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Preface





The hundred years which separate the downfall of Napoleon from the Sarajevo assassinations saw the perfection and ultimate failure of a unique diplomatic system. For the first time in modern history the conduct of relations between independent states was regulated by codes of procedure established by the five Great Powers of Europe. In 1814 Austria, France, Great Britain, Prussia and Russia began to assume a collective responsibility for maintaining peace or plunging the continent into war. Over the following hundred years Europe enjoyed longer periods of general stability than ever before. There was only one armed conflict which lasted for more than seven months, and that was fought out almost entirely on the west coast of a distant peninsula in the Black Sea, ravaging a comparatively small area of a vast empire. Three traditional campaigning cockpits of earlier wars – the Netherlands, the Baltic littoral, Poland – were spared the devastation of invading armies throughout the hundred years. Yet the diplomatic system of the nineteenth century stirred many contemporaries to righteous indignation and became a particular butt of American liberal idealists during and after the First World War. The system, so its critics said, perpetuated the dominance of three great autocracies and two colonial empires over both Europe and a Europeanised world. It allegedly encouraged governments to conclude secret treaties, the terms of which were cynically concealed from the newspapers and from Parliament. Above all, it completed the conversion of statecraft, by nature a primitive political science, into a sophisticated discipline of artifice practised by professional diplomats who gradually came more and more to formulate policy.


Already by 1814 there were specialised ministries of foreign affairs in almost every country of Europe. They were created during the eighteenth century so as to give coherence to diplomatic practices which had developed with the establishment of permanent ambassadorial representation and reporting in the later years of the Italian Renaissance. Russia under Peter the Great and the Empress Catherine, Austria under Maria Theresa, Prussia under Frederick William I and Frederick II, Sweden under Gustavus III accepted and amended the so-called ‘French system’ of cabinet diplomacy which was associated in the first instance with Richelieu and Mazarin but was elaborated and expanded throughout the reign of Louis XV. Administratively only Great Britain lagged behind. Charles James Fox became the first ‘Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs’ as late as March 1782 and it was not until the close of the Napoleonic Wars that Castlereagh as Foreign Secretary gained an ascendancy within the Cabinet comparable to the prestige held by Chancellors of the great continental powers.


It was, too, in the later years of the Napoleonic Wars that respected public figures began to be accredited as ambassadors in foreign capitals. At first they were mainly soldiers. Gradually, however, a diplomatic corps, small by twentieth-century standards but proud of its distinctive rights and privileges, came to play an important role in the social and political life of London, Paris, Berlin, Vienna and St Petersburg. Like any other profession, diplomacy encouraged a sense of intimacy among its practitioners, something unknown to the ambassadors of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and necessarily inhibited by ideological divisions during the second half of the twentieth century. From 1815 to 1870 a bond of community and understanding developed among sovereigns, statesmen and diplomats which survived even the tensions of the Bismarckian era. Most families entering the foreign service of their country came from the aristocracy or the landed gentry. They were at ease with the French language, they shared common sporting or cultural interests, gravitated towards the same spas as they became older and goutier and discovered that they possessed similar social values, although with differing emphasis according to their country of origin. Between such people it was natural there should be cosmopolitan friendships; and sometimes there were marriage links, too. Frequently, of course, there were also personal feuds and petty jealousies, which sometimes influenced policy. In the continental autocracies many successful diplomats were ultimately given direction of foreign affairs: Metternich, Bismarck, Gorchakov, Bulow, Aehrenthal and Berchtold were all ambassadors before preferment to higher posts. In Britain five Foreign Secretaries, of whom three became Prime Minister, had served as an ambassador: George Canning, the Duke of Wellington, Aberdeen, Clarendon and Kimberley. French practice varied: three of Napoleon III’s Foreign Ministers had been ambassadors first; but there were some famous instances of former French Foreign Ministers being subsequently appointed to embassies abroad, notably Talleyrand and Waddington to London and Delcassé to St Petersburg. The diplomatic circle of the European capitals remained small, select and influential.


Within this diplomatic system there was sufficient homogeneity for those who understood its esoteric mysteries to win wide respect, and occasionally envy, from outsiders. Diplomats were a caste apart from the bureaucrats who toiled in other departments of state, especially in St Petersburg, Vienna and Berlin where the sovereign interested himself personally in the shaping of foreign policy. By the last quarter of the nineteenth century the Press, especially in London and Paris, was writing in awe of these men who seemed to determine the pattern of foreign affairs, either as executants or as advisers to their chief. Newspapers referred to them as a collective entity, ‘The Chancelleries of the Great Powers’ or ‘The Chancelleries of Europe’. They could, it seems, receive reports which might ‘disturb’ or ‘divide’ them. Occasionally they were ‘gratified to learn’ of some event. Sometimes, ominously, they were said to have ‘met the news with firm resolve’.


Technically, no doubt, there are objections to the use of the phrase ‘Chancelleries of Europe’. A chancellery was originally the secretariat of a Chancellor and therefore as much concerned with domestic problems in the great continental empires as with foreign policy. Moreover, purists might argue that there was only a single period of four years, from 1867 to 1871, when there were as many as three Chancelleries in Europe at the same time: Bismarck’s in Berlin, Gorchakov’s in St Petersburg and Beust’s in Vienna. Yet, as Harold Nicolson wrote in the late 1930s, ‘The phrase “The Chancelleries of Europe” is in practice indistinguishable from the phrase “The Foreign Offices of the Powers”’. Chancellery diplomacy is at least as valid a concept as the ‘cabinet diplomacy’ which preceded it or the ‘open diplomacy’ of the twentieth century.


The following pages outline the history of these specialised ministries of foreign affairs during the era of chancellery diplomacy from the moment when Castlereagh first linked Great Britain with the European states system in 1814 to the fall of the old Europe in the winter of 1918–19. This book does not pretend to discover any new and meaningful interconnection of global forces nor does it claim primacy in historical significance for motives of domestic politics or ideological conflict or the clash of trade rivalry. Basically The Chancelleries of Europe is about ‘chaps and maps’. It is concerned with the men – and very occasionally the women – who determined policy in Foreign Office, embassy, or Chancellery. It looks at their relationship with one another and with the world around them; and it examines the way in which their conduct of diplomacy kept pace with the quickening communications of a fast-changing century and a narrowing world. 
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1 Innocent Abroad, 1814





At half-past seven in the evening of Monday 27 December 1813, four carriages pulled away from Lord Castlereagh’s London home at the corner of King Street, St James’s. ‘A large concourse of people’, as The Times reported next day, ‘expressed loud demonstrations of joy’ as the Foreign Secretary, his wife, her niece and her nephew entered the first carriage. They were followed down the steps of number 18 St James’s Square by a junior member of the government, the Hon. Frederic Robinson, who was to serve for five undistinguished months as Prime Minister in the winter of 1827–8 when he was Viscount Goderich. Joseph Planta, at 26 a senior clerk with eleven years’ experience of the Foreign Office, travelled in the second carriage as Castlereagh’s private secretary. A copyist, four king’s messengers and a handful of coachmen and domestic servants completed the party. It was not an impressive delegation to leave London for what now would be reckoned a ‘summit conference’, but to the onlookers who cheered that evening in St James’s Square the departure of even this small cavalcade seemed proof that the long war with Napoleon was at last coming to an end; for why otherwise should a Foreign Secretary set out for the coast and the continent on a bitterly cold night so soon after Christmas?


Not since 1743, when Carteret as Secretary of State for the Northern Department accompanied George II on the Dettingen campaign, had a British minister responsible for foreign affairs left England on a continental mission. And Castlereagh, a sick man for much of the autumn, never anticipated that he might spend the worst of the winter in Europe. Continental diplomacy was by now accustomed to Foreign Ministers superseding ambassadors and formulating policy while travelling abroad: Metternich, for example, spent six months of his first year as Austria’s Foreign Minister in residence at Napoleon’s court. But Castlereagh’s department of state was still small and compact. Tsar Alexander I of Russia had over 250 officials in the Foreign Ministry at St Petersburg while Metternich could count on a large, well-trained staff in Vienna. There was by contrast something endearingly amateur about the composition of Castlereagh’s Foreign Office in 1813: two under-secretaries, two senior clerks and some twenty juniors, the best précis-writers recruited straight from Eton and promised a full £25 bonus as recompense for the extra papers they had to prepare now that peace seemed to be breaking out. Castlereagh himself doubted if the department could stand the administrative strain of an absentee Foreign Secretary. Nor was this the only objection. Castlereagh, though a titular viscount, was an Irish peer and not a member of the Lords but Leader of the House of Commons, where he was the sole government spokesman on foreign affairs. When in late November the Cabinet began to consider the dispatch of a minister to a conference with the allies the Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool, was convinced that the one person he could not spare was Castlereagh.


There was, however, urgent need for Britain to be represented at allied headquarters by someone who could speak and act with authority and understanding. In the third week of October the combined armies of Russia, Austria and Prussia inflicted a severe defeat on Napoleon at Leipzig, forcing him to retreat across the Rhine and bringing war to metropolitan France for the first time in twenty years. In the same month Wellington’s army cleared the Pyrenees and invaded France from the south-west. Yet these military successes, which seemed to herald final victory, exposed the essential weakness of the coalition against Napoleon. Britain, Russia and Prussia were linked by the treaties of Reichenbach of June 1813 and the Russian and Prussian armies were subsidised by British gold. Metternich, having first sought to end the war by armed mediation, brought Austria into the coalition two months later. Castlereagh believed it essential that Napoleon’s enemies should be united in a formal quadruple alliance, but all attempts to bind the coalition closer together foundered on the growing mutual suspicion of Metternich and Tsar Alexander. Metternich had no wish to see the Tsar replace Napoleon as effective master of Europe; and Alexander, for his part, was convinced that the Austrians were holding back the allied advance beyond the Rhine so as to reach a compromise peace with Napoleon. Despite the presence of three British ambassadors at allied headquarters in Frankfurt, there was complete confusion over the war aims of the British government, and in the first week of December it was agreed that Count Pozzo di Borgo, a Corsican exile serving in the Russian diplomatic service, should travel to London, inform Castlereagh of the difficulties in concluding the quadruple alliance and urge him to come to headquarters so as to save the coalition from disintegration. Reluctantly the Cabinet decided on 20 December that Castlereagh would have to make the journey abroad. Next day the Russian, Austrian and Prussian envoys to London were invited to dinner by Lord Liverpool and told the news. No one at the Prime Minister’s dinner party that Tuesday can have appreciated its momentous significance. A British statesman was about to step for the first time into the arena of chancellery politics.


Today a Foreign Secretary might make the journey on which Castlereagh set out that Monday after Christmas in a hundred minutes, from city centre to city centre. It took Castlereagh three weeks: for Christmas in 1813 heralded the most severe weather anyone could remember and Castlereagh’s expedition possesses an epic quality worthy of the occasion. As the four carriages trundled eastwards that evening they were enveloped in icy yellow fog. Street lamps projecting from shop fronts became mere luminous dots marking a route through the gloom; the outriders were forced to lead the horses at walking pace, finding their way only with the aid of flambeaux. At Whitechapel Castlereagh ordered his servants to sit upon the trunks and boxes for fear of footpads clambering aboard and cutting them off. Already the Prince Regent, who left Carlton House for Hatfield an hour or two earlier, had turned back in Tottenham Court Road after a mile of London’s murky streets. But Castlereagh knew he could not so lightly abandon his journey; at Harwich the frigate HMS Erebus was waiting to convey his party, their baggage and their good, English-built carriages across the North Sea to Hellevoetsluis; and somewhere west of the Rhine the allied ministers were discussing, with mounting dissension, the ways to end the war with France. At such a time it was vexing for the British plenipotentiary to seek lodging for the night at an inn in Romford, barely 15 miles from St James’s Square. But Castlereagh was by nature too patrician to permit the incidence of bad weather to delay his mission. The four carriages were on their way again soon after six next morning. The travellers reached Harwich at midday to find that, though the fog had lifted, there was no wind. On Wednesday morning the carriages were embarked in Erebus and Castlereagh’s party was joined by the returning Russian envoy, Pozzo di Borgo. That night the frigate put to sea, only to remain becalmed throughout New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day in Harwich Roads. The Times on Monday 3 January reported that a wind had sprung up in the small hours of Sunday and that the Foreign Secretary would reach The Hague that evening. This was a false assumption. The wind turned to gale force, icy waves made it impossible to keep a footing on deck, and Erebus spent three nights wallowing off the Dutch coast as the captain waited for a pilot who knew the Maas estuary. When the frigate at last approached Hellevoetsluis on 5 January Castlereagh and Pozzo were honoured by what they assumed were salutes from a local fort. As round shot began falling unpleasantly close, someone remembered that this region of Holland had been freed from French occupation only a few weeks previously; and the Dutch distrusted foreign warships which sailed unexpectedly up the estuary.1


Castlereagh reached The Hague safely on the evening of Thursday 6 January, eleven days after leaving London. Next morning he discovered that headquarters had left Frankfurt and were established in Basle, over 600 miles up the Rhine. By now the cold was so intense that sections of the Rhine were frozen hard, as also was the Thames in London. Lady Castlereagh, he decided, should remain at The Hague with her niece and nephew. On the evening of 9 January he set out for Basle, with Robinson sharing his carriage along roads that were ‘worse than a ploughed field frozen’. Staff and servants followed as best they could in coaches or waggons. ‘The last 20 English miles took us 10½ hours’, he wrote to his wife from Munster on 11 January. Four days later, from Frankfurt, he reported that ‘Robinson and I have hardly ever seen any other object than the 4 glasses of the carriage cover’d with frost which no sun could dissolve, so that we were in fact imprisoned in an Ice House for days and nights’. Only once did he agree to Robinson’s suggestion that they might snatch a few hours of sleep at an inn. Otherwise the British mission pressed forward indomitably down the frozen roads. Not until 18 January did Castlereagh, an incongruous figure wearing a fur cap with a gold band, jockey boots and red breeches, at last reach Basle. He was met by the British ambassadors to Russia and Austria, General Lord Cathcart and the Earl of Aberdeen, and by his own half-brother, Major-General Sir Charles Stewart, who was envoy extraordinary to Prussia.


These rigorous days in an icy carriage gave Castlereagh an opportunity to reflect on the problems of wartime coalition. Robinson later recalled some of his companion’s conversation during the journey, how he had spoken of the need for statesmen to meet and talk freely so as to avoid the friction caused by negotiation at third hand and long range. He hoped, as Robinson cumbersomely wrote, ‘many pretensions might be modified, asperities removed, and the causes of irritation anticipated and met’.2 Yet in fact Castlereagh knew few foreigners and understood continental politics less than he believed. He was a landowner from turbulent Ulster, born in 1769, forty-eight days after the future Duke of Wellington and fifty-eight days before the future Emperor of the French. Much of his early career was spent in Ireland, where he was Chief Secretary during the years of rebellion and Union from 1797 to 1801. The wars isolated England from the continent, except during the brief Peace of Amiens, and when he became Foreign Secretary in March 1812 there were no Russian or Prussian envoys in London while Austria was represented by an elderly diplomat of low rank, poor hearing and poorer eyesight, so cut off from Vienna that he sold embassy plate to keep himself in funds. When first Russia and then Prussia became enemies of France Castlereagh established polite relations with the diplomats they sent to London, but he remained suspicious of all Austrians, not least because Emperor Francis had been Napoleon’s father-in-law since 1810 and Metternich, who negotiated the dynastic marriage, was still Austria’s Foreign Minister.


Castlereagh had expected he would find the rulers of Russia, Prussia and Austria awaiting him at Basle. In this he was disappointed. Two days earlier Tsar Alexander I, impatient to accompany the advancing army, left Basle for Langres in eastern France, where the Austrian general, Prince Schwarzenberg, had established field headquarters as supreme allied commander. Emperor Francis and King Frederick William III of Prussia followed Alexander into France, the Tsar having with him his principal foreign policy adviser, Count Nesselrode. Lord Cathcart passed on to Castlereagh a private message from Alexander urging him to come to Langres before consulting the Prussians or the Austrians, but this was out of the question. Waiting for Castlereagh and dominating the conference salons at Basle by his prestige and accumulated experience was Clement von Metternich-Winneburg, created a prince by Emperor Francis three months before in gratitude for his ‘wise direction’ of Austria’s foreign affairs over the previous four years.


The two statesmen met on the day after Castlereagh’s arrival. To their mutual surprise they found it easy to collaborate. They were together for only four days – Castlereagh left for Langres on the evening of Saturday 22 January and Metternich followed him next morning – but this brief interlude of discussion was decisive in shaping British prejudices over the next ten years. Much remained beyond Castlereagh’s comprehension, for he was still politically an innocent abroad. He did not, for example, begin to understand the importance of the Polish Question to Austria and Russia. He recognised, however, that island Britain – thinking of maritime rights, colonies in the Indies, settlements in southern Africa – judged the merits of any states system in Europe by different standards from those held by the continental land empires. Nothing could shake Castlereagh’s conviction that the first task of the allies was victory in the West and security against another war of conquest by the French, but he found such unexpected support from Metternich that he was prepared, in general, to back Austrian ideas over Europe’s frontiers. Above all he accepted that the Austrian Empire, technically created only ten years before, was a European necessity, a potential counterweight to Russia and France and the surest guardian of the German and Italian lands. Small wonder Metternich was delighted with Castlereagh’s good sense. ‘I get on with him as if we had spent all our lives together’, he declared in a private letter written after their third day of talks at Basle. ‘Castlereagh behaves like an angel’, he told Schwarzenberg enthusiastically a few days later.3


Castlereagh found Alexander deceptively co-operative when they met at Langres. Both Metternich and Castlereagh were in favour of an exploratory conference with the French Foreign Minister, Caulaincourt, in the hopes that the war would end without a costly campaign in France. Metternich had maintained that the Tsar would not be content until he had ‘blown up the Tuileries’ to avenge the destruction of Moscow during the French occupation of 1812. But at Langres Alexander let Castlereagh see that he had no objection to peace talks with Caulaincourt, and he was prepared to humour Metternich by agreeing that the final settlement of Europe should be determined at a great congress in the Austrian capital. Castlereagh travelled to Châtillon as an observer of the conference with the French. To his dismay he found the Russian delegate had no intention of allowing the conference to settle anything. Within a few days Castlereagh received an urgent message from Metternich begging him to return to headquarters and assist him in curbing the Tsar’s impetuosity. For Alexander was now proposing to march directly on Paris, dictate peace and summon a convention of eminent Frenchmen, an ‘Assembly of Notables’, who would choose a ruler for France; they might, he indicated, wish for a regency on behalf of Napoleon’s 3-year-old son, for a restoration of the Bourbons, or for a new monarchy under the former Marshal Bernadotte, now Crown Prince Charles John of Sweden and for many months a favourite candidate of the Tsar for the French throne. Nothing said by Metternich or by Castlereagh could make the Tsar change his mind. Frederick William III agreed with Alexander, as so often in the years ahead. The Foreign Secretary’s fine hopes for a firm and unified quadruple alliance seemed shattered.


The unity of the coalition was saved not by the good sense of the allied leaders but by the genius and folly of Napoleon. A succession of tactically brilliant minor victories by the French in mid-February ruled out any immediate hopes of a triumphant advance on Paris, and at the same time they convinced Napoleon that he could insist on more generous peace terms than the 1792 frontiers proposed by the allies to Caulaincourt. Momentarily even the Tsar and Schwarzenberg succumbed to a wave of defeatism and it was left to Castlereagh to scoff at the alarmists and to find, from the panic, ways of binding the allies together. He was helped by Napoleon’s clumsiness in demanding France’s ‘natural frontiers’ and by clear evidence that the French might make counter-attacks but could not sustain a counter-offensive. The Foreign Secretary’s calm impressed the Tsar. By the first week in March Castlereagh could inform Lord Liverpool: ‘His Imperial Majesty now encourages me to come to him without form. I see him almost every day, and he receives me with great kindness and converses with me freely on all subjects.’4 Castlereagh’s dignified patience was bringing about that ‘habitual, confidential free discussion’ which he had told Robinson during the journey to Basle was an essential need of diplomacy during the uncertainties of war and peacemaking.


He achieved his first success with the conclusion of the Treaty of Chaumont of 9 March 1814. Russia, Austria, Britain and Prussia bound themselves in a grand alliance which would remain in being not merely until the defeat of Napoleon but for twenty years after the ending of the war so as to provide security against a resurgent France. There was still imprecision over the future pattern of Europe: provision was made for a confederated Germany, an independent Switzerland, an enlarged Netherlands and restitution, so far as possible, of the old order in the Iberian peninsula and Italy; but nothing was said about the future form of government in France or the fate of Poland. Critics might claim that some of the respect accorded to Castlereagh’s views by his allies sprang from relief that the British were increasing their subsidy to £5 million for military operations in the year 1814 and were, at the same time, committed to maintaining a large army on the continent themselves. The Foreign Secretary was well pleased with what he called ‘my treaty’. ‘This, I trust will put an end to any doubts as to the claim we have to an opinion on Continental matters’, he remarked in a note to the senior under-secretary at the Foreign Office. And in a message on 14 March to the ambassador at The Hague he used a significant phrase (apparently for the first time) when he commented on the willingness of ‘the Great Powers’ to safeguard the new kingdom of the Netherlands.5 In these last weeks of war the allies assumed a status which, to the British, implied corporate responsibility for the peace of Europe.


At the beginning of March the allies recovered the initiative. By the final week of the month Alexander and Frederick William were again eager to advance on Paris. This time the British and Austrians did nothing to hold them back: Napoleon had wrecked all chance of a negotiated settlement. The allied armies entered Paris on 31 March, Alexander assuming the role of benevolent liberator rather than conqueror. Emperor Francis, Metternich, Castlereagh and the Prussian Chancellor, Karl von Hardenberg, remained in Dijon. The Tsar was left to settle the immediate future of French politics with that master of governmental improvisation, Talleyrand, France’s Foreign Minister for all except four months of the ten years from 1797 to 1807. He had helped General Bonaparte become First Consul; now he was easing the Emperor Napoleon on his way to Elba.


Stewart thought it injudicious of his half-brother to allow Alexander and Talleyrand to achieve a working partnership. Urgent messages to Dijon begged Castlereagh to hurry to Paris and frustrate these devilish intrigues. But events played into Castlereagh’s hands. The British thought the legitimate king of France, Louis XVIII, would provide the country with its surest guarantee against renewed upheaval. So, for the present, did Talleyrand; and it did not take him long to convince the Tsar that no true Frenchman could believe in any government other than a restored Bourbon constitutional monarchy. By 10 April, when Metternich and Castlereagh arrived from Dijon, Paris had ‘decided for the white cockade’ of the Bourbons, and Napoleon signed his abdication at Fontainebleau. There was one snag: the Tsar, in negotiations with Caulaincourt, permitted Napoleon to retain the title of Emperor and agreed that he might rule as sovereign of Elba. The Austrians thought the island too close to the Italian mainland for political comfort while the British regretted wasting such a promising naval base on Bonaparte. Yet it did not seem so grave a matter as to warrant renewed friction between the allies. The alternative places of exile – Corsica, Sardinia, Corfu – gave wider scope for trouble-making. No one seems seriously to have considered any island outside the Mediterranean.


The war was over; but the business of diplomacy was only just beginning. Talleyrand, effective head of government throughout April, was confirmed as Foreign Minister by Louis XVIII in May. It was essential for the allies to make peace with the new government as soon as possible and decide on the future political map of Italy, where there was unrest in several cities. Chancellor Hardenberg favoured a rapid settlement of all European questions, but none of the other ‘great wigs’ (as Castlereagh called them) were prepared to follow the Prussian lead. Castlereagh himself hoped for agreement on western European boundaries and on overseas colonies while the statesmen were in Paris; he feared that if the peacemakers looked eastwards Austro-Russian difficulties would again jeopardise the alliance. Metternich was in no hurry to settle anything except the boundaries of France and of Italy; he was already assessing the advantages that would accrue to Austria from summoning a peace congress to Vienna; and he complained in a letter to his deputy that Paris was ‘too much under the influence of the wretched Polish French and Frenchified Poles’ for satisfactory discussions. Tsar Alexander, too, believed time was on his side. His army was master of Europe from the Vistula to the Moselle; so slow was the administrative response in his sprawling empire that only now in 1814, when everyone else was ready for peace, was Russia fully mobilised for war. He could profitably play power politics for a few months, tentatively put forward his claims to a free hand in Poland while seeing how far he could collaborate with Talleyrand and the restored Bourbons and testing the durability of the Anglo-Austrian partnership. There was, in consequence, a strange atmosphere of busy futility in Paris that spring and summer. The social trappings of diplomacy served as an excuse for delaying the settlement of intractable problems.


Castlereagh found it all very frustrating. He was chided by the Prime Minister for lingering in Paris instead of returning to London to help the government defend its policy in the Commons. Castlereagh argued that it was important for him to remain ‘till this new scene takes shape’. He refused to come himself – ‘I really work as hard as a man can do in such a town as Paris’ – and he could not spare Robinson so long as there were problems of compensation to discuss in preparing a peace treaty with France. Planta and the copyists were kept fully occupied with proposals for the incorporation of Belgium in a unified kingdom of the Netherlands, for colonial cessions and for the abolition of the slave trade. For preliminary discussions of the problems of Germany and Poland Castlereagh relied on his king’s principal Hanoverian Minister, Count Munster, who had no obligations to Liverpool’s government but was conscious of a personal bond of loyalty to the Prince Regent. In Paris, as in London, the Foreign Secretary depended for assistance on a small staff but tended to conduct all important business personally, working long hours and rarely delegating authority, even to the three ambassadors who had come with him from Basle. He lived, worked and entertained in a wing of the Ministry of Finance in the Rue Neuve des Capucines, close to the French Foreign Ministry and to Talleyrand’s home in the Rue St Florentin.


The Foreign Office archives for the year 1814 show that Castlereagh’s six months on the continent cost the British taxpayer slightly more than ten and a half thousand pounds. It is an interesting comment on life in Paris that one-seventh of this sum came from the cook’s expenses during the six weeks of peacemaking, when Castlereagh’s household was spending almost £40 a day on food; for Paris in that spring pursued pleasure with greedy extravagance, as if making up for the privations of the winter.6 Castlereagh had told Robinson during the journey from Frankfurt that he thought it essential to find a way in which ministers and diplomats could meet and talk informally. Only two years previously Napoleon had sent a new envoy off to Warsaw with the advice, ‘Keep a good table and take care of the ladies’. Now almost by accident Castlereagh was to test the worth of the fallen emperor’s advice in his own capital.


On 18 April Lady Castlereagh arrived in Paris with her niece, Lady Emma Mount Edgecumbe, after spending five days in a cramped carriage travelling south from The Hague. As the only allied statesman’s wife to make the journey to Paris, Emily Castlereagh felt it her duty to act as hostess at formal dinners or light suppers on almost every evening. She was a virtuous, good-natured woman, rather dull and devoid of any dress sense, but eager to help and cosset her husband. The Rue Neuve des Capucines could not offer the brilliant small talk of Mme de Staël’s salon out at Clichy – although the indefatigable Germaine de Staël was careful not to neglect Lady Castlereagh’s evening gatherings – but at least it enabled ‘conquerors and conquered’ to come together amicably. Lord Aberdeen, a widower of 30, despised her hospitality: ‘Lady Castlereagh’s suppers after the play’, he wrote, ‘might just as well be in St James Square, except that they are attended here by Englishmen of a worse description and scarcely by any women at all.’ But Aberdeen, who had once dined at Malmaison as guest of the First Consul, resented Castlereagh’s personal intrusion into European politics and his habit of keeping loquacious envoys uninformed. No doubt the Foreign Secretary was too shy and his Emily too wide-eyed at finding herself a Parisian hostess for the Castlereagh suppers to become a natural rendezvous for intriguers, but their political innocence excited curiosity. ‘One evening early’, Lady Mount Edgecumbe recalled, ‘there arrived without invitation the Duchess of Courland’ and two of her daughters, Wilhelmine Duchess of Sagan and Dorothea Countess of Périgord, later the Duchess of Dino. The Duchess of Courland had long served as an intermediary between Tsar Alexander and Talleyrand; Wilhelmine of Sagan was Metternich’s principal mistress and eleven months previously had shown superb tact in entertaining him and the Tsar independently on successive days at her Sudetenland château; while Dorothea – then a beauty of twenty – was just beginning a quarter of a century at the side of Talleyrand, her estranged husband’s uncle and her mother’s devoted lover. Between them these three women were to charm out forty years of Europe’s secrets. But not, it would seem, from the Foreign Secretary’s wife. They were courteously received in the Rue Neuve des Capucines; pleasantries were exchanged, but nothing of moment was said. When they left, their hostess for once permitted herself a comment: ‘Emma’, she observed to her niece, ‘I am afraid we live in very bad company’. Lady Castlereagh’s way of ‘taking care of the ladies’ was not Napoleon’s.7


From such purely social gatherings her husband absented himself as often as possible. Once pressure of work even forced him to detail his secretary, Planta, to escort Emily, Emma and the Duke of Wellington to the opera, for Talleyrand’s objections to the peace terms needed careful study and refutation. The French, at first willing to accept a return to the 1792 frontiers as the basis of a peace treaty, sought to strike bargains as soon as it became clear that time was wearing thin the unity of the Chaumont coalition. Talleyrand hoped to save the islands of St Lucia and Tobago for Louis XVIII and to secure a string of towns in southern Flanders, and he sounded out Metternich in the hope of winning Austrian support, at least over Belgium. But the Austrians had given up all interest in the Netherlands; Metternich was at that moment drafting a definitive memorandum for the Austrian commanding general in Lombardy and Venetia in which he insisted that the natural condition of the Italian peninsula was political fragmentation rather than unity; and he refused to take up the Belgian Question with Castlereagh at a time when he wanted the backing of the principal naval power in the Mediterranean for his Italian policy. The chief Russian negotiator, Nesselrode, was no more inclined to make concessions than Metternich. When Talleyrand sought to procrastinate he found the British Foreign Secretary ready to counter delays with a threat: if peace could not be made in Paris then Talleyrand would have to come to London and conclude a settlement there. In London he would be without his sources of information and his visit would coincide with the victory celebrations of the allied sovereigns. He preferred to settle for the best terms he could obtain in Paris.


The peace treaty was signed in Paris on 30 May 1814. The frontiers of 1792 were restored, together with additional territory around Chambéry and Annecy and the inclusion of the former papal enclave of Avignon. The French surrendered all claims to territory in what are now Belgium, Switzerland, Italy, Germany and Malta; they ceded Tobago, St Lucia and Mauritius to Great Britain; they recognised that Belgium should be united with Holland to form the larger kingdom of the Netherlands which the British had sought for several years; and they undertook to abolish the slave trade at the end of five years. The terms looked generous: no army of occupation for France, no war indemnity, no return of treasures collected by Napoleon for the Louvre; the French received back their commercial posts in India and were allowed once more to send fishing vessels to the Newfoundland banks. The French, and all the governments who had fought in the recent war, were formally invited by a clause in the treaty to the congress which would be held at Vienna in the autumn. France almost enjoyed the new ‘Great Power’ status assumed, as of right, by the Chaumont allies – almost, but not quite. For supplementary clauses, outside the main treaty, provided for barriers to check French influence over the frontiers which the Revolutionary and Napoleonic armies had found so easy to dominate. It was agreed there should be some form of federation for the German states and Prussia should control most of the Rhineland; Lombardy and Venetia were to pass under Austrian control, which was to be intensified in northern Italy by a military alliance with Sardinia-Piedmont; and (although this was not settled until after the treaty was signed) the Dutch would receive £2 million from the British as compensation for the retention under British rule of Cape Colony, this money being spent on fortifying the new Franco-Dutch frontier through Flanders and Brabant. The key to the settlement was future security, not vengeance.


Castlereagh, his family and his staff left Paris on the evening after the treaty was signed. They crossed from Boulogne to Dover on 3 June, arriving back in Westminister next day. Although Castlereagh was by nature too austere to win easy popularity, he was cheered when he returned to the House of Commons after five months abroad. His mission had won for Britain a good peace and a wider range of influence. Experience had taught him, however, that peacemaking was a long process. Within three days he was followed to London by Alexander, Frederick William, Metternich, Hardenberg, Nesselrode and a romantic cavalcade of military heroes. For three weeks, as the allies officially celebrated victory, there was further talk of Poland and Saxony, the Rhineland, Spain and Italy with little agreed except that the future must wait on the decisions of the congress in Vienna. Yet Castlereagh was not displeased. For while Metternich and the Tsar were still as befogged over peace aims as in the winter, Castlereagh had already secured his principal objective, a settlement with France. Henceforth he could allow free rein to his gifts as a mediator, seeking to curb ‘the restlessness of our time’. During those summer weeks of celebration, the streets, parks and palaces of London were illuminated in honour of the sovereigns and their victorious armies. There was a brisk trade among people of fashion in huge allegorical transparencies and Lady Emily would not miss so proud a moment to advertise her husband’s virtues. Outside number 18 St James’s Square an oversize dove held an olive branch in its mouth. Small wonder if, to some visitors in the square, it seemed the dove smiled with self-satisfaction.8
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2 The Christian Conqueror, 1814–15





‘I hope Fanny has seen the Emperor, and then I may fairly wish them all away’, wrote Jane Austen in a letter from her Hampshire village on 23 June 1814. She was commenting on her niece’s longing to set eyes on the Tsar during his visit to London, and her crisp impatience captures the changing mood of the public that midsummer. Alexander came as a popular idol, a soldier hero whose leadership shone with the lustre of victory. One widely read pamphlet lauded his virtues in a catalogue of inspired fabrications; another, written ‘by a country gentleman’, presented him as The Christian Conqueror, adding the explanatory antithesis Or Moscow Burnt and Paris Saved. At Westminster the Earl of Harrowby, Lord President of the Council in Liverpool’s Cabinet, recalled with respect tinged with apprehension the Grand Design for European peace brought to London by Alexander’s envoy when he was Pitt’s Foreign Secretary, ten years before; and there were many other public figures prepared to welcome the Tsar as a wise, enlightened saviour of the continent. But Alexander was a paragon whose legend wilted under close inspection. Within a few days Earl Grey, leader of the Foxite Whigs, was dismissing him conversationally as ‘a vain silly fellow’. The government found him unpredictable, the opposition thought him indiscreet, the Prince Regent complained of his capacity for intrigue. Several of his hosts were irritated by his restlessness; he even disappointed domestic servants by mean tipping. More seriously, he failed in public or in private to develop the paternalistic ideals for guaranteeing European peace with which, as Harrowby and Castlereagh knew, he had from time to time refreshed his spirit. Only in brief talks with two groups of English Quakers did he recall his quest for a European community pledged to maintain peace through a sense of Christian brotherhood.1


Alexander’s failure to live up to the expectations of legend during his English visit is characteristic of his conduct of government. No other ruler of the age possessed such an imposing air of grandeur and nobility and none was so infused with an ideal of personal mission. None indeed, from 1814 onwards, could place so large an army into the fields of war. But, as Napoleon himself once remarked to Metternich, there was ‘always something wanting’ in Alexander. Was he a man of peace or of war, an autocrat or a reformer, a narrow Russian nationalist or a thwarted good European? To these questions his life gave no clear answer. At times it is as if he were seeking to reconcile two personalities in conflict within his mind. The murder of his father, Tsar Paul, in March 1801 left his conscience racked with guilt, for he had known of the plot even though he believed Paul would be deposed and not throttled by drunken officers in his own regiment. The longer Alexander reigned the more he was haunted by the sordid candlelit scuffling in the Mikhailovsky Palace which heralded his accession. To this burden of parricide was added the memory of two humiliations: defeat at Austerlitz in 1805 and a petition from his officers urging him to return to St Petersburg in July 1812 rather than serve at the head of his troops as Napoleon marched towards Moscow. During the black weeks of his life he began to turn in contrition to the scriptures, where he found consolation in the Psalms and a soul-shaking quickening of the spirit in the prophecies of Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. This grafting of Cromwellian zeal for the Lord of Hosts on to the mysticism of Holy Russia made Alexander the most unpredictable of allies or antagonists. No one could be certain whether at any given moment the Tsar would be serenely wrapt in spiritual introspection, sombrely assessing the value to his empire of a particular settlement, or preparing a new concept of law among the nations which he would present in the name of the sacred rights of humanity. Occasionally, being by nature a sinner rather than a saint, he would forsake public duties and philander on a grand scale. He confounded contemporaries by his inconsistency. ‘His heart and his conscience were honest’, commented Metternich soon after the Tsar’s death, ‘but his mind was false’. It was hard to do business with someone whose motive impulse proved so often at variance with its mode of expression. Alexander gained and retained a reputation for duplicity.


There was, too, a further difficulty for anyone who wished to negotiate with the Russians during his reign. ‘It is unfortunately the Emperor’s habit to be his own minister and to select as the instrument of his immediate purpose the person who may happen to fall in most with his views’, Castlereagh told Liverpool. Technically the titles of Chancellor and Foreign Minister were held from September 1809 until August 1814 by Count Nikolai Rumiantsev, who was originally given charge of foreign affairs in 1807 because he could collaborate with the French. But Rumiantsev was partially paralysed by a stroke in May 1812, and the Tsar used the opportunity of his Chancellor’s illness to recruit specialist advisers into the Foreign Ministry and to advance younger men who, by training and temperament, would seek to assist him to shape foreign policy rather than dominate it themselves. Only rarely were these agents of the Tsar’s will Russians by birth or by parentage. In London in 1814 he was helped by Karl von Nesselrode, the son of a Westphalian landowner and diplomat, by Prince Adam Czartoryski, head of one of the great Polish aristocratic families, and by the flamboyant Pozzo di Borgo, a Corsican enemy of the Bonaparte clan. Later in the year he was to use the Prussian, Heinrich vom Stein, the Alsatian, Jean Anstedt, the Corfiote, John Capodistria, and his former Swiss tutor, Frederic La Harpe. The only native Russian who played a prominent part in the making of peace was Count Andrei Razumovsky, for many years ambassador in Vienna; and Russian traditions were so alien to Razumovsky that he would never write the Russian language, accepting conversion to Catholicism in place of the Orthodox faith and marrying (twice) into the German-Austrian nobility. Razumovsky is remembered not for his achievements as a Russian diplomat but as a generous patron of Beethoven.


Nesselrode, the Tsar’s principal assistant on foreign affairs during the last two years of the war, was 34 when he accompanied Alexander to London. He had been born in Lisbon of German parentage and was educated in Berlin, but he entered Russian service as a midshipman in Catherine the Great’s navy when he was 16. He became a diplomat soon after Alexander’s accession and served in Berlin, The Hague and Paris before becoming Foreign Ministry representative attached to the Tsar’s personal staff during the 1812 campaign. He was never subject to the religious exultation which uplifted the Tsar and other eminent persons at the Russian court from time to time: ‘My mother was a Protestant, my father a Catholic … I was baptised and became an Anglican for the remainder of my days’, Nesselrode wrote in a fragment of autobiography. Strong feelings and convictions were foreign to his character. He rarely set himself against his sovereign, although he was opposed to the incorporation of all the Polish lands in the Russian Empire, as the Tsar wished, and he favoured closer collaboration with Austria than Alexander was prepared to accept, at least in 1814–15. ‘I am summoned to him when I am needed, but otherwise I do not push myself forward’, Nesselrode had written to his wife soon after joining the Tsar’s personal staff in June 1812; to this practice he held true throughout his life. He was self-effacing and diligent, a natural ministerial secretary for an autocrat, and his qualities were fittingly rewarded. When Alexander returned on a brief visit to St Petersburg in the late summer of 1814, he accepted Rumiantsev’s resignation as minister and officially created Nesselrode ‘State Secretary for Foreign Affairs’. From 1816 to 1822 he was joint Foreign Minister, with Capodistria as his erratic colleague. He was then in sole charge of Russian foreign affairs until May 1856, holding the titular dignity of Chancellor from 1844 up to his death in 1862. Thus Nesselrode, the largely forgotten champion of the status quo, controlled the Russian Foreign Ministry for over forty years, a longer span than any other statesman, Tsarist or Soviet.2


During the London visit Nesselrode aroused less interest than Pozzo di Borgo or Czartoryski. Both men were already well known in England. Pozzo, exiled leader of the anti-Bonapartist Corsicans, was a British diplomatic agent until 1803, serving mainly in Vienna. He transferred to the Russian foreign service between 1805 and 1807 and rallied to the Russian cause again when Napoleon marched on Moscow. The Tsar sent him on a special mission to Sweden in the spring of 1813 as well as to London later in the year. He continued, after the end of the war, to advise Alexander on the problems of France and Italy, not always to the Tsar’s liking. Czartoryski was even more familiar with British political life. He had spent a year in London in his early 20s and retained close links with the Whigs, especially Henry Brougham. The Tories, and Castlereagh in particular, respected Czartoryski for his patient work in bringing together the Third Coalition against Napoleon when he was Deputy Foreign Minister in 1804–5. At that time Czartoryski seemed to subordinate his Polish patriotism to a belief that Alexander, with whom he had been on terms of close personal friendship for nearly ten years, was stirred by beneficent ideals of international morality and justice. Much of Alexander’s Grand Design of 1804 – a blueprint for a Europe with frontiers based on natural geographical boundaries and associating in one political unit ‘homogeneous peoples able to agree among themselves’ – was based upon memoranda drawn up by Czartoryski. Subsequently Czartoryski fell from favour, but he recovered much of his lost influence when Napoleon’s puppet Grand Duchy of Warsaw was overrun by the Tsar’s armies in 1813. Castlereagh met Czartoryski at allied headquarters in Chaumont early in March 1814 and again in Paris before he crossed to London. Some of the ideas put forward ten years previously were still in his mind, notably the establishment of a German confederation and recognition, in a public treaty, that mediation rather than war should be the natural means of settling disputes between the states. By now, however, Czartoryski saw himself above all as spokesman for the Polish cause. He was strongly committed to seeking a unified Polish kingdom under the Tsar’s sovereign protection. Neither Castlereagh nor Metternich could welcome so one-sided a solution of the Polish Question. It seemed to them ominous that Tsar Alexander broke his journey from St Petersburg to Vienna for the Congress at the Czartoryski family estate of Pulawy and talked at length to members of the Polish aristocracy.3


On Sunday 25 September 1814 Alexander made a ceremonial entry into Vienna, with Frederick William of Prussia riding by his side, as if to emphasise in the Habsburg capital the dynastic friendship between Romanovs and Hohenzollerns. The Congress was expected to open on the following Saturday, and the Tsar assumed that the peacemakers would finish their task within six weeks. Castlereagh, having reached Vienna twelve days earlier, told one of the German diplomats he would be back in London by the end of November. Metternich, who had hoped to settle some questions before Alexander and Frederick William arrived, was less optimistic. He anticipated trouble with the Tsar over Poland.


The first problems, however, were procedural. They were exploited not by Alexander or his large delegation but by the chief French plenipotentiary, Maurice de Talleyrand. There had been no grand assembly to refurbish a war-weary Europe since the Congress of Westphalia in 1648; inexperience led to doubts and confusion over precedence and representation. Metternich, as Austria’s Foreign Minister, was president of the Congress; and he had every intention of maintaining the mastery over lesser powers of the four Chaumont allies. Castlereagh, Nesselrode and Hardenberg agreed with him. Decisions of the Big Four would be presented to the other delegations; there was to be no European forum where ministers would haggle over particular territorial dispositions. Talleyrand, however, raised three objections at his first meeting with the Big Four, on the Friday after the Tsar’s arrival. Why, he asked, were the Chaumont allies meeting informally to determine the form of the settlement before the Congress opened? Why were they seeking to perpetuate a wartime anti-Napoleonic alliance, excluding Bourbon France from their counsels? And why were they imposing a new order on Europe rather than taking into partnership the lesser rulers of the smaller states? ‘The great need of Europe is to banish for all time the belief that rights depend on conquest alone and to revive the sacred principle of legitimacy from which stems order and stability’ he declared.4


These were powerful arguments. Hardenberg tried to defend the dominance of the Great Powers: ‘We cannot possibly have the affairs of all Europe settled by the Princes of Leyen and Liechtenstein’, he said, citing petty sovereigns whose armies numbered, respectively, twenty-nine and fifty-seven men at the last count. ‘We cannot have them settled by the ministers of Prussia and Russia, either’, responded Talleyrand blandly. And a casual reference to the ‘allies’ led Talleyrand to another barbed reply: ‘Let us speak frankly, gentlemen; if there are still allied powers, this is no place for me.’ And he added: ‘You would miss me.’ All this procedural wrangling effectively postponed the opening of the Congress until the beginning of November. Talleyrand succeeded in having France recognised as a Great Power while Spain, Portugal and Sweden, too, were invited to join the co-ordinating body of the Congress, the ‘Preliminary Committee of Eight’. But he achieved little for the status of the lesser rulers. Never once that winter did all 221 royal and princely delegations to Vienna meet in plenary session. Talleyrand commented sardonically on the ‘Congress that never was’, but he was not greatly troubled. As champion of legitimacy for the princes of Leyen and Liechtenstein the former Vice-Grand-Elector of Napoleon’s impromptu empire is not wholly convincing.


Metternich was justified in his fear that Alexander would prove obstinate over Poland. Russian troops garrisoned every Polish city; they were also in the towns and villages of Saxony, whose king (Frederick Augustus) had remained loyal to his Napoleonic benefactor unfashionably long, and a Russian general was already established in Dresden to act as administrator of the kingdom. It was Alexander’s intention to annex all the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, including the segments of the old Polish kingdom ceded to Prussia during the Partitions of 1792 and 1795, and he hoped to secure by negotiation with Metternich the Polish lands in Austrian Galicia. He would then proclaim a new Polish kingdom, technically independent but united to other parts of the Russian Empire through common allegiance to himself as emperor-king. Prussia would receive as compensation both the kingdom of Saxony and the Rhineland, while Metternich would be offered the Tsar’s backing if he wished to consolidate Italy as a Habsburg dependency. Nesselrode and Pozzo thought the Tsar’s Polish policy unrealistic. But Alexander was adamant: ‘I have conquered the Duchy and I have half a million men to keep it’, he told Castlereagh. ‘I will give Prussia what is due to her, but not a single village to Austria.’ Privately Castlereagh admitted that he feared the Tsar was becoming another Bonaparte.5


The Polish-Saxon Question dominated the Congress for the remaining weeks of the year and into January. It stymied the German Committee, whose members were seeking to establish a confederation acceptable alike to Austria, Prussia and some three dozen other German-speaking sovereignties. The committees on Tuscany, on Sardinia-Piedmont and Genoa, on Luxembourg and the former Duchy of Bouillon, on Switzerland, on the gradual abolition of the slave trade, on diplomatic precedence, on the free navigation of international rivers, and on the collection of population statistics, could all meet and make recommendations of lasting value. But there was no possibility of the Congress completing its work so long as the Chaumont allies were divided into a Russo-Prussian bloc and an Anglo-Austrian bloc encouraged by Talleyrand. Attempts were made, especially by Castlereagh, to win Hardenberg’s support for an Austrian compromise solution which would have given Prussia a segment of Saxony and most of the former Prussian Polish lands. Hardenberg, however, was under considerable pressure from the Prussian War Minister, Hermann von Boyen, and a group of distinguished generals who drew up plans for a lightning war against Austria in order to secure Saxony and deny Metternich any voice in the reshaping of Germany; and Frederick William himself peremptorily ordered a halt to his Chancellor’s talks with Castlereagh. Metternich was less troubled by the Prussian hotheads than by the Tsar’s insistence that he had every right to dispose of lands Russia’s armies had conquered. A discussion between the two men on 24 October became so heated that the gossips of Vienna maintained they were about to fight a duel. This, of course, was an exaggeration; but, as Talleyrand contentedly reported to his king, Alexander did ‘use language which was so violent that it would have seemed extraordinary even if addressed to one of his servants’. Metternich and Alexander subsequently declined to speak directly to each other for over four months. There was so much noisy sabre-rattling at the Congress that until Christmas outside observers spoke of general war being imminent over Poland.


Yet, in the last resort, only the Prussian officer corps was prepared to risk another winter campaign.6 Since Prussia lacked the money or the resources to put independent armies into the field the war scares of Vienna seem highly artificial. The Tsar continued to puzzle foreign diplomats and his own advisers. Nesselrode and Pozzo di Borgo were totally out of favour by the middle of November, Razumovsky handling Polish affairs and Capodistria dealing with general matters. As late as Sunday 10 December, the Tsar was scarcely on speaking terms with the Emperor Francis, his host in the Hofburg Palace. But within five days Alexander unexpectedly mellowed. On the following Thursday he invited Francis to join him in two long discussions over Poland; and the Austrians were surprised to learn that he was now willing for Frederick Augustus to retain much of Saxony. He also agreed that Cracow, the earliest cultural centre of the Polish nation, should become a free and neutral city. There followed a strange episode, the significance of which has sometimes been exaggerated. On 3 January 1815 the French, British and Austrians concluded a secret defensive alliance, nominally intended to provide for joint action against Russia and Prussia. Talleyrand made much of his diplomatic success when writing to Louis XVIII – ‘Sire, the coalition is dissolved for ever, and France is no longer isolated in Europe’ – but, in reality, the treaty was a bluff to call a bluff. Within two days Alexander mentioned to Castlereagh that he was surprised to hear reports of a secret treaty between his former allies and the French, but he continued to seek agreement over Poland and Saxony, and this time he took care to curb the Prussians, too. The worst disputes were over. By the third week in February it was accepted that Prussia would take two-fifths of the former Saxon kingdom and would recover Poznania; Austria would retain Galicia and recover Tarnopol; Cracow would become a free city; and the rest of Poland would form Alexander’s kingdom, ‘Congress Poland’, as it was known for the next half-century. On paper, at least, Czartoryski and Polish nationalism had scored a victory.


Alexander appeared content with his success. The Russians raised few objections to the Austrian policy of strengthening Habsburg control of Italy by defensive treaties and dynastic links. Alexander accepted the boundaries of the British-sponsored united Kingdom of the Netherlands, especially as Castlereagh agreed to settle debts incurred by the Dutch to the Russians out of British funds. He was gratified that Finland, which Russia seized from Sweden with Napoleon’s blessing, was recognised as a Russian Grand Duchy and he therefore supported the new territorial arrangements in the Baltic, by which Sweden received compensation through union with Norway. Over German affairs the Tsar personally showed some support for Württemberg in resisting Austro-Prussian domination of the proposed federal diet: his favourite sister, the Grand Duchess Catherine, was about to marry the King of Württemberg’s heir. Metternich was afraid Alexander’s apparent reasonableness was a sign he was about to interest himself once more in the Eastern Question. Gentz, Metternich’s confidant and Secretary-General of the Congress, maintained that Russian expansion southwards was ultimately a greater threat to the Austrian Empire than Czartoryski’s Polish designs. He argued that Russian infiltration into Wallachia and Moldavia (then Turkish provinces but now the heart of Romania) would give the Tsar a stranglehold on the Danube; and he feared that Russian backing for Balkan nationalism – whether Romanian, Serb, or Greek – would bring close the disintegration of Turkey and thus threaten any multinational empire. ‘The end of the Turkish monarchy could be survived by the Austrian for only a short time’, Gentz wrote prophetically. Metternich, a Rhinelander in heart and soul, accepted the logic of Gentz’s arguments but – at least in 1815 – hoped that the Eastern Question, if ignored, might never be posed. The immediate danger seemed, in Metternich’s eyes, to come from the Tsar’s abandonment of Nesselrode and Pozzo and his obvious preference for the Corfiote, Capodistria. Here, Metternich sensed, was an adversary of character and integrity.


The Austrians, though not Metternich personally, first encountered Capodistria when he was serving at the Russian embassy in 1810, three years after the French seized the Ionian Islands, which had been a Russian protectorate since 1802. He was a man of moderate liberal views, entrusted by the Tsar with a special mission to Switzerland in 1813–14 because of his allegedly republican opinions and later honoured with citizenship both in Geneva and Lausanne. Throughout the Congress the Viennese police spies kept him under close surveillance. They found nothing to his detriment, apart from a lack of sympathy with the lavish entertainments which were already winning for the Congress a frivolous disrepute it has never entirely lost. ‘The same levity has been adopted everywhere by everyone’, he was overheard to say early in January 1815. ‘The most important business, the affairs of the whole world, are treated as one would treat amusing diversions – by whim, and by fits and starts.’7 He had a clear idea of Alexander’s mission, seeing him as protector of the Orthodox Greeks within the Turkish Empire, around the Black Sea and in the Aegean and, of course, in the seven Ionian Islands. Yet, though Capodistria unquestionably stood high in the Tsar’s favour, he could not greatly influence Alexander’s immediate policy at Vienna. The Russian frontier in the south-west remained along the River Pruth, the Congress confirming Alexander’s possession of Bessarabia, and there were no incursions into the Turkish Balkans. Alexander even acquiesced in the establishment of a British protectorate over Corfu and the Ionian Islands, for he realised that neither Britain nor Austria was prepared to see a Russian fleet, with a Russian naval base, in the southern Adriatic. Capodistria consoled himself with the conviction that his native island was better under a comparatively liberal British protectorate than under Metternich. Meanwhile he sought to bind the Tsar to the enlightened ideal of brotherhood between the nations and a just government based on respect for law. At Vienna he was the most visionary of all the peacemakers.


Capodistria unquestionably contributed to the Tsar’s change of mood in December 1814 – not, however, by turning Alexander’s attention to the Balkans but by encouraging him once more to find inspiration in the scriptures. For Capodistria was a close friend of the Tsar’s private secretary, Alexander Stourdza, and wished to marry his sister, Roxane, who was at the Congress as lady-in-waiting to the Tsar’s consort, the Empress Elizabeth. By religious faith the Stourdzas, a family of Greek origin, were both Orthodox and pietistic. Roxane had already held several talks with the Tsar on spiritual matters before coming to Vienna. These conversations were resumed, with the encouragement of her brother and his friends, in the privacy of the Hofburg Palace during December 1814. They acquired particular significance because Roxane passed on to the Tsar exhortations from the Latvian-born prophetess Julie von Krüdener, whose writings Alexander had hitherto ignored. It was gratifying for the Tsar to learn that this strange evangelical, who was then in Germany, recognised in him a ‘soul upon whom the Lord has conferred a much greater power than the World perceives’. Her religious enthusiasm was reflected in an official note, drafted by Capodistria for Alexander on the last day of the year 1814. It called on the sovereigns of Europe to purify their maxims of government and guarantee harmony among the peoples providentially entrusted to them by basing the political order on unchanging Christian principles common to all mankind. The note aroused little comment at the time, for it seemed no more than a pious, and slightly incomprehensible, New Year message. But the New Year was 1815; and before it had run its course the Tsar’s sentiments were to appear magnified many times over as a solemn pledge in a Holy Alliance.8


By early February such steady progress was being made at the Congress that Castlereagh decided to return to London and explain his policy to the House of Commons. His responsibilities as first plenipotentiary were entrusted to Field-Marshal the Duke of Wellington, late victor of Salamanca and Vitoria and present ambassador in Paris. Wellington, it was felt, would press forward resolutely and without subterfuge. He had with him a larger staff of Foreign Office clerks than had ever before left the country as well as two of his former generals from the peninsula, Cathcart and Stewart. At times Wellington’s patience was severely taxed by inconclusive sessions with his colleagues in overheated rooms but he was able to strike some order into the committee work, taking a particular interest in the (successful) attempts made to condemn the slave trade as an undertaking unworthy of a Christian state. Talleyrand later recalled the duke’s gifts as a diplomat, praising his ‘watchfulness, prudence and experience of human nature’. These qualities, together with his habit of incisive command, were certainly needed in the second week of March. News reached Vienna on 7 March, taking eight days to come from both Genoa and Florence, that Napoleon had escaped from Elba. Had Wellington been a less resolute plenipotentiary the allied response might well have been embarrassingly delayed, for even the swiftest King’s Messengers could not convey questions of policy and fresh instructions between Vienna and London in less than three weeks. As it is, the old allies were united once more in a matter of days, Alexander and Metternich were on speaking terms, ‘Napoleon Bonaparte’ was proclaimed an outlaw and decisions were taken on raising an army and on paying for yet another war. The Tsar offered to serve as allied commander, even though the main Russian army was in Poland and could not be ready for service on the frontiers of France until midsummer. He was persuaded to remain in Vienna and approved the selection of Wellington to command the vanguard of allied armies in Flanders. Alexander admired the duke more than any other Englishman and, in a grand gesture of farewell on 29 March, he commended him ‘to save the World again’. Six days later Wellington reached Brussels. So, too, did coin and bullion for his army, dispatched by Nathan Rothschild in London with the backing of Solomon Rothschild, who was in Vienna for the Congress. It was a significant development in the conduct of world affairs: a family banking house had broken free from the ghetto of state frontiers to finance an improvised army in the field.9


There was something remote and academic about the last months of the Vienna Congress. The Tsar proposed that a series of separate treaties should be concluded, each settling the affairs of a particular region, but Castlereagh instructed the Earl of Clancarty (Wellington’s successor as plenipotentiary) to insist on a comprehensive document, a treaty embodying all the decisions of the Congress. Metternich agreed with Castlereagh, and a separate committee prepared the text of the treaty, under the masterly direction of Friedrich von Gentz. Gradually the sovereigns left the peacemaking so as to wage the newest war. Nesselrode, Hardenberg, Talleyrand and Metternich stayed on, occasionally enjoying a hand of whist, while specially recruited clerks were copying out enough versions of the treaty to satisfy all the smaller delegations. The plenipotentiaries of Austria, France, Britain, Portugal, Prussia, Russia and Sweden signed the ‘Final Act’ of the Congress in the state rooms of Metternich’s chancellery on 9 June and the representatives of the smaller powers ten days later. By then, however, Europe had lost interest in the Congress. On 18 June Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo by a combined British and Dutch-Belgian army under Wellington and by the Prussians under Marshal Blücher. On this momentous day the ‘Christian Conqueror’ of the previous year was still at Heidelberg, with the advanced Russian army corps; and Heidelberg was nearly 300 miles from the field of battle. That incorrigible Bonaparte-baiter, Pozzo di Borgo, was the only ‘Russian’ general at Waterloo. He had attached himself to Wellington’s staff as personal commissioner of the Tsar.10


The political and military balance, so much in Alexander’s favour a year before, was now tilted against Russia. The Austrians were the chief beneficiaries from the Vienna Settlement. They enjoyed primacy in the new German Confederation and mastery over Italy. Istria and the Dalmatian coast became Habsburg appendages while provinces which had been lost during the Napoleonic transmutations were recovered and enlarged. The Austrian Empire, created only in 1804, was given status and responsibility as Europe’s shock-absorber, a protective device against France, against Russia and against what Gentz was to call ‘the restlessness of the masses and the disorders of our time’. Britain consolidated the settlement of May 1814; Castlereagh, as he told the Commons, was satisfied ‘to have established effectual provision for the general security’ at the Congress. Frederick William, although not his generals, was pleased with Prussia’s acquisitions: a firm footing on the Rhine and in Westphalia, Saxon lands rich in untapped resources, a strengthened position on the Baltic coast and in Poznania, and the opportunity to challenge Austria within the new Confederation. By contrast, Russia seemed to receive scant compensation for the privations of 1812–13: the creation of ‘Congress Poland’, and recognition that two earlier conquests (Finland and Bessarabia) might remain within the Tsar’s empire. Even Alexander’s hope of sanctifying the peace treaty with an affirmation of Christian principles had come to nothing; although the plenipotentiaries did at least sign the ‘Final Act’ at Vienna ‘in the name of the Holy and Indivisible Trinity’.


Alexander left Heidelberg for Paris with a small escort of Cossacks a week after Waterloo. It took him fifteen days to complete the journey across the Saarland, Lorraine and Champagne, apparently because of the risk of attack from fanatics still loyal to the fallen emperor. By the evening of 10 July, when Alexander arrived at the Élysée Palace, the Duke of Wellington was in residence, British troops in the Bois de Boulogne, the Prussians out at St-Cloud and Louis XVIII re-restored at the Tuileries. Everyone, from Foreign Ministers to political courtesans, seemed to have adjourned to Paris from Vienna, or come across from London. Even Lady Castlereagh had arrived with her husband on 6 July, her niece’s diary describing their new residence, ‘a fine Hotel, splendidly furnished and charmingly situated, with a garden opening on the Champs-Élysées’; it had lately been the home of Napoleon’s favourite sister, Pauline, and was about to become – and remain – the British embassy. Talks began on the latest settlement with France two days after the Tsar’s arrival, not five weeks after the treaty was signed in Vienna, and less than fourteen months after the first Treaty of Paris. It is hardly surprising if, in their surviving letters and diaries, statesmen and diplomats alike seem peace-weary.11


The moves on the diplomatic chessboard were familiar, but the value of the pieces had subtly changed. The Prussians were no longer pawns. Victory at Waterloo placed the generals in the ascendant. They demanded a punitive peace, changes in France’s frontiers intended to dissuade the French from ever again shifting allegiance to an emperor on horseback. The Dutch and the Bavarians, too, wanted frontier concessions. Metternich and Castlereagh were strongly opposed to a vindictive peace for fear of encouraging a spirit of revenge. Even the pliable Talleyrand was adamant in refusing to part with any more of France’s ‘sacred soil’, and there was little prospect of a settled period of government under Louis XVIII if his reign marked its newest start with a wholesale surrender of land. Alexander, too, opposed Prussia’s demands. He was excessively irritated by the behaviour of Blücher and alarmed by the influence of the Prussian War Minister, Boy en. The Prussian show of independence made him assess, with mounting scepticism, the value of the Hohenzollern–Romanov entente. Yet if he could not rely on Prussia as a partner, where could he turn? Nesselrode, as ever, championed Metternich’s Austria. Momentarily, Alexander himself seems to have favoured closer contact with wealthy Britain; to Castlereagh’s private dismay, he considered making another journey across the Channel in order to make himself agreeable in London. But, quite apart from the personal hostility towards the Tsar at Westminster and Carlton House, there was a latent conflict of interests between Britain and Russia in the Eastern Question and resentment among many Russians of Britain’s worldwide naval power and ruthless competitiveness in expanding commerce. The most natural alliance for Russia was one that straddled Europe and kept watch on the greatest number of Britain’s trade routes: Pozzo di Borgo and Capodistria, both men from the Mediterranean, therefore pressed Alexander to seek a new understanding with Bourbon France; and during the late summer and autumn of 1815 the Tsar gave them free rein. Capodistria was prepared to dispute every exaggerated Prussian claim while insisting to his allies that they think in terms of a durable peace rather than of vengeance. More than any other diplomat, he saved France from humiliation.


Alexander took no direct part in the negotiations. Exactly a fortnight before Waterloo, while resting on a Sunday night at Heilbronn in Westphalia, the Tsar was unexpectedly visited by Julie von Krüdener, the prophetess whose messages brought him spiritual comfort in those meetings with the Stourdzas six months previously. ‘She spoke to me with words of hope and consolation, as though able to read my very soul’, the Tsar later told Roxane Stourdza. For three months Alexander remained spiritually dependent on Baroness von Krüdener, who followed him to Heidelberg and to Paris. His mind, as Castlereagh told Liverpool, took on ‘a deeply religious tinge’. He showed as little interest in Parisian social life as in the give and take of conference diplomacy that summer. Julie von Krüdener was housed in Marshal Berthier’s former home, number 35 Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, now also part of the British embassy. The house had the advantage of a garden gate which gave secret access to the Élysée Palace where Alexander was in residence. Baroness Julie’s journal records many visits from the Tsar. Generally they talked of religion, of churches, faiths and the Bible. Occasionally, however, he mentioned politics and, in particular, the pressure of Prussia and the other German states on defeated France. She enjoyed, as Castlereagh reported, ‘a considerable reputation amongst the few highflyers in religion’, and her salon was rarely empty in the evenings. Yet, though people knew she was Alexander’s pocket prophetess, only once did she appear beside him in a public ceremony. On 11 September, the Feast of St Alexander Nevsky, she was with him as 120,000 Russian soldiers knelt before seven altars in the natural amphitheatre of the Plain of Vertus so as to share with their Tsar the eucharistic liturgy which he offered to his patron and protector. Foreigners watching this great act of worship – sovereigns, generals and ministers – were deeply impressed but also disturbed by its significance, for military might backed with apocalyptic symbolism made an awesome spectacle. But Alexander himself retained a serene humility. That evening he wrote a letter to Baroness Julie: ‘This day has been the most beautiful in all my life’, he declared. ‘My heart was filled with love for my enemies.’12


Less than a week after returning to Paris from the Plain of Vertus the Tsar presented his brother sovereigns with his draft proposals for a pledge by peoples and governments that order among the nations should be based upon ‘the precepts of Justice, Christian Charity and Peace’. Contemporary statesmen, trying at that moment to prepare a precise and definitive peace treaty with France, regarded Alexander’s project with mingled embarrassment, irritation and derision. There was nothing new in seeking a general code of principles, and Castlereagh had been seeking some form of guarantee for Europe’s frontiers for over a year, but the Tsar’s romantic mysticism was at variance with all the conventions of diplomatic practice. The ‘Holy Alliance’, as his project was called, became associated in men’s minds with the ceremony in the Plain of Vertus and with Julie von Krüdener. Alexander Stourdza insisted that the original draft of the Alliance was in the Tsar’s hand which he, as secretary, had duly copied for the use of the other sovereigns and plenipotentiaries. He denied that Baroness Julie had any direct influence, even though he was himself a frequent visitor to number 35 Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré and went to see the baroness there, on the Tsar’s behalf, the day before the drafts were handed to Emperor Francis and King Frederick William. It is true that the Tsar’s theocratic idealism owed more to the Badenese Jung Stilling (whom Alexander met in 1814) and to the Catholic pamphleteer Franz von Baader than to the confused emotions of Julie von Krüdener, but it is probable that the imaginative phrase ‘Holy Alliance’ was suggested by her and, of course, her presence in Paris intensified Alexander’s spiritual introspection. The Tsar’s proposals were received with thinly disguised scepticism and Metternich at once began to revise the draft, erasing phrases which suggested contrition. He made, too, one important modification: the Tsar had suggested that there was a universal brotherhood between subjects as well as between rulers; but Metternich’s implied contract was between sovereigns and not peoples. The final version of the Holy Alliance was essentially a conservative statement of the need for orderly government and for solidarity among Christian monarchs faced by the twin dangers of war and revolution. To the general surprise of the other diplomats at Paris, the Tsar accepted Metternich’s revision. Alexander, Francis and Frederick William signed the Holy Alliance in Paris on 26 September. It was subsequently signed by every Christian monarch in Europe except the Pope and the Prince Regent of Great Britain, for whose abstention Castlereagh found good reason in the mysteries of the British constitution.13


Alexander left Paris as soon as the Holy Alliance was concluded. It was a quiet exit from a stage he had ceased to dominate. Nesselrode and Capodistria were left to complete the negotiations while Pozzo di Borgo became Russian ambassador to France, a post he held continuously from 1815 to 1835. Alexander was in Warsaw, determining how far ‘Congress Poland’ might revive the traditions of the former independent kingdom, when the second Treaty of Paris was at last signed on 20 November and he showed little immediate interest in its terms. France lost the Saar valley to Prussia, two fortresses to the Netherlands and small areas along the frontier to Bavaria, Sardinia-Piedmont and Switzerland. Against the wishes of Capodistria and his master, the French had to accept allied occupation of seventeen fortresses in northern France, Alsace and Lorraine for at least three years and pay a war indemnity of 700 million francs. It was a harsher peace than its predecessor, but it still left many Prussians disappointed with its terms.


The second Treaty of Paris was not the only international accord concluded that day. Before his departure from Paris the Tsar had shown interest in proposals made by Castlereagh for periodic conferences between the allies. Alexander thought that representatives of the Chaumont allies and France should meet at fixed intervals and discuss common problems. Castlereagh had a broader concept of the new demands of international diplomacy. He wished to continue round table diplomacy, for even the frustrations of the past year had not destroyed his belief in the merits of personal contact when governments needed compromise and reconciliation; but he did not believe Restoration France was as yet sufficiently stable to take part in the counsels of the Great Powers. The inter-allied treaty of 20 November 1815 accordingly differed considerably from the arrangement favoured by the Tsar: it was a quadruple and not a quintuple alliance; Austria, Great Britain, Prussia and Russia were pledged to collective action should France challenge the new frontiers, bring back a Bonaparte to the throne, or succumb to revolution; and it was agreed that the sovereigns or ministers of the four Great Powers should meet from time to time to discuss the general problems of Europe, not merely the well-being of the Alliance. This sixth article of the treaty, added almost as an afterthought and never discussed by the Cabinet in London, created the much-misunderstood Congress System of the years from 1818 to 1825. Castlereagh, patient and unobtrusive through nineteen weeks of negotiation, had scored a diplomatic success as remarkable as in the previous summer.


The last word that year lay, however, with the Tsar, who arrived back in St Petersburg on 14 December. So far the Holy Alliance was a secret bond, known only to the sovereigns who signed it and their chief ministers. But, as a gesture of peace and goodwill, the Tsar published the full declaration of the Holy Alliance for the Russian Orthodox Christmas. Throughout his empire the higher clergy read its ‘sacred precepts’ to their congregations clause by clause.14 Yet the text they used was not the revised version of Metternich, with its implied contract of government between sovereigns, but the original draft in Alexander’s own hand emphasising the Christian bonds which unite subjects as well as rulers. Thus, even when seeking a moral sanction for the authority of the Great Powers, the Tsar’s Russia was of Europe, but outside it. This combination of familiarity and divergence continued to confound the Chancelleries throughout the century.
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3 Congress Diplomacy, 1816–22





The first reports of the Tsar’s pronouncement appeared in the Press in Germany, France and Britain early in February 1816 and aroused widespread comment. A new parliamentary session was about to open at Westminster, giving the House of Commons an opportunity to debate the peace settlement and to express doubts about ‘the Emperor of Russia’s treaty’. The Whig opposition disliked the support given to the Bourbons and other ‘legitimate’ dynasties and were opposed to the stationing of a British army in France. Henry Brougham saw in the Tsar’s treaty an autocratic conspiracy against political liberty and Sir Samuel Romilly gloomily predicted a future Russian, Prussian and Austrian ‘combination against England’. Whig opinion favoured ‘insulation’, a vague but fashionable concept which implied withdrawal from any European states’ system behind the protective shield of the Royal Navy. There was a feeling that Castlereagh had played into the hands of the allied monarchs, who had come together only when faced by an external danger to their system. Conference diplomacy seemed, by its very nature, repressive and illiberal, a criticism which passed into the legends of historical writing for over a century.


Castlereagh defended both the peace settlement and the new style of diplomacy. On 19 February he told the House that the gravity of the threat from Bonaparte in 1814 and 1815 ‘would have shivered the confederacy to atoms’ had not the sovereigns been present and prepared to meet, with the allied ministers and generals, around the conference table. He also commended Alexander’s idealism in promoting the Holy Alliance. ‘If the Emperor of Russia chooses to found his glory on such a basis’, he replied to Brougham, ‘posterity will do justice to the noble determination. Having already done so much for mankind by his arms, to what better purpose could he apply this great influence in the councils of the sovereigns of Europe than to secure for it a lasting and beneficial peace?’1 The Prince Regent could not himself accede to ‘the Emperor of Russia’s treaty’, but his government appreciated the nobility of the Tsar’s desire to appear as peacemaker and mediator.


Alexander was much moved by Castlereagh’s words. In a personal letter to the Foreign Secretary he suggested that Russia and Britain should take the lead in ‘bringing about in common … the reduction of armed forces of all kinds’ so as to safeguard peace and remove a ‘heavy burden’ from Europe’s peoples. This approach from the Tsar almost coincided in time with the foundation by his British Quaker friends of the Society for the Promotion of Permanent and Universal Peace, and there is no reason to doubt Alexander’s sincerity in putting forward a proposal of this kind. The horrors of the battlefield had produced a revulsion against warfare among many young veterans; Lord Aberdeen, for example, was long haunted by his ride beside Metternich across the field of Leipzig in October 1813. But Castlereagh, who was forever steeling his natural sensitivity, was puzzled by Alexander’s letter. However much he might publicly praise the Tsar’s good intentions, he was at heart uneasy about Russian policy. ‘The Emperor of Russia’, he wrote to the ambassador in St Petersburg, ‘likes an army, as he likes influence in Europe’: why, Castlereagh wondered, did Russia’s soldiery remain on a war footing even though there had been cuts in the size of the British, Austrian and Prussian contingents on active service? Moreover, by using the phrase ‘armed forces of all kinds’ the Tsar was presumably hoping to see naval vessels laid up and seamen paid off.2 Nothing would induce any statesman, Tory or Whig, to accept restraint on Britannia’s sovereignty as ruler of the waves. Politely but firmly Castlereagh brushed aside Alexander’s proposal.
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