore
and Spithead naval mutinies, which struck at the heart of Britain’s
traditional first line of defence. Pitt made it clear that Napoleon’s actions
in Italy were a sticking point, and this was played up in royalist
propaganda.

Napoleon had three principal weapons of counter offensive. In the first
place he had his own press and his own tame organs of propaganda. His
two newspapers, distributed free to soldiers in the Army of Italy and even
smuggled into France itself and distributed widely and gratis there too,
were Le Courrier de ’Armée d’Italie ou le patriote and La France vue de
I’Armée d’Italie, of which the former was edited by an ex-Jacobin who had
been involved in the Babeuf conspiracy. Le Courrier was aimed at the
crypto-Jacobites in the Army of Italy and stressed the way the revolution
was being betrayed by the rightward swing in France;, La France, on the
other hand, was aimed at moderate opinion and stressed the qualities of
Napoleon himself as leader and thaumaturge. The very real achievement
in the Italian campaign was exaggerated tenfold, to the point where all
Napoleon’s errors were ‘deliberate mistakes’ designed to lure the enemy
to his doom; it has been well said that the Napoleonic legend was born,
not on St Helena, but in Italy.

The Bonapartist press liked to portray known opponents of Napoleon,
like Dumolard and Mallet du Pan, as English agents in the pay of Pitt. By
the time the Right appeared as the ascendant power in France in May
1797 Napoleon had founded a third newspaper, this time in Paris, using
the vast booty he had accumulated in Italy. This one was called Journal de
Bonaparte et des hommes vertueux. He kept in reserve the secret that his
spies had intercepted correspondence from the most important royalist
agent, the comte d’Antraigues, implicating Pichegru and other rightist
figures in France. For the moment he contented himself with a formal
letter of protest to the Directory, complaining that he was being
persecuted by jealous souls purely because of his great services for the
Republic. Accusing Dumolard of being a stalking horse for the émigrés,
he enclosed with his letter a dagger, symbolizing the dagger aimed at his
heart by the Five Hundred.

The second major weapon of retaliation against the Right was the
alliance Napoleon built up with Barras, using as middleman the newly
returned French ambassador to the U.S.A. Charles Maurice de
Talleyrand. The wily and Machiavellian Talleyrand, whose name would
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later be a byword for double-dealing, quickly sized up the political
situation on his return and saw that Napoleon was the key. Another
newly returned exile, Madame Germaine de Staél (ostracised for marital
infidelity), was part of this circle and worked earnestly for a Barras-
Bonaparte alliance, even sending to Italy gushing letters of admiration for
the Commander of the Army there, which succeeded only in alienating
Napoleon by their ‘impertinence’.

Officially Napoleon encouraged the alliance with his onetime benefac-
tor. He acquiesced when Josephine wrote to her ex-lover to stress that her
husband was of one mind with him. Barras responded by appointing
Joseph Bonaparte, engaged in Paris in some lucrative real-estate
speculations, as the Directory’s envoy in Madrid. Yet, despite these
emollient superficial contacts, Napoleon was in no hurry to do Barras’s
dirty work for him. If he acted too quickly to extirpate Barras’s enemies,
he might find the moderate Directors too well entrenched on his return
to Paris, and that did not square with his own already vaulting political
ambitions. The truth was that he despised Barras, Reubell and
Larevelliere only slightly less than Carnot and Barthelemy and referred to
the Five as ‘five little city courts, placed side by side and disturbed by the
passions of the women, the children and the servants’. Napoleon’s table
talk often focused on the alleged mindlessness of the Directors, and a
favourite example was their attempt to reform weights and measures and
introduce decimalization. Napoleon liked to tell his bemused comrades
that, as a mathematician, he knew better: complex numbers were better
attuned to the deep structure of the human imagination, as witness the
fact that the number ten had only two factors, five and two, whereas the
‘complex’ number twelve had four — two, three, four and six.

In conversations with Miot de Melito at Mombello that summer
Napoleon made his contempt for all five Directors explicit: ‘Do you
believe that I triumph in Italy for the Carnots, Barras, etc . .. I wish to
undermine the Republican party, but only for my own profit and not that
of the ancient dynasty ... As for me, my dear Miot, I have tasted
authority and I will not give it up. I have decided that if I cannot be the
master [ will leave France. But it’s too early now, the fruit is not yet ripe
.. . Peace would not be in my interest right now . . . I would have to give
up this power. If I leave the signing of peace treaties to another man, he
would be placed higher in public opinion than I am by my victories.’

Napoleon’s third, and most obvious weapon against the rightists was
his victorious Army of Italy. He now had his soldiers’ intense loyalty,
partly because he had paid them half their wages in cash and allowed
them to loot, partly because he was head of an ‘ever-victorious army’ and
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partly because they had been brainwashed by Napoleonic propaganda.
Bonaparte could not only appeal over the heads of the Directory to the
people of France but, like a Roman legionary commander of old, launch
his cohorts against his country’s capital, if that became necessary. Over
and over again he referred to the 80,000 heroes who were just waiting for
the chance to defend the constitution against ‘royalist conspirators,
cowardly lawyers and miserable chatterboxes’. On 14 July there appeared
this ominous proclamation to the Army of Italy: ‘Mountains separate us
from France: but if it were necessary to uphold the constitution, to
defend liberty, to protect the government and the Republicans, then you
would cross them with the speed of an eagle.’

The resolution of the struggle for power on the Directory between
Right and Left took an unconscionable time, partly because Barras and
Talleyrand dithered about whether they really wanted to use Napoleon as
their ‘sword’ to settle accounts with Carnot and Barthélemy. There were
only two other possible candidates in mid-1797: Bernadotte and Hoche.
Bernadotte was soon out of the running because of his putative ultra-
Jacobin views, but for a long time Barras favoured Lazare Hoche as his
hatchetman. Barras’s plan was to make Hoche Minister of War as a
prelude to a military coup, but this plan was leaked to the Councils, and
Hoche became temporarily the prime target for the pro-royalist journals.
Something happened to him at this stage, which is most charitably
described as ‘going to pieces’. A man who lived for honour and prestige,
Hoche could not take the virulent assault on his reputation and buckled
under the strain. Not yet thirty, he seemed suddenly to have the vigour of
a man of seventy and capped all by dying in mysterious circumstances:
some said it was melancholia, depression and despair that broke his heart,
others claimed he was swept away by tuberculosis, while still others
subscribed to the persistent canard that he had been poisoned by persons
or factions unknown.

Barras now had no choice, if he wanted to survive, than to turn to
Bonaparte. Delighted by the turn of fortune which had wiped out a
dangerous rival, Napoleon sent Augereau to Paris with an unambiguous
message: ‘If you fear the royalists, call for the Army of Italy who will
swiftly wipe out the Chouans, the royalists and the English.” The
brilliance of this move was that Napoleon accepted his role as Barras’s
‘sword’ and thus preempted an alliance between the Directors and any
other general, while holding himself aloof from the direct fray, so that it
could never be said that he had once again put down a rising of the people
of Paris.

Augereau proved an efficient arm of Bonaparte’s wrath. During the
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night of 17-18 Fructidor (3—4 September), in concert with Barras,
Reubell and La Révelliére, he surrounded the Tuileries with troops, forced
the Councils to decree the arrest of Barthélemy and Carnot and annulled
the results of the recent elections. Carnot escaped in his nightshirt
through the garden to exile, but Barthélemy and Pichegru were arrested.
Sixty-three marked men of the Right were proscribed and deported in
iron cages to the penal colony in Guyana, that bourn from which few
travellers returned. Draconian new laws against émigrés and royalists
(and incidentally against ultra-Jacobins) threatened a return of the
Terror. As justification for all this, Augereau posted up on the walls of
the city the incriminating correspondence between d’Antraigues and
Pichegru which Napoleon had been holding in reserve as his trump card.

The legend of the egregious corruption of the Directory dates from
Napoleon’s masterly use of press propaganda. Naturally, the five
Directors were corrupt, venal and ineffectual, but in terms of rapacity
they were nowhere alongside the French generals in Italy, the Bonapartes
and, it must be said, Napoleon himself. Their worst fault was to give
Napoleon carte blanche in Italy and to make no attempt to stop him when
he used his almost absolute power to intervene in internal French
politics. However, even Napoleon’s enemies must accept that the
opposition in the Five Hundred to his Italian policy was either overtly
royalist or was being manipulated by monarchists whose aim was the
overthrow of the constitution. In such a context, bluster about
Bonaparte’s proxy despotism at Fructidor is out of place.

Fructidor destroyed the monarchist faction and brought to a head the
latent tension between Napoleon and Barras’s party. Fortunately,
perhaps, the Austrians seemed unaware of the latter nuance, and had
pinned all their hopes on the triumph of the rightists in Paris. This is the
context in which the protracted negotiations and sustained Austrian
stalling that summer should be seen. Some of the prevarications of the
foppish Austrian plenipotentiary the Marquis of Gallo at the talks that
summer in Milan reached opéra bouffe proportions. Napoleon played

“along, for until he had crushed the monarchists in France he did not want
a treaty signed. The result was a lazy, sensuous summer at Mombello
which many of the Bonaparte entourage remembered as the happiest time
of their lives. Josephine was in her element, for her husband indulged her
love of animals by constructing a menagerie for her in the vast grounds.
However, Napoleon did not extend this indulgence to all animals.
Josephine’s friend, the poet and playwright Antoine Arnault, remem-
bered the general’s joy when the beloved cur Fortuné was killed by a
cook’s dog. Josephine ordered the culprit banned from Mombello park,
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but Napoleon restored both cook and animal. ‘Bring him back,’” he said,
‘perhaps he will rid me of the new dog too.’

In August the stalled peace talks moved to Passeriano near Venice.
After a tour of Lake Maggiore, Napoleon removed there on 22 August.
Josephine found an excuse to remain in Milan, where she spent nine days
in dalliance with Hippolyte Charles before he departed on leave; she then
condescended to rejoin her husband. After Fructidor Napoleon moved
quickly to settle matters both with the Austrians and the Directory. In
secret correspondence Talleyrand warned him he would have to move
fast, as Barras and Reubell opposed his ideas on the treaty and in
particular would never agree to ceding Venice. Augereau, meanwhile,
forgetting who had made him, began imagining himself the true author of
Fructidor and started criticizing his leader. Napoleon cut the Gordian
knot by sending an impassioned letter to the Directory, stressing that
there could be no peace unless his proposals about Venice were accepted;
if the Directors did not like this, they should replace him:

I beg you to replace me and accept my resignation. No power on earth
could make me continue to serve after this dreadful sign of ingratitude
from the government, which I was far from expecting. My health . . .
needs rest and quiet. My soul also needs to be nourished by contact
with the great mass of ordinary citizens. For some time great power has
been entrusted to me and I have always used it for the good of the
country, whatever those who do not believe in honour and impugn
mine might say. A clear conscience and the plaudits of posterity are my
reward. :

This letter was written on 23 September. The Directory received it seven
days later. Barras and Reubell were placed in an impossible situation.
Their position was not yet secure enough to be able to dispense with a
‘sword’ and all other possible candidates had to be ruled out: Jourdan and
Moreau for suspected sympathy with the ousted faction of monarchists,
Augereau because he daily manifested himself as a vainglorious loud-
mouth and Bernadotte because he seemed to be ultra-Jacobin in
sympathies. Barras and Reubell had no choice but to accede to
Napoleon’s demands. The day after receiving his ultimatum, they in
effect gave him carte blanche to conclude the treaty.

It was time to deal firmly with the Austrians, already demoralized as
the implications of Fructidor sank in. The new Austrian plenipotentiary
Ludwig Cobenzl was an even more consummate artist of diplomatic
procrastination than his predecessor, frequently nitpicking over points of
protocol and seeking by every means to drag out the talks in hopes that
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something — perhaps a new English initiative — might turn up. In the end
Napoleon lost his temper with the delaying tactics. When Cobenzl
disingenuously claimed that the Austrian emperor had no power to
dispose of the destinies of the Rhine states, Napoleon exploded. ‘Your
emperor is nothing but an old maidservant accustomed to being raped by
everyone!’ He picked up a precious tea service — a gift to Cobenzl from
the Russian Empress Catherine — and smashed it on the ground. “This is
what will happen to your monarchy!

Shaken by this outburst and advised by his government that there was
no power in France that could oppose Bonaparte, Cobenzl signed terms.
On 17 October the peace of Campo Formio was signed. Austria ceded
Belgium and recognized the Cisalpine Republic, which included Bologna,
Modena, Ferrara and the Romagna. As a sop Austria was given Venice,
Istria and Dalmatia but France retained the Ionian islands. In a secret
article Austria agreed to support the French claim to the left bank of the
Rhine at a Congress to be held at Rastadt.

Wiser heads in France saw that this treaty was scarcely the glittering
triumph portrayed by the Bonapartist press. The original war aims of
‘natural frontiers’ had been transmogrified into Napoleon’s quixotic
dream for a new Italy, and the destruction of Venice was widely seen as a
blot on French honour. Worst of all, Austria had been left with a foothold
in Italy, which was bound to cause conflict in future and, in general, the
empire that had sustained so many reverses in Italy had got away
astonishingly lightly. There were many who agreed with another rising
political star, the Abbé Emmanuel Sieyés: ‘I believed that the Directory
was to dictate the conditions of peace to Austria but I see now that it is
rather Austria which has imposed them on France. This peace is not a
peace, it is a call for a new war.’

It took four hours of impassioned discussion before the Directors
agreed to ratify Campo-Formio. They wanted to oppose Napoleon, but
he had the military power and their resources were uncertain. Besides, a
great wave of relief swept over war-weary France and the tide of public
opinion was running so strongly in favour of peace and Bonaparte that
the executive did not dare to oppose it. Their foremost fear now was that
the Corsican ogre would soon be back in Paris. To forestall this, they
announced that the Commander in Italy was to be given two new
honours: he was simultaneously appointed plenipotentiary to the Rastadt
conference and nominated Commander of the Army of England, the
would-be invasion force collecting in the Channel ports.

Though proud of the honour conferred on him, Napoleon was under
no illusions about the Directors. In Turin on 19 November he confessed
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to Miot de Melito: “The Parisian lawyers who have been put in the
Directory understand nothing of government. They are mean-minded
men . .. I doubt that we can stay friends much longer. They are jealous
of me. I can no longer obey. I have tasted command and I would not
know how to give it up.” The appetite for power shows Napoleon already
not letting the right hand know what the left hand was doing, for a month
earlier he had written to Talleyrand from Milan that he was so exhausted
he could barely get into the saddle and needed two years’ rest and
-recuperation.

On 16 November 1797 Napoleon left Milan to head northwards
through Switzerland to the conference at Rastadt. After travelling via
Chambéry, Geneva and Berne he arrived at Rastadt only to be advised
that the Directory wished to confer with him urgently in Paris about the
proposed invasion of England. Napoleon tarried four days, then sent
word on 30 November that he would be leaving within forty-eight hours.
He was travelling without his wife, for Josephine had seen another
opportunity to be alone with Hippolyte Charles. She pretended she
wanted to visit Rome, and Napoleon had arranged for a quasi-regal
reception there by the peripatetic Joseph, who had meanwhile been
appointed by the Directory as their envoy to the Holy See. But as soon as
Napoleon left for Turin on 16 November, Josephine ‘changed her mind’
about Rome. She got Marmont to accompany her instead to Venice,
where she was féted like royalty by more than 100,000 onlookers. To the
surprise of no one who knew Madame Bonaparte well, by pure
coincidence also in Venice was Hippolyte Charles.

However, Josephine was now skating on dangerously thin ice. At
Rastadt, Napoleon’s spies informed him of what was afoot. There were
rumours that Charles was to be executed by firing squad. In fact
Napoleon curtly ordered Charles to report to Paris at once and await
further orders. But the ingenious Josephine was not so easily baulked.
She contrived to intercept the courier bearing these orders — none other
than her old friend General Berthier — at an Alpine wayside inn and got
the orders rewritten so that Charles was granted a three-month leave in
Paris to attend to family business. Josephine then proceeded at a snail’s
pace through southern France while Charles, alerted, rode several post
horses into the ground from Milan to Lyons in pursuit of her. He finally
caught up with her at Nevers on 28 December. For five days and nights,
proceeding as slowly as possible towards Paris, they made love, so that it
was 2 January 1798 before Josephine finally arrived in Paris.

She was a month overdue, for Napoleon, who had arrived in Paris at 5
p-m. on 5 December after travelling through eastern France incognito,
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had been expecting her daily in the rue Chantereine. On arrival in the
French capital, he made a point of meeting Talleyrand as his very first
item of business. In the early days the entente between Bonaparte and
Talleyrand was a true meeting of minds, and their first encounter, in the
Grand Salon of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was marred only by the
presence of the pushy Germaine de Staél. Napoleon cut her and
concentrated instead on Talleyrand’s other guest, the celebrated Pacific
navigator Admiral de Bougainville, the man whose reports from Tahiti in
1767 had done most to boost the cult of the ‘noble savage’. Only after a
long consultation did Napoleon and Talleyrand go on to the Directory to
meet his five nominal overlords. There he was received warmly by Barras
and La Révelliére, more coolly but still amicably by Reubell but in frozen
silence by the two new men, Merlin and Francois de Neufchiteau.

Napoleon was now the focus for hysterical hero-worship as the ideal
citizen-soldier, a kind of mélange of George Washington and Cincinna tus.
While he pondered his next move, Napoleon cultivated the image of a
demi-god, above the small change of quotidian politics, linked to no faction
or party. At a dinner party on 11 December he was in sparkling polymath
form, discussing metaphysics with Sieyés, poetry with Marie-Joseph
Chénier and mathematics with his old teacher Laplace. But the more he
remained above the mélée, the more intense was the desire of Parisians to
catch a glimpse of him. The entrances to his house in the rue Chantereine
were sealed off with judiciously placed porters’ lodges. Inside his fortress
Napoleon seethed at Josephine’s absence and at the bills presented by the
decorator and cabinetmaker George Jacob for refurbishments done at
Josephine’s request. Even on St Helena he bridled at the bill from Jacob of
130,000 francs for custom-built salon furniture alone.

After enjoying a quasi-Roman triumph in the Luxembourg, where he
was introduced by Talleyrand to cheering crowds and made a short non-
committal speech in response to Barras’s exhortation to him to lead his
legions across the Channel, Napoleon got down to the serious business of
planning the invasion of England. Much had happened on this front since
his departure for Italy. In December 1796 an invasion force under Hoche,
15,000 strong in forty-five ships, and carrying Wolfe Tone the Irish
revolutionary leader, set out for Bantry Bay. The fleet evaded the Royal
Navy and reached landfall, all bar the frigate carrying Hoche himself.
The army commander General Grouchy (later to be Napoleon’s nemesis)
took the fateful decision not to disembark his forces until Hoche arrived.
After lying indolently at anchor for three days, the invasion fleet was hit
by a severe storm which sent them scuttling back to France. Two months
later, in Wales, Hoche tried again, this time sending an army of convicts
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to disembark on the Pembroke coast, but when Tate’s ‘Black Legion’
surrendered after three days, Hoche’s reputation took another knock;
there were those who claimed that these two fiascos precipitated him into
terminal depression.

On 21 December 1797 Napoleon got down to serious planning at the
Ministry of Marine. In close conference with him was the head of the
United Irishmen, Wolfe Tone, who had had such a close call in the great
storm at Bantry Bay twelve months earlier. Tone was not impressed by
Bonaparte’s grasp of the politics and geography of the British Isles and
reported with derision that the Corsican seemed to imagine that the
population of Ireland was less than two million. Two days later Tone
continued uncertain whether the appointment of this new invasion
commander boded ill or well for the United Irishmen. He reported that
Napoleon was cold and distant, said little, seemed bored and appeared to
mask his indifference to Irish affairs under a mask of courteousness and
hyper-affability.

Yet on paper Napoleon’s invasion plans were elaborate and spectacular.
Sixty specially designed gunboats, with capacity to carry 10,000 men,
were ordered constructed and another 14,750 troops were to be conveyed
across the Channel in 250 fishing boats. Both gunboats and fishing vessels
were deployed over a very wide range: Honfleur, Dieppe, Caen, Fécamp,
St-Valéry, Rouen, Le Havre, Calais, Boulogne, Ambleteuse, Etaples and
Dunkirk were all to be embarkation points. And because the French now
had the Dutch as allies, Antwerp and Ostend were to be used as well.
Particularly high hopes were pinned on the gunboats designed by the
Swedish engineer Muskeyn, who had long argued that the flank of the
Royal Navy could be turned by the use of such vessels. Armed with a 24-
pounder in the bows and a field-piece in the stern, these boats were the
cynosure of Napoleon’s invasion project. In January 1798 the Minister of
Marine wrote to him: ‘I remark with pleasure that by means of large and
small gunboats, Muskeyn’s craft, the new constructions, and the fishing
boats of the district, the Havre flotilla can carry 25,800 troops for
landing.’

While his military preparations proceeded satisfactorily, Napoleon
continued to cultivate his image as saviour. He knew he could seize power
in a moment, especially as he had incriminating evidence from
d’Antraigues intercepted correspondence to blacken and discredit most of
the leaders of the Directory but, using that genius for timing that was
such a feature of his battles, he judged that the fruit was not yet ripe.
Meanwhile his immense popularity played into his hands. Songs, poems,
even paintings reinforced the propaganda message he had initiated in
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Italy. A play based on his Italian exploits, Le Pont de Lodi, was a smash
hit at the theatre, and the street where he lived, rue Chantereine, was
renamed rue de la Victoire. Yet Napoleon proceeded cautiously: he knew
that the bubble of a reputation could burst overnight, as it had with
Hoche, and that a single unguarded aside could be the trigger for a
change in fickle public opinion. ‘

He therefore burnished his performance as the Republican hero whose
active life is over and who wishes to devote himself to the disinterested
pursuit of science and knowledge. He sat through official receptions and
banquets taciturn and poker-faced, attended the theatre without cere-
mony in a private box, refusing all offers by theatre managers of gala
performances, and held dignified and quiet dinner parties. He assumed
the vacant seat at the Institute left by Carnot’s departure, and milked the
action for symbolism by taking up the seat on Christmas Day 1797. His
entry into the First Class (Sciences) of the Institute was a clever piece of
Machiavellianism, winning the support of the ‘ideologues’ and the
intellegentsia. Thereafter he was frequently seen in the company of the
Institute crowd and assiduously attended its meetings, seated between
Laplace and the other great mathematician Joseph Lagrange.

Next he concentrated on behind-the-scenes domination of the five
Directors and the elimination of troublesome rivals. Irritated with
Augereau’s independence, he had him removed from command of the
important Army of the Rhine and shunted into the backwater of the
Pyrenees command. Hearing that the Directors were about to appoint
Bernadotte to command of the Army of Italy, he intervened with the
objection that Bernadotte was ‘too able a diplomat’ to be used as a mere
commander and had him sent out to Vienna as the Directory’s envoy to
Austria.

Meanwhile he attended the daily meetings of the Directory at the
Luxembourg, ostensibly working on the continuing negotiations at
Rastadt on the future of the Rhine and on the proposed descent on
England, but in reality bending the Directors to his iron will. Only Barras
held aloof, but the other four were soon reduced to the most craven
currying of favour. They showed him secret police reports on the popular
perception of Bonaparte, which were a mélange of sycophantic nonsense
specially brewed for the occasion. When the Directors had their agents
assassinate two young aristocratic hotheads at the Garchi coffee house,
Napoleon dissociated himself from the act and called it murder. In alarm
the Directors sent him a deputation to justify their conduct as an act of
exemplary terror.

In January 1798 a féte had been arranged to commemorate the fifth
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anniversary of Louis XVD’s execution. Both for personal and political
reasons Napoleon did not want to be involved in such a controversial
project, but the Directors pressed him, alleging that his absence would be
construed as a snub to them. Napoleon solved the problem by agreeing to
appear at the ceremony on 20 January as a private person, part of a
delegation from the Institute. The incident anyway caused the Directors
embarrassment, for Napoleon was recognized as he entered the church of
St Sulpice, and the cry went up: ‘Long live the General of the Army of
Italy.’

By 27 January 1798 Napoleon had had enough of the stifling boredom
of the daily sessions at the Luxembourg that inevitably went on until
dinner time. Joking but serious, he said to Barras that the way forward
would be his own appointment as Director followed by a fresh coup by
the two of them. Angered by Barras’s frosty response to this overture, he
pointedly absented himself from further meetings at the Luxembourg.
Mindful of the potentially murderous inclinations of the Directors, as of
royalists and ultra-Jacobins, none of them with cause to love him, he took
careful precautions against an assassination attempt. Reubell recalled that
Bonaparte took his own plates and cutlery to public functions, had his
own private wine taster and for a time tried to live on boiled eggs alone.
Napoleon himself admitted to a daily fear of arrest, always had a horse
waiting already saddled in his stable and never removed his spurs during
the day.

In this tense atmosphere he scarcely needed anxiety from Josephine
also but, apart from keeping Barras ticking over calmly with her effusive
letters, she merely added to his burdens in this period. The fact that she
did not arrive in Paris until the New Year of 1798 considerably
embarrassed her husband. A fabulous display of sumptuous luxury and
patriotic triumphalism was planned in the shape of a grand ball on
Christmas Day, nominally to welcome home the hero’s wife. When
Josephine did not appear, the ball was cancelled and a new date set for 28
December. When Josephine still did not appear, a final date of 3 January
was set. Fresh from the embraces of Hippolyte Charles the fading creole
beauty arrived in time for a quasi-royal evening, with Talleyrand as
master of ceremonies.

Napoleon’s misogyny had already surfaced during his 10 December
speech when the svelte Juliette Récamier had tried to upstage him. The
glacial anger he displayed on that occasion was surely in part
‘transference’ of his feelings towards Josephine. The anger Napoleon felt
towards Josephine for embarrassing him was also projected on to
Germaine de Staél, whom he already cordially disliked as an interfering
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feminist busybody who did not know her place — a woman, in his eyes,
whose alleged beauty and brains were absurdly overrated. The ball was
held in the great Hotel Gallifet in the rue Grenelle, and the contumacious
Madame de Staél took it into her head to ambush the conqueror at the
foot of the great staircase. There she plied him with a series of quick-fire
questions on his attitudes to women, hoping for some gallant persiflage.
At first Napoleon tried to freeze her out but when Germaine refused to
take the hint and pressed on, he decided sterner measures were called for.
‘Which woman do you love and esteem most?’ she asked. ‘My wife, of
course,’ he replied coldly. ‘And which woman in history, alive or dead, do
you most admire?” ‘Whoever has borne the most children,” said the
conqueror, pushing past her and leaving her agape with stupefaction.
For a while Josephine played the dutiful wife at small dinner parties in
the rue de la Victoire, always playing the useful role of transmission belt
to Barras. But once again her turbulent private life threatened to catch up
with her. First there was a crisis over the unreturned love letters from
Josephine to Hoche, which were highly incriminating. She implored
Hippolyte Charles to help her and he in turn enlisted the aid of Rousselin
de St-Albin, guardian to Hoche’s nineteen-year-old niece and heiress.
Rousselin successfully retrieved the damning correspondence, but
Josephine proved herself an ingrate and won Rousselin’s undying enmity.
The next and more serious crisis, involved Charles himself. Napoleon
learned from his spies, and a variety of other contacts including his
brother Joseph, that Josephine was seeing Charles again, at a house in the
Faubourg St-Honoré¢ belonging to a M. Bodin. By this time Charles had
resigned from the Army but was putting his military experience to good
personal use as a middleman, working on commission for the shady
merchant house of Louis Bodin of Lyons, who specialized in supplies and
provisions for the Army, invariably of a shoddy or sub-standard kind.
Charles knew the right contacts in the Ministry of War to set up lucrative
contracts, involving multiple sweeteners and kickbacks for the principals
involved. Because Josephine was a vital link in the chain, she too was on a
retainer from Bodin, and had additionally used the Bodin-Charles
network to smuggle diamonds looted in Italy into France, as part of a
transaction utterly distinct from the ‘official’ loot she had received from
her husband. The latest wheeze cooked up by Josephine and Charles was
a lucrative contract for supplying the entire Army of Italy through Bodin.
Apprised of what was afoot by his contacts, Napoleon confronted
Josephine with his findings. Was she seeing her lover again after she had
promised Napoleon faithfully not to do so after he had spared Charles’s
life in Italy? And did she have her hand in the till in the manner
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described? Josephine begged, pleaded, cajoled, wept, waxed piteously and
finally fainted. When she came to, she once more denied everything
hysterically, threatened suicide and offered him a divorce if he did not
believe her. Napoleon affected to be impressed. It is absurd to imagine, as
some naive biographers do, that he actually believed her. What he wanted
from Josephine was external submission, deference and respect and what
he feared most of all was a public scandal that would dent his reputation.
He knew very well that she was continuing her affair with Charles, but
for the reasons already adduced he enjoyed participating in his own secret
humiliation — a masochistic urge made even more piquant by the quasi-
sadistic way he would toy with Josephine and break her down. Napoleon
actually cared more about the potential scandal from the Army
provisioning by the corrupt Bodin company, but here Josephine
successfully enlisted Barras to cover her tracks and obfuscate the record.
A letter from Josephine to Charles on 19 March, the day after the
dramatic showdown with Napoleon, is eloquent: ‘Please tell Bodin to say
that he does not know me, that it was not through me that he obtained
the Army of Italy contract.’

Disillusioned with both Directory and Josephine, Napoleon departed
on 8 February 1798 for a two-week tour of inspection of the Channel
ports, travelling incognito from port to port through Normandy, Picardy,
the Pas-de-Calais and Belgium, but concentrating on Boulogne, Calais
and Dunkirk. In Belgium his itinerary took him to Nieuport, Ostend,
Antwerp, Ghent, and Brussels. In Antwerp he conceived a great plan for
rebuilding the port installations, which he actually put in hand many
years later. But his idea for taking his gunboats from Flushing to Dunkirk
and Ostend by canal, thus avoiding the risk of British attack on the open
sea, was foiled a little later by a British commando raid, when 1,200 crack
troops destroyed the sluices of the Bruges canal and many of the
gunboats. The one positive achievement was that Napoleon followed in
the footsteps of previous commanders of the French ‘Army of England’
by concluding that Boulogne was a better launching point for an invasion
than Calais.

Although invasion preparations were reasonably well along in all the
ports, Napoleon did not like what he saw. He had no confidence in the
ability of his unwieldy flotilla to run the gauntlet of the Royal Navy. In
his heart he still believed in the traditional French military thinking that
an invasion of England was possible only after a victory at sea. Even if it
were possible, he reasoned, for small vessels to cross the Channel under
cover of darkness, this could be done only in the winter when the nights
were long, since the estimated time for a crossing was eight hours
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minimum. By spring such an operation was no longer feasible and, as
everything would not be ready before April 1798 that seemed to rule out
the possibility of a descent on England.

On 23 February, three days after returning to Paris via St-Quentin,
Douai and La Fere, Napoleon indited a long letter to the Directors,
setting out his reasons why he considered an invasion of England
chimerical: ‘However hard we try, we will not achieve naval supremacy in
a few years. To undertake an invasion of England without being masters
of the sea would be the boldest and most difficult operation ever carried
out and would require the long nights of winter. After the month of April
it would be impossible to attempt anything.” He suggested instead either
throwing in the towel and concluding peace terms with England or
launching an attack on Hanover which, though it might ignite a
premature war in Europe, would at least chime with the analysis he made
elsewhere of Barras and his colleagues: “The Directory was dominated by
its own weakness; in order to exist it needed a permanent state of war just
as other governments need peace.’

Next day there was a stormy meeting in the Directory. The Five
Directors seemed unable to grasp that Bonaparte was actually refusing to
proceed with the descent on England. They asked him what his terms
were. When he replied with what he thought were impossibly steep
demands, they agreed to meet them. In frustration he suggested
deputising his protégé General Caffarelli Dufalga as de facto commander
of the invasion attempt, but Reubell countered by putting up his own
candidate, who would not be under Bonaparte’s thumb. At this point
Napoleon lost his temper and exclaimed: ‘Do what you will, but I am
commanding any descent on England.’ His threat to resign if the
Directors were dissatisfied was met by the now equally agitated Reubell
with a histrionic flourish: ‘Here is a pen. The Directory awaits your
letter.” At this point Barras, realizing that there might soon be blood on
the streets of Paris, before he had considered his own position carefully
enough, intervened to pour oil on troubled waters. Napoleon promised to
let the Five have a memorandum on his further thinking.

What Napoleon did not say in his letter of 23 February was that his
own future prospects precluded a descent on England. This was a
venture fit for a political gambler betting on a rank outsider, and
Bonaparte was too well ensconced to need to take such risks. He had
never yet been associated with failure and did not intend to start in the
Channel. But how to prevent his star from slipping over the horizon?
After three months on a precarious political tightrope in France, his
lustre was beginning to dim. He had either to engineer a coup and make
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himself the absolute ruler of France or he had to win fresh laurels in the
field. With this in mind, he included yet another possible scenario in his
letter to the Directors. If he could not emulate his hero Julius Caesar by
setting foot in England as a conqueror, he would rival his other hero
Alexander the Great by winning glory in the East. His thoughts now
increasingly turned to Egypt.
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CHAPTER NINE

Napoleon’s interest in a specific adventure in Egypt, as opposed to his
general mania for the Orient, can be traced back to 1797. In July of that
year Talleyrand, newly arrived from the U.S.A. and soon to be the
Directory’s Foreign Minister, lectured to the Institute of Sciences and
Arts in Paris on ‘The Advantages of Acquiring New Colonies’.
Talleyrand argued that Egypt was an ideal colony, as it was closer to
France than her possessions in Haiti and the West Indies and not so
vulnerable, either to the Royal Navy or the rising power of the U.S.A. He
pointed out that the great eightenth-century French statesman the duc de
Choiseul had wanted to buy Egypt from Turkey. The idea had been in
the air from other sources too: from Magallon, the onetime French consul
in Cairo who stressed that this was the obvious gateway to India; and
from Volney’s Considérations sur la guerre actuelle des Turcs (1788). It was
perhaps no coincidence that Talleyrand was appointed Foreign Minister
fifteen days after making this speech.

Whether prompted by Talleyrand or not, on 16 August 1797 Napoleon
wrote from Mombello to the Directors as follows: “The time is not far
distant when we shall feel that, in order to destroy England once and for
all we must occupy Egypt. The approaching death of the vast Ottoman
Empire forces us to think ahead about our trade in the Levant. > Soon he
and Talleyrand were deeply involved in the project, at least at a
theoretical level. On 13 September Napoleon wrote to the Foreign
Minister to suggest that as a prelude to the conquest of Egypt France
should invade Malta: the island had a population of 100,000 who were
disgusted with their hereditary rulers, the Knights of St John, while the
Knights were a shadow of their former military selves and could easily be
suborned from the Grand Master. Through his secret agents on the
island Napoleon had already learned that the Order was in a terminal
state of decline. When the French Revolution swept away feudal dues
and benefices and confiscated Church property it unwittingly signed a
death sentence on the Knights. Besides most of them were French, and
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would they really oppose an army from the French mainland when the
only possible beneficiaries were the English?

After the débicle in the Directory on 24 February, Napoleon went
away to compose a memorandum, stressing the advantages of an Egyptian
expedition and setting out the minimum requirements in men and
matériel. The Directors baulked at the size of expedition Napoleon
proposed, especially as it would divert military resources from the
European front, but they desperately wanted to be rid of Bonaparte so
agreed to the enterprise on 5 March. The much-touted idea that the
Directors opposed the adventure vehemently is false. Secret preparations
were at once put in hand. Napoleon meanwhile ostentatiously attended
the Institute daily, as if he were intending to withdraw into private life; as
a further blind he was renamed commander of the descent on England
with much public trumpeting.

Napoleon’s motives for going to Egypt were a curious mixture of the
rational and the irrational, in which expediency and cold calculation went
hand in hand with his ‘Oriental complex’. Some of the ideas in his
memorandum were highly attractive to the Directory, though it is not
clear how practicable they were. The most tantalizing notion was that of
establishing a French colony without slaves to take the place of Santo
Domingo and the sugar islands of the West Indies, which would provide
France with the primary products of Africa, Syria and Arabia while also
providing a huge market for French manufactures.

In the short term, there were cogent military arguments, even if based
on rather too many imponderables. /f the conquest of Egypt was wholly
successful, it could be used as a springboard for reinforcing Tippoo
Sahib, sultan of Mysore, and the Mahrattas and ultimately expelling the
British from India; links with Tippoo had been all but severed when the
British captured the Cape of Good Hope. If a Suez canal could be dug,
this would destroy the efficacy of the route round the Cape and neutralize
British seapower. An immediate consequence of the conquest of Egypt
might be that France could use the country as a bargaining counter
against Turkey. Certainly the threat to India would pressurise Pitt
towards peace. Above all, the invasion of Egypt would be easier to achieve
and less expensive than a descent on England.

These points could be argued for and against and were well within the
realm of the feasible. But some of Napoleon’s utterances suggest an
unassimilated obsession with the Orient, where the motives cannot be
integrated into a rational framework. His reading of Plutarch, Marigny
and Abbé Raynal had augmented his desire to emulate Alexander the
Great and Tamerlane. He was always interested in the Turkish empire
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and, even if we did not know of his early hankering to serve the Porte, we
would be alerted to the romantic side of his perception of the Orient by
his many asides to Bourrienne. ‘We must go to the Orient; all great glory
has been acquired there.” On 29 January 1798, two days after protracted
talks with Talleyrand about all the implications of an Egyptian adventure,
he remarked to Bourrienne: ‘I don’t want to stay here, there’s nothing to
do ... Everything’s finished here but I haven’t had enough glory. This
tiny Europe doesn’t provide enough, so I must go east.’

In the early months of 1798 Napoleon’s ‘Oriental complex’ chimed
perfectly with his own objective self-interest. After three months in Paris,
he was ceasing to be an object of universal fascination. Convinced of the
need for ceaseless momentum, he knew he had either to attempt a coup in
Paris or to find an adventure elsewhere. He felt he would probably lose if
he attempted an invasion of England, but would probably win if he went
to Egypt. True, there was great risk from the Royal Navy but, after the
loss of Leghorn and Hoche’s invasion attempts in 1796, the British had
pulled their fleets out of the Mediterranean. If cross-Channel invasion
fever could be kept up, it was likely they would stay out.

For two months from 5§ March Napoleon moved heaven and earth to
put together a viable expedition. He had to raise the money, troops and
ships needed while maintaining secrecy about the destination of his
forces. He had to find a means of ‘selling’ the idea of Egypt to the French
population at large when the secret became known. And he had to be
absolutely sure in his own mind that he was doing the right thing, that his
absence would not, after all, play into the hands of his enemies and
political rivals. France was not yet psychologically ready for the fall of the
Directory, and the Five must be given enough rope to hang themselves
with; on the other hand, if things went wrong in Egypt or he was away
too long, Napoleon could come back to find that he was yesterday’s man
and that Bernadotte, a new Hoche or maybe even Barras still was the man
of the hour. Napoleon’s actions throughout March-May 1798 were those
of a gambler playing for very high stakes, and it is this that accounts for
the many ‘blips’ in the preparation of the expedition.

The first problem was that of men, money and matériel. Napoleon had
originally projected a total army of 60,000 for his ultimate advance into
India: these were to comprise 30,000 Frenchmen and 30,000 recruits he
hoped to find in Egypt, conveyed on 10,000 horses and 50,000 camels,
together with provisions for sixty days and water for six. With these, a
train of artillery, 150 field-pieces and a double issue of ammunition, he
estimated he could reach the Indus in four months. The very mention of
the Indus, with its association with Alexander the Great, is suggestive.
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However, Napoleon was prevailed on by Talleyrand to do separate
estimates for Egypt alone, so as not to alarm the Directors. He therefore
asked for 25,000 men and the use of the Toulon fleet already in being,
making the costings far less than for the descent on England, and the
Directors granted him this without demur.

Next he assembled a galaxy of military talent. The thirty-year-old
Louis Charles Desaix was a military hero Napoleon had met in Rastadt
the previous November. Desaix was an ex-aristocrat who as a young man
had refused to become an émigré; ugly, with a sabre scar across his face,
he was still an avid womanizer. He had won his laurels in Moreau’s Black
Forest campaign in 1796 and the following year held the fortress of Kehly
for two months against the Austrians where a lesser man would have
capitulated after a week. He and Napoleon had a rare rapport and perhaps
not coincidentally he was the greatest military talent ever to fight at
Bonaparte’s side. The forty-five-year-old Jean-Baptiste Kléber, on the
other hand, never liked Napoleon but was invaluable in the field. His
pedigree included the Vendée War and victories at Fleurus and
Altenkirchen in 1794—96.

Additionally Napoleon had as his chief of cavalry General Dumas,
future father of the novelist, and the one-legged General Louis Caffarelli
as chief of engineers; the reliable Louis Berthier acted as chief of staff and
Androche Junot as principal aide-de-camp. Most of the other generals
were ‘new men’: d’Hilliers, Menou, Bon, Reynier. Napoleon was lucky in
being able to take so much military talent with him at a time when
warfare threatened France on other fronts, but the Directory played into
his hands by turning down his offer to give up Desaix and Kléber so that
they could concentrate on descents on the British Isles.

Money was a particular problem, for Talleyrand and Napoleon had
sold the idea of Egypt to the Directors on the ground that it would pay
for itself. This meant that Napoleon would have to raise nine million
francs before the expedition could sail. He demanded from the Directors
permission for handpicked men to go abroad to extract this sum and
accordingly sent Joubert, Berthier and Brune to, respectively, Holland,
Rome and Switzerland to obtain the funds. These plundering expeditions
were the most barefaced Napoleon had yet authorized. Brune’s ruthless
campaign in Switzerland, where he uplifted fourteen million francs,
achieved notoriety and Brune himself became a byword for plundering.
When the Directory appointed him to Italy, he had the audacity to levy a
further 200,000 francs for the ‘expenses’ of his previous looting. On the
journey south the bottom of his carriage collapsed under the weight of
stolen gold he had stashed in its boot. In Italy Brune continued his career
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as a kind of licensed pirate and went from strength to strength until his
disgrace in 1807.

Having by the most brutal methods raised the funds for his expedition,
Napoleon faced the next problem, that of persuading the French people
that their hero had embarked on a worthwhile, prestigious and glorious
venture. His ploy was to surround the expedition with the aura of
scientific discovery. Without telling his chosen candidates exactly where
they were going, Napoleon invited scores of eminent scientists to
accompany him on a tropical voyage of adventure. Given that they were
taking a leap into the unknown, it is surprising how few of the savants
turned him down; it was doubtless his role and status at the Institute that
persuaded them. If the British had intercepted and sunk Napoleon’s
Egyptian flotilla, much of France’s intellectual talent would have gone to
the bottom.

Among the celebrities who accepted his invitation were Gaspard
Monge, the highly talented mathematician, physicist and inventor of
descriptive geometry; Jean-Baptiste Fourier, the equally brilliant mathe-
matician; Claude-Louis Berthollet, the great pioneering chemist; Geoft-
roy St-Hilaire, the naturalist, Nicholas Conté, the inventor and balloon-
ing expert; Gratet de Dolomieu, the mineralogist for whom the Dolomite
mountains are named; Matthieu de Lesseps, father of Ferdinand, whose
journey to Egypt sowed the idea of a Suez canal which he passed on to his
son; Vivant Denon the engraver, and a host of others, including
astronomers, civil engineers, geographers, draughtsmen, printers, gun-
powder  experts, poets, painters, musicians, archaeologists,
orientalists and linguists. In all, over 150 distinguished members of the
Institute answered Bonaparte’s call.

It was a brilliant stroke of propaganda genius to include these
‘ideologues’ as it enabled Napoleon to obfuscate the true motives for the
Egyptian expedition. His claim to be engaged on a civilizing mission has
fooled many people and the myth persists even today. To seek out new
worlds in order to enhance pure knowledge and to bring the light of
Western civilization to benighted regions of the globe provided superb
ideological rationalization for an enterprise that was always part hard-
headed Machiavellian calculation and part romantic fantasy. The two
sides of Napoleon, ruthless, cynical, down-to-earth pragmatist on the one
hand, and dreamer and fantasist on the other, were rarely so perfectly
dovetailed. The ideological camouflage provided in addition by the
scientists and intellectuals who accompanied him makes the Egyptian
venture something of a motivational masterpiece.

Finally, Napoleon had to keep his destination secret. This he did with
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remarkable success, aided by the undoubted fact that troops continued to
collect in Channel ports; they would eventually be used in the ill-fated
Hardy-Humbert expedition to Ireland in August. Only the English agent
at I.eghorn correctly guessed the true destination of Napoleon’s men but
his view was dismissed sceptically at the Admiralty. Another factor
helping Napoleon was that at the very time he set out for Egypt, a great
rebellion broke out in Ireland, which occupied a good deal of English
attention. The one serious miscalculation — it was nearly fatal — that
Napoleon made was to assume that the Royal Navy would not re-enter
the Mediterranean. Some instinct — or was it merely the Jeremiah laments
of his right-hand man Henry Dundas? — led the warmongering and
ferocious Francophobe William Pitt to send a strong naval squadron
under Nelson into the Mediterranean, when the obvious course would
have been simply to bottle up the exit from the Straits of Gibraltar.

Ironically, it was land-based events in Europe rather than the Royal
Navy which nearly torpedoed the Egyptian expedition. Napoleon’s
Machiavellian suggestion that Bernadotte be appointed envoy to Vienna
had succeeded in discrediting the vainglorious Gascon, just as Bonaparte
had hoped, but the boomerang effects threatened to unhorse him as well.
On 22 April Napoleon wrote to Admiral Brueys, commanding the
Toulon fleet that was to cover the expedition on its perilous track to
Egypt, that he would be leaving for Toulon tomorrow. Suddenly urgent
word came from the Directory that Napoleon was required to return to
Rastadt, there to demand satisfaction from the Austrian emperor for the
‘Bernadotte affair’. Once ensconced in Vienna as ambassador, the ultra-
Jacobin Bernadotte ran up the tricolour on the masthead of his ‘hotel’.
This was construed as an insult by the Viennese, who flouted diplomatic
immunity, invaded the house, tore down the flag and plied Bernadotte
with insults.

The Directors’ instinctive reaction was to declare war, but Napoleon
advised them strongly that they should not reopen hostilities because of
the folly of Bernadotte. He declared himself satisfied that the Austrians
would give satisfaction for the incident and, besides, French forces were
now too dispersed — in Rome, Switzerland, Holland, the Channel ports —
to make a campaign against Austria feasible. The response of the
Directors was that Napoleon should go to Rastadt with all speed.
Napoleon told them forthrightly that his involvement with Campo
Formio and Rastadt had ended the year before and he would not be
going.

Here was yet another stand-off, and for the first time since his return
to Paris Napoleon began seriously to consider seizing power as the only
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way to rid himself of the troublesome Directors. On the very day he
wrote to Brueys, and just before the courier from the Directory arrived,
he had told Bourienne, who asked him how long he would be in Egypt:
‘A few months or a few years, depending. They don’t want me here. To
make things right I suppose I should overthrow them and make myself
King but it’s not time to think of that yet.” Doubtless Barras intuited
something of what was on Bonaparte’s mind, for on 27 April, four days
after the lengthy and acrimonious session in the Directory, he informed
the general that the Directory had decided not to send him to Rastadt and
he was therefore free to leave for Toulon. Even so, friends like Arnault
urged Napoleon right up to the last moment to stay and seize power.
Napoleon declined. The day before he left Paris he told Arnault: “The
Parisians complain but they would not take action. If I mounted my
horse, nobody would follow me. We'll leave tomorrow.’

Leaving Paris on 4 May, Napoleon sped southwards to Lyons via
Chalon, then took a boat down the Rhéne and arrived in Aix-en-
Provence on the 8th. The next day he was in Toulon, conferring with
Brueys, proudly overseeing the armada that had been collected there.
The formal orders from the Directors, originally issued on 12 April, had
been reconfirmed. These instructed Bonaparte to seize Malta and Egypt,
dislodge the British from the Middle East, construct a Suez Canal and
build good relations with Turkey by remitting the annual tribute from
Egypt to Constantinople. At this date Egypt was a Turkish possession in
name only, having for centuries been in the grip of a ruling military élite,
the Mamelukes, who did not recognize the sovereignty of the Porte. The
Directors had agreed on a twin-track strategy towards Turkey whereby,
while Napoleon was conquering Egypt, Talleyrand would head a mission
to Constantinople to explain that the expedition, far from being aimed at
Turkey, actually served their interests.

After ten weeks of frenzied preparations, twenty-one brigades had been
detached from armies in Italy, Rome, Corsica, Switzerland and northern
France, although most of the units were veterans of the Army of Italy. By
legerdemain Napoleon had greatly exceeded the numbers agreed with the
Directory. Instead of 25,000 there were actually 38,000 troops, ready to
embark in four hundred transports from five ports: Toulon, Marseilles,
Genoa, Ajaccio, Civitavecchia. There were sixty field-guns, forty siege-
guns, hard rations for one hundred days and water for forty; only 1,200
horses were taken along as Napoleon expected mainly to use camels as
transport. The convoy was escorted by Brueys and thirteen ships of the
line, including the flagship L’Orient. To maintain secrecy it was agreed
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with Brueys that all shipping of whatever kind should be forbidden to
leave Marseilles and Toulon for five days after the Armada left.

Josephine accompanied her husband as far as Toulon and, to all
appearances, was determined to travel with him all the way to Egypt.
That she did not has sometimes been attributed to her cunning and
machiavellianism, but the sequence of events strongly suggests that she
ended up staying behind by pure accident. Napoleon was fearful that he
might encounter Nelson and the Royal Navy, so arranged with Josephine
that, once he passed the coast of Sicily safely, he would send back a
courier to have her embark on a fast ship. Only four days out, he missed
her so badly that he sent back the frigate Pomone to pick her up at Naples
as agreed.

The fact that Josephine had meanwhile departed north for a spa at
Plombieres in Lorraine has made some biographers suspicious that she
never intended to go to Egypt. But the more likely explanation is simply
that Josephine was birdbrained when it came to business appointments,
punctuality or logistics and had not allowed herself enough time to get
down to Naples. Whatever the explanation, on 20 June she and two
female companions were seriously injured when a wooden balcony
collapsed under them while they stood gazing out at the street from the
first floor. Josephine was at first thought to be partially paralysed and to
have sustained severe internal injuries. She recovered only after a long
convalescence in Lorraine.

Meanwhile, after being delayed for two weeks by contrary winds, the
Egyptian armada finally stood away from Toulon on 19 May. All
unawares, the French fleet was actually in the gravest danger from the
Royal Navy, whose intelligence was first-rate despite all the French
disinformation. While Pitt ordered Nelson to re-enter the Mediterranean,
Admiral St Vincent detached three frigates from the Cadiz fleet to help
Nelson watch Toulon. Nelson was actually off Toulon on 17 May while
the French fleet was becalmed, but its departure two days later took him
by surprise. The French were able to run before the wind past the east
coast of Corsica, but when Nelson set off in pursuit on a more westerly
track he ran straight into the teeth of the gale, took severe damage and
had to put into Sardinia for repairs.

The amazingly fortunate French fleet in the meantime made rendez-
vous with the Genoa squadron on 21 May and the flotilla from Ajaccio
two days later; the Civitavecchia ships were not encountered until g June
at Malta. For the first part of the voyage feelings ran high between the
scientists and intellectuals on the one hand and the soldiers and sailors on
the other, who treated them with amused contempt. The fault was
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Napoleon’s for, with a foot in both camps, he could not see any reasons
for disharmony and was impatient with complaints from either side.
Intending as he did to found an Egyptian Institute, he turned the deck of
his ship into a kind of floating university, where daily seminars were held
on a wide variety of topics.

It was now that Androche Junot, Napoleon’s chief aide, first revealed
the qualities that would eventually lead to his fall from his master’s
favour. Two years younger than Napoleon, the twenty-seven-year-old
Junot was already showing signs of a world-weary cynicism, verging on
nihilism, that was more appropriate to a much younger man. He had not
always been thus: when his father asked sceptically after the siege of
Toulon in 1793, ‘Who is this unknown General Bonaparte?’ Junot had
replied: ‘He is the sort of man of whom Nature is sparing and who only
appears on earth at intervals of centuries.’

Junot never entirely lost his hero-worship of Napoleon but, almost as
compensation, he was devastatingly sardonic and philistine about
virtually everyone and everything else. During one of the first shipboard
‘seminars’, which Napoleon expected his officers to attend, he was
discovered asleep and snoring loudly. When aroused he was unrepentant:
‘General, it is all the fault of your confounded Institute: it sends everyone
to sleep, yourself included.’ Always ready to poke fun at the academicians
on L’Orient and with a pronounced taste for levity, he once made a pun
on Lannes’s name, pronouncing it as /’dne (ass). ‘General,” he said, ‘why
hasn’t Lannes been made a member of the Institute. Surely he ought to
be included on his name alone.” Junot was now beginning to irritate
Napoleon. After all, the scene with Josephine in March was really his
fault, for Josephine dismissed her personal maid Louise Compoint for
sleeping with the philandering Junot. It was in revenge for this that
Compoint came to Napoleon and spilled the beans about Hipployte
Charles, the Bodin Company and Josephine’s infidelities.

On g June the French fleet reached Malta. On paper this should have
been a formidable obstacle, as the city of Valletta had walls ten feet thick
and was defended by fifteen hundred guns and three hundred Knights of
the Order of St John of Jerusalem. But a combination of demoralization
and the corrupting gold of Napoleon’s secret agents had done its job well.
The two hundred Knights of French origin resented the fact that the
French Grand Master de Rohan had been succeeded by the Prussian
Hompesch and let it be known they would not oppose their compatriots.
Hompesch, a defeatist, seeing the scale of external and internal opposition
ranged against him, surrendered after token resistance of a day. This was
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the same order of St John that had held Malta against the cream of the
Ottoman army for a whole year in the sixteenth century.

For just three attackers dead the French secured a great naval base and
a vast treasure. In five days Napoleon swept through the island like a
whirlwind. He abolished the Order of St John, deported the Master and
his Knights, abolished slavery and feudal privileges, reformed education
and the monasteries, and ordained equal rights with Christians for Jews
and Moslems. Most significantly, he seized the assets of the Order and
those of many of the monasteries. When he sailed on, leaving behind
General Vaubois and a garrison of 3,000, he took with him seven million
francs of official exactions and countless millions more as loot.

Meanwhile Nelson’s search for his elusive prey continued. Reinforced
on 7 June so that he had thirteen ships of the line, he wrote to the
Admiralty on the 15th to say that the French destination must be
Alexandria if they went beyond Sicily. Three days later he heard that the
enemy was heading for Malta. Even as he prepared to catch them
unawares at Valletta, he learned on 21 June that Napoleon had sailed on
on the 16th. Figuring that since the French had a six-day lead, he should
be able to catch them at anchor off Alexandria, he made for that port with
all speed. But the French had taken a different tack, to Crete and then
south to Alexandria. On the night of 22—23 June the two fleets actually
passed each other in the dark. Five days later Nelson arrived at
Alexandria but, finding no sign of the French, went north to search for
them along the Turkish coast, leaving behind the Captain Hardy who
would feature in his dying words at Trafalgar seven years later. Hardy,
chafing impatiently off Alexandria, finally quit station just two days
before the arrival of Napoleon’s vanguard.

The latter stages of the French fleet’s voyage to Alexandria were
marked by high seas and food shortages, with some units reduced to
eating biscuit and drinking brackish water; additionally there was a
continuing atmosphere of tension from fear of encountering Nelson and
the Royal Navy, so at night all lamps were dowsed. It is to this voyage
that we owe Bonaparte’s adage about novels: that they were fit only for
chambermaids — an observation provoked when he found Bourrienne,
Duroc and Berthier all reading romances. The fact that Berthier’s choice
was Werther did not assuage his leader’s derision.

On 30 June the coastline of Egypt was spotted and next day Napoleon
selected the beach at Marabout, eight miles from Alexandria, for his
landfall. Disembarking troops in high surf on this sandy beach was
hazardous, but far less so than a frontal attack on Alexandria. After
getting 5,000 men ashore, Napoleon did not wait until he had achieved
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full disembarkation (this was completed only on 3 July) but pressed on to
the outskirts of Alexandria. On 2 July Menou seized the Triangular Fort
outside the city while Kléber and Bon took the Pompey and Rosetta
gates. From 8 a.m. to noon a fierce battle raged as the French, spurred on
by thirst, gradually broke down the Arab defences at a cost of three
hundred casualties. Napoleon spent the morning sitting on a pile of
ancient potsherds as he watched the unfolding battle, occasionally flicking
at the shards with his whip.

Alexandria was not sacked, for Napoleon gave strict instructions that
Islam was to be respected and there was to be no looting. This had the
effect of making his men’s morale plummet still farther. Matters reached
crisis point on the subsequent march. Leaving Kléber in Alexandria with
a garrison, Napoleon marched south with the main army on 7 July, with
Desaix well ahead as a prohing vanguard. Desaix’s men experienced a 72-
hour nightmare when confronted by the desert, the filth and squalor of
the villages, and the hostility of the Bedouin. Encountering wells
deliberately fouled by the Arabs, mirages and suffering from ophthalmia,
the army was on the point of disintegration and many men went mad. On
10 July Desaix’s vanguard reached the Nile, where his men, desperate
with thirst, threw themselves into the river, many died here through
overindulgence in slaking their thirst. It became very clear that Napoleon
had timed his invasion for the very worst part of the year. The refusal to
take account of seasons or the weather was always to be his Achilles’ heel
as a military commander.

Napoleon’s main army of 25,000 also went through the slough of
despond during almost a fortnight of desert marches, when water
shortages and hostile Bedouin were daily features, exacerbated by
dysentery, scorpions, snakes and swarms of black flies. The French
commissariat had been incompetent, water flasks had been left behind,
and terrible scenes were the result. When one division halted in the
desert beside two wells, thirty soldiers were trampled to death in the rush
for water, while others, finding the well drunk dry, turned their guns on
themselves. One eye-witness wrote: ‘Our soldiers were dying in the sand
from lack of water and food; the intense heat forced them to abandon
their booty; and many others, tired of suffering, simply blew their brains
out.’” Francois Bernoyer, chief of supplies to the Army, wrote to his wife:
‘T have tried to find out what our government expected when it sent an
army to invade the Sultan’s territory without declaring war and without
any valid reason for a declaration. Use your intelligence, I was told.
Bonaparte, by reason of his genius and victories won with an invincible
army, was too powerful in France. He was both an embarrassment and an
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obstacle to those who manipulate the levers of power. I could find no
other reason for this expedition.’

Faced with outright mutiny, Napoleon had to concentrate the four
most unreliable divisions at Damanhour, where he rebuked their
commanders vociferously and unfairly. What was needed was a quick
victory, followed by some looting. On 10 July the French were the victors
at a skirmish at Damanhour. On 13 July there was a brisk river battle at
Shubrakhit between the rival Nile flotillas, which the French won. On
land the army formed into squares to receive a charge from the
Mameluke cavalry, but the Mamelukes sheered off. With his army still
teetering on the brink of outright mutiny, the hard-driving Napoleon
forced it on to Wardan (reached on 18 July).

By 21 July the French were very near Cairo. At Embabeh they could
see the Pyramids shimmering in the heat-mists fifteen miles away. It was
now clear that the Mameluke commanders Murad and Ibrahim Bey were
preparing to stand and fight. Napoleon drew up his 25,000 men in a line
of rectangular squares, then exhorted them in a pre-battle speech
containing the famous lines which may yet be almost genuine. Pointing to
the Pyramids he said: ‘Soldiers, remember that from those monuments
yonder forty centuries look down upon you.’

The stage was set for the inaptly named Battle of the Pyramids (the
Pyramids were some way distant), more properly the Battle of Gizeh.
Facing the enemy with roughly equal numbers but with a huge
technological superiority, Napoleon felt supremely confident. He drew up
his men in a huge field of watermelons, allowing the soldiers to slake
hunger and thirst on the fruit. As soon as he felt their shattered morale
had recovered sufficiently, he ordered a general shift to the right so that
his army would be out of range of the guns in the Mamelukes’
entrenched encampment. Murad Bey, the Mameluke commander,
spotted the manoeuvre and ordered all his cavalry out to arrest it. This
was just what Napoleon had hoped for, for Desaix and Reynier on the
right had orders in such a case to get between the enemy cavalry and its
infantry.

At 3.30 that afternoon the French squares took the full force of a
Mameluke cavalry charge, but the enemy horse was unsupported. In the
six-deep squares, the French did not open fire until the Mamelukes were
just fifty yards away. The volley, when it came, was devastating; the
charge faltered, then turned into a massacre. All that valour could do was
done, but the Mamelukes charged the bristling porcupines that were the
French squares for a full hour, all in vain. The fire from the French
infantry was so intense that the bullets set fire to the Mamelukes’ flowing
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robes, so that wounded horsemen writhed on the ground in agony or
burnt to death just yards away from the intact squares. The repulsed
cavalrymen fled back to the entrenched camp, causing confusion and
chaos just when the Mameluke infantry were already being hard pressed
by Desaix and Reynier.

Taking advantage of the confusion, the two divisions on the French
left under Bon and Menou also advanced on the camp. To make matters
worse, many of the terrified and disoriented Mamelukes fled the wrong
way, thus finding themselves cut of f between the victorious squares of the
French centre and the left and right who were attacking the camp. Total
panic ensued, with thousands of Egyptian infantrymen rushing into the
Nile, where they were drowned. French victory was complete but then
and since triumphalists have exaggerated the achievement. It is true that
in two hours the Mamelukes had lost 10,000 dead as against just twenty-
nine Frenchmen killed and 260 wounded, but Murad Bey escaped from
the field with 2,500 horse intact and a majority of the infantry did manage
to find boats and reach the other side of the Nile. The Battle of the
Pyramids then, though a great triumph, was scarcely what one historian
has called it, ‘a massacre as complete as Kitchener’s victory at Omdurman
a century later’.

The great significance of the battle was the way it transformed the
morale of the French army. It was not just the victory itself that sent
spirits soaring but the realization that in Egypt there were treasures to be
looted as great if not greater than those the army had plundered in Italy.
The Mamelukes had gone into battle in traditional style, bedizened with
jewellery and precious stones and thousands of bloated corpses bearing
these valuable trinkets were rotting in the Nile. In addition, in despair at
their unexpected defeat the Mamelukes had tried to burn sixty treasure
ships in the Nile, but most of the hoard was intact. The victorious troops
spent a week fishing out the dead Mamelukes and extracting their prizes.
There were to be grumblings and murmurings in the army again during
the harsh year in Egypt, but never again did the problem of morale reach
such crisis proportions as it had during the first three weeks of July 1798.

Napoleon acted quickly to occupy Cairo before the dazed Egyptians
could recover from the shock of defeat. On 24 July he entered the city,
declared that the Mameluke era had come to an end and put the
administration of Cairo in the hands of a committee of nine sheikhs or
pashas, with a French commissioner as adviser. He reiterated and
repromulgated all the manifestoes he had had published in Alexandria, in
which he declared he came to Egypt as the friend of Islam, advancing as
proof his campaigns against the Pope and his destruction of the Knights
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of St John on Malta. Against the day when Egypt would be completely
conquered he announced that the country would be run in the same way
as its capital, with each of its fourteen provinces ruled by a committee of
nine Egyptians and a French adviser. He himself would be overall ruler,
assisted by a senate of 189 Egyptian notables.

In Cairo Napoleon had two disasters to mull over, one public, the
other private. The public disaster was the loss of the French fleet at
Aboukir. Nelson finally got definite news of the movements of the French
fleet while he was off Greece and put about for Alexandria on 31 July.
Next day he came on Brueys’s thirteen ships of the line in Aboukir Bay
and came close to annihilating them; the flagship L ’Orient, containing the
boy who stood on the burning deck, exploded around midnight and only
two French ships survived the naval holocaust. This was Nelson’s
greatest victory to date, made possible because Brueys stupidly left his
flank between the bay and the shallows unguarded. Nelson sent his ships
into the narrow gap, thus catching the French between two fires.

Napoleon has sometimes been held personally to blame for this disaster
through the imprecision of his orders to Brueys. The French admiral
claimed he had remained at anchor because he was obeying Bonaparte’s
orders. Napoleon was adamant that he had instructed Brueys to enter the
port of Alexandria or, if he was unable to do so, to proceed to Corfu. The
best evidence suggests that Napoleon did issue unclear or imprecise
orders, for on his own admission it suddenly came to him at Cairo that
Brueys was in great danger. He therefore sent his aide Julien north with
explicit orders, but Julien was murdered by Arabs before he reached
Alexandria.

Yet even if Napoleon’s orders appeared to constrain Brueys, this does
not explain why he did not make his left impregnable by placing a battery
on (or a floating battery near) the isle of Aboukir. Brueys was, after all, an
admiral in the French Navy and should have been able to work out for
himself that he had either to plug that gap, to anchor inside the port of
Alexandria, or at least stand away for Greece. A good admiral exercises
initiative and disregards orders that make no sense, just as Nelson
habitually did. Only an incompetent seaman would at once have
permitted himself to be out of range of his covering shore batteries and
provided a gap between the shore and his ships which Nelson’s captains
could enter.

This may be the point to raise a general issue. Napoleon’s critics make
a point of leaping on any of his instructions that contains an ambiguity
and saying that it was therefore he, not his subordinates, who was at fault.
Yet it is surprising how of ten his subordinates interpreted these orders to
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their own advantage or disobeyed them when it suited their book; far less
often do we hear of a subordinate disregarding Napoleon’s orders to the
leader’s eventual disadvantage. Brueys was just one of many in a long list
of unimaginative or self-serving commanders that would include such
names as Villeneuve, Bernadotte, Ney and Grouchy.

Whatever the rights and wrongs of the Battle of the Nile, it was a
major disaster for the French and perceived as such by Napoleon, who
tried to put a brave face on circumstances and make a virtue of necessity.
The French army was now marooned in Egypt it was true, but did not all
great conquerors, from Alexander to Cortés, dispense with their fleets in
order thereby to win even greater glory? Yet in his heart he knew the
Battle of the Nile was a grave setback and would have dire political
consequences. He was right: Turkey immediately broke off talks with
France and prepared for a full alliance with France’s enemies; the Second
Coalition, formed in February 1799, would contain Turkey, Naples and
Portugal as well as Britain, Austria and Russia.

Napoleon could slough off responsibility for naval defeat, but there
was no hiding from the humiliation when his cuckolding by Hippolyte
Charles passed into the public domain. Two days before the Battle of the
Nile Junot took it into his head to divulge to his chief all that he knew —
and he knew everything — about Josephine’s affair with Hippolyte Charles.
He produced letters detailing Josephine’s return from convalescence in
Plombieéres, full of circumstantial evidence making it clear that she and
Charles were lovers. This he did in the presence of Bourrienne and
Berthier. Napoleon turned pale and reproached the other two for not
having told him what they must have known.

This scene has been consistently misrepresented, and it is alleged that
Junot thereafter fell from favour, a victim of ‘shoot the messenger’. It is
true that Junot did fall from favour as a result of this incident, but not
because he told Napoleon something hitherto unknown to him. Napoleon
had his spies everywhere, he had expressly been given the same
information by Joseph in March, and Josephine had already confessed.
What was unpardonable about Junot’s action was that he made the
knowledge public, that he told the story in the presence of others. This
meant Napoleon could not feed his masochistic fantasies but had to act.
Hence the histrionics as reported by Bourrienne. ‘Divorce, yes, divorce —
I want a public and sensational divorce! I don’t want to be the laughing-
stock of Paris. I shall write to Joseph and have the divorce pronounced
... I love that woman so much I would give anything if only what Junot
told was not true.’

Misrepresentation of Junot’s famous gaffe extends to character
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interpretation of Napoleon himself, so that we are supposed to see the
incident as a turning point in his life. According to this view, from being
idealistic he became cynical and ambitious, and it was in Egypt that the
first strains of tyranny appeared. But Napoleon was always both idealistic
and cynically ambitious, so the alleged antinomy does not hold. As for
tyranny, Napoleon’s most resolute critics always claim this was in
evidence already in Corsica in the events of Easter 1792.

None the less, Napoleon’s response to Junot’s indiscretion is puzzling.
In Cairo, before the Battle of the Nile was fought and he still expected to
be back in France in a couple of months, he wrote to Joseph:

The veil is torn . .. It is sad when one and the same heart is torn by
such conflicting feelings for one person . .. Make arrangements for a
country place to be ready for my return, either near Paris or in
Burgundy. I expect to shut myself away there for the winter. I need to
be alone. I am tired of grandeur; all my feelings have dried up. I no
longer care about glory. At twenty-nine I have exhausted everything.
There is nothing now left for me but to become completely selfish.

Joseph, who had put all the relevant facts before Napoleon in March,
must have wondered why his brother should have waited until reaching
Egypt before writing in this vein. He retaliated by drawing the purse-
strings tighter and making Josephine sweat for her prodigious advances;
Josephine hit back by alleging that Joseph was siphoning off her
allowance to fund his own property speculations.

The day before Napoleon wrote this letter (24 July) the seventeen-
year-old Eugéne Beauharnais, torn between love of his mother and
devotion to Napoleon, wrote to Josephine to warn her that her husband
now knew everything about Charles: he added, with more filial piety than
conviction, that he was sure all the stories were just idle rumours. Just
after the Battle of the Nile both letters were intercepted in the
Mediterranean by British cruisers. Here was a golden opportunity to turn
the propaganda tables on the master of propaganda. Both letters appeared
in the London Morning Chronicle of 24 November. By the end of the
month they were printed in the French press as well and Napoleon was
the laughing-stock of Paris.

In Cairo he turned to the problem of extinguishing the military menace
from the Mamelukes. His forces caught up with Ibrahim Bey and
defeated him heavily at Salalieh on 11 August, but the French hold on
Egypt was still tenuous. After a number of massacres of outlying French
garrisons he was forced to send out more search-and-destroy missions.
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The main task, that of hunting down Murad Bey, was given to the
brilliant Desaix, who had already settled in well in Egypt and gathered
around him a polyglot harem. On 25 August 1798 Desaix set out on an
expedition which, in terms of sheer military brilliance sustained month
month after month, equalled if not surpassed Napoleon’s own great
achievements. Time and again, often hugely outnumbered and usually
with only 3,000 men at his disposal, Desaix defeated the Mamelukes:
principally at El Lakun (7 October 1798), Samhud (22 January 1799) and
Abnud (8 March 1799).

Meanwhile in Cairo Napoleon achieved his ambition of founding an
Egyptian Institute, with four sections: mathematics; physics; political
economy; literature and the arts. At last the scientists and savants were
coming into their own, for so far they had had a hard time of it,
constantly the butt of derision from generals and privates alike. A roar of
laughter invariably went up from the ranks just before an engagement
when the cry was heard: ‘Donkeys and scientists to the centre of the
square.” Now, though, they proved their worth and achieved things of
permanent importance which echoed down the years long after the purely
military exploits of Napoleon’s army were forgotten. Together with the
nine local administrators the scientists supervised the building of
hospitals (both civilian and military), sewage systems, street lighting,
irrigation schemes, windmills for grinding corn, a postal system, a
stagecoach service, quarantine stations to combat bubonic plague, and
many other projects.

Since most of the scholars’ books and instruments had been lost in the
débicle at the Battle of the Nile, Conté, head of the balloon corps, built
workshops to manufacture what was needed. Napoleon and Monge,
president of the Egyptian Institute, supervised the construction of
libraries and laboratories, the installation of a printing press (which later
published two newspapers), the beginnings of a geographical survey of
Egypt, and complex mathematical studies of the Pyramids. A red-letter
day for the Institute came in July 1799 when they discussed the Rosetta
Stone, brought back from Upper Egypt by the academicians who had
accompanied Desaix’s expedition. The paper read that day by Napoleon’s
principal Egyptologist later inspired the brilliant French linguist Jean-
Frangois Champollion to decipher the seemingly impenetrable hiero-
glyphics. Napoleon in person took a party of savants to survey the ancient
Suez Canal and draw up plans for a new one. The amazing energy of the
Egyptian Institute membership covered so much ground that their work
needed several magisterial volumes to do it justice; these were published
over twenty years and the final volume did not appear until 1828.
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On the political front Napoleon tried to tighten his hold on Egypt by
having his régime recognized as legitimate by the keepers of the Islamic
flame. He approached the muftis at the Mosque of El Azhar — a kind of
theological university — for a fatwa declaring that the Moslem faithful
should consent to his régime without infringing religious scruple. The
muftis at first suggested that Napoleon and his army convert to Islam or
at least be circumcised and avoid alcohol. These terms were predictably
perceived as too steep, and some hard bargaining ensued. Finally, a
compromise was reached whereby, in return for complete non-interference
with religious worship, the muftis issued a statement, confirmed from
Mecca, that the French were allies of Islam and were exempt from the
usual prescriptions concerning circumcision and teetotalism.

This was a great and underrated propaganda victory by Napoleon, and
without it he could scarcely have held down a country entirely hostile to
him. But its effect was severely vitiated by lack of support from France.
Although Napoleon in his letters to the Directory continued to harp on
about the necessity that Talleyrand should depart urgently for Constanti-
nople on his peace mission, it soon became obvious that Talleyrand was
playing a double game of his own and had no intention of doing anything
of the sort. Given the febrile state of Turkish emotions after the Battle of
the Nile, only a top-level French diplomatic mission, prepared to make
significant concessions, could have averted Turkey’s drift into the British
camp. When no attempt at all was made to extend an olive branch to the
Porte, Turkey predictably declared war on France on 9 September, and
the Sultan issued a firman, declaring holy war on France.

The long-term effects of the Battle of the Nile continued to eat away at
Napoleon’s position in Egypt. Not only was Turkey now hostile, trying to
fan the flames of holy war against the infidel but, because most of the
bullion Brune and others had looted in Europe had gone to the bottom of
the sea with L’Orient, Napoleon had to raise taxes and exact forced loans
to pay for the day-to-day administration, thus mathematically cutting
down on the amount he and his army could hope to extract by looting.
The resentment of taxation in turn fed into the religious crusade being
preached from Constantinople.

The resentment found expression in a great uprising in Cairo on 21
October, which demonstrated dramatically how shaky the French grip on
the country was. Fanatical Moslems from the university of El Azhar,
sustained by dreams of immortality, took the French by surprise and
slaughtered 250 Frenchmen before Napoleon was able to bring over-
whelming force to bear. After two days of vicious and desperate fighting
he gained the upper hand, at a total cost of 300 Frenchmen dead and
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some 2,000 Arabs. Among the French casualties were General Dupuy
and Napoleon’s favourite aide-de-camp Captain Sulkowski. Despite the
propaganda picture later painted by Guérin, Napoleon did not pardon
the rebel ringleaders but executed them out of hand. What he did do, out
of purely prudential motives, was to refrain from burning down the
Mosque of El Azhar, lest the entire country rise against him. But even
this act of political judgement evoked complaints from the Army, who
had wanted to put Cairo to the torch in reprisal.

Napoleon’s position in Egypt was precarious and, cut off as he was in
Egypt with no news of the outside world, worse than he knew. Having
intended to be absent from France for just a few months, he was now in
limbo, not knowing how soon or if ever he could be reinforced. The
recent revolt in Cairo showed how uncertain was the temper of the
people, and he intuited that Nelson’s naval victory would already have
tempted the Turks to a declaration of war. He was not to know that the
Directory had already effectively written him of f and were concentrating
on grave crises in Europe. The new confederations in Italy collapsed like
a house of cards under a fresh Austrian assault. The indigenous rebellion
in Ireland failed to coordinate with the French and ended ingloriously;
Humbert eventually landed and won a string of small victories but he was
forced to capitulate. On 4 November Talleyrand wrote to Napoleon to
tell him he was on his own and that if he could maintain himself there he
had carte blanche; but this letter was not received until 25 March the
following year. )

The last two months of 1798 were an ordeal for Bonaparte even
without the depressing news from Europe. The British blockade was
tight and morale in the ranks was crumbling. Battle, suicide and disease
had already drastically reduced manpower and in addition by the end of
October 15% of the Army was on the sick list. In December bubonic
plague broke out in Cairo, Alexandria and Damietta, claiming seventeen
victims a day on average and leaving behind a further 2,000 dead. It was
not surprising that spirits were low even among the officers: Menou,
Kléber, Dumas and even Berthier put in their resignations only to have
them rejected.

Reversing Sir Walter Scott’s polarity, Napoleon’s dreams of honour
and of arms gave place to dreams of love and lady’s charms. Since he said
farewell to Josephine in Toulon in May, he had been largely sexually
inactive. An eleven-year-old daughter of a sheikh, named Zenab el Bekri,
had been presented to him as a virgin prize but he did not find the
experience satisfactory, and this is in line with the sexual profile we have
adumbrated above. Napoleon liked his women experienced and in
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addition, deflowering a virgin would have brought him uncomfortable
reminders of Désirée at a time when he had already admitted, in his letter
to Joseph, that he might have made a mistake in his treatment of her.

There has always been a persistent rumour that in Egypt Napoleon
allowed himself his one and only homosexual encounter, on the
Voltairean prescription of ‘once a philosopher, twice a pervert’. Allegedly
he agreed to experiment because it was put to him that all great
conquerors, such as Caesar and Alexander, made a point of tasting
‘forbidden fruit’. But it is interesting that this tradition also holds that the
encounter was unsuccessful. This surely indicates that the idea of
Napoleon’s bisexuality, much trumpeted since Sir Richard Burton
popularized it in his notes to his translation of the Arabian Nights, is not
really convincing. It is true that Napoleon had distinct traces of
bisexuality in his psychic makeup, but this is very different from saying
that he was bisexual in an active sense. Whatever the unconscious
impulses, the conscious Napoleon disliked any suggestion of sexual
deviancy and punished the Marquis de Sade accordingly. On the other
hand he cannot have been unaware that homosexual practices were
rampant in any army deprived of women.

This was a germane consideration on the Egyptian expedition, for
officers and men had been expressly forbidden to take wives, mistresses
or girlfriends with them. Many blatantly defied the proscription and
dressed their women as men to embark at Toulon; once safely at sea an
epicene army appeared, with large numbers of the soldiers proving to be
females in disguise. Among those who came to Egypt in this way was the
twenty-year-old blue-eyed blonde Pauline Fourés from Carcassone. She
and her husband were considered by undiscriminating judges to be an
ideal couple, but when Napoleon met her on 30 November, she soon
made it clear she had no objections to becoming his mistress.

Yet first there was a serious contretemps which once again showed
Junot to be a master of the gaffe. After the initial meeting in a public
garden in Cairo, when smouldering eyes and other obvious body language
made it clear to Pauline that the generalissimo wanted her, Napoleon
dispatched Lieutenant Fourés away on a trumped-up errand and then
sent Junot to Pauline as his ambassador of love. Junot, an earthy
sensualist, botched the mission by making the proposition in terms of
extreme crudity; Pauline replied with affronted dignity that she would
always remain faithful to her husband.

Napoleon’s anger with Junot when he heard the outcome was
overdetermined. By an obvious association of ideas he linked Junot’s lack
of discretion over Josephine and Hippolyte Charles with this further
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instance of gross insensitivity on sexual matters. It seems quite clear that
Napoleon never forgot the two linked incidents, for when marshal’s
batons were handed out to old friends six years later, Junot’s name was
conspicuously absent. For the repeat overture Napoleon put his trust in
the faithful Michel Duroc, with whom he sent not just his apology for
Junot’s behaviour but the gift of an Egyptian bracelet studded with
precious stones and diamonds.

Duroc performed his task well, though we may take leave to doubt the
story that he called every day for two weeks with a different present. In a
comic opera subterfuge that can scarcely have fooled Pauline, she was
invited to dine on 19 December with General Dupuy, the military
commandant of Cairo. As the coffee was being served, Napoleon burst
into the room and ‘accidentally’ tipped a cup of the liquid over her dress.
He departed with her into Dupuy’s private suite to ‘remove the stains’; it
was two hours before the couple emerged. At least this is the story.
Napoleon’s strategy for getting the lady into the bedroom sounds like the
kind of ploy used by a cad from the 1940s rather than the action of a great
conqueror, but the circumstantial detail about the coffee cup rings true.
The latent hostility a misogynist like Bonaparte would have felt because
Pauline kept him waiting before succumbing to his overtures may well
have found expression in just this way; it is well known that a favourite
form of aggression by men who do not really like women is to try to
impair their beauty or that of their clothes.

By all accounts Pauline was extremely pretty and very accomplished at
lovemaking. Napoleon’s next task was to get rid of the inconvenient
husband. He sent him to France with dispatches, but the troublesome
Fourés wanted to take his wife with him and was only prevented from
doing so by an express order. Laure Abrantes, who had the story from
Junot, reported that she said goodbye to her husband ‘with one eye
streaming with tears and the other wet with laughter’ and that, after
going to bed with her husband for a farewell marital embrace, she
‘buttered the bun’ by going straight to Napoleon’s quarters and spending
the night with him.

It is clear that Pauline’s charms had affected the great leader, for he
sent orders to Admiral Villeneuve at Malta to provide a warship to
convey Foures to Paris; dalliance with la Fourés was evidently worth the
sacrifice of a man-o’-war. But now came a case of history repeating itself,
the first time as comedy, the second as farce. Just as Junot had been
mixed up in both the case of Josephine’s infidelity and the tryst with
Pauline, so the British lent a hand in both cases to make life difficult for
Bonaparte. Scarcely had the dispatch-boat Le Chasseur cleared from
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Alexandria, than it was captured by the Royal Navy vessel Lion (29
December). The British, who had an excellent spy network in Cairo, had
already heard the gossip about Napoleon and his new mistress and saw a
chance to make mischief. The captain of the Lion put Foures ashore near
Alexandria, after securing his parole not to serve against England for the
duration of the war.

Foures arrived in Alexandria and insisted on pressing on for Cairo,
despite the exhortations of Marmont, the commandant on the coast, that
he should remain there pending further orders. Marmont foresaw a
damaging scandal but was uncertain on his ground and weakly let the
lieutenant proceed. When he reached Cairo a week later he was at once
informed by his messmates that Pauline was openly living with
Bonaparte. He burst into the palace, found her in the bath and whipped
her severely, drawing blood. Hearing the outcry, her servants rushed in
and threw the husband out. Napoleon then ordered a military court to
dismiss Foures the service for conduct unbecoming, and urged Pauline to
divorce him and she agreed; her husband had destroyed the last vestiges
of her affection for him by his brutality.

Thereafter Pauline was seen everywhere on Napoleon’s arm. The
troops called her ‘Cleopatra’, which accurately suggested that her hold on
the leader was wholly sexual. As usual in such cases, the affair began to
peter out once the first flames of passion were dowsed. In the end
Napoleon grew tired of her and did not take her back to France with him
in August 1799. She became General Kléber’s mistress, which irrationally
annoyed the dog-in-the-manger Bonaparte, but was soon discontented
and yearned to return to France. Grudgingly Kléber allowed her to
depart for Rosetta and the north coast where, while waiting to take ship
to France, she succumbed to the predatory Junot, always a man with an
eye to the main chance where women were concerned. In Marseilles she
was detained for some time in a quarantine hospital and when she
eventually reached Paris Napoleon had her pensioned off and married to
Comte Henri de Rauchoup. Napoleon always had a sentimental streak
when it came to his former mistresses.

Josephine meanwhile was matching infidelity with infidelity. According
to Barras, when she received a false report that her husband had been
killed in Egypt, she burst out laughing, jumped for joy and told Barras
how glad she was that ‘that cruel egoist’ was dead. She even contemplated
divorcing her absent husband and marrying Hippolyte Charles. It was
said that Louis Gohier, the new president of the Directory, encouraged
her in this ambition, hoping that he in turn could become her lover, but
both Charles and Barras cautioned against the idea. In yet another
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melancholy twist of the ronde de 'amour, Désirée in 1798 took as her
husband none other than Napoleon’s bitterest enemy Jean Bernadotte.

The idyll with Pauline Fourés came to an abrupt end on 10 February
1799 when Napoleon left Cairo for Syria. He had received intelligence
that the Turks planned a two-pronged attack, with their so-called Army
of Rhodes being ferried across the Aegean by Napoleon’s old opponent
Commodore Sir William Sidney Smith while a separate Army of
Damascus advanced on eastern Egypt via Palestine and Sinai. Napoleon’s
strategy was to avoid being caught between two fires: leaving a token
force to control Egypt, he intended to march to Palestine, seize the
fortress of Acre, defeat the Damascus army and then double back to meet
the Army of Rhodes.

For the invasion of Syria he relied on 13,000 infantry, goo cavalry and
some fifty big guns; a garrison of barely 5,000 was left in Cairo. The
march across the arid Sinai desert was gruelling, even in winter, and the
army had to slaughter many of its mules and camels to survive. Entry into
the lemon and olive groves of the Gaza plain promised better things, but
there was a disappointment in the unexpectedly strong resistance of the
fortress of El Arish. The defenders repelled several frontal attacks before
Napoleon forced a surrender on 19 February by opening a formal siege.
Together with the unintended consequences of the siege, Napoleon
calculated that the delay at El Arish had cost him eleven days — days, it
turned out, which he could ill afford and which affected the outcome of
the entire campaign.

Perhaps the frustration at El Arish was one factor in the obscene
butchery Napoleon ordered at Jaffa two weeks later. Gaza fell on 25
February, yielding 2,000 prisoners, and by 3 March the French army was
at the gates of Jaffa. The 3,000 defenders here accepted the word of a
French officer that their lives would be spared if they surrendered. But
once in possession of the city, Napoleon ordered them all executed, plus
about 1,400 of the prisoners taken at Gaza. This mass slaughter was by
any standards a war crime, but it reached a fresh dimension of horror in
the way it was carried out. Anxious to save bullets and gunpowder,
Napoleon ordered his men to bayonet or drown the condemned
thousands. The resulting holocaust revolted hardened veterans who
thought they already knew about atrocities: there are well authenticated
reports of soldiers wading out to sea to finish off terrified women and
children who preferred to take their chances with the sharks.

This dreadful massacre was one of several incidents that haunted
Napoleon ever afterwards, not in the sense that he felt guilty — he did not
— but because he realized posterity would judge him harshly unless he
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could plead compelling necessity. He and his supporters have mounted
several lines of defence, some specious, some with a certain ad hoc force,
but none convincing. The argument that his aides were not authorized to
accept a Turkish surrender is casuistry. Not much better is the tu quoque
proposition: that the defenders of Jaffa had killed a French herald who
approached under a flag of truce, and that in Acre the ferocious Turkish
commander Djezzar Pasha had announced he would behead any French
prisoners. If Napoleon had come to Egypt to civilize, as he claimed, this
rejoinder was not really open to him. More compelling is the defence that
he had barely enough food to feed his own army, would therefore have to
release the prisoners to fend for themselves and would thus risk having
Acre reinforced by men to whom a word of honour meant nothing. It is
known that he was particularly enraged to find that most of the Gaza
prisoners who had been released on parole had simply gone on to fight at
Jaffa.

Perhaps Napoleon genuinely thought that military ends justified any
means. Perhaps he was supremely ruthless and wanted to give his
enemies convincing proof of his awesome qualities; the issue, in a word,
was credibility. Or perhaps he considered that Arabs and Turks were
lesser breeds without the law and that atrocities visited on them did not
thereby legitimate war crimes when two European nations were locked in
combat. The issue of atrocities in the Napoleonic wars is a complex one,
but it must be conceded that Napoleon was the first one to set foot down
that gruesome road. On the other hand, it is true that the Turks
habitually used massacre to cow their enemies, that they recognized no
rules of war and that, as in Spain later, the British made no attempt
whatever to dissuade their hosts and allies from frightful atrocities against
French prisoners.

As if the massacre was a sin crying to heaven for vengeance and heaven
had answered, the French army was immediately struck by plague
and had to stay a week at Jaffa. Morale plummeted, and Napoleon
decided he had to assert his role as thaumaturge and inspired leader. He
followed one of the darkest episodes in his life by one of the most
courageous by visiting the hospital where his plague-stricken men lay
dying (11 March). Fearlessly he touched the expiring men and helped to
carry out a corpse. Always Shavian in his attitude to illness and doctors,
he assured his petrified officers that willpower was everything and that
the right mental attitude could overcome plague. This is one of the great
moments in Napoleonic iconography, Gros’s painting Napoleon visiting
the plague victims of Jaffa portrays the leader as a Christ-like figure. But
the effect on morale of his courage was real enough at the time. By the
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end of March he was able to resume the march on Acre, even though he
left 300 plague cases behind.

The Fates were not smiling on the Syrian campaign, for the delays at
El Arish and Jaffa effectively precluded a successful conclusion. If
Napoleon had arrived at Acre any time before 15 March, he could simply
have walked into the city. But meanwhile two things happened. On 15
March Sir Sidney Smith appeared off Acre in the Royal Navy ships Tigre
and Theseus, just m time to prevent Djezzar Pasha evacuating the town.
Smith had faced Napoleon at Toulon but, in an even more bizarre turn of
events, he brought with him the very same Phélipeaux, now an émigré
officer of engineers, who had once been Napoleon’s classmate at the Paris
Military Academy. Smith at once landed some companies of British
troops, while Phélipeaux put Acre in a sound state of defence.

Even so Napoleon might still have prevailed had not British naval
power once more tilted the odds. His flotilla bearing most of his siege-
guns was intercepted by the Royal Navy off Mount Carmel, with the
consequence that when the French assaulted Acre they came under fire
from their own artillery. With proper siege-guns Napoleon could have
blown Acre apart, but without them he was reduced to slow sapping and
mining or costly frontal assaults on prepared positions. Smith concen-
trated his fire on the French trenches, making good use of the lighthouse
mole and being supported by broadsides from Theseus and Tigre. All the
time fresh supplies reached Acre, while in the French lines the sick list
continued to grow. Morale was not aided by the news that Djezzar Pasha
was paying a large bounty for every infidel head brought to him.

Operations went into temporary abeyance in the first week of April at
word of the approach of the Army of Damascus. Once contact was made
with the enemy, the French won all the early rounds. On 8 April an
outnumbered Junot was the victor in a cavalry skirmish near Nazareth,
while on 11 April Kléber with 1,500 men routed 6,000 Turks in a more
substantial battle at Canaan. In yet another engagement the dashing
cavalry leader Joachim Murat crossed the Jordan to the north of Lake
Tiberia and defeated 5,000 Turks.

Emboldened by these easy successes, on 16 April Kléber with just
2,000 men attempted a surprise dawn attack on the entire 25,000-strong
Army of Damascus as it lay unsuspecting in its tents. Not surprisingly,
the attack failed and soon the French had their backs to the wall, in a
desperate position under Mount Tabor, with stocks of ammunition
running low. They formed square and prepared to sell their lives dearly.
Suddenly, at about 4 p.m. Napoleon appeared, having made a forced
march from Acre. A devastating barrage from his cannon and some well-
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aimed volleys from his advancing squares panicked the Turks, who had
seen what just 2,000 Frenchmen could do and were terrified at the
thought of being caught between the two armies. The retreat became a
rout, and soon the threat from the Army of Damascus was no more.
Amazingly, Kléber’s army, which had fought all day, had lost just two
killed and sixty wounded in a ten-hour battle with 25,000 horsemen.

If everything had gone right against the Army of Damascus, at Acre
everything was still going wrong. When, on 1 April, the French sappers
exploded a large mine under the ‘“Tower of the Damned’ guarding the
city, against all predictions it failed to crack the masonry and provide the
breach needed. In a frontal assault Napoleon narrowly escaped death
from an exploding shell through the quick action of his personal
bodyguard, the Guides. There was a shortage of food and essential
matériel, also of ammunition and cannonballs. Even when the rest of the
siege artillery arrived safely at Jaffa and Napoleon was able to bring big
guns to bear on Acre, he still could not take the city. Then plague broke
out again, with 270 new cases by the end of April.

On his return from Mount Tabor Napoleon ordered a series of
desperate frontal assaults. For the first ten days of May the tide of battle
ebbed and flowed with fury. On 8 May Lannes actually breached the
defences and got inside the fort, sustaining serious wounds in the process,
only to find himself confronted with a second line of defence, even more
formidable. One of his generals — it may have been the irrepressible Junot
— remarked that Turks were inside and Europeans outside yet they were
attacking Turkish-style a fortress defended European-style. Reluctantly
Napoleon concluded that the citadel, continually reinforced by sea and
with fresh forces pouring in daily from Rhodes, could never be taken. He
had no option but to raise the siege; sixty-three days of investment and
eight costly all-out attacks had all been for nothing.

This was the first serious setback in Bonaparte’s military career. In the
three months’ fighting so far the French had lost 4,500 casualties
(including 2,000 dead) from an army of 13,000. Four generals had
perished outside Acre: Bon, Caffarelli Dommartin and Rambaud.
Napoleon failed at Acre partly through bad luck and partly through
miscalculation. First he lost half his 24-pounders to the Royal Navy, then
he failed to equip his other guns adequately: he had allowed only 200
rounds per 24-pounder and 300 shells per mortar, when he needed twice
the quantity of shells and five times the rounds. Most of all, he had
calculated that Acre would surrender without a fight, which of course it
would have done had he not been delayed at FEl Arish and Jaffa.
Moreover, if the usually reliable Frangois Bernoyer is to be believed,
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some of Bonaparte’s generals, notably Dommartin, worried that victory at
Acre would lead Napoleon to march on Persia and India, actively
conspired to prevent its fall. Furious at the blow to his prestige,
Napoleon set his propaganda machine to work to mask the defeat by
dwelling on the glorious victory at Mount Tabor. But his fury found
expression in the public humiliation and foul-mouthed abuse of the 6gth
Regiment which had failed in the final assault; he announced that until
such time as the regiment retrieved its laurels he refused to acknowledge
its existence.

Napoleon now prepared for a hazardous retreat, anxious lest the
emboldened enemy dog his footsteps across the desert — exactly what
happened in fact. A particular problem was the 2,300 men wounded or on
the sick list. If he tried to take them with him, his already seriously
depleted army would not be able to march fast enough to elude pursuers
and the result might well be a form of death by a thousand cuts, with
daily attacks on the rearguard gradually nibbling away at the strength of
his effectives. On the other hand, if the sick and wounded were left
behind, they would be beheaded and otherwise mutilated by the Turks.

To his chief of medical staff Dr Desgenettes Napoleon suggested a
simple solution: euthanasia of the worst cases by opium. Desgenettes
refused but, to sugar the pill, experimented by giving thirty plague-
stricken victims laudanum, in some cases with beneficial effects.
Reluctantly, the troops man-hauled the rest of them back to Jaffa, while
Napoleon covered the operation by continuing to bombard Acre until 20
May, using up all the siege-gun ammunition thereby. He then spiked the
big guns, leaving himself with just forty pieces of field artillery.

In Jaffa, where the French paused four days, a final decision about the
fate of the sick and wounded could no longer be postponed, especially
since the occupants of the hospital where Napoleon had visited the plague
victims on 11 March simply swelled the throng of non-combatants. After
desperate attempts to evacuate all military hospitals had proved
unavailing, a three-fold strategy was adopted: on all the hopeless cases
mercy killing was used; those who were on the mend but could not yet be
moved were left to the mercy of the Turks; walking wounded and
convalescent were mounted on horses and mules. For the euthanasia
Napoleon has of course been much criticized, but this was a different case
from the massacre of the Turks, and it is difficult to see what realistic
option he had, especially since the incoming Turks did behave to the
abandoned Frenchmen in line with the worst possible predictions.

It was a gloomy and demoralized French army that trekked back to
Gaza (reached on 30 May). But the real nightmare came next, in the
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shape of a four-day crossing of the Sinai desert. This had been an ordeal
even during winter on the outward march, but now, sweltering in
temperatures that rose as high as 54° C, with food and water low, a long
train of wounded and a mounting casualty list, and Turkish horsemen
harassing their rear, the French experienced exquisite torment and came
close to outright mutiny. Finally, on 3 June, the exhausted survivors
traipsed into Katia, with its ample supplies of food and water. The Syrian
campaign, in some ways a miniature forerunner of 1812, had achieved
nothing, except possibly to delay the Turkish landing at Alexandria while
reinforcements were sent to Acre. Casualties had been terrific, and even
Bonaparte’s formidable propaganda machine was hard put to it to talk up
the doomed campaign as a glittering success.

Defiantly Napoleon staged a triumph in Cairo on 14 June as he re-
entered the city. The one thing he did have to celebrate was the quite
extraordinary military achievement of Desaix in Upper Egypt. Although
seemingly engaged in a Sisyphean task of pacification — in that each
conquered area rose in revolt as soon as Desaix moved on and Murad Bey
continued to receive reinforcements from Arabia — Desaix never relaxed
his grip in a remorseless war of attrition. He won three great battles: at El
Lahkun on 7 October 1798, Samhud on 22 January 1799 and at Abnud
on 8 March. In the end Murad and the Mamelukes cracked under the
strain of continuous campaigning. Desaix’s campaign concluded trium-
phantly just when Napoleon was emerging from Syria: the French
General Belliard captured the Red Sea port of Kosjeir on 29 May, thus
driving a wedge between the two hostile armies and preventing Murad
from linking up with his allies in Syria.

Yet the impossibility of holding Egypt in subjection, marooned as he
was and without hope of reinforcement from France, must have struck
Napoleon forcibly when he heard that in addition to Desaix’s ceaseless
endeavours there had been two large-scale revolts in the Nile delta during
his absence, one led by the emir El-Hadj-Mustafa and the other, a more
serious outbreak headed by a fanatic claiming to be the angel H Modi of
the Koran or, in some versions, the Mahdi or promised one. General
Desaix proceeded to Lanusse, defeated El Modi and his army, then
executed 1,500 ‘ringleaders’ including the Mahdi himself. Yet all these
successful French campaigns entailed losses in manpower Napoleon
could ill afford, and there continued to be isolated massacres and
ambushes of his troops.

It was therefore immediately on his return to Cairo that Napoleon
began to think seriously about how to return to France. The usual
version is that it was only after Sidney Smith, in an obvious bout of
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psychological warfare, allowed French ships to deliver newspapers with
news of the Directory’s disastrous setbacks in 1798—gg, that Napoleon
decided to leave Egypt. In fact some individual French spies managed to
get to Egypt with news, and it would indeed be surprising if Napoleon
had genuinely been without all intelligence for almost an entire year; after
all, the interests of too many people, from Joseph to Barras, depended on
keeping Bonaparte fully informed.

First, though, he had to pacify Egypt. To cow internal opposition, he
organized the show trials of thirty-two members of the Cairo élite whom
he suspected of treachery and, after having them convicted on trumped-
up charges, executed them during 19—22 June. His propaganda machine
got to work, exaggerating his successes everywhere, and threatening dire
retribution if the Army of Rhodes dared land at Alexandria. To boost the
morale of his men, he claimed that bubonic plague was only contracted by
men who already had a death wish and that there was nothing to fear
from the disease. But when Napoleon tried to force Dr Desgenettes to
make a public declaration that the plague was not contagious, Desgenettes
protested he could not be party to such a blatant lie. At this Napoleon
exploded with rage, and a violent altercation took place between him and
Desgenettes. Angrily Napoleon accused the doctor: ‘You're all the same
with your principles, you teachers, doctors, surgeons, chemists, the whole
pack of you. Rather than sacrifice one of your precious principles, you’d
let an entire army perish, yes, even an entire society!’

The blow Napoleon had long been expecting fell on 11 July, when
Sidney Smith’s fleet escorted Turkish landing craft into Aboukir Bay and
disembarked 15,000 troops. The French garrison at Aboukir under
Marmont valiantly held out until 18 July, giving Napoleon his chance to
strike at the ageing commander Mustapha Pasha. But Napoleon was
supremely ungrateful for their sacrifice. He claimed to have given orders
for razing the town of Aboukir and fortif ying the citadel, which Marmont
had not carried out. When 1,300 defenders (including Marmont) and one
hundred élite fighters in the citadel finally surrendered, having bought
valuable time, Napoleon simply raged about their perfidy and cowardice.

Napoleon headed north from Cairo on forced marches, together with
Lannes, Bon and their corps; Desaix was urgently recalled from Upper
Egypt. The worst anxiety for Bonaparte was that, while he was engaged
in the north, a new Turkish army might advance on Cairo from Syria.
But a planned Turkish pincer movement foundered on the incompetence
of Murad Bey. Murad was supposed to advance to Alexandria, bringing
thousands of horses to mount the Turkish host and draw the big guns.

195



Murad, however, got no farther than the Pyramids before he was chased
ignominiously back into the desert by Murat.

Napoleon arrived at Alexandria with 6,000 men, fully aware that it
would take another fortnight for the other French corps, 10,000 strong
under Kléber, to arrive. Learning that the Turks had not yet
disembarked any cavalry or big guns, he decided to make a lightning
strike with his own thousand-strong cavalry. The manoeuvre was
perilous but plausible, since the enemy, by stationing its wings on high
ground, had left a weak spot in the centre. There were three successive
lines of Turkish entrenchments to be carried, and at first it was
Napoleon’s intention simply to force the enemy back to their second line
of defence, where he could pin them with howitzers and shells from
artillery swiftly brought up to the abandoned first line.

Outnumbered two to one, the French performed miracles. Murat’s
dashing cavalry attack through the centre, supported by Lannes on the
left and Destaing on the right, cut the Turkish army in two; the ill-
disciplined Janissaries played into French hands by leaving their defences
in search of French heads. The Turks abandoned the first line of defence
and rushed back to the second, but Murat’s cavalry got between the two
lines, forcing the Turkish right into the sea and the left into Lake
Maadieh. Meanwhile, Lannes and Destaing on the wings had taken the
high ground and came on at the double; it was estimated that thousands
of panic-stricken Turks drowned at this point.

Encouraged by this easy success, Napoleon increased the stakes and
gambled that he could take the third line of defence as well. Observing
that Lannes was likely to turn his left, the enemy commander Mustapha
Pasha sortied from the entrenchment with 5,000 men. There was a short
and ferocious struggle, during which Murat and Mustapha actually
fought each other from horseback and Murat took a wound in the cheek.
Now Napoleon showed his genius for timing by throwing in the reserve
at exactly the right moment to reinforce the struggling Lannes. The
outflanking movement was completed and Lannes was in the rear of the
redoubt. When Destaing came charging in, the despondency and terror of
the Turkish defenders was total. Most of them fled in disarray and a
further 3,000 were driven into the sea; Mustapha himself and his reserve
of 1,500 Janissaries were surrounded and taken prisoner. By 4 p.m. only
4,000 Turkish effectives remained on the field and they barricaded
themselves in the town and citadel of Aboukir which they had taken with
such difficulty just a week before. Not wishing to suffer further losses in
house-to-house fighting, Napoleon brought up his heavy artillery for a
final period of slaughter.
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It was a notable French victory, one of the few occasions when
Napoleon actually carried out his textbook destruction of an enemy. For a
loss of 220 killed and 750 wounded, he had defeated an army between
twice and three times as large; Turkish losses amounted to at least 5,000
dead. The 69th Regiment, publicly humiliated at Acre for its allegedly
poor showing and condemned to the task of escorting the sick on the
retreat across the Sinai desert, fought with a desperate tenacity and fully
retrieved their laurels. Sidney Smith, who had confidently selected
Mustapha’s defensive positions and advised him on the choice of ground,
was lucky to escape back to his sloop.

Back in Cairo Napoleon could now make leisurely plans for the
departure which he had strongly hinted at as early as 21 June, when he
asked Admiral Ganteaume to be ready to sail for Europe in the frigates
La Muiron and La Carriére. 'To put pressure on the Directory to recall
him, he sent a dispatch to Paris on 29 June, acknowledging the loss of
5,344 men and asking for 6,000 reinforcements — knowing very well that
they would not be forthcoming. Whether the political situation in France
meant that the fruit was finally ready for the picking he knew not, and
there was grave risk of interception by the Royal Navy as he travelled
virtually the entire breadth of the Mediterranean. But his own future
demanded that he get out of Egypt as soon as possible.

On 11 August a fresh sheaf of newspapers arrived in Cairo, leaving no
doubt of the scale of disaster in Europe. At last the worst was widely
known: that France faced a coalition of England, Austria, Russia, Turkey
and Naples; that the Russians seemed ubiquitous in Europe; that an
Anglo-Russian army had invaded Holland and an Austro-Russian army
had gained control of Switzerland; that a Turco-Russian fleet had
captured Corfu; and that another Austro-Russian army had swept into
northern Italy and undone all Bonaparte’s work there in a matter of
weeks. France was reported to be on the verge of economic collapse and
royalist sentiment was running high.

Napoleon knew all this already, but in a carefully stage-managed
histrionic outburst put on for the benefit of his generals, he rehearsed the
scale of the disaster in Europe: France facing Austria on the Rhine,
Austrians and Russians in northern Italy and Neapolitans and Sicilians in
the south; Austrian victories at Stockach on the Rhine and at Magnano
and Cassano in Italy; 18,000 British troops and 18,000 Russian
dominating Holland; Neapolitans entering Rome, the Russians in Turin,
the Austrians in Milan, and withal the Royal Navy still the master of the
Mediterranen. He inveighed against the Directors: ‘Can it be true? . ..
Poor France! ... What have they done, the idiots?” He put it to the
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assembled company that he wanted to stay with them but now had no
choice. It was fortunate for him that on 26 May the Directors had sent
him a dispatch authorizing him to evacuate if he thought it necessary; this
precious document would later give him a tenuous ex post facto
justification for his decision to cut and run.

What Napoleon did not tell his generals was that he was deeply
disturbed by a strong rumour that in Paris Sieyés was trying to engineer a
coup and had called in General Joubert as his ‘sword’. On 17 August
Admiral Ganteaume informed his leader that the Anglo-Turkish fleet had
left Egyptian waters. This was the chance Napoleon was waiting for. On
17 August he left Cairo for the coast and six days later put to sea in the
Muiron. He took just a handful of his favourites and most trusted
personnel with him. Of the savants, only Monge and Berthollet were
allowed to accompany him; of the generals only Berthier, Lannes and
Murat made the journey. Marmont, Bessiéres, Duroc, Fugeéne de
Beauharnais, Bourrienne, the newly acquired Mameluke servant Roustam
and two hundred Guides were among the favoured few; notable for her
absence was Pauline Foures.

Command devolved on Kléber, who later claimed he had been
presented with a fait accompli and knew of Bonaparte’s departure only
after he had gone. Choking back the fury he felt, Kléber read to his
troops the brief communiqué Napoleon had left: ‘Extraordinary circum-
stances alone have persuaded me, in the interests of my country and its
glory and of obedience to pass through the enemy lines and return to
Europe.’ In his instructions to Kléber, which included the order to send
Desaix back to France in November, Napoleon claimed that he would
move heaven and earth to reinforce the army in Egypt: “The arrival of our
Brest squadron at Toulon and of the Spanish squadron at Cartagena
leaves no doubt as to the possibility of transporting to Egypt the muskets,
sabres, pistols and ammunition of which you and I have an exact list,
together with enough recruits to make good the losses of two campaigns
... You can appreciate how important the possession of Egypt is for
France.” He also authorized Kléber, in the event that no reinforcements
arrived by May 1800 or if plague cut a swathe through the army, to
conclude a peace with Turkey, even if this meant evacuating Egypt, but
he thought the most likely outcome was that the future of Egypt would
be subsumed in a general European peace treaty.

Did Napoleon simply abandon the French army in Egypt to its fate, in
the full and cynical knowledge that Egypt was a lost cause? Kléber
certainly thought so. After he had read the instructions he told his
brother officers: ‘He’s left us with his breeches full of shit. We’ll go back
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to Europe and rub it in his face.” Technically, Napoleon was within his
rights, since the letter from the Directory authorized him to return with
or without his army. And it must be pointed out that he sent Ganteaume
back several times with a force of 5,000 reinforcements but on each
occasion the admiral was unable to make landfall. The fact that Napoleon
was unlikely to achieve much in Egypt and was needed more urgently in
Europe is irrelevant to the argument, since this was already the case when
he left France in May 1798. An honourable general would have stayed
with his men and taken his chances, even if it meant capitulating with
them. But Napoleon did not work from moral principles and despised
notions like honour if they could not be yoked to his self-interest. A man
who would remain with his army in Egypt in the context of August 1799
was not the stuff of which a future emperor was made.

The sequel in Egypt is easily told. As soon as Napoleon left, Kléber
disregarded his instructions and contacted Sidney Smith to act as
mediator between France and Turkey. By the treaty of H Arish of 13
January 1800, Kléber agreed to leave Cairo within forty days for
Alexandria, where he and the French army would be given safe conduct
back to France. But the hardline Pitt in London refused to countenance
any terms but unconditional surrender. Two more years had to elapse
and many more battles were fought before there was an end of bloodshed
in the desert; it was not just Napoleon who was careless of human life in
this epoch. Kléber, with just 10,000 men, won a spectacular victory
against yet another invading Turkish army at Heliopolis on 20 March
1800. In December that year he was assassinated by a Moslem fanatic and
succeeded by the lacklustre General Menou, the only Frenchman in
Egypt who actually converted to Islam.

Faced by what seemed to be a permanent French colony astride British
trade routes to the Orient, the government in London decided in October
1800 by a bare majority to send General Abercromby to reconquer Egypt.
The landing in Aboukir Bay in March 1801 was bitterly contested but
ultimately successful. Two weeks later a night battle was fought at
Aboukir, which the British won (though Abercromby was killed). The
French General Belliard cravenly surrendered the 10,000-strong French
garrison in Cairo in June, and after a protracted campaign Menou
capitulated at Alexandria in September with his remaining 7,300
effectives. Ganteaume, heading yet another French relieving expedition,
reached Derna in Libya, 400 miles west of Alexandria but was forced to
turn back. In October the men who surrendered and their dependants
arrived back in France. Among them was Pauline Fourés, who was met
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off the ship by Duroc, who forbade her access to Napoleon but pensioned
her off with the gift of a country mansion.

What did Napoleon achieve in his fourteen months in Egypt? From
the viewpoint of immediate French interests, almost nothing. Nearly
40,000 troops, many of them élite units, who would have been better
employed on the battlefields of Europe, were gradually diminished in
numbers by endless and ultimately pointless battles against Mamelukes
and Turks. By aiming at Malta he brought the Russians into the
Mediterranean ambit and by striking at Egypt he brought the Royal Navy
back into the Levantine seas. It is not too much to say that the Egyptian
adventure uniquely allowed the Turks and Russians, those traditional
enemies, for once to make common cause.

Even if Napoleon had not failed beneath the walls of Acre, it is difficult
to see what the end result could have been. The idea of a link-up with
Tippoo Sahib and the Mysores was dealt a death blow by the great
victory at Seringapatam by General Harris and the Wellesley brothers in
the spring of 1799. French losses in battle and from disease were high,
and were not compensated by hoards of loot, as in Italy, since there was
no way to transport looted artefacts back to France. A few privileged
members of the officer class doubtless enjoyed a degree of sexual freedom
they could not have had in France. Only long-term and indirectly, in the
shape of a burgeoning European intellectual interest in Egyptian history
and culture, can one see benefits from the three-year sojourn of the
French.

For Napoleon himself it was a different matter. By the time his
propaganda machine had winnowed the details of the military campaigns,
his very real martial achievements in Egypt had been apotheosized. He
himself throve in Egypt and, even if we accept that his diet was
immeasurably superior to that of his men, it is surely significant that he
remained untouched by plague. His health in fact was never better than
during 1798-99; he rid himself of all ailments for a time, only to find
them returning when he got back to Europe. He loved the sights, sounds
and smells of the Arab world and felt an instinctive sympathy for the
culture of the Arabs and the folkways of the sheikhs and fe/lahin. He told
Madame Rémusat that he loved aping Alexander the Great by putting on
eastern garb and that the East appealed uniquely to his sensibility:

In Egypt I found myself freed from the obstacles of an irksome
civilization. I was full of dreams. I saw myself founding a religion,
marching into Asia, riding an elephant, a turban on my head and in my
hand a new Koran that I would have composed to suit my needs. In my
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undertaking I would have combined the experience of two worlds,
exploiting for my own benefit the theatre of all history, attacking the
power of England in India . . . the time I spent in Egypt was the most
delightful of my life because it was the most ideal.

Napoleon’s ease with Islamic culture is worth stressing. He understood
the mind-set of the Arabs extremely well. When the Bedouin raided a
village friendly to the French and killed a fellah, he sent 300 horsemen
and 200 dromedaries to apprehend and punish the culprits. The Sheikh
H Modi, who witnessed Napoleon’s anger and heard his orders, said with
a laugh: ‘Was this fellah thy cousin, that his death excites so much anger
in thee?” ‘Yes,” replied Bonaparte. ‘All whom I command are my
children.” ‘Taib [it is well],’ said the sheikh. “T'hat is spoken like the
Prophet himself.’

We may discount Freud’s fanciful notion that Napoleon, with a
brother complex, revelled in Egypt because it was, in a Biblical sense, the
land of Joseph. But that he had a genuine ‘Oriental complex’ is hard to
deny. However, it must be understood that this was a purely romantic
fantasy. Some incautious biographers have speculated that on this
campaign he imbibed the spirit of Oriental despotism from the soil, so to
speak, and that this explains a ‘new’ Napoleon, as evinced by the
massacre at Jaffa, the judicial murders in Cairo, the plan to poison the
sick with opiates and the dubious Machiavellian justification of his return
to France. But it is a misreading of Bonaparte to speculate that the man
who returned from Egypt was not the man who set out. Probably as early
as the initial victories in Italy, Napoleon harboured a yearning for
supreme power. Nothing experienced n Egypt affected the lust for
power, but Napoleon returned from the East even more clearheaded
about how to achieve it.
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CHAPTER TEN

La Muiron set sail on a moonless night on 23 August 1799 with one other
frigate as escort. At first they hugged the North African coast and twice
saw British sails in the distance. On one of these occasions Napoleon was
sufficiently alarmed to make preparations for landfall, intending to
proceed across the desert to some other port of embarkation; but the
ships of the Royal Navy stood away at the last minute. Sailing for much
of the time in bad weather, La Muiron was forced into the gulf of Ajaccio
on 30 September by contrary winds. This was to be Napoleon’s last visit
to his native island, and he spent a few nights in the family home which
Letizia had so expensively refurbished. But all the time he was plagued
with anxiety. When learning the latest news from Paris he was heard to
say despairingly: ‘I will be there too late.’

On 6 October La Muiron put to sea again, only to fall foul of the
weather once more. And no sooner had the full storm on the 7th blown
itself out than English ships under Lord Keith were again spotted.
Napoleon ordered the captain to make for Fréjus, where landfall was
achieved in the bay of St Raphael on g October. Without doubt Napoleon
had been lucky to escape naval interception. When the British realized
that Napoleon had passed through their fleets on the return run as well,
after a perilous 47-day voyage in the Mediterranean, popular fury was
unbounded. A London caricature showed Nelson dallying with Emma
Hamilton while La Muiron passed through his legs.

Napoleon was lucky in a second sense, in that he arrived in France just
four days after the news of his great victory at Aboukir reached Paris.
The Directory, fearful that the huge and growing army of malcontented
ex-servicemen might flock to his banner, dared not impose on Napoleon
the strict quarantine regulations governing all arrivals from the Orient at
France’s Mediterranean ports; still less could they object that Bonaparte
had deserted his army in Egypt. At 6 o’clock on the evening of the gth,
Napoleon set out on a seven-day journey to Paris, hoping vainly to arrive
in the capital before the Directory even knew he was in France. Using
rapid relays of post horses, he passed through Aix-en-Provence, Avignon,
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Valence, Lyons, Chalon and Nevers, arriving in Paris on the morning of
16 October. He was delighted with the tumultuous reception he got,
especially in Avignon, where the people seemed to regard him as a
deliverer.

At first sight Napoleon’s gamble in going to Egypt and returning only
when the Directory was discredited seemed to have paid off. Until the
news of Aboukir reached France, he appeared to be losing the
propaganda battle: the Battle of the Nile, the revolt of the ‘angel’ E1 Modi
and British disinformation about atrocities had been cleverly played up
by his enemies. Most of all, it became obvious that, no matter how many
victories Napoleon won in Egypt, in the context of a general European
war these made little impact. The sensational news about Aboukir cut
through all that, but Napoleon’s position was by no means as good as he
would have liked. The principal problem was that France’s military
position had stabilized by the time he returned.

In Cairo Napoleon had read a litany of French disasters. In 1799 the
Allies finally put their differences behind them and launched a new
coalition against France. The Russians under General Suvorov joined the
Austrians in a campaign in northern Italy which rapidly undid all
Bonaparte’s work. The Allies overran the Cisalpine Republic, occupied
Turin and forced the French to quit Rome (which they had occupied in
February 1798). Suvorov then defeated in succession the French generals
Scherer, Moreau and MacDonald, while the British reoccupied Naples.
By the end of June 1799 the French had lost all their Italian conquests
except Genoa and a narrow strip of the Ligurian coast. Meanwhile in
Germany the Archduke Charles repeatedly defeated Jourdan and opened
the passes between Germany and Italy. In Holland the military initiative
was held by an Anglo-Russian army under the Duke of York.

Such was the situation when Napoleon left Egypt. By the time he
arrived in Paris, there had been a rapid turnaround in military fortunes.
Facing disaster, the Directors made a string of mistakes, but these were
capped by the Allies. First, in June 1799, the Directory enacted a
conscription law which led to wholesale evasion by draftees. The
Directors then compounded their error by detaching large sections from
Jourdan’s hard-pressed army on the Rhine to round up the draft dodgers,
and then ensured that Scherer lost Italy by insisting on sending every
available soldier against Naples.

However, the Allies made the egregious mistake of insisting on clearing
the Danube and Po valleys of opposition before moving against
Switzerland, the strategic key to Europe. Then the Austrian minister
Thugut inexplicably decided to switch commanders, with Archduke
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Charles being transferred from Switzerland to Holland and Suvorov
moving from Italy to Switzerland. This caused a delay in campaigning
which the French exploited. In September Masséna won the second
battle of Zurich (in the first, in May, he had been defeated by Archduke
Charles), routing the Russians while Suvorov was being transferred. Even
more significant than the military check to the Allies was the suspicion
and mutual recrimination the setback engendered. Austria and Russia
blamed each other bitterly, and the final upshot was that Russia left the
coalition in dudgeon in January 18oo.

Taking advantage of the confusion and bickering, General Ney
defeated the Austrians on the Rhine. In Holland General Guillaume
Brune brought the Anglo-Russian adventure to an inglorious end and
earned the Duke of York eternal obloquy by a stunning victory in
October which had the English scurrying for their embarkation vessels.
The consequence was that when Napoleon arrived in Paris on 16 October
the immediate military crisis was over, removing the justification for a
coup d’état. In particular, the victories by Brune and Masséna made it
very difficult for the Bonapartist propaganda machine to present its man
as the ‘sword’ badly needed by the Republic. Since Ney, Brune and
Masséna were the new military heroes and fickle public opinion was likely
to turn away from him, Napoleon needed to act fast. On the other hand,
because there was no obvious necessity now for a coup, he had also to
move with extreme caution.

While he pondered his next move, he had one immediate decision to
take: what to do about Josephine? When they were reunited with their
brother, Joseph and Lucien confirmed the stories about Josephine’s
habitual adultery with Hippolyte Charles. The affair had recommenced in
earnest at the end of 1798; Charles would often stay weeks at a time at
Malmaison, decamping when visitors arrived. Charles and Josephine
were also a byword for corruption. In addition to the retainers from
Louis Bodin for putting army contracts his way, Josephine was also on a
huge sweetener of 500,000 francs from another military contractor,
Compagnie Flachat. Almost predictably, when Napoleon arrived at his
house on the rue de la Victoire at 6 a.m. on 16 October, Josephine was
not there. He flew into a rage and decided to divorce her without more
ado. Barras urged Napoleon to be stoical, but made no impression. Only
when the banker Jean-Pierre Collot put the affair in the context of raison
d’état did Bonaparte cool down. Collot argued that Napoleon would lose
prestige if it became widely known that he had been cuckolded; the best
course was to wait until he had supreme power and then settle accounts
with his errant wife.
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Had he known the full extent of her treachery, Napoleon would have
been even more angry. She told Barras that she found his letters from
Egypt either odd or droll and, while sending him tepid notes, would be
composing passionate and lubricious ones to Charles. According to
Barras, her verbal indiscretion was notorious. In a masterpiece of
projection she described her husband thus: ‘He is a man who has never
loved anyone but himself; he is the most ingrained and ferocious egotist
the Earth has ever seen. He has never known anything but his own
interest and ambition.’

Unaware of these dark currents, Napoleon contented himself with a
policy of humiliation. Though urged by his family to move to the rue du
Rocher, Napoleon stayed put and decided to lock Josephine out. He
cleared the house of her enormous wardrobe of clothes and sent them
down to the porter’s lodge, with instructions to the porter that he was on
no account to admit her. Napoleon assumed she was with her lover, but
the truth was more singular. Alerted by letters from her son Eugéne and
by confidential advice from Fouché, with whom she was developing a
kind of business relationship, she hastened south to meet her husband,
hoping to get her version of events in before Joseph and Lucien arrived
with the truth. But when she arrived in Lyons, expecting to meet him on
the Burgundy road at any time, she learned that Napoleon had already
gone north by a different route, via Bourbonnais. She turned round and
headed for Paris. Forty-eight hours after Napoleon got to the rue de la
Victoire, a despairing Josephine arrived with her daughter Hortense after
a long and tiring journey, the latter stages through thick fog.

It was 11 p.m. The porter told her he had orders not to let her in, but
Josephine softened him with tears or browbeat her way to her husband’s
door (the account varies). When Napoleon refused to admit her, she
camped outside the door on the last spiral of a narrow staircase, from
where she directed sustained and piteous pleas through the wooden
threshold. Eugene and Hortense arrived to add their lachrymose pleas to
those of their mother. At last Napoleon relented sufficiently to allow
Eugéne and Hortense to enter. Tearfully they pleaded her case, adding
that her heart was broken. Finally Napoleon admitted Josephine herself.
An initial angry explosion and bitter reproaches were followed by a
cooling-off period, then by sexual overtures. When Lucien called next
morning he found Napoleon and Josephine in bed, beaming with seraphic
expressions. The entire Bonaparte family was scandalized and furious at
this unexpected outcome, but even Letizia dared say nothing. None
the less, the balance of power in the marriage had decisively shifted and
from this point on Napoleon had the psychological advantage.
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During this honeymoon period Josephine put him in the picture about
his old love Désirée Clary. Napoleon had earmarked her as the wife of
General Duphot, but he was assassinated in Rome late in 1797, thus
triggering French occupation of the eternal city. On 17 August 1798 she
married Bernadotte, apparently more for a desire to be married than
because of any overpowering coup de foudre for the Gascon. The marriage
was a scheme by the Bonapartist clan to neutralize or co-opt a dangerous
political rival. Joseph, Lucien and their wives had attended the wedding
ceremony and Désirée now regularly passed on to her sister Julie
(Joseph’s wife) full intelligence on the Bernadotte household: who visited,
what was discussed, what was the attitude to Napoleon. Josephine had
apparently done her best to conciliate Désirée, but Désirée strongly
disliked her and used to mimic her mercilessly to Julie, the only member
of the Bonaparte clan to have a soft spot for Napoleon’s wife.

The dynamics of the extended Bonaparte family were becoming
increasingly complex. The constant was the hatred felt for Josephine by
all female members of Napoleon’s family — Letizia, Pauline and,
especially, Elisa. Désirée’s distaste is more easily explained as simple
jealousy. There is even evidence that Désirée was still besotted with
Napoleon and dreamed of displacing Josephine and getting him back.
When she became a mother in 1799 she asked Napoleon to be godfather.
The subtext was clear: she could bear children while Josephine could not.
Napoleon asked that the boy be called Oscar after Ossian, the hero of his
beloved Macpherson epic, and Désirée duly obliged. Désirée was an
important transmission belt between the ultra-Jacobin circle of Berna-
dotte and friends and the Bonapartes. She supported Napoleon’s
ambitions even to the point of spying on her own husband; Bernadotte,
besotted with her, turned a blind eye. But she was the focus of sexual
jealousy, with Napoleon resentful that an enemy like Bernadotte was
married to ‘his’ Eugénie, and Bernadotte fuming that Napoleon had had
his wife’s virginity.

Napoleon had a talent for making mortal enemies, and no enemy was
more inveterate than Jean Bernadotte. Tall, slight, with thick black hair, a
colourless face and a huge hook nose, Bernadotte was reputed to have
Moorish blood but, like many of Napoleon’s followers, was in fact a
Gascon. Energetic, ruthless, mendacious and treacherous, Bernadotte
professed Jacobinism and had received his political ‘education’ in the
sergeant’s mess. Unlike his fellow Gascon Murat, who continued to speak
with a thick country brogue, Bernadotte had polished up his accent and
gone to some pains to conceal his rude origins. Bernadotte was actually an
egomaniac of the first order, whose political beliefs were always a mask
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for the promotion of Jean Bernadotte. He has attracted widespread
odium, and rightly so. Frédéric Masson described him as ‘the most
unbearable of Jacobins and schoolmasters, a Béarnais with nothing of the
Gascon smartness and happy repartee about him, but whose calculating
subtlety always concealed a double game and who regarded Madame de
Staél as first among women because she was the first of pedants and who
spent his honeymoon dictating documents to his young wife.’

A hot-tempered, paranoid Gascon boaster, Bernadotte had ambitions
which always outran his abilities. The fiasco of his two-month
incumbency as French ambassador to Austria in 1798 was matched by the
farce of his two months as Minister of War in July 1799. The rising star
in the Directory, the Abbé de Sieyes, grew tired of his intrigues and
prima donna antics at the Ministry. The last straw came after Brune’s
victory when Bernadotte delivered a gasconnade to the effect that he
would rather be in the field as a soldier than behind the Ministry desk.
Sieyes sacked him abruptly, but Bernadotte managed to have the last
word by leaking a ‘resignation letter’ to the press in which he thanked
Sieyes ironically ‘for accepting a resignation I had not offered’.

Of his legendary hatred for Napoleon there can be no doubt. When
Napoleon arrived so unexpectedly in France, Bernadotte proposed to the
Directory that Napoleon be arrested and court-martialled, both for
deserting the army in Egypt and for evading the quarantine regulations.
He was the only one of Napoleon’s former generals not to call on him at
the rue de la Victoire to offer congratulations for a safe return from
Egypt. He then refused to subscribe to an official dinner being arranged
by the generals for Napoleon until he explained his reasons for leaving
the army in Egypt. He added that since Napoleon had not been through
quarantine and might therefore have brought back the plague, he,
Bernadotte, had no intention of dining with a plague-ridden general.

Yet Bernadotte was only one of a host of dangerous political rivals
Napoleon had to fend off or neutralize when he arrived in Paris to take
stock of the Directory’s brittle position. Fortunately for him, few of the
rest of them possessed Bernadotte’s overweening ambition. Sieyes was
already engaged on a scheme of his own to topple the Directory but
needed a ‘sword’. His first choice was Joubert, but he was killed in Italy.
His second choice was MacDonald but he refused to take part, as did
Moreau, the victor of Hohenlinden. A reluctant Moreau was explaining
his hesitation to Sieyes on 14 October when news of Napoleon’s landing
in France came in. “There’s your man,” said Moreau. ‘He will make a
better job of your coup d’état than I could’
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Nevertheless, in his bid for supreme power in October 1799 Napoleon
faced a situation of frightening complexity. The only certainty was that
the Directory was discredited for economic reasons. It was the Army that
sustained the Directory, and a system of symbiotic corruption resulted.
Army officers and war commissioners demanded the right to loot and
requisition in order to line their pockets, while the Directory had to bow
to the demands of the Army, as the government in turn needed the spoils
of war to pay bankers, army contractors and other creditors and to raise
revenue. But inflation gnawed away at the Directors’ position. In 1794
the gold franc was worth 75 paper francs, but by 1798 the rate had soared
to 80,000 paper for one gold franc.

The Directory had inherited an impossible financial situation. The
State was virtually bankrupt, credit was non-existent and the worthless
assignats had been withdrawn. Left with nothing but taxation to finance
the war, the Directors struggled manfully and even introduced worth-
while administrative reforms and improved the tax system. But there was
no way to avoid inflation, and the pressing need for money explained the
collaboration of Army and government in exacting revenue from the
conquered territories. Meanwhile the government steadily added to its
tally of enemies. Having already alienated the Catholic Church by its
anticlericalism and the Jacobins by its conservatism, by its forced levy of
one hundred million francs on the rich the Directors also lost caste
among the privileged. Nor was there any hope of support from the urban
proletariat or the sams-culottes. Butter and cheese were already luxury
items, sugar was heavily rationed, and the price of basics was
astronomical: 250 grammes of coffee cost 210 francs, a packet of candles
625 francs, two cubic metres of wood 7,300 francs. Many families were
reduced to hanging a lump of sugar from the ceiling, and this would be
dipped into a cup of coffee for a few seconds.

The corruption of the Directory was legendary and the hatred
entertained for the government proportional. On the opening night of the
play La Caverne, a melodrama featuring four thieves as principal
characters, a wag in the audience called out: ‘Only four? Where’s the
fifth?’ The entire theatre dissolved into laughter, with the actors actually
applauding the audience. Many other contemporary stories testified to
the intense unpopularity of the Directors. A perfume vendor in the rue
de la Loi was said to have made a fortune out of selling a fan with five
lighted candles painted on one side, with the middle candle much taller
than the others. On the other side of the fan were the words: ‘Get rid of
four of them. We must economize.” Another story, relating to the
swelling throng of Directory clients and hangers-on, concerned a Gascon,
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said to have sent a letter to the Council of 500,000; when reproved for
adding three more noughts than necessary, the Gascon replied that he
could not put in more than there actually were. And when news of
Napoleon’s victory at Aboukir reached Paris, the enemies of the
Directory went about wearing a pendant, showing a lancet (/ancette), a
lettuce (/aitue) and a rat (rat). Spoken quickly, the rebus signified ‘L ’An
Sept les tuera (‘Year Seven will kill them’).

Yet if the Directory seemed doomed by its inability to satisfy any
significant social sector, what was to replace it? Apart from supporters of
the status quo, there were three main groups contending for power should
the Directors lose their footing. Perhaps the most powerful were the
monarchists, who had only just failed to seize power at Vendémiaire and
Fructidor. Particularly strong in the south and west of France, the
royalists spoiled their chances by in-fighting, split between the ultramon-
tane supporters of the comte d’Artois, who wanted a return to the ancien
régime, and champions of constitutional monarchy. Although some saw a
Bourbon restoration as inevitable, there remained the obstacle that too
many people stood to lose from such an eventuality: bourgeoisie,
peasants, merchants, businessmen, war contractors and all other profit-
eers. The only members of the middle class who had been unable to buy
up confiscated property (or ‘national’ property as it was termed in the
euphemism) were those without capital, such as pensioners and members
of the liberal professions.

On the left were the neo-Jacobins, a powerful force in provincial
electoral assemblies and supported by the petit-bourgeoisie, artisans and
shopkeepers. They were influential in the Council of Five Hundred
where the tempestuous Lucien Bonaparte, still theoretically a Jacobin,
had been elected as president, but were ill represented in the Council of
Ancients. Having learned from the failure of Gracchus Babeuf that there
was no constituency for extremism, they espoused a moderate pro-
gramme of greater democracy, accountability by the Directors, and
greater provincial autonomy. It was the Jacobins who in 1799 had pushed
through the Hostage LLaw, making the relations of émigrés responsible for
any crimes committed within France; and it was at the Jacobins’
insistence that the Directors had levied the compulsory loan on the rich.
The weakness of the Jacobins was that they were a mere coalition of
special interests. Their power was on the wane in 1799, as the attraction
of emergency powers and committees of public safety had dimmed after
the victories at Bergen and Zurich in September 1799. A sign of the times
was the ease with which Minister of Police Fouché closed down the
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‘Constitutional Society’ — a Jacobin club which had hitherto been a
bugbear for the Directory.

The third party in the ring was the Thermidoreans who wanted to end
the Revolution on an ‘as is’ basis, leaving them as the beneficiaries of the
sale of national property. They wanted neither the true social revolution
of the Jacobins nor the restoration of the monarchy. These were in
essence the people who had held power since the fall of Robespierre in
1794, the veterans of the revolutionary assemblies who now wanted a
cosmetic change of régime that would allow them to emerge untarnished
by the image of the Directory yet in possession of all their economic
gains. These were the men who held power as a result of a whole series of
illegal actions, principally the Decree of T'wo-Thirds against the royalists
and the Floréal coup against the Jacobins; their hallmark was the ruthless
sacrifice of their weakest members so as to cling to power. At root the
Thermidoreans wanted a Republic dedicated to the interests of the rich —
rather like the U.S.A. at that time under Washington and Jefferson.

Since the great personalities of the royalist movement were in exile and
those of the Jacobin club were generals like Bernadotte, Jourdan and
Augereau, it was on the Thermidoreans and the five Directors that
Napoleon directed most of his attention during the critical period from 16
October to g November 1799. General Moulin and Roger Ducos were the
two minor Directors, basically nonentities. The three key figures were
Barras, Sieyes and Gohier. Barras was still ostensibly the key man, still
linked to Bonaparte through Josephine, but increasingly perceived as
erratic and harbouring secret royalist sympathies. Gohier and his stooge
Moulin supported the status quo, but because Gohier was physically
attracted to Josephine, there were obvious possibilities for Napoleon to
neutralize him in any power struggle.

The most dangerous man in the Directory, was the fifty-one-year-old
Emmanuel Joseph Sieyés, who had gradually usurped Barras’s premier
position on the executive while Napoleon was in Egypt. Sieyes had
betrayed Danton, and later Robespierre, and when asked what he had
done during the Terror, replied: ‘I survived.” This grim cynic now
had Barras firmly in his sights, and to this end had constructed a loose
coalition of intriguers, including Talleyrand, Fouché and Lucien
Bonaparte. The hotheaded Lucien, who had brought the Bonaparte
family close to disaster by his denunciation of Paoli, nearly ruined things
again by shooting from the hip. He started a whispering campaign that
Barras had deliberately sent Napoleon and the cream of the army into the
‘deserts of Araby’ to perish. To cover his tracks he bracketed Talleyrand
with Barras as the two men jointly responsible. Barras knew how to deal
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with the insolent young cub. He brought up the subject of Lucien’s
illegal under-age recruitment to the Council of 500. To save face yet not
be expelled Lucien had to continue his bluster while backtracking on the
accusations against Barras. The absurd result was that he ended up
accusing his co-conspirator Talleyrand alone of sending his brother and
his army to their deaths.

By August Sieyes felt reasonably confident that events were moving his
way. Veteran of the 1789 National Assembly, the Fructidor coup of 1797,
in which he had had a hand, and a diplomatic mission to Berlin in 1798,
Sieyes was a long-time opponent of the 1795 Constitution of the Year
Three. Supported by his minion Roger Ducos he nursed his hatred of the
Constitution and had long wanted to subvert it; since there was a waiting
period of nine years before the Constitution could be amended, Sieyés’s
only chance to achieve his aims was through a coup.

The arrival of Napoleon in Paris on 16 October added a fresh
ingredient of uncertainty to this turbid stew of ideologies, policies and
personalities. Perhaps as a result of Josephine, Gohier greeted him
cordially on the 16th and scouted Bernadotte’s suggestion of a court-
martial. However, at a meeting next day with the full Directory the
atmosphere was decidedly frosty. Dressed in a round hat, an olive cloth
frock-coat, with a Turkish scimitar at his waist, Napoleon affected not to
notice and assured the Directory he was on its side. But immediately
afterwards, at his house in the rue de la Victoire, he was importuned by
rival groups of plotters and conspirators, each trying to make him over.
During 19—20 October he was positively besieged by visitors: Talleyrand,
Roederer, Reynaud, Maret, Bruix, Boulay de la Meurthe and Brueys
were some of the élite names who called during a twenty-four-hour
period. Napoleon affected to be interested only in the newly reconciled
Josephine, and when the trio of Talleyrand, Brueys and Roederer made
an after-dinner call at the rue de la Victoire, they found Bonaparte
playing tric-trac with Josephine.

Napoleon’s camouflage in the last fortnight of October 1799 was clever.
He returned to his old ploy of appearing interested only in the affairs of
the Institute, meanwhile taking soundings from the principal Directors.
At first he made overtures to Gohier, intending to become one of the
Directors. Gohier, who was all affability and reported a conversation in
which Sieyés had recommended that Napoleon be shot, expressed his
regret that there was no way round the rules stipulating a minimum age
of forty for a Director. Influenced by Josephine, Napoleon then inclined
towards Barras. Barras wanted to get rid of this dangerous interloper and
suggested that he take the field again. Napoleon replied blandly that he

211



had to stay in Paris for reasons of his health. The sparring continued,
until at a dinner on 30 October Barras publicly insulted Napoleon by
suggesting that he should return forthwith to command the Army of
Italy. Napoleon decided to stop beating about the bush. On 4 November
he asked Barras bluntly how he would react to a coup to replace the
Directory; Barras said he had no tolerance at all for such an idea. This
meant that Napoleon had no choice but to throw in his lot with Sieyes,
whom he heartily disliked.

Meanwhile Napoleon tried to marginalize the dangerous maverick
Bernadotte. The Gascon went to the rue de la Victoire and told Napoleon
in his typical charmless manner that he was exaggerating the corruption
of the Directory for his own purposes. ‘I don’t despair of the Republic
and am convinced it will see off both internal and external enemies,’
Bernadotte continued. When he spoke the word ‘internal’ he glared at
Napoleon; an embarrassed Josephine quickly changed the subject. A few
days later Napoleon tried again when he and Josephine visited Bernadotte
in the rue Cisalpine. After dinner the two families drove to Joseph’s
country house at Montefontaine, where there was another  violent
altercation in the park between Napoleon and Bernadotte.

Detailed planning for the coup now went on. There were innumerable
meetings with Sieyes and Roger Ducos in the rue de la Victoire. Fouché,
also a party to the plot, made sure the police did not disturb them. Only
Napoleon, Sieyes, Talleyrand, Fouché and Ducos knew the full details of
the plot; others were informed on a ‘need to know’ basis. Sieyes, Fouché
and Talleyrand, all ex-clerics, agreed with Napoleon that Bernadotte
should be excluded as unreliable, a Jacobin and an opportunistic
egomaniac, but made strenuous eleventh-hour efforts to bring Barras into
their camp. A key day in the preparation of the coup was 6 November.
Sieyes and Napoleon finally composed their severe differences and agreed
that after the coup a commission would draw up a new constitution.
There would be a parliamentary strike against the Directory backed by a
show of force. Meanwhile, Joseph, Talleyrand and FFouché spent the
sixth vainly trying to win over Barras. That evening a disappointing day
ended in virtual farce with the subscription dinner held at the Temple of
Victory (formerly the Church of St Sulpice). Napoleon and Moreau were
the guests of honour, but Bonaparte attended with great reluctance and
brought his own food — some bread, a pear and a bottle of wine — making
it clear he trusted nobody; the Jacobin generals, Bernadotte, Jourdan and
Augereau completed the farce by refusing to attend.

The coup was originally planned for 7 November, but at the last
moment some of the key conspirators lost their nerve. Napoleon gave
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them twenty-four hours to make a definite and final commitment, and
postponed the attempt until Saturday 9 November, since he was
superstitious about Fridays. On the seventh he lulled Jacobin suspicions
by dining at Bernadotte’s with the other Jacobin lions, Jourdan and
Moreau, taking Talleyrand, Volney and Roederer as his entourage.

By the evening of 17 Brumaire (8 November 1799) all was finally
ready. In return for forcing a change of constitution, Bonaparte had been
promised by Sieyés that he would be provisional consul. He and
Josephine dined early at the Ministry of Justice with Jean-Jacques
Cambacéres, one of Sieyeés’s henchmen. Cambacérés was an eminent
jurist, a Grand Master of the Freemasons and also the central figure in
the Parisian gay network. Cambacérés expressed anxiety about Berna-
dotte, but Napoleon assured him he had found a way to marginalize him.
Back at home Napoleon made careful preparations for next day. His aim
was to force the Directors to resign; the two chambers of the Assembly
would then have to decree a new constitution; and meanwhile all potential
enemies had to be neutralized. But it is important to be clear that the
objectives of Napoleon and Sieyés were already divergent. Sieyes
envisaged an almost peaceful transfer of power backed by a show of force,
but Napoleon had in mind a more significant réle for the Army.

Busy with the meticulous planning for next day, Napoleon could not
afford the time for the nightly meeting he had held with Barras for the
previous week, partly to gull him, partly to convince waverers that Barras
was with them. At 11 p.m. he sent Bourrienne to inform Barras he would
not be coming because of a ‘headache’. According to Bourrienne, this was
the moment when the truth of what was afoot first hit Barras and he
allegedly replied: ‘I see that Bonaparte has tricked me. He will not come
back. It is finished. And yet he owes me everything.” Barras was at least
more perceptive than Gohier, who suspected nothing until the very
morning of 18 Brumaire. So contemptuous were Napoleon and Fouché of
him that they played an elaborate charade. Fouché one afternoon arrived
while the Bonapartes and Gohier were taking tea. Fouché, who had come
straight from a meeting of the conspirators, launched into a tirade to the
effect that he was tired of hearing rumours of a conspiracy. Gohier
reassured Josephine that there could not be any truth in the rumours, for
otherwise the Minister of Police would not have repeated such
frightening intelligence in the presence of a lady!

On 9 November (18 Brumaire) Napoleon rose at 5 a.m. and began to
implement the coup proper. It was still dark, so first, ever superstitious,
he located his ‘lucky star’ in the sky. Reassured, he dressed hurriedly
while whistling (out of tune) a popular ditty of the time: ‘Vous m’avez jeté
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un regard, Marinette’. Then he sent round letters to all members of the
Ancients (where Sieyés had a majority of supporters), summoning them
to an urgent meeting at the Tuileries at 7 a.m. on a matter of national
emergency. At 6 a.m., as planned, four hundred dragoons under Colonel
Sebastiani received their final orders and began making their way to the
Tuileries; the clattering of the horses’ hooves brought bleary-eyed
citizens in nightgowns and cotton nightcaps to their windows and
shutters were flung open. One of Fouché’s spies claims to have jotted
down a verbatim exchange at the time.

‘So today’s the day for clearing out the rubbish dump?’

‘It could be!’

‘Perhaps we’ll have a king tonight!’

‘For God’s sake shut up!

‘’m only repeating what I’ve been told. It’s said that Barras invited the
comte de Provence to ascend the throne.’

‘Shut up! We haven’t had a revolution merely to see the King back.
What we need is a good republican — someone really decent and with
clean hands . . . I hope General Bonaparte has made up his mind to clear
the five swine out.’

By 6.30 p.m. a stream of generals had begun arriving at Napoleon’s
door in answer to urgent summonses: Murat, Lannes, Berthier, Moreau,
MacDonald. A little later Joseph arrived in company with Bernadotte
who, alone of the generals, was not wearing uniform. When Napoleon
coldly asked Bernadotte why he was wearing mufti, the Gascon replied
that that was how he always dressed when off duty. ‘You’ll be on duty
soon,’ said Napoleon. But Bernadotte swore up and down that he would
do nothing to harm the Republic and could not be swayed. The most
Napoleon could get from him was a promise to remain neutral during the
day’s proceedings. To Joseph was allotted the task of shadowing
Bernadotte during the day to make sure he kept his word.

Among those summoned to the rue de la Victoire was the military
governor of Paris, General Frangois Lefebvre. Napoleon asked for his
help in saving the Republic. Lefebvre simply asked whether Barras was
with them and, on being told (falsely) that he was, pledged his support.
Napoleon’s next ploy was to summon Gohier and then detain him so that
he could not interfere with the day’s events. He had Josephine send
round one of her would-be #illets doux, inviting Gohier for breakfast at 8§
a.m. Since all previous breakfast invitations at the Bonapartes had been
for 10 a.m., even the obtuse Gohier smelt a rat and sent his wife instead.
When she arrived, Napoleon angrily demanded her husband’s presence,
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so Madame Gohier, doubly alerted, scribbled her husband a note warning
him on no account to accept the invitation.

Meanwhile the Council of Elders had been meeting since 7 a.m. at the
Tuileries. Sieyés used his majority to panic the Elders into voting a
decree to move their session to the Palace of St-Cloud outside Paris to
avoid becoming victims of a Jacobin plot; constitutionally it was the
Elders who decided where the two-chamber Legislative Body should sit.
A four-article decree transferred the Legislative Body to St-Cloud and
the session was prorogued until noon on 19 Brumaire; all continuation of
the two councils’ functions was forbidden until that place and time. In
the final two articles ‘General Bonaparte’ was charged with the
application of the decree and was formally summoned before the
Ancients to swear an oath of loyalty.

At 8.30 Napoleon mounted his horse and, accompanied by a retinue of
all the military talents (except Bernadotte) rode to the Tuileries. He
strode into the Council of Ancients and solemnly swore to uphold the
Republic he was even then in the process of subverting; the chorus of
echoing cries of ‘We swear it’ from Berthier, Marmont, Lefebvre and the
others introduced an ominous military dimension that did not go
unnoticed by some deputies. Having received the decree making him
commander-in-chief of all troops in the Paris area, Napoleon straightaway
altered it so as to include the bodyguard of the Directory. Next he
addressed his troops, whipping up their indignation over the real and
alleged way the Directory had betrayed the heroism of the Army. Already
Napoleon was thinking in terms of a genuinely military coup and
anticipating the time he would have to deal with Sieyes.

By 11 a.m. the news of the Ancients’ decree reached the Council of the
Five Hundred. There were some protests but no real resistance to the
idea of removal to St-Cloud. Meanwhile Gohier and Jean Moulin,
learning that Sieyés and Roger Ducos were no longer in the Luxem-
bourg, made their way to the Tuileries. Napoleon informed them that
Sieyes and Ducos had resigned as Directors (which was true), as had
Barras (which was not) and therefore the Directory no longer existed. But
when he asked for their resignations, they refused; Gohier, moreover,
questioned the legality of the Elders’ decree giving Napoleon command
of all armed forces in Paris. Since the two Directors were still a potential
rallying point for his enemies, Napoleon had them escorted back to the
Luxembourg and placed under house arrest. General Moreau posted
sentries with orders to let no one in or out, and the surveillance was so
effective that Gohier claimed he could not even sleep with his wife that
night.
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Talleyrand meanwhile had dealt with Barras. Talleyrand and Admiral
Bruix arrived at Barras’s house shortly after eleven o’clock and informed
Barras (also falsely) that the other four Directors had resigned. It was
surely understood that Bonaparte had appeared on horseback only
because the Republic was in supreme danger and in the circumstances
Barras would surely not demur at offering his resignation. Barras signed
without comment and appended a note saying that it was ‘with joy that he
rejoined the ranks of the ordinary citizens’. Barras then set out for his
country seat at Grosbois. The morning’s events were a spectacular
triumph for the venal Talleyrand. Napoleon had given him two million
francs to bribe Barras if necessary. When Barras caved in without a
struggle, a delighted Talleyrand pocketed the funds. Barras’s inertia is
surprising, and there may be merit in the idea that he was temporarily
‘dissociated’, semi-catatonic with shock at the treachery of Bonaparte and
Josephine.

All this time the usually volatile Parisian population had not stirred a
muscle. Night fell on a scene of apparently total triumph for the
conspirators. Bonaparte’s military stranglehold on the city was complete.
Yet neither he nor Sieyes were confident that they had won the struggle
yet, and indeed it was an egregious error on their part to plan a coup
extending over two days, allowing their opponents time to recover their
nerve and regroup. Napoleon told Bourrienne: “T'oday has not been too
bad. Tomorrow we shall see.” All the same he placed two loaded pistols
under his pillow. Bourrienne himself next morning drove past the Place
de la Revolution where the guillotine had stood and told a friend:
“Tomorrow we will either sleep at the Luxembourg or we will end here.’
Sieyes, too, was concerned that the events of tomorrow would be no
walk-over. There were three principal dangers. First, Gohier and
Moulin might escape or contrive to get word out that they had not
resigned. Secondly, the ultra-republican army might not react favourably
to the coup. Thirdly, and most importantly, none of the conspirators had
thought through exactly how the Legislature could be persuaded to
endorse a legal transfer of power.

The drama of 19 Brumaire quickly unfolded at the Chateau of St-
Cloud. Napoleon surrounded the palace with 6,000 men under General
Murat and stiffened the military presence with Sebastiani’s dragoons. In
part the show of force was meant to overawe the Guardsmen in the inner
chiteau, whose job it was to protect the assemblymen. The legislators
arrived early for the scheduled noon meeting and found a scene of
confusion, as contractors and workmen tried to get the palace,
uninhabited since 1790 when Louis XVI and his family had spent their
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last carefree days there, into shape for the bicameral session. The
arrangement was that the Elders were to sit in the Gallery of Apollo — a
vast hall with a ceiling painted for Louis XIV by Mignard — while the
Five Hundred occupied the Orangerie. But because of the delay members
of the Elders and the Five Hundred freely hobnobbed together — the
exact situation Sieyes had hoped to avoid by keeping them in separate
quarters between which communication was difficult. As feelings ran
high among the angry Councillors, now sceptical that there was any
compelling danger to the Republic, it was counterpointed by an equal and
opposite anger among the six thousand men under Murat who
surrounded the Chateau. Clearly visible to the Councillors, the soldiers
kept up an angry bray of grievances which they imputed to the ‘lawyers
and speechifiers’ of the Council.

The meeting of the Ancients began an hour late, at 1 p.m. Immediately
there was an altercation between Sieyes’s creatures and those members
who had purposefully not been summoned the day before. Napoleon
waited anxiously in another room while points of order and acrimonious
debate protracted proceedings interminably. When it was proposed as a
reaction to the resignation of the Directory that a new one be appointed,
Napoleon could stand it no longer. He burst into the chamber,
interrupting the debate — in itself an illegal action — and began haranguing
the red-coated senators. The Elders yelled at him to name the
conspirators. ‘Names! Names!’ the cry went up. Others yelled out:
‘Caesar, Cromwell, tyrant!” Napoleon became confused and blustered
about his military prowess, adding that his soldiers would obey him not
the Ancients. ‘Remember that I walk accompanied by the god of war and
the god of luck!” was one of his effusions. As the unimpressed Bourrienne
reported: ‘He repeated several times “That is all I have to say to you,”
and he was saying nothing . . . I noticed the bad effect this gabbling was
having on the assembly, and Bonaparte’s increasing dismay. I pulled at
his coat-tails and said to him in a low voice: “Leave the room, General,
you no longer know what you are saying.”

Napoleon emerged from the gallery to find further bad news. From
Paris Talleyrand and Fouché warned him that the two councils’ hostile
reaction to him was already generally known in Paris, that the Jacobin
generals Jourdan and Augereau were outside the Chateau, urging Murat’s
men to have nothing to do with the coup. Napoleon had been bruised by
the encounter with the Ancients and it was ill-advised to meddle further,
but it seemed to him he had no choice. He strode determinedly towards
the Orangerie.

It was now 4 p.m. Flanked by two giant grenadiers Napoleon entered
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the chamber where the Five Hundred were engaged in impassioned
debate. The conspirators were in a clear minority here, and awkward
questions had already been asked about the legality of Barras’s
resignation. Napoleon’s appearance created a sensation. Once again he
was present illegally, in full uniform and troops could be seen through
the open door. A red mist of rage seemed to descend on the deputies.
They began climbing over benches, overturning chairs, desperate to lay
hands on the trio. The immediate cries of ‘Get out!, ‘Kill, kill’ were
finally replaced by the ominous call for Bonaparte’s outlawry: ‘Hors la
loi” Deputies laid hands on the grenadiers and began beating them up;
Napoleon himself was seized and shaken like a rat.

Murat and Lefebvre and a body of troops rushed in to the rescue.
Walking backwards, with great difficulty they extricated a dazed and
bleeding General Bonaparte from the chamber. The cry continued: ‘Hors
la loi” There is controversy about the blood on Napoleon’s face. Some
say he was wont to scratch at facial pimples when under stress and it was
this that had drawn blood. Whatever the case, when he dazedly joined
Sieyes and the ringleaders, he made the most of it and claimed he had
narrowly escaped assassination. Sieyés, who knew the deputies were
unarmed, was sceptical.

Matters had now reached a crisis. There was no longer any possibility
of a purely parliamentary coup. Force was required, and the question was
whether the Guardsmen, who guarded the Chateau and officially owed
their loyalty to the Assembly, would heed the calls for outlawry. It was
Lucien Bonaparte who cut the Gordian knot. Laying down his seals of
office as President of the Five Hundred, he rushed outside, jumped on to
a horse and exhorted the Guard to do its duty. Inside the Orangerie were
knifemen, assassins in the pay of England, who had just tried to
assassinate General Bonaparte. He urged the guardsmen to go in and
flush out the traitors.

There was a moment of hesitation. Some deputies were still hanging
out of the window and calling for Bonaparte’s outlawry. Then the drum
beat the advance. All afternoon the Guardsmen had been considering
their position. The deciding factor had been their conviction that if they
did not obey Napoleon and his allies, he would unleash on them Murat’s
irate troopers slavering outside the Chateau and they would thus suffer
the same fate as the unfortunate Swiss Guardsmen in the Tuileries on 10
August 1792. The guard commander ordered the deputies out of the
chamber on the double. When they refused, he told his men to clear them
out, lock, stock and barrel. The Guardsmen swarmed forward. Seeing
that this was no drill, the panic-stricken deputies scrambled out of the
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windows into the Orangerie gardens. Next day hundreds of red togas
were found caught up in the branches of trees or strewn on the ground.

It was now 5.00 p.m., dusk was descending, and a thick bank of fog
swirled around the palace. Demonstrating admirable presence of mind for
the second time that day, Lucien had a quorum of stragglers from the
Five Hundred rounded up — some from local wineshops, others still
cowering in the bushes. At 2 a.m. that morning fifty deputies from the
lower chamber, together with the remaining Elders, formally wound up
the Directory and swore an oath of loyalty to a triumvirate of provisional
consuls: Napoleon, Sieyes and Ducos. The Legislature was adjourned
and two commissions were charged with drawing up a new constitution
within six weeks. At 11 p.m. Napoleon issued a proclamation putting his
own slant on the events of the day and emphasizing the alleged
assassination attempt by English agents.

Why did Napoleon succeed in the coup of 18 Brumaire? In the first place
he was an immensely skilful politician, able to play off one rival against
another, aware that the best way of telling a lie is to tell the truth but not
the whole truth. He had learned from his bitter early experiences in
Corsica that the way to emerge from the ruck was to appear to be above
party considerations, to be beholden to no faction, to be au-dessus de la
mélée, and to appear to assume power reluctantly. He understood the
importance of propaganda, image and myth-making in a way none of his
rivals did. He had not won at Fleurus, Geisberg or Zurich and yet he was
more popular than Jourdan, Hoche, Masséna or Moreau. This was
because he had known how to convert the Italian campaign into the stuff
of heroic and epic legend and to present the Egyptian adventure —
actually a military failure — as a dazzling triumph.

Most of all, he was lucky. Disregarding the bad omen on 30 October,
when he was thrown from his horse and concussed while out riding, he
believed in his star and was confirmed in his belief. In the dangerous
context of a coup, self-confidence is half the battle. Objectively, he
appeared at just the right moment, when the French people had had
enough of the Revolution and wanted peace and retrenchment. The
Jacobin experiment of decentralizing on a democratic basis seemed
merely to have weakened France against the threat from abroad. All the
other would-be putschists — ILafayette, Dumouriez, Pichegru — had
appeared too soon and were too compromised by party political
allegiances. Above all, Napoleon made his bid at the precise moment the
all-important bourgeoisie was willing to contemplate one-man rule. He
had shown himself willing to deal harshly with the urban proletariat and
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with bread rioters and this endeared him to the bourgeoisie, now the key
class given that the Revolution had devoured its own communalist
children.

His mastery as politician was particularly evident in the analysis he
made of the roots of power. He realized that the key to stability lay in
entrenching the power of those who had benefited from the sale of
national property. And he saw clearly the consequences of support for
either of the two rival groups: to throw in his lot with the Jacobins
entailed endless external war, while to endorse the royalists meant
sparking a bloody civil war. His reading of the popular mood was shrewd.
The Paris crowd, that much-feared Behemoth of the Revolution, did not
stir a muscle, and though the Jacobins in the provinces tried to foment
trouble, the people were too weary to face civil war.

The coup of 18 Brumaire was really a dual affair. At one level it
seemed simply the recognition of necessity: the confirmation in power of
a wing of the Directory, a more sophisticated cabal of neo-Thermidorians
representing the interests of the bourgeoisie and those who had benefited
from the sale of national property. By excluding Jacobins and royalists
from national representation, Napoleon seemed merely to be consolidat-
ing the bourgeois revolution and to represent continuity rather than
change. Indeed 18 Brumaire was the first coup since 1789 that
unequivocally embraced the notion of private property as the supreme
value. Thus far it can almost be bracketed under the rubric of historical
inevitability.

Yet at another level 18 Brumaire was the conduit that led Napoleon
ultimately to imperial power. It is at this level that the coup seems a
botched affair, a plot that succeeded only because of public apathy and
the Army’s determination. The coup was twofold: there was Sieyés’s
‘structural’ putsch and Napoleon’s personal bid for power. This explains
why what was planned initially as a transfer of parliamentary power by
political legerdemain was finally attained only at the point of a bayonet.
Consciously, Napoleon involved the Army in a way that had never been
agreed with Sieyes. Unconsciously, particularly on 19 Brumaire, Napo-
leon operated on the margin and took the risks he always liked to take, on
the battlefield and elsewhere, so that a successful outcome multiplied his
power and prestige. What seem on the surface blundering and inept
interventions in the Ancients and the Council of Five Hundred actually
answered deep drives in Napoleon’s psyche. There was unconscious
method in his conscious madness.

A few specific consequences of 18 Brumaire seem worth remarking.
Bernadotte was a loser while Fouché, Talleyrand, Murat and Lucien
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were spectacular winners. Joseph had successfully marginalized Berna-
dotte on 9 November, taking him for lunch outside Paris while the
Directory was being dissolved. Next day Bernadotte did manage to get
some half-hearted messages through to the Jacobin Société du Manege,
urging opposition to Bonaparte, but it was Jourdan and Augereau who
did the (unavailing) spadework outside the Chateau of St-Cloud. Later an
apocryphal story was bruited about to the effect that Bernadotte panicked
on the evening of 19 Brumaire, fled in disguise with Désirée (dressed as a
boy), and hid for three days in the forest of Seuart. Though blatantly
false, the story did express symbolically the depth of Bernadotte’s
humiliation. According to Lucien’s memoirs, Bernadotte later reproached
himself bitterly for not having taken more vigorous action. He explained
his ineptitude partly as weakness of will and partly because Désirée and
Julie bound him ineluctably to the Bonapartes. Napoleon, as always,
forgave him his disloyalty for Désirée’s sake and because, through
Joseph’s marriage to Julie Clary, he was ‘family’. Early in 1800 Napoleon
made him a member of the Council of State with lavish emoluments and
gave him command of the Army of the West.

As Bernadotte’s fortunes dipped (albeit only momentarily), those of his
fellow Gascon Murat rose, to the point where he aspired to the hand of
Napoleon’s sister Caroline. Now thirty-two, Murat cut a dashing figure.
With thick, jet-black curls, dark-blue eyes and good features marred only
by a coarse, sensual mouth, Murat was the idol of the cavalry; he usually
charged with his men in the front rank and was both adored and
respected by them. A vulgar man with a Jacobin past and a strong Gascon
accent, Murat was among the least intelligent of those in Napoleon’s
inner circle. Napoleon despised him for being an innkeeper’s son and
having been a draper’s assistant and strongly opposed his bid for
Caroline’s hand. But he allowed himself to be persuaded by Joseph, with
the result that the marriage took place at the Luxembourg on 18 January
1800. All the Bonaparte clan (including Bernadotte) was present except
Louis, and Joseph gave Murat an appropriate wedding present by
inducting him into the secrets of property speculation.

Talleyrand, who would sacrifice any person and any principle for
money, had pocketed two million francs from Brumaire. Some scholars
have protested that Barras’s inactivity on 19 November is inexplicable,
and that Talleyrand must have given him at least some of the bribe — a
figure of half a million francs is sometimes mentioned. But the plain fact
seems to be that Talleyrand got clean away with all the loot. Duplicity of
a different kind was practised by Joseph Fouché who waited until dusk
on 19 Brumaire to see how events would fall out. He closed the gates of
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Paris and kept them shut until he knew the certain victor, fully intending
to arrest Napoleon and Sieyes for treason if the coup miscarried. Lucien
Bonaparte, however, usually a thorn in his brother’s side, acquitted
himself splendidly on 19 Brumaire, assured the success of the plot, and
wrapped a cloak of legality around a barefaced use of military power.
Without question, if nonentities like Boulay de la Meurthe or Danon, had
been presiding over the Five Hundred that day, Napoleon would have
been outlawed.

The financing of 18 Brumaire remains a murky issue. Prosperous
tradespeople, alienated by draconian Directory laws on tax returns,
undoubtedly subsidized the operation, and it is known that the banker
Collot advanced 500,000 francs. Some idea of who the other big
contributors were can be gauged from the preferential contracts granted
to certain individuals once Napoleon was First Consul. But although
bankers in general were sympathetic, they waited to see how events
would turn out before committing themselves; in any case, the granting
of large scale loans required some convincing demonstration that the new
régime was legitimate and enjoyed widespread support.

Napoleon can be faulted for many things, but the idea that he
destroyed liberty by his coup of 18 Brumaire is simply absurd. As the
great French historian Vandal said: ‘Bonaparte can be blamed for not
having founded liberty, he cannot be accused of having overthrown it, for
the excellent reason that he nowhere found it in being on his return to
France.’ It is a supreme historical irony that the master of propaganda has
been out-propagandized on 18 Brumaire by Madame de Staél, who
claimed that Napoleon had a unique opportunity for introducing into
France perfect freedom of the ‘let a hundred flowers bloom’ variety.
Contemporary criticisms of Napoleon as ‘undemocratic’ have to be
treated with extreme caution. Madame de Sta€l and her circle did not
want democracy as it is understood in the twentieth century — theirs was
a demand for hegemony by an intellectual élite at best and by a cultivated
section of the bourgeoisie at worst — and even the Jacobins wanted a
‘democratic dictatorship’. It is an unjustified slur on Madame de Staél to
say that she bitterly criticized Napoleon just because he rejected her as a
woman. But of her general criticism one can only say that Napoleon was
excoriated for not granting a freedom Rousseau had not had under the
ancien régime.

After Brumaire Napoleon resorted to scheming and broken promises to
get rid of the limitations on his power which still remained. On 20
Brumaire he and Josephine left the house on the rue de la Victoire
forever; henceforth Josephine was always to be found in her dream house
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at Malmaison. Napoleon spent most of his time in his office at the
Luxembourg, manoeuvring to get rid of Sieyes and Ducos, who had been
named as provisional consuls alongside him. He was, however, happy to
reward his friends, and the new appointments after Brumaire had a
strong Napoleonist tinge. Fouché was confirmed as Minister of Police,
Talleyrand was entrusted with Foreign Affairs, while Cambacéres
received the Justice portfolio. Berthier was made Minister of War,
Lefebvre Lieutenant-General and Murat was given command of the
consular guard. The army commands too were all Bonapartist appoint-
ments: Masséna as commander of the Army of Italy, Moreau as supremo
of the Army of the Rhine and MacDonald in charge of the Army of
Reserve.

For the next five weeks a constitutional commission met in the
Luxembourg. Sieyés had the reputation of being the great expert on
constitutions but he believed in government by assemblies, which did not
suit Bonaparte’s purposes. At first Napoleon listened gloomily to the
legalistic wranglings, cutting the arm of his chair to pieces with a pen-
knife as he listened, in a characteristic gesture of stress. Tensions rose
when Napoleon objected to Sieyeés’s proposed Constitution. On 1
December there was a particularly stormy meeting, in a private three-
man session chaired by Talleyrand. Exasperatedly Sieyés said to
Napoleon: ‘Do you want to be King, then?’ Sieyés left the meeting in a
black mood and Napoleon, equally irritated, told Roederer that he could
get a new Constitution ratified in a week if only Sieyes would retire to the
country. Next day he got his wish. In the presence of Talleyrand,
Roederer and Boulay there was a calm, polite discussion between
Napoleon and Sieyées, which Roederer described as being like an academic
symposium on political science. At the end of the meeting Sieyes
tendered his resignation as provisional consul.

Sieyes then tried to get Napoleon to show his hand by proposing that
he be given the position of ‘Grand Elector’. Napoleon turned this down
and made sure his propaganda machine got the people of Paris to know of
his ‘magnanimity’. Confident that he had the people behind him, he
commenced a war of attrition against Sieyées. In eleven successive evening
meetings with the constitutional commissioners at the Luxembourg
palace he wore down the opposition of Sieyés and his faction, prolonging
meetings deep into the night and seeking to destroy his enemies through
sheer physical exhaustion. In this contest the thirty-year-old Napoleon
held all the cards: he had physical magnetism and presence, he could
concentrate on detail for hours on end without tiring, and he impressed
everyone with his pithy commonsense and exceptional intelligence.
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The internal coup which consolidated Napoleon’s power came on 12
December. Working on his famous principle that constitutions should be
short and obscure, Napoleon presented a constitutional document which
was a masterpiece of ambiguity. Ostensibly following Sieyés’s principles,
but really tailoring the draft to favour his own ambitions, Napoleon
proposed that there should be a First Consul with executive powers,
flanked by two other consuls with advisory powers and ‘checked’ by four
assemblies: a Council of State with 30—40 members, a Tribunate with 100
members, a 60-strong Senate and a Legislature of 300 souls. The object
was to paralyse the legislative arm with a maze of checks and balances,
leaving the First Consul with virtually untrammelled power. Ministers
were to be responsible to the Consuls and theoretically powerful figures
in their own right, but Napoleon had already calculated that he could
divide and rule by, for example, countering the ambition of Talleyrand
with that of Fouché, or setting Lucien as Minister of the Interior against
Fouché as Minister of Police. A further weakening of Ministers’ powers
came in the ‘flanking’ proposal whereby two director-generals drawn
from the Councils of State would ‘shadow’ each Minister. The entire
Constitution was to be ratified by plebiscite.

On 12 December Napoleon brought his draft Constitution into the
legislative chamber and got it adopted by fifty commissioners. The three
consuls were supposed to be elected by secret ballot but Napoleon, in a
clever show of ‘magnanimity’ suggested that Sieyés should nominate
them. He rubber-stamped Napoleon as First Consul for ten years and
chose as his advisory Second and Third Consuls Cambacérées and Charles
Lebrun; this was supposed to be an act of balancing, with Cambacéres, a
one-time member of the Committee of Public Safety as a sop to the
Jacobins and Lebrun a concession to the monarchists. The vote in the
chamber then took place by acclamation.

There remained now only the hurdle of the plebiscite, which Napoleon
insisted on turning into a personal vote of confidence for him. The
referendum was an odd affair, where the only possible answer was yes or
no to the proposed constitution. The ballot was not secret, the vote was
given on property qualifications which favoured those who were
beneficiaries of Brumaire and the scope for intimidation was immense,
given that the vote did not take place simultaneously nationwide. The
result seemed to be an overwhelming victory for Napoleon: 3,011,007
‘yes’ votes and only 1,562 ‘noes’; in Paris the figures were 12,440 ‘yes’
and 10 ‘noes’. Interestingly, there was a high ‘no’ vote in Corsica.
However, in an electorate of over nine million, there was a huge
abstention rate. Lucien at the Ministry of the Interior doctored the result
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by ‘rounding up’ the individual figures for the departments, and then
proceeded to add 500,000 notional votes from the Army, which had not
in fact been polled, on the ground that they ‘must be’ in favour of
Napoleon. In fact only one-sixth of the electorate (about one and a half
million) voted for the constitution.

Napoleon now had dictatorial power in all but name. The people of
France had agreed to one-man rule as they desperately wanted peace,
stability, consolidation and an end to uncertainty. The royalist resistance,
backed by the British, was degenerating into chronic banditry. The
Catholic Church was in schism, with anti-revolutionary priests regarded
as enemies of the people and pro-revolutionary clerics regarded as traitors
by the faithful. The army was badly equipped even while shady military
suppliers made fortunes. The Directory had scotched the snake of
Jacobinism but not killed it, and seemed violently opposed to liberty,
equality and fraternity despite all the blood that had been spilled since
1789. General relief was palpable when a man on horseback appeared
with clear-cut goals, a man wedded to authority, hierarchy and order, a
realist and a reconciler. The people of France — or enough of them to
make the difference — were impressed by Napoleon’s sureness of touch
and cared little if he flouted constitutional niceties. Historical necessity, it
seemed, had produced Napoleon. No one yet realized that his genius was
of the kind that needed constant warfare to fuel it and that all the hopes
vested in him were illusory.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

By New Year’s Day 1800 France and Napoleon desperately needed peace.
Throughout the nation there was a general war-weariness, and meanwhile
the flames of the Vendée still burned strongly in western France. The
sticking point was the fanatical hostility of the Austrian Baron Thugut to
Napoleon, and Pitt’s equally intransigent refusal to make peace with
France while Belgium and Holland remained in French hands. The
theory was that the south coast of England which faced France was steep
and difficult to attack, but the flat east coast, together with an
unfavourable wind pattern, made it difficult for the defenders. The
abiding British fear was that an enemy could assemble large fleets of
transports in the estuaries of the Rhine, Scheldt and Maas, ready to cross
the North Sea in a trice; there was a particular British phobia about the
Scheldt estuary, because the port of Antwerp is inland and cannot be
observed by seaborne blockaders.

How legitimate were these fears? Austria, it is true, having recon-
quered most of Italy, could scarcely be expected to return to the
Napoleonic terms of Campo Formio. But the British obsession with
the Low Countries bordered on the irrational, since throughout the
eighteenth century France had proved over and over again incapable of
mounting an invasion of England, with or without the Belgian and Dutch
ports. Moreover, the French revolutionary ideology of ‘natural frontiers’
— which on the eastward side meant the Rhine — was as much an item of
faith, and entrenched in all post-1789 French constitutions, as a united
Ireland is in the constitution of Ireland today. It was the irresistible force
against the immovable object: either France would have to abandon
‘natural frontiers’ or the British would have to give up their traditional
concern with Belgium. Given that France was led by Napoleon and
England by Pitt, the prospects did not look bright.

The intransigence of Thugut and Pitt was a gift to Bonapartist
propaganda. French newspapers played up their implacable hostility,
while Napoleon made all the right moves, using Talleyrand as his agent.
On Christmas Day 1799 Talleyrand put out peace feelers to England,
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which Lord Grenville promptly rejected. In response, on 16 February
1800 Napoleon discussed with Talleyrand the possibility of a French
landing in Ireland; this seemed like a return to the Directory’s strategy of
1798 but was merely a halfhearted riposte, a desire to seem to be doing
something about the British. But the ploy of whipping up French public
opinion against contumacious Austria and perfidious Albion worked
brilliantly. By April 1800 even the war-weary French were clamouring
for decisive action against their ancient foes.

Napoleon used the time between 18 Brumaire and May 1800 to
reorganize the Army, making sure it was paid up to date, well supplied,
and provided with new recruits. It was clear to everyone that Austria, not
England, was the target of his preparations. In April he appointed
Berthier to the Army of the Reserve, while coaxing Carnot back from
voluntary exile in Germany to take over at the Ministry of War. He got
the money he needed for the campaign by the simple expedient of
imprisoning the banker Gabriel Ouvrard ‘on suspicion of treason’ until
he provided a ‘loan’. Napoleon planned a strategic offensive, aiming to
defeat General Kray and his army of 100,000 men in the Black Forest and
Danube area at the same time as he took out Melas and the second
Austrian army of go,000 in Italy. The overall objective was the
destruction of both armies and the occupation of Vienna.

At first Napoleon intended to fight the main campaign in Germany,
but this idea foundered on the intransigence of Moreau, who refused to
accept the First Consul’s orders; apparently he considered that he was
still constitutionally on a par with Bonaparte, whom he anyway despised
as a Corsican upstart. Napoleon was angry at Moreau’s insubordination,
but as yet his power base was not secure enough to proceed against a
highly popular general, who could act as a rallying point for the
disaffected. Stifling his rage, on 15 March he wrote a flattering letter to
Moreau to keep him sweet, contrasting the cares of consular office with
the joys of command in the field: ‘I am today a kind of mannequin who
has lost his freedom and his happiness ... I envy your happy lot.’

Napoleon was now obliged to alter his plans so as to make Italy the
main theatre of operations, thereby reducing Moreau to a secondary role.
He aimed to use the Army of Reserve as a feint, moving it into
Switzerland as if guarding Moreau’s lines of communication, then
swinging south to Italy through the Alpine passes. He therefore ordered
Moreau to launch an offensive against Kray in mid-April and push him
back to Ulm. Once Moreau had driven Kray back to a point where he
could not intervene, half of the Army of the Reserve would head for Italy,
leaving the other half to secure its communications back through
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Switzerland. Also, Moreau was instructed to release a division from the
Rhine Army which, reinforced by French units in Switzerland, would
then make a final 12-day forced march of 19z miles from Zurich to
Bergamo to take the Austrians in the rear on the Po just when they were
facing the main French army.

The most successful military strategies are the simplest and most
economical ones. On the Austrian campaign of 1800 Napoleon was
creating problems for himself by the extreme and needless complexity of
his ideas. Military historians have identified at least six major errors in
the strategy for the second Italian campaign. First, the new Italian plan
needed two separate lines of operation while the original German scheme
needed just one. Secondly, a victory on the Po would not meet France’s
war aims; it would be 1796 all over again, with an endless series of battles.
Thirdly, it was unlikely that Moreau could defeat Kray decisively in the
first place. Fourthly, the Austrian army selected for destruction was not
the enemy’s main one. Fifthly, success depended on Moreau’s full
cooperation in releasing Lecourbe and his men at precisely the right
moment. Sixthly, and most importantly, the plan assumed the Austrians
would be purely reactive and have no strategies of their own. But the
Austrians surprised Napoleon in two ways. They launched an unexpected
offensive against Masséna and the weak French force at Genoa. And,
amazingly, they decided to make Italy their main theatre of operations.

The Austrians achieved signal early success. They penned Masséna up
in Genoa, and cut him off from his right (under Suchet) and his left
(under Soult). With the help of the Royal Navy, by the third week of
April they had Genoa tightly blockaded, leaving Napoleon’s strategy in
tatters unless Masséna, by some miracle, could hold out until the First
Consul arrived. At this stage, however, Napoleon had not even decided
which of the Alpine passes he should use: should it be the Great St
Bernard, the Simplon or the St Gotthard?

Things were not going well for the French in any sector. Berthier
proved to have been a mistaken appointment, so that Napoleon virtually
had to take over the direction of the Army of the Reserve. He was
reduced to going against his own principle of concentration of force by
sending small French detachments through other passes so as not to clog
up the Great St Bernard. Nor was congestion the only problem, for the
Alpine passes were not clear until the end of May, so that the men still
had to contend with ice, snow and avalanches. Moreau, too, delayed
unconscionably before opening the spring campaign in Germany. And
even when he drove the Austrians back to Ulm, he still proved reluctant
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to release Lecourbe. An increasingly anxious Napoleon got a message to
Masséna that he must hold out until 4 June.

Two things helped Napoleon to recover from the disastrous start to his
campaign. In Genoa the valiant Masséna held out until 4 June, with the
French garrison on half rations. And the Austrian General Melas,
confident that he held all the cards, had no thought of a French attack
through the Alps. Logically, once Genoa had fallen, Provence lay open to
an Austrian offensive and it was there that he expected the French to
concentrate. But Napoleon confounded expectations. Leaving Paris on 6
May, he proceeded south via Avallon, Auxonne (where he spent two
hours at his old school), Champagnole, Rousses, St Cergue and Nyon to
Geneva, where he arrived on 9 May.

He spent five days in Geneva assembling his 50,000 troops before
moving on to Lausanne and then Martigny-Ville at the foot of the Alps.
Cheering news came in that his great commander Desaix had returned
from Egypt, so Napoleon ordered him to join the army with all speed.
Then the epic crossing of the St Bernard began on 15 May. There was
fierce fighting between Lannes and the French vanguard and the
Austrians, but Melas failed to evaluate the intelligence adequately and did
not realize a full French army was on the move. On 18 May Napoleon
took up his quarters in a Bernardin convent at the foot of the pass.

Once again the campaign lurched close to disaster. The French
vanguard, it turned out, were in danger of being trapped from the exit to
the pass at Fort Bard, strongly held by the Austrians. The spectre of
another El Arish loomed. Instead of cursing his own lack of contingency
planning, Napoleon moaned to Bourrienne about the inadequacy of
Lannes and his other field commanders. On 19 May he told his secretary:
‘I’'m bored with this convent and anyway those imbeciles will never take
Fort Bard. I must go there myself.” Next day he made a perilous passage
through the pass on muleback, slipping and sliding uncontrollably on the
downhill stretches. He solved the problem of getting his artillery past
Fort Bard by spreading straw and dung along the streets near the fort and
having the two 4-pounders, two 8-pounders and two howitzers dragged
along noiselessly under cover of night (24—26 May). But his achievement,
which was later distorted by propaganda, was bought at great cost.
Napoleonic iconography portrayed the leader as a second Hannibal
crossing the Alpine passes in snow and ice and the famous painting by
David showed him astride a rearing horse rather than a lowly mule; but
the sober fact was that so much equipment had been lost in the St
Bernard that he entered Italy almost as ill-equipped as in 1796.

By 24 May 40,000 French troops were in the Po valley. Another 26,000
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were expected which, combined with Masséna’s 18,000 in Genoa, would
give France virtual military parity with Austria in Italy. From Aosta,
where he had Duroc and Bourrienne in attendance he wrote to Joseph:
‘We have fallen like a thunderbolt, the enemy did not expect us and still
seems scarcely able to believe it.” Overconfidence was nearly his undoing
next day for he was surprised by an Austrian patrol, which called upon
him to surrender. Fortunately his escort came up in the nick of time and
it was the Austrians who had to surrender.

On the 26th Napoleon moved on to Ivrea, where the artillery had been
taken on its nocturnal journey past Fort Bard, then proceeded by quick
stages through Vercelli, Novara and Turbico to the occupation of Milan,
which he entered in triumph on 2 June. After receiving a spontaneous
and touching welcome by the Milanese, he spent a week building up his
strength for the coming encounter with Melas. 5 June brought the
welcome news that Fort Bard had fallen and therefore that needed
reinforcements of artillery would soon be arriving. Meanwhile his forces
spread out to take Pavia and Piacenza before concentrating at Stradella,
which Napoleon had earmarked as his fallback position if defeated. While
taking Piacenza Murat intercepted dispatches from Melas which revealed
that Genoa had surrendered on 5 June.

When Napoleon arrived in Milan, Melas did as expected and marched
back to meet him, in order to keep his lines of communication open. But
if Napoleon hoped he had thereby saved Masséna in Genoa, Murat’s
news soon disabused him. Napoleon has been criticized for tarrying in
Milan instead of marching to Masséna’s aid. This shows a misunder-
standing of his strategy, but the First Consul can be criticized for his
peevish remarks when he heard that Genoa had fallen. In fact, Masséna
by holding out a day longer than Napoleon had ordered him to, had far
exceeded expectations. Melas moved back towards Milan when he was
confident that the fall of Genoa was imminent; the valiant Masséna,
obedient to his chief, had opened negotiations on 2 June and dragged
them out for three priceless days.

The Austrian capture of Genoa was worrying to Napoleon .on two
grounds. In the first place, with the spectre of Acre always in the
unconscious, he feared that the Austrians might turn the city into an
impregnable fortress; this was not an unreasonable presumption, for the
Royal Navy began supplying the city as soon as it fell into Austrian
hands. Secondly, the very fact of British supply and reinforcement meant
that Napoleon could no longer wait at Stradella in the certain knowledge
that Melas would have to come to him to reopen his communications
with Mantua; he had to go to the Austrian.
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Napoleon set off in search of Melas, but the Austrians proved elusive.
Lannes and Victor engaged and defeated the Austrian vanguard at
Montebello on g June, but immediately afterwards Melas vanished once
more. Napoleon was desperate to intercept Melas before he returned to
the fortified safety of Genoa, but in order to find him he took the nearly
fatal decision to split up his force and send out separate detachments.
The only favourable development was the arrival of his strong right arm
Desaix on 11 June.

It was now that Napoleon made the final mistake in a blunder-strewn
campaign. Convinced that Melas would never stand and fight but would
retreat all the way back to Genoa, he sent out two strong divisions under
Desaix and Lapoype to find the elusive Austrians. But Melas meanwhile,
convinced that there was no future if he allowed himself to be bottled up
in Genoa, decided to turn and attack his pursuer. On 14 June, after
concentrating his army on the Bormida he found Napoleon’s main force,
now heavily outnumbered, and launched an attack notable for its
aggression. Around the farmhouse at Marengo — one of the many farms at
which Napoleon was destined to fight — Napoleon with 24,000 men faced
an Austrian army greatly superior in numbers and overwhelmingly
superior in cannon. At first Napoleon suspected a feint, but when the
truth of the situation dawned, and he saw himself in imminent danger of
defeat, he sent out frantic messages to recall Desaix and Lapoype. It was
fortunate indeed that Desaix had been held up by a swollen river, for the
courier found him at 1 p.m.; Lapoype, however, had already ranged
farther afield, was not contacted until 6 p.m. and therefore took no part in
the battle.

Despite heroic efforts as the battle swirled around Marengo, especially
by the eight hundred Consular Guardsmen, by early afternoon the
French were in full retreat. By 3 p.m. Napoleon’s was a parlous position:
he had committed every single man to the struggle but had still been
forced back to the village of San Guiliano. The fighting withdrawal,
carried out while the Austrians reformed for pursuit, was a classic of the
trading-space-for-time variety. At 3 p.m. Desaix galloped up to announce
that his division was close at hand. Napoleon counterattacked an hour
later. He sent in a cavalry charge scheduled to coincide with an exploding
ammunition wagon, which was a masterpiece of timing and succeeded
perfectly. The Austrian right was routed, and the French surged forward
to victory. At the very moment of victory, at ¢ p.m. after twelve hours
continuous fighting, Desaix, the hero of the hour, was mortally wounded
in the chest. The usually cynical Napoleon mourned his friend deeply.
He wrote to his fellow consuls: ‘I cannot tell you more about it: I am
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plunged into the deepest anguish from the death of the man whom I
loved and esteemed more than anyone.’

By 10 p.m. the defeated Austrians were streaming back across the
Bormida. They had lost 6,000 dead together with 8,000 prisoners and
forty guns at Marengo. It was a great victory for Napoleon, but hardly
the stunning success depicted in his official propaganda. In reality
Napoleon rewrote history after a series of botches. He had been duped by
Melas, he had detached Desaix and Lapoype against his own military
principles, he had wrongly divined Melas’s intentions as regards Genoa,
and in general had risked destruction of his numerically inferior troops at
the very climax of the campaign. The real victory, as he knew, was
Desaix’s. In the bulletins issued immediately after the battle Napoleon
was too shrewd to deny Desaix’s role but disingenuously claimed that his
return had been preplanned. Much later, on St Helena, he tried to write
Desaix out of the scenario altogether. With Lannes he followed an
opposite course. Initially he denied him credit for Montebello, but later
tacitly conceded the point by making him Duke of Montebello.

However, in evaluating the second Italian campaign we should not
omit to mention the areas in which Napoleon evinced a singular talent:
the eye for detail, for instance, and the talent for administration which
made the crossing of the Alps a success. The refusal to aid Masséna in
Genoa may seem callous, but Napoleon justified his action as a desire to
avoid Wurmser’s mistake over Mantua in 1796; for a man like Napoleon
the destruction of the enemy was always going to loom larger than the
relief of a friend. Moreover, critics of Napoleon consistently discount the
fact that he fought at Marengo with 40,000 fewer men than he planned,
simply because of Moreau’s delays, his refusal to cooperate or to send
Lacourbe with the requested force. Masséna, too, could be faulted for
splitting his army into three and pointlessly dispersing the wings under
Soult and Suchet.

Victory at Marengo was no Cannae-style annihilation, and there
seemed no good reason why the Austrians should not have continued the
struggle. But Melas lost heart and immediately asked for an armistice. By
the convention of Alessandria the Austrians undertook to withdraw all
their armies to the east of the Ticino and to surrender all remaining
forces in Piedmont, Lombardy, Liguria and the territory of Milan. Defeat
for Napoleon at Marengo would not have been a military disaster, but
politically it would have been a catastrophe. Without Marengo Napoleon
could not have become consul for life and, ultimately, Emperor.

He knew very well the political risks he was taking. He had left Paris
secretly at the beginning of May to mitigate the inevitable period of
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plotting that would result from his absence. Sure enough, for two months
Paris was once again in the grip of coup-fever, with Jacobins, royalists,
Thermidorians and Sieyes’s partisans all prominent. Alternative consuls
proposed by one faction or another included Bernadotte, Carnot and
Lafayette. Fouché, who would have found a way to intrigue if he was
alone on a desert island, was well to the fore, sometimes as a simultaneous
participant in rival plots. All the conspiracies and bids for power were
swept away in a torrent of euphoria once the news of Marengo reached
Paris. The peace-thirsty population of Paris seemed to take collective
leave of its senses, with illuminated windows, fireworks, gunfire and huge
popular demonstrations in favour of the First Consul. Cambacéres
remembered it as ‘the first spontaneous public rejoicing in nine years’.

The second Italian campaign was over in weeks, in contrast to the
protracted campaigns of the first in 1796—97. There was another
difference. Napoleon still corresponded regularly with Josephine, even
though she, as usual, did not bother to reply, but there was no longer the
yearning and the sexual longing of four years before. One even suspects
irony in his order to army women and camp followers to leave the army
and return to France: ‘Here is an example to be followed: Citoyenne
Bonaparte has remained in Paris.’

He reached Milan on 17 June and stayed there a week. Although he
wrote that he hoped in ten days to be in the arms of his Josephine, by
now such sentiments were purely formulaic. The reality was that in
Milan he found himself another mistress, in the shape of opera singer
Madame Grazzini. So taken with her was he that he insisted on bringing
her back to Paris, dallying with her on his return journey through Turin,
Mont-Cenis, Lyons, Dijon and Nemours. Arriving in Paris on 2 July, he
installed her in a house at 762, rue Caumartin, where he visited her every
night, shrouded in a huge greatcoat. La Grazzini received an allowance of
20,000 francs and was admitted to all the best circles. The affair came to
an end when Grazzini met a young violinist named Pierre Rode and
began running him and Napoleon in tandem. Tipped off by Fouché,
Napoleon expelled her and Rode from Paris, giving them just one week to
leave the city.

Protracted peace negotiations with Austria occupied much of Napo-
leon’s attention for the rest of 1800. Although beaten on both fronts, the
Austrians stalled and dragged out the peace talks, as they had in 1797. In
order to keep Austria in the war Pitt signed a new subsidy treaty, which
allowed the Austrian plenipotentiaries to plead that its treaty commit-
ments to England precluded a separate peace before February 18or.
Exasperated, Napoleon reopened hostilities and presided over a string of
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victories: Dupont was successful at Pezzolo and MacDonald in the Alps
while in Italy Murat drove the Neapolitans out of the Papal states and
other French armies occupied Tuscany. To Napoleon’s fury, the greatest
success was achieved by Moreau. On 3 December he scored a dazzling
victory over Archduke John at Hohenlinden, opening the way to Vienna.
In February 1801 Austria agreed to the treaty of Lunéville — in effect a
reaffirmation of Campo Formio. In Italy Austria was left with only
Venice; the King of Naples was to be restored; and the Duke of Parma
took over Tuscany in return for his small principality which was
incorporated in the Cisalpine Republic. Austria was forced to agree to the
Rhine as the boundary between France and the Austrian empire and to
accept the existence of the French satellite states: not just the Cisalpine
Republic but the Batavian (Dutch) and Swiss as well.

This left England to fight alone, for a disillusioned Paul I had pulled
Russia out of the war. Even alone, the British were a formidable enemy:
in September 1800 they recaptured Malta and the following year regained
Egypt; in 1800 they brought the wars in India to a triumphant
conclusion, conquered French and Dutch colonies in the East, began
prising open Spain’s Latin American empire through large-scale smug-
gling. Napoleon’s initial response was to propose an alliance with Russia.
The Czar bitterly opposed the Royal Navy’s self-assigned right of search
and had by now concluded that the real danger to European peace came
from the British. Whereas Napoleon had imposed order and stability on
the chaos of the French empire, Paul saw England determined to stir the
diplomatic pot so as to pin Irance down while she (England) acquired a
global empire.

Accordingly, Paul took two drastic steps. In December 1800 he formed
a League of Neutral Nations — Russia, Sweden, Denmark and Prussia —
and closed the Baltic to British trade. The British responded with the

.bombardment of Copenhagen on 2 April 1801 — the action in which
Nelson famously distinguished himself — and effectively destroyed the
League. Paul’s second endeavour was more intriguing. He proposed an
alliance with Napoleon that would aim at the dismemberment of the
Turkish empire and eventually the overthrow of the British position in
India. This was exactly the sort of thing to appeal to Napoleon, with his
‘Oriental complex’. Indeed, Paul was so impressed by Masséna’s victory
over Suvorov that he wanted him to command the expedition. The plan
was for 35,000 French troops to link with 35,000 Russians on the Volga,
ready for a march on India; just before his demise the Czar ordered an
advance guard of 20,000 Cossacks to Khiva and Bokhara.

But this was an era when the British thought nothing of using assassins
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to compass their ends. To facilitate their conquest of Egypt, they first
used an Islamic fanatic to murder the able General Kléber in Egypt. Next
they turned their attention to the dangerous Paul of Russia. In March
1801 Paul was strangled in his bedroom by of ficers who had taken bribes
from British agents. Deprived of this powerful ally, Napoleon tried vainly
to make inroads on British seapower by treaties with other littoral
nations. A treaty with Spain yielded not just six warships but the more
important prize of the vast Louisiana territory in North America; the
King of Naples ceded Elba to France and closed his ports to the British;
and important naval agreements were signed between France and the
U.S.A, Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli.

By 1801 Britain and France both desperately needed peace. The
government in London had the violent aftermath of the ’98 in Ireland,
domestic riots, inflation and the bad harvests of 1799—1800 to deal with,
to say nothing of a mad king. The principal personal obstacle to peace
was removed when the warmongering Pitt stood down (in March 18or1)
and was replaced by Addington, who immediately put out peace feelers.
A draft peace was negotiated on the basis that Britain would pull out of
Malta and France out of Naples. The Egyptian campaign of reconquest
being waged by the English complicated matters, but it was provisionally
agreed that Egypt should be returned to France. When Napoleon heard
of Menou’s defeat in Egypt and realized that word of this had not yet
filtered through to England, he ordered his negotiators to rush through a
treaty before Egypt could become a factor in the negotiations. The peace
of Amiens was accordingly signed on 1 October 1801 and in March 1802.

Napoleon’s official negotiators at Amiens were his brother Joseph and
Talleyrand, between whom an odd entente had sprung up. In 1800
Joseph speculated on a rise in government stocks but lost spectacularly
when the reverse happened. The sums involved were so vast that not
even Napoleon could bail him out, but the crafty Talleyrand came to
Joseph’s rescue by suggesting an ingenious ‘scam’ involving the state
sinking fund. But as a negotiator Joseph was naive, being convinced that
the British sincerely wanted a lasting peace.

In fact both sides were simply playing for time and needed a breathing
space before recommencing hostilities. For the time being, exhausted as
she was and discouraged by the collapse of the Continental coalition and
the defection of Austria and Russia, Britain was ready to allow France to
retain the Rhineland and Belgium. British public opinion demanded
peace, and the ¢élite was worried about a rising tide of domestic
disaffection in a country where 15% of the population was classified as
indigent. None the less, giving up all colonial conquests except Trinidad
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and Ceylon was a bitter pill for the English leadership to swallow. Pitt
consoled himself with the thought that British finances would soon make
a speedy recovery, putting the country on a sound footing for further
wars and that disappointments arising from the peace would soon make a
renewal of hostilities acceptable to public opinion. But it is utterly
mistaken to assume, as some have, that by the peace of Amiens Britain
genuinely gave up the Continent as a lost cause and concentrated on the
extra-European position.

For Napoleon, too, the peace was always only a truce, enabling him to
strengthen his internal position, to consolidate his mastery of Germany
and Italy and in general to gain time. Public opinion in France was the
most important consideration. The peace of Amiens was particularly
welcomed in Atlantic coast towns like Bordeaux, which had been ruined
by the British naval blockade. Economic and social forces meant that
Napoleon was never entirely master in his own house. This is an aspect of
the important general truth that Napoleon made history but never in
circumstances of his own choosing. As he said on St Helena: ‘I may have
conceived a good many plans, but I was never free to execute one of
them. For all that I held the rudder, and with so strong a hand, the waves
were a good deal stronger. I never was in truth my own master; [ was
always governed by circumstances.’

The debate about whether Napoleon was the master or the puppet of
circumstances goes to the heart of the much-discussed issue of his foreign
policy and his aims. Could Napoleon at any time have abandoned the
global struggle with England or the continental one with Austria, or was
he in thrall to forces over which he had limited control? One view is that
the peace of Lunéville was a wasted opportunity, that Napoleon should
have headed off any future four-power coalition by concluding a lasting
peace with Austria. The argument is that Britain could never be
reconciled since her economic imperative of worldwide empire dictated a
meddling ‘divide and rule’ policy in Europe; anything less than economic
surrender by France would be unacceptable to Britain.

To make a lasting peace with Austria would have meant that France let
her have a free hand in Italy and accepted that Germany east of the Rhine
was an Austrian sphere of influence. Such a policy was not inherently
implausible, even though ‘natural frontiers’ meant that renouncing the
Rhineland seemed not really to be on the agenda. It is often said that
‘natural frontiers’ was a revolutionary legacy that Napoleon could not
jettison. But he jettisoned many other parts of the legacy in 1800 and was
to rid himself of even more as the years went by. The real barrier to a
lasting accord with Austria was fourfold. Napoleon had won fame and

236



glory in Italy and regarded it as his own personal province; his ‘Oriental
complex’ meant that he was bound to intrigue in areas which sooner or
later would entail conflict with Austria; he was arrogant enough to think
that he could defeat both Britain and Austria provided he made Russia
and Prussia his allies; and, most importantly, making war was Napoleon’s
raison d’étre.

It can thus be seen that it was Napoleon himself who was the real
barrier to a FEuropean peace. Sorel goes much too far in his famous
defence of Napoleon — that, situated as he was, with England as it was,
Austria as it was, the French revolution as it was, and even French
history as it was, that Napoleon could not be otherwise than /e was. “The
lovers of speculation,” Sorel wrote, ‘who dispose of his genius so light-
heartedly, require a manifestation of that genius more prodigious than all
he ever vouchsafed to the world; not only that he should transform
himself, but that he should modify the nature of things, that he should
become another man in another Europe.’

The idea of Napoleon as the creature of circumstances and the product
of historical inevitability works well in the context of the global struggle
with Britain for world supremacy. This was a conflict that had raged, with
brief intermissions, ever since 1688. During Napoleon’s fifteen years of
supremacy savage wars were fought between Britain and France in Ireland,
India, South America, West Africa, Mauritius, Malaysia, Ceylon, Malacca,
Haiti, the Cape of Good Hope, Indonesia and the Philippines. Sea battles
were fought in the Indian Ocean; armies of black slaves were confronted in
Haiti; a difficult see-saw relationship was maintained with the United
States throughout the period. This was a struggle that would probably
have gone on even if there had been no Napoleon. Thus far historical
inevitability. But the argument does not work in FEurope, where
Napoleon’s wars were of three main kinds: campaigns that had a high
degree of rationality, once granted Napoleon’s imtial premuses, such as the
conflicts with Austria, Prussia and Russia from 1805-1809; conflicts he
blundered into, as in Spain after 1808; and irrational wars fought because
of the ‘oriental complex’ or vague dreams of Oriental empire, such as
Egypt in 1798—99 and possibly the 1812 campaign. Napoleon was neither
perfectly free nor perfectly constrained. In many areas he was the victim of
circumstance, but in many others he himself created the circumstances.

Further evidence for the ‘oriental complex’ arises if we accept the
notion of compensation. It is very significant that during the years of
peace from 1801—03, when the dreams of a march on India with the
Russians had been so brutally stifled, Napoleon toyed momentarily with
the idea of an empire in the western hemisphere. The purchase of the
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Louisiana territory from Spain in 1801 was one sign of this new bearing;
another was the disastrous decision to send an expedition to Haiti.

The island of Haiti was the scene of nearly twenty years uninterrupted
warfare since the early 1790s. Three years’ warfare by the black ex-slaves
against the British in 179396 led to total victory by the islanders, though
the principal general fighting on the Haitian side was yellow fever.
According to some estimates, in five years on the island the British lost
50,000 dead and another 50,000 permanently incapacitated to the dreaded
‘yellowjack’. These years saw the rise of the ‘black Napoleon’, Toussaint
I’Ouverture, a man whom the white original in France at first treated like
a favourite son. After Brumaire Napoleon issued a proclamation, ‘From
the First of the Whites to the First of the Blacks,” lauding Toussaint to
the skies: ‘Remember, brave negroes that France alone recognizes your
liberty and your equal rights.’

In 1799 there was a power struggle on the island between Toussaint in
the north and Rigaud in the south. When civil war loomed, Napoleon
came down on Toussaint’s side, appointed him commander-in-chief and
recalled Rigaud to France. Throughout 1800 and 1801 Haiti answered
Napoleon’s purposes. But Toussaint became increasingly independent
and began to disregard orders from France. It became clear that
Napoleon would either have to use force to remove him or acquiesce in a
move towards total independence. Napoleon dithered over the options.
On the one hand, to concede independence to Haiti meant the ruin of
French planters there. On the other, French commercial interests in the
West Indies in general would not be affected, sending an expedition
would be costly, and there was also the prospect of an army of 30,000
blacks in the hemisphere distracting the U.S.A. and making them less
inclined to interfere in his plans for Louisiana and Canada; this of course
assumed that Toussaint would obligingly use his army in this way.

All such considerations became academic when Toussaint foolishly
made the matter one of credibility by making a unilateral declaration of
independence and sending a copy of Haiti’s new constitution to France as
a fait accompls. Even worse, Toussaint claimed the right to nominate his
successors, who were likely to be the Francophobe firebrands Dessalines
and Christophe. This was an overt affront to the honour of France, which
Napoleon could not condone. He therefore placed his brother-in-law
Leclerc in command of an army of 25,000 troops and with the expedition
sent the Rochefort squadron under the command of his most talented
admiral, Louis de la Touche-Tréville. With the expedition Napoleon sent
a decree, proclaiming that the blacks would be free in Santo Domingo,
Guadalupe and Cayenne but would remain slaves at Martinique and the
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isles of France and Bourbon. He explained that the differential decree of
28 Floréal 1801 was necessary because Martinique, just obtained by the
Treaty of Amiens from the British, was as yet in too volatile a state for
abolition.

It has sometimes been said that the dispatch of such a powerful
expedition to Haiti alarmed the British and hardened their resolve to
renew hostilities. In fact, far from opposing the endeavour, the British
secretly approved, as they feared the example of the black Jacobins could
spread to their own plantations in Jamaica. English historians of the
Victorian period liked to portray the struggle between Pitt and Napoleon
as one between liberty and tyranny, but both sides were cynically
concerned with economic interests, and even England’s ‘saviour’ Horatio
Nelson was in favour of slavery.

Leclerc was as inadequate a military commander as he was a husband.
He threw both his best cards away. Hating his most able general
Humbert, who had achieved wonders in Ireland in 1798, he gave him a
minor post in Haiti where his talents could find no expression. Then he
disregarded Napoleon’s express instructions to work with and through
the mulattoes of the island against Toussaint and the blacks. Influenced
by the creoles, who loathed the mulattoes even more than the blacks,
Leclerc disregarded his instructions.

The result was a two-year nightmare campaign. Toussaint was
captured by a trick, transported, and imprisoned in an icy dungeon in
France where he died within a few months. As Napoleon had foreseen,
Christophe and Dessalines took up the struggle, and after 16 May 1803,
with the resumption of general hostilities, they could count on powerful
British naval assistance. Meanwhile the French army was progressively
reduced by the ravages of yellow fever. 25,000 men landed in Haiti in
1801 but by 1803, when they surrendered to the British, only 3,000 were
left; Leclerc was among the casualties.

Napoleon’s brief dream of empire in the West crumbled in the swamps
and bayous of Haiti. When general war broke out again in 1803, he
concluded that his position in America was hopeless and the Louisiana
territory untenable. He opened negotiations with President Thomas
Jefferson, whose authority to purchase new chunks of land was
constitutionally unclear. But Jefferson pressed ahead and Napoleon was
glad of the money from the sale. Over the strenuous protests of Lucien
and Joseph, Napoleon sold Louisiana to the United States for eighty
million francs. His heart had never really been in the western hemisphere
and it is significant that he abandoned the area as soon as war broke out
again in Europe. Yet in his failure to think through the consequences of
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the military adventure in Haiti, Napoleon gave the first signs of an
impatience with very long-term calculation that was to prove his fatal flaw
in the future.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

From the very first day Napoleon addressed the Senate as First Consul,
he made it clear that he had a new era in mind. A shrewd observer could
have deduced a lot from significant little touches. A double row of troops
lined the streets from the Thuileries to the Luxembourg Palace. An eight-
horse coach carried the First Consul. Behind him came six more
carriages, containing the Second and Third Consuls, the Ministers of
State and a military retinue designed to be representative of the whole
army: generals, aides, inspector-generals. At the foot of the steps of the
Senate ten of the elders greeted him deferentially.

Napoleon was already aiming at a quasi-imperial style, and Josephine
too was caught up in it. Now that she was the spouse of the First Consul,
Napoleon insisted on correct sexual behaviour and refused to let her see
any women of less than spotless behaviour, which meant that all her old
friends were excluded. The staff at Malmaison were under strict orders to
admit nobody who did not have the oval ticket or /aissez-passer signed by
Bourrienne.

But if he could curb her sexual promiscuity to some extent, Napoleon
could do little about her profligate spending. Even with her various
retainers from shady military suppliers and her lavish allowance from her
husband, Josephine spent money like a woman possessed. She bought
nine hundred dresses a year — at her most extravagant Marie-Antoinette
bought no more than 170 — and a thousand pairs of gloves. When ordered
by Napoleon to investigate her finances, Bourrienne discovered a bill for
thirty-eight hats in one month alone, another bill of 180 francs for
feathers and another of 8oo francs for perfume. The incorrigible
Josephine would regularly buy new jewellery and, when Napoleon
commented on it, would claim she had had it for years. As in all such
cases of husbands with wives, he believed her.

Bourrienne discovered that Josephine’s total debt was 1,200,000 francs
of which she admitted half. She told Bourrienne she could not face her
husband’s anger if he knew the truth and asked for his help. As
predicted, Napoleon flew into a rage even when informed of the reduced
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figure of 600,000 francs. For the sake of his prestige he ordered the sum
paid. Bourrienne then persuaded the various tradesmen to accept half; he
pointed out that if they sued and the affair became public, Napoleon
might be forced from office and they would receive nothing. Reluctantly
the duped milliners and haberdashers settled.

Almost at his wits’ end with his wife’s extravagance, Napoleon tried to
persuade her to live a quiet life at Malmaison, where he encouraged her
to entertain lavishly. Josephine was always a talented hostess, charming,
kind, tactful, with a remarkable memory for names and faces. Malmaison
symbolized part of Napoleon’s new bearing. He had moved there from
the rue de la Victoire on 21 November 1799, just after Brumaire. Three
months later, on 19 February 1800 he made the transition from the quasi-
republican to the quasi-imperial even more obvious by moving his of ficial
residence from the L.uxembourg to the Thuileries, and spent his first night
there occupying the bed last slept in by Louis XVI.

By one of those curious twists for which the psychologist Carl Jung
invented the term ‘synchronicity’, the very next day a letter arrived from
Louis XVI’s younger brother, Louis Stanislas Xavier, the future Louis
XVIIIL. TLouis assumed, as did so many Frenchmen at the time, that
Napoleon’s consulate was a brief interregnum before the inevitable
restoration of the Bourbons; Napoleon, in short, was thought to be a kind
of General Monk making straight the ways for a return of the monarchy.
Louis wrote de haut en bas: ‘You are taking a long time to give me back
my throne; there is a danger that you may miss the opportunity. Without
me you cannot make France happy, while without you I can do nothing
for France. So be quick and let me know what positions and dignities will
satisfy you and your friends.’

Napoleon’s prompt reply was devastatingly brief: ‘I have received your
letter. I thank you for your kind remarks about myself. You must give up
any hope of returning to France: you would have to pass over 100,000
dead bodies. Sacrifice your private interests to the peace and happiness of
France. History will not forget. I am not untouched by the misfortunes of
your family. I will gladly do what I can to make your retirement pleasant
and undisturbed.” Three years later he suggested that Louis face facts and
give up his claims to the French throne. Trusting to his star, the
stubborn Bourbon refused.

The perception that Napoleon intended to restore the Bourbons in
1800 was odd, for by his vigorous suppression of the Vendée revolt he
surely served notice of his intentions. The Vendée rebels were the
military arm of Bourbon royalism and, as soon as he was confirmed as
First Consul, Napoleon dealt harshly with them. Rejecting all overtures
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from the Vendeans, he announced there would be peace only when the
rebels had submitted. He sent some of his best generals, including Brune,
against them and won a string of military victories. One of the most
important Vendée leaders, the comte de Frotte, surrendered with six
other rebel luminaries, under the impression they had been offered safe
conduct. They were executed at once, possibly because Frotte had
personally insulted the First Consul in a manifesto. But Napoleon himself
was not directly responsible: ‘I did not give the order,’” he said later, ‘but I
cannot claim to be angered by its implementation.” Disheartened by this
act of treachery, dismayed by their run of military failures, and bitter
towards the English, whom they accused of not providing the resources
to make the rebellion in western France a serious threat, the Vendeans
signed a truce.

For the rest of 1800 royalist opposition to Napoleon took the form of
conspiracies and assassination plots. There was a plan by one of General
Hanriot’s aides to assassinate Napoleon on the road to Malmaison; this
aborted. There was the ‘dagger plot’ of 10 October 1800, when Napoleon
was to be stabbed to death with a stiletto in his box at the Opéra; but the
ringleaders — the painter Topio-Lebrun, the sculptor Ceracchi and the
adjutant-general Aréna — were rounded up and executed before the plot
could be implemented. And there was the most serious assassination
attempt of all: the machine infernale of December 1800.

On Christmas Eve 1800 Napoleon, Joséphine and her family, together
with Caroline Murat, were due to attend the opening of Haydn’s Creation
at the Opéra. Napoleon was in front in one coach with three of his
generals, while Josephine, her daughter Hortense and Caroline Murat
followed in the second. The royalists had rigged up an ‘infernal machine’
— actually a bomb attached to a barrel of gunpowder concealed in a cart —
and timed it to explode at the precise moment Napoleon and his
entourage drove down the rue St Nicaise. Two things thwarted a
cunningly laid plot. The two carriages were supposed to keep close
together, but the women’s coach had been delayed when Josephine at the
last moment decided to change a cashmere shawl; meanwhile a drunken
coachman on Napoleon’s carriage was driving at speed. A gap opened up
between the two conveyances and it was at that point that the device
exploded, missing both carriages but killing or maiming fifty-two
bystanders and some of the Consul’s escort. Napoleon continued to the
Opéra as though nothing had happened.

It was not only from royalists that the Consul had to fear plots. The
Jacobins were active too, especially in the Army, where they could count
on the support of generals like Bernadotte, Moreau, Augereau, Lecourbe,
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Delmas and Simon. Yet Napoleon was always kept well informed of
Jacobin plots by his spies and made a point of sending dissident generals
to remote foreign troublespots, excepting only Bernadotte, who as
Joseph’s brother-in-law and Désirée’s husband, consistently got away
with blatant disloyalty and even treason. The Jacobins’ position was
difficult, for press censorship made any propaganda offensive chimerical,
and Napoleon, who detested the Jacobins far more than the royalists, did
not hesitate to mete out execution and deportation, or to open mails and
plant agents provocateurs. If ever Napoleon faced opposition from the
legislature, he would cow them with his favourite threat: ‘Do you, then,
want me to hand over to the Jacobins?’

The one card the Jacobins held was that the loathsome Fouché, chief
of police, was secretly on their side. Systematically duplicitous — to the
point where, when asked by Napoleon to keep Joséphine under
surveillance, Fouché secretly recruited her as an agent to report the
goings-on in the First Consul’s household — Fouché covered up for his
political comrades and directed Napoleon’s attention towards the
royalists.

Yet the sequel to the ‘infernal machine’ showed Napoleon for once
outfoxing the fox. He was determined to use the occasion to purge the
Left opposition and, despite reluctance from his colleagues, he forced
through an extraordinary measure: 130 known republicans were dubbed
‘terrorist’ and proscribed without legal process. They were then either
interned or sent to a slow death in Guyana and Devil’s Island. An
enraged Fouché took no more than a few days to bring Napoleon
incontrovertible proof that the perpetrators of the ‘infernal machine’ were
royalist, not republicans. Napoleon authorized the guillotining of the new
batch of prisoners but did not free the deported Jacobins. His cunning
emerges in the wording of the emergency decree, which condemned the
130 Jacobins in phrases which referred to the safety of the state in
general, not to the Christmas Eve outrage.

Throughout the year 1800 Napoleon proved himself a master at
navigating the political shoals, playing off one party against another, now
appearing to incline to the Right, now to the ILeft. He leaked his
correspondence with Louis XVIII to the Jacobins to show that he had no
royalist sympathies, then purged the Jacobins to reassure the Right. The
situation after Marengo even allowed him to jettison his Thermidorian
rump of former supporters. Because Marengo was at first reported in
Paris as a defeat, the partisans of Sieyes and Barras showed their hand
openly, which allowed Napoleon to marginalize them when he returned
to Paris. More importantly, it revealed to people at large that Napoleon
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and the other Brumairians were things apart. Napoleon thus not only
avoided all the unpopularity currently felt towards the men of Brumaire
but was able to appear above faction and thus as national reconciler.

It was always the threat from the Right that most exercised the First
Consul, even before the ‘infernal machine’, and he decided to cut the
ground from under their feet by co-opting their traditional supporter, the
Catholic Church. This was yet another opportunity provided by
Marengo, which in political if not military terms has claims to be
considered one of Bonaparte’s most decisive battles. When Napoleon
seized power in November 1799, French Catholicism was in a parlous
state. The Church had been under sustained attack for ten years, first
from the revolutionaries who equated it with the ancien régime and latterly
from the blundering reformers of the Directory. The episcopate was for
the most part in exile and systematically counter-revolutionary. The
expropriation of church property and the institution of civil marriage left
most of the priesthood irrevocably alienated, and even those priests who
collaborated with the post-1789 régime had to heed the instructions of
their émigré bishops. Under the Directory was no civil society, no middle
range of institutions between the individual and the state; the Church
therefore had a legal existence only as a collection of individual priests,
which naturally weakened its position. Pius VI, a virtual prisoner of the
Directory in Rome, was dying. The Church seemed to have reached the
point of terminal crisis.

But Napoleon knew that Catholicism was still a potent force among the
peasantry, from whom he derived much of his support. He saw an
important potential source of authority in the 40,000 priests who would
support his régime if he came to an agreement with the Church. He also
saw the short-term advantages of getting rid of a counter-revolutionary
element which would also bind closely to him the émigré aristocracy and
the middle classes. He needed to ensure that the Vendée did not break
out again and to cut the ground from under Louis XVIII. Above all,
Napoleon seriously considered that society could not exist without
inequality of property. Only the Church could legitimate social inequal-
ity, for secular attempts to justify it would trigger revolution.

There were two ways of going about the religious problem. Napoleon
could allow the separation of Church and State to work itself out
spontaneously, which would probably entail a de facto restoration of
Catholicism; or he could actively seek a formal agreement with the Pope.
On temperamental and political grounds, it was always likely that he
would opt for the latter solution. He liked to stamp his authority on every
aspect of national life and, if the Church was to be restored, he personally
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wanted the credit for it. Hence the paradox of the vigour with which this
man, with no love for Christianity per se, forced through an agreement
with the Papacy.

After Marengo, Napoleon made immediate overtures to the new Pope
Pius VII, who was elected after a protracted conclave on 14 March 1800.
The Consul celebrated a 7¢ Deum in Milan Cathedral on 18 June and a
week later, at Versilia, informed Cardinal Martiniana of his wish to come
to an agreement with the Pope. The news was conveyed to Rome, where
Pius VII at once accepted the principle of talks. Detailed negotiations
opened in Paris in November, with Archbishop Spina of Corinth and the
reformed Vendéan Bernier as the principals on either side; Bernier, an
accomplished diplomat, was under the direction of Talleyrand who, as an
unfrocked priest, could not negotiate directly.

At this time there were three groups in the French Catholic Church:
the constitutionals, who had made their peace with the Revolution early
on, the reformist refractaires who had come to terms with Napoleon after
Brumaire; and the ultramontane faction of diehards. These three groups
were mirrored within Napoleon’s own circle by those who thought like
him, those sympathetic to the Church (men like Fontanes and Portalis)
who wanted to enshrine it as the State religion, and the crypto-Jacobins
led by Fouché, who were violently anticlerical and detested the entire
project of rapprochement with Catholicism. This confused situation
produced some remarkable ad hoc convergences. Both the devout and the
anticlerical party would have preferred no treaty with Rome but merely
de facto separation of Church and State: the former thought religion
would revive best this way, while the latter thought it would wither on
the vine. The ‘constitutionals’ meanwhile thought Napoleon was on their
side, but in his heart he preferred the authoritarian mentality of the
ultramontanes. He was suspicious of the insidious ‘democracy’ of the
constitutional church and the elections which the constitution civile had
introduced.

Bernier proved an inspired choice for the negotiations. There were
three main obstacles to a general agreement. The first concerned the
appointment of bishops. Who should have the power to nominate to sees,
and what about those who had fled or been forced to resign by previous
Popes? The second was the desire of Pius VII that Catholicism should be
the state religion in France. The third, naturally, concerned the
revolutionary confiscation of Church property. Eight months of often
acrimonious negotiations followed. Napoleon pretended sympathy for the
idea of Catholicism as state religion but told the Pope that public opinion
would not tolerate a return to the ancien régime in any form. Since those
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who had benefited from the sale of national property were the mainstay of
Napoleon’s régime, he could hardly grant the Pope’s economic demands,
but as a quid pro quo Napoleon offered to put all the clergy on a salary and
treat them as state officials. A very decent compromise on the episcopate
had almost been worked out when the venal Talleyrand spotted that
married ex-clergy like himself would be at a disadvantage; he managed to
intrigue to get the ‘offending’ clauses scrapped.

As the negotiations stretched out into 1801, attitudes on both sides
hardened. After the ‘infernal machine’ incident, Napoleon’s desire for an
agreement with the Catholic Church became more intense and he grew
impatient with the stalling tactics of the papacy. At one point he
threatened a military occupation of Rome if Pius VII did not come to
heel. The Pope, meanwhile, considered that Spina had already conceded
too much and sent his Secretary of State, Consalvi, to Paris, to conduct
the talks. Two eleventh-hour crises threatened to turn the proposed
treaty into débacle. Consalvi tried to get a recantation from the bishops
who were then in schism through having accepted the revolutionary
constitution civile. Napoleon was outraged and angrily charged the papal
delegate with not realizing the extent of Republican, Jacobin and Army
opposition he had had to overcome even to reach this point in the talks.
Finally, a draft agreement was reached, but Bernier warned Consalvi that
he was being asked to put his signature to a text which was not the one
agreed.

There were outraged protests from Consalvi. Napoleon, angry at
having been caught in such an obvious deception, threw the draft treaty
on the fire and dictated a ninth at speed, which he insisted had to be
signed then and there without cavil. Consalvi refused and -called
Bonaparte’s bluff. Napoleon appeared to back down and signed the treaty
of Concordat at midnight on 15 July 1801. In a conciliatory preamble,
Napoleon recognized the Roman Catholic faith as the religion of most
French people. In the detailed articles that followed it was stipulated that
French government and Holy See together would work out a new
division of dioceses; that the First Consul would nominate bishops, to be
ratified and invested by the Pope; and that in return for an oath of loyalty
to the government the clergy would receive state salaries, without
prejudice to the benefits churches could enjoy from endowments.

The Pope considered the Concordat a great triumph. He ratified the
treaty on 15 August 1801, and in the bull Tam Multa he ordered the
ultramontane bishops to resign, pending the new reorganization of sees.
Most did so, but in the west of France a handful of rebels set up an anti-
Concordat church, royalist and schismatic. The new dioceses were
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speedily agreed and bishops appointed in a spirit of compromise: twelve
were former constitutionals, sixteen former non-jurors and thirty-two
new ones, including Bernier. The naive pontiff took it as a positive sign
that Napoleon appointed his uncle Fesch, now a cardinal, as his
ambassador to the Vatican.

Pius VII took the view that with the Concordat schism had been
avoided, the unity of the Church restored and its finances put on a sound
footing. The attempt by the Revolution to exclude the French Church
from papal influence had manifestly failed and, having been invited to
dismiss all existing bishops, the Pope now had a precedent for further
interventions. Catholics in general gained from a State church in all but
name, financial advantages, the end of schism and a privileged réle in
education. Above all, though, Pius VII felt that the impact of the
Enlightenment and the Revolution had brought Catholicism close to
collapse; in the context of a ten-year battering from revolutionary
anticlericalism, Napoleon seemed like a godsend.

Napoleon was satisfied that he had achieved most of his objectives,
appeased the peasantry and torn the heart out of royalist resistance.
Piqued at Consalvi’s valiant rearguard action, he tacked on to the main
protocol of the Concordat the so-called ‘organic articles’, which forbade
the publication of any bull, pastoral letter or other communication from
senior clergy without the permission of the French government. Further
articles forbade unauthorized synods or unwanted Papal legates, pre-
scribed French dress for the clergy and ordained that the same Catechism
should be used in every work. In order to rebut the canard that the
Concordat made Catholicism the state religion in all but name, Napoleon
ordered Chaptal, his Minister of the Interior, to draw up further ‘organic
articles’ providing state salaries for Protestant pastors. The organic
articles showed clearly that Napoleon was never really interested in
genuine compromise and that in effect he had duped Pius. Such a
mentality did not bode well for future relations with the Papacy.

The Concordat was the purely political act of a man indifferent to
religion but conscious of its role as social pacifier. It successfully
neutralized royalist opposition for the next eight years, to the point where
the royalist Joseph de Maistre wrote: ‘With all my heart I wish death to
the Pope in the same way and for the same reason I would wish it to my
father were he to dishonour me tomorrow.” Royalist wrath fell on Pius
VII not Napoleon, but the First Consul had to face determined resistance
from the opposite direction. The Concordat was construed as a gross
offence to Republican sentiment. The Council of State greeted its
promulgation in silence; in the Tribunate the treaty was mocked; the
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Legislature pointedly elected an atheist as its president; and the Senate
coopted a leading ‘constitutional’ who had opposed the accord. Resent-
ment in the Army was even more vociferous. Napoleon was able to ride
out these waves of dissent because the Concordat was hugely popular
with ordinary people, and especially the peasantry, who had now got its
old church back but shorn of its feudal privileges.

Radicals of all stripe thought the Concordat a mistake. Charles James
Fox, talking to Napoleon after the Treaty of Amiens, blamed him for not
insisting on a married clergy. Napoleon replied: ‘I wanted, and still want,
to pacify; theological volcanoes are to be quenched with water, not with
oil; I should have found it less easy to introduce the confession of
Augsburg into my empire.’ Jacobins, and later historians sympathetic to
them, saw the Concordat as the final betrayal of the Revolution. On this
view, what had made France unable to throw off the claims of absolutism,
despite the events of 1789—94, was the dead hand of Catholicism, and
here was Napoleon making common cause with it, in a treaty signed by
two separate despotisms. Some historians have even speculated that the
Concordat was fundamentally ‘unFrench’ and that by concluding it
Napoleon showed himself clearly a man of Italian sensibility, a true
Constantine in his attitude to religion.

Certainly the reopening of churches for general worship inflamed
Jacobins wedded to Voltaire’s aim of ‘wipe out the infamy!’ (religion).
The solemn Te Deum in Notre Dame cathedral on Easter Day, 18 April
1802, held to celebrate the Concordat, degenerated into farce. Napoleon
ordered all his generals to be present to display unity, but the idea
backfired. The only ones in Napoleon’s entourage who knew when to
genuflect were the two defrocked clergymen: ex-bishop Talleyrand and
ex-Oratorian priest Fouché. The others went up and down at will. At the
elevation of the host during the Consecration, senior officers responded
by presenting arms, and throughout the Mass the booming voices of
Lannes and Augereau could be heard chatting and laughing. After the
service Napoleon asked one general (reputedly Delmas) how he thought it
had gone. ‘Pretty monkish mummery,’ said the general. “The only thing
missing were the million men who died to overthrow what you are now
setting up again.’

The Concordat allowed Napoleon to take a more relaxed view of the
royalist threat, and the first sign of his increased confidence was the law
to permit émigrés to return. In 1802 amnesty was declared, allowing the
return of all refugees from the Revolution except those who had actually
borne arms against France; it was to be a point of understanding that
there would be no return of real estate already sold as ‘national property’.
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Some 40,000 émigrés or 40% of the total availed themselves of the
opportunity, making Napoleon’s rightward drift ever more evident.
Josephine was a crypto-royalist and even corresponded with people who
were officially enemies of the state. Napoleon, amused, indulged her but
told Fouché to keep a close eye on her activities; a vicious circle was thus
set up, wherein Fouché reported to Napoleon on Josephine and she
reported to the chief of police on her husband.

By this time Bonaparte was increasingly confident that events were
moving his way, even in areas where a year or two before there had been
little reason to be sanguine. He had inherited a disastrous financial legacy
from the Directory and economics is less obedient to the dictates of
consuls and premiers than are political factions. When he became First
Consul, the economy was a shambles: it was widely reported that only
167,000 francs remained in the state coffers. Highway robbery and
brigandage were rampant, especially in the south and west, industry,
trade and finance were in ruins, there were beggars and soup kitchens in
Paris, the navy was non-existent, the desertion rate in the army at
epidemic level, and yet Napoleon had to find the means of waging war for
another full year.

Until he pushed his luck to the point where it could not possibly hold,
Napoleon was always fortune’s darling. There had been an early instance
of this when an intemperate letter of complaint arrived from Kléber in
Egypt, containing a blistering attack on ‘General Bonaparte’ and all his
works. Addressed to the Directory, it arrived in Paris when that body was
no more and was delivered into the hands of the cynically amused First
Consul, who published it together with a tendentious rebuttal. At
Marengo too he was lucky, and even more in its after-effects. First, there
were the negotiations for the Concordat. Then came a dramatic fall in the
price of bread, which convinced many that it was in some sense caused by
Napoleon’s military victory. At the same time bankers, persuaded both by
the plebiscite and by Marengo that Napoleon was there to stay, began
opening their purse strings. The First Consul told his Finance Minister
Gaudin: ‘The good days are coming.’

With his new popularity Napoleon felt confident enough to impose an
additional 25-centime tax, which under the Directory would have
brought the people on to the streets. Instead they applauded him. By
1801 economic recovery was in full swing. It is true that Napoleon was
lucky, whereas the Directory’s rule had coincided with a long period of
economic depression. But he had worked hard for his success, which was
possible only because he had won the complete confidence of the
bourgeoisic. Among his most successful economic measures during
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1800—02 were the system of direct taxation by central government, which
balanced the budget by 1802; a sinking fund to diminish the National
Debt by buying back government stocks; a Bank of France which aimed
to mitigate the worst effects of the trade cycle by loans, discounts,
promissory notes, etc; and a new coinage and payment in cash of
government rents.

Napoleon’s economic policy was a classic of state intervention. The
Bank of France, which controlled the National Debt, also had the
monopoly on the issue of paper currency. It was therefore possible to
reform the currency and abolish the worthless assignats. Heavier taxation
was avoided by the further sale of national property and the loot from the
second Italian campaign. Bonaparte’s policy of state intervention led to an
upsurge in both agriculture and industry. Wool production increased by
400%. As far as possible tight control was kept on grain prices, which
were kept low and not allowed to find their market level. There were even
halting experiments with elementary health insurance schemes and
workhouses were modernized. Trade unions, however, were suppressed
as ‘Jacobin’ institutions: all workers had to carry a labour permit on pain
of imprisonment.

Yet under this veneer of welfarism Napoleon always feared the
common people. Mindful of his early experiences with food rioters,
Napoleon had something of a perennial obsession with the price of bread.
Suddenly, at the time of the peace of Amiens, the price started shooting
up, and rising unemployment served warning that the initial prosperity
might be a flash in the pan. For a while Napoleon confronted a grave
economic situation, with serious food shortages. After ordering a
newspaper blackout on the subject of famine and dearth, Napoleon
blatantly used the power of the state to prime the economy. He gave
concessions to a financial holding company, which was charged to buy up
all the bread in European ports and flood Paris with it. The price soon
came tumbling down beneath the danger level of eighteen sous a loaf;
famine and popular uprising were averted. Next he tried reflating the
economy by giving interest-free loans to manufacturers provided they
took on more hands. Further banks were set up to provide loans in the
different industries. The policy worked, and by his brilliant success in
handling the economy Napoleon secured a third triumph to set alongside
Marengo and the peace of Amiens.

The centralizing trends in economic policy were even more pro-
nounced in public administration, where Napoleon was at the apex of a
pyramid. Ninety-eight prefects in each Department answered to him and
in turn transmitted orders to 420 under-prefects in the arrondissements,
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who in their turn controlled 30,000 mayors and municipal councils. The
prefects ran the country rather in the manner of the Intendants under the
ancien régime. According to a decree of 1802 every département had to
have a secondary school and every commune a primary school; in large
cities grammar schools or /ycées were opened. The curriculum was rigidly
controlled, and showed the bias against humanities typical of all
dictatorships. Mathematics and science were emphasized but the liberal
arts were banned or restricted. No modern history was taught, and the
muse of Clio was placated instead with an intensive study of the reign of
Charlemagne. In its exact reversal of ‘democracy from the grass-roots up’
the Napoleonic system could scarcely have been more authoritarian,
though it was a good forerunner of Lenin’s ‘democratic centralism’.

The area where Napoleon experienced most difficulty in his path to
supreme power was in his relations with the legislature. The sixty-strong
Senate was loyal, but the 300 Deputies of the Legislative Corps were a
thorn in his side, and especially troublesome was the r1o00-strong
Tribunate, which opposed both the Concordat and the later Code
Napoléon. But Napoleon had many powerful weapons of counter-
offensive. He hit back by increasing the size of the Senate to one hundred
in 1803 and halving the Tribunate and Legislative Corps. He used three
other main devices for bypassing legislative obstruction: the use of senatus
consultum or decrees which bypassed the Tribunate and Legislative
Corps; arréts or orders in council, promulgated by the Council of State;
and, as the ultimate deterrent, the plebiscite.

Other measures for neutralizing opposition included playing Ministers
of f against each other or against the Council of State, or diminishing their
powers by subdividing and duplicating the Ministries; another obvious
ploy was to appoint second-raters to the Ministries. Later, he liked to
appoint younger men bound to him by loyalty rather than the older
generation. And, since one-fiftth of Tribunes and Legislators were
renewed annually, Napoleon used Cambacéres, the Second Consul, to get
rid of opponents. Instead of drawing lots, which was the normal
procedure, the Senate named the three hundred who were to keep their
seats, and simply nominated twenty-four new members, even though the
Constitution did not permit this. In the Legislative Body those who were
removed were the friends of Sieyeés and Madame Staél the so-called
ideologues who had made the egregious mistake of thinking that their
intellectual preeminence alone exempted them from the task of building a
proper political power base.

Napoleon was ruthless towards individual opponents or potential
enemies. He kept Sieyés under surveillance at his country estate. When
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Barras, in exile at Grosbois, appealed to Napoleon but foolishly tempered
his appeal by reproaching him with ingratitude, Napoleon sent his police
to make sure Barras moved his place of exile beyond French borders.
When Lafayette opposed the amendment of his consular powers in 1802,
Napoleon at once removed the name of Lafayette’s son and all his in-laws
from the Army promotion list. The enemy he loathed most was Madame
de Staél, whose salon, much visited by Moreau and Bernadotte, became
the focus for the political opposition. When Germaine de Staél
incautiously published Delphine, which contained many obvious coded
criticisms of the First Consul, Napoleon exiled her from Paris and
forbade her to come within 120 miles of the capital. Not even members of
his own family escaped his ruthlessness if they did not act as he wished.
In November 1800 he dismissed Lucien as Minister of the Interior,
replaced him with Chaptal, and sent him as ambassador to Madrid.
Lucien’s crime was his tactlessness. On 8 April that year he had become
engaged in an unseemly shouting match with Fouché at the Tuileries.
Faced with Fouché’s obvious sympathy for the Left, Napoleon’s
inclination was to conceal for the moment his animosity towards the
Jacobins. But Lucien, by arguing for a hardline before his brother had
consolidated his power, came close to ruining Napoleon’s chessplaying
strategy.

By 1802 Napoleon had made peace with France’s external enemies,
suppressed the Vendée, come to an agreement with the Catholic Church
and cunningly conciliated the émigrés while yielding not a jot over
confiscated property. His supporters felt that his great achievements
merited overt recognition, and a motion calling for the First Consul to be
given lifetime tenure was engineered in the Tribunate on 6 May 1802.
However, the Senate, usually docile, was on this occasion whipped up by
Fouché and the Jacobins and offered only the premature election of the
First Consul for ten years. Cambacéres, placing an each-way bet,
suggested a plebiscite to solve the problem. Napoleon insisted that the
wording of the referendum should refer to a consulate for life rather than
premature re-election for ten years. The question to be put was: ‘Should
Napoleon Bonaparte be consul for life?” This new nomenclature —
hitherto he had always been ‘General Bonaparte’ or ‘citizen Bonaparte’ —
was significant, and it has been pointed out that thereafter he was
generally known as Napoleon rather than Bonaparte.

The plebiscite on the issue of a consulate for life returned 3,600,000
‘yes’ votes and 8,374 ‘noes’. The Senate ratified the result on 2 August
1802. Naturally, there was some iregularity in the voting, but the result
was probably a reasonable reflection of the First Consul’s popularity:
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after all, here was a man who had delivered economic prosperity, the
peace of Amiens, a religious settlement and a new deal for the émigrés.
Royalists, moderates and the bourgeoisie flocked to him, but there was an
ominous undertow in that most of the ‘noes’ came from the Army. In
military circles, where Jacobinism was rife, intimidation was the order of
the day. One soldier wrote in his memoirs: ‘One of our generals
summoned the soldiers in his command and said to them: “Comrades, it
is a matter of nominating General Bonaparte consul for life. You are free
to hold your own opinion; nevertheless, I must warn you that the first
man not to vote for the Consulate for life will be shot in front of the
regiment.”’

The ratification by the Senate in August 1802 increased Napoleon’s
powers. He could now decide on peace treaties and alliances, designate
the other consuls, nominate his own successor and had the right of
reprieve (droit de grdce). As an apparent quid pro quo the Senate was given
the power to dissolve the Legislature or the Tribunate. But Napoleon
could now bring the Senate to heel whenever he wished as he also had
unlimited powers to swamp it with new members. He had other powers
to constrain the Senate. He allowed senators to hold other public offices
simultaneously — previously forbidden — and had the right to distribute
senatoreries — endowments of land for life together with a house and an
income of 20—25,000 francs. As Napoleon confided to Joseph, his vision
of the Senate was that ‘it was destined to be a body of old and tired men,
incapable of struggling against an energetic consul.’

The most enduring monument from the years of the First Consulate was
the Code Napoléon. It appealed to Napoleon to think that he could be not
just a great general like Caesar, Alexander and Hannibal but also a great
law-giver like those other famous names of the Ancient World: Lycurgus,
Hammurabi, Solon. Starting in 1800, for four years he summoned
councils to oversee a drastic revision of the Civil Code. He began by
appointing two separate law reform commissions, then combined them
and put them under Cambacérés’s direction. The joint commission’s
proposals would then be considered by the Judicial Committee of the
Council of State before going to the First Consul for final approval.
Altogether Napoleon attended fifty-seven out of 109 meetings to discuss
the Code; these were exhaustive and exhausting affairs that would often
go on until 4 a.m. The First Consul surprised everyone with his lucidity,
knowledge and depth of insight. He had done his homework well and
devoured a number of mammoth tomes given him by Cambacéreés.
Napoleon was beginning to impress even the sceptics as a man who could
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do anything; first there was his military talent, then his diplomatic skill,
next his administrative ability and finally his prowess as a legislator.

The provisions of the new Civil Code began to be promulgated in 1802
and the final clauses were published in 1804. Later there would follow a
Commercial (1807), Criminal (1808) and Penal (1810) Code. Napoleon’s
intentions in framing the Civil Code have been much disputed, but he
declared that he genuinely wanted to create a civil society, with a middle
range of institutions between the individual and the State; this was
needed, he claimed, because the Revolution had introduced a spirit of
excessive individualism. His famous declaration in the Council of State
was that the Revolution had turned the French into so many grains of
sand, so that it was now his task ‘to throw upon the soil of France a few
blocks of granite, in order to give a direction to the public spirit.’

The essence of the Code was its eclecticism and its clear intention to
benefit the new bourgeoisie, the bulwark of Napoleon’s power. Essentially
a compromise between old and new law, between the modalities of pre-
1789 and the new circumstances and conceptions of the Revolution, it
mixed customary and statute law, intertwined legal and philosophical
concepts and at times emerged with the worst of both worlds. The
Tribunate, in particular, found the various drafts hurriedly prepared and
ill-digested and thought that too many Revolutionary principles had been
sacrificed to those of the ancien régime. The Code was meant to benefit
wealthy men of property and had nothing to say to the propertyless.
Philosophically, it was designed to extirpate feudalism and to enthrone
bourgeois privilege, seeing property as an absolute and transcendental
right, logically prior to society.

It is sometimes said that the Code was progressive, but such a view
does not survive a scrutiny of the various clauses. The propertyless
emerged with very few rights at all. The Code proclaimed freedom of
labour but did nothing whatever to safeguard workers’ rights; in any
labour dispute the word of the employer was to be taken as gospel.
Napoleon’s anti-worker stance was in any case overt. By decrees of 1803
and 1804 he placed all proletarians under police supervision, obliged
them to carry identity cards, prohibited unions and strikes on pain of
imprisonment and charged the Prefect of Police with the arbitrary
settlement of wage disputes. Amazingly, in the years of his success
Napoleon was not perceived as being anti-labour. The workers supported
him because of his policy of low food prices — to ensure which he placed
bakers and butchers under state control — and the rising wages caused by
a revival of industry. His victories in the field attracted their working-
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class chauvinism, so that the proletariat always listened to Bonapartist
propaganda rather than the criticisms of the liberal opposition.

The most reactionary aspect of the Code, however, was its treatment of
women. Until 1794 feminism and women’s rights enjoyed halcyon days:
in September 1792 the revolutionaries enacted a law allowing divorce by
mutual consent, with the unsurprising result that for the rest of the 179os
one in three French marriages ended in divorce. The Directory had
attempted to reverse the progressive legislation of 1791—94, but the death
blow to feminist aspirations was dealt by the Code Napoléon. The First
Consul’s misogyny lay at the root of this. Always hostile to female
emancipation, he declared: ‘Women these days require restraint. They go
where they like, do what they like. It is not French to give women the
upper hand. They have too much of it already.” It is interesting to
observe that the fiercest critic of Macpherson’s Ossian, Napoleon’s most
beloved book, was Samuel Johnson but that he held exactly similar
sentiments to Napoleon on the ‘woman question’: ‘Nature has given
women so much power that the Law has wisely given her little.’

The extent of anti-female sentiment in the Code Napoléon is worth
stressing. The Code retained divorce by consent only if both sets of
parents agreed also. Under Articles 133—34 the procedure was made more
difficult. Marital offences were differentially defined under Articles
220—230: a man could sue for divorce on grounds of simple adultery; a
woman only if the concubine was brought into the home. Articles 308—o09
stipulated that an adulterous wife could be imprisoned for a period of up
to two years, being released only if her husband agreed to take her back;
an adulterous husband was merely fined. Patriarchy was reinforced in a
quite literal sense by Articles 376—77 which gave back to the father his
right, on simple request, to have rebellious children imprisoned. And the
notorious articles 213—17 restored the legal duty of wifely obedience;
these clauses, compounded by articles 268 and 776, severely restricted a
wife’s right to handle money, unless she was a registered trader. Finally,
a woman who murdered her husband could offer no legal defence, but a
husband who murdered his wife could enter several pleas.

The Code Napoléon has been much admired, but it is difficult to see it
as anything other than a cynical rationalization of Napoleon’s personal
aims, in some cases cunningly projected into the future. The criticism
that the Code quickly became out of date because it tried to fix the
transitional society of the Napoleonic era in aspic is otiose. Much the
same thing could be said of the US Constitution of 1787, but both
documents proved supremely flexible. The more telling criticism is that
the Code’s talk of liberty and equality was largely humbug. The Code
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insinuated the oldest dodge in the book of right-wing theorists: the
notion that equality before the law is in some sense real equality. It is
noteworthy that whenever the Code speaks of abolishing privilege, it is
feudal privilege that is meant. Napoleon wished to strike off all the fetters
that chained the high bourgeoisie but he was most emphatically on the
side of privilege. He tried to obfuscate the Revolutionary demand for an
end to privilege by, in effect, pretending that the only forms of privilege
were feudal rights and benefices, not glaring inequalities of wealth.

As has been well said, the ‘dust’ of individualism easily survived the
Code. Napoleon’s treasured legal system totally failed to create a civil
society and indeed there is good reason to think that he never had any
intention of creating such a society, but merely to create a chain of ad hoc
interest groups bound to him personally by expediency. Faced with a
conflict between the interests of the rich and the principle of la carriére
ouverte aux talents, he decisively set his face against meritocracy; his basic
position was that he believed in talent provided it was also wealthy. Later,
with the creation of an imperial nobility and the cynical claim that one
cannot govern nations without baubles, further nails were driven into the
coffin of equality.

Some historians have even claimed that Napoleon devised his
eponymous code as a kind of infrastructure for the future conquests he
envisaged. Centralization and uniformity, after all, would be useful tools
for crushing local and national customs. The cardinal purpose of the
Code for Napoleon personally was the replacement of ancien régime
inefficiency with a streamlined centralized bureaucracy whose main
purpose would be raising troops and money. In the rest of Europe the
Code could be used for putting Napoleon’s power and that of his vassals
beyond dispute. The purpose of destroying feudal privileges was to place
all property not entailed at the disposition of his vassal rulers. The
hollowness of the Code would be seen later but even in 1802—04
Napoleon showed how little it meant, in his governance of Italy. There
the estates of deposed princes, émigrés and the clergy provided a steady
stream of money, but often the income was in the form of tithes and
feudal benefits, officially outlawed by the Code. Where money collided
with the Code, Napoleon ignored his own ‘masterpiece’ and took the
money.

By 1804 Napoleon’s grip on France was complete. His power rested on
a social basis of support from the peasantry and the upper bourgeoisie or
‘notables’. Normally a single socio-economic class forms the basis of a
régime’s power, but the Napoleonic period was an era of transition, with
the declining class (the aristocracy) too weak to dominate and the
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ascending class (the bourgeoisie) not yet quite strong enough. Napoleon
held the ring, so to speak, by a trans-class coalition of peasantry and
bourgeoisie based ultimately on the sale of national property. Napoleon
was not a man of the Revolution, but it was the economic upheaval of the
Revolution that made his autocracy possible.

By 1794 the feudal yoke had been thrown off and more than a third of
all peasants in the north and east of France had acquired enough
confiscated real estate to assuage the worst land-hunger. Overwhelmingly
the ‘national’ property seized from émigrés, aristocrats and the clergy had
been bought up by peasants. One survey shows over 70% of such lands
being transferred to the peasantry between 1789—1799, with another 10%
acquired by dealers and merchants, 10% by lawyers and 7-8% by former
noblemen and returning émigrés. Upper peasants (those who owned their
own land and employed others to work it) were major beneficiaries from
the Napoleonic era: in time of famine, particularly in 1801, they grew rich
thanks to capital investment and the productivity of their lands; and in
time of war they benefited from increased trade outlets following
Bonaparte’s victories.

The lower peasants or rural proletariat — those who owned no land and
worked as journeyman labourers for others — profited from the shortage
of farm hands following conscription. There was a 20% rise in their
wages between 1798-1815, enabling some of them to buy small amounts
of national property, such as individual fields, and thus become middle
peasants, working their own land. By becoming conscious of their scarcity
value, and hence power, as a result of conscription, these journeymen
workers annoyed the upper peasants, especially when the hitherto pliable
rural proletariat acquired their own servants — a kind of ‘sub-proletariat’
of cowherds, shepherds, carters, etc. Under pressure from the upper
peasants, Napoleon was forced to head off excessive pay rises by
forbidding servants and seasonal labourers and harvesters to form unions
or associations.

Yet unquestionably the greatest beneficiaries of the Napoleonic period
were the moneyed élite, or upper bourgeoisie, who enjoyed continuous
good fortunes from before 1789 to 1815. The big business people and
bankers of the ancien régime were also the plutocrats of the Napoleonic
empire. Behind them in economic fortunes, but still doing well, were the
middle bourgeoisie from politics and administration and the new breed of
post-Thermidor entrepreneurs, speculators in national property, colonial
produce, assignats and military supplies; men from this stratum often
ascended to the upper bourgeoisie through conspicuous success or
intermarriage. In Napoleon’s time the foundations for a true bourgeois
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society, in which money rather than rank was the salient consideration,
were laid, although in some ways, as will become clear, the Napoleonic
system also acted as a bar on the development of a society dedicated to
Mammon alone.

The key to Napoleon’s social and administrative system was the rule of
the so-called ‘notables’. These, in a word, were the people in each
Department who paid the highest taxes. Typically, the notables were
landowners, rentiers and lawyers with an annual income of more than
5,000 francs from real estate. Financiers, merchants and manufacturers
joined the ranks of the notables by investing in land their profits from
colonial produce or those generated by the boom given industry by new
continental outlets. A man who was one of the six hundred most highly
taxed people in his Department had a chance of entering the electoral
college in the principal towns or being appointed a Senator or Deputy to
the Legislature. The amount of land-tax paid was the determinant of a
notable, who was often in any case a highly paid official. It did not take
much to reach the magic figure of 5,000 francs from real estate when
lavish salaries were being paid to officialdom: a Councillor of State was on
25,000 francs a year plus perks, a Parisian prefect received an annual
salary of 30,000 francs, a provincial prefect anywhere between 8—24,000,
an inspector-general of civil engineering 12,000 and a departmental head
6,000. Even the lower officials were in with a chance of ultimate
distinction: a departmental deputy received an annual salary of 4,500, an
ordinary solicitor or drafter of deeds 3,500 and a clerk 3,000.

It was undoubtedly the solidity of his régime in the years 1800—04 that
encouraged Napoleon in his imperial ambitions, but there were straws in
the wind from the very beginning of his consulate. He loved to hold
military reviews and stirring marches in the Champs de Mars or the Place
du Carousel, where he would preside in brilliant red uniform. The
informal sumptuary laws extended to the consular guard, where the
horsemen were dressed all in yellow. There were dinner parties in the
Thuileries and balls at the Opéra, just as in the ancien régime. In 1801 he
reintroduced court dress for men, with silk knee-breeches and cocked
hats, and encouraged Josephine and Hortense to pioneer a female fashion
of dressing in white; Josephine additionally received a bevy of ladies-in-
waiting drawn from France’s most noble families. After he had been
appointed Consul for life, Napoleon’s imperial proclivities became more
marked. In 1802 he was declared President of the Cisalpine Republic and
Protector of the Helvetic Republic. In 1803 coins bearing his effigy were
struck, his birthday (15 August) became a public holiday, and his
swordhilt was adorned with Louis XVI’s diamonds.
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Yet Napoleon was a clever politician who liked to camouflage and
obfuscate what he was doing. The most consummate act of mystification
was the introduction of the Legion of Honour, instituted on 19 May
1802. To offset his own imperial demeanour and the obvious dominance
of the notables and upper bourgeoisie, Napoleon tried to pretend that he
was still wedded to the Revolutionary ideal of meritocracy by seeming to
introduce a parallel élite based on talent and achievement. There were to
be four classes in the Legion: simple members, officers, commanders and
grand of ficers; the highest award was the Grand Eagle. Originally divided
into sixteen cohorts with 408 award holders each, the Legion by 1808
contained 20,275 members.

Napoleon’s honours system was a great success, and there was keen
competition for the familiar white enamel crosses on strips of red ribbon.
Seeing in the Legion the germ of a new nobility, the returned émigrés
hated and despised it, but they were not alone. The Legislature, packed
with notables, absurdly opposed the Legion because it offended the
principle of inequality; they saw no such offence in the glaring inequality
of wealth and property of which they were the beneficiaries. It is a
perennial peculiarity of societies to object to inequalities of race, sex, title,
distinction and even intellect while remaining blithely untroubled about
the most important form of inequality: the economic. A more telling
criticism, which few made at the time, was that the honours system was
overwhelmingly used to reward military achievement, usually to honour
generals and others who had already done very well for themselves by
looting and pillaging. An honours system, if it is to work well, should
reward people who have not already received society’s accolades and
glittering prizes. Napoleon himself came to see the force of this argument
and later regretted that he had not awarded the Legion of Honour to
people like actors, who had no other form of official prestige.

The institution of the Legion shows Napoleon at his most cynical. He
viewed human beings as despicable creatures, fuelled by banality and led
by clichés, which he himself endorsed enthusiastically: ‘It is by baubles
alone that men are led’; ‘bread and circuses’; ‘divide and rule’; ‘stick and
carrot’ — all these tags express an essential truth about Napoleon’s
approach to social control. He played off every class and social grouping
against every other, and manipulated divisions within and between the
strata: the urban proletariat, the petit-bourgeoisie, and the clergy were
particular victims of his Machiavellianism but he dealt with recalcitrant
lawyers, generals and financiers in essentially the same way.

It will be clear enough from the foregoing that in no sense can
Napoleon be considered an heir of the French Revolution and its
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principles. It is possible to see him as a man of the Revolution only if one
ignores the social and political tendencies of the early years 1789—93, to
say nothing of the radical phase in 1793—94. Those who claim that
Napoleon was in tune with Revolutionary principles are forced back on
the absurd argument that the Revolution was really about returning to
the status quo ante, before the legacy of the American war of 1775-83,
which almost bankrupted France, forced Louis XVI to tamper with a
fragile social fabric. On this view the Revolution was purely an economic
and administrative transformation, and Jacobinism was simply the
Revolution taking a wrong turning; equality and fraternity and all the rest
of it was just so much hot air. Another influential view is that French
history is a perennial quest for social order, which is why it is punctuated
by bouts of absolutism and Caesarism; the obvious implication is that
Napoleon was an organic growth but the Revolution was an aberration.

But this view of the Revolution, and hence of Napoleon, is nonsensical,
and is really only a modern gloss on the way the men of Thermidor
rationalized their recantation of the principles of 1789: they denied there
ever were such principles. The other main way some historians try to
present Napoleon as a man of the Revolution is to say that he was so
unintentionally, that his armies spread the doctrines and ideologies of the
Revolution by their victories. Some even claim that by his later assaults
on the Inquisition in Spain and his overthrow of feudalism in Italy, he
was at once the precursor of Italian unity and a kind of proto-apostle of
European unity. But it must be stressed once again that Napoleon merely
abolished feudalism and in no sense ushered in true equality. What
happened was that Napoleonic victories gave the French a sense of
superiority and that they therefore proselytized for certain Revolutionary
ideals such as “civil liberty’ in conquered territories, much as though they
were late-Victorian missionaries bringing the gospel to the heathen in
benighted Africa.

Napoleon himself always made his position crystal-clear to his
intimates. He told them he became disenchanted with the Jacobins very
early because they prized equality over liberty. He always favoured the
old nobility over the Jacobins and, beyond France, his attempts to
introduce even the most basic rights of the Revolution were spasmodic.
Outside France, administrative positions in the conquered territories
were invariably filled by nobles, which made it impossible to carry out
radical agrarian reforms and in turn meant that the peasantry outside
France was always lukewarm about him. His apologists say that he
favoured the foreign nobility because of the poor level of education
outside France, but the truth is that for Napoleon /a carriére ouverte aux
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talents was largely a meaningless slogan. As he once told Molé explicitly,
the ideas of 1789 were ‘nothing but weapons in the hands of malcontents,
ambitious men and ideologues’.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

During the years of peace (1801—03), sightseers and tourists thronged
Paris, which became the same kind of Mecca to the curious it would be
after 1945. The pent-up demand for things French was a particular
feature of English travellers, who had been effectively barred from the
country since 1792. In these years Paris was regarded as the arbiter of
elegance and fashion; the permissive sexuality and the provocative clothes
of the women, with dresses décolleté, tight and clinging were especially
remarked on. Among the innovations in manners and morals from these
years was the idea of the ‘late’ (7 p.m.) dinner, the ‘barbarous’ fashion for
place cards at formal meals, and the introduction of menus in restaurants.
Napoleon may have signed the Concordat to regularize religion, but the
true god during the two-year breathing space between wars was
conspicuous consumption, which in turn engendered more work than the
capital’s goldsmiths, jewellers and milliners could handle.

The two years of peace saw Napoleon almost entirely Paris-based and
preoccupied with affairs of state. In January 1802 there was a quick visit
to Lyons to review the troops who had returned from Egypt, and on 29
October the same year he made a fortnight’s lightning tour of Normandy,
taking in Evreux, Rouen, Honfleur, Le Havre, Dieppe and Beauvais. He
told Cambacéres that he was everywhere received with ecstasy and, two
months after his overwhelming triumph in the plebiscite on the
Consulate for life, there is no reason to doubt this. Another significant
development in 1802 was the move to the palace at St-Cloud. The
commute between his official headquarters at the Tuileries and José-
phine’s ‘petit Trianon’ at Malmaison — both, incidentally, on the ‘must
see’ list of all British visitors to Paris in these years — came to irritate him
and, once he was Consul for Life, he felt the need of an official residence
more in keeping with the grandeur of his new status. The palace at
Versailles was too redolent of the ancien régime and St-Cloud fitted the
bill better, being a short drive from the Tuileries.

The move to St-Cloud was of course yet another imperial manifesta-
tion, much regretted by those who thought a First Consul should aspire
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to the Roman republican qualities of thrift, austerity and asceticism.
Instead Napoleon spent millions on the fountains, waterfalls and frescoes
at the palace. The soldiers of the Consular Guard made a resplendent
show in the courtyard, but this initial impression of imperial splendour
was dwarfed by the great marble staircase within, where hung the great
propaganda masterpiece by David, Napoleon Crossing the Alps.

Napoleon’s move to St-Cloud coincided with a downward spiral in
relations with Britain, which brought the two nations back to open
warfare by mid-1803. By December 1802 Napoleon had evacuated
Taranto, as required by the Treaty of Amiens, but the British were still
ensconced on Malta in blatant defiance of the same treaty. Moreover,
they had not evacuated Alexandria, also as required by the treaty. As their
ambassador to France, the British government had sent Lord Whitworth,
an arrogant, supercilious oligarch who made it plain that he thought
Napoleon was a low-born Corsican upstart. Meanwhile the British press
carried on a scurrilous campaign of defamation against the First Consul.
Something had to be done urgently.

Responsibility for the resumption of hostilities in 1803 is usually laid at
Bonaparte’s door, but the facts do not bear out this judgement. The fact
that the war party in England, led by Pitt but also including the other two
of the ‘three Williams’, Pitt’s cousin Grenville and Windham, was out of
office, did not significantly alter the basically bellicose thrust of British
foreign policy. So powerful was the war party that the new prime
minister Addington had to appease it by appointing Whitworth, a known
opponent of the peace of Amiens, as ambassador to Paris. Whitworth
entertained a particular animus towards Napoleon, which Bonaparte
reciprocated. The mutual ideological and class-based antagonism was
reinforced at the personal and visceral level: there is a lot of
circumstantial evidence indicating that Napoleon resented the physical
presence of the six-foot tall Whitworth.

On 21 February 1803 Napoleon summoned Whitworth for a dressing-
down. He told him he was very disappointed that the Treaty of Amiens
had not led to friendship between the two countries but had produced
‘only continual and increasing jealousy and mistrust’. When he asked why
Malta and Alexandria had not been evacuated, Whitworth alluded to the
situation in Piedmont and Switzerland; in the former case France had
annexed the territory and in the latter they had imposed a new
constitution. Since it is often alleged that Napoleon’s actions in these two
cases justified the eventual British declaration of war, it is worth
establishing what had happened.

In Piedmont Napoleon asked the exiled and ultra-Catholic king
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Charles Emanuel to return to his throne so as to ensure stability in
northern Italy. Charles Emanuel refused, so Napoleon, not wishing to
leave a dangerous gap between France and the Cisalpine Republic,
annexed Piedmont — a move that was welcomed by the majority
republican party of the Piedmontese. In 1802 he also revised the Swiss
constitution along federal lines and regulated relations between France
and Switzerland by an ‘Act of Mediation’. Again this angered the British
who, as in Piedmont, were in league with the reactionary and aristocratic
factions; Windham had even been sent with money to foment trouble
among the aristocracy in Switzerland.

To the oft-repeated assertion that these two actions constituted
unbearable ‘provocation’, three counter-arguments seem appropriate. In
the first place, Switzerland and Italy were within the Austrian sphere of
influence, not the British; if Napoleon’s actions there gave cause for
concern, it was for the signatories of the Treaty of Lunéville to react, not
those of the Treaty of Amiens. Secondly, for precisely this reason the
Treaty of Amiens contained no accords about Switzerland or Italy and
said nothing whatever about affairs there. As Napoleon correctly stated:
‘All this is not mentioned in the treaty. I see in it only two names,
Taranto, which I have evacuated, and Malta, which you are not
evacuating.” Thirdly, it was hardly in order for the English to speak of
imposing constitutions, allegedly against the will of the majority, when
they had just (1801) incorporated Ireland into the United Kingdom,
incontestably against the will of the Irish.

Napoleon also raised the question of the vile propaganda cartoons
about him being printed in the English newspapers, portraying him as a
tyrant and ogre. The Morning Post had just described him as ‘an
unclassifiable being, half African, half European, a Mediterranean
mulatto’. In cartoons he was usually portrayed as a pygmy with an
enormous nose. Other organs portrayed Josephine as a harlot and claimed
that Bonaparte was sleeping with her daughter Hortense. When taxed
with this, Whitworth disingenuously claimed that press liberty was part
of the traditional English freedoms and the government could not
interfere; this from a creature of Pitt whose repressive “T'wo Acts’ of 1795
had silenced all pro-French newspaper opinion. Nor did Whitworth
admit that he had been sending to London dispatches that were the
purest fantasy, alleging that nine-tenths of the population in France
opposed the First Consul.

Finding Whitworth intractable, Napoleon published in Le Moniteur a
long article by Colonel Sebastiani, who had recently been on a mission to
Turkey and the Near East, which warned that if Britain did not honour
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her treaty obligations, France might be forced to reconquer Egypt. This,
an attempt by Napoleon to apply pressure on the recalcitrant English,
was a bad mistake, for it allowed L.ondon to portray the First Consul as a
sabre-rattler. By early 1803 it was abundantly clear to any dispassionate
observer that Britain intended to go to war again. In the speech from the
throne in March 1803 George III declared the nation to be on a war
footing and falsely claimed that French invasion forces were fitting out in
French and Dutch ports; even Whitworth was forced to concede that this
was nonsense.

On 13 March, at a diplomatic reception at the Tuileries, Napoleon
finally lost patience. He began to rant and rave at Whitworth about
George III’s speech from the throne and said it was now quite clear that
England wanted another decade of war. He then turned to the
ambassadors of Russia and Spain and said at the top of his voice:
‘England wants war, but if they’re the first to draw the sword, I’ll be the
last to sheathe it. They don’t respect treaties.” He then stormed angrily
from the room. He was playing the British game for them. In March
Grenville told his henchman the Marquess of Buckingham (the same who
had dubbed Bonaparte ‘His Most Corsican Majesty’) that Napoleon
would have to go to war to avoid an unacceptable loss of face. The cynical
Grenville then instructed Whitworth that when the next round of
negotiations with Talleyrand and Joseph opened on 3 April, he should try
to bribe them to see that London’s wishes were fulfilled.

Two days after his explosion with Whitworth Napoleon addressed the
Council of State and explained that Britain was determined to humiliate
France: if they backed down over the continued occupation of Malta, the
next thing would be a demand from the British for the port of Dunkirk,
and after that always some fresh demand. The Council gave him their
support. As a sop to England Napoleon proposed that once they
evacuated Malta, they be allowed a Mediterranean base on Crete or
Corfu. Under instructions from London, Whitworth then raised the
stakes and replied that Malta must be handed over to England for ten
years, and France must pull out of Switzerland and Holland. He freely
conceded to Talleyrand that this was an ultimatum but cynically refused
to put his outrageous demands on paper. Even Talleyrand, who thought
that a renewed war with England was a bad mistake, described the
proposal as the first verbal ultimatum in the history of modern
diplomacy.

When Napoleon predictably rejected this demand, Whitworth asked
for his passport. Still trying to head off a conflict he did not want at this
time, Napoleon made a final offer: England could stay in Malta for three
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years, after which the island would be occupied by Russia. Naturally
Whitworth turned this down, for London was set on war, and added
fresh conditions to his original demand for a ten-year tenure of Malta.

On 11 May Napoleon wearily addressed another meeting of the
Council of State in St-Cloud. The latest terms, he told them, were
that Britain should occupy Malta for ten years, and in addition possess
the island of Lampedusa in perpetuity; France meanwhile was to
withdraw from Holland within a month. Even the most purblind pacifist
could now see that Napoleon was right: there would never be any end of
new British terms and conditions. As he rightly said: ‘If the First Consul
was cowardly enough to make such a patched-up peace with England, he
would be disowned by the nation.” The Council enthusiastically voted to
insist on the original terms of the Treaty of Amiens.

Even so, Napoleon made an eleventh-hour bid for peace. He told
Whitworth that England could occupy Malta for ten years if France
could reoccupy Taranto. This would be a face-saver to cancel out the
most difficult clauses in the Treaty of Amiens. Whitworth forwarded
the proposal to Addington, who disingenuously turned it down on the
grounds of Britain’s obligations to the King of Naples; that monarch in
fact was in no position to do any other than what England ordered him to
do.

So it was war. On 16 May 1803 George III authorized letters of
marque for the seizure of French shipping and a state of war followed two
days later. All fairminded statesmen in Europe agreed that the war was
England’s responsibility. Fox condemned Addington for playing Pitt’s
warmongering game, while the great anti-slavery crusader William
Wilberforce declared that Malta was being retained only at the cost of a
violation of public faith — something no nation could afford to lose.
Napoleon, for whom the renewal of war came at least two years too early,
tried to put a brave face on it. He told his sister Elisa’s chamberlain
Jérome Lucchesini: ‘I am going to try for the most difficult of all
enterprises but the one which will be most fruitful of results of any I have
conceived. In three days misty weather and a bit of luck could make me
the master of London, Parliament and the Bank of England.’

The war thus begun would finally end only in 1815. It is therefore
crucial to establish the responsibility for its outbreak and to see how the
revival of hostilities in 1803 fitted Napoleon’s ulterior designs. From
Talleyrand to Pieter Geyl, so many people have alleged that going to war
in 1803 was the beginning of the end for Napoleon that scrupulous
examination is called for. Above ali, why did Britain want war so badly in
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1803 and why, despite this, has the responsibility so often been pinned on
Bonaparte?

Some of the explanations for war in 1803 can be dismissed at the
outset. The French historian Coquelle, for instance, argued that
Napoleon consciously set his course for war as he hoped to achieve his
imperial crown thereby. This falls down on all fronts: the dynamic
towards empire was internal events in France, not the international scene
and, as has been demonstrated, Napoleon made repeated efforts to avoid
war. Pieter Geyl alleged that France had got a good deal at Amiens and
that Britain had already gone as far as she intended to go with Bonaparte.
According to this argument, the British had already granted him a
position of great power on the Continent, and his ‘gratitude’ was to
intervene in Switzerland, annex Piedmont, interfere in Italy and keep
troops in Holland. By so doing he made enemies of people who thought
that Britain had been foolish and generous in the first place, and the
peace of Amiens dangerous and humiliating. Napoleon, it is said,
observed the letter of Amiens but not its spirit. Other apologists for the
British return in effect to Addington’s own ‘sabre-rattling’ thesis and
allege that Sebastiani’s ideas, outlined in Le Moniteur were an attempt to
blackmail England, by claiming that if the First Consul was forced to go
to war with Britain, he would retaliate by conquering the whole of
Europe. .

Still others claim that Napoleon’s apparent ambitions for empires in
the East and West seriously alarmed London. It was not so much the
expedition to Haiti, of which the British, for their own cynical reasons,
secretly approved but the prospect of a Caribbean triangle of influence
stretching from New Orleans to Cayenne via Santo Domingo. Then there
were the Oriental ambitions at which Sebastiani hinted. Finally, it is
claimed that Napoleon should not have closed Continental markets to
British goods, as this was the one thing a trading nation could not
tolerate. The one area where the ‘provocation’ argument rings true is in
Napoleon’s refusal of a commercial treaty and the introduction of
economic and financial measures discriminating against the English.

The problem with all these attempts to fasten the responsibility for war
on Napoleon in 1803 is that they make the error of imagining that the
national self-interest of England was ‘natural’ and that of France
unnatural. Why are ‘national frontiers’ unacceptable but a Belgium in
hands friendly to Britain part of the natural order of things? Why was it
legitimate for Britain to insist on a balance of power in Europe but not for
France to insist on a balance of power and colonial trade in the rest of the
world? If Napoleon’s actions in Piedmont and Switzerland are construed
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as provocative, how much more provocative was England’s refusal to
evacuate Malta and Alexandria and to return Pondicherry and other
enclaves in India to French rule? As Napoleon and others many times
pointed‘ out, the former were matters for Austria and were not mentioned
in the treaty, while the latter were expressly mentioned in the text of
Amiens and concerned no one but France and Britain.

The sober conclusion must be that on paper Britain went to war in
1803 out of a mixture of economic motives and national neurosis — an
irrational anxiety about Napoleon’s motives and intentions. The sale of
Louisiana and the withdrawal from Haiti exposed the hollowness of the
threat in the western hemisphere, while if Addington took the advice of
his secret agents rather than the nonsense of Whitworth, he would have
known that Admiral Denis Décres, the French Navy Minister, did his
best to sabotage any expedition Bonaparte proposed fitting out against
India, and was particularly negative about the Consul’s favourite project
— a two-pronged assault on India and Egypt.

On the other hand, if we judge by the long-term rather than the short-
term circumstances of 1803, the British decision for war contains more
rationality. Napoleon was certainly no pacifist and his long-term plans
clearly envisaged both further European expansion and a decisive settling
of accounts with England. But for Napoleon in 1803, as for Hitler in
1939, the war came too soon. He had not yet built up his navy to the
point where it had any prospect of challenging Britain’s: he had just
thirty-nine ships of the line and thirty-five frigates to throw against the
massive power of the Royal Navy, whose numbers were 202 and 277
respectively. Nor had he finished the task of domestic consolidation.
From the point of view of ultimate British self-interest, as opposed to the
pharisaical reasons actually advanced, Britain made the right choice,
catching Napoleon before he was ready to fight in time and circumstances
of his own choosing. The problem for London was that it was going to be
a very long haul and she faced the prospect of going it alone in the
foreseeable future. Napoleon’s rightward drift in France meant there was
no enthusiasm or indeed occasion, as in 1792 for an ideological anti-
Revolutionary crusade. None of the other powers wanted war or saw it as
conducive to their interests. And there was little sympathy for the
transparent ‘justifications’ of perfidious Albion.

Even as he wrestled with foreign and domestic policy, Napoleon had
constantly to indulge or satisfy the aspirations of a large family of prima
donna-ish siblings and an unscrupulous tail of in-laws and other hangers-
on in the family circle. In many ways the least troublesome was Joseph,
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happy in his alliance with Talleyrand and content to grow fat on his real-
estate investments. Joseph was full of a sense of his own importance,
which Napoleon encouraged. His warm feelings for Joseph are surprising
in light of his youthful desire to push Joseph aside, to take his place and
in effect to become Joseph. Freud is probably correct in assuming that
the childhood hatred had become transmogrified in love, thus requiring
compensation in other-directed aggression: ‘Hundreds of thousands of
strangers had to pay the penalty of this little fiend having spared his first
enemy.’

Napoleon may have revered Joseph but he never liked Lucien,
doubtless because of the younger brother’s insane jealousy. A third-rate
politician with a taste for intrigue, Lucien had been a dismal failure as the
short-lived Minister of the Interior and particularly angered Napoleon in
1800 by publishing a pamphlet entitled Paralléle entre César, Cromwell et
Bonaparte, arguing for the establishment of the Bonapartes as an imperial
dynasty — in effect letting the cat out of the bag. Nevertheless, when
Napoleon sacked him at the end of 1800, Letizia intervened to see that he
got the lucrative post of French ambassador to Spain. In Madrid Lucien
became notorious for the massive bribes he took from the Spanish and
Portuguese to further their interests. Growing bored, he returned to Paris
at the end of 1801, simply throwing up his embassy on a whim, without
permission from Napoleon or anyone else.

Returning with an immense fortune and with a German mistress (the
so-called Marquesa de Santa Cruz) on his arm, Lucien set about buying
up real estate in Paris and investing his ill-gotten gains in England and
the U.S.A. A familiar figure at his ‘town house’, the Hotel de Brienne on
the rue St-Dominique, the short-sighted and small-headed Lucien was
tall and swarthy, always a favourite among the Bonaparte women. He told
all who would listen that Napoleon was an ingrate and that the coup on
18 Brumaire had been entirely his work. He especially loathed Josephine,
but was outpointed in this particular contest, since Josephine’s ally
Fouché, who also despised Lucien, leaked the details of his sordid
business details and his anti-Napoleon outbursts to the First Consul.

Napoleon responded by keeping Lucien at arm’s length and showering
his largesse on Louis. Although he revered Joseph, he liked Louis most of
all his brothers, his habitual vacuous and quasi-moronic expression
notwithstanding, possibly because he was most comfortable with one who
did not challenge him in any way. Louis was a neurotic fantasist, an idler
and wastrel, forever on leave on grounds of ‘ill health’, forever dreaming
of a literary career or some other absurd fantasy. Misanthropic and
mentally precarious, Louis suffered from jealous fits and paranoid
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delusions; the evidence does not permit us to correlate it exactly with a
mysterious physical malady, from which he suffered, possibly gonorrhea,
which engendered disabling attacks of rheumatism. But it is certain that
Louis had difficulty with physical movements, had a speech impediment
and curvature of the spine.

One of the most bizarre events in the Napoleon family saga was the
marriage on 4 January 1802 of Louis and Josephine’s daughter Hortense.
Cardinal Caprara, Archbishop of Milan and papal legate, officiated at the
ceremony and also bestowed on Murat and Caroline the nuptial
benediction they had forgotten two years before. It was with great
difficulty that Napoleon had got Louis, a repressed homosexual, to the
altar. When the First Consul first suggested the match, Louis panicked
and tried to bolt, but Napoleon insisted. Matters were not helped by
Hortense’s reluctance to wed this lacklustre Bonaparte scion; she
wanted to marry Napoleon’s faithful aide Christophe Duroc. Napoleon
dealt with this in his usual ruthless way. He told Duroc he could marry
Hortense provided he accepted an obscure command in Toulon and
never came to court again. Duroc indignantly turned down this affront to
his ‘honour’ and so was forced to reject Hortense. Josephine, meanwhile,
anxious that her hold on her husband was slipping, nagged Hortense to
contract the dynastic marriage for her sake.

The result was the farcical marriage in the rue de la Victoire, where the
contracting parties were a sullen Louis and a tear-stained Hortense who
had spent the night weeping. Joseph and Lucien, abetted by their sister
Elisa, fumed at this further victory for Josephine, but they would have
been delighted by events on the honeymoon. Louis callously went
through the entire list of Josephine’s known lovers and warned his bride
that if she emulated her mother in this regard just once, he would cast her
off immediately. Barred by her husband from spending the night under
the same roof as her mother, Hortense then became the butt of scandal
when Lucien started a rumour, eagerly taken up by the British, that she
had been Napoleon’s lover; when she became pregnant, it was further
whispered that the child was the First Consul’s.

The canard may just possibly have contained some truth. One theory is
that Napoleon, convinced that he and Josephine could never have
children yet determined to unite the blood of the Beauharnais and the
Bonapartes, fathered a child on Hortense, then married her of f to Louis
when she became pregnant. The calendar seems against this, for
Napoleon-Charles Bonaparte, Hortense’s son was born on 1o October
1802 and Napoleon last saw Hortense in January. Undaunted, the incest
theorists allege that the child was born earlier and the official birth date
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set much later. Two pieces of circumstantial evidence seem to support
this idea. One was Louis’s honeymoon tirade, when he threatened to
divorce Hortense if she gave birth to a child even one day before the
prescribed term; was he simply afraid that Hortense had already emulated
her mother, or was there a darker suspicion? The other was that when the
five-year old child died in 1807, Napoleon seemed for a time inconsolable
and told his confidantes there was no longer any impediment to his
divorcing Josephine. Working against the theory, on the other hand, is
the known fact that it was Josephine’s cousin, Stéphanie, whom Napoleon
lusted after, though of course the one liaison by no means precludes the
other.

The fourth of Napoleon’s brothers, his ‘Benjamin’, was the supremely
useless Jérome. Seventeen in 1802, the fresh-faced Jérome was a classic
spoiled brat, an unprepossessing character with curly-black hair, a bull
neck and a cruel little mouth; also a spendthrift, whose lavish bills were
picked up by the First Consul. Napoleon sent him to sea with Admiral
Ganteaume, hoping to make a sailor out of him, but in the Caribbean the
swaggering Jérome merely antagonized his brother officers by the gap
between his high position and his non-existent abilities. Like Lucien,
Jérome ignored all the orders from Napoleon he found inconvenient.
Despite repeated advice that he was being reserved for a dynastic
marriage and should seek permission from his brother for any permanent
liaison, Jérome took up with the daughter of a wealthy shipowner in the
U.S.A. and on Christmas Eve 1803 was married to Betsy Patterson. An
enraged Napoleon gave orders that if ‘Mrs Jerome Bonaparte’ tried to set
foot on French soil, she should be put back on a ship for the United
States.

It was with reason that Napoleon used to remark bitterly that his
brothers were all useless and to lament that, unlike Genghiz Khan, he did
not have four able sons whose only object was to serve him. But
Napoleon in his attitude to his family was a true product of Corsica. Even
if he was disinclined to advance his siblings, the gadfly Letizia was always
on his back, protesting that every advancement made on pure merit had
to be balanced, for the sake of family ‘honour’, with an equal promotion
for one of her brood. Now in her fifties, Letizia still retained her good
looks, though she had lost her teeth. She refused to adapt, spoke Italian
and could manage French only with the thickest of brogues. Her sole
interest in life was her family and investing money. If Letizia’s meddling
had ended there, Napoleon could doubtless have borne it, but she kept up
an incessant vendetta against Josephine and proved herself just as
grasping as the children she had brought into the world. Napoleon
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flattered her by suggesting she go to Rome to see Cardinal Fesch and be
presented to the Pope, but his real motive was to get rid of her.

Napoleon scarcely fared any better with his three sisters. Caroline,
whom Talleyrand described as having ‘the head of Cromwell on the body
of a pretty woman’, acted treacherously towards Napoleon, to whom she
owed everything, and schemed and intrigued constantly to further her
own ambitions and those of her husband Murat. As a reward for his
sterling performance in the Marengo campaign Napoleon at the end of
1800 appointed Murat head of the élite Army of Observation — a kind of
Praetorian guard — deliberately snubbing Bernadotte, Joseph’s protégé
and candidate for the post.

Bernadotte, incidentally, came close to forfeiting Napoleon’s favour at
this time. His farewell address to the Army of the West in 1802 contained
coded criticisms of the First Consul, and he continued plotting with
other discontented Jacobins. Exasperated, Napoleon threatened to have
him shot if he did not mend his ways, but once again the tears of Julie
and Désirée Clary saved the treacherous Gascon’s skin. Appointed
ambassador to the United States in 1803 he followed in the Lucien
tradition of envoys by returning, unauthorized, to Paris when the
Louisiana purchase was agreed. This led to another year in disgrace until,
in 1804, he was made Governor and Commander-in-Chief of Hanover. In
Germany he settled in to carve himself a share of the peculations of the
corrupt intendant Michaux.

Meanwhile Murat’s lust for money soon saw him Commander-in-
Chief in Italy, looting in the grand tradition. He and Caroline were united
by vaulting political ambitions and jealousy of Napoleon but in Milan,
where they lived like royalty, they were habitually unfaithful to each
other, Caroline discreetly, Murat less so. The driving force with Caroline
was always power, not sex. The same was true of the cynical Elisa, the
ugly sister of the family, who had been forced to marry an obscure
Corsican officer, Félix Bacchiocchi, for lack of more impressive suitors.
Madame de Remusat scathingly wrote of her: “Those things we call arms
and legs looked as though they had been haphazardly stuck on to her
body ... a most disagreeable ensemble.” Elisa always sided with Lucien
in the family feuds, and she and Bacchiocchi went with him on his
money-making exile to the embassy in Madrid in 1800-o1. The family
bluestocking, she thereafter ran a salon at her house in the rue Maurepas,
where the painters David and Gros were frequent visitors. She
intervened with Napoleon on behalf of her friend Chateaubriand, staged
theatricals, and ran a circle for literary women. The henpecked
Bacciocchi was given a job as commander of a garrison town and
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effectively expelled from her life. Elisa and Caroline Bonaparte were
classic examples of what C.G. Jung called ‘power devils’.

But sexuality had its triumphant showpiece in the third sister, Pauline,
a byword for nymphomania and lubriciousness. Incorrigibly frivolous,
with a strong Italian accent, Pauline behaved in a vague and absent-
minded way as if not in full possession of her faculties. She spent vast
sums on clothes and fortune tellers and was an embarrassment to
Napoleon if she ever appeared at the Tuileries; she was not above sticking
her tongue out defiantly at Josephine if the mood took her. In private she
had a string of lovers and an unassuageable sexual appetite. As one of her
studs remarked: ‘She was the greatest tramp imaginable and the most
desirable.” One of her early escapades was a 72-hour sexual marathon
with the future Marshal MacDonald, for which she laid in a carefully
prepared stock of food and drink.

When her husband Leclerc was given command of the army sent to
defeat Toussaint ’Ouverture in Haiti, Pauline was brokenhearted, for it
meant saying farewell to her latest lover, Pierre Lafon, an actor at the
Comédie-Francaise. To celebrate her unwilling exile, before she left she
had an orgy, in which five different lovers shared her bed. On the voyage
out to Haiti she made sure she was accompanied by three more, her first
paramour Stanislas Fréron, General Humbert the hero of the 98 in
Ireland, and General Boyer, but these were not the only ones to share her
bed in Santo Domingo. She sailed in December 1801, showed courage in
Haiti, and dabbled in voodoo. When Leclerc died of yellow fever she
returned to France (arriving New Year’s Day, 1803). For 400,000 francs
she bought the Hotel de Charost in the Faubourg St-Honoré and was
soon back to her promiscuous ways, embarrassing Napoleon at all points.

Her career came to a brief halt when she had to seek a cure (successful)
for gonorrhea. Then in 1803 Napoleon made one of those bizarre
decisions that so baffle historians. Despite the fact that Leclerc was a
nonentity, Napoleon ordered a ten-day period of mourning for his
brother-in-law; he later conceded that this had been a great public
relations error and blamed it on Josephine’s poor advice. The period of
mourning was turned to farce by Pauline who, despite her brother’s
urging that appearances should be kept up, remarried in August 1803,
with the papal legate Caprara officiating. This time her husband was
Prince Camillo Borghese, the richest man in Italy. Aged twenty-eight,
diminutive, dapper and elegant, Borghese had embraced Republican
principles to save the family fortune, but showed where his heart lay by
becoming the first man to appear in court dress at the Tuileries since the
days of Louis XVI.
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Pauline, who always hated Josephine, rubbed her nose in her new-
found wealth by visiting her at St-Cloud wearing the entire Borghese
collection of diamonds — the most beautiful in Europe — on a green velvet
dress. But her madcap career did not end there. Discovering that Camilo
Borghese was hopeless in bed — she told Cardinal Fesch she would rather
have stayed Leclerc’s widow on 20,000 francs than marry Borghese — and
was in fact yet another repressed homosexual, Pauline again cut loose on a
life of sexual adventure. Her most notorious exploit was the visit to
Florence in 1804. Pleading ill-health, she commissioned the artist Canova
to paint her as a naked Venus. When someone later asked whether she
had posed nude in Canova’s studio, she replied: ‘Why not? There was a
perfectly good fire in the studio.” Scandalized by her behaviour, Borghese
put her under house arrest in his palace, but Pauline responded by
smuggling in a further raft of lovers. The distraught Borghese was forced
to appeal to Napoleon, who warned Pauline that she could never be
received at the Tuileries without her husband.

Almost as though by a process of osmosis through contact with his
hedonistic family, Napoleon in the latter years of his consulate seemed to
take more interest in sex; indeed the evidence of the years 1802—4 points
to a morbid craving or satyriasis of the John F. Kennedy kind. Perhaps as
his appetite for Josephine waned, his attentions increasingly wandered; it
is certain that at this time the Consul and his wife ceased to sleep in the
same room and occupied separate apartments. In June 1802 he had an
affair with the young actress Louise Rolandeau. This was no more than a
‘fling’ but in November the same year he began a more sustained liaison
with another actress, the statuesque tragedienne Marguerite George,
whose previous lovers had included Lucien and the polish Prince
Sapiepha. With her the Consul was able to indulge his taste for
buffoonery, schoolboy japes, practical jokes and general horseplay.
Napoleon’s affair with George soon became common knowledge. When
she was playing Cinna at the Théatre Frangais, she reached the line: ‘If I
have seduced Cinna, I shall seduce many more.” The audience roared,
rose in a body, turned to the Consul’s box and applauded. Josephine, who
was in the box with her husband, was distinctly unamused.

By this time she was used to his infidelities. She vacillated between
jealousy and indifference. One night she decided to catch the lovers red-
handed in Napoleon’s apartment and began mounting the narrow
staircase that led there, before taking fright at the idea that the faithful
bodyguard Roustam might suddenly emerge from the shadows and
behead her, mistaking her for an assassin. Yet on another night she found
herself in the love nest willy-nilly. Piercing screams from Mlle George
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echoed round St-Cloud. Josephine and the consular valets rushed
upstairs to find Napoleon in the grip of an epileptic-like seizure, and
‘Georgina’ (as Josephine dubbed her) in a state of undress, terrified that
her lover was dead and she would be accused of murdering him. When
Napoleon came to and realized the situation he fell into such a rage that
onlookers thought he was going to have a second fit.

Marguerite George’s attraction dipped after this scandalous incident
and for a while Napoleon kept her at arm’s length. But he was always
generous with his women and when he departed for Boulogne in 1803 to
oversee the preparations for a descent on England, he shoved 40,000
francs down the front of her dress. By this time he was interested in a
third actress, Catherine Josephine Raffin, known as Mlle Duchesnois.
This was another brief affair, which ended when Napoleon insulted her
as a woman. Busy with affairs of state, he asked his valet Constant to tell
her to wait in a room adjoining his study. After an hour she knocked on
his door and Napoleon asked Constant to tell her to get undressed.
Duchesnois did so and shivered for another hour before knocking a
second time. This time a disgruntled Napoleon barked that she should go
home, thus making yet another unnecessary enemy.

The final woman in the bevy of actresses ‘entertained’ by the Consul
was Mlle Bourgoin, the mistress of Chaptal, Minister of the Interior.
Indulging his taste for the humiliation of others, Napoleon arranged to
have la Bourgoin brought to him while he was in conclave with Chaptal;
he thus gratuitously made another mortal enemy. But this affair did not
last long either, for Bourgoin had a taste for coarse jokes which Napoleon
did not like in women. By the end of 1804 this liaison too had fizzled out.
Bourgoin went on to a notable career as grande horizontale, specializing in
sleeping with men in some way close to her greatest conquest: she was the
mistress of Czar Alexander and also of Jérome, when he was King of
Westphalia, in 1812.

Yet, despite his philandering, Napoleon’s attitude to women was
basically contemptuous and even boorish. He took the conqueror’s line
that women were there for him to avail himself of when the fancy took
him, and became irritated if he encountered opposition. Laure Permon,
who first observed Napoleon when she was eleven, married Androche
Junot, the general who had been an early Bonaparte favourite but who
never really came back into favour after his indiscretions in Egypt. In
1803 the Junots came to stay at Malmaison, and the First Consul decided
that he did after all find Laure physically appealing. He sent Junot away
on an errand.

The sequel was bizarre. At 5 a.m. one morning Napoleon entered her
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bedroom unannounced and sat on the bedside. After reading his
morning’s correspondence, he gave her a pinch and, getting no response,
departed. When the same thing happened the next morning, Laure
locked her door and gave strict instructions to her maid that no one was
to be admitted. Next morning there was a rattling sound at her door,
followed by animated conversation outside between Napoleon and her
maid, who repeated her mistress’s orders. Thinking she had seen off the
persistent First Consul, Laure went back to bed but within minutes
Napoleon was again at her bedside; he had opened another door into the
room with a private key.

Since Laure Junot was a notorious liar, we might be inclined to suspect
that this story, where she emerged one up, was really a smokescreen to
conceal an actual infidelity with the Consul. But the next day Junot
himself returned to Malmaison and was able to testify to his master’s
eccentric behaviour. His orders forbade him to be absent from Paris
overnight, but Laure persuaded him to stay with her. Next morning
Napoleon appeared as usual and was both surprised and irritated to find
Junot in bed with his wife. Junot, summoning what dignity he could,
asked Napoleon what he meant by bursting into his wife’s bedroom;
Napoleon at first blustered and became angry, reminding Junot that he
could be punished for disobeying orders; finally he subsided and
insinuated that the temptress Laure was really to blame. It is not
recorded that he ever again tried to seduce her, though he did get his
revenge by revealing to Laure the details of the informal harem Junot
kept in Egypt.

A deep current of misogyny, almost certainly deriving from his early
experiences with Letizia and doubtless exacerbated by Josephine’s
infidelities, underlay all Napoleon’s dealings with women. Although he
liked to bed them, he had nothing but contempt for their values and
aspirations, and his behaviour suggests strongly the profile of a sexual
neurotic. With the normal male, heterosexual lust is usually tempered by
genuine admiration for the physical beauty of women, an appreciation of
their role as nurturers and comforters and some kind of sentimental
feelings of chivalry or protectiveness. With Napoleon there was only the
lust, and instead of the other qualities there was aggression and
resentment. Such men like to ‘do the dirt’ on women by cutting their
hair, throwing ink on their beautiful clothes, and so on. It is worth noting
that Napoleon often repeated his Pauline Fourés trick of ‘accidentally’
spilling coffee on a woman’s dress; his later mistress Eléonore Denuelle
was one of the sufferers.

There were other examples of this neurotic aggression. When he first
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met Marguerite George he tore off her veil and trampled it on the floor.
He seldom said anything agreeable to women but was habitually rude,
indiscreet, malicious or unflattering. Among his quoted slights are: ‘What
an ugly hat! ‘Your dress is none of the cleanest.” ‘Do you never change
your gown? I have seen you wearing that at least twenty times!” He
specialized in asking young women impertinent questions about their
private lives. He once ordered that camp followers who did not leave the
Army when ordered to should be smeared with soot and exposed for two
hours in the marketplace. Bourrienne reported that he had a particular
aversion to fat women or to bluestockings like Germaine de Staél. Other
oft-quoted remarks are in the same vein: ‘Madame, they told me you
were ugly; they certainly did not exaggerate.’ ‘If you appear again in that
despicable dress, you will be refused entry.’

It was often remarked that Napoleon praised the backside as the most
beautiful part of a woman, which has led some commentators to speculate
that he was a repressed homosexual. There is no good evidence to
support this though, in an age when we are less inclined to make hard and
fast distinctions about sexuality, we may perhaps allow that there were
some bisexual undercurrents in Napoleon. He was a man’s man who
preferred the company of men — a not unnatural trait in a soldier — and
was impatient with any form of deviance. He ordered the commencement
of formal dances as though he were on the parade ground and was
puritanical in his public persona, maintaining a straitlaced court, though
reserving for himself the right of sexual licence. When he heard that
orgies were going on in a noted trysting place in the park of
Fontainebleau — the mare aux loups — he was incandescent with rage. If
he discovered through his spy network that the wife of an important
soldier or courtier was unfaithful, he always informed the husband and
threatened to exile the couple unless the husband took his wife in check.

Many farfetched theories have been advanced for Napoleon’s
misogyny. It is suggested that he suffered from a ‘castration complex’ or
that his ‘organ inferiority’ (in his case phallic) led to military overcom-
pensation. It is asserted, on no grounds whatever, that he had abnormally
small genitals, and that this explained both his resentment of women and
his lofty ambition (‘masculine protest’). It is significant that Josephine
never made such an accusation. Her complaint was that her husband
made love too fast and suffered from ejaculatio praecox. Nor are there
grounds for saying that Napoleon was anything other than heterosexual.
Rather than bisexuality in the full sense, what we can detect in
Napoleon’s psyche is some form of sadism or sexuality transmogrified as
aggression.
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He liked to strike people of both sexes, to slap them, pull their hair,
pinch their ears and tweak their noses. Slapping servants across the face
and shoulders with a riding crop was not unusual. He once seized
Marshal Berthier by the throat and hammered his head against a stone
wall; he also kicked minister Molé in the genitals for presenting an
unpalatable set of statistics. Court observers often reported fine ladies
reduced to tears by his physical antics, generals suffering indignities and
soldiers suffering nosebleeds. His sadistic impulses would if necessary be
directed against children and animals, especially those dear to Josephine:
at Malmaison he caused her great grief by shooting her pet swans and
other wild fowl and rooting up plants. When she protested on one
occasion that he ought not to shoot animals during the breeding season,
he said scathingly and publicly: ‘It seems that everything is prolific at
Malmaison — except Madame.” That his aggression had a sexual basis is
clear from one of Bourrienne’s stories. It appears that during the siege of
Toulon in 1793 a young wife approached General Bonaparte and asked
him to excuse her husband from duty, as she had a clear premonition of
his death. Napoleon refused but later told Madame Bourrienne laugh-
ingly that the young wife’s intuition was right: the husband was killed
when a bomb took off his genitals.

The cruel streak in Napoleon meant that although he had wit, and
could therefore laugh at people, he was totally without a real sense of
humour or the absurd — which enables one to laugh with people.
Cambacéres, the Second Consul and later Grand Chancellor, was well
known to be homosexual. One morning he excused himself for being late
at Council by saying he had been detained by a lady. To general laughter
Napoleon said: ‘Next time you are detained by a lady, you must say, “Get
your hat and stick and leave, monsieur. The Council is waiting for me.”’
An Italian woman once upstaged him in the wit department when she
avenged one of his verbal slights. She was among the company at a court
ball shortly afterwards when Napoleon decided to have a crack at the land
of his ancestors. ‘Turti gli Italiani danzano si male he announced (‘All
Italians dance so badly’). The quickwitted woman replied: ‘Non tutti, ma
buona parte’ (a clever play on words, meaning either ‘Not all but a good
part,” or ‘Not all but Bonaparte does’).

The magnetic charm Napoleon is said to have exercised on men
appears to have left women cold. Clearly for them power rather than
personal charisma was the aphrodisiac. And whereas Napoleon never
used cajolery on women for any purpose other than seduction, with men
he could be wheedling and insinuating. He possessed that most valuable
attribute of the true charmer: the ability to make the person being spoken
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to feel that he alone counted. He had an amazing ability to sway other
men to his purposes. The musicality of his voice as he addressed the
troops at Marengo was said to have been worth an extra corps. Fond of
the theatre and the company of actors, he had a highly developed sense of
the histrionic and of stage management. Most of all, he was a skilled
manipulator. As he himself said: ‘If I want a man, I am prepared to kiss
his arse.’

But the male beneficiaries of his charm had to be prepared for an equal
and opposite rage if crossed, when he would swear profanely, belabour
the offender with a riding crop on head and shoulders and even kick him
in the stomach. The fixed, motionless and unblinking eyes produced an
unsettling basilisk effect on victims. As with Hitler — with whom he is
often compared — and the Wehrmacht, so with Napoleon and his generals
and marshals. When the volcano erupted and he was in full flight, nobody
dared gainsay him. Observers reported that the typhoon was fearsome:
the large grey eyes would spit with rage as if he were a leopard, but his
anger would subside very quickly. It is sometimes claimed that
Napoleon’s tantrums were all part of the gallery touch, and it is true that
he could stage-manage them for effect when he chose. More usually,
however, the rages were genuine manifestations, as evidenced by the
volleys of obscene vituperation. ‘

Napoleon could be supremely ruthless. He mowed down the royalists
in the square at Toulon in 1793, he tore the heart out of the Parisian
royalists at Vendémiaire in 1795, he butchered 5,000 Turkish prisoners
on the beach in Syria in 1799, he poisoned his own troops at Jaffa when
he might have got reasonable terms from Sir Sidney Smith had not his
own prestige stood in the way. There is no reason to doubt the
authenticity of the remark to Gourgaud on St Helena: ‘I care only for
people who are useful to me — and only so long as they are useful.” But he
was ruthless only intermittently, harboured few grudges, and was
sentimental. His sensibility was light years away from that of a Hitler or a
Stalin, and indeed he can be faulted for not being ruthless enough at
times. His indulgence of his worthless family and his repeated pardoning
of the treacherous Bernadotte, the duplicitous Talleyrand and the
treasonable Fouché are only the most obvious examples. Napoleon had
the temperament of an old-style autocrat but not that of a modern
totalitarian dictator.

Napoleon had not the grim peasant patience of a Stalin, the cold
remorseless ability to win a long campaign of attrition. His personality
was closer to Trotsky’s in the romantic voluntarism, the grand gesture
and the impatience. The famous Napoleonic tantrums were often a
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function of pure impatience, frustration and intolerance. Woe betide any
servant who placed something on the right-hand side that belonged on
the left or misplaced his toiletries. He would always tear off any clothes
that constricted him, throw them on the fire and then hit whoever had
laid them out for him or dressed him. At night he would often throw his
clothes all over the floor, then slap the person nearest to him as
‘punishment’ for the chore of having to divest himself. Sometimes he
played a game, shouting ‘lands’ as he took off one item of clothing,
‘castles’ when he took off another, and so on through ‘provinces,
kingdoms, republics, etc.

The same impatience explained why he always bolted his food,
sometimes with the consequence of stomach cramps or vomiting.
Napoleon’s eating habits have always compelled astonishment. No meal
with him ever lasted more than twenty minutes, for he would
immediately rise from the table when he had finished dessert. He liked to
eat little, fast and often, and expected his favourite food to be ready at any
hour of day or night. Duroc made sure that his favourite repast — a roast
chicken — was always to hand and kept a careful inventory of the beloved
fowl. Another favourite Bonaparte dish was potatoes fried with onions.
He drank little wine and always unmixed, his favourite tipple being a
glass of Chambertin. Napoleon would demolish his food in silence and at
express speed, sometimes eating the courses in reverse order and even
eating with his fingers if he had pressing matters on his mind. At home
he would dine with Josephine or with favourites such as Duroc, Berthier
and Caulaincourt. In the field he would take a frugal lunch in the saddle
or eat with the officer commanding the unit he was visiting. Although
dinner was supposed to be at 6 p.m., often he would not eat until nine or
ten or even midnight.

Another Bonaparte peculiarity was his insistence on always having a
fire lit, winter or summer. Forever complaining of the cold, he would kick
the blazing logs while he talked. Hot baths were another prerequisite — so
hot that his staff wondered any man could get into the water. He hated
cats — to the point of genuine ailourophobia — and had the most acute
sense of smell that caused him agony on the battlefield, when the stench
of burned and rotting bodies assailed his nostrils. A further mania was a
horror of open doors. Anyone entering his room had to open the door
just wide enough to squeeze through, then hold the door tight shut by the
handle, sometimes doing so with hands behind the back, until dismissed.

These quasi-neurotic symptoms seem to have been the response of an
over-stressed organism. Nobody reviewing Napoleon’s daily routine can
doubt that he taxed physical and mental strength to the limit. His
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enemies speak of pride, contempt for human beings, neurasthenia,
nervous anxiety and indecision, and it is true that he had all these
qualities. But to offset them he had a prodigious memory, a lucid mind
and an intellect of awesome range. Most of all, he was one of history’s
great workaholics and regularly put in an eighteen-hour day.

The normal starting point would be a 6 a.m. breakfast, a rapid perusal
of the newspapers and police reports brought to him by Duroc, an
examination of household bills and any other domestic administration, a
quick review of the day’s business, then interviews with important
officials or foreign visitors. Next he would enter his office to begin the
day’s work proper. As he sat at his desk and sifted through documents, he
would scrawl brief minutes in the margin, dictate answers to a secretary
or fling the papers to the floor if he thought them unworthy of his
attention. More dictation and interviews followed, and by 10.a.m. the
new letters and dispatches were ready for his signature — the famous ‘N’
scrawled at the bottom; a few very ticklish documents he would put aside
to sleep on. The peacetime routine found him attending sessions of the
Council of State, the Council of Ministers or some administrative body.
Dinner was officially at 6 p.m. but often would not begin until 7 p.m. or
be switched back to 5 p.m.

The wartime routine would follow the same pattern until midday.
Usually he would then set off on horseback and visit a unit or corps
headquarters. He never neglected the army and realized the vital
importance of the common touch in building up and sustaining the
Napoleonic legend. The famous ‘common touch’ he used with the
rankers was spurious, theatrical but very effective. He knew how to
inspire and also how to give the sort of dressing down that would not
produce undying hatred but merely a determination to do better next
time. Even greater ingenuity was exercised in the manipulation of his
officers: he believed in keeping them guessing, maintaining them in
suspense, uncertain whether they would be the recipients of smiles and
jokes or the dreaded rages — which, as a great actor, he could summon at
will. He liked to keep his officers on tenterhooks by issuing sudden orders
which required instant execution; he would brook no delays, prevarica-
tion or excuses.

After his military tour he would return to his headquarters to read the
latest bulletins, sign more orders, give more interviews, dictate more
correspondence. He liked to go to bed at around ¢ p.m. for four or five
hours, with the faithful Roustam outside the door. But he was liable to
wake at any hour and call out for an aide or a secretary; if they were not
on hand, the consequences were steep. Many were the stories of nervous
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breakdowns among staff, particularly in the later imperial period. Yet
there was never any rigid timetable. Sometimes he would linger after
dinner and glance through the most recent books recommended by his
librarian. Never retiring later than midnight, he would also never rise
later than 3 a.m.; if he retired early, at 89 p.m. he would get up at
midnight. After mulling over the most urgent affairs of state, he would
take one of his famous boiling hot baths, then go back to bed at 5 a.m. for
an hour.

With such a punishing régime, it was hardly surprising that Napoleon
rarely looked well. His sallow complexion was often remarked on. The
muleteer who guided him over the St Bernard pass in May 1800 said that
the whites of his eyes were as yellow as a lemon and his face the same
colour. An English traveller who saw him review troops at the Tuileries
in 1802 reported that his complexion was dark yellow. At Brussels in
August 1803 he coughed up blood, and a plaster was applied to his chest
to draw out ‘a deep-seated humour’. Later medical observers have
attempted diagnoses as various as nervous ischuria, schistosomiasis,
stones in the bladder or venereal disease, but sheer overwork must have
had a lot to do with it.

Because we feel a moral repugnance for dictators we sometimes
underrate their intellectual powers. It must be stressed that only a man
superabundantly endowed with intellect could have achieved what
Napoleon did. The historian Gabriel Hanotaux spoke of ‘the richest
natural gifts ever received by mortal man’. T'o maintain an iron grip on
domestic, foreign and military affairs year after year while subjecting
himself to such a régime denotes a mind of great stature. He combined
the great gifts of a clear, mathematical, concise, economical and lucid
mind with a fantastic memory for exact figures, the exact location of each
regiment, the names of its officers and the details of its equipment. He
also had perfect recall for faces and combinations. Yet since the clichéd
picture of Napoleon as a man carrying within the seeds of his own
destruction contains much truth, we must also point to the deficiencies in
this formidable brain.

Napoleon’s critics have alleged that his memory for detail and faces was
not that impressive, and that this too is part of the stage-managed
Bonaparte legend. It is true that he did not know the names and
background of every soldier in his army — no one could. On the other
hand he pretended that he had this degree of knowledge and before
reviewing a parade would get his staff to point out various individuals, so
that he could memorize their names and careers. That seems merely a
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venial sin of misrepresentation, and in any case speaks volumes for his
intelligence and insight into human psychology.

The more serious flaw in Napoleon’s intellectual makeup was his
impatience, his low boredom threshold, his sacrifice of reason in favour of
the imagination, and his (unconscious?) desire to make policy on the
wing, to improvise and to sacrifice the simple solution for the more
complicated. The impatience had many manifestations. He could never
remain still, would feel in his waistcoat for snuff, take out his watch, file
his nails or get up to throw pebbles at the invariably roaring fire or kick at
the embers. When in a rage he would smash furniture and even when not
angry would often fiddle with rare porcelain figures until he broke of f the
arms and legs; then he would scoff at those, like Josephine, saddened by
the damage. When dictating, he would twitch his right shoulder and keep
on twisting his right arm so as to pull down the cuff of his coat with his
hand. Bourrienne reported that there would often be an involuntary
shrug of Napoleon’s right shoulder, accompanied by a movement of the
mouth from left to right, especially when absorbed.

Students of Napoleon have often speculated on the possible medical or
psychological causes of his many quirks and oddities. An investigation in
this area is not helped by the tense relationship that existed between
Napoleon and his medical advisers. Although the Bonaparte family in
general had a tendency to hypochondria, Napoleon himself took a
Shavian attitude to medicine and regarded all doctors as quacks or
impostors. He had long-running relationships with many physicians, but
never cared for any of them. The surgeon Larrey was the one he
respected most (although Dr Yvan, in attendance from 1796-1814, was
the longest-serving) but he never liked him, for Larrey combined three
qualities Napoleon despised: he was introverted, sycophantic and money-
grubbing. Larrey, like a later doctor, Antommarchi, always took the view
that Napoleon’s health problems stemmed from the liver.

The most obvious aspect of Napoleon’s medical profile is that he
suffered from fits. The seizure he had while in bed with Mlle George was
the most dramatic example, and he never really forgave her for making
this widely known through her panic and thus bringing him into ridicule
and contempt. Medical opinion is divided on whether Napoleon suffered
from petit mal, a minor form of epilepsy, or whether, like Julius Caesar,
he was a victim of the full-blown variety; still others have claimed that the
fits were the result of a disorder of the pituitary gland or (bearing in mind
also that he suffered from urinary disorders) were a symptom of venereal
disease. Yet another theory is that the temporary loss of consciousness
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was the consequence of a heart blockage, which might explain his
abnormally low pulse rate of forty a minute.

Another constant physical symptom which assailed Napoleon was a
skin disease, variously described as neurodermatitis or psoriasis. Napo-
leon himself believed that this skin ailment was the result of handling an
infected ramrod at Toulon in 1793, but modern opinion inclines either to
venereal disease or psychosomatic causation. The blood on his face at
Brumaire, which so inflamed the troops, was not the consequence of an
attempted assassination but resulted from his own scratching at the
pimples on his face. His valet Constant reported that his master often
drew blood in this way. He also had a scar on his thigh from a wound
sustained at Toulon, at which he would pick and draw blood.

Put together with the nervous cough, which Napoleon tried to combat
with frequent hot baths, and the difficulty in passing water, Yvan
concluded (though he did not use modern phraseology) that his patient’s
problems were largely psychosomatic. Modern psychoanalysts have seen
Napoleon as a man ill-suited for stress by reason of his sexual personality.
Adler made much of the fact that Napoleon masturbated before battle to
relieve stress. Fromm saw his nervous excitability as a sign of an
unconscious thirst for destruction. Reich associated the ritual ‘bleedings’
of scars, scabs and pimples as the tension that resulted from the failure to
achieve proper orgasm, and linked it with the known problem of
ejaculatio praecox.

The almost pathological impatience manifested itself in a tendency to
calculate the immediate odds without taking into account the more
distant possible consequences, and in the demand he made for immediate
results without giving his lieutenants adequate resources to carry out his
will. The boredom was apparent at meetings of the Council of State when
the First Consul would often be lost in thought, often seeming to be
thinking aloud when he spoke. Secretive, trusting no one, disingenuous
in his correspondence and unable to admit the truth about certain
incidents even to himself, Napoleon’s profound silences often scared
those around him, who feared to interrupt his reveries. Only Talleyrand
seemed similarly abstracted and when the two of them were together in
Council those of a historical turn of mind recalled the partnership of the
glacial Louis XI and the impassive Richelieu.

The intellectual in Napoleon was always at war with the artist manqué.
He was once walking with Roederer through the state apartments of the
Tuileries. Roederer remarked that the palace was a gloomy place, for it
always reminded him of the sad fate of the Bourbons. Napoleon replied:
‘Sad, yes — but so is glory.” This poetic insight — the kind of thing that
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made Chateaubriand call him ‘a poet in action’ — is not so far in
sensibility from his account of his own relationship to Fate: ‘I had risen
from the masses so suddenly. I felt my isolation. So I kept throwing
anchors for my salvation into the depths of the sea.” Then there is of
course the famous utterance from the St Helena period: ‘What a novel,
anyhow, my life has been!

Napoleon was always conscious of his place in history even as he made
it, and it is this, as much as his many theatrical and histrionic touches,
that have led people to speak of him as ‘nothing but’ an actor. The
remark he made when he and Josephine first occupied the Tuileries is
typical: ‘Come along, my little Creole, go and lie down in the bed of your
masters.” But a truer assessment would be to say that Napoleon’s reason
was always the servant of his imagination. His great memory for facts was
transmuted by the imagination just as a great orchestral conductor
‘magics’ a dry score. He spoke of the ‘after-midnight presence of mind’ to
denote the same kind of unconscious process an artist like R. L.
Stevenson referred to as his ‘Brownies’; Napoleon would often wake up
in the middle of the night with an intuition comparable to that of a
Coleridge or an Einstein.

Because Napoleon was an artist manqué and saw his life as a novel,
nothing in it surprised him. People have often wondered how it was that
an obscure Corsican could ascend an imperial throne like a duck taking to
water. But wearing the purple to such a man would simply be another
chapter in the book of his life. This is surely the hidden subtext to his
own apology: ‘It is said that I am ambitious, but this is an error; or at least
my ambition is so intimately allied to my whole being that it cannot be
separated from it Some have even speculated that Napoleon was a ‘dual
man’ in a unique sense, that he was a man who lived in space and time
and who observed the ‘other self’ doing so many remarkable things, that,
to put it another way, he lived on an equal footing with his own destiny.
This is why some writers, on the analogy of the historical Jesus and the
numinous Christ, have elected to separate the historical Bonaparte from
the legendary Napoleon and to consider them as things apart. Grapholo-
gists’ study of Napoleon’s penmanship, revealing hyperimpatience,
identity problems and a discord between brain and hand, also demon-
strate that the handwritings of the young General Bonaparte and the
middle-aged Emperor Napoleon, are virtually those of two different
people.

The penchant for making policy on the wing meant that politically, as
well as militarily, Napoleon was a pragmatist who reacted to events: he
had no blueprint, no overarching aim and therefore claimed that he was
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entirely the victim of circumstances. He failed to see that the brilliance
and originality of his mind was such that it could never be happy in
peacetime administration; there was a sense in which Napoleon’s great
intellect required war for its satisfaction, just as the Church Fathers used
to speculate that God needed to create Man to be complete. The short-
termism did not denote, as might be expected, the art of the possible but
a quasi-existentialist mode of living dangerously.

Yet the propensity to improvise and to opt for short-term solutions,
combined with the impatience and boredom, explains many things
otherwise inexplicable. For a man so gifted, it is surprising how many
failures, impracticable schemes and false starts there were in his career. A
great decision-maker, who however seemed to forget so many of his own
decisions, Napoleon took up and dropped a bewildering variety of plans
which at the time he declared to be indispensable for the future of
France. First he dreamed of an empire in the western hemisphere, then
abruptly abandoned the idea and sold Louisiana to the U.S.A. He signed
the Concordat to ensure permanent peace with the Catholic Church then
engaged in a running battle with the Papacy. From 1803-05 he was busy
on a dozen different schemes for the invasion of England, which he
promptly dropped after Trafalgar as if any such idea had never entered
his head. This tendency never to concentrate on any one objective but
also to go for the ad hoc explains his proneness to motifs unintegrated into
a general world-picture — the ‘Oriental complex’, for example. It would
also increase the general mental and psychic overload that would finally
exhaust Napoleon.

The answer to those, like Sorel, who see Bonaparte purely as a creature
of historical inevitability is that they have concentrated solely on the
rational side of the man. His unitary state is the product of a classical
sensibility: in this sense Napoleon is the heir of the philosophes; he is the
cérébrale who wishes to possess all knowledge. But the Promethean
energy, the voluntarism, the fatalism and superstition, the gloom and
melancholia, the risks he took, his love of Ossian, his hankering after the
glittering and mysterious East, all this comes from the Romantic
imagination which the Sorels have neglected. In Napoleon a cynicism
about human nature and a pessimistic assessment of human motivations
coexists with a countervailing desire to change human nature and to
master the woodenheaded world; this after all was what the heroes of
Plutarch and Corneille appeared to have done.

Historians have always divided as between those like Thiers, who saw
Napoleon as the epitome of France, and those who consider that the key
to his personality and career is that he was an outsider. It is certainly true
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that he was both rootless and classless. Neither a nobleman nor a
plebeian, in his early days he faced both ways, being willing to serve
either King or Revolution. He was ideology-free, being constrained
neither by Richelieu’s dynastic loyalty nor by the civic virtu of the
republicans. But if he was déclassé, he was also déraciné. He became a
Frenchman in his late youth and never really identified with the
traditions and interests of the country, as opposed to his own Romantic
and Platonic idea of France. On this view he understands France but is
not French. He is at once sufficiently imbued with the French spirit to
get people to identify their interests with his yet sufficiently ‘other’ to
stand apart. Of patriotism there is not a scintilla: as one cynic remarked,
Napoleon loved France as a horseman loves his horse, for only a
simpleton would imagine that the tender grooming given the horse is for
the animal’s benefit. This has led historians like Taine and Quinet to see
him as the quintessential Corsican, which in turn they interpret to mean
an Italian from the Renaissance period, like Cesare Borgia; Bonaparte is
therefore a condottiere who seized France and falsely identified the
Revolutionary tradition with himself.

By this stage in his career we are perhaps better able to assess what
Napoleon drew from Corsica and what was the long-term impact on him
of the island. Romantic egoism — with oneself at the centre of things and
no other motive obtaining than one’s personal greatness — can be seen as a
cast of mind fostered and enhanced by a lawless society, where no notions
of civil society or the common interest moderated the violent struggles of
chiefs and clan. The chaos of France after the Revolution produced a
unique conjuncture, replicating Corsica on a large scale: this was what
gave this particular individual his unique historical opportunity.

Certainly those who stress that Napoleon was a pure creature of the
Enlightenment and the philosophes have a lot of explaining to do when it
comes to Bonaparte’s irrationality. This goes beyond the Romantic role of
the imagination, or even the unintegrated ‘complexes’, to a deep and
irreducible Corsican superstition. Napoleon was a deist who yet believed
that demons lurked in the shadow of the heedless Almighty. He made use
of all the superstitious rites practised in Corsica: at the critical moment of
a battle or at times of strong emotion he would make the sign of the cross
with wide sweeps of the arm, as did the Corsican peasants of the maquis
when they heard bad news. A believer in omens, portents and
numerology, he disliked Fridays and the number 13 but thought certain
dates were lucky for him, notably 20 March and 14 June. If forced to
begin any enterprise on a Friday, he was gloomy at the thought that the
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venture was ill-starred. He thought comets worked in pre-established
harmony with terrestrial events.

Brought up on the Corsican notion of the ‘evil eye’, Napoleon thought
that certain people were irremediably doomed to bad luck and
communicated this lack of fortune to those around them. Hence the
famous question he always asked of his generals: is he lucky? One of the
reasons he stayed married to Josephine long after she had outlived her
usefulness and attraction was that he thought she brought him good luck.
There are numerous stories linking Josephine with her husband’s
superstitions. During the Italian campaign of 1796—97 he always wore a
miniature of her; when it fell and broke, he was devastated and told
Marmont (incidentally, later to be the classic ‘unlucky’ general) this
meant his wife was either ill or unfaithful. On another occasion during a
row with Lucien he accidentally knocked Josephine’s portrait off the
table, smashing the glass; he at once turned pale with superstitious dread.

Yet perhaps the most bizarre aspect of Napoleon’s abiding belief in the
paranormal or supernatural is the attachment he had to two ‘familiars’,
one ghostly, the other sidereal. Many people claim to believe in a lucky
star but Napoleon did so literally and often searched for his favourite dot
of light in the night sky. When the Concordat began to unravel and he
treated Pius VII badly, his uncle, Cardinal Fesch, came to protest.
Napoleon asked him to step outside and look up at the sky. ‘Do you see
anything?’ he asked. ‘No,’ said Fesch. ‘In that case, learn when to shut
up. I myself see my star; it is that which guides me. Don’t pit your feeble
and incomplete faculties against my superior organism.’

But even the lucky star pales alongside the familiar spirit or phantom
he called the ‘Little Red Man’. According to legend, Napoleon made a
ten-year pact with a genie just before the Battle of the Pyramids, and the
agreement was renewed in 180g9. The spirit promised to advise and
protect Napoleon provided he ushered in the Brotherhood of Man and
the Universal Republic; if Napoleon reneged, the Red Man was to give
him three formal warnings before abandoning him to his enemies. The
legend says that the Red Man appeared at the time of his coronation in
1804, in Moscow in 1812 and at Fontainebleau in April 1814; in other
versions of the legend the spectre advised him against invading Russia
and appeared on the eve of Waterloo. It is not unknown for individuals
under great stress to, as it were, exteriorize aspects of their own
unconscious, as Carl Jung did with his familiar Philemon, and it is not
beyond the bounds of the possible that Napoleon conversed with his Red
Man just as Jung did with Philemon. The predisposition to believe in
such apparitions was quintessentially Corsican; psychologically, of course,
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the tale of the Red Man points to a huge weight of guilt bearing down on
Napoleon.

The supersitition may possibly be connected with the salient ‘Oriental
complex’; for which so much evidence exists. He always hankered after
Egypt as a ‘lost domain’ and told Madame de Rémusat that the years
1798—99 were the best of his life: ‘I saw myself marching into Asia . ..
riding an elephant, a turban on my head, attacking the power of England
in India.” On St Helena he recalled his entry into Cairo: ‘I felt the earth
flee from beneath me, as if I were being carried to the sky.’

Other writers on Napoleon like to stress that his ancestors were Italian
and that it is to Italy rather than Corsica or the Orient that we should
look for the key to his personality. Those who speak of Napoleon as a
Cesare Borgia like to add that in his mature political thought he most
resembles Borgia’s admirer, Machiavelli. All are agreed that he aban-
doned his early idol Rousseau and some allege that his later switch of
favour from the notables to the old nobility shows, in terms of political
theory, the passage from Rousseau through Montesquieu to Machiavelli.
The historian Edgar Quinet considered that Napoleon was a uniquely
Italian figure, that he had inherited the Ghibelline tradition from his
ancestors, and that his true idols were not Charlemagne but Constantine
and Theodosius. Quinet writes: ‘When he dreams of the future, it is
always of the submissive world of a Justinian or a Theodosius, as
imagined by the medieval imperialist thinkers. In the midst of such
concepts, modern freedom seemed an anachronism; worse, to him it
could appear only as a people’s whim, as a snare for his power.’

What is certain is that, as he himself moved closer to imperial power,
his fascination with the Roman Empire increased. In his early career it
was the Republic, its heroes and its writers that he was most interested in
— Brutus, the Catos, the Gracchi, Livy, Plutarch — but he came to believe
that history repeated itself. Just as the Bolsheviks after 1917 looked back
to the French Revolution and saw parallels everywhere with their own
experience, so Napoleon looked back to the chaos of the last days of the
Roman Republic and saw history taking a cyclical course. The Pompey/
Caesar struggles ended with the rule of a strong man: Augustus. In the
same way historical inevitability seemed to suggest that the Robespierre/
Danton struggle must logically end with the rule of a dictator; so now it
was Caesar, Tacitus and the Julio-Claudian emperors who obsessed him.

Napoleon never visited Rome, perhaps because he felt that the Rome
of reality could never match the Eternal City of his reading and
imagination. In psychoanalysis, not to visit a place that obsesses one is the
classic sign of a ‘complex’. It is fascinating that by 1804 we can see the
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‘Rome complex’ feeding other streams of the Napoleonic conscious and
unconscious. Britain is now the new Carthage that must be destroyed and
Russia is the Parthia — the powerful military neighbour on the borders of
putative empire that must be conquered or conciliated. Moreover, the
Pope, with whom he concluded the Concordat, is the true prince (or
emperor) of Rome and so stands as an obstacle and reproach to
Napoleon’s imperial ambitions. As these ambitions came to fruition, they
inexorably widened the gap between the rational and the irrational in
Napoleon, between the classical and the Romantic, and between the art of
the possible and the realm of fantasy.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The second half of 1803 saw Napoleon once again on his travels, after
three Paris-bound years. On 25 June he began an extensive northern tour
lasting two months. First he toured the towns of northern France that
would be important in the coming campaign against England: Amiens,
Abbeville, Boulogne, Calais, Dunkirk, Lille. Then he crossed the border
into Belgium and proceeded through Nieuport, Ostend, Bruges, Ghent
and Anvers to Brussels, where he arrived on 21 July. After a ten-day
sojourn there, he made his way back to St-Cloud in a leisurely itinerary
that took in Maastricht, Liége, Namur, Mézi¢res, Sedan and Rheims. He
arrived back in the palace on 11 August. Throughout the late summer
and autumn he seemed obsessed with the idea of a descent on England
and spoke excitedly to his family about planting the French flag on the
Tower of London. Very optimistic by now about his chances of bringing
off a Channel crossing, he made an extended visit to Boulogne from 3-17
November.

Absurdly overconfident of his ability to vault over the Channel and the
Royal Navy, Napoleon was brought down to earth in November 1803 by
the first whispers of the most serious conspiracy yet against his autocracy.
In the autumn of 1803 several Chouans were arrested in Paris, taken
before a military commission and sentenced to death. One of the
condemned asked to make a statement before his death and revealed a
wide-ranging plot against Napoleon. Other condemned conspirators then
broke silence. It turned out that the ringleaders in the latest conspiracy
were General Moreau, the hero of Hohenlinden and General Pichegru
(once Napoleon’s tutor at Brienne), who had been deported after the
Fructidor coup in 1797 but had since returned secretly; the plot called for
the assassination of the First Consul and the return of the Bourbons.

A further twist came on 29 January 1804 when one Courson, a British
secret agent, was arrested. To save his life he revealed further details of
the plot: there was to be a triumvirate consisting of Pichegru, Moreau and
Cadoudal, the Chouan leader, which would pave the way for a Bourbon
restoration; Pichegru and Cadoudal were known to be already in Paris.
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Fouché’s deputy, Pierre Frangois Réal, solemnly but gloatingly told
Napoleon: ‘You’ve only uncovered about a quarter of this affair.” Acting
on Courson’s information, Real and the secret police were able to arrest
several minor conspirators who, under torture, divulged the further
intelligence that a Bourbon prince was privy to the plot. They did not
reveal the name of the prince, but both Fouché and Talleyrand told
Napoleon their sources pointed strongly to Louis de Bourbon Condé, the
young duc d’Enghien, who was then at Ettenheim, across the Rhine from
the French border. D’Enghien had given hostages to fortune by writing a
note to another British secret agent, affirming his willingness to serve
under the British flag and referring to the French people as his ‘most
cruel enemy’. Fouché had a copy of a letter in which d’Enghien claimed
to have spent two years on the Rhine suborning French troops.

Napoleon dearly wanted to arrest Moreau, who had been a thorn in his
side for so long, but he feared the effect on public opinion, as the victor
of Hohenlinden was still a popular hero. When the police brought in
Pichegru and the seriousness of the plot could not be gainsaid, Napoleon
pondered his next step. It was the cynical Talleyrand who suggested that
d’Enghien, being so close to the French border, should simply be
kidnapped. On the night of 20 March 1804 a French snatch squad seized
the Bourbon prince and brought him back to France. It needs to be
emphasized that this was against every canon even of the rudimentary
international law that existed at the time. D’Enghien was not a prisoner
of war, nor a civil prisoner, nor was he wanted for any crime and neither
had France formally made a demand for his extradition; the abduction
was piracy pure and simple.

In the Chateau of Vincennes on the night of 20 March police captain
Dautancourt interrogated the prisoner, under the general supervision of
Fouché’s deputy, Pierre Frangois Réal. The chain of command was
supposed to run from the First Consul to Murat, as military governor of
Paris, and then to Real, but this clarity was later obfuscated as all parties
to the affair denied they were the effective decision-makers. The
interrogation, and the later summary trial before a military commission,
scarcely provided the proof required for a retrospective justification of the
kidnapping. D’Enghien was indicted on six counts before a military
tribunal, consisting of General Hulin, five colonels and a captain, but in
reality nothing more than a kangaroo court. The six counts were: bearing
arms against the French people; offering his services to the English;
harbouring British agents and giving them the means to spy in France;
heading an émigré corps on the French border; trying to foment a revolt
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in the Strasbourg area; and being one of the ringleaders in a plot against
the life of the First Consul.

D’Enghien did not deny his hostility to the current régime in France:
like all exiled nobles, he had joined an anti-revolutionary ‘crusade’ and
could scarcely have respected himself if he had not done so. But he did
deny taking part in a plot and said that he had never even met Pichegru;
he ended by requesting a personal interview with Napoleon, which was
denied. After a very brief hearing the military tribunal condemned him to
death. Again it is worth stressing that the tribunal had no juridical
credentials. It was an ad hoc body which was not bound by any rules; the
accused was not told the exact nature of the charges beyond the
generalities in the counts of the indictment; no witnesses were called, no
defence was allowed, and there was no possibility of appeal or judicial
review, as guaranteed by a 1798 law. At 3 a.m. on the morning of 21
March, d’Enghien was taken out into the courtyard of the Chateau de
Vincennes and executed by firing squad.

Two months later the other conspirators were disposed of. Their trial
began on 25 May but almost immediately Pichegru was found to have
‘hanged himself* in his cell. On 25 June twelve Chouans were executed as
ringleaders in the plot. All aristocratic conspirators were pardoned and
Moreau exiled. It hardly needs to be added that Bernadotte had been in
on the whole project and was once again pardoned for Désirée’s sake. The
plot, which definitely existed, had been a shambles from the very
beginning. The plotters were poor at planning and had not taken public
opinion into account; in fact at this juncture there was no significant
discontent against the régime, as both unemployment and the price of
bread were low. Moreau ineptly played into Napoleon’s hands. His
banishment left the Army nowhere to go but into Napoleon’s pocket.

The execution of the duc d’Enghien caused hardly a murmur in
France at the time but, as the Bonaparte women saw clearly, it was an
irremovable stain on Napoleon’s escutcheon and has come back to sully
his name ever since. Josephine pleaded with Napoleon for mercy for the
young Bourbon, but he contemptuously dismissed this as a woman’s
weakness. Letizia told him bluntly that the execution of d’Enghien would
be ascribed to his Corsican barbarism and blood-lust and that his
reputation would suffer accordingly. The truth of the affair seems to be
that Cadoudal and Pichegru took the prince’s name in vain, that,
although a deadly enemy of the régime, he had never been involved in a
plot to assassinate Napoleon.

In the opinion of his enemies and of later critics Napoleon joined the
regicides by this brutal and unnecessary murder of an unimportant
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enemy. So what were his motives and how do we assess his moral stature
as a result? Napoleon himself mostly tried to brazen the scandal out and
remained unrepentant even on St Helena. On 27 March 1804 he said to
Le Couteulx de Canteleu, one of the leading senators: “The circumstances
we found ourselves in did not allow chivalry or mercy. If we acted like
this habitually in affairs of state, people would legitimately call us
puerile.” Seventeen years later, in his last testament on St Helena, he said
he regretted nothing, as the security, interests and honour of the French
people were at stake.

Yet there is evidence that Napoleon, possibly after listening to the
entreaties of Josephine, realized how the affair might be perceived by
posterity and accordingly prepared for himself a Machiavellian ‘alibi’. On
the one hand, he sent an express to Murat via his aide René Savary
ordering him to make an end of everything that very night. On the other,
he composed a note for Réal, asking him to hold d’Enghien over for
further questioning. This note was written at 5 p.m. on 20 March but not
sent until 10 p.m.; Réal was asleep when the courier arrived and did not
open the letter of ‘reprieve’ until it was too late. It was the scenario
famously described in Richard III.

But he, poor man, by your first order died,
And that a winged Mercury did bear;
Some tardy cripple bore the countermand,
That came too lag to see him buried.

Although Napoleon cannot evade the ultimate responsibility for an act
of piracy and murder, he was singularly ill-served on this occasion by all
his henchmen. He later claimed that even as he hesitated, Murat lost his
head and spent the day panicking over imminent Bourbon counter-
revolution. And, despite his later denials, Talleyrand was deeply involved
in the assassination — for that is the only appropriate word. It was on his
advice that the snatch squad was dispatched. Most of all, the evil genius
of Fouché can be detected: Fouché’s aim was to show the First Consul
that his police force was indispensable and needed to be granted new
powers and new funds; in a new Terror he would be the effective
Robespierre. Savary, too, colluded to rush through the execution and
overruled a twenty-four-hour delay in executing sentence asked for by
the President of the Military Tribunal, General Kulin.

Napoleon’s critics accuse him of playing up the d’Enghien affair so as
to ascend the imperial throne more easily. Tolstoy even alleged in War
and Peace that there was a pathological element in Napoleon’s treatment
of d’Enghien. Tolstoy’s story was that the First Consul and d’Enghien at
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one time both shared the concurrent favours of Mlle George and that
d’Enghien used to make frequent clandestine trips to Paris to see her.
According to the story, on one occasion he found Napoleon in her
boudoir at the mercy of one of his fainting fits and could have killed him
as he lay helpless; his murder was the thanks he got for his magnanimity.

However, this argument is weak in that Napoleon did not need
d’Enghien for his imperial purposes; he had what he needed in the
genuine Cadoudal/Pichegru plot. As he himself said, if he were a
convinced regicide he had had many chances and would have many more.
If it was his policy to kill Bourbons he could have had Louis X VIII and
his kinsmen the comte de Lille and the comte d’Artois assassinated with
ease, and the same was the case when Ferdinand and Don Carlos of Spain
were at Valengay in 1808. He claimed that several ‘hitmen’ had
approached him over the years, asking for sums of two millions to
eliminate his political opponents, but he always refused on principle. Part
of this argument may be allowed to stand. He was not in the grand league
of regicides: he had not overthrown the house of Saul like David,
overturned the Roman Republic like Caesar, executed a Stuart king like
Cromwell or a Bourbon monarch like the men of ’93. Clearly Napoleon
was in no sense a killer of princes or collector of Bourbon scalps and he
had d’Enghien executed for misperceived reasons of state. There was a
conspiracy and there were British intrigues that called for a vigorous
riposte, but Napoleon’s murder of d’Enghien was actually irrelevant to
these rational aims. But, like all men, Napoleon was convinced that he
never performed an evil action and once declared: ‘I am not at bottom a
bad sort.’

However, there can be no denying that Napoleon used the Pichegru/
Cadoudal plot, regardless of the reality of d’Enghien’s actual involve-
ment, to become Emperor. If he established a dynasty with hereditary
succession, it would be pointless in the future for royalists to try to kill
him. Moreover, the royalists in exile were genuinely cowed and terrified
by Bonaparte’s ruthless action against their prince. If the Concordat had
given comfort to the right, the events of March 1804 silenced the outré
Republicans who had suspected Napoleon of being soft on Bourbon
aspirations. It also reassured the notables and the Thermidorians — all
who had done well from the sale of national property — that their
property and prosperity was safe with Napoleon: had he not now joined
them in the ranks of the regicides’? By becoming Emperor he had
decisively rebutted the Jacobin canard that his role was to be that of
General Monk to the restored king. He convinced both Jacobins and
bourgeoisie that there could be no going back to 1789 and therefore that
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their interests were secure; the gains made by the Revolution were
irreversible. Even the doomed Cadoudal realized he had played into
Napoleon’s hands. He remarked gloomily: ‘I came to make a king and
instead I have made an emperor.’

In May 1804, in the wake of general indignation about the plot, the
Senate proposed that Napoleon be made hereditary Emperor of the
French. On 4 May the necessary ratification took place, and ten days later
a new 142-article Constitution was published, which allowed Bonaparte
to nominate his successor as Emperor. Although Carnot was the only one
to oppose this publicly, many of Napoleon’s adherents and so-called
supporters expressed doubts. Junot, an ardent republican, is said to have
wept at the news. The response of the opposition was more predictable.
Lafayette, who had fought a king in America, now found an emperor in
his native land, while Germaine de Staél remarked disparagingly: ‘For a
man who had risen above every throne, to come down willingly to take
his place amongst the kings!” Even more famous disillusionment was
voiced abroad by those who had seen Napoleon as a radical figure. Byron
was sadly disappointed, while Beethoven tore up his initial dedication of
the ‘Eroica’ Symphony. Others predicted that everlasting war in Europe
would follow as Napoleon would be bound to go in search of fresh
thrones for his brothers. Only Fouché, inveterate foe of the Bourbons,
seemed enthusiastic about the idea. As for his bickering siblings,
Napoleon remarked sarcastically at dinner on the evening of his
proclamation as Emperor (19 May): “T'o hear my sisters, you’d think I’d
done them out of the patrimony my father left them.’

A third plebiscite was held, this time to confirm Napoleon as Emperor.
On 6 November 1804 the result was announced: 3,572,329 ‘yeses’ and
2,569 ‘noes’. Napoleon could now nominate a successor by adoption from
nephews or grand-nephews if he chose but, since he had no sons, he
began by making Joseph heir apparent, with Louis next in line; Lucien
and Jérome were currently in disgrace. Joseph and Louis were made
Princes of the Empire, at a salary of a million francs a year and in addition
they received an annual one-third of a million francs in ‘expenses’ arising
from these posts. On 18 May it was announced that the wives of Joseph
and Louis would be created Princesses and addressed as ‘your royal
highness’. Predictably, this was construed as an insult by the Bonaparte
sisters. Elisa and Caroline, furious that they were without titles, sulked
and threw tantrums. Following a ludicrous opéra bouffe scene thrown by
Caroline, complete with fainting fit, Napoleon relented and granted them
the title of Princess. Letizia too wanted a title but was so outraged by
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‘Madame Meére de Sa Majesté ’Empereur’ that she boycotted the imperial
coronation in pique.

It was evident that now, above all, the turbulent Bonaparte family was a
thorn in the emperor’s side. Essentially the reason Lucien and Jerome
were in disgrace was that they had married without their brother’s
consent. Napoleon suggested to Lucien a dynastic marriage with the
widowed queen of Etruria (Parma and Tuscany) but Lucien would have
none of it. He obtained the senatorship of Treves (Trier) with a salary of
25,000 francs together with the castle of Poppelsdorf on the Moselle,
which had its own theatre and art gallery. Lucien then went on a
spending spree, piling up debt, to fill the gallery with Flemish old
masters. But he refused the lucrative office of Treasurer to the Senate so
as not to impair his rights to the consular succession.

On 26 October 1803, without consulting Napoleon, he married the
widow of a bankrupt speculator, Madame Alexandrine Joubertuon.
Napoleon exploded with rage at this blatant act of defiance and tried to
enlist Letizia on his side to give Lucien a dressing down. But she sided
with her perennial favourite, causing coolness between First Consul and
mother; it was this, as much as anything, that lay behind the formal title
‘Madame Mére’ awarded at the time of the imperial proclamation. Insult
was added to injury when Madame Meére said that as Napoleon had not
consulted the Bonaparte family about his marriage to Josephine, the same
rule should hold good for his siblings. The imbroglio ended in a slanging
match between the two brothers, after which Lucien stormed off to travel
privately in Italy and Switzerland; he told Joseph he hated Napoleon and
would never forgive him. According to one colourful version of the
altercation between the brothers, Napoleon upbraided Lucien for
marrying a ‘whore’; to which he replied forcefully: ‘At least my whore is
pretty!’ It was Lucien, too, who was most assiduous in spreading the
rumour that Napoleon had slept with Hortense de Beauharnais and that
Louis’s son was really Napoleon’s.

Jérome meanwhile gave offence in even more spectacular fashion.
When war broke out again, Jérome deserted his ship in the West Indies
and made his way to the United States. There, as described above, he
met and, on Christmas Eve 1803, married a Baltimore beauty, Betsy
Patterson, the daughter of a wealthy shipowner. Husband and pregnant
wife soon took ship for Holland, to find that the Empire had been
declared and that ‘a woman named Patterson’ was not to be allowed to
land on French soil or that of its allies (a euphemism for vassal states like
Holland). The weaklivered Jérome, faced with a choice between his wife
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or power and fortune, chose the latter. On a promise of a kingdom, he
agreed to have his marriage annulled by one of the complicated provisions
of the Concordat, allowing France to set up an ‘Officiality of Paris’. The
luckless Betsy Patterson found sanctuary in England, where she gave
birth to a son and was féted as a propaganda trophy — an example of what
happened to those who trusted the Bonapartes.

Yet the most troublesome aspect of the Bonaparte family was their
hatred of Josephine and their constant meddling in matters that had
nothing to do with them. Instead of being stupefied with gratitude that
their brilliant brother had raised them from poverty and obscurity to
unimaginable heights of wealth and power, the Bonapartes seemed to take
the line that this was their due anyway, and that the natural order of
things, previously distorted by untoward circumstance, had now re-
asserted itself. Their unrelenting hostility towards Josephine — who
requited it with a dangerous alliance with Fouché — was actually
counterproductive, for it nudged Napoleon closer to an official declara-
tion that Josephine would be Empress — something he had pondered long
and hard. Fury at the impudence of his family in presuming to dictate to
him about Josephine was one motive in making him decide to proclaim
her as an imperial consort. Another was simple human decency — not a
quality usually associated with Napoleon. He told Roederer: ‘My wife is a
good woman . .. happy to play the role of the Empress, with diamonds
and fine clothes. I’ve never loved her blindly. If I’ve made her Empress,
it’s out of a sense of justice. I am above all a just man. If I’'d been thrown
into prison instead of becoming Emperor, she would have shared my
misfortunes. It’s only right she should share my greatness . . . People are
jealous of Josephine, of Eugéne and of Hortense.’

There was further dithering about whether Josephine would actually
be crowned. Here the problem was that the Empress had ‘dared’ to throw
jealous scenes about Napoleon’s numerous amours. By this time everyone
was thrusting wives, daughters and sweethearts at him. It was known that
he gave douceurs of 20,000 francs a night to those he spent the night with.
Some women, hearing that he was highly sexed and with an insatiable
appetite, went in for orgies and sexual perversions with members of his
entourage, hoping he would hear about it and be lured by the lubricious
attractions on offer. They misread their man: Napoleon was not a sexual
extrovert and he disapproved of women acting in a ‘loose’ way unless he
personally had commanded it.

Nevertheless, there were mistresses a-plenty. In 1804, while on tour in
the Rhineland, he had a brief affair with one of Josephine’s ladies-in-
waiting named Elisabeth de Vaudey. Josephine was able to scotch that
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particular liaison but she had less power in Paris, where for a while
Napoleon had a ‘love nest’ in the rue de Vennes. Here he fornicated and
cuckolded with gusto until a particular incident made him rethink his
amatory strategy. Slipping on the snow outside his secret trysting place
one day, he caught the ironic gleam in his sentry’s eye and realized that
he was making a fool of himself in the eyes of his beloved Grand Army;
thereafter he decided to confine himself to a circle of court hetairae.

The snag about infidelity at St-Cloud was that it was too close to
Josephine for comfort. A more serious and long-term amatory adventure
produced a succession of tempestuous rows in the palace. The Murats,
insanely jealous of the continuing favour he showed Josephine, devoted
themselves to finding women who might displace her in the Emperor’s
affections. For a time Adéle Duchatel seemed the answer to their prayers.
Madame Duchitel was a twenty-year-old beauty, separated or divorced —
it is not clear which — from the middle-aged Director-General of
Records. Napoleon took the bait and Murat provided cover by
pretending to be madly in love with Adéle. But Josephine was not fooled.
A game of cat and mouse developed between Emperor and Empress.
Josephine found out about the affair from her spies (possibly from
Fouché) and tried to maintain surveillance on her husband in the palace,
but he outfoxed her by creeping along to his mistress’s room in his bare
feet.

Noticing her husband paying unwonted attention to la Duchatel at a
party, Josephine next day summoned Madame Junot (Laure Abrantes as
was), who had been near the couple, to find out what had transpired.
Laure Junot claimed that she and the Emperor had recently gone to bed
together, and that Napoleon had been as ardent as a young lieutenant.
The arrival of her lover cut short the narration and, seeing Napoleon,
Madame Junot hastily took her leave. Josephine repeated the substance of
what her visitor had said, which sparked off a tremendous row. Napoleon
ended it by saying he was the Emperor and no one should presume to
give him laws or tell him what to do. He then smashed several plates,
broke a water jug, tore a tablecloth and stormed out.

Yet Josephine could not be so easily swayed from her purposes. Her
sights were set on Adele Duchatel. One evening at St-Cloud she saw
Duchitel leave the drawing-room and noticed that the Emperor was no
longer present. She left the room and came back half an hour later in a
state of high agitation to tell Claire de Rémusat what she had discovered.
She had gone up the private staircase to Napoleon’s bedroom and heard
Adele’s voice inside. She demanded to be let in and, when Napoleon
finally opened the door, she found him and Duchatel in an advanced state
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of undress. The sequel was more outrageous than any jealous scene
hitherto. Napoleon came storming back to the drawing-room, causing all
his guests to decamp for Paris in terror. He began by smashing up the
furniture in rage, then told Josephine to leave St-Cloud immediately, as
he was tired of being spied on by a jealous woman who could not give
him children. The story made the rounds of Paris. One wag remarked
that the Emperor had neglected the campaign against England in order to
smash Chinese vases in the Empress’s bedroom.

As it happened, Josephine had panicked and overreacted, possibly even
giving the affair a new lease of life. Although the affair with Duchatel
dragged on from late 1803 to early 1806 — she was often a concurrent
mistress with several others — Duchatel was scarcely his kind of woman.
Despite being attractive and intelligent and able to play to perfection the
part of the coquette, Duchatel was at heart a cold and haughty woman,
who gradually revealed the frightening scale of her ambition. If Madame
de Rémusat can be believed, matters actually reached the stage in the end
where Napoleon asked Josephine’s advice on how to get rid of her. It was
a pleasing characteristic of Josephine’s that she was never vindictive: once
she realized she had nothing to fear from her rival, she ceased to be angry
and even kept Adele on in her service. Duchatel herself always remained
loyal to Napoleon, even when fair-weather friends deserted him.
Napoleon, characteristically, repaid her loyalty with slights and insults,
cut her in public and refused to speak to her again: in short he behaved
like the classical cad.

Meanwhile, however, in the short term Josephine was in deep disgrace.
Too late she realized she had carried things too far. Faced with disgrace,
she implored Hortense to use her well-known influence on Napoleon on
her behalf, but Hortense cried off, on the grounds that Louis had
forbidden her ever to interfere in his brother’s affairs. Eugéne de
Beauharnais also refused to face the Emperor’s wrath, though when
Napoleon told him he was thinking seriously of divorcing Josephine, he
elected to follow her into exile rather than accept dukedoms and fortunes
from his stepfather; the moral contrast with Jérome could hardly be
clearer. It seems that it was his family’s gloating triumphalism over the
supposed imminent demise of Josephine that swung Napoleon back
towards forgiveness. After further soul-searching he told Roederer he
intended to see her crowned. ‘Yes, she will be crowned, even if it should
cost me two hundred thousand men! he declared in a typically
melodramatic flourish.

So Napoleon made final plans for his coronation. It was important to
him that the Pope should come from Rome to officiate, for this would
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carry overtones of Charlemagne and the Holy Roman Empire, aside from
convincing royalists and peasantry that the Concordat was holding and
that the Empire would be a Catholic empire. Napoleon’s correspondence
for this period is full of letters about the necessity for the Pope’s
attendance and the protocol to be observed on his arrival. Pius VII was
wary and did not accept the invitation without a great deal of heart-
searching. Finally Caprara, the Papal nuncio to France, persuaded him of
the possible benefits in terms of fresh religious concessions from the new
Emperor, but it must be realized that Caprara was a slavish creature of
Napoleon, who took his cue from Bonaparte rather than the Papacy. So
the Pope made the famous journey. He arrived at Fontainebleau on 25
November, where Napoleon met him; then after three days of entertain-
ment Emperor and Pontiff proceeded to Paris.

Right until the last moment, Napoleon continued to be plagued by his
women. On 17 November there was a violent scene when the Emperor
told his sisters they would be expected to carry the Empress’s train. Then
Josephine decided that she could hardly be crowned by the Pope if she
had not been properly married in the eyes of Holy Mother Church;
actually this was a transparent ploy to make it harder for the Emperor to
divorce her. Napoleon, cynical as ever, always had it in mind to divorce
Josephine when he found it convenient, and was undeterred by the idea
of a religious ceremony to ‘solemnize’ his marriage. So, towards midnight
on the first day of December, before an altar erected in the Emperor’s
study, Cardinal Fesch, who had come with Pius from Rome, conducted a
brief marriage service. Josephine was satisfied, but in strictly legal terms
her status was no more solid then before, since the service was not
attended by witnesses and the regular parish priest was absent. For
Napoleon the first of December was far more important as the day when
a senatus consultum established the legitimacy of the succession and the
rights of his brothers to succeed if he died without issue.

Coronation Day was 2 December 1804. A recent snowfall followed by
rain left the city streets slush-ridden. Three rows of troops lined the
route: crowds clustered behind them but seemed more curious than
enthusiastic. First out of the Tuileries, at g a.m., was the Pope, escorted
by four squadrons of dragoons and followed by six carriages full of
cardinals and assorted clergy; it was observed that the crowd split about
fifty-fifty in its reaction: the pious dropped to their knees and made the
sign of the cross, while the Jacobin sympathizers defiantly declined to
doff their hats. Then came the secular carriages. Driven at breakneck
speed through the streets through fear of assassins, Murat led the way,
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followed by ministers, councillors of state, the diplomatic corps and the
sullen Bonaparte princesses.

Napoleon made a very late start. Although the Empress’s ladies-in-
waiting had been ready since 6 a.m., the Emperor himself made a
leisurely toilette. Before leaving the Tuileries at 10 a.m. Napoleon took
Joseph by the arm, pointed at the two of them in the mirror and said:
‘Joseph! If only our father could see us!” Then the imperial couple set out
for Notre-Dame cathedral in a sumptuous coach of glass and gilt, with
seven wide windows and four eagles on the roof bearing a crown.

All that sumptuary extravagance could do had been done. The
Emperor had decided on a predominant bee motif, as the emblem of the
new empire was to be stars, bees and laurel leaves in relief. Napoleon
wore a purple velvet coat with a white and gold silk sash and a short
purple cloak embroidered with golden bees; the ensemble was topped off
with a floppy seventeenth-century hat with turned up brim, ostrich
plumes and a plethora of diamonds. Josephine donned a gown of white
satin embroidered with bees and a court mantle of purple velvet; she was
ablaze with diamonds — in her tiara, her necklace, earrings and belt. The
entire court was dressed in velvet cloaks embroidered in gold and silver.
Just before entering Notre-Dame Napoleon put on a huge cloak of purple
velvet, lined with ermine and embroidered with his motif of golden bees.
On his head he had a wreath of gold laurel leaves, to make him appear
like the portrait of an emperor on a Roman coin. Like most successful
dictators, Napoleon was alive to the importance of pictorial imagery,
symbolism and iconography. But his short stature was ill-suited to the
multicoloured finery, and one wag said that the Emperor most resembled
the king of diamonds in a pack of cards.

Just as his coach arrived at Notre-Dame the sun came out from behind
the clouds. Always sensitive to signs and portents, Napoleon claimed this
was a good omen. As he and Josephine stepped out of the carriage,
cannon roared and bells pealed. They entered the cathedral after a further
unconscionable delay, each under a canopy and followed by a procession.
Pius VII, who had had to endure a wait of several hours in a freezing
Cathedral, began to intone the Mass. He anointed Napoleon’s head, arms
and hands in accordance with the ancient tradition that, since Clovis in
496, all monarchs of France should undergo this ritual. Next Napoleon
took the crown from the altar and placed it on his own head; he then
crowned Josephine, who burst into tears. This self-crowning, one of the
most famous of all Napoleonic gestures, has been much misunderstood. It
was not an act of spontaneous improvisation or a calculated snub to the
Pope, as in the legend, but a carefully rehearsed matter of protocol which
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had already been discussed with the Pope at great length. The personal
crowning of Josephine which occasioned her tears is more problematical,
for that gesture can be interpreted variously as caprice, love or political
manoeuvre.

Having completed the Mass, which climaxed with a singing of Vivat
imperator in aeternum (May the Emperor live for ever), the Pope then
withdrew, leaving the principals to administer the imperial oath, designed
to counterbalance the religious ceremony and satisfy the scruples of
former revolutionaries. Meticulous care had been taken to see that
nothing about the coronation ceremony could cause laughter or ridicule
or give rise to jokes, lampoons or scurrilous cartoons. But once again
Napoleon’s best-laid plans were nearly undone by his family. At one
point in the proceedings there was a near-affray at the altar between
Josephine and her sisters-in-law who were supposed to be carrying the
train. Pauline and Caroline were the culprits, and Napoleon had to hiss
some words of ferocious warning at them before they desisted.

The wording of the oath is interesting, revealing as it does the mixture
of motives animating Napoleon’s supporters and representing the
apotheosis of revolutionary principles (the practice was to be very
different).

I swear to uphold the integrity of the Republic’s territory, to respect
and impose the laws of the Concordat and religious freedom, to respect
and impose the respect of equal rights, political and civil liberties, the
irrevocability of the sale of national property, to raise no duty and to
establish no tax except through the law, to uphold the institution of the
Legion of Honour, to rule only in the interests of the happiness and
glory of the French people.

If we disregard the bromides and the pious obeisance to vague
principles, we are left with only one solid idea: that the sale of national
property was sacrosanct. As for raising no duties and taxes outside the
law, Napoleon was the law, so that provision was meaningless. Nothing
more clearly illustrates the bourgeois nature of the régime Napoleon
presided over than the wording of the oath.

Shortly before three o’clock on a cold, wintry afternoon the imperial
party began the return to the Tuileries, arriving there after dark by
flambeau light. Napoleon was euphoric and insisted that his Empress
wear her crown at dinner, as if it were a party hat. Despite the
mischievous efforts of Pauline and Caroline, the coronation had been a
fairly complete triumph. By getting Pius VII to officiate Napoleon had
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achieved a Canossa in reverse and made the Pope look foolish. As Pius
now realized bitterly, he had been gulled: there would be no guid pro quo
in the shape of religious concessions. As Pieter Geyl witheringly
remarked: “The Pope would never have left Rome merely to perform a
consecration.’

So far Napoleon had cunningly navigated between a series of potential
rocks: peasantry, bourgeoisie, urban proletariat, petit-bourgeoisie, Catho-
lics, Jacobins and royalists had been silenced through indulgence, carte
blanche, bread and circuses, intimidation or terror. There remained just
one powerful vested interest to be dealt with: the Army. At the time his
imperial status was proclaimed, Napoleon hit on an ingenious ploy for co-
opting the generals: he would revive the ancient title of Marshal of
France and make all significant military leaders marshals. By a senatus
consultum of 19 May Napoleon made eighteen appointments to the
marshalate; eight more were added in later years. The marshals were also
ex officio senators and were supposed to represent the interests of the
Army in the Senate.

Some of the eighteen appointments were made for obvious family
reasons: Murat received his baton since he was married to Caroline and
the ungrateful Bernadotte because he had married Désirée. Then there
were Napoleon’s personal favourites, those who had been associated with
him since Toulon or had fought with him in Italy in 1796—97: Berthier,
Masséna, Augereau, Brune, Lannes and Bessi¢res. These were the men
who considered themselves an élite within an élite; they were, so to speak,
the first apostles. But just as a modern prime minister has to appoint to
his cabinet individuals he dislikes personally in order to maintain party
unity and maintain a balance of all shades of opinion within the party, so
Napoleon had to humour all the factions in the Army.

The veterans of the Rhine campaigns were proud warriors who always
took the line that they had fought the hardest campaigns against the
toughest opponents. All who had served with Dumouriez, Kellermann,
Moreau, Pichegru and Kléber regarded the Army of Italy with contempt
and considered that they alone had been tested against first-class enemy
commanders. So Napoleon was obliged to promote to the marshalate men
who had no experience of campaigning with him but who could not be
denied on the basis of their general prestige in the Army: Jourdan, Soult,
Mortier, Ney, Davout, Lefebvre. To make sure the new promotions left
no army corps feeling aggrieved, Napoleon also elevated Moncey and
Perignon from the Army of the Pyrenees and for good measure gave the
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last two batons to representatives of the ‘old Army’, Serurier and
Kellermann.

Of mixed social origins, but with a predominance of looters and glory
hunters, the marshalate has been construed as either Napoleon’s biggest
mistake or his most ingenious piece of machiavellianism. The main aim
was to divide and rule, to set one military faction against another so that
the Army never united to attempt a political coup. Napoleon shrewdly
calculated that once inside the web of honours, titles and riches, with
their women as princesses and duchesses, few would want to give up such
privilege for reasons of ideology. And he realized, as few rulers or ruling
classes have since, that it is not wise to give supreme honours to people
who already have great financial privilege. While making sure his
marshals were the equivalent in our terms of millionaires, the Emperor
kept them in their place by putting the marshalate only fifth in the
pecking order of Court precedence, after the Emperor and Empress, the
imperial family, the grand dignitaries of the Empire and the ministers.
And, since their formal appellation was ‘Monseigneur’, they could receive
the deference due to them only if they in turn acknowledged Napoleon as
Emperor and addressed him as ‘Sire’.

Napoleon easily achieved his aims of ensuring acceptance of the
Empire by the ‘top brass’ and integrating military leadership into a new
civilian aristocratic hierarchy. The individuals he elevated were a very
mixed bunch. Some were meritocrats but most were purely political
appointments; this partly explains the generally lacklustre performance of
the marshals on the battlefield. It was, in mean terms, a body of youngish
men, with an average age of forty-four; like Hitler’s stormtroopers in
1933 or Mussolini’s blackshirts in 1922 Napoleon’s élite military class was
drawn, in the main, from the youthful. Eyebrows were raised at the
appointment of the thirty-four-year-old Davout, but Napoleon knew
what he was doing, as Davout later proved himself the most talented of
the original bunch.

The marshals were the ‘share options fat cats’ of their day. Each of
them was given money and income drawn on French lands or, in the later
period of the Empire, on conquered territory. LLooked at from one
perspective, the marshalate was little more than a racket and the marshals
little better than mafiosi — scarcely an exaggeration on kinship basis alone,
since no fewer than 240 of Bonaparte’s top generals were related to each
other. Berthier, for example, was later created Prince of Neuchitel and
Wagram and received ‘endowments’ (donataires) of the value of 1, 254,000
francs a year. Ney, who later bore the titles Duke of Elchingen and Prince
of the Moskova, received 1,028,000 francs from eight awards, while
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Masséna, soon to be Duke of Rivoli and Prince of Essling, had an annual
income of 638,375 francs from five. Davout had six endowments
producing 910,000 francs a year, while Lannes, on 328,000, looked
positively indigent by comparison. But it must be emphasized that the big
money came from attracting Napoleon’s attention by signal services on
the battlefield. Brune and Jourdan, for example, who were in the outer
circles, received no endowments at all.

The marshals were themselves the tip of an iceberg of a rewards
system that gradually reduced the higher command to the status of
clients. Altogether Napoleon created twenty-three dukes, 193 counts, 648
barons and 117 knights and disbursed over sixteen million francs in 1,261
awards in favour of 824 generals. The military were the principal financial
beneficiaries of the patronage system, since even the highest ranking
civilian noble, such as Cambacérés, was on a maximum of 450,000 francs
a year. Gaudin, his title of Duke of Gaeta notwithstanding, received no
more than 125,000, which was about the usual mark for top-ranking
civilian nobles; Maret, Duke of Bassano, had an annual salary of 118,000
and Regnier, Duke of Massa, was on 150,000.

The great advantage the military had was that they could make several
more fortunes by looting in conquered territories. The most significant
bifurcation in the marshalate was not that between the Army of Italy men
and the veterans of the Rhine but between the men of honesty and
integrity, like Davout, Bessieres and Mortier (and later Suchet), and the
looters, like Masséna, Soult, Brune, Augereau (and later Victor).
Napoleon knew all about the depredations of the looters from his spies
and usually connived at them, but just occasionally he would force them
to disgorge, to show that he was still master. He was amusedly
contemptuous of their venality and on St Helena once reproved his
entourage for talking in glowing terms about Lannes and Ney: ‘You are
fooling yourself if you regard Lannes thus. He and Ney were both men
who would slit your belly if they thought it to their advantage. But on the
field of battle they were beyond price.’

Napoleon always had a soft spot for swaggering boasters provided they
were courageous, as witness his attitude to Augereau, whom in general he
disliked. Like so many of Napoleon’s marshals, LL.annes and Ney were
brave and audacious but lacked real strategic or military talent. Of the
original crop of eighteen only Davout and Masséna were in the first class
as military commanders, and of the eight later additions only Suchet
proved their equal. Partly this was Napoleon’s fault, because he made
political appointments, and because he did not encourage independence
of mind nor school the marshals in the finer points of strategy and tactics.
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Because the Emperor always demanded absolute obedience, they were
hopeless when they had to exercise individual initiative, and in the later
years grew lazy and ill-motivated.

Nevertheless, nothing infuriated the marshals more than the sugges-
tion that they had been granted vast wealth for no good reason. Lefebvre
once said to a man who had expressed envy of his wealth and status:
‘Come out into the courtyard. I’ll have twenty shots at you at thirty
paces. If I don’t hit you, the whole house and everything in it is yours.’
When the man declined the offer, Lefebvre told him: ‘I had a thousand
bullets fired at me from much closer range before I got this.” The honest
and punctilious Oudinot, created marshal in 1809 but a significant
military presence long before this, fought in all major campaigns except
the Peninsular War between 1800 and 1814 and was wounded thirty-six
times on twenty-three occasions.

Always an advocate of ‘divide and rule’, Napoleon actively encouraged
the many rivalries among his marshals. The nexus of intrigue and
jealousy can be inferred from a simple recital. Davout, always close to
Oudinot, loathed Bernadotte and Murat; there was a long running feud
between Lannes and Murat. Murat and Ney were the most unpopular
marshals with no friends among their peers, so it hardly needs to be
added that the two of them were also at daggers drawn. Oudinot
entertained a particular animus towards Ney, as did Masséna. Ney,
indeed, seemed to have a talent at once for harbouring grudges and for
getting other people’s backs up. He first swam into Napoleon’s ken in
1802 when the First Consul selected him as a suitable marriage partner
for Hortense’s close friend, Aglae Augure. Once married, Ney hit on the
idea of getting his wife into bed with the First Consul so that he (Ney)
would be the real power in the land. The scheme did not work, so that
Ney nursed a grievance towards Bonaparte, presumably on the ground
that the Corsican had not agreed to cuckold him.

Ney was simply the most difficult personality in the galaxy of prima
donnas that was the marshalate. The most admirable of them was
Davout, who had been a protégé of Desaix in Egypt, and had
accompanied him on the brilliant campaign in Upper Egypt. Desaix and
Davout were close friends, and since Napoleon was himself a sincere
admirer of Desaix, Davout recommended himself by this connection, by
his dislike of Kléber and by his great military talent. A true man of war,
with little time for social life, Davout was scrupulously honest in financial
matters and later made a bitter enemy of Bourrienne by revealing his
smuggling activities in Hamburg. A hard taskmaster with phenomenal
powers of concentration second only to Napoleon’s, Davout did not
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suffer fools gladly and had an unrivalled eye for the spurious and phoney.
He despised Murat and saw right through Bernadotte, with whom he had
a memorable feud, and also had a long-running vendetta with the hyper-
venal Brune.

Lannes, a hard driver like his friend Augereau, was a great favourite of
Napoleon, who derived secret satisfaction from Lannes’s bitter enmity
with Murat. Despite his braggadoccio, Lannes was real, which is more
than could be said for Marmont, a man of no military talent whatever,
who owed his elevation entirely to Napoleon’s favour and repaid it with
treachery. Mortier, by contrast, was conspicuously loyal. Immensely tall
(6'4"), he was the only English speaker among the marshals, and
recommended himself to Napoleon by his efficient military occupation of
Hanover in 1803. Uniquely, he managed to get on well with both the
Emperor and his sworn enemy Bernadotte. Moncey, on the other hand,
had not only never served under Napoleon but had been friendly with the
disgraced Moreau and the executed Pichegru; his appointment was the
clearest example of the political gesture or balancing act and, coming so
soon after the d’Enghien affair, it was a shrewd move on the Emperor’s
part. But the more impressive balancing was the fact that Napoleon had
promoted a man of integrity on both sides: Davout from his favourites
and Jourdan from the Rhine army faction.

Of all the marshals the man closest to Napoleon personally was
Bessi¢res, who as long ago as June 1796 had been chosen to head
Bonaparte’s bodyguard, the ‘Guides’ — that nucleus from which the
Imperial Guard would later come. Bessiéres made a mortal enemy of
Lannes by siding with Murat against him in 18o1. Lannes was
Commander of the Consular Guard and thus the favourite to head up the
new body formed by the merger of Guards and Guides. But Bessi¢res
revealed to Napoleon that Lannes had overspent the Guards budget for
1801 by 30,000 francs; the Consul therefore exiled Lannes as ambassador
to Portugal and appointed Bessiéres instead. Bessieres’ wife Adéle
Lapeyriere was a favourite with both Napoleon and Josephine, which did
the Guard commander no harm at all. But the rumours continued,
fuelled by a furious Lannes, that Bessiéres was a nonentity with no
military talent whatever.

The marshals destined to play the biggest part in Napoleon’s military
exploits were Murat, Lannes, Ney, Davout, Masséna, Bernadotte,
Berthier and Soult — significantly those associated with him from early
days. Bessieres oversaw the Guards, Kellermann and Lefebvre played no
significant part in Bonaparte’s life, Perignon and Sérurier were always
political makeweights from his point of view, while Brune, Jourdan and
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Augereau gradually lost their place as important military actors; Moncey
and Mortier spent their later careers away from Napoleon in the
Peninsular War. More puzzling than the appointments made out of
political considerations were the ones not made, for several obvious
candidates were in the ring. By all laws of friendship, Junot should have
been promoted but his quick tongue had spoken out of turn once too
often. Suchet, who would eventually be created marshal in 1811 and be
acknowledged by Napoleon as the finest of all his commanders, was at
this stage severely underrated by the Emperor. He had quasi-familial
claims, having married the niece of Julie and Désirée Clary, but had two
strikes against his record; he had fallen out with the influential Masséna
during the second Italian campaign of 1800 and, more seriously, had
declined an offer to accompany Napoleon to Egypt in 1798.

The creation of the marshalate was the most important, but by no
means the only, stage in Napoleon’s construction of a new nobility. The
day after his coronation, a morose Emperor, depressed by anticlimax after
the euphoria of the day before, said to his Navy Minister Décrés: ‘I have
come too late; there is nothing great left to do . . . look at Alexander; after
he had conquered Asia and been proclaimed to the peoples as the son of
Jupiter, the whole of the East believed it ... with the exception of
Aristotle and some Athenian pedants. Well, as for me, if I declared myself
today the son of the eternal Father . . . there is no fishwife who would not
hiss at me as I passed by.’

Alexander the Great was on his mind in more ways than one, for he
now sought to emulate the great Macedonian conqueror by creating a
new nobility, partly by fusion of the notables and the returned émigrés,
partly by intermarriage between his family and other European poten-
tates; Alexander had famously ordered the mass wedding of Macedonian
soldiers and Persian brides. To an extent the reestablishment of
monarchical forms of power in France entailed the formation of a
concomitant nobility. A decree of March 1806 gave the title ‘Prince’ to
members of the imperial family, and in March 1808 the former ranks of
the nobility were restored, except for viscounts and marquises. Senators,
Councillors of State, presidents of the legislature and archbishops
automatically became counts; presidents of electoral colleges, the supreme
court of appeal, audit officers and some mayors received the title ‘baron’.
By 1814 there were 31 dukes, 450 counts, 1,500 barons and a similar
number of knights.

The new imperial nobility was recruited from the Army, from
officialdom and from the notables, with the military most heavily
represented. The titles were rewards for military or civil service but the
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perquisites attaching to them varied widely. An imperial nobleman had
no feudal privileges, had to pay tax and was not exempt from the general
law of the land. Some of the titles had no income or property appended to
them, but in any case the perks of of fice depended on the financial health
of the Empire, as they were paid out of a general imperial coffer. It was
therefore in the interests of the nobility that the Empire should fare well.
Titles were personal, but some had a benefice or majorat attached and in
that case both title and majorat were transferable. The size of the benefice
depended on the particular title and might be in the form of unmortgaged
real estate, shares in the Bank of France or government stock. The life
interest in landed property granted to senators (the so-called senatoreries),
however, immediately raised fears of a return to a feudalism in all but
name and was not as popular as it should have been even with the
beneficiaries, as some were disappointed to find that their income came
from widely dispersed lands and was thus difficult to collect.

Napoleon was determined that all power and wealth in France should
either emanate from the imperial government or be in its gift. Fearful
that left to their own devices the notables might form a powerful de facto
aristocracy behind his back, he hoped to distract them with a new
nobility, a kind of bribe which they were supposed to accept in return for
loss of political liberty. He declared rousingly: ‘The institution of a
national nobility is not contrary to the idea of equality, and is necessary to
the maintenance of social order.” His idea that the hereditary transmission
of privilege did not work against social equality and meritocracy serves
only to show how bastardized revolutionary principles had become. He
claimed to have asked a number of ex-Jacobins whether a hereditary
nobility was in conflict with the Revolutionary ideology of equality and
they said no. One can only assume that these Jacobins were of the kidney
of Bernadotte, who while still spouting radical Republican principles had
by this time got his snout firmly into the trough.

Napoleon’s aims in creating a new nobility were flawed at the outset.
His intention to destroy feudalism by introducing a meritocratic élite
would have been more convincing if he had granted no hereditary
benefices and forbade bequests from the nobility to the next generation;
but in that case he would have been a Jacobin and not Napoleon. In any
case, the creation of the nobility made the peasantry fear that feudalism
was about to be reintroduced. The attempt to close the ideological gap
between France and the rest of Europe was also a dismal failure.
Intermarriage between his family and ancien régime dynasties might be
accepted by Europe’s royal families under duress, but fundamentally they
hated and despised Bonaparte. As Stendhal said of the Emperor: ‘He had
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the defect of all parvenus, that of having too great an opinion of the class
into which he had risen.’

Napoleon’s third aim — reconciling the beneficiaries of the Revolution
with the nobility of the ancien régime — rested on too optimistic a
conception of human nature — a surprising blind spot for someone usually
so cynical and sceptical. The two aristocracies looked at each other with a
contempt that could not be assuaged even by intermarriage; because of
the issue of national property the two groups were divided by
irreconcilable differences. The notables and the Brumairian bourgeoisie
resented the reintroduction of the aristocratic principle as it were by the
back door. Banking and financial élites prided themselves on their
meritocratic achievements and felt degraded by the new nobility; while
the shopkeepers and petit-bourgeoisie, who had been deprived of political
liberty, received nothing whatever in compensation. Until 1807 the
notables still feared a royalist restoration if Napoleon were defeated in
battle so they clung to him; they needed time to consolidate their gains
from the Empire and to be sure they would retain them under a new
régime before they could even contemplate abandoning Napoleon. But
there was no deep love between Emperor and notables.

There was even less between Bonaparte and the returned royalists
who, even as they accepted the titles, were simply biding their time,
waiting for the Emperor to destroy himself. Finally, those who had
genuinely risen from the ranks to ennoblement were the worst ingrates of
all. Far from acknowledging the favour of their benefactor, they were
forever on the look-out for fresh sources of money and loot. There is a
clear correlation between Napoleon’s looting marshals and humble social
origin: Augereau, Duke of Castiglione, was an ex-footman; Masséna,
Duke of Rivoli was an ex-pedlar; Lannes, Duke of Montebello, was a
onetime dyer’s assistant; Ney, Duke of Danzig, was the son of a miller
and a washerwoman. Napoleon never grasped that there was a
fundamental contradiction between raising men from the gutter to the
aristocracy even as he hankered after the titles of the ancien régime.

Yet one undoubted consequence of the way Napoleon bound the
notables to his imperial system through the nexus of his new nobility was
that it enabled him progressively to dispense with the constitutional
accretions from the Consulate that still clogged his power. In effect he
reduced the government machine to an appendage: ministers were
reduced to the role of simple executives, and henceforth all their
correspondence passed across the Emperor’s desk. The assemblies, a
counterbalance to the executive during the Consulate, were whittled
down; the troublesome Tribunate was abolished in 1807; the Senate
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rubber-stamped the Emperor’s decisions. The Assembly of Deputies
quickly declined to the level of farce, with a high level of absenteeism in
the electoral college responsible for presenting candidates; the reality was
that the electors were sulking about elections whose results were a
foregone conclusion. The Council of State, important under the
Consulate, lost much of its influence: Napoleon attended it irregularly
and imposed decisions without listening to the Councillors; sometimes he
would throw them a sop by bowing to their will on trivial matters.

Always a devotee of divide and rule, Napoleon complicated the
administration of France by dividing it up into more and more units,
appearing to devolve power even while he centralized it more rigidly.
Local assemblies were phased out in favour of ‘general directorships’
based on arrondissements. But the heart of his centralizing policy was the
administrative council. This was a kind of cabinet, which met for lengthy
sessions (sometimes from ¢ a.m. to 7 p.m.) on Mondays, Thursdays and
Saturdays, to examine one particular matter — be it the state of the Navy,
the military budget or the situation of French roads and bridges. To this
council were summoned Councillors of State, departmental chiefs and
functional experts; all were invited to give an opinion but only the
Emperor decided. The notables disliked the administrative councils, for
they made a mockery of local government: the budget for the city of
Paris, for example, would be set by the council before it had even been
seen by the Parisian municipal council where the notables held sway.

All other bodies were even more empty of real power and influence.
The Council of Ministers, meeting on Wednesdays, quickly became a
mere talking shop. If Napoleon ever sought the advice of experts it was
for the Machiavellian purpose of modifying the draft of a sematus
consultum, never to discuss matters of real substance, even when he was
theoretically and constitutionally obliged to consult other opinions.
Napoleon found it impossible to delegate and insisted on making
decisions even on minor and trivial matters. His insistence on having his
finger in every pie led to near breakdown in the machinery of
government: the reductio ad absurdum came at the Battle of Leipzig in
1813 when, fighting for his life, he was asked as a matter of urgency to
approve the expenses of the Commissioner of St-Malo.

For a time the underlying discontent with the imperial system of
nobility did not manifest itself in opposition from the notables. The
initial problem was that, as Napoleon moved to put favourite sons and
daughters in positions of influence or dynastic marriages, other jealous
members of the Bonaparte clan would clamour for more privileges for
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themselves. The scale of this madness became apparent during Napo-
leon’s triumphal procession through Italy in the fourteen weeks between
the beginning of April and mid-July 180s5.

Departing from Fontainebleau, Napoleon made his way south through
Troyes, Macon and Bourg to Lyons, on the first stage of his project to
have himself crowned King-Emperor of Italy. After pausing for a week in
Lyons, he proceeded via Chambéry and Modane to Turin, where he
remained for two weeks before making a triumphal entry into Milan on 8
May. A second coronation ceremony followed, after which Napoleon
appointed his twenty-three-year-old stepson Eugéne de Beauharnais as
his viceroy in Italy. This particularly infuriated the Murats, who had set
their sights on being overlords of Italy. The rapacity of this grasping
couple is hard to come to terms with. On New Year’s Day 1805 Napoleon
gave Caroline a present of 200,000 francs, and when her second daughter
was born he gave her the Elysée palace, together with a further million
francs with which to buy out all existing tenants there. In addition
Caroline had an annual allowance of 240,000 francs from the Civil List
and Murat himself had an official income of 700,000 francs. Together
with their estates and investments the Murats were able to command a
total income of one and a half million francs in the first year of Empire.
Yet they were still dissatisfied, so the dangerous and indefatigable
intriguer Caroline set her mind to increasing her inflience over the
Emperor.

The Empire and its consequences raised the old feud between the
Bonapartes and the Beauharnais to a new pitch. To get rid of the
termagant Elisa, whose hostility to Josephine was overt, the Emperor
made her hereditary Princess of Piombino in March 1805. This served
only to work her sisters up into a fresh lather of jealousy, complicated by
the fact that Caroline Murat also loathed Pauline Borghese. At a loss how
to deal with the women in his entourage, Napoleon decided to win over
Madame Mé¢re by bestowing fresh honours on her. He provided her with
a lavish household of two hundred courtiers, with the duc de Cosse-
Brissac as chamberlain, a bishop and two sub-chaplains as her confessors,
a baron as her secretary, nine ladies-in-waiting and one of Louis XVTI’s
ex-pages as her equerry; the egregious Letizia responded by complaining
about the expense of her court. Aware that she was pathologically mean,
Napoleon gave her a sackful of money to purchase the Hotel de Brienne
from Lucien as her Paris base. As her country residence she had a wing of
the Grand Trianon and, when she found fault with that, a huge
seventeenth-century chateau at Pont-sur-Seine near Troyes, with Napo-
leon footing the bill for all furniture and redecoration.

Madame Meére was also effectively Napoleon’s viceroy in Corsica:
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nothing happened on the island without her say-so. Legendarily stingy,
Letizia was also, bizarrely, put in charge of the imperial charities. She still
tried to rule her family with a rod of iron but at last, overcome by the
Emperor’s largesse, she joined his campaign to get Lucien to give up his
wife. Napoleon always hoped to repeat the success he had gained with
Jérome and Betsy Patterson, but the defiant Lucien refused to bend the
knee; not even pressure from his mother could sway him. Meanwhile
Letizia still sniped away ineffectually at Josephine. The Empress, when
she was not spying on her husband and having rows about his amours,
sought solace in grotesque clothes-buying sprees and in horticulture. She
turned the garden at Malmaison into a veritable botanical paradise and
proved she was still a force to be reckoned with by her presence at the
baptism of Louis and Hortense’s second son, in March 1805. Christened
Napoleon in a ceremony conducted by Cardinal Fesch and using the
ritual once employed to christen a Dauphin, the child was the only
ostensibly joyful sign in the disastrous loveless marriage between Louis
and Hortense.

Of all the Bonaparte siblings, Pauline was the closest personally to
Napoleon. She was the sort of woman he approved of: a sensualist who
lived purely for pleasure, be it in the form of clothes, parties, balls or
lovers. By common consent the Princess Borghese was a stunning beauty,
whose eccentricities provided endless tittle-tattle for the gossip sheets.
Like Nero’s wife Messalina, she was said to bathe in milk and to be
carried into the lactic bath by a giant black servant named Paul —
inevitably rumoured to have been a ‘king’ in Africa. When remonstrated
with for her familiarity with her male namesake, Pauline replied
offhandedly: ‘A negro is not a man.’

Her fat husband soon departed to be a colonel in the Horse Grenadiers
of the Imperial Guard, so there was no obstacle to Pauline’s life of
hedonism and scandal. Lacking maternal feeling, she was absent from the
bedside when her only son by Leclerc, Dermide Louis, died aged eight,
so Napoleon, fearing for the image of the imperial family, had to repair
the damage with lying propaganda about a tearstained matron keeping
vigil. During 1805-07 Pauline was normally to be found at the Petit
Trianon at Versailles, usually in the arms of her principal (but not sole)
lover Count Auguste de Forbin, a dispossessed aristocrat who recommen-
ded himself, as Gibbon would say, enormitate membri.

Such was Pauline’s reputation for sexual adventure that, Bonapartist
propaganda notwithstanding, the inevitable happened and her name was
linked with her brother’s. Beugnot, Louis XVIII’s Minister of Police in
1814—15, made widely known a rumour that had been going the rounds
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in imperial times, to the effect that Napoleon and Pauline had been
incestuous lovers. The ‘source’ was allegedly Josephine, said to have
blurted out such an accusation in 1806 to the French scholar Constantin
Volney. We may confidently reject the assertion. Josephine was prone to
hysterical exaggeration and may have mistaken a typically hyperbolic
Corsican gesture of sisterly affection on Pauline’s part. Circumstantial
evidence is entirely against the canard. It was a peculiarity of Napoleon —
his admirers say because he was generous, his enemies because he
regarded all women as whores — to lavish money on any woman he had
been to bed with. Yet in January 1815 he refused to pay a paltry bill of 62
francs for curtains which Pauline had incurred.

Yet perhaps there was a certain poetic justice in the slanderous
rumour, for as Napoleon approached the mid-life he began to exhibit
clear signs of a satyriasis to rival Pauline’s nymphomania. To an extent
the Murats made it easy for him by acting as procurers of beautiful and
willing young women. By now Caroline had concluded that her alliance
with Joseph was not paying off in quite the way she had hoped. She
therefore persuaded an initially reluctant Murat to adopt a sycophantic
line with the Emperor and to outdo the resident yes-men. The Murats
threw lavish parties for the Emperor and his entourage and punctiliously
observed his etiquette. Josephine, with her hypersensitive antennae,
vaguely intuited the new influence of the Murats as being aimed at her,
without as yet being able to put her finger on why.

As he approached his thirty-sixth birthday the Emperor was, sexually
speaking, a ripe fruit to be plucked. His infidelities were becoming more
and more overt and the rows with Josephine as a consequence more and
more bitter. In April 1805, on his way to Milan for the second coronation,
he had a brief fling with an unknown woman at Castello di Stupigini,
about six miles outside Turin. But the next liaison was almost a
calculated insult to the Empress, as the twenty-year-old blonde Anna
Roche de LLa Coste was one of the ladies-in-waiting whose job it was to
read to Josephine. Yet Napoleon did not have things all his own way
during this tempestuous affair, since L.a Coste herself proved capable of
running more than one lover at once.

Hearing rumours that I.a Coste had been the mistress of his
chamberlain Theodore de Thiard, Napoleon went to great lengths to
ensure he and his new conquest would not be disturbed. Having posted
guards around her room, he was stupefied when he arrived to find her
and Thiard in flagrante. After a furious but ignominious altercation with
Thiard, Napoleon sent him off on a mission to the Vatican, then bought
La Coste’s loyalty by the gift of a priceless jewel. Still smarting from the
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Thiard business, the Emperor seems to have displaced some of his
hostility on to Josephine, for we hear of a scene at court where he publicly
humiliated his wife by offering L.a Coste a ring. When Josephine threw
another angry scene and demanded LLa Coste’s banishment, Napoleon
agreed — provided Josephine received his mistress at a state reception — an
unheard of privilege for a woman whose official function was supposed to
be limited by protocol to the Empress’s bedroom. But in order to get rid
of La Coste Josephine swallowed the bitter pill.

Napoleon still harboured feelings of resentment towards Thiard and,
in Italy shortly afterwards, he found a means to strike back at him. After a
month in Milan, Napoleon spent three weeks in Brescia, Verona, Mantua
and Bologna before resting for the week of 30 June—6 July 1805 in Genoa.
One day Talleyrand was singing the praises of the daughter of a dancer,
called Carlotta Gazzani and mentioned that Thiard was her current lover.
First Napoleon smashed a vase in rage at the mention of the name, then
he thought more coolly. After Genoa he intended to head back to
Fontainebleau by way of Turin, Lyons, Roanne, Moulins, Nevers and
Montargis. It would be an arduous journey, and what more ingenious
way to kill two birds with one stone than to take Carlotta Gazzani with
him as his new mistress. At once he appointed Gazzani to fill La Coste’s
place as Josephine’s reader. Talleyrand pointed out this would scarcely do
since Gazzani spoke no French, but a court wit came to the Emperor’s
aid by remarking that since Italian was the language of love, Gazzani
knew all she needed to.

A gleeful Napoloen summoned Thiard and sent him on another long
mission, with orders to leave at once. When Thiard looked dismayed,
Napoleon taunted him: ‘Anyone would think you are in disgrace; perhaps
there is some reason for it.” Thereafter he made sure Thiard never got
near (Gazzani again: the luckless chamberlain served first in Austria, then
in Dalmatia and was finally required to accompany the Emperor on the
protracted military campaign of 1806—07. Back at St-Cloud Josephine
tried to catch her husband in the act with Gazzani in his famous alcove
room, but this time the imperial valet Constant firmly barred the way.

It was on Napoleon’s return from Italy, and even as he trysted with
Gazzani, that the Murats played their master card. They introduced to
the Emperor a tall, willowy black-eyed brunette called Eléonore Denuelle
de la Plagne, an eighteen-year-old beauty with the status of ‘grass widow’
since her husband was in jail. A beautiful though not very bright woman,
Denuelle was to be one of the most important of all Napoleon’s
mistresses. She was the daughter of shady adventurer parents and found
a niche as personal secretary to the Murats. Later an absurd story was
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concocted that Murat had raped her, but the truth was that she became
his lover willingly enough. The cynical Caroline was unmoved by this but
saw potential in Eléonore as a real threat to Joséphine.

The Murats set about their stratagem with great ruthlessness. First the
husband, Jean-Frangois Honoré Revel, serving a prison sentence for
forgery, had to be squared. The Murats told Revel he would be freed at
once if he agreed to divorce his wife, but the obstinate Revel dug in his
heels. He was then hauled before a tame judge, a creature of the Murats,
who told him he would be deported to Guyana if he did not agree.
Something about the demeanour of the Murats convinced Revel that they
were in earnest and would stop at nothing. He agreed to the divorce
(granted in April 1806) but later got a kind of revenge by publishing the
story of the affair in a pamphlet.

Napoleon threw himself into the affair with Denuelle with avidity; she
used to visit the alcove every day. After each session she would return to
Murat for a bout of lovemaking and would pour out her alleged distaste
for the Emperor. Finding that Napoleon liked to spend exactly two hours
with her every day, she once moved the big hand of the clock in her room
on thirty minutes with her foot as the Emperor caressed her; a little later
Napoleon noticed the time, cut short his caresses, jumped up, dressed
hurriedly and departed. He never suspected her duplicity and was so
pleased with her that he took a house for her in the rue de la Victoire. In
December 1806 she bore a son, whose paternity the Emperor at first
accepted, until wagging tongues and Fouché’s spies put him in the
picture. While still accepting the theoretical possibility that he could have
been the father, he suspected that the true impregnator was Murat.
Caroline had been just a bit too clever. By this time not only did
Hortense and Josephine know of Denuelle’s duplicity with Murat, but
the rest of the Bonaparte family did as well. Angry with Caroline’s
barefaced scheming they combined to have Denuelle edged out of favour;
but for that, it is possible Josephine might have been replaced as consort.

Napoleon finally managed to dovetail his amorous pursuits and his
ambition for dynastic marriages when he was forced to sublimate his
passion for Josephine’s niece, Stéphanie de Beauharnais. The Emperor’s
open lusting after her caused great embarrassment at court and infuriated
Caroline Murat; even Josephine began to grow alarmed when she found
her husband capering outside her niece’s room and realized he had
allowed Stéphanie the run of the palace. The Empress put it to Napoleon
that as he had formally adopted Stéphanie as his daughter, to have
intercourse with her was a kind of incest and would certainly be
construed as such by his enemies. After a severe talking to from
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Josephine about her behaviour, Stéphanie reluctantly accepted the
dynastic marriage Napoleon had arranged for her with Charles Louis,
Prince of Baden, but at first refused to consummate the union, vainly
hoping that Napoleon would come to her. Fighting his own libidinous
instincts, Napoleon reluctantly confided to Stéphanie that she could hope
for nothing from him and should therefore be a proper wife to the Prince
of Baden. To sweeten the pill he gave her the territory of Breisgau as a
benefice, provided a necklace costing one and a half million francs for her
dowry and paid an exorbitant price for her trousseau. There is some
evidence that for Napoleon Eléanore Denuelle was simply a fantasy
surrogate for the unattainable Stéphanie.

Since Charles Louis was the brother of the Czarina, by this marriage of
his ‘daughter’ Napoleon had cemented his ties with the dynasties of the
ancien régime. But the alliance caused uproar in the Bonaparte family,
with Caroline and Madame Mére especially frothing at the mouth; to
placate them Napoleon made another huge grant of money. In some ways
even more offence was given the Bonapartes by Eugéne de Beauharnais’s
marriage to the daughter of the King of Bavaria. According to a story told
by Napoleon to Gourgaud on St Helena, the Bavarian monarch
considered his daughter Augusta too pretty to be bartered away for
dynastic convenience and to prove his point brought her, veiled, to a
private conference with the French Emperor. When the king lifted the
veil to reveal his daughter’s charms, Napoleon became flustered and
embarrassed, which the king read as coup de foudre. When both parties
had recovered from their misreadings, Napoleon introduced Augusta to
Eugéne, who was a handsome and intelligent young man. Augusta took to
him immediately and told her father she was keen on the idea of the
marriage, which was celebrated on 14 January 1806.

Given the general loose morality at Napoleon’s court — a tone he set
himself and which was so much at odds with the official face presented to
the world — it was not surprising that the imperial court quickly became a
subject for ridicule in European capitals. German aristocrats who
despised ‘the Corsican’ as an upstart, sniggered as they told stories of
masked balls where the Emperor was supposedly incognito but instantly
recognizable from his distinctive gestures and body language. A court
where money-grubbers like Soult and Masséna rubbed shoulders with
masters of duplicity like Fouché and Talleyrand, where malcontents like
Bernadotte could be seen cheek-by-jowl with nymphomaniacs like
Pauline Borghese, and where the Emperor himself alternated between
lust and insult in his relation with the women, was never going to be the
headquarters of a philosopher-king. The entire imperial style, whether in
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architecture or entertainment, reeked of vulgarity, ostentation, conspicu-
ous consumption and chip-on-the-shoulder aping of the baubles and
excesses of the ancien régime. There was something pathetic in the way
pompous new rituals were introduced at court and about the huntin’-,
shootin-’ fishin’ ethos Napoleon admired in the belief that it was ‘chic’
ev