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PREFACE





Francis Joseph, who was born in the summer of 1830, ruled Austria and much of central Europe from December 1848 until his death in November 1916. Had he lived eleven days more, he would have been on the throne for sixty-eight years. No other emperor, empress, king or queen exercised full sovereignty for so long; for, though Louis XIV was titular King of France for seventy-two years, he remained under the regency of his mother during the first eight of them and left the management of affairs to his ministers for the next eight. Francis Joseph, on the other hand, began to mould his form of paternalistic autocracy at the age of eighteen, and he was still looking for ways to sustain his inheritance when he entered his eighties.


Longevity gave the Emperor links between a remote past and a puzzling future. He received his baptism of fire in 1848 under the command of Radetzky, who had fought in Ottoman Serbia before the French Revolution transformed the nature of warfare: he lived long enough to try to comprehend the talk of army pilots standing beside their flying machines at Wiener Neustadt. In an early portrait Francis Joseph perches happily on the lap of his first cousin the Duke of Reichstadt, son of the great Napoleon: in a late photograph he has at his knee the infant Archduke Otto, who was to sit in the European Parliament as the Iron Curtain rusted away and whose many years as head of the House of Habsburg have exceeded even the span of his great-great-uncle, the subject of this biography.


But there is far more of interest in Francis Joseph’s life than the sheer passage of time. He was brought to the throne by army leaders anxious to sustain the monarchy at the end of a year of revolution and he never forgot the circumstances of his accession. Yet politically he was no obscurantist. At the height of his reign he showed greater foresight than almost all his ministers and generals. An overwhelming sense of dynastic responsibility made him a cautious reformer who was surprised by new ideas, but he was willing to think them over and use them if he did not see them as a threat to the well-being of the multinational community over which he presided. He was not the remote, cardboard cut-out figure of historical legend, a humourless bureaucrat able to endure personal tragedies because he lacked the human warmth to feel their impact deeply. Nor was his intelligence so limited as some writers insist; for, while he rejected pretentious intellectualism with brusque common-sense honesty, he took pains to master several languages and to perfect an astonishingly detailed memory.


Shyness and inhibition made him publicly aloof, and only gradually – long after his death – has the publication of letters and diaries confirmed the agreeable simplicity of his inner character. Like Queen Victoria, he was a compulsive writer of letters but, in contrast to her (and her grandson in Berlin) he never became a natural correspondent, with a spontaneous style in which the ink brims over with underlining. Rather he was a chronicler, choosing to narrate what he saw and did each day in long accounts to the three women who were closest to him: his mother, Archduchess Sophie, who died in 1872; his wife and first cousin, the Empress Elizabeth, who was assassinated in 1898; and the actresss, Katharina Schratt, whose intimate companionship for over thirty years he valued too dearly to cheapen by a physical relationship. It has been a pleasure, in writing this biography, to read the printed editions of these letters, and I feel a deep sense of gratitude to their editors: Franz Schnürer, Georg Nostitz-Reineck, Jean de Bourgoing and Brigitte Hamann. Count Egon Caesar Corti made the first detailed studies of the Emperor-King and his family, using sources which in some cases were lost during the Second World War, and no one can attempt an assessment of Francis Joseph’s qualities without quarrying into Count Corti’s pioneer works. While writing this biography I was deeply conscious, too, of how much my interest was stimulated many years ago by the late Dr C. A. Macartney, with whom I once had the privilege of collaborating on a preliminary study of independent Eastern Europe.


Long ago I realized that in histories of central Europe the rendering of proper names poses problems for English readers and leaves an author liable to accusations of bias favouring one or other nationality of the region. In this book I have, in general, followed the principle of using the familiar, modern form of a place name, readily identifiable in today’s atlases, even though it may be anachronistic to write of ‘Bratislava’ or ‘Ljubljana’ etc. during the earlier part of Francis Joseph’s reign. Readers will find alternative place names given in an appendix. Dynastic names are anglicized, thus ‘Francis’ for ‘Franz’ and ‘Charles’ for ‘Karl’, but I have retained the name ‘Ludwig’, as I do not think the English equivalent ‘Lewis’ would be readily recognizable when applied, for example, to the eccentric rulers of Bavaria. Somewhat illogically, I refer to Francis Joseph’s soldier cousin as ‘Archduke Albrecht’, partly to distinguish him from other princely Alberts – but also, I suspect, from force of habit, after passing the Archduke Albrecht Monument on the Augustinerbastei so many times.


I wish to acknowledge the gracious permission of Dr Otto von Habsburg to make use of material from his family archives in Vienna, and especially for allowing me access to the journals of Archduchess Sophie. I would like also to express my gratitude to the General Director of the Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv and his staff – notably Dr Elisabeth Springer – for their patient advice during my visits to the Minoritenplatz. There are others, too, in Austria to whom I am indebted for kind assistance, though unfortunately I do not know their names. I remember, with particular thanks, the lay sister at Mayerling who drew my attention to the fresco above the high altar.


In England, I feel a particular debt to Lord Weidenfeld for suggesting, in an inspirational flash, that I should write a life of the Emperor Francis Joseph, a task which has given me much pleasure. Good fortune brought me the editorial aid of Christopher Falkus, a friend with long experience of historical biography. I am grateful to him, to Catherine Lightfoot, editorial co-ordinator at Orion House, and to John Mclaughlin and Charlotte Bruton for their wise counsel. The staffs of the Bodleian Library and the London Library have once again offered me ready help, much appreciated. Since my wife, Veronica, accompanied me on more than a dozen trips to the former Habsburg lands, she has been able to give me advice, chapter by chapter. She also undertook the formidable task of indexing the book at a time of considerable difficulty for her. Even so, these instances of practical help constitute only a small part of the support she has given to me during this absorbing enterprise. My greatest debt remains, as ever, to her.


For more than twenty years we have enjoyed the friendship and frequent hospitality of a Hungarian family, in four generations. Their companionship, in person or by letter, has warmly enriched our experience and broadened our understanding of central Europe, past and present. Sadly, the head of that family, László Szőke Snr., a doctor who served devotedly the young people of the Hatvan district, died prematurely four years ago. In dedicating this book to his widow Anna, and to his sons, László and Győrgy, and their wives, I wish also to honour his memory.


 


Alan Palmer


Woodstock, July 1994



















Chapter 1


SCHÖNBRUNN, 1830





The summer residence of the Habsburgs lies barely three miles from the centre of Vienna. Like Versailles, Schönbrunn was originally a hunting lodge; it was converted into a palace by the Empress Maria Theresa, to whose achievements it offers a finer memorial than any sculptured statue in a city square. Yet unlike Versailles, which the greatest of revolutions had left forlorn and neglected, Schönbrunn remained the home of a reigning dynasty. It was, of course, more modern than Louis XIV’s prototype; and, in an odd way, it was more elegantly easy-going and self-assured, despite over fourteen hundred rooms and a long facade stretching for an eighth of a mile towards the slopes of the Wienerwald. No steep angled chapel roof buttresses Schönbrunn into oppressive grandeur, as at Versailles, for Maria Theresa’s feeling for natural spaciousness ensured that the palace would always look subordinate to the landscaped parkland behind it. In August 1830, fifty years after Maria Theresa’s death, the ochre stonework was still new enough to glow with pristine splendour in the sunshine. At sixty-two the reigning emperor, Francis I, could remember how on sunny days in her last years his grandmother would sit beneath the open arcade of the palace, facing the clipped hedge-shaded walks which led to the newly completed colonnade of the Gloriette. A box holding state papers was strapped to her chest so as to form a portable desk, and to them she would turn conscientiously, oblivious of the bustle around her. It was rarely quiet at the palace which the most businesslike of empresses had created.


All that, however, was by now more than half a century ago. Recent history associated Schönbrunn in name with a foreign conqueror rather than with Maria Theresa. For on three occasions – before and after Austerlitz, and following his hard-won victory at Wagram – Napoleon I made the palace his headquarters. Ironically, it was in one of Maria Theresa’s exquisite salons that an Austrian plenipotentiary was forced to sign the peace treaty of 1809, which cost her grandson more thalers than his treasury could afford, lost him three and a half million subjects, and forced what remained of the Habsburg Empire into dependence upon France. That humiliating episode passed swiftly, and within six months Emperor Francis’s daughter, Marie Louise, became Napoleon’s second wife; but the defeat at French hands left scars which the reversal of Habsburg fortunes in the campaigns of 1813–14 never healed. For two generations men and women who remembered the shock of occupation dominated Viennese society, with the poet and dramatist Franz Grillparzer outstanding among them. The public figures of the war years survived the return of peace. In 1830 Emperor Francis was still on the throne; and Metternich, the Rhinelander whom Francis appointed foreign minister while the French were in Schönbrunn, was still Chancellor of his empire.


There were other reminders of the occupation, too. Gilded French eagles, mounted on Napoleon’s orders above the pyramidical columns of Maria Theresa’s time, continued to overlook the palace courtyard (as they do today). Since both empires made proud use of eagle symbolism, it was tempting to leave them in place even if, in heraldic ornithology, the Aquila Bonaparta has a single head while the Habsburg species boasts two. More romantically evocative than gilt symbols was the Eaglet himself. For l’Aiglon – ‘the Son of the Man’ and Marie Louise – had his home at Schönbrunn, although for much of that summer he was at Baden. The boy, who upon his birth in 1811 was proclaimed King of Rome, had been parted from his father before his third birthday and educated as a Habsburg ‘Serene Highness’. His baptismal name was dropped in favour of ‘Franzl’, the German diminutive of his second name, and at the age of seven he was created Duke of Reichstadt. Though Emperor Francis petted this first-born grandson, enjoying long walks and talks through the parkland of Schönbrunn, Franzl’s status was anomalous. Occasionally, he seemed placed on a pedestal; when in 1826 the Viennese artist Leopold Fertbauer was commissioned to paint ‘Emperor Francis and his Family’, the fifteen year old Reichstadt was placed at the centre of the group, between his grandfather and Marie Louise, so that the eye at once focuses on him. In Court precedence, he ranked immediately after the Habsburg archdukes. But Reichstadt’s origins continued to worry Chancellor Metternich, who made certain that his secret police kept the intelligent young man insulated from Bonapartism and its agents. Not surprisingly, Reichstadt was eager to shake off Court restraint. If he could not return to France as Napoleon II, he hoped to serve in his grandfather’s army. Although Franzl was delicate, he was promised a colonelcy in the foot guards at the age of twenty.


Yet, however generous the Emperor’s sympathy with a half-Bonaparte might be, he was preoccupied with the immediate prospects of his own dynasty. For although fifty-two Habsburg archdukes and archduchesses had been born in the past hundred years, the future succession remained in doubt. Francis had married four times and fathered thirteen children, but only two sons and five daughters survived infancy; all were the offspring of his second wife, Maria Theresa of Bourbon-Naples, who was doubly a first cousin. Such inbreeding had disastrous genetic consequences. Francis’s heir, Crown Prince Ferdinand, was a good and amiable simpleton and an epileptic, with no inclination to marry. The Emperor’s other surviving son, Archduke Francis Charles, was a kindly nonentity, slightly brighter in intellect than his brother but dominated by his wife, Archduchess Sophie, who was a daughter of King Maximilian I, head of the Wittelsbach dynasty and the first sovereign King of Bavaria. If anyone could give the dynasty a new lease of life, it was Archduchess Sophie, as all Vienna recognized. She, too, is prominent in Fertbauer’s group canvas, almost edging out her sister-in-law, poor Marie Louise; and in these sultry August days of 1830 Sophie’s well-being was Emperor Francis’s chief concern.


Over the centuries Habsburg and Wittelsbach had frequently intermarried. Indeed, the reigning Empress-consort – Francis’s fourth wife, Caroline Augusta – was Sophie’s half-sister. Officially the Church frowned on such a relationship, but between Francis Charles and Sophie there was no close consanguinity, and their wedding in Vienna in November 1824 was welcomed as yet another affirmation of the links between the two principal German Catholic dynasties. Disappointment followed; for in her first five years of married life the Archduchess suffered a succession of miscarriages: would she prove barren, like her half-sister? But when, early in 1830, pregnancy was confirmed, the Archduchess – who was still only twenty-five in that January – began writing back to her mother in Munich with calm confidence. Before the end of the month she was even prepared to give Monday, 16 August, as her child’s probable birthday.


Sophie was reluctant to abandon her social life. But fate was against her. There was little gaiety in Vienna that winter: a bitter February, with the Danube frozen, gave way to a thaw on the last night of the month and unprecedented flooding, with loss of life in the low-lying suburbs, on the eve of Fasching, the pre-Lenten carnival. Briefly, after Easter, Sophie was able to go to the theatre and opera, but at the end of April the Emperor’s doctors clamped down on her movements. Despite particularly pleasant weather, for the next fourteen weeks she was expected to remain at Schönbrunn, walking gently in the gardens, with no exciting distractions permitted. To climb the sloping path up to the Gloriette colonnade, 150 feet above the parterre, was inadvisable. The Archduchess may, too, have avoided the western side of the park, near the zoological gardens; for a tale, which Sophie’s letters show troubled her over several years, maintained that her husband’s youngest sister Archduchess Marianna – only seven months older than Sophie – owed the hideous disfigurement of her face and her virtual imbecility to a pre-natal incident when her mother was startled by an escaped orang-utang while walking in the gardens. In 1830 Archduchess Marianna was still living at Schönbrunn, a rarely seen presence secluded in the labyrinth of smaller rooms.


The Emperor’s concern for his daughter-in-law’s health is understandable. His fear of madness, deformity or epilepsy increased as her time of confinement drew nearer. Most of her days were spent in the pleasantest wing of the palace, her bedroom on the first floor of the east terrace looking directly out across the main courtyard. Yet if Sophie hoped for privacy she was disappointed. Even the relatively human task of getting born could not pass without ritual observance; and by mid-August the pregnant Archduchess was the light around whom the planetary Habsburg Court revolved. On the Monday afternoon – 16 August, as Sophie predicted – her child’s birth seemed imminent. The principal midwife told Archduke Francis Charles he would be a father that evening; the Archduke duly informed the Emperor in Vienna; and Francis at once left for Schönbrunn. The palace became a hive of activity, with bustle and confusion everywhere. Prayers for the mother’s safe delivery were offered up in the chapel; but still the Archduchess was not in labour. Members of the family hurried to the bedroom; Court officials and well-wishers from high society waited in crowded antechambers, an initial noisy excitement giving way to a no less noisy impatience. Many were still there twenty-four hours later, by which time the midwives had wisely decided against giving any more forecasts. In the chapel, votive candles were lit once again.


By Tuesday the Emperor was so nervously restless that he refused to go to bed, spending a fitful night on a sofa. As ever, dutiful functionaries sought to emulate their sovereign’s example and slept wherever they could. Apparently in all this suspended animation no chronicler bothered to notice the expectant father – that was Archduke Francis Charles’s fate throughout his life. By eight on Wednesday morning, when cries from within the bedroom let her audience know that the Archduchess was at last in labour, the palace corridors were full of weary men and women. At a quarter to eleven the shrieks ceased. A few moments later Empress Caroline Augusta brought them her half-sister’s good news: ‘It’s a son – and a healthy, well-formed child, too,’ she announced. Francis Joseph – throughout his reign the most punctilious of timekeepers – had arrived on Wednesday, 18 August, some forty hours behind schedule. Not that the long wait mattered now; his tired grandfather was delighted. Although technically third in line of succession, from that moment onwards the newcomer was treated as an Archduke destined soon to rule.


He was born into the most historic dynasty on the continent. The House of Habsburg had provided Germany with twenty emperors and gave rulers to Spain, the Netherlands and much of the Italian peninsula. From 1438 until its abolition in 1806, the ‘Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation’ was virtually a Habsburg hereditary possession, and in 1792 Emperor Francis had been duly crowned in Frankfurt as 54th successor to Charlemagne. But Francis was under no illusions; he needed more precisely defined authority than this curious relic of feudal obligations could provide. Within ten weeks of his coronation, a republic was proclaimed in France. The revolutionary upheaval and Napoleon’s subsequent imperial aspirations, made him seek a new title which would assert his sovereignty over all the Habsburg lands, and in April 1804 he was proclaimed ‘Francis I, Emperor of Austria’.


In many respects Francis’s new realm was a hasty improvisation; and the changing fortunes of war delayed a final settlement of its frontiers until 1815 when the map of Europe was redrawn at the Congress of Vienna, under the chairmanship of his foreign minister, Prince Metternich. The Empire of Austria became the largest country in Europe apart from Russia, spanning the centre of the continent. It linked in common allegiance to the dynasty towns as far distant as Milan in Italy and Czernowitz (now Chernovtsy) in the Ukraine. All of present-day Austria, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia and Croatia fell within its frontiers at the time of Francis Joseph’s birth. So too did such cities as Lublin in Poland, Cluj and Timişoara in Roumania, and Venice, Verona, Mantua and Trieste in Italy. In the provinces of Lower Austria (around Vienna) and Upper Austria (around Linz) the population was almost exclusively German, while in Lombardy and Venetia it was overwhelmingly Italian. Everywhere else the nationalities were mixed; even in Vienna there was a considerable Czech minority in the outer districts. Germans could be found in every province; they constituted about a fifth of the total population of the empire – in 1830 some 6.5 million out of a total 34 million. Sometimes the Germans were a majority in a province, as in Tyrol (with an Italian minority) or in Styria and Carinthia (Slovene minorities); but often they were so concentrated as to form Teuton islands in a Slavonic, Magyar or Roumanian sea. The empire could therefore never be described as a Germanic institution, even though German was the first language of sovereign and Court. Throughout Francis Joseph’s reign his empire was always to have more Slavs – Czechs, Slovaks, Croats, Serbs, Slovenes, Ruthenes, Ukrainians, Poles – than Germans or Magyars or Latins (Italians and Roumanians).


But on 18 August 1830 it was German Catholic churches around Schönbrunn that first celebrated the good news from the palace. Bells rang in jubilation in neighbouring Hietzing. Soon they were pealing in Vienna, too. Guns thundered a first royal salute; crowds streamed into the outer palace courtyard at Schönbrunn, cheering with satisfaction and waving flags. Archduchess Sophie was far from popular in the capital, where her peremptory manner and Bavarian Sunday piety aroused a certain mistrust. But, for the moment, that hostility was forgotten. The birth of the young Archduke provided an excuse for more celebrations in Vienna’s Auergarten and Prater, the open land which the ‘reformer emperor’ Joseph II (Maria Theresa’s son and Francis’s uncle) presented to the city. In this vast area south of the Danube there were already some forty restaurants or taverns, certain to attract good custom on a warm summer evening.


Prince Metternich heard of the Archduke’s birth while working in his study at the state chancellery in the Ballhausplatz. The gun salutes must have pleased him – ‘I have a great weakness for the sound of cannon’, he once confessed – but there is no evidence he showed any great interest in the news from Schönbrunn. He was, of course, glad that Archduchess Sophie could bring new hope to the dynasty he served, for he recognized that hereditary kingship was the best constituted source of authority for the rule of law in a post-Jacobin age. But, while Emperor Francis had been impatient for the birth of a Habsburg grandson, his Chancellor was looking farther afield, anxiously waiting on events hundreds of miles from Vienna. More than once Metternich lamented living in such an ‘abominable epoch’. Reports from France and from several of the Italian states left him in little doubt that the ‘tranquillity and repose’ which he believed essential were about to be disturbed yet again by violent assertions of popular sovereignty. To combat the moral anarchy of Revolution he urged collaboration between the three eastern autocracies – Austria, Prussia and Russia.


Metternich never expected to be in Vienna when Francis Joseph was born. Arrangements had been made for him to conduct government business that August from Königswart, his country estate in Bohemia. But while he was there, late in the evening of 4 August, he received news through the courier service established by the Rothschild brothers to serve their banking interests: on 27 July the people of Paris had risen in revolt against the reactionary policies of their Bourbon king, Charles X. Metternich was shocked by the news, briefly collapsing in despair. But he soon rallied: ‘When Paris sneezes, Europe catches cold’, he was heard to remark. There could be no summer holiday in the quiet of Königswart that year. He set off back to Vienna at the end of the first week in August and was at his desk in the Ballhausplatz long before Archduchess Sophie went into labour.


His forebodings were justified: Europe did, indeed, catch cold. On the day Francis Joseph was born, the last legitimate Bourbon King of France, newly landed in England, was on his way to exile in Edinburgh; and the Archduke’s first months of infancy coincided with a period of protracted tumult across the continent. In Paris a Constitutional Charter provided for Louis Philippe, head of the Orleanist branch of the Bourbons, to accede as ‘King of the French by the Grace of God and the Will of the People’. When Francis Joseph was nine days old, rioting in Brussels and Liège marked the outbreak of a national revolution against Dutch rule in the Belgian provinces which, as Emperor Francis and his Chancellor could well remember, had been the ‘Austrian Netherlands’ less than forty years earlier. Before the end of September, rulers were dethroned in Brunswick, Hesse-Cassel and Saxony, where German liberals followed the example of the French and Belgians in demanding constitutions; and it became clear that, before the winter was over, there would be grave unrest in Italy, where Metternich had sought to stamp out the embers of a national patriotism fired by Napoleon. But the most dramatic challenge to Metternich’s European system came in the last days of November, when an army revolt in Warsaw sparked off a national insurrection in Poland. The uprising was aimed principally at the Russian puppet ‘Congress Kingdom’, created at the end of the Napoleonic Wars. But as Russia, Prussia and Austria had jointly partitioned historic Poland in the eighteenth century, and some two million Poles lived within the Habsburg Empire, what happened in Warsaw mattered deeply in Vienna. The revolt placed the Polish Question firmly back on the agenda of Europe. It was to remain unresolved throughout Francis Joseph’s lifetime: indeed, the search for a solution became the last diplomatic problem to trouble him in his dying days.


No echo of these events disturbed life in the young Archduke’s nursery, where Sophie remained proudly protective of her infant son’s interests. There was little trouble in the heart of the Habsburg Empire: Metternich’s chief of police, Count Sedlnitzky, reported all was quiet in the Austrian lands, apart from habitual grumbling at heavy taxation; even in Galicia the Poles made no open moves to aid their compatriots in Warsaw. But before the end of the year Archduchess Sophie was disturbed by one unexpected aspect of Metternich’s policy. At first it seemed harmless enough: the Chancellor began to encourage the Emperor to affirm the status of his eldest son, Ferdinand, by presenting him for coronation as King of Hungary at a meeting of the bicameral Hungarian Diet in the autumn. There were plenty of occasions in Hungary’s past when the sovereign’s designated successor had been crowned while his predecessor was alive. But Metternich had another purpose in advocating the coronation: if Francis showed a special regard for his Magyar subjects, he hoped that their spokesmen would respond by authorizing the recruitment of additional soldiery from the Hungarian counties.


All went as well as Metternich had hoped, perhaps even better. Less than six weeks after Francis Joseph’s birth, his simple-minded uncle was crowned King of Hungary at Pressburg, the fortress city some 40 miles down the Danube from Vienna, known as Pozsony to the Hungarians and Bratislava to the Slovaks (whose capital it is today). Ferdinand fulfilled his duties adequately and with a certain pathetic dignity, thanks to the careful guidance of his father’s sixth brother, Archduke Joseph, Palatine of Hungary for the past third of a century. The Diet agreed to authorize the enlistment of 28,000 recruits in return for procedural concessions, notably the use of the Magyar language rather than Latin in official communications. Here too, as in Poland, was a pointer to future problems; the ‘language question’ was to be raised time and time again during Francis Joseph’s reign.


Barely a month after Ferdinand’s return from Hungary, it was made known at Court that the imperial physician, Dr Stifft, had become convinced there were no medical reasons why the Crown Prince should not marry. The news, totally unexpected, startled Archduchess Sophie; if Ferdinand married and had a son it was unlikely that either her husband or her child would become Emperor. More disturbing still was the announcement in December of the Crown Prince’s betrothal to Maria Anna of Savoy. Only after Dr Stifft had assured Sophie that it was unlikely the Crown Prince would ever ‘make any attempt to assert his marital rights’ was the Archduchess mollified. When Ferdinand and Maria Anna were married in Vienna at the end of February 1831, she felt a genuine sympathy for the bride, coupled with indignation over Metternich’s cynical manoeuvres. No one in the imperial family really believed that poor Ferdinand’s disabilities would allow him to accept the strains of married life. These doubts seemed confirmed when the Crown Prince took to his bed on the day after the wedding. His bride – kind at heart, dutiful and singularly plain – was left with the doubtful consolation of accompanying Sophie on an evening visit to the Schönbrunn nursery, where she could admire the wonder child in his cot. Metternich, it was thought, wished to safeguard Ferdinand’s succession, confident that a figurehead sovereign would leave the business of government in his experienced hands.


Despite her worry over Metternich’s intentions, the Archduchess was more immediately concerned with the health of her child. To her great relief, throughout his first winter, Francis Joseph remained astonishingly robust and lively, by Habsburg standards. He had golden curls and a rosy complexion: ‘a strawberry ice with a topping of whipped cream’, was Reichstadt’s happy description of his infant cousin. But before the boy’s first birthday Sophie was seized by a fear common that year to families in every social class throughout central Europe. For during 1830 the first great cholera epidemic had been advancing remorselessly across Russia, causing near panic in Moscow in October and sweeping into Russian Poland, where it killed the Tsar’s brother and his wife, and the Russian commander-in-chief. By the early spring of 1831 cholera had reached Galicia, soon crossing into the northern counties of Hungary, where it was especially virulent. So gravely did the disease strike Hungary as a whole that, during the year, it was to claim the lives of 1 in 25 of the population.


Early in July 1831 cholera was confirmed in central Vienna. Archduchess Sophie was thoroughly alarmed: ‘God’s scourge of the cholera threatens us’, she had already warned her mother. The imperial family gathered in Schönbrunn, cordoned off from the evil-smelling River Wien – virtually an open sewer in the 1830s – and from all contact with the city. In Vienna the authorities responded to the epidemic much as if it were the plague: isolation was imposed with such rigour that cholera made less impact on the city than in London a year later. Nevertheless both Sophie and her husband were eager to get away from the capital. The Archduchess had a firm belief in the therapeutic qualities of the Salzkammergut’s saline springs and at the end of July, husband, wife and child set out for Gmünden and the clear mountain air of Ischl, farther up the valley of the Traun.


The village of Ischl had prospered in the previous century, when wealthy salt refiners built elegant houses along the north bank of the River Traun and raised a fine parish church, at much the same time as Maria Theresa was watching the scaffolding come down from the Gloriette at Schönbrunn. In 1821 a fashionable Viennese medical practitioner, Dr Wirer, began to praise the saline waters of the Traun valley. Sophie was impressed by Wirer’s ‘discovery’. She visited Ischl after the last of her miscarriages and fully agreed with Wirer. Ischl delighted her, reminding her of home; and small wonder, for the Bavarian mountains she had known in her girlhood are an extension of the same alpine range. On this first visit with her child, she told her mother (in English) of Francis Joseph’s high spirits, describing to her how he would sit astride a huge, good-tempered dog belonging to the director of the salt works, riding the hound like a pony. In later years Francis Joseph made Ischl his summer holiday home for as much of July and August as official duties would permit. Seventy years after this nursery visit ‘dear Ischl, so beautiful and so green’ could lift his tired spirits, much as did the magic of Osborne for the widowed Queen Victoria.


Before the autumn rains came. Archduke Francis Charles took his wife and child northwards to Bohemia. Prague was officially free of cholera, and the family stayed for some weeks in the Hradčany, where a royal palace of some 700 rooms was stamped with the unmistakable embellishments of Maria Theresa’s reign. From the Hradčany, the family moved southwards to Laxenburg, on the Danubian plain barely ten miles from Vienna. Laxenburg was a natural hunting-ground, where the child grew accustomed to the sound of his father shooting wild duck around the lakes in the well-timbered parkland. But before Christmas they were back in the capital. As spring approached in 1832, they prepared to return to Schönbrunn.


By then, Sophie was again pregnant, her baby due early in July. During these months of waiting, she became less self-centred. More and more she wrote and spoke about Franzl Reichstadt. So much was he in her thoughts that gossip then and in later years suggested the young and romantic Duke was father of the child she was expecting. Such an easy assumption of an improbable sexual relationship fails to understand the nature of the attachment binding the Archduchess to the twenty-one-year-old Eaglet. At heart both Sophie, as a young woman, and poor Franzl remained interlopers at the Habsburg Court. Her character was shaped by a typical Wittelsbach mixture of family ambition, dreamy melancholia and realistic common sense to which, in an intellectually lack-lustre Court, she added a cautiously restrained mental curiosity. Misfortune had made Reichstadt devious, shyly hesitant, and suspicious of those around him, but he was highly imaginative and eager to discover if he had inherited the creative genius which lifted his father so far above the mediocre talents of the other men in the Bonaparte clan. In the winter before Francis Joseph was born, the Archduchess was frequently escorted to the opera and theatre not by her philistine husband but by her nephew; the two outsiders came to trust each other, sharing enthusiasms and exchanging ideas freely. Their confidences were those of a brother and an elder sister rather than of lovers.


Tragically, Sophie’s second pregnancy coincided with the relentless advance of Reichstadt’s tuberculosis; and it was the knowledge that she was creating life, while disease was eating away his health which accounts for the devotion she showed to her young companion at this time. Some rooms in her own apartments at Schönbrunn were given over to him, so that he could catch the lingering sunshine in the late afternoon that spring. So long as she could do so, Sophie would visit the sickroom on Reichstadt’s bad days and read to him, even though at times she was overcome by the heat of the room. ‘How tragic it is to see someone so young and beautiful slowly wasting away’, she wrote to her mother in Munich, ‘At times he looks as if he were an old man’.


He had helped amuse Francis Joseph in that first year in the nursery, and Sophie believed there was a deep bond of affection between the two cousins. In June she took the ‘little one’ with her on a brief visit to the Schönbrunn sickroom because, as she told her mother, Franzl Reichstadt ‘so desperately wanted to see him, as he is so much alone’. The young man’s condition grew worse but he rallied, as if he was determined to cling to life until Sophie had her baby. On 4 July – a humid Wednesday morning – the Archduchess paid her customary visit to the sickroom, but the heat was too much for her, and she did not stay long. Later in the day the midwives were once more on duty, and on the Friday Sophie’s second son was born; he was called Ferdinand Maximilian (although the first name was rarely used). A few doors away, in what had once been Napoleon’s study, Reichstadt heard the news of Max’s arrival, and smiled with evident satisfaction. He never saw the boy – a cousin destined to become disastrously ensnared by a Bonapartist misadventure in Mexico while still only in his thirties.


Reichstadt never saw Maximilian’s mother again, either. For, though Archduchess Sophie’s confinement had been much easier this time, she collapsed physically and mentally when the ordeal was over. Her doctors would not allow her to leave her bedroom for three weeks. Early on 29 July, the third Sunday after Maximilian’s birth, Archduke Francis Charles broke to his wife the news she had dreaded: only a few minutes before, he had been with his sister Marie Louise at Reichstadt’s bedside, as the Eaglet’s lungs gave up the fight for life. Now there was only one ‘Franzl’ in the palace. Rather strangely, within an hour of her son’s death, Marie Louise was with his young cousin in the nursery above the Schönbrunn guardhouse. To the one-time Empress of the French there was comfort in the chatter of a little boy who could not probe memories half-forgotten of loyalties half-fulfilled.



















Chapter 2


A BIEDERMEIER BOYHOOD





Regimentation and orderliness shaped the daily life of the young Archdukes from their first weeks in the nursery. Their father had little influence on his boys’ upbringing, though he was later to impart to his eldest son the skills from which he acquired so many hunting trophies. Inevitably it was Archduchess Sophie who set the form and pace of Francis Joseph’s education, a responsibility she fulfilled with methodical care, knowing that, in contrast to her own girlhood in Munich, he would gain little intellectual stimulus from the Court life around him. Sophie was proud to play the Emperor-maker, conscious – perhaps too conscious – that her hands possessed the strength to mould the Monarchy.


The Archduchess held no theories of her own on education. For, though the most cultured woman to brighten the Court for many decades, she was in no sense a child of the Enlightenment. Music and the arts could count on her patronage, and with Reichstadt she read and discussed novels and poems upon which the Imperial Censorship frowned. But she was a conventionally devout Catholic, sentimentally pious and always respecting her spiritual confessor, Abbot Joseph von Rauscher. Sophie knew that her son’s active imagination should be cultivated, but she took care to see that any sign of enthusiasm was held in check: for it was essential he should learn to show iron self-respect in the face of adversity. From Sophie’s letters to her sister in later years it is clear that she gave top place in any ideal curriculum to linguistic skills.


Even in infancy, the Archdukes had their own household. Both were entrusted to the care of the same governess (‘Aja’), Baroness Luise von Sturmfeder, a spinster with a firm and equable temperament, sixteen years older than Sophie, and herself the sixth child in a family of eleven, from the lesser Prussian nobility. Her young charges remained personally devoted to the Baroness, whom they affectionately called ‘Amie’. As she also won and retained the trust of the boys’ mother, she must have been a woman of good sense and tact. Subordinate to the Aja were a nurse, an assistant nurse, a cook, a chamberwoman, a general purpose maid, a scullery maid and two footmen. Much detail of these early years can be reconstructed from an edited selection of Luise von Sturmfeder’s dotingly reverential jottings, published some forty years after her death, but while Francis Joseph was still on the throne. Her diary vividly recalls exaggerated fears over minor happenings, such as the near panic at Schönbrunn one afternoon in early November when ‘Franzi’ arrived back from a walk in the park with his hands blue as no one had given him gloves. We learn from Baroness von Sturmfeder and from the Archduchess’s correspondence of Franzi’s happy disposition, of his delight in looking down from a gallery on his first masked ball and of seeing his father riding back from a hunt, and of the pleasure he gained from the tambourines and toy drummer-girl left as presents beneath a Christmas tree when he was still too young to talk. As the young Archdukes passed from infancy into boyhood, their mother’s letters show the difference in temperament between the brothers. For, while Max became fascinated by the animals, birds and flowers at Schönbrunn and Laxenburg, his elder brother absorbed the soldierly ceremonial around him. With sentries pacing beneath the nursery window each day and the sound of bugle calls from neighbouring barracks thrown back by the palace walls, it is hardly surprising if, from birth, Francis Joseph seemed a natural parade ground officer. In Austria, unlike Prussia or Russia, there was no tradition of educating the heir to the throne first and foremost as a soldier.


A well-known portrait by Ferdinand Waldmüller shows the future emperor at the age of two, wearing a frock but holding a toy musket in his right hand, with a child’s helmet above his blonde curls, and his left hand firmly grasping by its wooden head a carefully carved officer doll in trim white uniform. By the age of four he was often dressed up in uniform himself, while toy soldiers became his principal playthings: his Christmas presents in 1834 included a large model of the palace guard from his grandparents, and a hand-painted set of officers and other ranks in finest parade ground order. Boyhood letters to Max, when the brothers were separated by illness or the demands of family itineraries, mention bombardments of forts in the nursery, but the toy soldiers were not mere playthings. Gradually Francis Joseph built up a collection in which every regiment of the army was represented; soon he came to know the detail of every uniform. Not one of these toy soldiers was broken.


‘No peace at all around the little ones’, Archduchess Sophie complained often enough, especially after the birth in July 1833 of Charles Ludwig, her third son in three years. A daughter, baptized Maria Anna, followed Charles Ludwig in October 1835, but she was extremely delicate. To her mother’s grief she soon showed signs of epilepsy and she was to die shortly after her fourth birthday. But, apart from this tragedy to a much-loved little sister, Sophie’s sons had a happy childhood. At Ischl they wore lederhosen and followed a simple life in contrast to the traditionally strict Court etiquette of Vienna. In practice, however, the ‘Spanish’ ceremonial stiffness had eased under Emperor Francis and there was a certain cosy domesticity during the winter months.


In the third week of December 1834 Francis Joseph was allowed to join his grandparents at dinner in the Hofburg. His mother was well satisfied with her son’s natural confidence in what to a four year old might well have proved a disastrous ordeal. Franzi was, of course, used to the presence of his imperial grandfather. The old Emperor had never stood aloof from childish pleasures and often visited the nursery, chatting happily with the boy who would eventually succeed to his crowns. But by that December everyone at the Hofburg sensed he was unlikely to live much longer; a note of valedictory gloom runs through the pages of more than one diary chronicling events at Court that winter. Stories began to circulate in Vienna which emphasized the middle-class bonhomie the Emperor readily affected and which always pleased his subjects. It was said that he had complained openly of the ‘silliness’ of the government’s censorship. There was a slightly mocking undertone to the phrase ‘Der gute Kaiser Franz’, which was so often heard in Vienna in the early 1830s; but there was a loyal affection in it, too.


‘Good Emperor Franz’ survived the Christmas of 1834 and the bitterly cold January which followed. On 12 February, with his grandson standing briefly beside him, he looked down benevolently at the Court Ball which celebrated his sixty-seventh birthday. Eleven nights later the Emperor and Empress went to the Burgtheater. On that Monday a sharp north wind was blowing into the city from the frozen plains beyond the Danube; less than forty-eight hours after leaving the Burgtheater the Emperor was confined to bed with pneumonia. Archduchess Sophie was touched by her son’s concern; for when, on Thursday, Franzi heard his Grandpapa was so ill that he could drink only tea, he decided, in a nice gesture of family solidarity, that it was his duty also to drink nothing but tea. Over the weekend the Emperor’s strength rallied, but by Monday afternoon it was clear he was sinking fast, and his grandson was taken on one last visit to the sick room; he died that night, in the small hours of 2 March, plunging Vienna into mourning on the last day of the Fasching carnival.


The imperial titles passed to the unfortunate Crown Prince Ferdinand. But on his deathbed Francis had signed two documents, addressed to his successor: one enjoined Ferdinand to defend and uphold the free activity of the Roman Catholic Church; the other was a political testament, insisting that Ferdinand should ‘not displace the basic structure of the State’, and should take ‘no decision on public affairs … without consulting … my most faithful servant and friend Prince Metternich’. More surprising than this recommendation was the dying Emperor’s counsel over dynastic questions. Francis I was survived by six brothers, three of whom were far abler than himself: Archduke Charles, respected throughout Europe as a military commander; Archduke Joseph who showed rare skills of diplomatic tact as ‘Palatine’ (governor) of Hungary; and Archduke John, who was a good soldier and a discriminating patron of the arts in Graz (where he delighted the Styrians, and shocked his family, by morganatically marrying the daughter of the village postmaster of Bad Aussee). But Francis’s political testament passed over all three gifted Archdukes and recommended as Ferdinand’s guide the youngest of the brothers, Archduke Ludwig, dull and unmarried. To Sophie’s dismay, the testament gave no status to Francis Charles, the heir apparent. Not that she had any illusions over her husband’s abilities: she merely wished him at the centre of affairs as trustee for their eldest son’s interests.


Francis I’s death made an impression on a small boy of five. His uncle Ferdinand, the new Emperor, was kind and gentle but a pathetic sight on those rare occasions when he took the salute or wore the robes of sovereignty. By contrast, the young Francis Joseph conjured up in his mind an image of his grandfather as an ideal ruler, though in reality he had been a very ordinary monarch – and knew it. ‘My son has still no attachment so strong as that which he bears to the memory of his grandfather’, the Archduchess told Frances Trollope two years later. But the first months of the new reign coincided with the emergence of Francis Joseph from the nursery to the schoolroom. Count Heinrich Bombelles, who became his principal tutor was a soldier-courtier, trained as a diplomat. Metternich warmly approved of Bombelles: ‘one of the few men who thought as I thought, saw as I saw, and wished as I wished’, he recalled a few years later. Bombelles was assisted by Count Johann Coronini-Cronberg, who as personal Chamberlain was primarily responsible for the young Archduke’s military training. The Coronini family estates were in Gorizia, a province part-Italian and part-Slovene. Coronini was a good horseman, stiffly unimaginative and, like so many senior officers, totally non-national; he was a servant of the dynasty rather than in any sense an ‘Austrian’ by sentiment or conviction. Since Francis Joseph’s main interest as a boy was in soldiering, Coronini had a greater influence in shaping his character than did Bombelles.


It was, however, Bombelles who presented the Archduchess with the first of several elaborate programmes of study. Her eldest son would be expected to progress from 18 hours a week spent over his books at the age of six to 36 or 37 hours at the age of eight, 46 hours at eleven, and between 53 and 55 hours a week at the age of fifteen. As an educational programme, the scheme had grave defects, even by the standards of the time: there was too much rote-learning, too little emphasis on how to think, and – apart from his brothers – virtually no contact with other youngsters in a classroom. Despite half a century of social upheaval there was little difference between what Francis Joseph was learning in the late 1830s and what his grandfather had been learning sixty years before, except for increased attention to minor languages within the Empire. Training in spiritual matters was entrusted in the first instance to a Court chaplain, Joseph Colombi, but the Archduchess sought advice from the ultramontane Abbot von Rauscher, who personally supervised the young Archduke’s instruction in moral philosophy from the age of fourteen onwards. By then, too, the Bombelles scheme had been revised by Colonel Franz von Hauslaub, but not in any liberal spirit; Hauslaub’s programme was specifically designed to include ‘instruction in military science.’


This programme of education remained far narrower than the syllabus followed by Albert of Saxe-Coburg some twelve years earlier and was in marked contrast to the precepts laid down by Baron Stockmar in 1842 for the Prince of Wales. Even in Berlin the future Emperor Frederick – fifteen months younger than Franzi – was, thanks to his mother’s insistence, receiving a more liberal and scientific education to offset his Potsdam military training. Fortunately, while every lesson in history, philosophy and Christian apologetics emphasized to Francis Joseph the divine omnipotence of kingship, he was also taught that imperial sovereignty carried obligations and that it was his duty to protect his subjects from injustice as well as to uphold monarchical rule. Neither character nor training inclined him to despotism.


Francis Joseph showed greater academic promise in boyhood than the familiar word portraits of the mature Emperor would lead one to expect. He was a good linguist. Even before his eighth birthday he was writing letters in French to his mother which seem to have been his own work, for he asks the recipient to let him know if his grammar or choice of words are at fault. Occasionally, too, he lapsed into a German phrase, as if he could not think how to express himself in French. In 1841 he was sufficiently confident in the language to tell his mother what he regarded as an amusing incident: the noise made by the boys at their early morning gymnastics in Schönbrunn aroused his widowed grandmother’s septuagenarian chamberlain whose anger, while draped in a dressing-gown, ‘made us laugh’. By that spring Francis Joseph was already learning Magyar and Czech as well as French; before the end of the year he had begun Italian, too. A thin veneer of classical studies soon followed, with a little Latin acquired at twelve and less Greek at thirteen.


He possessed a natural aptitude for drawing. Some sketches made in northern Italy soon after his fifteenth birthday, and later printed, may well have been touched up by the lithographers who reproduced them: a priest astride a donkey outside an inn looks almost too carefully well-fed and the fetlocks of a horse in a second drawing seem professionally tidy. But, though the draughtsmanship may not be entirely original, the composition of the sketches is good, and it is interesting that earlier scribbles in the margin of letters to Max show a similar sense of fun and attention to detail. Francis Joseph had a sharp eye and a ready perception of the ridiculous. He enjoyed, too, a finely appreciative sense of landscape, simply and naturally expressed in his boyhood letters to his mother. When in the early autumn of 1844 he travelled to the Vorarlberg and the Tyrol, it is hardly surprising to find him as excited by a steamboat trip on the Bodensee as any other fourteen year old would have been, but his greatest enthusiasm was reserved for the magnificent alpine scenery around Merano, Bolzano and Innsbruck. In particular, he admired the Stubaital, ‘the loveliest valley I have seen’.


Yet, though both Archdukes responded warmly to the beauties of nature, their mother feared they would become as antipathetic to the finer aspects of cultural life as their father. They liked the theatre (as had Francis I); it is true that early letters show more interest in the mechanics of scene changing than anything on the stage, but this is hardly surprising among boys of their age. Their mother, however, sought to counter incipient Habsburg philistinism by welcoming selected writers and performers into the family circle. Thus the three Archdukes listened to Hans Christian Andersen telling them his stories in the Hofburg itself, and much later – when Francis Joseph was fifteen – Jenny Lind was treated as a personal friend by the Archduchess, who vainly hoped that the soprano’s presence at Schönbrunn would break through Max’s wall of tone deafness and arouse in her elder son a taste for harmonies more rhapsodic than the steady beat of a military march. Nothing could make Francis Joseph appreciate good music. He did, however, enjoy dancing, even as a boy: ‘Tomorrow Papa is giving a Ball in the Gallery, where 20 couples will be able to dance to the enlivening strains of Herr Lanner’s music’, runs an excited letter to Maxi in May 1841; and other correspondence and diary entries show that he took the floor himself at an early age. He liked going to the ballet, too, when he passed into adolescence. During Fanny Elssler’s short season at the Karntnertortheater in the spring of 1846 he saw her dance in La Esmeralda, La Jolie Fille de Gand and in a showy divertissement of Jules Perrot, La Paysanne Grand Dame. Like his cousin Reichstadt before him, he became an Elssler fan, continuing to acclaim the ballerina on her return to her native city until she retired, three years after his accession.


In admiring the dancer-actress from Gumpendorf the young Francis Joseph was following the fashionable taste of the Viennese public. So it was, too, with much else that he liked and disliked. This was a period of theatrical achievement but not of great innovative drama, as in the previous decade. Joseph Schreyvogel, the modernizer of the Hofburg Theatre, died when Francis Joseph was still a baby, and Grillparzer gave up writing plays when his comedy Weh dem, der lugt! flopped in March 1838. During the early years of Emperor Ferdinand’s reign, the theatre-going public enjoyed the Volkstücke dialect plays at the Theater an der Wien and the Theater an der Leopoldstadt, the earlier refinements of traditional comedy lapsing into farce, liberally intermingled with song. The almost insatiable demand for these Volkstücke plays was matched by the mounting popularity of the rhythmic, gliding music of Joseph Lanner and the elder Strauss: it was a happy culture, if not a subtle one, and Francis Joseph shared it to the full. Long after he reached maturity he would use Viennese dialect phrases in conversational moments of relaxation; but this particular habit is more likely to have come from the affectations of an officers’ mess in his adolescence than from early days in the nursery. Luise von Sturmfeder was too conventional a Prussian to tolerate vernacular usage.


In the late 1850s a more earnest generation began to ridicule the style of life which had prevailed at the end of Francis I’s reign and throughout the early years of his successor. Fliegende Blätter, a humorous journal published in Munich, invented a naive character called Gottfried Biedermeier, the ‘worthy Meier’ (which, sometimes as Maier or Meyer, is one of the commoner surnames). He was first portrayed as a poetaster, perpetrating sentimental verse, some of it the genuine surplus doggerel of a well-meaning village schoolmaster in Bohemia. Sustained satirical attacks were then mounted on all that Biedermeier was held to represent: the virtues of thrift, diligence and cleanliness; the limited vision of an unambitious middle class content to seek a quiet life in comfortable domesticity. From Bavaria these lampoons crossed into Austria, where the emerging tastes of a thriving middle class had set new fashions in provincial cities, as well as in Vienna. Nowadays the graceful paintings, furniture and porcelain of the Biedermeier era, with its decorative clocks, lyrical landscapes and smug portraiture are accepted as a cheerful expression of bourgeois faith in stability and progress. But at the height of Francis Joseph’s reign ‘Biedermeier’ was a term of amused contempt, the elevation of mediocrity into a generalized style of expression. The myth became rapidly extended until the dismissive adjective ‘Biedermeier’ began to be applied retrospectively to all the decorative arts and architecture, painting and music which emerged from the new social order after the Napoleonic Wars. An Age of Stifled Revolt could not forgive the Biedermeier era for being an Age of Acquiescence. From so preposterous a misreading of recent cultural history it was easy enough for the youthful intellectuals of the early 1870s to scoff at their sovereign’s limited attainments: Francis Joseph became a Biedermeier figurine in uniform, exalted in his polished saddle astride a horse groomed to perfection.


The caricature was, of course, unfair. It ignored the Emperor’s sense of duty and discipline, the inner conviction that accession to the throne required an immolation of personality for fear that any display of feeling, or any impulsive action, might impeach the dignity of monarchy; his character was more clearly defined than he would reveal on public occasions. But the Biedermeier image was not entirely false. From his letters it is clear that the interests which Francis Joseph retained in later life were shaped by the fashions of his boyhood. This is not surprising: temperament and taste always respond more readily to the contemporary mood than to the formal teaching of precepts in an improvised code, however well intentioned. Twelve years of Francis Joseph’s early life were spent in absorbing the facts presented to him by his tutors but, apart from a desire to widen his vocabulary in the four foreign languages he studied, there was no stirring of intellectual curiosity. By the age of eighteen a fine memory was excellently trained. The mind, however, was not disposed to analyse ideas or to question acknowledged truths.


These limitations remained with Francis Joseph throughout his life. They explain why his inclination was towards chatter rather than serious conversation, why he respected musical virtuosity and not originality in composition, and preferred tableaux vivants to histrionic declamation on the stage. But his education made him a perfectionist in matters of detail, and he expected high standards; a slipshod performance of Schiller at the Burgtheater would incur an imperial rebuke, especially if an actor forgot his lines. Despite his boyhood skill at drawing, he never pretended to be a connoisseur of the visual arts. Painters, he instinctively felt, should be decorators, their pictures celebrating military victories or faithfully reproducing the colour and contours of familiar landscape, notably in the Salzkammergut. His mother had admired the works of Ferdinand Waldmüller and Peter Fendi, who depicted the Archdukes in their infancy with cosy sentimentality. Waldmüller, in many respects the archetypal Biedermeier artist, received imperial patronage for the first quarter of Francis Joseph’s reign; and, though Fendi died six years before his accession, the Emperor approved of the work of his pupils, notably Friedrich Treml. There was, however, another side to the Fendi school of painting, not without influence on Francis Joseph; for Fendi could record domestic incidents among the poor in Vienna’s outer suburbs without resorting to contrived or condescending pathos. This aspect of the Biedermeier tradition Francis Joseph, too, absorbed. It helped sustain embers of compassion which a less reserved monarch would have kindled into human warmth of feeling.


That human warmth, so rarely shown by Francis Joseph after his accession, was still present when the fourteen-year old Archduke took part in his first military review. On the eve of his thirteenth birthday he became colonel-in-chief of the Third Dragoon Regiment, and in late September 1844 he was considered sufficiently proficient as a horseman to ride at the head of his regiment when it was participating in exercises in Moravia, close to the historic battlefield of Austerlitz. The Dragoon officers were impressed by their honorary colonel. Archduke Albrecht – himself only twenty-eight – wrote to Francis Joseph’s father praising his cousin’s ‘natural friendliness’ and tact, his ability to speak easily when in company with the regiment while maintaining ‘a certain bearing and dignity such as I have never seen at his age’. When, a year later, the three young Archdukes – Franzi, Maxi and Charles Ludwig – were sent on an official tour of Lombardy-Venetia, Francis Joseph again scored a personal success. Their host was the most respected veteran commander in the Habsburg army, Field Marshal Radetzky, who had fought against the Turks nearly sixty years before and, as Austrian chief-of-staff in 1813, drew up the strategic plans for the campaign which culminated in Napoleon’s defeat at Leipzig. Now, with equal application, he staged military reviews, firework displays and exhibitions of horsemanship for his young imperial visitors; there were conducted tours of the defensive bastions of the Quadrilateral, the fortresses Radetzky was modernizing at Peschiera, Mantua, Legnano and in Verona itself. From the Roman arena in Verona the Archdukes watched a military reconnaissance balloon ascending into the sky. Radetzky was convinced of the importance of aeronautics. Four years later he authorized the first use of airborne missiles, with explosive balloons released from the mainland to harass Italian patriot insurgents besieged in Venice.


The presence of the Archdukes in Verona, and later in Venice, posed a security risk, even though Radetzky himself thought it unlikely that Italian hostility to Austrian rule would endanger their lives. He was right. Girls threw flowers from balconies of the houses in central Verona and thousands of Venetians cheered the three brothers as they were escorted down the Grand Canal by a small fleet of gondolas, late on a warm September evening. The combination of torchlit palaces, bells ringing out from a hundred churches, moonlight over the lagoon, and – for the first ever time – gas lamps in the Piazza San Marco excited Francis Joseph, and (as he also wrote to his mother) he was gratified at finding the four bronze horses, filched from Byzantium by a thirteenth century Doge and carried off to Paris by General Bonaparte, ‘back in their rightful place’ above the central doors of the basilica. There were no patriotic liberal protests in Venice, whose citizens were criticized in the more ardently nationalistic towns of central Italy for their lukewarm response to the national cause.


If their journey was intended to introduce the Archdukes to the complexities of the Italian problem, it failed. The Kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia was the most highly industrialized region of the Monarchy at that time, a development which, over the following three years, heightened the struggles between the north Italian peoples and their sovereign’s representatives. But, not surprisingly, the young Archdukes kept away from Milan, where anti-Austrian feeling was already intense, and they saw nothing of industrialized Lombardy. Apart from the military instruction accorded to Francis Joseph by Radetzky’s staff, the boys were essentially tourists on an educational holiday, an experience which made the most sensitive of the three brothers, the thirteen-year old Maximilian, an Italophile. Francis Joseph – older, more suspicious by temperament, and ready to accept unquestioningly all he was told by the veteran Marshal and his staff – did not share his brother’s enthusiasm for everything south of the Alps. Francis Joseph recognized that there was a natural antipathy between German-Austrians and Italians. Yet he failed to understand how deeply the people of Lombardy and Venetia resented the presence of the Austrian ‘whitecoats’ among them. One in three of the infantry battalions under Radetzky’s command at the time of the imperial visit were Italian, and the Marshal assumed that their military honour would ensure their lasting loyalty. In 1848 Francis Joseph was both surprised and disillusioned by what he regarded as a rebellion in his imperial uncle’s Italian-speaking kingdom. Almost half of Radetzky’s Italian infantrymen fought against the dynasty, a transfer of allegiance which hardened the mood of the old Marshal in the last years of his long life and intensified the young Emperor’s hostility to the Italian cause.


From the daily journal she began to keep in 1841, it is clear that Archduchess Sophie was amused rather than perturbed by the totally different response of her sons to their brief visit to Lombardy. In that autumn of 1845 Italy was not yet a pressing problem for the government in Vienna; the agitation against the Habsburg yoke only became dangerous in the peninsula as a whole after the election of the allegedly liberal pope, Pius IX, in the following June. The Archduchess was determined that Francis Joseph should be well-versed in current problems, for ten years of Ferdinand’s nominal reign had convinced her – and most of the Court – that the accession of a young and assertive emperor could not long be delayed. Sophie remained in close touch with political affairs, her influence strengthened by the firm backing she received from the long-suffering Empress Maria Anna, who was painfully aware of her husband’s inability to understand state documents or political argument.


Sophie’s ambitions never again sustained so sharp a blow as the rebuff of 1835, when Emperor Francis’s will excluded her husband from the central council of government. There followed some eighteen months of political in-fighting, in which Archduke John methodically and unobtrusively undermined the primacy of Metternich. By Christmas 1836 the Archduchess was satisfied by the creation of a ‘Staatskonferenz’ – a virtual Council of Regency – consisting of Archdukes Ludwig and Francis Charles, Chancellor Metternich and minister of state Count Kolowrat-Liebsteinsky, a great Bohemian landowner, whose skilful financial retrenchment over the previous six years made him a potential challenger to Metternich’s long ascendancy. So intense was the antagonism between the two statesmen that the Staatskonferenz was threatened with permanent paralysis. If the Archduchess may be believed, effective government was possible only through the enterprise and initiative of Francis Charles: ‘Whenever a decision has to be taken, Uncle Ludwig needs my husband’s support to counter his modesty and timidity’, she claimed. There is no other evidence that Francis Charles played so active a role in government. He may, however, have been encouraged by his wife and the more far-sighted ‘absentee’ Archdukes – his uncles Joseph, Charles and John – to stiffen Ludwig’s resistance to Kolowrat; for only a stubbornly obtuse chairman, deaf to plausible argument, could have checked a Minister of State who showed such super-efficient mastery of detail at the council table.


So weak was the centre of government that, in practice, the day-to-day running of the Monarchy depended on the rulings of a larger council of seventeen specialists, co-opted from the principal departments of state, rather than on the Staatskonferenz itself. But, ultimately, executive authority remained vested in the Staatskonferenz; and in this political confusion the role of the Archduchess Sophie, speaking ventriloquially at the conference table through her husband, became all important for Metternich, despite his earlier misgivings at the prospect of a Bavarianborn princess meddling in government. From the closing weeks of 1836 until the opening months of 1848 there was, accordingly, a tacit pact of political convenience between Archduchess and Chancellor; the way would be smoothed for the early accession of Sophie’s eldest son, under the veteran statesman’s tutelage.


As parents, Metternich and Sophie encouraged a certain companionship  between their children. For, although the Chancellor was sixty-seven in 1840 and a grandfather, he was also the father of four youngsters: his second wife had died within a fortnight of giving birth to their only child, Richard (eighteen months older than Francis Joseph), but in 1831 he married for the third time. Princess Melanie Metternich, a Zichy-Ferraris by birth, was the same age as the Archduchess, and in six years she became the mother of a daughter (named after her) and three more boys, one of whom died in infancy. Melanie was imperious and supremely tactless, a natural sparring partner for the Archduchess Sophie. But she saw the social advantages of close association with the dynasty. Her journal entry for 8 May 1838 records Franzi’s first train journey (on the earliest completed section of the Vienna-Brno line) and her determination that the young Metternichs would not miss such an occasion: ‘Went with the children and mother to look at the locomotive. Clement had been on a trip by train along with the Dowager Empress, Archduchess Sophie, the Archdukes – among whom we found even the little Archduke Francis Joseph – and Count Kolowrat. The excursion by this new device was eminently successful and everyone was well pleased with it.’ At Christmas ‘the little Archduke’ and his two brothers were invited to the children’s ball at the Chancellery, a regular event in their lives over the next few years. Richard Metternich and his half-sister would always be among the selected group of boys and girls invited to the archducal birthday parties at Schönbrunn.


The youngsters never became close friends, as children or as adolescents. Francis Joseph fettered his leisure hours, exhorting himself to work harder, even on days when most boys were content to enjoy themselves. His journal for 18 August 1845 reads: ‘My birthday, and more important still my fifteenth. Fifteen years old – only a little more time to go to get educated! I must really pull my socks up (muss ich mich sehr anstrengen), really mend my ways!’. These resolutions, it should be added, did not keep him away from a birthday stag-hunt with his father. He cannot have been such a really impossible prig for, though he may have felt inadequate beside the precocious Metternichs, he could make friends of his own choosing. Closest among them, from the age of sixteen onwards, was his cousin, Prince Albert of Saxony, but at twelve or thirteen he liked to play with ‘Charly’ and ‘Franzl C.’, the sons of his instructors, Bombelles and Coronini; they remained his personal companions until the upheaval of 1848. Dénes Széchényi, a young offshoot of the large and culturally distinguished Hungarian family, joined his circle of intimates when Francis Joseph was sixteen. So, too, did ‘Eddy’ Taaffe, a mischievous lad with a keen sense of fun, three years his junior. Eventually Taaffe won a slightly puzzled respect in Europe as Count Eduard Taaffe, the part-Irish  nobleman who ‘muddled through’ as Austrian prime minister for fourteen years. But in the 1840s he was the young Archduke’s riding companion, his skill sharpening Francis Joseph’s desire to raise the standard of his horsemanship even higher. By contrast, Richard von Metternich was staid and studious, the dutiful son of his father, just as Francis Joseph was a dutiful son of his mother. In this relationship there could be mutual respect, but never easy understanding. For a few months, immediately following the Archduke’s seventeenth birthday, they were jointly initiated into statecraft by Richard’s father at weekly sessions in the state chancellery. But, by then, Prince Metternich’s hold on European affairs was weakening. It is doubtful if either young man profited greatly from such high-powered instruction. In all, there cannot have been more than twenty hours of these tutorial sessions.


In Hungary, the Habsburg lands whose peoples most resented the Chancellor’s centralist theories of government, Metternich made use of Francis Joseph even before he became his occasional pupil. Hungary was constitutionally unique, a kingdom within the Empire which possessed an elective system of county government as well as its bicameral Diet; and members of the Diet jealously safeguarded its ancient right to accord its sovereign the Hungarian soldiery and revenue his ministers required only in return for royal approval of its laws. The emergence of a Hungarian reform movement, moderate in the 1820s but intensely nationalistic twenty years later, convinced Metternich of the need to ‘so manipulate the constitution that it becomes possible to govern Hungary in the regular manner’ (as, in 1841, he told a session of the Ministerial Council, the seventeen specialists who advised the Staatskonferenz). Thereafter Metternich sought to create a neo-conservative political group of Hungarian magnates, who would emphasize loyalty to the Habsburg dynasty. He intended this creed to serve as an alternative to the Magyar patriotism so warmly invoked by the popular idol, Lajos Kossuth, and accepted by many Hungarian noble families as well as by the middle classes in town and country. When in the second week of January 1847 Archduke Joseph died, after half a century in Hungary, Francis Joseph was sent to Ofen (Buda) for the Palatine’s obsequies, with Bombelles to advise him. The young Archduke’s evident progress in learning Magyar and his tact and apparent interest in all that he saw in this first brief journey into the Hungarian lands made a favourable impression, which Metternich was determined to exploit.


Yet there could be little doubt of the real feelings of the Hungarians; a fortnight after Francis Joseph’s visit to Buda, students across the river in Pest set fire to the German theatre, burning it to the ground. To send the Archduke back to Buda in the autumn as Ferdinand’s representative at the installation of the new Palatine – Joseph’s son, Stephen – showed great confidence in his bearing and personal nerve. On this occasion he delivered a speech in Magyar which was well received, even by Kossuth personally. A few weeks later Francis Joseph was among the Hungarians once more, on this occasion at Bratislava for the opening of the momentous Diet, which was to be dominated by Kossuth and his radical reformers. Even in the Diet’s honeymoon days, when defiant rebellion was still a long way off, Francis Joseph could sense the mounting excitement, the ‘terrific agitation’ as he wrote at the time. When revolution shook the Monarchy a year later, he was not so much taken by surprise as puzzled by its persistence. He had seen for himself more of the troubled regions of the empire he was to inherit than historians generally acknowledge. But mere acquaintance does not in itself bestow insight.


By now he was spending less hours in the study. Often in the spring and summer of 1847, and increasingly during the winter, he was in uniform. All too frequently he would have a black armband around the sleeve of his white tunic, for there was a high Habsburg mortality rate in the eleven months after the Palatine’s death. In early May Francis Joseph was at the head of his regiment for the funeral of the great army commander, Archduke Charles; six months later he attended the funeral of his host on the moonlit gondola procession in Venice, Archduke Charles’s third son, Frederick, the nominal commander-in-chief of the Imperial navy; and Francis Joseph went into mourning yet again shortly before Christmas, when his aunt Marie Louise was buried in the family vault of the Kapuzinerkirche. But he was also experiencing – and enjoying – military life away from the parade ground. That autumn he joined his regiment for field exercises in Bohemia, staying on the Taaffe family estate and meeting, for the first time, Prince Alfred Windischgraetz, the commanding general in Prague. At seventeen he was making high claims on his reserves of confidence, assuming a dignity of bearing in the regiment which concealed the diffidence he felt among contemporaries whose upbringing had been less carefully regulated than his own.


Archduchess Sophie’s diaries record a mother’s pride in her eldest son, slim and handsome in his Hussar uniform. But she was never dotingly foolish; there were blemishes on that proto-imperial image, and she knew it. In his mother’s company – and even more under the disparaging gaze of Melanie Metternich – Francis Joseph became woodenly self-conscious. He was too stiff and lifelessly impassive during receptions at Court, the Archduchess complained. With the best of intentions she set about overcoming his inhibitions. Early in December 1847 she hit upon a fitting solution. Amateur theatricals had been a popular feature of German Court life for over a century: why should not Francis Joseph immerse himself in some light-hearted comedy? A romping role, full of wit and humour, played privately in the Hofburg before the imperial family, the Metternichs and other luminaries of Court would teach him how to present himself happily and easily. The Bertrams of Mansfield Park, in Jane Austen’s novel, chose Augustus Kotzebue’s Lovers’ Vows for their amusement, and it was to Kotzebue that the Archduchess, too, turned; he had, after all, been director of the Hofburg Theatre long before that unfortunate day in 1819 when he was assassinated as a police spy by a German theological student in Mannheim. But Sophie settled, not for Das Kind der Liebe (Lover’s Vows), but for the, sightly older, five act farce Wirrwarr (Confusion). Her eldest son could play Fritz Hurlebusch, a country squire’s roguish heir and ward.


Francis Joseph disliked the idea intensely. From a reading of the play, one sympathizes with him: Hurlebusch is a habitual joker, amiably polite in the family circle, while throwing aside sardonic comments to the audience; in the final scene he must hide under a table, where he hears his cousin Babet, who had spurned his advances, avow her secret love for him; the curtain falls as they are about to marry and live happily ever after. Francis Joseph told his mother that Maximilian was ideal for the role and coveted it, but she was adamant: Richard Metternich could be in the cast; Dénes Széchényi and Charly Bombelles, too; Marie Széchényi was to play Babet; and, at fourteen, Charles Ludwig might be the night-watchman; but Franzi was to play Hurlebusch. Not even the death of Marie Louise could save her nephew from the stage debut he dreaded; the performance was not cancelled. It was postponed until the end of court mourning.


Wirrwarr was duly presented in the Alexander wing of the Hofburg at 10 pm on 9 February 1848. ‘A wonderful production’, the Archduchess noted in her diary. She said nothing of Francis Joseph’s acting. Nor did Melanie Metternich in her journal, though she questioned the choice of title: why ‘confusion’ at such a time in the Monarchy’s history? From the awed admiration with which Francis Joseph later commented on good theatrical presentation, he probably hated every minute on the stage, though he dutifully learned his lines. None of Hurlebusch’s waggishness was grafted on to his character, perhaps fortunately. Yet the evening of theatricals proved a turning-point in his life. Never again did he need to accept his mother’s ruling on how to present himself. Events overtook his adolescence. Five weeks after watching the play, the Metternichs were fugitives from revolution, hurrying westwards to find sanctuary in England; and within 300 days of his curtain-call, the reluctant actor was to receive the homage of his father and mother, his brothers and all the paladins of the army as their sovereign emperor. Effectively Wirrwarr marked the end of Francis Joseph’s childhood.



















Chapter 3


YEAR OF REVOLUTION





A persistent legend maintains that throughout the winter of 1847–8 Francis Joseph’s mother sought the downfall of Metternich and a transition to constitutional government. ‘Events enabled a court faction, led by Archduchess Sophie, to pressure Emperor Ferdinand into jettisoning Metternich’, a distinguished modern American historian has written. So, certainly, Princess Metternich believed when she looked back on the recent past from the bitterness of exile; she convinced herself that the Archduchess let Kolowrat know he could count on support from a ‘dynastic Opposition’ if he tried to defeat the Chancellor’s proposals at meetings of the Staatskonferenz. She may well have held dark suspicions of a dynastic intrigue as early as the second week in February, when the two women sat watching the private theatricals in the Hofburg; for by then The Sybilline Books out of Austria, an anonymous pamphlet blaming Metternich for the sterility of Austrian politics, was the talk of the salons. Rumour correctly identified the author as Captain Moehring, tutor to the five sons of the Viceroy of Lombardy-Venetia, Archduke Rainer. More sensationally the pamphlet carried a dedication to Archduchess Sophie. Could Moehring have put her name forward in such a way without foreknowledge of her convictions? It seemed unlikely.


Yet the dedication, like so much that happened during the spring, took the Archduchess by surprise. There is no evidence she was ever prepared to make any active move against Metternich, nor did she show sympathy for Kolowrat, the ambitious spokesman of a particularly narrow circle of German-Bohemian landowners. Throughout the 1840s she had kept abreast of Europe’s affairs. Family letters afforded her an insight into Germany’s problems: a half-brother was King of Bavaria; her twin sister was Queen of Saxony; and their elder sister was married to Frederick William IV of Prussia. As well as these private sources, she read the main German newspapers and several French periodicals, defying the Austrian government’s clumsy censorship. She was aware of the mounting discontent: the impatience of the younger generation of politicians with Metternich’s negative conservatism; the widespread resentment at the arbitrary imposition of taxes; the confusion caused by the election of a so-called ‘liberal Pope’. Within the Monarchy she could see for herself the spread of a linguistic, cultural nationalism and the growing frustration of the commercial class in many towns at the bureaucratic barriers hampering the spread of trade. By Christmas 1847 the Archduchess was deeply pessimistic: ‘God knows what the future holds for our poor country’, she wrote in her journal. But gloomy jottings in a diary are a sign of passive fatalism rather than active conspiracy. Sophie, and the Court with her, waited anxiously upon events.


So, for that matter, did Metternich. On 2 January 1848 he drew up his ‘political horoscope’ for the year: radical forces would emerge and throw society into confusion, he predicted; the danger-spot was Italy, he insisted, and more precisely Rome. He dismissed the significance of events in Germany or France and the familiar problems of Hungary. At first it seemed as though he was right. Reports reached Vienna of insurrection in Sicily, the grant of a constitution in Naples, and the spread of a liberal agitation through Tuscany and the Papal States. But when, on the last Sunday in February, it was confirmed that Radetzky had proclaimed martial law in Lombardy-Venetia there were also rumours in Vienna of a revolution in France. Next morning – Monday, 28 February – there was a rush of panic selling as soon as the stock exchange opened. By Wednesday the Chancellor, still as imperturbable as ever, felt he should reassure his luncheon guests. Were he to be dismissed from office, he explained, Revolution would have come to Vienna; and that, of course, as he assumed every visitor to the Ballhausplatz must realize, was unthinkable.


Meanwhile the Hungarian Diet, whose opening ceremonies Francis Joseph had attended in the city now known as Bratislava early in November, remained in session. It was on Friday, 3 March, that, with news of the fall of the monarchy in Paris confirmed, Lajos Kossuth made the most historic of all his speeches to the Lower House of the Diet. He urged the establishment of a virtually autonomous Hungary, with a responsible government elected on a broad franchise. It was not a fiery call to arms. He spoke respectfully of the dynasty as a unifying force, welcoming in particular the first steps taken by Archduke Francis Joseph to win the love of the nation; but Kossuth was not the man to compromise. To safeguard Hungary’s historic rights for all time, it was essential to change the character of government in the Monarchy; and he called for ‘general constitutional institutions which recognized the different nationalities’.


Reports of Kossuth’s proposals soon reached Vienna. They produced a triple response: a plea for civil rights and some form of parliamentary government from the Diet of ‘Lower Austria’ (Nieder Oesterreich), the province including the capital and its suburbs; petitions to Emperor Ferdinand from several professional bodies, seeking the removal of police surveillance; and demonstrations by university students for the abolition of censorship, more freedom in education, and liberty of public worship. For the first time there were signs of dynastic Opposition to the Chancellor, but it was not inspired by Archduchess Sophie. She was increasingly alarmed by the unrest: as early as 9 March she recorded in her journal the fear that Vienna would soon suffer the horrors experienced by Paris in 1793 (though one would have thought 1792 a more alarming parallel). It was the popular and pragmatic Archduke John rather than Sophie who began to rally the dynasty; ‘Uncle Johann’ was induced by a member of the Lower Austrian Diet to come up to Vienna from Graz in the hope that he would give sensible advice to the Staatskonferenz. John found, as he wrote, that Metternich ‘was the only person to whom you could talk and he remained convinced he could handle the situation by writing memoranda and delivering long speeches. Everyone else was impossible’.


The events of 1848 were to mould Francis Joseph’s character and determine the pattern of his life. But at first, during these heady days of March, there was little change in his customary Hofburg routine. On Sunday afternoon (12 March), while the students awaited news of a petition presented to Ferdinand by two liberal professors, Francis Joseph escorted his mother through the gardens, strolling down to the bastion of the old palace, where they were seen and cheered by some of the demonstrators. There was no positive response from the Court and overnight the mood of the students turned uglier. By nine on Monday morning thousands were gathering outside the Landhaus in the Herrengasse, where the Lower Austria Diet was to meet. A Tyrolean with powerful lungs read Kossuth’s speech in a German translation, amid repeated cheers and angry calls for Metternich’s resignation. A second deputation went to the Hofburg and the Emperor summoned his Chancellor to the palace soon after midday. But Metternich did not intend to surrender office: he was prepared to talk to the leaders of ‘the rabble’; but he urged his fellow councillors to stand firm. It was decided that the thirty-year old Archduke Albrecht, as military commandant of Lower Austria, should close the city gates, for there were rumours of a general attack on property by unemployed labourers squatting outside the walls. When Albrecht’s men sought to clear the Herrengasse, some shots rang out: a student and two artisans lay mortally wounded on the cobbles; a journeyman weaver died from a broken skull; and an elderly woman from an almshouse was crushed to death when the demonstrators fled in panic down the narrow street.


The sound of shooting could be heard in the Hofburg, where there was already great confusion. Archduchess Sophie – who had to allow 13, 14 and 15 March to pass before finding time to write up her journal – gathered her sons around her protectively in one room, suddenly emphasizing the immaturity of Francis Joseph, of whose manliness in uniform she had been so proud over the past year. Empress Maria Anna, a close friend ever since she came to Vienna as Ferdinand’s bride, was by now convinced of the need for her husband’s abdication and assumed that Francis Charles would renounce the succession in favour of his eldest son. But Sophie insisted that the time had not yet come for such a dramatic palace revolution. During Monday afternoon she met Prince Windischgraetz, the commanding general in Bohemia who – though on a purely private visit to Vienna – was summoned to the palace when it was feared Albrecht’s inexperience might put the fate of the dynasty at risk. To Windischgraetz Sophie carefully explained that Francis Joseph had not yet attained his majority, ‘being more or less still a child’. ‘We must set things in order first, before letting him take the reins’, she added.


For most of this historic Monday ‘the child’ was therefore necessarily an onlooker. But not entirely so. During the early evening Archduke Ludwig, the customary chairman of the Staatskonferenz, at last turned against Metternich and asked for his resignation. The Chancellor refused to go unless his sovereign and the Archdukes in line of succession should personally absolve him from the oath he had taken before Emperor Francis’s death that he would give loyal support to Ferdinand. Such a gesture of absolution required the presence of both Francis Charles and his eldest son around the Staatskonferenz table; and in this curious way Francis Joseph was ushered into the inner counsels of government. From that moment until his death in 1916 he remained close to the heart of affairs.


Metternich’s resignation was announced at nine o’clock on the Monday evening, even though it was Tuesday afternoon before he was able to slip quietly away from the capital with his family. Archduke John returned to Graz, confident he could check the spread of unrest through Styria. Nominally Windischgraetz was given full powers to keep order in the capital, but he never exercised them; unexpectedly Francis Charles emerged as chief spokesman for the government, effectively succeeding Ludwig as chairman of the Staatskonferenz. It was Francis Charles who summoned a special conference, at eleven on Tuesday night, at which he spoke in favour of a constitution; once the Emperor had made such a great concession, Francis Charles argued, all later political demands could be refused on the grounds that these matters must wait until agreement had been reached on the basic instrument of government. The Archdukes Francis Joseph and Albrecht, as well as Windischgraetz and Kolowrat, were present at this conference. Significantly Archduchess Sophie, though not herself present, made it clear that she was unhappy over her husband’s proposal; she did not wish to find that, when their son came to the throne, his freedom of action would be constrained by any earlier concessions. Nothing, however, was done that night; far better wait until the celebrations of the Chancellor’s fall were over and the popular agitation died down.


Accordingly, on Wednesday afternoon, Francis Joseph joined his father and Emperor Ferdinand for a carriage drive through the inner city which was to test the public mood. That morning the Palatine had arrived in the capital with a large deputation from the Hungarian Diet, intensifying the widespread excitement. There were cheers once more, especially for the good-natured ‘Kaiser Ferdl’, but outside the Hofburg itself the crowd seemed sullenly suspicious. The drive settled doubts left unresolved at Tuesday night’s conference. Some two hours after the carriage’s return, a mounted herald rode out to the Michaelerplatz and proclaimed the Emperor’s resolve to convene a constituent assembly ‘as speedily as possible’. Cabinet government came to Austria on the following Monday, with the appointment of Kolowrat as head of a ‘responsible ministry’.


Metternich’s fall meant different things to different groups of people, but most hailed it as the end of a supranational repressive system. The pace of revolution quickened, notably at Bratislava where, in the last week of March, the Hungarian Diet carried through a series of sweeping constitutional changes which required their sovereign’s assent to the establishment of responsible government in the historic Lands of the Hungarian Crown, too: there would be a Hungarian minister of war, a Hungarian minister of finance and a Hungarian minister ‘resident around the King’s person’. When the Palatine brought details of these proposed reforms to Vienna the Court complained that, if they became law, the Magyars would share nothing with the other peoples of the Monarchy except the person of the sovereign.


These demands were bad enough for the Court in Vienna. Yet however vexatious they might be, Hungary’s striving for independence was at least a recognizable cause, steeped in past history. Other nationalities posed unfamiliar problems or raised old questions in a new form: thus Cracow, a ‘free city’ until absorbed into the Empire in 1846, remained a seedbed of Polish patriotism; and there was uncertainty over the loyalty of the Roumanian and Serbian minorities. In Zagreb representatives of the ‘Triune Kingdom of Croatia, Slavonia and Dalmatia’ asserted claims for acceptance of their national identity in a continued voluntary union under the Hungarian crown and reigning dynasty, but they unanimously entrusted executive authority and military command to their chosen governor (Ban), Baron Josip Jellaçić; while in Prague the Czechs put forward demands which threatened the power of the great landowners, the German magnates of Bohemia and Moravia. Nor could Vienna entirely escape the Pan-German enthusiasm, which surfaced so dramatically in Berlin and Frankfurt.


In one form or another, each of these issues continued to confound politics throughout Francis Joseph’s life and reign. But the most immediate problems were raised by the Italian Question, as the exiled Chancellor had foreseen. The eruption of radical rebellions in Milan and Venice made the Risorgimento a sustained threat to Habsburg primacy in the peninsula. Less than a fortnight after Metternich’s fall, King Charles Albert of Sardinia-Piedmont felt in honour bound to answer the call of Italian patriots for a crusade which would sweep the whitecoats back across the Alps. It was this challenge which thrust Austria into war for the first time in a third of a century.


The Austrian army, accustomed to quelling isolated rebellions in the cities of the peninsula, was surprised by the extent of the anti-Habsburg rising. By the third week in March Radetzky, who had already evacuated Milan and fallen back on the fortresses of the Quadrilateral, was appealing to Vienna for military aid; he could count on only 50,000 loyal troops to hold Verona, Peschiera, Mantua and Legnano and protect his communications from Venetian raiders at the head of the Adriatic and guerrilla attacks in the South Tyrol. But before the army could receive reinforcements the Piedmontese claimed a victory, at Goito on 8 April. In Vienna the Kolowrat government seriously considered granting Lombardy independence and Venetia autonomy, in the hopes that the troops deployed in the peninsula could be used to maintain order elsewhere in the Monarchy. But, from a sense of pride and prestige, the army would not willingly pull out of so familiar an arena of battle. Archduke Albrecht, whose father had fought against Bonaparte with distinction in northern Italy half a century before, left Vienna to command a division of Radetzky’s army. Understandably Francis Joseph, who was intensely proud of his Hussar commission, wished to accompany his cousin to the Italian Front.


Not yet, however. To his mother’s evident relief, the government needed Francis Joseph in Vienna, where the removal of press censorship was stimulating the growth of radical journalism. An uneasy calm prevailed with sudden displays of dynastic loyalty which may – or may not – have been sincere in intention. Thus when Archduchess Sophie and her son took an afternoon drive down the Praterallee they would hear the coffee-house orchestras suddenly switch from a popular tune to the Habsburg anthem, Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser, as the carriage approached and there would be cheers from the townsfolk out walking. But many stolidly respectable Viennese families were ready to affirm their Pan-Germanic sentiments and copied the university students by wearing the black, red and gold cockades of the Frankfurt liberals. Politically, these were confusing days.


By early April Kolowrat seemed about to quit office in despair, although he did not resign until the middle of the month, largely because it was by no means clear who – or what – would succeed him. Meanwhile, to appease the radical trouble-makers, he encouraged Baron von Pillersdorf, his minister of the interior, to go ahead with the preparation of a constitution for early publication and discussion. Both Francis Charles and Francis Joseph were asked to examine Pillersdorf’s first drafts and amplify his proposals, if they wished, but neither father nor son made any written comment on what was to them an alien document, difficult to comprehend. Yet, though it was clear Francis Joseph remained ill-prepared for such matters, the Kolowrat government persevered with the attempt to draw him gradually into political life; and on Thursday, 6 April, he received his first official post, Governor of Bohemia.


Kolowrat assumed that the appointment would enable the young Archduke to complement Windischgraetz’s military authority, perhaps even to contain it, for the civilian landed magnates of the northern provinces felt a certain mistrust of their colleague’s ambitions. But Francis Joseph had no chance to familiarize himself with the tasks ahead of him. He was at once plunged into the complex problems of Czech government. A group of ‘German Bohemians resident in Vienna’ was quick to seek the new Staathalter’s protection for the German language in Bohemia’s schools. He received a deputation, but the meeting with Francis Joseph was unproductive, one delegate sadly admitting that the great hope of the dynasty ‘did not appear to know what it was all about’. Kolowrat seems to have had second thoughts; for on Saturday morning the ministers went back on Thursday’s arrangements. ‘In the circumstances … it would be better’ for the Archduke ‘not to hurry to take up his appointment’, they declared.


Hungary’s affairs were more pressing; and on Tuesday Francis Joseph was on his way down the Danube by steamer, accompanying Emperor Ferdinand and his own father to Bratislava for the closing of the Reform Diet. In later years the champions of the dynasty regarded Ferdinand’s speech at the ceremonies on the following day as a humiliating surrender to the demands of the revolutionaries, for he gave formal consent to all the thirty-one measures enacted by the Diet over the past six months. Yet at Court there was some hope that these April Laws would give the Monarchy an effective balance of government: there is no evidence that Francis Joseph disapproved of the attempts by his cousin, the Palatine Archduke Stephen, to strike a working compromise with Kossuth and the parliamentarians. The liberals in Vienna were optimistic, too; once again warm cheers greeted the imperial carriages as they sped back to Schönbrunn from the Prater landing-stage after the steamer’s return from Bratislava on 13 April. But the Palatine had his critics. Archduchess Sophie consoled herself with the curious constitutional doctrine that, although her son might have witnessed Ferdinand’s acceptance of the April Laws, he had not given the reforms his assent and was not therefore bound to uphold them. She noted with approval the subsequent decision of Archduke Stephen’s Chamberlain to resign office because he thought the Palatine too sympathetic towards Magyar nationalism. Soon she found room for the ex-Chamberlain, Count Karl Grünne, in her personal service. He was a forty year old devout Catholic, more stolidly conservative in politics than Bombelles, and in character and training a parade-ground officer certain to win her eldest son’s warm regard.


On 19 April – Wednesday in Holy Week, and also Emperor Ferdinand’s birthday – the Archduchess received a visit from Windischgraetz, who was about to return to Bohemia. The sixty-one year old Prince, who in his boyhood had witnessed the flight of French emigrés from the Revolution, expressed doubts over the wisdom of having the imperial family grouped together in the capital during Easter week: it was a time of traditional open air gatherings in the Prater and this year, on the Tuesday, the text of the Pillersdorf constitution would be published. He therefore warmly backed Francis Joseph’s plea to be allowed to join Radetzky’s army in Italy, and the Archduchess relented. She had never met the old Field Marshal, but she wrote a letter to him on Easter Eve, expressing confidence in the troops under his command and commending her eldest son to his safe-keeping: ‘He is a good and honest boy’, she wrote, ‘and ever since his childhood has set his heart on a soldier’s career’.


Francis Joseph travelled slowly down to the Italian Front, stopping overnight at Salzburg, Innsbruck and Bolzano on the way. He reached field headquarters in Verona before dawn on Saturday, 29 April. Next morning he rode out beside Radetzky to reconnoitre the Piedmontese positions south-west of Verona. ‘My most precious possession, my lifeblood, I entrust to your faithful keeping’, Sophie had written in her letter to the Field Marshal.


One’s sympathies go out to the veteran commander, with such new and unwanted responsibility thrust into his hands. On that same Sunday his troops, dangerously depleted in strength, suffered a rebuff at Pastrengo; and he was painfully aware that they were facing a well-equipped Piedmontese army supplemented by 5,000 enthusiastic volunteers from Tuscany, and awaiting the coming of several thousand men from the Papal States and a large contingent of Neapolitans who were on their way northwards. It is true that, though heavily pressed at Peschiera, the Austrians still held the Quadrilateral fortresses. Moreover, at the turn of the month, Radetzky was encouraged by news of the appointment in Vienna of a vigorous war minister, General Count Latour-Baillet, who made the sending of reinforcements to Italy a matter of urgency. But, for the moment, the Field Marshal could grumble at having his headquarters littered with sword-rattling princelings; for the five young Archdukes already there were now joined by the great hope of the dynasty, full of fire and fervour, eager – as he told his mother – to see ‘the Piedmontese swept from our two provinces’ and ‘the double-headed eagle flying over Turin’. He was attached as an ordnance officer to Baron d’Aspre‘s corps, covering the approaches to Verona from Mantua.


Francis Joseph received his baptism of fire on 5–6 May, when the Piedmontese army launched three stubborn assaults on the Austrian positions in the suburban village of Santa Lucia. The Archduke was well to the north of the centre of the fray but several cannon-balls fell close to him; he remained cool and totally unperturbed, though urged to seek cover. The victory came as a great morale booster for Radetzky’s troops and for dynastic loyalists throughout the Monarchy. Santa Lucia was no Austerlitz or Leipzig; no one reckons it among history’s bloodier battles and there were less than 350 Austrian casualties, dead, wounded and missing. But the Santa Lucia positions were strategically important: had the defences been breached, the key fortress of Verona would have been in danger.


To a seventeen year old Hussar, barely two months out of the schoolroom, this experience of battle was a great occasion. ‘For the first time I have heard cannon-balls whistling around me and I am perfectly happy’, he wrote to his mother. But thereafter discreet postings kept him away from the firing line. He had, however, an opportunity to meet Radetzky’s protégés, his ‘military children’. Among them were an intrepid brigade commander, Prince Felix Schwarzenberg, and a gifted regimental officer who despised military theorizing, Colonel Ludwig von Benedek. Yet the Archduke’s chief service was as a correspondent, someone to emphasize to the Court that, given reinforcements, victory would come swiftly and decisively. Radetzky suspected the government of seeking a compromise settlement, ceding Lombardy to Piedmont. This suspicion seemed confirmed  when, as the month ended, he was forced to pull out of Peschiera.


By then, Vienna was again in revolt. Pillersdorf’s constitution seemed inadequate, for it did not even specify who would have the vote. On 10 May radical student leaders set up a Central Political Committee and five days later columns of students and labourers marched through the inner city carrying a ‘storm petition’, demanding a constituent assembly elected by universal male suffrage. The government, short of reliable troops and alarmed by the rapid growth of a National Guard loyal to the Central Committee, capitulated; and on Tuesday, 16 May, the people of Vienna were informed that the Emperor had accepted the student demands, even promising that, from Thursday onwards, the National Guard should share sentry duty at the palace with the regular garrison.


These concessions alarmed both the Empress Maria Anna and Archduchess Sophie. Parallels with the great French Revolution were in everyone’s mind: there were rumours of a student mob planning to force an entry into the Hofburg, set it ablaze, and murder the imperial family. ‘Here we are held like a mouse in a trap’, the Archduchess declared; they would wriggle free before the first National Guard sentries went on duty. On Wednesday the Emperor and Empress set out for an afternoon drive; and so, soon afterwards, did Francis Charles, Sophie and their younger children. But this time the carriages did not make for the Prater; they turned westwards out of the city and through the suburbs. In France, fifty-seven years before, Emperor Ferdinand’s great-aunt and her royal husband had been ignominiously intercepted at Varennes and returned as virtual captives to Paris. Now, in this year of revolution, the Habsburg refugees were taking no chances. Their carriages sped throughout that night and all Thursday until, in the failing light of their second evening, they reached Innsbruck. There, behind the familiar yellow ochre stonework of a far smaller Hofburg, the Court was to remain in residence for the next three months.


Francis Joseph warmly approved of the move to Innsbruck; it left the family free from any threat of intimidation by radical students in the capital. Indirectly, however, it also ended his participation in the Italian campaign. Now that he had won wide respect as a courageous young officer under fire, there was a good case for bringing him back to Court and grooming him for the tasks which would confront him after his accession. He might, it was felt, take up his post as Governor of Bohemia; and he certainly needed to be abreast of affairs in Hungary, where Count Lajos Batthyány was striving to keep in office the loyal constitutional government envisaged by the April Laws. By the second week in June Francis Joseph was in Innsbruck.


Sophie was relieved to have her ‘most precious possession’ restored to her unharmed. She was pleased, too, a week later, when her sister Ludovika, Duchess in Bavaria, arrived in Innsbruck with her daughters Helen, fourteen, and Elizabeth, ten. It was the first time Francis Joseph had met his Bavarian cousins; they seem to have made no impression upon him whatsoever. Elizabeth (‘Sisi’) fascinated his younger brother, Charles Ludwig, but the Santa Lucia veteran had no time to spare for a little round-faced girl, who was still so much a child that she brought with her in the coach a pet dog and a cageful of canaries. Day after day the Archduke seemed content to remain closeted with General Grünne, whom Sophie induced her son to appoint as his personal chamberlain. Grünne confirmed the High Tory prejudices which Francis Joseph absorbed at Radetzky’s headquarters: to both men ‘constitutions’ were the invention of the devil. When a deputation from Vienna persuaded Ferdinand to appoint Archduke John as his personal representative in the capital, Francis Joseph echoed his mother’s disapproval of such contact between dynasty and rabble.


While the Bavarian Princesses were staying at Innsbruck the Court received the first news of effective military backing for a counter-revolution. Not surprisingly it was Windischgraetz, the military commander in Bohemia, who seized the initiative. For several weeks in the late spring he had sought full powers from the government to stamp out the embers of revolt in the capital and the more restless cities of the Empire, but his pleas had always been rejected. In June, however, unrest in Prague gave him the opportunity to strike a blow for the old order at a time when elections for a constituent Reichstag were taking place throughout the Austrian lands.


During the Metternich era Prague was never reckoned one of the more explosive cities of the Empire. Local magnates from German princely families backed a Czech cultural and antiquarian movement which was, at times, sentimentally Slavophile but never aggressively Panslav in sentiment. The growth of factory industries had thrown many home craftsmen out of work and by late May 1848 there was high unemployment in the mills because the delivery of American cotton, normally landed at Trieste, was disrupted by the fighting in the north of Italy. Yet politically Prague remained true to the dynasty, mistrusting ‘the rebellious people of Vienna’. When on 1 June a Slav Congress was opened in the city, its leaders wished to emphasize to Ferdinand the loyal support of Slavonic peoples of his Empire, and their conviction of the need for an ‘Austria’ freed from dependence on Germans and Magyars. Other nationalities proved less cool-headed than the Czechs: Poles, Slovaks, Ruthenes, Serbs, Slovenes and Croats all had different objectives, while radical delegates from outside the Monarchy urged support of Panslav ambitions which presupposed a need to dissolve the Empire entirely. The Congress got out of hand, and Windischgraetz put his troops on the alert, a provocative move with fatal consequences. Clashes between the army and demonstrators became serious on 6 June, and over the following days there were some four hundred casualties in a series of confused skirmishes at hastily improvised barricades. Among the dead was Windischgraetz’s wife (who was also a sister of Felix Schwarzenberg); she was hit by a stray bullet as she stood at her window, trying to observe what was happening in the narrow streets below. This misfortune settled Windischgraetz’s line of conduct. He refused to receive two missions of would-be mediators sent from Vienna and began shelling central Prague. The city surrendered unconditionally to Windischgraetz on 16 June: martial law was imposed; and military tribunals meted out harsh punishment. The ‘conqueror of Prague’ received, not a reprimand for insubordination, but a warm letter of gratitude signed by Emperor Ferdinand. From St Petersburg came further congratulations and a high military decoration; Tsar Nicholas I saw himself as the custodian of the old order now that Metternich was gone, and he recognized in the army commander of Bohemia a natural ally against Revolution.


Archduchess Sophie welcomed the news from Prague: had she not emphasized to Windischgraetz in March the ‘need to set things in order’ before her son came of age? Sophie remained in close touch with Windischgraetz. She was heartened, too, by the attachment to the Emperor’s suite of Felix Schwarzenberg, as spokesman for ‘Papa’ Radetzky and the army in Lombardy-Venetia. That, after all, was the decisive battle-front: ‘All Austria is in thy camp’ ran a line in Grillparzer’s famous ode to Radetzky, published in the Donauzeitung of 8 June; and Schwarzenberg emphasized the truth behind the poetic apostrophisation. Certainly after 25 July, when Radetzky defeated the Piedmontese army at Custozza, there was no more talk, either among the ministers in Vienna or at Innsbruck, of seeking a compromise peace with King Charles Albert. Within a fortnight the whole of Lombardy had been cleared of the invaders and Charles Albert was glad to accept an armistice. This was a decisive moment in the counter-revolution. Latour, the war minister, no longer had to find troops to send down to Verona; there was some prospect that, in the near future, units could be withdrawn from Italy to restore order elsewhere in the Monarchy.


Meanwhile, three days before Radetzky’s victory, a newly elected assembly (Reichstag) met in Vienna’s imperial Riding School. Delegates came from every part of the Empire, except Lombardy-Venetia and Hungary (which had its own Diet, opened by the Palatine Archduke Stephen in Buda early in July). Although there was friction between some national groups in the Reichstag and scuffles broke out in the narrow streets around the Riding School, there seemed no threat of further violence in the capital. The most lasting achievement of the Reichstag – the emancipation of the peasantry from feudal dues and obligations – was carried through peacefully in the second week in August. Archduke John, the ministers and the deputies, all urged the Court to return to the capital, and Ferdinand and the Empress duly left Innsbruck as soon as the report of the armistice with Piedmont was confirmed. Francis Joseph accompanied them as far as Ischl where, with Grünne now acting as his chief adviser, he called on Archduke Ludwig, who chose to remain in the Salzkammergut and leave affairs of state to more active members of the family. Not entirely, however. News of a plan for Francis Joseph to visit England, where Metternich had settled in exile, stirred him into strong opposition: it would be far better for Franzi to wait upon events in Austria, he told Sophie.


It was therefore at Schönbrunn that Francis Joseph passed his eighteenth birthday and reached the age of majority. Outwardly there was nothing unusual about the day itself or the festivities which continued for much of the week. From his parents he received a gift of two beautifully decorated meerschaums, for he was already a habitual pipe-smoker; he attended a Te Deum and a military parade to celebrate the victory in Italy. Yet affairs were far from normal. Tension remained high: the troops drawn up for inspection came, not only from historic regiments in the garrison, but from units of the National Guard, the citizen militia established in March; and a relaxed day with his younger brothers at a village festival was cut short by a plea from Grünne to return to the palace, as there were clashes between unemployed and soldiery in the poorer districts of Vienna. Worse rioting followed in mid-September, when the University was put into a state of indefinite vacation in the hope of dispersing the students and keeping them away from allegedly left-wing academics. The Reichstag, too, came under suspicion when by a narrow majority it threw out a proposed vote of thanks to Radetzky, for his victories in Italy. The rebuff angered the veteran Field Marshal. Unlike his colleague in Bohemia, Radetzky liked to stay so far as possible above politics, but he resented this gesture by the Reichstag; he told war minister Latour – himself a General of the old school – that he would never tolerate attacks on the honour of the officer corps, and he expressed alarm at the prospect of decisions over the future of the army passing into ‘the hands of mere boys and contemptible agitators’.


There was no precedent for a military coup in the whole history of Imperial Austria. Over-ambitious generals had been effectively discouraged for the past two centuries, deterred perhaps by the fate of Wallenstein in the Thirty Years War. Yet by September it seemed clear to outside observers – including the British ambassador – that the future of the Monarchy depended on its military commanders and, allegedly, on a camarilla of generals and courtiers with influence over the young Archduke. Here the key figure was thought to be Windischgraetz: he insisted on holding autumn manoeuvres in Moravia, thus massing a large army within a few days march of Vienna; and he strengthened his links with the Court through the appointment in late August of a trusted staff officer, Prince Joseph Lobkowitz, to serve as adjutant-general to the Emperor. Recent historical scholarship has played down the role of the camarilla, emphasizing the discord between the rival commanders, but Windischgraetz personally had little doubt of his objective. He would lead a counter-revolution, designed to perpetuate aristocratic rule in central Europe through the agency of the Habsburgs. He presented Lobkowitz with a contingency plan in case the imperial family had to flee the capital a second time: no more slipping away to the alpine provinces, as in May; ‘the Emperor and all the imperial family’ must head northwards ‘by way of Krems to Olmütz, not in flight, but under the protection of the army’. ‘Then’, Windischgraetz added in confidence, ‘I shall conquer Vienna, the Emperor will abdicate in favour of his nephew, and I shall proceed to occupy Ofen (Buda)’.


Hungary determined the pace of events that autumn. Throughout the summer the Hungarians behaved with exemplary loyalty, within the constitutional structure of the April Laws: Archduke Stephen remained Palatine; Count Lajos Batthyány served as prime minister of a coalition which included the cultural ‘father of his people’ István Szechényi and the cautious lawyer Ferencz Deák as well as the more radical Kossuth. In early June Batthyány travelled to Innsbruck, where he promised to raise funds for 40,000 recruits to swell Radetzky’s army in Italy. Yet, though their prime minister might be treated with respect, the Court looked on all Hungarians with suspicion. If the Batthyány ministry made the April Laws really work, then the centre of the Habsburg Monarchy would effectively shift from Vienna to Buda, with the Magyar magnates succeeding to the privileged position held by the Germanised Bohemian nobility. It was therefore in the Court’s interest to encourage the discontented non-Magyar peoples of historic Hungary, both ‘backward’ nationalities like the Slovaks and historically more assertive communities, such as the Roumanians of Transylvania and the militant Serbs of the Voivodina, where the Serbs could count on covert backing from Belgrade. Fighting spread across southern Hungary in the second week of June and continued intermittently throughout the summer.


The key figure in these troubled south-eastern lands of the Monarchy was Colonel Josip Jellaçić, the Ban of Croatia. At midsummer the Court at Innsbruck disavowed the Ban as a disobedient and independently minded troublemaker, but he received some encouragement and funds from Latour, officially for the well-being of the ‘frontier folk’, military families settled along the historic Croatian-Bosnian borderland. The worsening situation in southern Hungary bolstered the Ban’s status, making him indispensable to the so-called camarilla in Vienna. He was promoted General and on 11 September led a Croatian army across the River Drava and marched swiftly northwards to Lake Balaton, having achieved a working alliance with some 10,000 Serbian irregulars in the east. This South Slav (‘Yugoslav’) invasion rallied the Hungarian parliamentarians who, on Kossuth’s prompting, voted funds for an army of Home Defence, numbering 200,000 men. The Palatine’s well-intentioned appointment of Count Lemberg to negotiate with Jellaçić went tragically wrong; on 28 September a nationalistic mob in Pest seized and lynched Lemberg. Archduke Stephen, who was in Vienna, had already determined to step down as Palatine because of the hostility he encountered at Court; and Batthyány also resigned soon afterwards. The fate of Hungary was in the hands of Kossuth, as head of a Committee of National Defence.


Francis Joseph, with Grünne at his elbow, was well briefed on events in Hungary, receiving Jellaçić’s proclamations as soon as they reached Vienna and passing them on to his mother (who, in her journal, already called the Ban of Croatia ‘that admirable Jellaçić’). Emperor Ferdinand, at Latour’s prompting, issued a manifesto on 3 October giving Jellaçić  command of all troops in Hungary and proclaiming him as representative of the sovereign in the absence of a Palatine. This appointment soon proved an embarrassment. Hungarian resistance stiffened north of Balaton, thanks largely to the enterprising young General, Arthur Görgei. After three days of heavy fighting, the Croat army was in urgent need of reinforcement. Latour ordered a regiment to be sent by rail from Vienna into Hungary on the morning of Friday, 6 October. The troops mutinied. There was shooting at the railway station. By midday rioting had spread to the centre of the city.


As in March and in May, the imperial family was gathered in the Hofburg. Alarming reports reached Lobkowitz, who was entrusted with their safety. Angry groups of workers and students were hunting for the two most unpopular men in Vienna: Alexander Bach, a liberal reformer who had accepted office as minister of justice; and Latour, the war minister. Bach escaped the mob: he changed into women’s clothes but, refusing to shave off his moustache, was induced to accept the role of gentleman’s gentleman instead. Latour was tricked into emerging from the war ministry and was seized by the mob who repeatedly stabbed him, stripped him naked and strung him up on a lamp post in the square known as Am Hof. News of this bestial murder, less than a quarter of a mile from the Hofburg, convinced Lobkowitz of the need to get his charges out of Vienna. They left under heavy escort at half past six on the Saturday morning.


Once clear of the city, the imperial ‘caravan’ (as Archduchess Sophie called it) moved slowly, conscious that Windischgraetz’s troops were heading southwards to give the family greater protection and restore order in the capital. Sunday was spent at Sieghartskirchen, barely twenty miles west of Vienna, and it was not until the following Saturday morning that the caravan reached its destination, the garrison town of Olmütz (now Olomouc), a natural centre for the fertile farms and small industries of northern Moravia. The imperial family occupied the palace of the Prince Bishops, a spacious Baroque residence built some 180 years previously. Both the German townsfolk and the Czech peasantry in Moravia were as effusively loyal to their ‘honoured guests’ as the people of Innsbruck had been a few months before. In later years Francis Joseph remained suspicious of Vienna’s artisans and students and continued to look on Hungarians and Italians as natural rebels – but not the good folk of Moravia, the Salzkammergut or the Tyrol.


The sudden departure from Vienna and the week-long journey through an army massing to avenge the murder of Latour and the alleged affronts to the dynasty left a deep impression on the Archduke’s mind. Once again he was, in his own eyes, a professional soldier; he chafed at the restraints which prevented him from marching ‘to conquer Vienna’ beside Windischgraetz (whom Emperor Ferdinand created a Field Marshal two days after the Court reached Olmütz). By the last week in October the new Field Marshal concentrated 59 battalions of infantry, 67 squadrons of cavalry and 200 guns on the outskirts of the capital. There he joined forces with Jellaçić, who was glad to have sound strategic reasons for leading his Croats westwards out of Hungary as Magyar resistance stiffened. The Honved, an essentially National Defence force, was reluctant to cross the frontiers of historic Hungary in pursuit of Jellaçić, but its commanders raised the hopes of the beleaguered Viennese by tentatively probing forward as far as Schwechat – where Vienna’s airport now stands – before falling back at the approach of the main Austrian army.


By 31 October Vienna was in Windischgraetz’s hands. The Field Marshal set up his headquarters in imperial Schönbrunn, while Jellaçić’s ill-disciplined troops were left to break down the last improvised barricades in suburban Leopoldstadt. Almost a quarter of Vienna’s inhabitants had fled the city before Windischgraetz tightened the noose, many heading northwards to Moravia; but some two thousand Viennese perished  in the fighting, and twenty-five alleged ringleaders were subsequently shot. Throughout the winter the city remained under strict military control.


Windischgraetz was dictator of the Monarchy in all but name. For him it was enough to be invested by Emperor Ferdinand ‘with the necessary plenipotentiary powers to restore peace in My realm’. Outwardly the months of November and December 1848 marked the apogee of Habsburg militarism; and in several provinces there was a brief popular cult of WJR, a symbolic trinity of soldierly saviours and of the dynasty, formed by the initials of Windischgraetz, Jellaçić and Radetzky. But, in reality, the three generals had little in common: Jellaçić, a far inferior soldier, was mistrusted politically by both colleagues; Radetzky complained that Windischgraetz’s politics were impossibly reactionary; and Windischgraetz, for his part, undervalued the victor of Custozza’s generalship. The WJR combination never sought to establish a purely military oligarchy for the Empire as a whole. Ministerial government had not been swept away: the septuagenarian diplomat Baron Wessenberg, appointed prime minister in July when Pillersdorf retired from the political stage, followed the Court to Olmütz, and he was joined there by most of the cabinet. Nor were the delegates to the constituent assembly sent about their business: the Reichstag sitting in the Vienna Riding School was prorogued on 19 October, with its members given a month to make their way to Moravia, where the assembly would reopen at Kremsier. This was a town some 25 miles south of Olmütz in which the Prince-Bishop had a summer palace, with large halls and galleries to accommodate the deputies. Yet in one respect, Windischgraetz left a decisive imprint on active politics in Moravia: once Vienna was in his hands, he secured the nomination of Felix Schwarzenberg as prime minister in succession to Wessenberg. For Windischgraetz’s political future this was a mistake. If Schwarzenberg felt any obligation at all towards the mythical WJR trinity, it was to the old Field Marshal he had served in Italy rather than to his brother-in-law.


Francis Joseph, though steeling himself to show no strong feelings over any question, liked and respected the forty-eight year old brigade commander whom he had first met in the forts outside Verona. Schwarzenberg was a Byronic cavalry officer beginning to look slightly seedy from the ravages of typhus. He had been a career diplomat and still possessed ideas of his own as well as the skill to express them convincingly. To come from the most illustrious family still in attendance at Court was also an advantage for him. ‘A man of authority, but in no sense an absolutist’, Metternich’s protégé Baron Hubner wrote contentedly in his journal after hearing Schwarzenberg expound his views for the first time. He was strongly opposed to Windischgraetz’s extreme Toryism and, since he was more sympathetic towards constitutionalism than Grünne, he slightly broadened Francis Joseph’s political horizon during those weeks at Olmütz when Windischgraetz’s star seemed in the ascendant. Above all, Schwarzenberg acknowledged that his experience of domestic politics was limited: and in Olmütz he looked for advice to Count Francis Stadion, a genuine believer in parliamentary government, and the lawyer Alexander Bach who, though regarded as a renegade by Vienna’s radicals, was one of the ablest administrators who ever operated Austria’s cumbersome bureaucratic machine. When Schwarzenberg announced his cabinet on 21 November, he found in it posts for Stadion (Interior) and Bach (Justice) as well as for Baron Bruck (Commerce), the entrepreneur who had already created for Austria a new port at Trieste. Unlike the Empress and Archduchess Sophie, who still believed Windischgraetz was the soldier-statesman of the coming reign, Schwarzenberg saw no reason to look to the WJR combination for guidance. And, under his tutelage, neither did Francis Joseph.


Windischgraetz, in Vienna, remained unaware of the day to day shifts in power and influence at Olmütz. He did not realize how rapidly Schwarzenberg established an ascendancy at Court. Long ago both men had agreed that Ferdinand should abdicate in favour of his nephew; and Schwarzenberg accepted office only on the understanding that a change of emperor was imminent. Empress Maria Anna and Archduchess Sophie also recognized that the time had come for Francis Joseph’s accession. But the long-suffering Empress retained a certain pride. She did not wish to see her husband nudged off the throne for a new monarchy based upon popular sovereignty. An act of abdication must condemn the revolutionary leaders who had induced Ferdinand to whittle away his powers, she insisted; and she wished it to emphasize that, in renouncing the throne, Ferdinand was ensuring that his nephew could begin his reign unfettered by concessions exacted from his predecessor. Windischgraetz fully agreed with the Empress. He assured her of his conviction that the Schwarzenberg government would respect her views: ‘You need have no scruples over advising the Emperor to abdicate’, he wrote.


Schwarzenberg did not see political life in such simplistic terms. Neither the Empress nor Windischgraetz seem to have known of the speech he delivered to the Reichstag at Kremsier five days after becoming prime minister, when he told the deputies that the government wished ‘to place itself at the head of’ the movement in favour of representative institutions. ‘We want constitutional monarchy sincerely and unreservedly’, Schwarzenberg declared. Perhaps he even meant it, for there was no reason why a ‘constitutional monarchy’ need necessarily concede popular sovereignty. But the speech made no attempt to condemn the Revolution; the prime minister’s sentiments had little in common with the straightforward Toryism shared by Maria Anna and her sympathetic correspondent in Vienna.


On the evening of Friday, 1 December, Windischgraetz and Jellaçić  arrived in Olmütz from the capital, knowing that the change of monarch was imminent; the third paladin, Radetzky, could not leave the Italian war zone. In the evening Windischgraetz discussed the Abdication Act and the accession ceremonies with Schwarzenberg. He seemed satisfied by all he was told, for Metternich’s close assistant, Kübeck, had drafted a stern preamble to the Act, denouncing the sins of Revolution.


The presence of the Court in Olmütz had drawn the diplomatic corps to northern Moravia, and the town was already packed. It was clear some ceremony was to take place next day, for the garrison was ordered to turn out in full-dress uniform at half past nine. Few people were in the secret, certainly not Archduchess Sophie’s younger sons: Maximilian, not unreasonably, assumed that his brother was to be invested as Governor of Bohemia-Moravia. There was an element of improvisation right up to the last moment. Only on Friday morning was it agreed in talks between the prime minister and the Emperor-to-be that he would retain his two baptismal names as sovereign, reigning as ‘Francis Joseph I’ rather than as ‘Francis II’ (as styled in the first draft of the proclamation): both men liked to associate ‘good Kaiser Franz’ with the reformer emperor, Joseph, who was also an active soldier.


The date chosen for the ceremony was hardly auspicious: 2 December was the anniversary, not only of an upstart Emperor’s coronation in Paris, but of the humiliating defeat he inflicted a year later on the Austrian and Russian armies at Austerlitz, scarcely thirty miles away from Olmütz. But, for different reasons, both Windischgraetz and Schwarzenberg were in too much of a hurry to worry about anniversaries: the Field Marshal wished to march on Buda before winter made the roads impassable; and his brother-in-law believed he could curb the giddier flights of constitutional fantasy at Kremsier by emphasizing that there was, once again, a central authority prepared to exercise real powers.


Only a small gathering of people witnessed the ceremonies in the salon of the Prince-Bishop’s palace on that Saturday morning: the imperial family, the government ministers and the two soldier paladins. With a weary voice, halting between words and placing emphasis at times on the wrong syllables, Emperor Ferdinand read out the Abdication Act which Schwarzenberg handed to him. Windischgraetz, who was not listening carefully, thought the reading took less time than he had anticipated, and when he received the official copy of the gazette he was able to see why; for Kübeck’s preamble condemning the revolution had dropped out of the speech. ‘Important reasons have led Us to the irrevocable decision to lay down Our Crown in favour of Our beloved nephew, Archduke Francis Joseph …’, Ferdinand declared, surrendering his Austrian imperial titles and the crowns of Hungary, Bohemia, and Lombardy, although retaining the personal style and dignity of Emperor. Schwarzenberg read Archduke Francis Charles’s formal renunciation of his claims, with its assertion that, at this grave moment in the dynasty’s history, a younger person was needed on the throne; and family, generals and ministers gave homage to their new sovereign lord. ‘It is thanks to you that all this is possible’, Francis Joseph said, simply enough, to Windischgraetz. Afterwards Ferdinand recorded all that he remembered in his journal: ‘The function ended with the new Emperor kneeling to his Emperor and master – that is to say myself – and asking for a blessing, which I gave by laying my hands upon his head and making a sign of the Cross’. Sophie heard Ferdinand say, ‘God bless you, Franzi. Be good. God will protect you. I’m happy about it all’. Then, as Ferdinand wrote in his journal, ‘We went away to our room … and heard Holy Mass in the chapel of the Bishop’s Palace … After that I and my dear wife packed our things’.


At two in the afternoon Emperor Ferdinand and Empress Maria Anna left for Prague and took up residence in the Hradschin Castle. Meanwhile in Olmütz Francis Joseph’s accession was proclaimed to his subjects with a flourish of trumpets outside the Rathaus and again on the steps of the cathedral. Schwarzenberg later read a proclamation of accession to the Kremsier Assembly: ‘Long Live the constitutional Emperor, Francis Joseph’ responded Franz Smolka, the Speaker of the Reichstag, with conviction. Only from Hungary came the firm voice of dissent: the change of throne was ‘an affair of the Habsburg family’, Kossuth insisted. Hungary would acknowledge no other King until a successor swore to uphold the constitution as defined in the April Laws and received on his head the Holy Crown of St Stephen.


Legend depicts Francis Joseph as returning from the ceremony with the sad comment, ‘Farewell my youth’, and bursting into tears. Perhaps so; though, for the past nine months, moments of light-hearted frivolity were already rare; and thus life continued for him. He remained at the heart of the family circle in the Prince-Bishop’s apartments, along with his mother and father and three brothers. But, long before dawn each morning, the Emperor was working at his official papers. For a fortnight he buried himself in documents of state, trying to make sense of reports from his commanders in the field and sending off holograph letters to the sovereigns of Europe. On 16 December came the grave news that Windischgraetz had led an army of 52,000 men eastwards into Hungary, confirming that the Monarchy was racked by civil war. That evening the self-control which was second nature to the young ruler momentarily broke, exacting a curious price. A ball thrown to one of his brothers by the six-year old Archduke Ludwig Victor cracked a mirrored door in the episcopal palace. The boys, fearing a scolding or worse, appealed to Francis Joseph for sympathy and support. Unexpectedly the Emperor felt an urge to join in their romp. Turning to his mother, he asked for her permission to smash the door down; and, with astonishing indulgence, the Archduchess allowed her children to do as they pleased. A frenzy of glass-breaking followed, until the door was shattered. ‘Sa Majesté se donna à coeur joie’ (‘His Majesty went at it to his heart’s content’), Sophie wrote in her diary that night. What the Prince-Bishop said is not on record.
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