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Following St Petersburg: Three Centuries of Murderous Desire, I offer the second volume of an informal trilogy dedicated to phenomenal places created by strangers.






Contents

[image: illustration]

The Voices of Paradise

1  Jagged, Tormented and Tiny

2  This ‘Wild and Tremendous Region of the Globe’

3  ‘Bathing in Sunshine’, 1835–60

4  A Welcome to the World, 1860–90

5  The Belle Époque, 1890–1914

6  Painting the Warmth of the Sun

7  The First World War, 1914–18

8  ‘The British-American Riviera Colony’, 1922–9

9  Losing Paradise, 1930–9

10  Refugees and Resistance, 1939–45

11  Glitz, 1945–60

12  Sunny But Shady, 1960–90

13  White, Concrete Coast, 1990–2023

Notes

Bibliography

Acknowledgements

List of Illustrations

Index






The Voices of Paradise
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A secret for centuries, the south-eastern coast of France became the Riviera. It brazenly created and recreated itself in the image of successive visitors attracted by its sun, sea and fragrant air. To become so famous, so desired, and yet prove incapable of satisfying everybody’s dreams, is a tough destiny. Paradise was threatened – but there was much passion, wit, intrigue and splendour along the way. This strip of land hosted cultural phenomena well in excess of its tiny size. A mere handful of towns and villages transformed by foreigners enticed the talented, rich and famous – as well as those who wanted to be. For two centuries of opulence, scandal, war and corruption, the Riviera was a temptation.

Nineteenth-century visitors came south to keep themselves alive or to die on a temperate coast that one Belle Époque writer called ‘an outdoor hospital’. These winter residents were often overbearing. Foreigners with spending power, they imposed their will and their languages. There was palpable xenophobia on all fronts. The English mocked their hosts, while the French were amused by English self-importance, German pedanticism and Russian bombast. By 1870, Nice – a medium-sized town of 50,000 plus – hosted consulates and therefore visitors from countries as widespread as Turkey, Chile, Mexico and Uruguay. The list grew.1 The early quest for self-preservation was succeeded by a drive for dangerous living that reverberated through the first decades of the twentieth century. High-octane, the Riviera was spurred by hedonism and cultural frenzy as the English and American impact on the region made waves across the world.
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The territory had been frequently contested. The French and Italians had been bickering over the frontier for centuries. When Antonio de Beatis visited in 1517, he recorded the prevailing wisdom that Nice, being on the border, was so-called because it was ‘neither here nor there’ – ‘ni ici, ni là’. The claim has been questioned, but it is significant that, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, the Nice coat of arms displayed an eagle whose raised claws seemed undecided about what to clutch.2

The area’s motley and squabble-ridden past is echoed by its medley of voices. Before the French Revolution, the astronomer Jérôme Lalande observed Nice’s linguistic indecision. Polite society spoke French, the laws were in Italian, and the ordinary people spoke a verbal salmagundi. The larger Provençal dialect has been described as ‘French rubbed with garlic’,3 whereas the local lingo – Nissart – derives from almost any language but French. If ‘laundry’ is lessive in French, in Nissart it is bugada – as it is in Catalan. The Niçois use cabossa for ‘head’ – close to the Spanish cabeza. Spanish agua for ‘water’ is corrupted into daigua, and so it goes on.4 The philosopher and art critic John Ruskin, visiting briefly in 1845, heard the Greek ara for ‘now’ and Aspai ma picciota? – ‘Where are you going, my little girl?’– in which he considered aspai to be a corruption of aperçevoir, and picciota from the Italian picciola.5 There were also borrowings from Arabic, the Provençal langue d’oc and a slow corruption of Latin.6 As foreigners came south, the babble of sounds became even more diverse. Travelling to Genoa in 1878, the French writer Laurent Germain’s train stopped in Nice to pick up gamblers bound for Monte Carlo. His compartment was invaded by a gaggle of aristocratic gentlemen who rattled away in English, German, Russian, Spanish – even French. No matter which language they used, their discourse was predictable. ‘Did you win yesterday?’ ‘No, I lost a lot of money.’7

In autumn 1922, James Joyce – about to have leeches applied to drain the pressure of his glaucoma – took a room at Nice’s Hôtel Suisse and began to assemble ideas for what became his huge and forbidding multilingual pun, Finnegans Wake. He took inspiration from a polyglot city which, throughout its chequered history, hosted languages that came and went according to political circumstance. Russian diminished after the 1917 Revolution only to reappear on restaurant menus in the 1990s. German vanished after the Second World War and came back in the early 1970s, as hordes of West Germans came south to grill themselves lobster orange.

Earlier ages largely ignored the potential of the southern French coast. It took the British desire for a sympathetic climate for bronchitis and the Romantic attraction to untamed nature to make the Riviera a destination. The British saw paradise in a wilderness and created a pleasure ground. Over the decades, other nations followed and turned this thin strip of Shangri-La – snow-capped mountains towering on one side, the azure Mediterranean on the other – into a singular treasure. The Aga Khan spoke of meeting members of the aristocracy and plutocracy ‘over and over again’ in London, Rome, Berlin, Monte Carlo, Cannes and Nice8 – three capitals widely separated and three resorts only miles apart.

There was an Anglo-Saxon land grab aided and abetted by the Russians, Germans, Belgians, Americans and a scatter of Scandinavians. The Parisian French also colonized the coast – seeking either commercial opportunity or enjoyment in resorts that boasted a wonderful winter climate and an international reputation. They found no indigenous high-cultural tradition – just a convivial lifestyle and a landscape in which to create a modern paradise; one full of temptations in which those who fell were rarely doomed to expulsion. As entrepreneurs recognized the commercial scope of the Riviera, they built restaurants and hotels in the grand French style while cunningly making strategic concessions to foreign tastes. Later, American improvisations on the themes of Gallic style and bohemianism modified the character of the coast. Later still, all levels of the French population grew to love and hate the Côte d’Azur.

As the ‘outdoor hospital’ became a pleasure ground, it grew famous for its frivolity. The Riviera was a world of indolent aristocracy and Noël Coward’s poor little rich girls. It was also an attractive destination, where important decisions could be taken by powerful people relaxing at a remove and out of context – Winston Churchill was addicted. The Riviera provided a haven where the Duke and Duchess of Windsor went to escape reality. The landscape and the influx of international visitors made for a potent cultural cocktail that worked its magic on the likes of Hector Berlioz, Friedrich Nietzsche, Pablo Picasso, Coco Chanel, F. Scott Fitzgerald, James Baldwin, Katherine Mansfield, Jean-Paul Sartre, Igor Stravinsky and the Rolling Stones – to name but a few. Colours and forms cut by the strong Mediterranean light were inspirational to modern painters. The Riviera hosted the exceptional. ‘Out of time’s monotone’, recorded the American writer Allen Tate in a poem honouring a picnic at which 16 adults – in an act of intoxicated inversion – downed 61 bottles of wine.9 Tate and friends put into a small cove full of ‘amethyst fishes and octopuses darting, like closed parasols’. Over a driftwood fire, they started to cook a bouillabaisse – its ingredients lately caught. Lurching down the craggy goat track of the red cliff came an eighty-two-year-old peasant on a horse carrying all those bottles.10

Drink has always been a feature of this festive enclave. Celebrated lush F. Scott Fitzgerald arrived hours late for a dinner with the writer Michael Arlen. The delay had been caused by Fitzgerald’s inability to pull himself away from a bottle. He sat down and declared, ‘This is how I want to live… This is how I want to live,’ laid his head on the table and fell asleep.11

This wayward coast – once a temptation for pirates and brigands – has attracted profiteers, corrupt politicians and the mafia – Italian and Russian. David Dodge’s book To Catch a Thief, which inspired Alfred Hitchcock’s film of the same name, demonstrated that wealth lavishly displayed provided great opportunities for crime. The coast, wrote Dodge elsewhere, was ‘lousy with situations and characters’.12 Among these were notable crooks, from the man who broke the bank at Monte Carlo to the famously corrupt mayor of Nice, Jacques Médecin, and the underworld that sustained him. Somerset Maugham’s celebrated quip ‘a sunny place for shady people’, believed to have targeted Monte Carlo but perhaps provoked by the unsavoury quarters of wartime Marseille – or by his disreputable lover Gerald Haxton – has become the motto for a dark yet sparkling coast.

The locals were swept up into the international scene that engulfed them. The 1960s École de Nice was a group of artists inhabiting the worlds of Pop Art and Conceptualism. In one of Nice’s most surprising hotels, some rooms are decorated by local artists. I remember standing in the foyer, listening to an American guest despair about the room she had been given. In true Pop style, the walls were covered with American license plates. ‘That’s what I came away to escape,’ the guest groaned. ‘Perhaps the Louis XIV room would suit Madame better?’ Indeed. I also overheard a couple of travelling companions suggest that having the bathroom facilities creatively exposed in the middle of their room was a teensy bit too ‘modern’.

This sunny coast lifts the spirit. Picasso found that Antibes and Golfe-Juan rekindled his delight in the joyous visual pun which had lain largely dormant during the years of the Second World War. Marc Chagall let his antic spirit loose in the installations he made for the Musée National Message Biblique. Yves Klein of the École de Nice signed the air above the Mediterranean, calling it a work of art.

Verbal wit has also embellished most aspects of life on the Côte d’Azur. Charlotte Dempster, who lived near Cannes in the second half of the nineteenth century, mocked the energetic attempts of Protestants to establish their own churches: ‘At Nice and Monte Carlo I dare say there are not many persons as devout as the Praying Mantis’.13 Even when they were ill, visitors could be witty. The ailing author of Treasure Island, Robert Louis Stevenson, wrote to an old friend from Hyères in March 1884: ‘Dover sounds somewhat shiveringly in my ears. You should see the weather I have – cloudless, clear as crystal… aromatic air, all pine and gum tree. You would be ashamed of Dover; you would scruple to refer, sir, to a spot so paltry… pray, how do you warm yourself?’14 Comparisons of southern sun and northern chilliness are legion. Vita Sackville-West suggested that ‘her lover, Violet Trefusis, was the Mediterranean while her husband, Harold Nicolson, was Kent’. Ford Madox Ford thought the south of France was Eden whereas the north meant Brussels sprouts.15

Social observation was spiked. The French writer and archaeologist Prosper Mérimée spoke of the arrival in Nice of a certain Madame de Vogué, ‘who left her husband somewhere en route but who has replaced him with impressive specimens from here or there’.16 Etiquette often gave rise to risible situations. A shabbily dressed, socially diffident and absent-minded Englishman attempted to enter the Casino in Monte Carlo. He was asked for his passport. ‘A passport? I’m sorry but I haven’t got one.’ ‘No passport! Then you cannot enter.’ ‘You see, I am the man who issues them.’ ‘You! That’s a good one.’ The Englishman left. When it was discovered that the thwarted visitor was Lord Salisbury, thrice prime minister and – at the time of the incident – Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, the fear of bad publicity sent a frock-coated, top-hatted deputation from the Casino administration to Salisbury’s villa in nearby Beaulieu to apologize.17 The Foreign Secretary had merely been amused by the rebuff.

As performers began to adorn the coast in the 1920s and ’30s, the homosexual contingent – often fleeing from the stringent laws that pertained in England – prompted the actress Maxine Elliott to refer to the coast as an ‘Adamless Eden’. She sometimes found it refreshing to invite heterosexuals like Douglas Fairbanks Sr or Johnny ‘Tarzan’ Weissmuller. True to character, Tarzan dived from her top terrace, over the dining patio, into her huge pool.

A legend about the lemon-scented border town of Menton claimed that its citrus trees were a gift from Eve. Expelled from paradise for eating the forbidden apple, the mother of us all grabbed a lemon and – wandering over the earth – threw it down in the countryside near Menton, where it created a new Eden.18 Unlike Eve, many later visitors arrived not with lemons, but with oodles of their own forbidden fruit.
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Jagged, Tormented and Tiny
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In 1902, a French writer suggested that it was ‘cruel to use barbaric scientific terms’ to describe the dazzling landscape of the Côte d’Azur.1 Yet such description helps to explain how a shy strip of coast, inaccessible for millennia, possesses qualities to attract both the ailing and the pleasure-seeking. This difficult terrain was made alluring by the way philosophers, artists and writers helped people to look at landscapes differently. It was chosen for its life-giving properties by doctors seeking a cure for consumption, their efforts aided by improvements in transport. For the first rich visitors, the very seclusion of the Riviera made it a privileged ‘space apart’ – a place where people could recover their health or misbehave. Once a wilderness, this coast became a place where people could go wild.

This secluded paradise was created just over five million years ago – at the outset of the Pliocene epoch – when the flooding of the Mediterranean started. Our ancestors had already begun to separate from the chimpanzee, and modern mammals and bird families had developed into species recognizable today. The creation and mutation of the Alps had been ongoing for hundreds of millions of years. In the western part of that range, towering above the coast from Nice to Menton, there was tremendous volcanic activity. This created a geological mash-up, a crush of different rocks, resulting in a region of powerful beauty. Folds and faults made for a jagged, tormented and tiny coastal shelf, the drama of which is diminished to the east beyond the Italian frontier, and hardly exists to the west, beyond Cannes. It is a hectic stretch of coastline, an exciting space for hedonistic, frenzied eruptions.

The physique of modern Europe became recognizable in the Pliocene, during which Alpine regions became glaciated and formed an imposing frontier between the creatures and vegetation of the north and the south. In the twentieth century, holiday-makers who visited the Riviera would delight in this climatic confrontation, which permitted skiing on the slopes of the Alps and water-skiing on the adjacent Mediterranean. Orogeny sculpted paradise – it was only left for man to discover, enjoy, exploit and ruin.

One of the earliest indications of human habitation in Europe was found in a small cave at Roquebrune-Cap-Martin, towards the eastern end of the Riviera. Dating from about one million years ago, when the level of the Mediterranean was a hundred metres higher than it is today, the cave contained – along with the rudimentary tools of scavenging humans – remains of panthers, sabre-toothed tigers and jaguars.

Another ancient site is now buried beneath a 1960s apartment block in central Nice. Terra Amata – hastily excavated so as not to delay the construction of the modern building – dates from about 400,000 years ago. By then, hunters had established homes and summer camps. Round cabins were assembled with branches dragged onto the shore – only thirty metres higher than today’s pebble beach. The denizens hunted rhinoceros, deer and elephants.

In the hills at Tourrettes-sur-Loup, there are remains dating from the end of the Neolithic period – about 3000 BC. These include evidence of burials, suggesting ceremony. Other Bronze and then Iron Age sites reveal the beginnings of a tribal society – the Ligurians, who were land-dwellers. They stretched along the coast from south-eastern Gaul to south-western Italy. Among their tribes, occupying what is now the Riviera, were the Oxybii and Deciates to the west of Nice and the Vediantii east of the Var, a river which would act, for many centuries, as the natural barrier between Italy and France.2 The Ligurians left clear signs of ‘Man the Maker’. They were the first artists to work on the Côte d’Azur, carving horned animals, geometrical figures and rare human forms on rocks. When Picasso sketched his head of a faun in Antibes in the aftermath of the Second World War, he was the heir to Prehistoric stylization, but his subject matter drew on the mythology of the region’s invaders from the eastern Mediterranean.

After founding Carthage in 814 BC, the Phoenicians – who generally hugged the North African coast to trade with Iberia – appear to have settled in several well-chosen havens along the Riviera. At Monaco and Villefranche they built temples to Melkarth, protector of the universe, god of the underworld and lord of their richest city-state, Tyre. At Antibes, where much pottery originating in the eastern Mediterranean has been found, Astarte – the Phoenician goddess of fertility, sexuality and war – guarded the port.3 Most significantly, the discovery in Marseille of coins and medals from Tyre and Carthage, along with an acropolis and stone shrines in a pre-Greek style, confirm a Phoenician presence predating the Greek founding of Massalia – the ancient name for Marseille – around 600 bc.4 The Phocaeans – Ionian Greeks from Asia Minor – created a settlement in Massalia and smaller ports at Nice and Antibes, planting olive trees and vines along the coast.5 They called their settlement at Nice niki, which means ‘victory’. It proved an ironic choice for a city that stood close to a shifting frontier and was frequently invaded or crushed.

As a busy trading port, Massalia absorbed foreign pleasures and vices. It fell into a moral decadence witnessed by the Romans called upon to help the Greeks after Antibes and Nice were harassed by the Oxybii and Deciates in 144 BC. When the Ligurians threatened Massalia itself nineteen years later, Rome provided further assistance and established a greater presence. Although subsequently robbed of its political role, the old Phocaean city remained a thriving port, and its school of philosophy and rhetoric tutored young Romans from patrician families.6 The hectic pace of life and racy morality persisted down through the ages. In 1786, the English botanist James Edward Smith noted that nothing struck a visitor to the city as much as the omnipresence of business – ‘In this respect, Marseilles resembles Amsterdam’.7 Sounding a rare note of approval for the city, an American businessman, visiting in 1869, wrote that the ‘women are handsomer, houses taller, streets wider and people look more like New-Yorkers than I have seen elsewhere’.8 Its port and frenetic commercial activity ensured that Marseille would remain beyond the bounds of the serene appeal of the Riviera. However, given its importance in opening up the south coast to foreigners – and given the proximity of Bandol, Sanary and Hyères – it is reasonable to claim Marseille as the original gateway to what we call the Riviera. In 1938, the Compagnie des Chemins de fer de Paris à Lyon et à la Méditerranée, the railway company that did so much to make the region accessible, defined the Riviera as extending from Marseille to the Italian border.9

The Romans consolidated their presence along the south coast in order to improve communications between their capital and the recently conquered Iberian Peninsula. The first Roman province in Gaul was created in an area blessed by a coast where they were happy to build villas and could enjoy a climate that was milder than Rome’s in the winter and less harsh in the summer. They drove two important roads across the province to complement time-honoured transport by boat. The Via Aurelia ran through Menton, La Turbie and Cimiez to Antibes and Fréjus. It then struck out across country to Aix and Arles. Their second major road, the Via Julia Augusta, started at La Turbie and ran through Vence, reconnecting with the Via Aurelia at Fréjus or Forum Julii – an impressive port established by Julius Caesar. The splendour of Roman times was a far cry from the ruined state in which eighteenth- and nineteenth-century visitors found the town. Aubin-Louis Millin, the French antiquary and naturalist, described its best inn as ‘disgusting’, serving ‘putrid water from badly rinsed flasks’. Millin had a miserable stay and – with the silting of the River Argens – found a sandy plain instead of a port. As for the ruins – they looked ruined.10

Two decades before the birth of Christ, the emperor Augustus had imposed Roman authority on the peoples of the western Alps from the Mediterranean to Lake Geneva. That considerable achievement on difficult terrain was commemorated at La Turbie with a huge monument commissioned by the Roman Senate. Originally fifty metres high, it was capped by a statue of the warring emperor who had brought peace to the Roman world. Over the centuries, this monument was plundered by Vandals and Visigoths, and then desecrated by a group opposed to any kind of tribute to pagan gods – the monks from the Île Saint-Honorat, off Cannes. The ruins – fortified by locals in the late Middle Ages – were then shelled by Louis XIV’s troops when war broke out between France and Savoy in 1705. Partially restored by an American financier in the 1920s, the stunted monument is upstaged by the spectacular coastline beyond.

While this ‘Trophy of the Alps’ was being constructed, the Romans created the military province of Alpes Maritimae and made its capital at Cemenelum – later Cimiez, above Nice. There, during the first century ad, they built a modest amphitheatre, and in the third century, public baths. It was at that time that the obscure and gory origins of Christianity took root in the region. St Bassus is believed by some to be the first Bishop of Nice. More likely, he was Bishop of Cimiez, as Nice was not, at that time, a civitas. Martyred in 253, Bassus was burned with red-hot blades and transpierced from head to foot by large shipbuilding nails. These atrocities were followed, only four years later, by the torture of St Pontius, who proved difficult to kill. He was placed on a rack and the rack broke. Next, he was thrown to the lions, but they licked and caressed his feet. Bound on a funeral pyre, the flames danced safely around him in a circle. This was too much for his oppressors, so they chopped off his head, which was swept down Nice’s River Paillon and out to sea – where it drifted, for some reason best known to legend, to Marseille. Such an awful fuss and fate when, only fifty-six years later, in 313, the emperor Constantine declared toleration and freedom for Christians.11

In the centuries following the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, the south was assailed by Visigoths, Ostrogoths and Lombards, who pillaged and destroyed. Nothing remains along the southern coast to compare with the magnificent Roman structures at Arles, Nîmes, or elsewhere in the former empire. The region remained a wilderness for many centuries. Attacked, sacked and traversed by armies, it never established a grand centre of culture.

The marauders from the north were followed by the Moors from Spain, who harassed the southern French coastline, wasting the small fishing village of Cannes and murdering – in around 732 – the abbot and 500 monks in the monastery on Île Saint-Honorat.12 Inspired by Egyptian monasticism, the monks there had followed a solitary style of obedience and prayer. Among them a most important scholar, who had been born in Britain, had studied on the continent and who – after purging the Île Saint-Honorat of snakes – would go on to found the Celtic Church in Ireland and become St Patrick. The Moors established their stronghold at the fort of La Garde-Freinet above the Gulf of Saint-Tropez in the Maures – hills most probably named to mark their occupation or deriving from the Provençal mauro – the dark trunks of pine trees.13 Few records survive this period, suggesting that, as the invaders sallied forth to plunder, the destruction throughout the region was wanton.

If those years are obscure, the succeeding centuries are a tangle of largely local conflicts contributing to the development of mongrel customs. In 973, Guillaume the Liberator rid the area of its Arab invaders. In recompense, he was made Comte de Provence, a position thereafter occupied – as a result of royal marriages – by Catalans and distant Angevins. Along the Riviera, these rulers of Provence exercised little influence on the persistent local struggles between the Republic of Genoa and the Duchy of Savoy.

Blessed with a magnificent port, the Genoese were a seafaring people who occupied trading posts westward along the coast as far as Nice, while Savoy grew from its humble origins south of Lake Geneva during the early years of the thirteenth century. Genoa and Savoy – and the later Kingdom of Sardinia – were shapeshifting states whose fortunes ebbed and flowed in response to territorial ambition, conflict, or betrayal. By 1562, Turin had become the capital of a much-enlarged Duchy of Savoy that included the Aosta Valley, the strategic Mont-Cenis pass over the Alps, Piedmont and the Comté de Nice. Its frontier with Provence – absorbed into France in 1481 – was established on the River Var.

The Habsburg Charles V – son of Philip the Handsome and Joanna the Mad of Spain – inherited great swathes of Europe and territories in the Americas. It is hardly surprising that he was a Holy Roman Emperor obsessed by the concept of universal monarchy. Conflict between Charles and François I brought Habsburg armies into France and took French troops into Italy – the route passing through Nice. In 1524, the treacherous Constable de Bourbon led 25,000 Habsburg soldiers into Provence, pillaging as he went. When he failed to capture Marseille, the French hounded his retreat and cut off his supplies. Twelve years later, the Habsburgs again attempted to invade France via its Mediterranean coast, marching through a countryside which they found to be a ‘vast solitude’. As before, their army was beaten at Marseille and suffered another slow and painful retreat, losing many men to ambushes in the Esterel, the range of hills between Fréjus and the Bay of Cannes.14
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Barbarossa’s Ottoman fleet help the French besiege Savoyard Nice in August 1543.

Ridding Nice of the Savoyards became strategically important for François I. In 1543, he organized a coordinated attack with a surprising ally. The Ottoman emperor Suleiman the Magnificent was no friend to the Habsburgs, and allowed his Grand Admiral, Barbarossa, to participate in the Siege of Nice. On 12 August, the French commenced their bombardment from cannon sited on the hill of Cimiez and amid the pines and olive trees on the heights of Mont Boron. Meanwhile, the Ottoman fleet fired from the sea and stormed the fort. The heaviest fighting was seen on the 15th, when the defenders – outnumbered – stood horrified as the invaders began to scale their walls. As a Turk surmounted the parapet to plant his standard, Catherine Ségurane entered the fray, armed with a washerwoman’s wooden beater. Nicknamed Donna Maufacia – Nissart for a ‘poorly made’ or even ‘deformed’ woman15 – Ségurane struck the head of the Ottoman standard-bearer, snatched his flag and screamed, ‘Victory!’ It was a legendary intervention. In its most fanciful telling, the laundress bared her backside to the enemy and scared them off. Ségurane’s bravery inspired the defenders to fight on, until the army of the Duke of Savoy arrived to repel the French.16

After 1559, when the Treaty of Cateau-Cambrésis ended the French European wars and split the Habsburg Empire in two, the relative stability and prosperity of the Comté de Nice endured for nearly 150 years. Not that the region was totally free of panic and strife. In the year following the treaty, 500 pirates burned Roquebrune, in the hills north-east of Monaco. Algerian raiders frequently plundered coastal villages, carrying off inhabitants to be sold as slaves.17

After the House of Savoy entered into a coalition against Louis XIV in the War of the Grand Alliance, Louis later wreaked his revenge by sending troops to attack the fort at Nice. During the second and third week of December 1705, the bombardment by sixty cannon and twenty-four mortars was intense. In early January 1706, the commander defending Nice capitulated, and the citadel was – according to the wishes of Louis XIV – wiped from the face of the earth. No longer a fortified town, Nice slowly began to develop a new double identity: that of sanatorium and resort.18

Military insignificance, however, did not stop Victor Amadeus II of Savoy from retaking Nice. By the time of his death in 1732, Victor Amadeus had become ruler of the Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia and done much to embellish its capital at Turin and consolidate his presence in the western Alps. Both Genoa and Turin grew into administrative and cultural centres. There was no such splendid city along the Riviera. The impact of invading troops and marauders had textured the region, as Greeks, Romans, Moors, Italians, Spanish, French and Savoyards each left their footprint. Through it all, the locals got on with their lives as best they could, their roots reaching deep beneath the topsoil of political brinkmanship.

While the area had little to offer the cultured visitor, like all back of beyonds it was thick with folklore. In the first century, Torpes – a steward at Nero’s palace in Pisa – refused to renounce his Christian beliefs. He was decapitated – the head tossed into the River Arno. The rest of the body was set to sea in a boat with a dog, a pig, a viper and a cock. It floated all the way to the little port to which the body in the boat gave its name – Saint-Tropez. Equally firm in her Christian convictions, Maxima, sister of Torpes, was also martyred. Her boat – either by amazing coincidence or sibling solidarity – was carried to what is now Sainte-Maxime, across the small gulf from where her brother’s body blew ashore.

There were also legends of figures from the gospels who fetched up in the south of France. Mary and Martha, who welcomed Christ into their home, were said to have arrived on the shores near Marseille in 37 ad. Balthazar, after visiting the baby Jesus, left his two fellow Wise Men and kept following the star – which, curiously, took him all the way to Les Baux in Provence. Lazarus, raised from the dead, came west to ‘present the truths of immortality’ to the heathen of the southern littoral. When the Jews of Palestine became irked because a new religion was beginning to take hold, they rounded up Mary Magdalene and Joseph of Arimathea and set them adrift in the Mediterranean, until ‘under divine protection’ they landed in the south of France. Mary Magdalene came ashore close to where former convent girl Coco Chanel’s villa La Pausa would be sited; the name commemorated the rest stop made by Mary.19 Sailing from Marseille to Genoa in 1699, the English essayist Joseph Addison was shown the deserts made famous ‘by the penance of Mary Magdalene, who… is said to have wept away the rest of her life among these solitary rocks and mountains’.20

In the mid-sixth century, a chained penitent and healer who lived on a diet of dry bread and dates inhabited an ancient, unused signal tower at Pointe Saint-Hospice on Cap Ferrat. When the Lombards invaded and one of the attackers prepared to decapitate the hermit, his arms became suddenly paralysed. Astonished, a number of the intruders became disciples of the man who had been miraculously saved.21 Nice espoused the cult of the Umbrian St Rita. A contemporary of Jeanne d’Arc and patroness of lost causes – her own life had been miserable – she was praying in a church when one of the thorns of Christ’s crown fell and pierced her forehead. The stench emanating from the wound led to her solitary confinement until, one day, the odour of roses filled the convent and Rita was discovered dead, her face restored to its former beauty.22

In the mid-eighteenth century, the Scottish writer Tobias Smollett remarked on the glut of superstition in Nice, which revealed ‘the darkest shades of ignorance and prejudice’.23 Well-funded establishments in and around the town – Smollett counted ten convents and three nunneries – were evidence of a superstitious peasantry who gave what they could ill afford for masses, processions and benedictions in desperate attempts to secure good harvests.24 Peasants thought miracles highly probable. In Notre-Dame des Oiseaux at Hyères, Adolphe Smith found hundreds of ‘abominably painted’ images testifying to the miraculous powers of this church. There was a man ‘whose gun burst while shooting wild ducks on Dec 2nd 1773’, who ‘owed his life solely to his devotion to the shrine’. A mason who fell through five storeys of a house – having first dropped the heavy cask that made the hole into which he tumbled – was saved. A man’s arm, gnawed by ‘an infuriated mule’, was healed. A carriage full of people skidded off a bridge without fatality. There were a host of other road accidents and more exploding guns – all incidents in which, miraculously, no one was hurt.25

The traditional origin for the name of Nice’s Baie des Anges was the legend of a peasant girl who was sculling on the water when a storm blew up and her boat was overturned. Angels appeared to waft her to dry land before disappearing into the clouds. The following day, she became a Christian.26 A more plausible explanation is that the bay is named after the huge, repulsive and inedible angel shark – lou pei-ange in Nissart.27 The walkway along the bay at Nice was called the Camin dei Anges by the locals. This mutated into the Camin dei Anglès – which, in French, became the Promenade des Anglais.

However, the legend that has most excited the imagination is the imprisonment of the ‘man in the iron mask’, who died in the fortress on the Île Sainte-Marguerite off Cannes in 1703. The mystery has inspired rumours, novels, silent films, colour films, a TV movie, three TV series, a Russian musical film and a song by Billy Bragg. Few elements of the story are certain, except that the ‘iron mask’ was made from black velvet.

Late in April 1687, the new governor of the fort and prison on Sainte-Marguerite arrived with a masked prisoner who had been moved from gaol to gaol while his rebellious instincts were tamed by torture. Upon arrival in his new dungeon – with walls three metres thick, one triple-barred opening, and an adjacent corridor where he could exercise unobserved – the prisoner fell sick and took to his bed. It was noted that he spoke French with a foreign accent, and sang. Beyond that, we encounter an increasingly elaborate tissue of theories – or, at least, we did until 2015, when documents previously thought to have been destroyed by the Paris Commune in 1871 surfaced in the Archives Nationales in Paris.
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Walls three metres thick, a triple-barred opening.
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The elusive man ‘in the iron mask’.

Voltaire was responsible for converting the black velvet covering to an iron mask, thereby pricking people’s curiosity. He claimed the prisoner was the illegitimate half-brother of Louis XIV – the son of Anne of Austria and the Italian cardinal Mazarin. That would explain the foreign accent. Alexandre Dumas, in The Man in the Iron Mask – the third part of The Vicomte of Bragelonne: Ten Years Later – claimed the prisoner was none other than an identical twin of Louis XIV, fathered by Louis XIII and Anne of Austria: a wild idea that would spark the imagination of filmmakers. Yet another explanation was that the man in the iron mask was the issue of Anne of Austria after an illicit affair with the English ambassador, the Duke of Buckingham.

The mystery of the prisoner became mired in the shifting sands of fiction. Not only identified as the ‘improbable’ twin brother of Louis XIV, he was also held to be the son of the king. Some thought him ‘the Duke of Monmouth, son of Charles II’ – though Monmouth was hanged in 1685, when the man in the velvet mask was still alive. Another candidate was the Armenian patriarch Avédic, captured by the French and taken to Marseille, but he was seen alive and living in Turkey three years after the death of the elusive prisoner. Perhaps the fantasy that caps the lot is a rumour stating that the man in the iron mask was the father of a little boy whose mother, Julie de Bonpart, was the daughter of one of the officials in the fortress. Their child ‘was sent over to Corsica… the only message transmitted to his new guardians was, “Il fanciullo vi viene da buona parte”’ – ‘This youngster is from a good family’. Thus the man in the iron mask – perhaps a member of the French royal family – would have originated the Napoleonic dynasty.28

There have been countless different identities assigned to the prisoner – some more credible than others. Suspicion fell on Ercole Antonio Mattioli, an agent of the Duke of Mantua. But this figure was well known across Europe, and there was no secrecy about his imprisonment and punishment. A more plausible candidate was Monsieur de Marchiel, an agent involved in a conspiracy to poison Louis XIV. Marchiel – a man with many aliases and identities – was captured at the end of March 1673 and taken to the Bastille. Yet his positive identification as the man in the iron mask remained impossible, because of the lack of documentation. Then, the papers rediscovered in 2015 disclosed that the gaoler, Saint-Mars – who guarded the prisoner in isolation for over thirty years – had siphoned off funds provided by the king, and allowed his captive to languish in a spartan if sizeable cell. The prisoner was named as Eustache Dauger. There are many variations including Daugier, Dogiers, d’Auger, d’Oger – making identification even more difficult. The Eustache Dauger incarcerated on Sainte-Marguerite was most probably a valet to someone in a high position – perhaps Cardinal Mazarin. As such, he would have known too many secrets, having witnessed debauchery, black masses and poisonings in court circles. Such knowledge combined with a proclivity for political muckraking would have taken him to gaol.

But the truth remains in the shadows. A story as slippery as Mary Magdalene’s rest at La Pausa or Joseph of Arimathea’s journey break on his way to Glastonbury, the man in the iron mask is certainly the most sensational yarn spun before this stunning coast buzzed with society gossip.






2

This ‘Wild and Tremendous Region of the Globe’
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In late November 1517, Don Antonio de Beatis gave a surprisingly modern response to the natural qualities of the Riviera – observations heralding the manner in which it would be appreciated by later travellers. Cannes, he wrote, ‘offers magnificent views… and is charming’. Antibes was ‘pretty’, and Nice ‘very beautiful and big’ and ‘full of pretty women whose skirts reach only to their knees’.1 More than a century later, the first English visitors began to pass through the region, en route to Italy. Among them was a young man escaping the rigours of the English Civil War – the diarist John Evelyn. His first impressions of the Mediterranean coast, recorded on 7 October 1644, were of a countryside ‘full of vineyards and olive-yards, orange trees, myrtles, pomegranates, and the like sweet plantations’.2

At Marseille, Evelyn was struck by the crocodile skins hanging in the chapel of Notre-Dame de la Garde, and noted that ‘the chief trade of the town’ was ‘in silks and drugs out of Africa, Syria and Egypt’. Evelyn was astonished by the number of slaves in the streets and by the ‘jingling of their huge chains’ as they dragged enormous loads about the town. He was received by the captain of a galley that was ‘richly carved and gilded’ and manned by ‘so many hundreds of miserably naked persons… doubly chained about their middle and legs’.

With unchecked marauders preying on small craft, Evelyn could not find a galley bound for Genoa, and his party was obliged to continue on muleback as far as Fréjus and ‘the small port’ of Cannes – where they found a boatman who was willing to carry them on along the coast, past Antibes, Nice, Monaco and Menton.3

The appreciation of untouched nature that would engage the Romantic traveller was still over a century away, but contemplative visitors were starting to signal their attraction for a region through which they could access Italy without crossing the Alps. At the time, mountains were considered a treacherous barrier rather than a scenic beauty. Italy, with its classical culture, Renaissance treasures and new architectural wonders, was the destination of those on the ‘Grand Tour’. From the early years of the eighteenth century, this coming-of-age journey for British gentlemen was undertaken not only for the chance to whore, but also to enrich the mind and improve judgement – neither of which could be done in the underdeveloped and war-torn region of southern France. To the Grand Tourist, such as the ‘Person of Quality’ who passed through the region in 1691, the mountains between Marseille and Toulon appeared ‘dismal as well as barbarous’.4 It was a landscape that placed the traveller in the vastness of nature. Far from cities or ruins of earlier civilizations, the sensation was bewildering and destabilizing.

During his 1699 voyage past ‘these solitary rocks and mountains’ where Mary Magdalene wept, Joseph Addison began to appreciate the sea in a manner that would help to shape the Romantic response to the dangerous yet inspiring ocean. He claimed that he could not look upon the sea ‘without a very pleasing astonishment’.5 To Addison, the ocean was no longer just a medium through which he travelled; it had begun to engage his emotions. Yet for most travellers in the south of France from the eighteenth century until the arrival of the railway in the mid-nineteenth, water remained largely a convenience. Journeys along the coast were often easiest by a ten-oared felucca, which was sizeable enough to transport an English travelling carriage.

In 1763, Giacomo Casanova – a pathfinder in this paradise made for pleasure – visited the region during his endless search for sexual gratification. Having found the women of Marseille ‘undoubtedly the most profligate in France’, he took up with a local girl called Rosalie – who first was not, then claimed to be, and then again declared she was no virgin. It was of no consequence to Casanova, as she allowed him ‘to gaze on all those charms’ of which his ‘hands and lips disputed the possession’. Rosalie ‘was only fifteen, but with her figure, her well-formed breasts… would have been taken for twenty’. Casanova fitted her with a wardrobe, took her for a mistress, and told her that his servants would respect her as if she were his wife. Moving on to Antibes, they found a felucca to transport them to Genoa. The journey would take 2–3 days, and the passengers were grouped aft under a protective awning while the oarsmen – packed in the prow under hot skies – powered the craft.

With the journey under way, the sea became rough. ‘Rosalie being mortally afraid’, Casanova had the felucca put into Villefranche where the bad weather delayed them for three days. A carriage then drove them to Nice, which Casanova found ‘a terribly dull place’. The couple played faro in a café and – aided by Casanova’s experience as a gambler – Rosalie won a little money. She would, Casanova hoped, be the one with whom he could spend his days, so that he should not ‘be forced to fly from one lady to another’. But, as he recounts this episode in the early chapters of volume four of his six-volume memoir, ‘inexorable fate’ obviously ‘ordained it otherwise’. In Genoa, Casanova met Veronique…6

In 1745, the French art critic l’Abbé Le Blanc explained the burgeoning English passion for going abroad – they ‘look on their isle as a prison; and the first use they make of their love of liberty is to get out of it’.7 Their unlikely trailblazer in the south of France was the Scotsman Tobias Smollett. Maligned for having waved his wand of woe over Nice, Smollett actually delighted in the natural qualities of the region. While the swelling catalogue of Grand Tour tales publicized the treasures of Italy, Smollett promoted the south of France. Among sickly Britons, there was a grand appetite for his enthusiasm for a potentially life-saving destination. Smollett’s Travels Through France and Italy was an instant success – its 1766 first edition swiftly sold out. There were several reprintings, the inevitable pirated Irish editions, extracts in English periodicals, a German translation, and an abridged Swedish edition.8 In the wake of such success, it was the jocular Laurence Sterne who, in 1768, nicknamed Smollett ‘Smelfungus’ and – in an act of self-promotion – accented Smollett’s misanthropy. ‘The learned SMELFUNGUS travelled from Boulogne to Paris – from Paris to Rome – and so on – but he set out with the spleen and jaundice, and every object he pass’d by was discoloured or distorted – He wrote an account of them, but ’twas nothing but the account of his miserable feelings.’9

In the same year, Philip Thicknesse likewise suggested that Smollett’s Travels should rather be called ‘QUARRELS through France and Italy’.10 A decade later, Thicknesse relented. ‘Poor man! He was ill; and meeting with, what every stranger must expect to meet, at most French inns, want of cleanliness, imposition and incivility, he was so much disturbed.’11

Smollett was not only ill but feeling ill-used. ‘Traduced by malice, persecuted by faction, abandoned by false patrons and overwhelmed’ by the death of his beloved and only daughter, he set out for the south of France, where he ‘hoped the mildness of the climate would prove favourable to the weak state’ of his lungs. Early on in his Travels, it is clear that Smollett had no especial argument with the French. Indeed, even before crossing the Channel, he imagined that everyone, from publicans to port officials, was out to fleece him.12 There were, almost inevitably, frequent upsets en route. Smollett’s travelling library – detained by customs – took a good six weeks to be recovered. He caught a cold soon after his arrival in France and ‘was seized with a violent cough’ and fever. He then faced the difficult choice of the best method of transportation south, and the problem of obtaining the fairest rates. At times, he had better fortune than many. Crossing the Esterel, ‘formerly frequented by… desperate banditti’, he found the route ‘very good’.13 Thomas Nugent, in The Grand Tour, had described the atrocious roads between Antibes and Nice ‘through rugged mountains bordered with precipices’.14 Instead, Smollett found a gentle coastal road with ‘neither precipice nor mountain’. He speculated that if only there were a bridge across the River Var and a post road from Nice to Genoa, then visitors to Italy would forsake the difficult trip across the Alps in favour of this ‘infinitely more safe, commodious, and agreeable’ route. Once arrived, Smollett had much good to say about Nice and its environs.15 Why else would he have stayed two years? How else would he have persuaded so many ailing Englishmen to follow in his footsteps?

Smollett found Nice to be a ‘little town, hardly a mile in circumference’.16 Despite the extortionate rates, he rented the ‘large, lofty, and commodious’ ground floor of a house with two small gardens offering an abundance of salad and citrus fruit.17 He delighted in the countryside with its modest traces of antiquity. Standing on the ramparts and surveying the scene, Smollett was enchanted. The ‘plain presents nothing but gardens, full of green trees, loaded with oranges, lemons, citrons and bergamots… The hills are shaded to the tops with olive-trees, which are always green; and those hills are over-topped by more distant mountains, covered with snow. When I turn myself towards the sea, the view is bounded by the horizon…’. Such ‘is the serenity of the air, that you see nothing above your head… but a charming blue expanse’.18 Smollett listed the many fish available and celebrated a veritable cornucopia of fruits and vegetables. He discovered ‘sorbettes’ – an ‘iced froth made with juice of oranges, apricots or peaches; very agreeable to the palette, and so extremely cold’ that he was ‘afraid to swallow them in this hot country’, until he found ‘from information and experience, that they may be taken in moderation, without any bad consequence’.19 A long-time advocate of hydrotherapy, Smollett bathed in the sea and helped establish the custom.20 When ‘it was perceived that I grew better in consequence of the bath, some… Swiss officers tried the same experiment’. Within a matter of days, ‘our example was followed by several inhabitants of Nice’.21

Describing the poorer locals, Smollett despaired. Their diet was basic – unsold leftovers from the garden, coarse bread and polenta. Their animals fared worse, being ‘so meagre, as to excite compassion’. Overall, he found the population ‘quiet and orderly’ and drunkenness all but unknown. He did, however, lament the quality of the artisans – ‘very lazy, very needy, very awkward and void of all ingenuity’.22 There was, it seems, a want of those very talents that nourished Italian art and architecture. In response to a question on ‘the state of the arts and sciences at Nice’, Smollett replied, ‘almost a total blank’. The town seemed to be ‘consecrated to the reign of dullness’; it was ‘very surprising, to see a people established between two enlightened nations, so devoid of taste and literature… the very ornaments of the churches are wretchedly conceived, and worse executed’.23 Sentiments echoed by the Swiss scientist Johann Georg Sulzer, who a decade later confirmed that Nice ‘has no public edifice worth mentioning’.24

Bugbears for Smollett included lizards, scorpions, ‘flies, fleas and… gnats’ – all intolerable. It was ‘impossible to keep the flies out of your mouth, nostrils, eyes and ears. They crowd into your milk, tea, chocolate, soup, wine and water; they soil your sugar, contaminate your victuals, and devour your fruit.’25 But any climate, however blissful, carries with it disadvantages. Taken all in all, Smollett made no more complaints or negative observations than the average traveller who rails against dirt and cost. Eighteenth-century visitors in France found porters a rough and rowdy lot. They were often served watered-down wine, overcharged for accommodation, and were cheated in the way that modern tourists imagine they might be in more exotic places.

About two years after Smollett left the south coast, love or lust sped the twenty-eight-year-old Duke of York – brother of George III – to a liaison in Genoa. In August 1767, a ball was given in his honour at Toulon, where the duke danced so much that he sweated heavily. The following night, he returned from the theatre with a chill. Deciding to proceed to Genoa on land, he stopped in Monaco, where Prince Honoré III invited him to rest before continuing on his journey. Stood out in the hot sun during a welcome salute, York became feverish and took to his bed. Two days later, he was dead. George III rewarded Honoré handsomely for his kindnesses towards the extravagant brother for whom he had shown little care. He sent Honoré two of the duke’s racehorses and invited him to visit England. Sadly for Monaco, none of the diplomatic possibilities that such an invitation promised would materialize.26

Nice was also beginning to find favour with royalty. In 1775, the Duke of Gloucester – another brother of George III – came south with his wife, Maria, the illegitimate daughter of Sir Edward Walpole. After the death of Maria’s first husband, Lord Waldegrave, in 1763, Gloucester – scarcely twenty years old, short-sighted and awkward – started to court her. Although decorum required that she rebuff him, he persisted. In September 1766, three and a half years after Waldegrave’s death, Maria and Gloucester were married by her private chaplain at her house in Pall Mall. The match was supposed to remain secret, but it became common knowledge and an embarrassment to the court. Frequently snubbed, Gloucester became ill and decided to take Maria and their two children to the south of France. Although one child died of smallpox before they set off in July 1775, the rest of the family travelled south in four handsomely appointed carriages. Gloucester spent two winters in Nice, ‘astonishing the people with the splendour of his mode of living and contributing materially to the gaiety of the place’.27

While Savoy acknowledged the growing importance of Nice, the dominant city on the south coast remained – as it had been since antiquity – Marseille. Travelling on the eve of the French Revolution, Jean-Pierre Bérenger, professor of eloquence at the Collège Royal at Orléans, commented that ‘Marseille is for Provence and its neighbouring provinces what Paris is for France… it attracts youth, distracts the bored and is a trap for the imprudent’. As Bérenger describes it, Marseille is abuzz with big-city life, attractive to those who ‘are fed up with the calm and uniformity’ of the provinces. There are over 15 million transactions a month. The port is a forest of masts, and the odour of alluring drugs and elixirs emanates from the shops. Products from all corners of the earth and exotic clothes dazzle the eye. Nonetheless, Bérenger also delves into the dark side of a city in which great numbers perished in obscurity and misery. Unlike so many writers of the day, who delighted in the easy virtue of the southern women, there is no voyeurism in his vision of Marseille, which, ‘like a rotting corpse teeming with worms’, is a place that exploits and devours ‘lost girls’.28

Bérenger advises the traveller to expect no kindness in the nearby countryside. The peasants will allow a stranger to follow a dangerous path, then laugh at his idiocy. If a traveller snatches a grape of theirs which is overhanging the road, they take a shot at him or unleash their hounds.29 At the same time, Bérenger is not impervious to the charms of rural tradition, and writes with affection about the Provençal celebration of Christmas, when people would feast on the local delicacies that are still prized by tourists today: ‘Figs, raisins – fresh or dried – Brignoles prunes covered in laced paper, pyramids of oranges at times crowned by a bouquet from the same tree… nougat with hazel nuts, pine nuts, pistachios and Narbonne honey.’ The festive dining room he describes is fragrant with the scent of fruits and flowers, and ‘neither carcases of animals nor those irritating drugs that are served in the middle of a meal to revive the satiated palette’ are to be seen.30

One of the first Americans to visit the south of France was Thomas Jefferson, who became the third president of the United States. He travelled along the Riviera in the spring of 1787, during the time that he was a minister to the court of Louis XVI. Interested by the shallow ponds for refining salt on the shore at Hyères, he found, in the countryside around, ‘delicious and extensive plains’. The people, ‘generally well clothed’ and with plenty to eat, were perhaps overworked – ‘the excess of the rent required by the landlord obliging them to too many hours of labour’. Jefferson conducted his research thoroughly: ‘You must be absolutely incognito, you must ferret the people out of their hovels as I have done, look into their kettles, eat their bread, loll on their beds under the pretence of resting yourself, but in fact to find if they are soft.’31 From Hyères, Jefferson travelled along the coast to Fréjus, Antibes, Nice, Monaco, Menton, and on into Italy. Interestingly, as a visitor coming from a country that had freed itself from the British yoke, he described the ‘gay and dissipated’ Nice as an ‘English colony’.32

In the year of the Revolution, Arthur Young – an economist and England’s great authority on agricultural matters – travelled throughout the south. As Jefferson and Smollett had done, he found the lowlands near Hyères ‘richly cultivated, and planted with olives and vines’.33 Impinging on this rural idyll were the many villas being constructed to house winter residents.34 The proximity of Hyères to Marseille made it one of the first towns selected by those seeking a cure in the warmth of the south. When Arthur Young wanted to get to Nice so as to travel on into Italy, he found it incredible that, in 1789, for a journey from ‘Marseilles with 100,000 souls’ to Nice, there was no diligence. That lumbering long-distance stagecoach, seating six in its stifling interior and several more outside, fore and aft, was an uncomfortable but efficient mode of transport. The southern roads, however, were inadequate for such a vehicle, and Young concluded with that familiar observation: ‘the whole coast of Provence is nearly the same desert’.35 For the French and Sardinian locals, the coast provided ports for trade and fishing villages which fed the local population. There was some agriculture on the generally poor soil. Otherwise, there was nothing.

Dr Edward Rigby was, like Arthur Young, interested in agricultural experiment. As he left Marseille to head east, he encountered the first rough roads he had found in a thousand miles of travelling through France. Yet his Romantic fascination with the wilderness went some way to dispelling his discomfort. The landscape was eerie. The road wound between rocks which were ‘absolutely perpendicular’ – some ‘split down… from their tops to their very bases’. Others formed arches or opened into ‘caverns, which seemed to lead to dreadful abodes’.36

While usually trusting the peasants of Provence, the French antiquary and naturalist Aubin-Louis Millin cautioned travellers heading eastwards, describing how the locals would hide ‘in the depths of the Esterel, wait for the traveller, begin by thieving and end with murder’.37 Neither was the road from Fréjus to Nice or Nice to Genoa free from robbers preying on the affluent travellers making for Florence, Rome and Naples. During the time of Napoleon’s empire, thieves robbed the Marchioness of Bute near Menton, but were quickly apprehended after they fell into a slumber induced by the opium they had stolen from their victim. Almost everybody in the gang was identified, and ‘it was learnt with astonishment’ that many belonged to or had connections with the noble families of Nice. When three of the gang were condemned to death, their partners in crime fled to other parts of France. Years passed, and the son and daughter-in-law of one of these thieves returned to Nice. At a ball, the daughter was seen wearing some ‘scintillating jewels and the intelligence was that they were the diamonds’ belonging to the Marchioness of Bute.38

Rigby, Young and Millin were pathfinders in what engraver and landscape painter Albanis Beaumont called a ‘wild and tremendous region of the globe’. Writing in 1795, he observed that ‘even in this enlightened age, the region was neglected… scarcely noted by the naturalist, or frequented by the traveller’.39 Yet in art, Neoclassicism – that offspring of the Enlightenment – was being rattled by a new, raw energy. This can be seen by comparing two portraits painted by that champion of the Grand Manner, Jacques-Louis David. His subject: a man just beginning to make a mark when Albanis Beaumont was writing – Napoleon Buonaparte. In Napoleon in His Study, which hangs in the National Gallery of Art in Washington, David celebrates the orderly, diligent Napoleon. In another vision, Napoleon Crossing the Alps – a piece of stirring mythmaking which hangs in the Château de Malmaison in Paris – David acknowledges classical poise but shows Napoleon confronted by difficult terrain and challenging weather, which both reflect and spur the leader’s energy, power and determination. The Alps were the very landscape through which Albanis Beaumont had travelled, and had presciently written that those ‘awful and tremendous’ mountains would ‘no doubt, soon become to the philosophic traveller a subject of astonishment and admiration’.40

With its violent juxtaposition of mountains that could satisfy the Romantic search for danger, and sea and clear skies promising infinity, the Riviera was coming into its own. Yet the region was still difficult to access – Napoleon did not cross the Alps on David’s stallion, but on a mule.
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The Revolution was in its infancy when Rigby reached the south. At Toulon – one of Louis XVI’s most important naval bases – he saw ‘no cockades… nor any marks of rejoicing’. Rigby’s party was the first to cross the Var after the cataclysm of July 1789, and the commandant at the frontier did not recognize their new passports. He asked to keep one, plastered the visitors with questions about the clashes in Paris, provided new documents and let them proceed.41

In Nice that summer, the Revolution seemed remote. At the table d’hôte of his hotel, Arthur Young found that the French were predominantly pro, the Italians against. Used to buying into the nobility, Italian merchants could obtain a French title for the equivalent of three or four hundred pounds. Smollett mentioned ‘a count at Villefranche, whose father sold macaroni in the streets’.42 The Italians loved titles, observed the writer Mme Ratazzi: ‘A simple monsieur one day, becomes “Monsieur de”… ; then six months later “Monsieur le Baron”; then “Monsieur le Comte”; then, the following year, he will be “Monsieur le Marquis”.’43 More importantly, most Italians opposed the revolution because a good number of them were beginning to rely on visitors for their livelihood. The political volatility of France would discourage English families from wintering in the south.

After the Savoyard soldiers guarding the Var frontier withdrew, a ragged French army entered Nice on 30 September 1792. Among them was a lieutenant-colonel born in the city – André Masséna. Rising to the rank of Maréchal d’Empire, Masséna – whom Napoleon would dub ‘the Spoilt Child of Victory’ – enjoyed a spectacular military career until he was defeated by the Duke of Wellington in Spain. After the French arrived, the Comté de Nice was absorbed into the department of Alpes-Maritimes. Teaching would be in French. Dechristianization was underway. Monaco was seized and the palace pillaged. The principality was renamed ‘Hercule’ – in line with its original name, Heracles Monoikos. Prince Honoré III and his family were imprisoned in France. By April 1794, the Alpes-Maritimes – except for small pockets of resistance in the backcountry – was in French hands.

Toulon had been recaptured from the English after they destroyed the dockyard and fleet on behalf of French royalists. On 16 December 1793, a range of batteries placed secretly by the Republicans bombarded the English for thirty-six hours. Consolidated by an attack, the winning strategy had been devised by an ambitious twenty-four-year-old artillery captain, Napoleon Buonaparte. Early in 1794, he was in Nice, appointed Inspector of the Coast. Two years later, he was named Commander-in-Chief of the French Army of Italy. He addressed that ragged band in a manner that heralded the shape of things to come: ‘Soldiers! You are naked and ill-fed: the Government owes you much but can do nothing for you. Your patience and the courage you display… are admirable; but they procure you no glory… I wish to lead you into the most fertile plains in the world. Rich provinces, great cities will be in your power.’ The rest is history.

Between the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 and Waterloo in 1815, Nice – understandably – did not fare well with foreigners. Revolutionary uncertainty, war and the ‘continual motion’ of troops resulted in an unstable environment. When, in 1799, an epidemic carried off one-sixth of the town,44 it was clear that Nice had become no place for ailing northerners. The short-lived Treaty of Amiens of March 1802 briefly suspended hostilities between England and France, but Napoleon was soon on the march again, with his desire to redraw the map of Europe. His empire – which lasted from 1799 to 1814 – proved a sorry time for Nice. Writing midway through the period, in 1807, John Bunnell Davis recorded that ‘the rage of the revolution, carried to an almost inconceivable excess, has scarcely left any hotel or mansion of grandeur without marks of degradation’.45 The streets of the old part of town – so laid out to keep pedestrians shadowed from the hot sun – were ‘so narrow and dirty’ that few foreigners set foot in them. ‘Foul air’ emanated from stairwells, and the rooms in the houses were dark. When windows were glassed, the gloom was deepened by dust and fly dung on the exterior and by the yellow residue of smoke inside.46

One ecological method of enriching the poor soil around Nice added to the nasal discomfort of the visitor. Tobias Smollett, writing in the 1760s, and Aubin-Louis Millin, in 1807, describe the procedure in almost identical terms. Smollett noted that agricultural land required ‘something highly impregnated with nitre and vegetable salts’. The locals used pigeon dung and other ordure on vegetables and around the trunks of young orange trees. Thus, miserable soil offered produce in profusion – ‘peas and beans grow promiscuously together in the midst of winter’ and there were ‘vast quantities’ of cereal crops.47

To secure this level of production, gardens were often fitted with a ditch, and opening onto it was a hole in the wall which invited passers-by, who felt the need, to use it as a toilet. There was also, in each house, a pit where the excrement of the entire family was collected. Smollett records that, as a result of their respective diets, the production ‘of a protestant family… bears a much higher price’ than that of a Catholic family. The dietary privations caused by Catholic observances resulted in an uneven production. Smollett and Millin – who seems to offer nothing but a translation of the earlier writer’s text – both give an account of the procedure and the surprising manner of collection: ‘The peasant comes with his asses and casks to carry it off before day, and pays for it according to its quality, which he examines and investigates, by the taste and flavour.’48 Half a century later, the Yale professor Benjamin Silliman had his carriage followed by children who collected horse droppings, which they scooped into baskets that they then carried on their heads. Later still, the role of décrotteur – ‘dung scooper’ – was restricted to those over the age of sixteen and authorized by the mairie of Nice, who also provided a badge of office.49

If the war meant that foreigners were scarce, French and Italian society was abundant. Napoleon’s sister, Pauline Borghese, stayed in the Villa Carlone surrounded by a small group of admirers – including the sculptor Antonio Canova, who immortalized her as Venus and pursued her with ardent love letters.50 It was rumoured that she even posed naked for the sculptor – scandalous for a person of rank at that time. Their association reflects not only the first stirrings of the amorous excesses of society on the Riviera, but also a predilection for luxury. Canova, who became the darling of fashionable Europe, sought to consolidate his position by making his erotic art so anodyne, so luxurious, that it reached what the novelist Michael Dibdin called the ‘nadir of ghastly good taste’.51 It is rumoured that Rolls-Royce, desiring a luxurious finish for the body of their motor cars, sought a depth of lustre that emulated a Canova sculpture.

Pauline Borghese also counted the young violinist Niccolò Paganini among her lovers. Later, after his astonishing international career, Paganini – on the run from the French police after the collapse of a casino he had set up in Paris – died in Nice in May 1840. When a priest arrived to hear his absolution, he asked the violinist what there was in his instrument that allowed him to obtain such wonderful sounds. Raising himself up, riddled with pain, Paganini snapped back, ‘The Devil!’ Although he was confronting death and resentful of ecclesiastical intrusion, Paganini’s remark was more than a flash of anger. He had once intimated to the poet Heinrich Heine that the devil guided his hand.

The celebrity was embalmed and put on show in a glass-topped coffin for three days. ‘Poor Paganini!’ wrote the author of an 1869 guide to Nice. ‘His corpse used for an exhibition for the English like a stuffed crocodile or a lizard.’52 Even after its unseemly display, the corpse had a hectic life. Catholics in Nice and Genoa refused Paganini a Christian burial. The body spent a year in an oil vat belonging to the Comte de Cessole, leader of the Nice Senate. At length, there was a burial in the grounds of Paganini’s villa in Parma, until – in 1876 – Pope Pius IX absolved the violinist and the body was transferred to the town’s cemetery.

In 1814, with the apparent end of the Napoleonic adventure, the French were forced to leave Italy and the King of Sardinia repossessed Nice. The Imperial School was shut, Jesuit colleges were re-established, and teaching reverted to Italian. Napoleon – captured and exiled – felt he was far from finished. Escaping from the island of Elba, where he had been smouldering in prison, he landed at Golfe-Juan on 1 March 1815 with eleven-hundred followers. He made one of those emotional, self-serving declarations that touched a nerve with his sympathizers: ‘Frenchmen, in my exile, I heard your complaints and your wishes.’ Initially, however, things did not go well. Antibes resisted and imprisoned those soldiers and officers Napoleon despatched to sound out the town. Still undeterred, the ex-emperor pitched camp outside Cannes. The following day, his armed band struck north through Grasse and marched fifty kilometres before nightfall. As the days passed, they attracted great support. On 20 March, Napoleon arrived in Paris at the head of many of the troops that had been sent to oppose him. The tricolour supplanted the white flag of the Bourbons. Shops replaced their fleurs-de-lys with Napoleonic eagles, and the ever-popular Bonaparte marched north to Waterloo.53

The Second Treaty of Paris, signed in November 1815, placed Monaco under the protection of Sardinia, which also annexed the Republic of Genoa. This was bad news for Nice. The recent deepening of the port by 800 galley slaves condemned for smuggling or desertion had, by the end of the eighteenth century, ‘wonderfully enlarged’ the commerce of the town.54 Yet while Genoa secured its place as the major port of the Piedmont, Nice began to scent its destiny. In the mid-1780s, a significant number of English and French northerners had begun to pass the winter in the city. In 1784–5, there were 300 English people staying in the new Croix de Marbre district, with its neat streets and fine houses. Important additions to the city reflected the new attraction of the sea. Arthur Young commented on the building of a row of low houses a quarter of a mile long, with flat roofs covered with stucco forming a gracious terrace. This Galerie des Ponchettes overlooked the sea and was ‘raised above the dirt and annoyance’ of the street.55 When, during the winter of 1821–22, a severe frost increased unemployment to a dangerous level, the English vicar in Nice raised funds to put the jobless to work building what became the Promenade des Anglais – a walkway conceived to satisfy the English fondness for strolling by the sea.

Although the Revolution had interrupted the fledgling habits of winter visitors, by 1827 there was a guidebook for foreigners on sale. A new bridge was constructed over the unruly River Paillon, which divided old Nice from the new town. The river had long been a problem. People quipped that the Paillon was a river in which the washerwomen of Nice dried their laundry. Often no more than a rivulet, it could – in a trice – become ‘an impetuous torrent’ that ‘sweeps away houses and stables, ruins crops and tumbles furiously into the sea’.56 In April 1744, during the War of the Austrian Succession, countless French soldiers drowned in a flash flood caused by the Paillon waterfalling down the mountains into Nice.57 A flood warning system, in the form of a trumpeting sentry, was sited upstream.58 Much later, in the 1880s, as tourism became of prime importance, the river was culverted and paved over.

Created in 1832, the Consiglio d’Ornato – a commission overseeing the amelioration and embellishment of Nice – originated plans for the impressive Place Masséna. This huge square was named after Nice’s Napoleonic Maréchal, who had switched allegiance to the Bourbons after Waterloo. The Consiglio also extended the beach path started by the English, thus creating the Promenade des Anglais. In 1834, that novelty the steamship docked in Nice’s Lympia port.59 Exotic visitors started to arrive. After the French invasion of Algiers in June 1830, Hussein-Bey, the defeated Dey of Algiers, was received at a banker’s villa in Cimiez, where he spent his days – according to the mid-century guide writer Léon Watripon – ‘languishing under the spell of opium’ with ‘his most supple and devoted courtesans spread at his feet’.60 For the previous 2,500 years, the region had been prey to strangers. Now it would start to welcome them.

If pulmonary disorders sent northerners in search of the sun, then it was an epidemic that changed the fortunes of the tiny fishing village of Cannes. Before the Revolution, Johann Georg Sulzer had been surprised ‘that among the English who go to Italy for the bad season’, no one had thought of stopping in Cannes, ‘where the winter must also be relatively mild’.61 For Smollett, his own discovery of Cannes came too late. It was on his return journey to Britain that he suggested he would rather have lived in Cannes ‘for the sake of the mild climate, than either at Antibes or Nice’.62

By 1830, cholera, first observed in the Ganges delta of British India in 1817, had become a European pandemic. By 1834, it had reached the south of France. The Comte de Cessole – in his capacity as president of the Council of Health in the Comté de Nice – decided to close the frontier with France. On 18 December that same year, a Scottish lord who had helped terminate the slave trade, promoted primary and secondary education, given funds towards the creation of London University, and exposed the brutality of flogging in the army, was travelling to Genoa. He was stopped by the closure of the Var frontier. Used to getting his own way, Henry, Lord Brougham, was furious. Then he looked about him.
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Between branches of umbrella pines swept against the sea, sunspots shock the water’s surface, flashing silver-white. As the ripples calm, emerald, turquoise and sapphire are feathered by dark green foliage.

People from brick confines, shrouded in phlegmy-yellow fog, began to value this coast. Those who lumbered across the arid plains of Provence treasured its clear sea and cloudless air. They breathed and bathed in the infinite benefits of blue. Yet, even in 1839 on the shores of Golfe-Juan, an observant writer could mistake the place for a wilderness. Victor Hugo thought the gulf ‘a small bay, melancholy and charming’. Surveying the scene ashore, the novelist saw no trace of human beings. Once again, ‘Everywhere was deserted.’1 Only one year earlier, returning by boat from Italy, Stendhal had remarked that the southern coast of France was ‘bare and barren’.2

By contrast, George Sand found Eden in ‘the very heart of immensity’. The endless ocean stood before her to the south; and behind her, ‘fantastic palaces of eternal snow cut their brilliant summits in the pure blue sky’.3 The region was newly prized. It was ‘the true garden of Provence’, a region covered with the thick, evergreen leaves of olive trees. Indeed, as the perception of ‘wilderness’ gave way to visions of paradise, a tradition grew that Adam and Eve, expelled from Eden, had found heaven on earth in the south of France. Even the olive trees, native to the Holy Land, were seen to give this coast a ‘Scriptural character’.4

Not long before Lord Brougham discovered Cannes, the spirits of the French Romantic composer Hector Berlioz were revivified by a brief but important sojourn on the unspoilt coast. Its landscape and climate soothed the overheated imagination of the young Berlioz, who was contemplating an operatic, but all too real, murder. Arriving in Nice from Rome in the spring of 1831, the composer was en route to Paris – where he intended to do away with his ex-fiancée, Marie Moke. Berlioz had won the prestigious Prix de Rome and, while he was working in Italy, his betrothed treacherously married the heir to the Parisian firm of piano makers, Camille Pleyel. Berlioz plotted to disguise himself and kill Marie, her husband, her mother and – for his crimes – himself.

His journey from Rome was agitated. In Florence, he found a dressmaker to supply his disguise – the outfit of a lady’s maid, with a hat and ‘green veil’. Such attention to theatrical detail must have done something to allay the inflamed spirit of a man who spent the day ‘raging up and down the streets… like a mad dog’. Upon reaching Genoa, Berlioz found that his costume had been mislaid. He obtained another and rehearsed his plans: ‘Disguised as the Countess de M.’s lady’s-maid, I would go to the house about nine o’clock with an important letter. While it was being read, I would pull out my double-barrelled pistols, kill number one and number two, seize number three by the hair and finish her off likewise’, then ‘turn the fourth barrel upon myself. Should it miss fire… I had a final resource in my little bottles.’5

Having planned his last act par excellence, upon his arrival in Nice, the calmness, vastness and beauty of the region began to work its magic on the young composer. The coast mollified him and he spent ‘the twenty happiest days’ of his life ‘bathing in the sea, wandering through orange groves, and sleeping on the healthy slopes of the Villefranche hills’. The dramatic impact of the landscape prompted sketches for his King Lear overture. But such Romantic communion with nature roused the suspicion of the Kingdom of Sardinia’s police. They reported that this so-called musician never went near a theatre but wandered ‘alone on the hills, no doubt expecting a signal from some revolutionary vessel; he never dines at the table d’hôte in order to avoid spies; he is ingratiating himself with our officers in order to start negotiations with them in the name of Young Italy’. In the face of such suspicions, Berlioz was summoned to police headquarters. ‘What are you doing here, sir?’

‘I compose, I dream, I thank God for the glorious sun, the sea, the flower-clothed hillsides –’

‘You are not an artist?’

‘No.’

‘Yet you wander about with a book in your hand. Are you making plans?’

‘Yes, the plan of an overture to King Lear – at least the instrumentation is nearly finished, and I believe its reception will be tremendous.’

Asked who King Lear was, Berlioz explained.

‘Sir, I know that you cannot possibly compose wandering about the beach with only a pencil and paper, and no piano, so tell me where you wish to go, and your passport shall be made out. You cannot remain here.’

‘Then I will go back to Rome, and, by your leave, continue to compose without a piano.’6

The brief spell in Nice in the spring of 1831 had been decisive. At night, high up on the Corniche, ‘the thunder of the waves upon the iron cliffs below, the stupendous majesty of Nature burst upon me with greater force than ever before’.7 Berlioz decided that he was incredibly talented and should not throw away his life for a fickle eighteen-year-old. He returned to the Académie de France at the Villa Medici for an unhappy but stimulating stay.

Searching for solace – which Berlioz had unexpectedly found on the cliffs around Nice – Henry, Lord Brougham set out for Italy in late 1834 determined to restore his health, which had been ‘ruined after 34 years of slavery’.8 A potent choice of words. As the ‘unofficial’ leader of the Whigs during the 1820s, Brougham had been a tireless campaigner whose efforts resulted in the Emancipation Act of 1833, which improved on earlier, imperfect measures for the abolition of the slave trade. He struggled for legal and parliamentary reform and social amelioration. He championed education for working men and was involved in plans to create a university in London. In 1827, in the first book published by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, Brougham stated his belief in the joy of education: ‘There is something positively agreeable to all men… in gaining knowledge for its own sake… The mere gratification of curiosity; the knowing more today than we knew yesterday…’9 It was a credo that motivated his experiments and studies in the south of France.

The success of Brougham’s career was counterpointed by a sad and chaotic private life. His marriage to Mary Ann Eden was no paradise. Having lost their first daughter in her infancy, Mary Ann was incapacitated by the birth of their unhealthy second child, Éléonore-Louise. Brougham suffered from bouts of hard drinking and depression. For a spell, he was blackmailed by Harriette Wilson – one of the most notorious London courtesans of the 1820s.10

Waspish and quick-witted, Brougham demonstrated his capacity for repartee in a famous exchange with the Duke of Wellington. When Wellington suggested that Brougham would only be remembered for the carriage he had designed, the retort was that Wellington would be remembered for a pair of boots. Although never losing his train of thought, Brougham was such a complex speechmaker that Charles Dickens once commented that he found himself ‘falling into parenthesis within parenthesis, like Lord Brougham’.11 On one occasion, Brougham spoke in Parliament on law reform for six hours, all the while sucking oranges to keep himself going.12 Cannes was ideal for a man given to sustaining himself with citrus fruit. Bitter oranges had been introduced to Provence by the Crusaders. The sweet orange came later – brought to southern Europe from south China by the Portuguese during the Renaissance. At Cannes, the orange orchards were white with flowers in April and May – blossom used in the manufacture of Eau de Cologne.13 As Brougham arrived in mid-December, the fruit was already ripening.

When Brougham – aged fifty-six – unexpectedly found himself stuck in Cannes, his sickly and beloved daughter, Éléonore-Louise, was with him. Apart from the arcadia spreading around him, Brougham delighted in a concoction many visitors found to be ‘a broth of abominable things’. Of bouillabaisse, Charlotte Dempster remarked, ‘Every fisherman can cook it, but it is not every Englishman who can digest it’.14 Brougham’s pleasure in the dish was refreshing, and stood in contrast to Dr Rigby’s relief in finding, in Nice, a dinner ‘tout à l’Anglaise… plain roast beef and boiled potatoes, with some special good draughts of porter’.15 Brougham, with his appetite for bouillabaisse, was clearly made for the south.

The haven that Brougham came to know and love was extolled by a Welsh painter married to the German ambassador to Britain – Frances, Baroness Bunsen. Writing to her son, she basked in the scene: ‘Here we are at Cannes, inhaling, swallowing, bathing in sunshine, in beauty, in purity of air!’ The night sky ‘could not be clearer… the stars more magnificent – Sirius and the entire constellation of the Dog high over the sea, Orion still higher, and Jupiter in zenith’.16 Margaret Brewster noted that the moonlight could be so clear ‘that one can easily read by it’.17 A keen astronomer, Lord Brougham wrote that on the Mediterranean coast only three days out of 111 he was prevented from conducting experiments, whereas in England the ratio was reversed. Brougham’s claim was somewhat inflated. Dr de Valcourt, a long-time practitioner in Cannes, ‘studied the subject carefully’ and rated ‘the average over the whole Riviera at 51 wet days in the year’.18

Within weeks of being stranded by the cholera epidemic, Brougham bought a plot of land and commissioned a villa. It took over four years to build, by which time his daughter had died. Stendhal – who much admired Brougham’s progressive ideas – found the resultant Villa Éléonore-Louise ‘so bourgeoise, so lacking in everything that speaks to the imagination’.19
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Lord Brougham and his friends on the terrace of his Cannes villa.

Suffering from the loss of his second child, Brougham desperately needed the comfort and serenity of Cannes, where he could write for uninterrupted periods on the wide-ranging topics that absorbed him. He wondered if he ever wanted to return to Parliament. As he slowly overcame his grief, he began to enjoy the social whirl of Nice and Paris.20 Furthermore, Cannes was becoming less secluded. Sir Herbert Taylor, bound for Italy with his own sickly daughter, passed through Cannes. Finding Brougham there, he decided to stay.21 Another friend arrived. Finding he could bathe all through the winter, he also decided to settle. Many affluent Englishmen followed their example, bought land and set about building. They shipped turf from Britain – often annually – and so a process of genteel Anglicization began.

Although a diehard Republican, among Brougham’s acquaintances in Parisian society was King Louis-Philippe, and it was this connection that enabled him to solicit nearly one million francs from the French government to build a proper port for the essentially English Cannes. By 1838, a protective jetty was finished. In 1843, the Hôtel Beau-Site opened and became famous for its seven hard tennis courts. The following year, there were twenty-five English families living in Cannes, a town protected from the fierce mistral wind by the hills to the north-west and shielded from the east winds by the hills above Antibes. The new development was blessed with a calm sea and sand, so bathers didn’t have to bruise their feet on a pebble beach as they did at Nice. In 1851 – doubtlessly inspired by Nice’s Promenade des Anglais – the mayor of Cannes decided to transform the seafront, which consisted of sand dunes, a few trees, rivulets and stagnant puddles, into a walkway. The resulting Boulevard de l’Impératrice, finished in 1866, soon became known as ‘La Croisette’ – derived from the Provençal word for a ‘little cross’, like the one that stood at its western end, marking the point of departure for the nearby island monastery of Saint-Honorat. Along this promenade, the most majestic hotels and villas were, one by one, constructed.

Cannes underwent such a dramatic transformation that, eight years before Brougham’s death in 1868, a French epistolarian wrote to a friend, ‘You have to visit its Babylonian villas to understand what the English can do with determination and money.’22 Another Frenchman observed, ‘One goes to Nice for the season, to Cannes to build a reproduction of Windsor and live forever.’23 When he was buried in the cemetery at Cannes, Lord Brougham, founder of this new and elegant town, had reached the impressive age of eighty-nine. His calm life in Cannes had blessed the last three decades of his previously hectic political life.

As people started to come south in greater numbers, the tricks of travel and the pitfalls of the road were shared. Before the Revolution, Philip Thicknesse had advised travellers in France that ‘when you make an agreement with an Aubergiste where you intend to lie, take care to include beds, rooms, &c. or he will charge separately for these articles’.24 In the 1840s, John Murray’s guidebook warned visitors not only to bargain but also to be skilled in negotiation – the innkeepers were past masters. Furthermore, he noted that the want of comfort and cleanliness rendered French inns vastly inferior to their German or Swiss counterparts. The common table, or table d’hôte, was a rowdy affair at which the English had to be wary lest they lose out in the general scramble for what was on offer. Added to that, ladies could suffer the indignity of hearing language that no Englishman would think of using in their presence.25 It was a blessing, then, that the linguistic skills of the English left something to be desired. Henry Morford’s Short Trip Guide to Europe, published for Americans later in the century, wisely advised travellers to focus on a range of enquiries and answers related to buying tickets, finding lodgings and making purchases. These ‘may be committed to memory without much trouble and without the miserable affectation of supposing that this is “learning a language”’.26 Published in 1874, Morford’s guide was aimed at a more demotic range of voyagers. Murray’s early handbooks were obviously pitched at the upper, educated class, as he left lengthy quotations from Latin authors untranslated.

In Murray’s 1844 Handbook of Travel-Talk: or Conversations in English, German, French and Italian – which offers phrases to aid the traveller in an imaginative range of situations – the stiffness of the English gives insight into the quality of translation throughout. There are boasts tumbling from the lips of innkeepers that may surprise: ‘Do not be afraid, Gentlemen: in our house the same sheets are never given to two persons.’27 There are useful and reassuring exchanges for people who wish to rent: ‘Are there any fleas here?’ ‘There are neither fleas nor bugs in my house.’ There are imperious commands for frequently encountered travelling situations: ‘Will you have this chest of drawers wiped out, it is quite dirty.’ Resident chambermaids could be nothing if not thorough: ‘You must first comb my hair well; it is all entangled. Take the open comb first; and then a fine one to clean my head… Do not press so hard, you hurt me.’ ‘I pressed rather hard to get out the scurf; but you have none, your head is quite clean.’ There are soundings to be taken from fellow travellers: ‘Is the road safe?’ ‘It is very safe, but still it is not prudent to travel after sunset.’ And there is help for dealing with the complexities the traveller might encounter at the table: ‘Sir, let me give you a wing or leg of chicken.’ ‘If you will allow me, I will eat a quail… it is neither too fat, nor too lean. I killed it myself the day before yesterday.’28 To be linguistically forewarned was to be forearmed.

Between the months of May and November, visitors to the south were welcomed by ‘a small gnat, with long legs and yellowish brown wings’. At its most dangerous, the mosquito came buzzing in the night. It moved closer for an attack effected ‘by driving its proboscis like a lancet into the skin, extracting a drop of blood, and leaving behind, I fancy, a minute drop of poison or other cause of irritation’.29 Murray noted that the ‘pain inflicted by the bites is bad enough, but it is the air of triumph with which the enemy blows his trumpet, the tingling, agonising buzzing which fills the air, gradually advancing nearer and nearer, announcing the certainty of a fresh attack, which carries the irritation to the highest pitch’.30 Mosquitos were clearly an obsession. Margaret Brewster noted that ‘in the middle of the gravest conversation, perhaps about the principles of the Peace Society, one hears a voice exclaim in savage glee, “I’ve killed him.”’ Brewster declared 10 November to be ‘their day of doom’. Before that date, she counselled lemon juice as an effective antidote to their bites.31

In the late 1830s, there was still a rustic aspect to life in Nice. A goatherd milked on demand as he crammed his large trip into the houses of his customers.32 Still under Sardinian rule, Nice was a colourful town. The Piémontaise soldiers, with their over-braided uniforms glinting and glittering, reminded the French epistolarian Antoine de Tourtoulon of the costumes at the Opéra-Comique.33 Local dress was likewise a riot of colour, but of uniform cut. Fishermen wore the red Phrygian cap – a souvenir of their Greek ancestors – while the women imprisoned ‘their beautiful and abundant hair in crépines’ – silk nets of various colours under broad-brimmed, gently sloping straw hats or capelines. The flat tops of these were used to carry baskets full of olives, fruit or flowers. Léon Watripon noted the ‘mischievous keen eye’ of the local women, their relaxed Italian manner and ‘teeth that could make milk seem black’.34
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Fishermen and washerwomen at the eastern end of the Baie-des-Anges, Nice.

The town’s population was musical, and delighted in the many festive days occupying the Catholic calendar. Albanis Beaumont, on his travels through the Maritime Alps, descended to Nice on a Sunday when the workers were at rest and dancing to the music of tambourines, flageolets and guitars.35 The Rigbys – despite relishing English food – were delighted by the sights of what was, already, a vanishing world. One evening, Edward Rigby was charmed to see two women and a soldier dancing the courante on a pavement, while another soldier accompanied them on a mandolin.36 In the poor villages around and above Nice, the inhabitants had no clocks, sundials or barometers. The time of night was judged by the position of the stars. During the day, they told time by the course of the sun.37 Yet Nice itself was modernizing.

The census of 1838 revealed that most of Nice’s population of 35,000 was, predictably, Catholic. The 322 Jews were fortunate enough to have a synagogue, while the 214 Protestants were obliged to worship in a private house behind high walls.38 Permission had been granted by the King of Sardinia on condition that ‘neither the exterior, nor the interior’ would have the appearance of a church. Out on the streets, however, visiting Anglican clergymen were zealous. Watripon remarked that if you stopped to chat with English men of the cloth for just five minutes, they would slide a pamphlet into your hands entitled ‘Go to Jesus’.39 A place for prayer was of paramount importance for most British winter residents – rather like air conditioning, reliable Wi-Fi, and DEET are for the summer visitor today. In nearby Cannes – which in the first half of the nineteenth century was still in a different country from Nice – Brougham’s friend, the wealthy Glasgow merchant Sir Thomas Woolfield, petitioned the French government for the right to build, on his property and at his own expense, an English church.40 During its construction, the Sardinian position softened, and when Woolfield’s church was finished, the architect proceeded to Nice to start work on a pseudo-gothic Protestant structure. A German Lutheran chapel followed. Then a modest Russian Orthodox church, funded by the imperial family. If Smollett and Brougham had prepared the way for colonies of ailing Englishmen, then it was the rigours of winter that sent the Russian aristocracy south.

As Russia’s political climate was similarly harsh, embattled members of the intelligentsia fled to Europe and – for one reason or another – south to the Mediterranean. Among those who came to escape the repressive regime of Nicholas I were Mikhail Lermontov in 1840, Nikolai Gogol in 1843, and later, Ivan Turgenev, Alexander Herzen and Leo Tolstoy. Gogol and Turgenev came because of infatuation or amorous obsession; Herzen from political exhaustion and despair; Tolstoy to care for a tubercular brother.

It seems somewhat odd that Nikolai Gogol spent twelve years of his life abroad – much of that time in Italy. Gogol was the supreme conjurer of St Petersburg absurdity, the riotous divulger of Russian corruption who grew increasingly close to the Orthodox Church. Between November 1843 and March 1844 he was in Nice, nurturing his friendship with Alexandra Osipovna Smirnova – who had been a lady-in-waiting at the imperial court before marrying the landowner Nikolai Smirnov. Her Petersburg salon attracted literary figures such as Pushkin and Lermontov, and she interceded with Nicholas I to persuade the censor to pass Gogol’s Revizor – or The Government Inspector – for performance. It was remarkable that such an audacious lampoon of provincial officials could be performed before a tsar obsessed with disciplining his unruly empire. At the premiere, etiquette dictated that no one could laugh aloud until the emperor himself was heard to do so. Nicholas laughed heartily and incessantly, guaranteeing a splendid evening for all.41

In Nice, Alexandra Smirnova and Nikolai Gogol became more intimate. He read her passages of his absurdist novel Dead Souls. Every day, they went for long walks, Gogol marvelling at the late-afternoon light playing on nearby mountains. Across slopes low enough to be covered with trees, he noted how the sun ‘performs the most amazing miracles. These green mountains become crimson.’42 As a late convert to Christianity, Gogol was fanatical and urged Alexandra to learn the psalms. She tried. Naturally, rumours started to circulate about the time they spent together, and friends in St Petersburg warned Gogol that Alexandra should expect to be the target of gossip when she returned to the Russian capital in 1844.

The novelist Ivan Turgenev came south reeling from the physical eruption of a passion that had obsessed him for years. Pauline Viardot, the powerfully talented opera singer and composer, was singing in St Petersburg when Turgenev fell hopelessly in love with her. He followed her when she returned to Europe only to find many people similarly besotted. Of gypsy origin, Viardot had a remarkable range of three and a half octaves, and she occupied a prominent place in musical and literary circles. She enjoyed a sixty-year friendship with Clara Schumann, and when that notorious womanizer the poet Alfred de Musset went after her, she was protected by her long-time friend George Sand.

Viardot had a house at Courtavenel near Paris. Turgenev, like Alexander Herzen, was in the French capital to witness the revolutionary fervour of 1848 – unrest that was part of the pan-European republican revolt.

On 15 May, there was a mass demonstration in Paris in favour of Polish independence from Russia. Turgenev wandered among the crowds hoping for street-level solidarity, but instead found opportunist chocolate and cigar vendors moving through the masses – ‘greedy, contented and indifferent’. The day before, the ever-reactionary Nicholas I had issued a manifesto proclaiming that it was the duty of every loyal Russian to oppose this new French revolution. Members of the Russian intelligentsia in Paris thought otherwise. They were, however, disappointed, as the overthrow of King Louis-Philippe in February was being compromised by the increasingly conservative Assembly of the Second Republic. When, on 23 June, the workers pushed hard to secure some semblance of liberty, both Turgenev and Herzen were at the barricades. Turgenev fled the violence; Herzen stayed, but became frustrated as mismanagement resulted in defeat.43

Turgenev spent the rest of the summer at Courtavenel, where he and Pauline became lovers. After years of trailing after Viardot like a devoted puppy, Turgenev was finally in the arms of his adored. Why he left Courtavenel abruptly at the beginning of October for Toulon and Hyères is not known, though one theory is that, although Viardot enjoyed Turgenev, she never loved him. From the south, Turgenev wrote effusive letters to her in German, as Pauline’s husband did not understand the language. When it became clear that she was not going to join him, his letters degenerated into grumpy grouching about the weather – the thick fog seemed ‘gloomy and grey’. Nevertheless, when Turgenev died in 1883, he left everything to his beloved musician.44

The philosopher, novelist and political agitator Alexander Herzen first came south in December 1847, delighting in this ‘blessed area of Europe’. Despite the manifold social injustices to be found in France, Herzen was happy to be in a Europe seething with revolutionary intention. He had fled Russia after twice being arrested and exiled from its capital. As he crossed the Esterel for the first time – departing by moonlight and descending to the east as the sun was rising, he found that innumerable ‘worries, sadnesses and above all, tiny irritations’ were ‘dispelled by such a morning’.45 These moments in the sun offered Herzen a brief respite from his political unease. The tyranny of ideals and political abstractions were anathema to him. He understood that history was not logical, but rather evolved naturally in contempt of any desire to categorize it. Furthermore, he believed that to restrict freedom in the name of some future liberty was delusional – a mere excuse for authoritarianism. Each problem required individual and particular measures.46

Three years later, the south coast once again offered him relief. Shaken by the failed revolution of the liberal and radical movements, Herzen wrote that when he crossed the Var, he relaxed and ‘breathed more freely’. He was, of course, no longer in France. It was 23 June 1850, two years to the day since Herzen had witnessed the revolutionary barricades going up on the Place Maubert in Paris during the ‘June Days’. He agonized over that crushed uprising in which 10,000 workers were killed or injured. He understood that France was not ready to accept the dreams of the socialists and workers. ‘Authority’, he wrote, ‘triumphed over liberty; the question that had agitated Europe since 1789 was resolved negatively.’ To shelter and rest, Herzen chose Nice, ‘not only for its soft air and sea’ but also because it had no political, scientific or artistic meaning. ‘I have less aversion for Nice than anywhere else and I’m happy. It’s the peaceful monastery where I distance myself from the world… to which I bid goodbye. It has tormented me sufficiently and… I have neither the strength nor the desire to play a part in its cruel games.’ He found the Sardinian town hot, calm, perfumed and deserted.47

Surveying the scene in France, Herzen beheld ‘a tyranny without a tyrant’. It was an abstract and religious climate in which ‘the fanaticism of ideas’ went ‘hand in hand with a lack of respect for persons’.48 At the top, there was ‘a limited company of political crooks and speculators who rely on social corruption, the sympathy of the bourgeoisie, the brutality of the police… and this company has, as its head, a chief police commissioner who received six million votes in memory of his uncle… who filled the plains of Europe with French corpses in order to make a Bourbon restoration possible!’49 Under Napoleon III, that ‘limited company’ would behave exactly in the way that Herzen defined the state – ‘a weapon wielded by the governing class to defend its own privileges’.50 The irony of Herzen’s chosen refuge was that the Second Empire under Napoleon III would define the social scene in Nice. Herzen would be forced to flee again from a haven which was fast becoming the playground of the aristocracy, a haunt of grand dukes, empresses and rich invalids.

The civilizational failure of 1848 was soon to be matched by personal tragedy. Herzen’s wife, Natalia, began an affair with his friend, the German revolutionary poet Georg Herwegh. Devastated, Herzen suffered an emotional and intellectual paralysis although Natalia repented and remained with her husband. Then, in November 1851, the couple were waiting in Nice for Herzen’s mother and their deaf-mute son, Kolya, to arrive by boat from Marseille. At 4 a.m. on the 16th, the modern paddlewheel steamboat Ville de Grasse collided with the Ville de Marseille west of the Île de Porquerolles. The larger boat had suddenly appeared from behind the rocks, ramming the Ville de Grasse which sunk at once, killing Kolya and his grandmother. To cap the personal tragedy, the following month, Louis-Napoléon Buonaparte – president since 1848 – proclaimed himself Emperor of France. The long-looked-for revolution was over. Natalia developed pleurisy and died in May 1852, after giving birth prematurely to a son who did not survive. Too numb to register her burial, Herzen would only remember the torchlit service in Nice, with ‘a band of exiles, the moon, a warm sea beneath a mountain’.51

Leo Tolstoy passed the winter of 1860–1 in Hyères, ‘for the simple reason that I am here, and it makes no difference where I live’. When his brother Nikolai was sent to Germany to cure his tuberculosis, he had decided to visit Europe with his sister and her children to study different systems of education. As the family toured the country, Nikolai’s health deteriorated and the doctors prescribed rest on the south coast of France. Leo and his sister accompanied the invalid who – shortly after their arrival – died. Tolstoy wrote to his friend, the poet Afanasy Fet, ‘nothing is worse than death. And, when one reflects well that it is the end of everything, then there is nothing worse than life either.’ Moments before he died, Nikolai ‘drowsed off but awoke and whispered with horror, “What is that?” That was when he saw it – the absorption of himself into Nothingness.’52

Deeply depressed by the early loss of such a wise and kind man, Tolstoy stayed on in Hyères trying to write. His diary confides how he had been ‘torn’ from life – his faith ‘in the good in everything’ shaken.53 Nevertheless, he made visits to Marseille to pursue his enquiries into education. French schooling did not impress him, with its almost military discipline and incessant learning by rote. Although Germany was undoubtedly more progressive, Tolstoy discovered that everybody in Marseille had read Dumas and that ‘each week, in the cafés chantants, at least one-fifth of the population received oral education, as the Greeks and Romans used to do’.54

Back in Hyères, Tolstoy started to write again. Aloof from the Russian community – despite the fact they had kindly arranged Nikolai’s burial – he spent much time encouraging and teaching his sister’s children. He arranged lengthy walks in the countryside, accompanied by a donkey carrying their food and wine. After a brief visit to Italy, Tolstoy went on to Paris and then to London, where he found Herzen – back in circulation and busy editing Kolokol, the revolutionary paper published for Russian exiles. For years, the death of his young brother continued to rankle Tolstoy. Two decades later, in My Confessions, he admitted that it ‘showed me that the superstitious belief in progress is insufficient as a guide to life’.55
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