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Introduction

Dear Reader,

Every empire starts with ambition and ends with paperwork. This one began with an email newsletter. What you’re holding now is what happens when a small curiosity about history becomes obsession, escapes its inbox and refuses to behave.

I started writing these letters because I couldn’t stop thinking about Napoleon—or Paris, which might be the same thing. Both are brilliant, flawed, theatrical, and slightly too aware of their own reflection. As the saying goes, Paris is always a good idea. 



At first, I just wanted to capture the stories that had lodged themselves in my head—those collisions of history and humanity too vivid to stay trapped in the past. Then it became something else: a way to see if I could make history breathe. To make it feel like Paris at dusk, when the Seine reflects more memory than light. This indulgence let me explore why certain stories refuse to die: the rise and ruin of ambition, the theater of power, the strange beauty of Paris even when she’s setting herself on fire.

Now, a disclaimer of sorts: I have no formal training in history, literature, or anything remotely academic. What you’ll read here isn’t scholarship—it’s fascination. I defer entirely to the historians who do the real work of assembling truth from the wreckage. These letters are my way of walking beside them, peering over their shoulders, and occasionally wandering off to chase something shiny down an alley.

I’ve tried to be accurate, though history is a slippery collaborator. Some of what follows comes from scholars and archives; some from late-night Wikipedia wanderings; and some from tour guides whose enthusiasm often outpaced their precision. I am in their debt! When I’m wrong, that’s on me. When I take liberties, that’s deliberate—because these stories deserve to live again, not just be cited.

If I’ve done my job, you’ll feel something—a spark, a pang, a laugh, maybe even a touch of nostalgia for a world that believed grandeur could be permanent. And if, somewhere along the way, you also learn something, well, that’s a pleasant side effect. The feeling comes first; the facts, if I’m lucky, follow.

So, here they are. Dispatches from another century, smuggled into yours.

Written in affection, curiosity, and the faint hope that history still has something to say. 



With gratitude,





Jason Moore

Redmond, WA

October 2025





How to read this book



A brief note on pace.



These letters were never meant to arrive in a stack. They were born as weekly dispatches—meant to land, linger, and leave a little room for your mind to wander. Read too many at once and the edges blur; the cadence flattens.



For the best experience, take them in small measures: a letter, maybe two or three, then pause. Let the scenes, arguments, and digressions steep—much like the old biji traditions of China or the zuihitsu notebooks of Japan, where reflection mattered as much as the text.



Return when inclined: tomorrow, next week, or after a long intermission. The book won’t rush you, and it reads best when you don’t rush it.





Lettre n°1 - The Geometry of Empire


Learn your dates, if you wish to understand France. Start with December 2.

It isn’t a holiday. It’s a heartbeat.


	
1804 — Napoleon crowns himself Emperor. 

	
1805 — Austerlitz, victory over a conquered Europe. 

	
1851 — The nephew dissolves the Republic. 

	
1852 — He crowns himself Emperor in turn. 




Four December seconds, struck like chords in the same key—ambition, glory, repetition, collapse.

Stand in Place Vendôme and you can almost hear them. The column at its center was forged from the cannons of Austerlitz—Austrian, Russian, and Prussian guns melted into one monument. Nine hundred tons of enemy iron reborn as a spiral of triumph climbing toward the clouds.

At its summit, Napoleon stands as a Roman conqueror, calm and unblinking. In his hand, a cannonball—the geometry of his victories—upon which perches Nike, the winged goddess of victory, light as conviction.

The Bourbons tore him down. The July Monarchy tried modesty. The nephew—patient, polite, inevitable—raised him again. France never argues with its past; it recasts it.

Look closely and you see what every regime learns: memory is the most dangerous metal. Melt it, and it takes any shape. Forget it, and it returns harder.

These letters follow that spiral—down through smoke and ceremony, past kings who mistook power for permanence, into the furnaces where myth was first poured. To understand what rose here, we must first descend into what burned before it.

Because in France, history doesn’t repeat.

It insists.


Lettre n°2 - The People Rome Couldn’t Forget


Before Paris was Roman, before togas and aqueducts, this land belonged to the Celts. And the Celts? They were metal.


Not metaphorically. Literal severed heads in jars. Arms on display like fine art. When guests arrived, the Celts didn’t uncork wine—they gestured to the preserved limbs of former enemies. Trophies that talked back. That man tried to kill me. Now he holds up my bookshelf.


To the Romans, they were barbarians. Wild. Illiterate. Uncivilized. But peel back the propaganda, and the truth is more unsettling: the Celts had cities, roads, sophisticated trade, and metalwork that outshone Rome’s own. They had even invaded Rome, burned its archives, and erased the Romans' past.

Their one fatal flaw? They refused to write.


Not because they couldn’t—they signed contracts with traders & merchants in Greek and Latin. But when it came to their own laws, stories, and beliefs, writing was banned. Outlawed not from ignorance, but from principle. They believed writing weakened the mind. If you had to remember something, you had to really think. Writing, they said, made lies too easy—frozen words that couldn’t flinch, couldn’t be challenged, couldn’t adapt.


Truth lived in the room, in the breath, in the eyes of the speaker. In memory.

So, they passed history through performance, song & debate. Their knowledge wasn’t stored—it was lived. But that choice had consequences. Because they left no record, the only surviving stories come from their enemies. And the Romans, smarting from humiliation, told tales designed to justify conquest.

They painted the Celts as monsters. Naked warriors, screaming downhill with broadswords. Painted skin, howling mouths. Terrifying. Unstoppable. Other. Rome needed the world to believe they had been beaten by giants, not equals.


And sure—some of those stories were true. The Celts fought like demons. They collected the heads of their enemies. But Rome’s retelling wasn’t history—it was revenge. It was a war of swords, yes. But more lastingly, it was a war of narrative. And the Celts lost. Not on the battlefield, but on the page.


Rome innovated empire through stone, steel, and ink. The Celts, by contrast, became whispers—their gods turned to shadows, their cities buried beneath Roman roads, their wisdom mostly vanished.

But maybe, just maybe, that was the point. They didn’t want their truth carved in stone. They wanted it carved in memory. Because history isn’t just what happened. It’s who gets to say what happened.

And in refusing to be pinned down by words, the Celts made sure no one else could ever quite capture them either.


Lettre n°3 - Marius’ Mules


Before Caesar crossed the Rubicon, before Rome became an empire, there was Gaius Marius—a name few remember. But without him?

Rome doesn’t win.

Rome was in trouble. The Celtic tribes—especially the Cimbri, a Germanic war machine—were pressing in hard. Outnumbered, outmatched, and out of options, the Senate turned to Marius.


And Marius said: we’re doing this differently.



Up to that point, Roman soldiers were mostly aristocrats. They brought their own weapons, armor, tents, and servants. Fighting was a part-time job. Marius threw that out the window. Instead, he opens recruitment to everyone. Poor, landless, hungry? Congratulations, you’re in the army now.


But he didn’t just recruit differently. He ran his entire army upside down. No more slaves to lug their stuff. Everyone carried their own gear. Every soldier marched - armored, weaponized, and packing a full load of supplies. He forged a new kind of Roman army - a moving fortress.


Not everyone approved. The toga-clutchers, the old guard, the aristocrats of Rome - they called them Marius’ Mules. Because they carried everything - and could still fight. It wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t beautiful. But it worked.


In the last Letter, you heard about the Celts—their painted skin, massive swords, war cries that could rattle a city wall. Time and time again, the Celts had shown up—painting their bodies, running downhill screaming, trying to terrify their enemy before even the first blow struck.


Roman column after column had been defeated. It worked for centuries. And then one day it stopped working.



The Celtic charge—the one that had crushed legions for decades—finally met its match. Marius decided to change the approach so many had tried. He parked his troops on a hill. Let the Celts tire themselves out on the climb, he said. His army remained silent, unmoving as the Celts screamed and charged up the hill. But gravity and fatigue did what arrows never could do: wear them down. And then this army of farmers, civilians, and ne’er-do-wells crushed them.



Efficiency beat ferocity. The myth of Celt invincibility was broken. It is the beginning of the end for Celtic power in Europe. From this point on, the Romans learn: you don’t out-yell the Celts. You outlast them.



Marius didn’t just win. He rewrote the DNA of the Roman army. Uniform weapons. Brutal conditioning. Loyalty to your general, not the Senate. That’s the moment where Rome stops being a scrappy republic—and starts building empire. Rome doesn’t just defeat them physically—it absorbs them. Their names, their roads, their land.


And his legacy? Carried on by his great-nephew. You might’ve heard of him - Julius Gaius Caesar.

We’ll talk about him next—and yes, we’re heading to Paris. But remember: long before empire, there was a man who made mules into machines.


Billet n°1 - Massilia - The City That Made Rome Look Like a Village

Long before Caesar set foot here, Marseille was already a superstar.

Massilia was older than Rome. Founded by the Greeks before the Roman peasants were even herding goats, it was a booming trade hub. As a result—being at the key intersection of trade routes—it brimmed with wealth, art, and foreigners. Ships from Asia, Africa, and Europe docked at its port. Citizens minted coins, they built temples, and they threw festivals.

Rome was still figuring out paved roads.

It was the Vegas of antiquity—but with much better olives.

We’ll soon dive further into Paris—which owes its own name to a Gallic tribe—but France’s first metropolis was Greek. Marseille’s daring laid the groundwork for all future urban ambition in Gaul.

So next time you hail a cab in Marseille? You’re echoing in the footsteps of traders older than Caesar’s empire. 


Lettre n°4 - Caesar in Paris


Before Napoleon’s victories. Before Philippe turned exile into a party. Before the Sun King built Versailles. There was Caesar.


Not yet an emperor—Rome didn’t have those. Just a general with ambition in his stride and propaganda in his saddlebag. He came during the Gallic Wars, crossed the river to a fortified island held by the Parisii, and saw more than wooden walls and muddy banks. He saw leverage.


The river ran from Burgundy to the sea. Trade routes. Supply lines. A launch point for Britain. North to south, east to west—Paris was a crossroads.


And Caesar loved crossroads. He was perhaps the first to see a city destined to be great someday. He gathered the Gallic leaders here to explain, calmly, how Roman power was going to reshape everything. It wasn’t a negotiation. It was a warning wrapped in admiration.



He even wrote it down—dry, detached, eternal: “Civitas Parisiorum est infra Lutetiam.” The state of the Parisii lies below Lutetia.



It’s the first recorded mention of the tribe that gave Paris its name. The sentence appears in Commentarii de Bello Gallico—Caesar’s own account of his campaigns in Gaul. He wasn’t just fighting wars; he was shaping the narrative. The book, written in the third person for maximum gravitas, was part field report, part self-promotion, and entirely calculated.
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