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Cast of Characters


The Bonaparte Family


Napoleon Bonaparte, born 1769, general of the Army of Italy 1796, First Consul 1799


His brothers Joseph (born 1768), Lucien (born 1775), Louis (born 1778), Jérôme (born 1784)


His sisters Elisa (born 1777), Pauline (born 1780), Caroline (born 1782)


His mother Letizia, born 1750


His wife, previously Rose de Beauharnais, known as Josephine, born 1763


Her son Eugène (born 1781) and daughter Hortense (born 1783)


Bourbons


Louis Stanislas Xavier de Bourbon, comte de Provence, born 1755, lived in Warsaw as ‘comte de Lille’ 1801–4; self-styled Louis XVIII


Charles, comte d’Artois, born 1757; after 1789 lived in Turin, then Edinburgh, then London


Louis Joseph de Bourbon, prince de Condé, born 1736; emigrated to Coblenz 1791 and raised a royalist army; to London 1800


Louis-Antoine-Henri de Bourbon, duc d’Enghien, Condé’s grandson, born 1772


French politicians


Maximilien Robespierre, born 1758, ‘the Incorruptible’, a leader of the Jacobins and mastermind of the Terror until his execution in 1794


Paul, vicomte de Barras, born 1755, Provençal nobleman, the most important of the five Directors who ruled France from 1795 until Bonaparte’s coup in 1799


Joseph Fouché, born 1759, son of a Nantes slaver; teacher at the Oratory school then Jacobin politician; minister of police in summer 1799–1802 and 1804–


Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, born 1754; bishop of Autun 1789, excommunicated 1791; to Britain 1792 but expelled; America 1793–6; minister for foreign affairs 1797–


Alexandre-Maurice Blanc d’Hauterive, born 1754, professor before the revolution; consul at New York 1790-98; foreign ministry 1798–


François-Marie (marquis de) Barthélemy, born 1747, French minister in Switzerland; Director 1797; exiled 1797, rescued and came to England; returned after Brumaire; senator


Louis-Guillaume Otto, born 1754, French representative in London 1800–2; minister to the Palatinate 1803–4


Michel Regnaud de Saint-Jean-d’Angély, born 1761, lawyer and state counsellor


Pierre-François Réal, born 1757, lawyer, state counsellor and special investigator


Claude Ambroise Régnier, born 1736, Grand Judge and minister of justice 1802–


Louis Antoine Fauvelet de Bourrienne, born 1769, school friend and private secretary to Bonaparte


Henri Shée, born 1739, prefect of the Bas-Rhin 1802–


Amé Masclet, born 1760, sub-prefect of Boulogne 1800–


André Dumont, born 1764, sub-prefect of Abbeville 1799–


Antoine-François Bertrand de Moleville, born 1744, minister of marine to Louis XVI; exiled to London


Emmanuel-Henri-Louis de Launay, comte d’Antraigues, born 1759, agent of Louis XVIII


Louis-Antoine-Marc-Hilaire de Conzié, born 1732, bishop of Arras, head of Artois’s council


Armand de Polignac, born 1771, raised at Versailles, went to London in 1800, courtier to Artois


Jules de Polignac, born 1780, his brother, courtier to Artois


Jean-François Dutheil, financial agent for Artois, manager of secret service and link with British government


Charles-François de Riffardeau, marquis de Rivière, born 1765, first aide to Artois


French armed forces


Jean-Charles Pichegru, born 1761, sergeant-major of artillery before revolution; general in 1793 and commanded the army of the Rhine; army of the North 1794; changed sides and exiled 1797; escaped to Britain


Auguste Thévenet dit Danican, born 1764, as lieutenant colonel in Parisian national guard fought royalists in the Vendée 1793; suspected of treachery after defeats; denounced colleagues; led revolt in Paris in 1795; fled to London and became royalist publicist


Amédée Willot, born 1755, private 1771; republican general 1793 in Pyrenees and in Vendée 1795; exiled 1797 and escaped with Pichegru to Britain


Jean Victor Marie Moreau, born 1763, lieutenant colonel of Breton volunteers 1791; served as general under Pichegru in Flanders 1794; commander of the army of the Rhine 1795-7; dismissed with Pichegru 1797; commanded in Italy 1799, then army of the Rhine and victor of Hohenlinden 1800


Frédéric Lajolais, born 1765, volunteer 1778; general 1793 under Pichegru; arrested 1794 over Pichegru’s supposed treachery; acquitted but not re-employed


Henri Rolland, born c.1758, old acquaintance of Pichegru and of Moreau


Charles-Léon Tinseau d’Amondans, born 1748, aide to Artois, military engineer and royalist publicist


Athanase-Hyacinthe Bouvet de Lozier, born 1770, adjutant-general of royal army


Etienne-François Rochelle, born c.1768, royalist officer


Jacques Jean-Marie François Boudin de Tromelin, born 1771, fought at Quiberon, then assisted Sidney Smith before returning to France in 1802


Bon-Adrien Jeannot de Moncey, born 1754, commissioned 1778; general of the Army of the Western Pyrenees 1794; suspected royalist; led a corps under Bonaparte 1800; inspector-general of the gendarmerie 1802–


Anne Jean Marie René Savary, born 1774, staff messenger to Pichegru, then to Moreau; aide to Desaix, then to Bonaparte; commander of the Gendarmes d’Élite of the Consular Guard 1801


French police


Louis Nicolas Dubois, born 1758, prefect of police for Paris 1800–


Pierre Marie Desmarest, born 1764, Fouché’s assistant from 1799, chief of the secret police; astronomer, botanist, novelist


Pierre Fardel, investigated Hyde’s network in 1800 and the Boulogne network in 1803


Charles Pasques, said to be a sadistic colossus


Pierre Hugues Veyrat, an enthusiastic police chief inspector


Joseph Mengaud, born c.1750, envoy to Switzerland 1797–8; police commissioner for Manche and Pas-de-Calais 1801–4


Hanoverians


George III, born 1738, King of Great Britain (after 1801 the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland) and Elector of Hanover


Queen Charlotte, born 1744


George, Prince of Wales, born 1762


Frederick, Duke of York and Prince-Bishop of Osnabrück, born 1763


British politicians


Henry Addington, born 1757, Viscount Sidmouth 1805; Speaker of the House of Commons 1789–1801; First Lord of the Treasury and Chancellor of the Exchequer 1801–4


John Hiley Addington, born 1759, Lord or Secretary of the Treasury 1800–3; paymaster-general 1803–4


George Canning, born 1770, Foreign Office undersecretary 1796–9; commissioner of the Board of Control 1799–1801; joint paymaster-general 1800–1; treasurer of the navy 1804–6


William Cavendish-Bentinck, Duke of Portland, born 1738, Home Secretary 1794–1801


Francis Drake, born 1764, envoy to Genoa 1793–7; envoy to the Elector Palatine 1799–1804


Henry Dundas, born 1742, Home Secretary 1791–4; Secretary for War and the Colonies 1794–1801; Viscount Melville 1802


Charles William Flint, born 1777, acting superintendent of aliens 1797, joint superintendant 1798; joint undersecretary for Ireland 1802


Charles James Fox, born 1749, leader of the Whig opposition


Francis Freeling, born 1764, Secretary of the Post Office 1797– and part-owner of the Sun


John Hookham Frere, born 1769, undersecretary for Foreign Affairs 1799–1800; minister to Portugal 1800–2, to Spain 1802–4


William Wyndham Grenville, 1st Baron Grenville, born 1759, Home Secretary 1789–91; Foreign Secretary 1791–1801


George Hammond, born 1763, minister plenipotentiary to USA 1791–5; undersecretary for Foreign Affairs 1795–1806


James Harris, born 1746, Earl of Malmesbury 1800; led peace negotiations with France 1796–7 then retired owing to deafness but was widely consulted


Robert, Lord Hobart, born 1760, Secretary for War and the Colonies 1801–4


William Huskisson, born 1770, superintendent of aliens 1793; undersecretary for War 1795–1801


Robert Jenkinson, born 1770, Lord Hawkesbury 1796–1808, Earl of Liverpool 1808; Foreign Secretary 1801–4; Home Secretary 1804–


John King, born 1759, undersecretary Home Office 1791–1806


John Maddison, head of the Secret Office of the Post Office


Evan Nepean, born 1752, Home Office undersecretary 1782–94; undersecretary for War and the Colonies 1794; Secretary of the Admiralty 1794–1804


Thomas Pelham, born 1756, Lord Pelham 1801; Home Secretary July 1801–August 1803


William Pitt, born 1759, First Lord of the Treasury and Chancellor of the Exchequer 1783–1801 and 1804–6


John Reeves, born 1752, treasurer of the Westminster magistrates and founder of the Association for Preserving Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers; superintendent of aliens 1802


Sir George Rumbold, born 1764, minister in Hamburg to the Hanse towns


Richard Brinsley Sheridan, born 1751, Whig MP close to Prince of Wales, dramatist and theatre impresario


George, 2nd Earl Spencer, born 1758, First Lord of the Admiralty 1794–1801


Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh, born 1769, acting chief secretary for Ireland 1798–1801; president of Board of Control 1801–4; Secretary for War 1804


Charles Whitworth, born 1752, ambassador St Petersburg 1788–1800; mission to Copenhagen 1800; ambassador Paris 1802–3


William Wickham, born 1761, superintendent of aliens 1794; minister to Switzerland 1794–8; undersecretary Home Office 1798–1801; chief secretary to Lord Lieutenant of Ireland 1802–4


William Windham, born 1750, Secretary at War 1794–1801


Charles Philip Yorke, born 1764, Secretary at War 1801–3; Home Secretary 1803–4


Royal Navy


John Jervis, born 1735, Earl St Vincent 1797; commander Mediterranean 1795–9; Channel fleet 1800-01; First Lord of the Admiralty 1801–4


Horatio Nelson, born 1758, rear-admiral Mediterranean 1797-1800; vice-admiral Baltic and anti-invasion 1801; commander-in-chief Mediterranean 1803–


George Elphinstone, 1st Viscount Keith, born 1746, commander in Mediterranean 1800–2; commander of North Sea fleet 1803–6


John Markham, born 1761, captain, on Board of Admiralty


Robert Montagu, born 1763, rear-admiral Downs station 1803


Philippe d’Auvergne ‘prince de Bouillon’, born 1754, commodore Channel Islands


The Smiths


John Smith, Sidney’s father, captain in the Guards and gentleman-usher to Queen Charlotte


General Edward Smith, Sidney’s uncle


Colonel Charles Douglas Smith, born 1761, Sidney’s brother, governor of Dover Castle


Captain Sir Sidney Smith, born 1764


John Spencer Smith, born 1769, Sidney’s brother, secretary at Constantinople 1795–8; plenipotentiary 1798–1801; envoy extraordinary to Württemberg 1802–4


John Wesley Wright, born 1769, naval officer and spy, Sidney’s principal assistant


Spies


John Alexander Keith, nephew of the banker William Herries and cashier of Herries & Co. of Paris


Antoine Marstin Viscovitch, a mysterious spy probably of Dalmatian origin


Richard Cadman Etches, born c.1765, wine merchant and ship owner; made a Danish citizen in 1789, working for Nepean


Louis Bayard (aka Duval), born 1769, agent of Wickham who became a British spy in Paris


François-Louis Rusillon, born 1751, Swiss soldier and agent of Wickham


Louis Fauche (aka Fauche-Borel), born 1762, a bookseller from Neuchâtel


Guillaume Hyde de Neuville, born 1776, royalist agent in Paris 1799–1800


Louis-Charles-Joseph Dupérou, born 1770, British paid plant in the French police


Antoine Omer Talon, born 1760, British paid plant in the French police


Arabella Williams, born 1745, British courier


Justin Ratel, born 1758, codenamed ‘The Monk’, Anglo-royalist agent


Julienne Spère (aka Derlan), his mistress


Lelièvre de Saint-Rémy (aka Pruneau), assistant to Ratel


Julien Leclerc, born 1762, professor turned lawyer turned Anglo-royalist agent


Pierre-Marie Poix, born c.1765 (aka La Rose, Durieux) of l’Ecuelle-Trouée, wholesale pedlar and estate manager, and his brothers Claudin, Joachim, Antoine and sister Celestine


Jean-Claude Méhée de la Touche, born 1762, republican journalist


Martin Laubéypie of the Bank of France


Michelle de Bonneuil, born 1748, a beautiful and charming woman


François-Xavier-Désiré Joliclerc, born 1770


Chouans


Georges Cadoudal, born 1771, commander Morbihan


Pierre Guillemot, born 1759, adjutant-general to Cadoudal


Joseph Picot de Limoëlan, born 1768, major-general to Cadoudal


Charles d’Hozier, born 1775, son of the royal genealogist, served under Limoëlan


François-Jean Carbon, born 1755, servant to Limoëlan


Aimé-Augustin-Alexis Joyaux aka Villeneuve, born c. 1777, from Morbihan, aide to Cadoudal


Michel Roger, born c.1769, commander of Cadoudal’s cavalry


Pierre Robinault de Saint-Régent, born 1768, commander of Cadoudal’s legion of la Trinité-Porhoët


Jean-Marie Hermilly, born c.1770, aide to Cadoudal, from Morbihan


Jean-Baptiste Coster de Saint-Victor, born c.1771, from Epinal, commanded in pays de Vitré


Edouard de la Haye Saint-Hilaire, born c.1777, Breton from the border with Normandy who fought under Cadoudal


Louis Picot, born c.1774, servant to Cadoudal


Louis de Sol de Grisolles, born 1761, commanded Cadoudal’s 4th legion


François-Noel de Prigent, born c.1760, courier between Cadoudal and the British


Pierre Querelle, a former naval surgeon


Louis de Ghaisne de Bourmont, born 1773, commander of Maine


Louis de Frotté, born 1766, commander of lower Normandy


Charles-Nicolas de Margadel, born 1765, aide and major-general to Frotté


Louis Guérin de Bruslart, born 1752, adjutant to Frotté, commander after his death


Jean Picot, ‘the butcher of the Blues’, senior officer under


Frotté Fortuné Guyon, comte de Rochecotte, born 1765, commander of upper Normandy


François Mallet, born 1765, agent of Wickham from Geneva, commander of upper Normandy


Raoul Gaillard, born c.1770, from Rouen, senior officer in upper Normandy


Armand Gaillard, born c.1773, his brother


Charles Lebourgeois, keeper of coffee-house at Rouen, officer under Maillet


Antoine de Phélippeaux, born 1767, officer in Condé army, then agent of Wickham in Vendée and aide to Sidney Smith


Antoine Caron, born c.1744, a perfumer


Pierre-Antoine Spin, born c.1755, a builder


Victor Couchery, born 1772, worked in the office of General Moncey


The Boulogne network


Claude-Guillaume-Victor du Wicquet, baron d’Ordre, born 1752, of the château of Macquinghen


Rosalie le Camus of Saint-Martin-Boulogne


Mme Combremont, concierge of Godincthun


Mlle Duchâtelet of the manoir d’Escault at Offrethun


Louis Delaporte, born c.1766, a priest


Godefroy, chevalier de Roussel de Préville, born 1776, of the château of Mont-Lambert


Nymphe de Préville, born 1785, ‘la Belle’, his sister


Louis Lefevre, wine merchant on the main street in Boulogne


Fishermen: Captain Verlingues, Louis Delpierre, Robert Lefort, Sauvage and Pierre Tuttelet


The Trocherie


Michel Troche, born c.1745, clockmaker of Eu


Gaston Troche, born c.1780, his son


Jacques-Joseph Duponchel, born 1770, schoolmaster and municipal secretary of Le Tréport


Jean-Louis Philippe, born 1771, grocer, commander of the shore battery at Le Tréport


Marie-Françoise Bachelier, born 1767, his wife


Jean Antoine Gallien, born 1760, oyster park manager at Le Tréport


Jean Dieppois, born 1761, fisherman


Prosper Quennehen, born 1750, curate at Bellancourt


Publicists


John Aikin, born 1747, editor of the Monthly Magazine 1796–1807


James Aitken, born ?c.1770, caricature printseller


James Asperne, born 1757, bookseller and proprietor of the European Magazine


William Vincent Barré, born c.1760, translator for the French government, then anti-Bonaparte publicist in London


John Bowles, born 1751, high Tory anti-Jacobin publicist


William Cobbett, born 1763, loyalist political journalist; editor the Porcupine (1800–1), Political Register (1802–)


Samuel Taylor Coleridge, born 1772, liberal journalist for the Morning Post and poet


Jean-Baptiste Couchery, born 1768, politician and journalist


Samuel William Fores, born 1761, Tory printseller in Piccadilly


Friedrich Gentz, born 1764, anglophile German publicist and diplomat


John Gifford, born 1758 ‘John Richards Green’, editor of the Anti-Jacobin Review


William Gifford, born 1756, satirical poet and editor of the Anti-Jacobin


James Gillray, born 1756, caricaturist


John Ginger, bookseller favoured by the Prince of Wales


Lewis Goldsmith, born c.1763/4, radical author, editor of the Paris Argus, then spy for France


John Hatchard, born 1769, Piccadilly bookseller favoured by government


John Heriot, born 1760, editor of the Sun and the True Briton


William Holland, born 1757, Whig caricature printseller


Jacques Mallet du Pan, born 1749, Genevan exile; editor of Mercure britannique 1798-1800


François-Dominique-Reynaud de Montlosier, born 1755, editor of Courier de Londres 1797–1802, then Bulletin de Paris 1802–


John Parry, proprietor of the Courier until 1799


Jean-Gabriel Peltier, born 1760, editor of Les Actes des Apôtres; fled to London after fall of monarchy; editor Paris pendant l’année (1795–1802); l’Ambigu (1802–)


James Perry, born 1756 ‘Pirie’, editor and proprietor of the Morning Chronicle


Sampson Perry, born 1747, proprietor of the Argus


Richard Phillips, born 1767, Whig bookseller in Leicester then London, proprietor of the Monthly Magazine


Jacques Regnier, born c.1760, editor of the Courier de Londres


James Ridgway, born c.1755, Whig bookseller


Ludwig, Count von Starhemberg, born 1762, Austrian ambassador to Britain 1793–1807 and publicist


Daniel Stuart, born 1766, proprietor and editor of the Morning Post 1795–1803 and joint editor and proprietor with Peter Street of the Courier 1799–


Henry Delahay Symonds, born 1741, Whig bookseller


Robert Wilson, born 1777, maverick soldier and publicist


John Wright, born c.1770, ministerial bookseller in Piccadilly, publisher of the Anti-Jacobin and first publisher of the Anti-Jacobin Review; after a bankruptcy in 1802 he worked for Cobbett


Henry Redhead Yorke, born 1772 ‘Redhead’, radical then ministerial publicist




3 nivôse, year IX


Paris in the year IX of the new era – 1800; the third day of the month of snow. In England it was Christmas Eve, but Christmas had been abolished in revolutionary France. Wednesday, a dark night of light rain.


The beau monde of Paris was making its way to the Théâtre de la République et des Arts in the rue de la Loi for the first Paris performance of Josef Haydn’s Creation. The famous singer Pierre Garat was making a one-night return from retirement to sing the part of the Angel Gabriel; the performance had sold out and the theatre filled early. It was the custom of young people with boxes in the theatre to meet up beforehand and dine in a group at a cabaret so as to arrive at the theatre when the doors opened. Everybody who was anybody was heading to the theatre on this special night to see and to be seen, for the room was brightly lit during the performance.


Haydn’s music was already more than a year old, but tonight’s performance was to unveil a new French libretto written by the talented intellectual soldier Louis-Philippe, comte de Ségur, one of the influential noblemen that Bonaparte had charmed into his camp, his future master of ceremonies. The Creation had first been performed at the Burgtheater in Vienna on 19 March 1799, and earlier in 1800 it had been published in German and in English-language versions, but this French version would be bigger and better. The huge chorus of 250 singers, the Opéra chorus having been reinforced by singers from the Théâtre Feydeau, was directed by the veteran Jean-Baptiste Rey, who had first taken his post as master of music to Louis XVI.


It was time for the performance to begin, and the First Consul was late. The curtain rose without him to reveal Garat dressed in his signature style, flamboyant beyond caricature – ‘his collar rose above his head, and his face, not unlike a monkey’s, was barely visible amid a forest of curls’. Beside him Lavinie Barbier-Walbonne was dressed with contrasting simplicity.1 ‘In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the Earth was without form and void and darkness was upon the face of the deep …’ The orchestra played twenty bars of the opening description of ‘Chaos’ before being interrupted by the noise of a huge, rumbling boom from somewhere outside.


At eight o’clock César had Bonaparte’s carriage ready outside the Tuileries Palace, half a mile from the theatre; as usual, the coachman had dined well. Bonaparte had been working all day and was not keen on going out, but the women were all dressed up and determined to go, and so he joined the party. At quarter past eight the First Consul and generals Lannes, Bessières and Berthier drove away towards the theatre about half a mile away in the rue de la Loi (it was in what is now the Square Louvois in the rue de Richelieu). Napoleon’s wife Josephine, her daughter Hortense and Napoleon’s sister Caroline were to follow in a second carriage, escorted by his handsome aide Jean Rapp, but they left a little later. Josephine had just been given a magnificent Ottoman shawl from Constantinople which she was wearing for the first time, and either Bonaparte or Rapp told her that she had not folded it as gracefully as she usually did. It was probably Rapp and Josephine flirting; she asked him to arrange it in the way that an Egyptian lady would wear it, which took some time. Napoleon’s carriage drove off and Caroline, anxious that they would miss the beginning of the performance, told them that they were being left behind; by the time they had settled in their carriage, Napoleon was already crossing the place du Carrousel.


The chouans had arrived early. The name had been adopted by the royalist insurgents of western France – bandits or heroes depending on your point of view. It means silent one or owl, but the application is obscure – possibly in their own region they used owl calls as signals. There had been chouan armies in most regions of western France until Bonaparte had forced their surrender earlier in the year. Most of the leaders had made their peace with the First Consul, but the most determined chouan general, Georges Cadoudal, had fled to London, and two of these men were officers of his, who had ventured away from their native Brittany to hide out in Paris. They were waiting, with a soldier servant, in the rue Saint-Nicaise at the end of the place du Carrousel in front of the Tuileries Palace.


Wearing blue workmen’s smocks over dirty jackets, they had driven their cart with the empty barrel they had had made a few days earlier, from its shed in the faubourg – the suburb – southward to the northern gate to Paris proper, the Porte Saint-Denis. Near Louis XIV’s monumental gate two more chouans had taken away the barrel and brought it back half an hour later transformed into a bomb, filled with two hundred pounds of gunpowder mixed with sharp stones. The journey south-west along the rues Neuve–Égalité, Croix des Petits-Champs and Saint-Honoré to the rue Saint-Nicaise had gone without a hitch, and now, with time to kill, the Bretons were attempting to look inconspicuous. First they took off the rainproof tarpaulin, as if to check the load: in reality they were putting in place a fuse impregnated with saltpetre. The barrel was concealed by a load of dung, hay, straw and a sack of oats. At the front was a pile of rubble and paving slabs.


Joseph Picot de Limoëlan, who drove the cart, was a former army officer whose father had been guillotined and his brother killed fighting for the chouans, after which he had joined them himself, leading a band in northern Brittany. Thirty-two years old, blue-eyed, with a long, thin nose, his blond hair was cut in the short-cropped ancient Roman style à la Titus and he normally wore a blue coat and trousers, boots and a hat with a mother-of-pearl buckle; he was the tallest of the three, being the same height as Napoleon Bonaparte, the First Consul. His servant was a Parisian who knew his way around, forty-five-year-old François-Jean Carbon, known as Little Francis, a former seaman, not much over five foot tall, blond, bearded, blue-eyed, with a scar over his left eye. He had been confidential servant to the chouan commander of lower Maine, but for the last two months he had been employed by Limoëlan; a week before he had bought the horse and cart from a grain merchant. Their leader was the diminutive Pierre Robinault de Saint-Régent, aged thirty-two, commander of Cadoudal’s legion of la Trinité-Porhoët, normally a dapper dresser in blue coat, black velvet waistcoat with textured stripes and grey trousers, with chestnut hair and big blue eyes. He was a former naval artillery officer, expert in explosives, who fled to England in 1794, fought at Quiberon in 1795, was wounded at Locminé in 1796 and accompanied Cadoudal to England in 1798. Only five foot tall, he had once been captured dressed as a woman, but had broken out through the roof of his prison. He was adept at disguising himself as a peasant and living wild in the woods and had a reputation for being daring, violent and merciless. His name appears in ‘A list of Persons who receive an Allowance from the British government for their Services on the coast of France’, in the papers of the Secretary at War, William Windham, paid at the senior officer rate of 3 shillings a day.2


They looked at a lemonade shop, then had a drink in the crowded café d’Apollon on the corner of the rue Marceau. A wine merchant and a grill also had many customers, for the rue Saint-Nicaise was a lively street and many of the rooms on the side facing the Carrousel were rented out to prostitutes.3 The church clock rang eight. They made as if to repair the road near the corner of the rue Saint-Nicaise, piling up some stones and rubble there as an obstacle, and Limoëlan walked off across the square towards the Tuileries Palace so that he could signal to Saint-Régent when the Consul’s coach was leaving, to give him time to light the fuse, which would take several seconds to burn. Saint-Régent, who had positioned the cart so that it partly blocked the road, reckoned he just had time to get round the corner of the street before the bomb went off; he offered a young girl 12 sous to hold the docile old mare for a few minutes while he stood by the barrel.


Leaving the Tuileries gate, César began to cross the place du Carrousel, but he could see that the entrance into Saint-Nicaise and the rue Marceau was blocked. Inside the coach, Bonaparte was dozing, but General Lannes pulled the cord to instruct César to slow down, and he did so: a cart drawn by a black horse, facing the Tuileries, was obstructing a cab that was coming out of the rue Marceau and trying to turn right towards the rue Saint-Honoré. Twenty yards ahead of the coach, the leading outrider, a horse grenadier of the Consular Guard, pushed his big, powerful horse between the two vehicles to create a gap, forcing the little black mare towards the wall, and, threatening the driver of the cab with his drawn sabre, urged him to move on fast; in the commotion his horse hurt its leg. César, who was slightly drunk, saw the gap open just wide enough, and without waiting for instruction, knowing they were late for the performance, whipped his splendidly trained horses on through the traffic at top speed, into the rue Marceau and then sharp left, northwards, towards the opera.4


All this happened in seconds. In the confusion Saint-Régent lost sight of Limoëlan and failed to light the fuse before the grenadier was on top of him. Afterwards he claimed to have been knocked over by the grenadier’s horse, but, if so, the grenadier didn’t notice; possibly the cab was part of the plan and he had been intended to escape in it; at any rate, there was a slight delay before Saint-Régent lit the fuse and fled down the rue Marceau.


Just after César turned right into the rue de la Loi the bomb exploded. Saint-Régent, running for his life, was thrown into the air and landed against the wicket-gate to the Louvre. The horse and the girl holding it were blown to pieces by the explosion; only the legs of the girl and the front half of the horse were found intact. The landlady of the café d’Apollon, who had rushed to her door to see the First Consul pass, had both her breasts ripped off by a piece of flying debris; she died three days later. One of her waiters was killed, the other wounded. Pieces of cart and stone and horse shot into the air and fell on the rooftops, bringing down a shower of tiles. The buildings in nearby streets shook as if in an earthquake – those closest to the explosion were gutted and windows smashed as far away as the Tuileries. Forty-five houses were so badly damaged that they were no longer inhabitable. Almost nobody who was in the rue Saint-Nicaise escaped uninjured: seven people were killed and twenty seriously injured. Several were blinded; those who could still walk tried to get away from the shrieks and wailing and the smoke and dust.


Bonaparte’s carriage was thrown onto one wheel and the windows smashed. César’s horses bolted momentarily, but he regained control and reined them in at the Théâtre de la République on the corner of the rue Saint-Honoré. The Consul called over the commander of his escort to ask if there had been casualties, but only one horseman had been hurt by a falling tile. He sent someone back to find out what had happened to Josephine and, if she was still alive, to reassure her that he too had survived, and they drove on to the performance.


Josephine’s coach had only just reached the palace gate when the bomb went off: flirtation had saved her life. Its windows also broke as the ground shook, the women screamed and a shard of glass cut Hortense’s hand. Rapp jumped from the coach to find the street ahead a chaos of smoke, dust, corpses and debris from ruined walls and houses. Bonaparte’s coach was nowhere to be seen. Uncertain what to do, he ran back to Josephine’s coach, but one of the outriders cantered up to summon them on to the opera, saying that the Consul was unhurt. They drove on, anxious, wondering what had really happened and what would happen next.


When Rapp reached the royal box above the left of the stage, Bonaparte, impassive, was calmly surveying the audience through his lorgnette. The audience was applauding wildly. Seeing Rapp, he asked: ‘Josephine?’ She appeared at that moment and his question tailed off. ‘Those bastards tried to blow me up,’ he remarked calmly. ‘Have someone bring me the libretto of Haydn’s oratorio.’
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Fair is Foul, and Foul is Fair


The machine infernale detonated in the rue Saint-Nicaise on 24 December 1800 in an attempt to kill Napoleon Bonaparte was the first of its kind – the first terrorist act of mass killing, targeted at an individual but indiscriminate in its effect, the first ‘IED’ (improvised explosive device), the first time a bomb had been used for assassination.1 It was called a terrorist bomb at the time, but that was because at first everybody thought it had been planted by Jacobins responsible for the Terror; in fact, it had been detonated by royalists secretly sponsored by the British government. This had been a French bomb, placed by French royalists, to blow up the man who was head of state in France, but William Pitt’s British government paid for the operation and naval vessels transported most of the conspirators from Britain to France. Three years later there was a second and far larger-scale plot to assassinate Bonaparte and overturn his government. The unscrupulous people who directed these operations believed that this was a new kind of war, that French innovation must be met with an unprecedented ruthlessness whose full extent remains relatively unexplored and remarkably little known.


During the same period, and partly in order to justify their unscrupulous schemes, figures in or allied to the British government developed sophisticated propaganda directed against Napoleon Bonaparte personally, using techniques that survive and flourish today.2 It is to these efforts that we owe our enduring perception of Napoleon as a dwarfish megalomaniac who could not rest content unless he was fighting a war.


This is a book about propaganda, spying and covert operations. In This Dark Business I shall tell the story of the British leadership’s determination to destroy Napoleon Bonaparte by any means possible. We have been taught to think of Napoleon as the aggressor – a man with an unquenchable thirst for war, conquest and glory. This may have been so, but the perception is the product of propaganda fabricated at this time. What if the reverse were true: what if the British refusal to make peace either with revolutionary France, or with this man who claimed to personify the revolution, was the real reason this great war continued for more than twenty years? During this pivotal period, when Britain consolidated its place as number one world power, its king and ruling aristocracy were ruthless. To secure the continuation of Britain’s hierarchic but relatively liberal social structure, the British (with the help of French royalists) invented an evil enemy, the perpetrator of countless dark deeds. They blackened Napoleon’s name, destroyed his reputation and turned him into a Satanic demon against whom disparate nations might unite. They also tried to assassinate him.


Their campaign determined how a war came to be fought not against a nation or a system but against an individual: the Napoleonic War, as the British called it, was the first war against one man. At the time people found this unusual. An eminently sensible soldier and military historian commented:




But the most remarkable feature of the time was the flame which burst forth and spread its light over the whole of Britain. It was not merely the flame of patriotism, or of indignation at the bare idea that England should lie at the proud feet of a conqueror; it appeared to be fed and rendered intense by a passionate hatred of Napoleon personally. There had suddenly blazed up in the breasts of millions a fierce, uninquiring, unappeasable detestation of the individual.3





My argument is that this flame did not burst forth spontaneously, but rather was deliberately ignited, and then fuelled by a concerted and sometimes conspicuously crude propaganda campaign whose origins can be traced to people in or around the ministries of William Pitt and Henry Addington.


We are dealing here with the beginnings of propaganda in the modern sense, aimed at the widest possible public. The word ‘propaganda’ derives from the counter-reformation congregatio de propaganda fide – the congregation for propagating the faith – founded in 1622. This was sometimes known as ‘the propaganda’, and the word ‘propaganda’ came into wider use in the 1790s as a noun designating similar institutions. So one anti-Jacobin writer referred to a speech by Bonaparte being ‘perfectly conformable to the doctrine of the famous propaganda of the revolutionary leaders, Marat, Robespierre, &c.’ This ‘revolutionary propaganda at Paris’ was originally ‘the Jacobin Committee of Correspondence and of Propaganda’ (where the word is used in the modern way for the product that was propagated by the committee). The French grand judge’s announcement of Bonaparte’s wish to secure established governments against ‘toute espèce de propagandes et de complots’ was translated for Cobbett as ‘every kind of propagandas and plots’, although it is susceptible to translation as ‘all sorts of propaganda and plots’.4 The word ‘propagating’, as in ‘propagating the infernal principles of Jacobinism’, or ‘propagating the most offensive and unfounded calumnies against his Majesty and his government’, was very much a favourite word during this period, and the word ‘propaganda’ was gradually shifting in application from the committee that did the propagating, to its product.


In the 1790s the importance of public opinion was a new concern for politicians and the idea of manipulating it on such a huge scale was a novelty. British anti-Bonaparte propagandists used techniques that have now been defined and named, such as ‘Big Lie’, ‘ad nauseam’, ‘flag waving’, ‘bandwagon’ and ‘appeal to fear’ as well as ‘demonizing the enemy’.


Through their propaganda strategy the British made the central issue the question of whether or not Napoleon was really a villain – ground over which biographers are still arguing. By doing so they succeeded in deflecting attention away from the question of what the British themselves were up to (one that Napoleon attempted to pose unavailingly in his own propaganda), and whether it was a good thing that Europe should continue to be ruled by kings, princes, clerics and – as grew more and more evident under Pitt and subsequent British ministries – bankers. This Dark Business is not a defence of Napoleon but an explanation of how and why the British government turned him into a monster – and of how astonishingly successful in the long term that gambit proved to be. Although it is utterly obvious that such a thing happened, the story has never been told. There is still a gap in Napoleonic literature at precisely this point: how Napoleon was painted black.5


Ultimately, this policy was highly successful. At times it was also executed with considerable skill, and much of the nation’s literary and artistic talent rallied to its narrative and was reinforced by talent from other nations. This book emphasises the role of the British government in forcing Bonaparte into courses of action that it could then portray in a bad light as evidence of insatiable ambition and warmongering. Its constant plotting, spying and shrill, mendacious propaganda persuaded him to call Fouché back into action after he had attempted to relax police supervision during and after the Peace of Amiens and, in accordance with traditional continental practice, to suppress hostile journals (which were all subsidised by the British government). The British dubbed this tyranny in action and the suppression of free speech – a view that survives to this day. Yet Pitt’s government had systematically suppressed and intimidated opposition voices in Britain. Propaganda is always more effective if it is not seen to be propaganda, and the government took great pains to proclaim the independence of the British press and to disguise their involvement in and influence over the production of newspapers, periodicals, pamphlets and caricatures. The illusion of spontaneous expression was massively effective and it was also partly true – there was no formal system of censorship, and very few organs of communication were fully in a ministry’s control.


In laying stress on this pattern I am conscious that I shall oversimplify a complex story and single out one thread of a complex pattern in a polemical manner, but that is inevitable. I should emphasise that I am not trying to paint Napoleon Bonaparte white – satire and propaganda are most effective when exaggerating a grain of truth, and if there is nothing there to start with, no feature to be caricatured, the design will not work. Like caricature, propaganda is about degrees of exaggeration, fomenting a climate in which anything is credible, so that something much worse than the truth is taken for the truth.


The British people seem still to love exaggeration and caricature. The appetite that took such works as The Revolutionary Plutarch into multiple editions lives on – uninquiring and unquenchable – in the lively but censorious journalism of the Daily Mail, as the simpler, more salacious and sensational writing of the Atrocious Life is still lapped up in the Sun and, until recently, the News of the World. The evil machinations and corruption of Europeans, and especially the French, continue to appeal to a British public that is ever ready to rally to fend off the wickedness beyond its shores.


In Britain propaganda had been deployed successfully before – notably, for instance, in Britain’s own revolutionary wars of the previous century and against Louis XIV. The demonising of an individual was unprecedented in its extent, but not novel in itself. However, during the long and intense wars against revolutionary France and against Napoleon, patterns formed, departments were created, techniques crystallised: the war behind the Napoleonic battlefields saw the development of political propaganda into the powerful instrument that generates ‘fake news’ and ‘alternative truth’, and the growth in Britain of systems of espionage and agencies for destabilisation and regime change that are now equally familiar. In particular, that student of history Winston Churchill investigated the methods used by Pitt and his people against Napoleon and revived them for use against the continental power of Hitler’s Germany: he nurtured resistance movements and instructed his SOE to do to Nazi-occupied Europe what Pitt had done to Napoleon’s Empire. Winston Churchill’s methods have been copied in their turn, and similar techniques have been used more recently against the Ayatollah and Gaddafi, and most notably against Saddam Hussein, who had to be transformed from American-armed hero of the Western stand against Iran to ruthless thug armed with weapons of mass destruction. This is a very modern story of secret committees, slush funds, assassination and black propaganda. The compilation of evidence to justify a predetermined course of action rings loud bells in the wake of the war against Iraq.


The issues of free speech and seditious libel are equally alive today – if not more so. In Britain during these wars a tradition of robust rudeness came up against challenges not only from politeness but also from the sometimes paranoid fears of a broad-based ruling class that was determined to stamp out sedition. ‘Political correctness’ and ‘hate speech’ are anachronistic terms for the period under discussion, but the issues to which they respond were as urgent then as now.


The fight to the death against Napoleon was the culminating episode in a hundred-year struggle for global primacy between France and Britain, and we need to appraise both the long- and the short-term background to the problem of Napoleon in order to grasp why the British government responded to him in the way that it did. In terms of policy, when Napoleon appeared Pitt’s government was already travelling down a certain road. How did it come to make that choice? Reactions to him were also influenced by obvious, long-term instincts: the gut reflex to ‘French’ was ‘enemy’; ‘brilliant French general’ spelled ‘fear’. Britain’s most able and influential diplomat James Harris, Earl of Malmesbury, remarked that it was ‘a truth inculcated into John Bull with his mother’s milk, viz. that France is our natural enemy’.6


In 1815 Britain emerged triumphant as the leading economic power on the globe, with a huge empire; before long English was to replace French as the international language, and that status persists to this day, even though that language is now more truly American. But at the end of the seventeenth century, when one might argue that the struggle began, Britain was very much the underdog and France seemed far more powerful. Armed conflict blew up in the wars of Spanish and Austrian succession; from the Seven Years War (1756–63) Britain emerged triumphant as the dominant naval and commercial power; in the War of Independence France got a measure of revenge as a divided Britain lost her American colonies.


The King, George III, was widely blamed for this debacle. Unlike his grandfather and great-grandfather, George III spoke English and made it a point of pride to prioritise Britain over his ancestral lands in Hanover, where he was Elector. However, as his wife Charlotte’s English was less accomplished, the court still often spoke French. George III was well-meaning but not terribly bright, and he lacked judgement in choosing advisers. He was guided by his concept of rectitude of conduct, unswayed by popular or parliamentary opinion, and deeply obstinate. He was aware that Britain was different from Germany, but remained glued to Germanic notions of aristocratic precedence and protocol – here his wife was even less flexible. Compromise with American rebels was never easy for him, and he was at his most English in his attitude to the French. He was also manipulative, and quite capable of using royal influence and patronage ruthlessly, either to support or to undermine a minister. He loathed and hated the most gifted and charismatic Whig politician, the reformer Charles James Fox, for his opposition and mockery during the American War when Fox had dressed habitually in the blue and buff uniform of George Washington’s army.


His eldest son George, Prince of Wales, followed the tradition of Hanoverian heirs in setting up in opposition to his father. He drank, wenched, gambled and spent remarkably freely in the company of leading opposition politicians, notably Richard Brinsley Sheridan and Charles James Fox (who were universally admitted to be good company). In 1787 the House of Commons voted £161,000 in a futile attempt to clear his debts, together with £60,000 to pay for his London residence, Carlton House.


Despite the setback in America, the years between 1763 and 1789 were economically and culturally rich for Britain, and many Europeans had come to admire the institutions and achievements of the liberal rising power where press freedom and free speech were considered touchstones of liberty. ‘Anglomania’ was widespread in continental Europe and even Marie-Antoinette decorated her private rooms with English prints that took their subjects from English history, literature and the classical world.7 Novelists like Laurence Sterne and Oliver Goldsmith were familiar across the Continent, and Shakespeare was universally admired, becoming a model for German dramatists. There was a craze for the supposed ancient Celtic poet ‘Ossian’, for whose work Napoleon and Josephine shared a passion. When the French staged a revolution in 1789 it was greeted with enthusiasm in Britain, where most assumed that the French would take Britain as their model.


Charles James Fox, progressive leader of the Whigs in Parliament, welcomed the French Revolution as ‘one of the most glorious events in the history of mankind’ and many Englishmen agreed with him, thinking, as at first it seemed, that France was following the English example and bringing in a limited monarchy. The future Pittite politician George Canning, then at Christ Church, Oxford, was an enthusiast. James Gillray the caricaturist, who will later feature in this book as one of the leading patriotic publicists, designed, engraved and in 1790 co-published a large and pretentious engraving, Le Triomphe de la Liberté en l’élargissement de la Bastille, which he dedicated, as an admirer, to ‘la Nation Françoise’ (The Triumph of Liberty in the freeing of the Bastille, dedicated to the French Nation by their respectful admirers James Gillray and Robert Wilkinson).8 The young poets Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Robert Southey and William Wordsworth were even more determined in their enthusiasm.


But as it grew clear that the revolution would not follow a moderate, circumscribed course towards a British model, alarm bells began to sound. The shrillest came from the Whig reformer Edmund Burke, who, remarkably early on, in 1790, prophesied the imminent destruction of European civilisation and demanded a crusade to root out the revolution and restore the Bourbon monarchy and the ancien régime. In a phrase that was widely remembered, he predicted that learning would be trodden down ‘under the hoofs of the swinish multitude’.


The leading British politician William Pitt the younger was just thirty when the French Revolution broke out. He had come to power in 1783 as a reforming twenty-four-year-old with a famous father and allies in the financial world. He was highly intelligent, clear-thinking and a brilliant speaker. Pitt was very slim, with a long, pointed nose that soon became distinctly red, for he drank a great deal of wine and port, especially with his chum, the hearty Scot Henry Dundas, who was his treasurer of the navy and then his Home Secretary from 1791 until 1794. Dundas was a pragmatic strategist who generally wished to pursue sensible policies, especially imperial, trade-driven policies, but he was also a gifted political fixer and helped his Scottish clients ruthlessly, which made him unpopular with those who resented his domination of government patronage, especially in the navy.


The third member of the triumvirate at the core of Pitt’s ministry after the revolution was his domineering cousin William, Lord Grenville, who was his foreign secretary. Grenville was also able, but austere, arrogant, dogmatic and obstinate. Blind to the other person’s point of view or the other side of an argument, he acted on what he conceived to be correct principles. Grenville was a few months younger than his cousin, but large, overbearing, and growing increasingly fat. Widely known as ‘Boguey’, he was not much liked. He bullied Pitt, who was remarkably pliable, and Dundas (who was often in opposition to Grenville on policy) complained that this had ‘often, too often, led him to give up his better judgement to the persevering importunity of Lord Grenville’.9 Others also complained of Grenville’s influence over Pitt.


The British government was broadly supportive of the revolution in its earliest stages, and Pitt was determined to preserve peace. However, the British were outmanoeuvred, and as the revolution became more extreme so the government became more hostile – the King especially so. It was the pious hope of most British politicians that the revolution would weaken France, but the government was reluctant to join European absolutist princes in a war to restore an absolutist monarch in France. It is notorious that even as late as February 1792 Pitt told the House of Commons that ‘unquestionably, there never was a time in the history of this country, when, from the situation of Europe, we might more reasonably expect fifteen years of peace, than we may at the present moment’.10 Along with Grenville, he believed that the French Revolution had weakened France to the point where it could not pose a threat for the foreseeable future. Neither of them saw the revolution itself as a reason to go to war, and they did not join Prussia and Austria in their attack on France in July. These powers’ general, the Duke of Brunswick, threatened to execute civilians who fired on his troops and to destroy Paris if any harm came to the royal family in an unprecedented violation of the rules of war that first introduced the idea that France’s enemies saw this as a war of principle in which normal conventions did not apply.


Ostensibly, it was the French republic’s invasion of the Low Countries – a threat to vital British economic and strategic interests – that changed Pitt’s attitude to a war that he had sought to avoid. To a considerable extent he agreed with his friend Henry Dundas, then Home Secretary, that the war was about the security and improvement of Britain’s economic interests. But, from the beginning, some of Pitt’s allies and future allies saw the war in a quite different light. The King shared the views of unsophisticated Francophobes and denounced the French as ‘that dangerous and faithless nation’ and ‘the enemies of mankind’.11 He harboured a grudge against them for treacherously supporting the American rebels, but at the same time he was concerned for his Bourbon ‘cousins’ and determined to preserve monarchy and aristocracy. So, along with many British aristocrats and Anglican Churchmen, he shared the view expressed by the great orator Edmund Burke in Parliament that the aim of the war was ‘the entire destruction of the desperate horde which gave it birth’.12 Burke, previously allied to Fox, crossed the floor of the house, and in 1793 was given two pensions each worth £1200 a year, followed by more money in 1795, but died in 1797.


It should be remembered that the ministry in office were the King’s servants: he chose his ministers and his views were not to be taken lightly by them. He was a driving force and a source of funds for covert operations: it may indeed not merely have been convenient financial subterfuge that led to much secret activity being paid for from the privy purse. He saw himself as a patriotic Briton and was sympathetic to the value that the British placed on their constitution, with its limited monarchy, and to their abhorrence of absolutism, although as Elector of Hanover he was also responsible for a large part of northern Germany where attitudes to bloodlines and protocol were more respectful. Above all George III was deeply religious and conservative and took his responsibilities very seriously.


Public expression by the British of a wish to restore monarchy in France was likely to be unpopular in France – at least in Paris; indeed, it was liable to damage the Bourbon cause in French eyes, for the revolution was essentially nationalist, and if the Bourbons were seen to be in league with the enemies of France they would never be accepted.13 Public expression of a desire to restore the Bourbon monarchy with all the trappings of absolutist tyranny was liable also to be unpopular in Britain, since the vast bulk of British opinion favoured a limited monarchy and loathed from long tradition Bourbon absolutism. Pitt had to be circumspect about how he defined Britain’s war aims, was generally reluctant to do so at all, and was especially unwilling to state publicly that he was committed to regime change in France. At one point he was goaded by the opposition into an unusually frank admission that ‘the idea of interference with the government of France had been implicit since the beginning of the war’.14


When he first came to power in 1783 Pitt had weak support in the Commons and had used government patronage and royal patronage and bullying in order to buy votes. Over the years the continuation of this policy had introduced many ‘placemen’ into the Commons and the Lords. Once the Portland Whigs came over to his side, Pitt’s majority in the Commons became unassailably huge, with the result that opponents saw Commons debate as essentially futile – at best a way of making a noise that could achieve no concrete result. Pitt’s efforts in 1795 to crush extra-parliamentary debate in the name of the constitution were thus seen by opponents as a way of removing all means to effect change.


In the later 1790s conventional opposition was to a large degree cowed and silenced, and as France grew stronger and more dangerous, so it was liable to look ever more unpatriotic to voice opposition. With each refusal to make peace the chasm widened.


The writing and the pictures of the time often relied on historical analogies that were familiar to contemporary audiences but are far less well known today. For this reason I offer some explanations here.


The French Revolution was very frequently compared with the seventeenth-century English Revolution. After a civil war (1642–6) between forces loyal to King Charles I and forces loyal to Parliament, and a second in which the Scots supported the King (1648–9), Charles I was tried for treason and in 1649 executed. His death was followed by a period of republican government – the Commonwealth – which was ended when Oliver Cromwell dispersed Parliament and took power, effectively as a military dictator, until his death in 1658. In 1660, after infighting between rival generals, General George Monck orchestrated the Restoration of King Charles II. Parallels were drawn between the fates of Louis XVI and Charles I and between Bonaparte and either Cromwell or Monck.


This period of English history was very familiar to educated Frenchmen. Rapin de Thoyras’s History of England (1724–7) was a major bestseller in both English and French, and the French translation of Hume’s Tory History of England in 1788 enjoyed spectacular success with conservatives in France on account of its argument for the retention of a monarchy in preference to a republic. The key episodes of the period were also very well known from prints which had a large international sale. The leading French constitutionalist the comte de Mirabeau’s Sur la liberté de la presse (1788) was a rough translation of Milton’s Areopagitica. Mirabeau helped to translate Catharine Macaulay’s republican History of England (1791–2) and wrote a Théorie de la Royauté, d’après la doctrine de Milton (1789). The works of Milton, Nedham (The Excellency of a Free State, 1756), Harrington and Algernon Sidney were translated and discussed. ‘Levelling’ in the sense of ‘niveler tous les rangs’ was a term borrowed from the English Revolution. On the royalist side the Relation véritable de la mort cruelle et barbare de Charles Ier was republished in 1792, while on that of the republicans the pamphlet Killing No Murder (1657), which justified the killing of a tyrant – originally Oliver Cromwell – was republished in 1792 in London and in Paris in 1793, in order to justify the execution of Louis XVI.15


Another analogy that is liable to be even less familiar is that which likened France to republican Rome and Britain to Carthage. Three long wars between Rome and Carthage over a period of about two hundred years ended in the total eradication of the North African city state. Carthage in Latin literature was a naval power that founded colonies and built an enormous mercantile imperial network founded on maritime trade. Its enormously wealthy, tasteless, luxury-loving people were interested only in money, made and sold cheap, shoddy goods, appreciated other people’s art but made nothing worth mentioning of their own, were utterly untrustworthy and employed mercenaries to fight their wars.16 ‘Punic faith’ (Punic is the adjective for Carthaginian) was also what you got from ‘perfidious Albion’. The parallels with Britain were irresistible, even down to the concept that the Carthaginians had a mixed constitution that was reckoned the best in the antique world and was likened most closely to Britain’s. So as early as August 1793 the Committee of Public Safety was being assured that ‘The modern Carthage will be destroyed’. The French meanwhile saw themselves as possessing the austere virtue of republican Rome, with citizen soldiers drawn from an independent peasantry. The pursuit of luxury and the equation of prosperity with affluence was to be rejected with revulsion as commercial, Carthaginian, English.17


Napoleon signed himself Buonaparte until he invaded Egypt, when he Frenchified his name to Bonaparte. Once crowned Emperor he became Napoleon. One can gauge the degree of a British writer’s hostility to him by what he is called: ‘the Corsican Usurper’, Buonaparté, Buonaparte, Bonaparte … So, from 1800 the Monthly Magazine used the form Bonaparte, the anti-Jacobin papers Buonaparté.


Bonaparte claimed to embody the revolution; the crusaders claimed that he still represented the revolution and Jacobin principles. To understand we must start with the revolution and the ideas that so frightened the British establishment, and to which they responded with repression, propaganda and covert operations aimed at regime change.
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Responding to Cataclysm


Britain was not ready for the sort of unprecedented total war that the French seemed to be calling for when their revolution was threatened.


Until the winter of 1792 responsibility for British espionage and counter-espionage had rested in the hands of the overworked Home Office undersecretary, Evan Nepean, whose appointment to that newly invented department dated from the closing months of the American War of Independence in 1782. Born in the Green Dragon, St Stephens by Saltash, Cornwall, the son of an affluent innkeeper, Nepean became a purser in the navy, and during his twelve years running the police department of the Home Office he developed a small network of agents and domestic spies. He was a keen botanist – an interest that played a part in his organisation of voyages by Bligh, Vancouver and Phillip to various unfamiliar parts of the globe. He was very much trusted by both Pitt and the King, and George III liked him so much that he dealt with him direct despite his lack of noble blood. Nepean’s experience in office also gave him considerable influence over William Grenville, Home Secretary 1789–91, and Henry Dundas (1791–94), who was said, behind his back, to be ‘the mere funnel of Nepean’. Very hard-working, respected and prized by his superiors, primarily loyal to Pitt, Nepean was the key figure in home and foreign secret service and masterminded most covert operations.1


As a result of the French Revolution Nepean’s workload exploded in volume and urgency. The government soon became worried that large numbers of people in Britain might be prepared to follow the French example and overturn the established structure of society. When Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France attempted to justify the ancien régime in 1790 it provoked an avalanche of answering pamphlets and caricatures, for few Englishmen shared Burke’s apparent adulation for the Bourbons. One caricaturist famously ridiculed Burke as ‘Don Dismallo, the Knight of the Woeful Countenance’, a crypto-Catholic, Don Quixote figure of the age of chivalry. Another produced The Aristocratic Crusade, unambiguously anti-Burke and pro-French Revolution in its hatred of aristocratic privilege.2 These were minor sallies, however: the most famous and influential reply to Burke’s pamphlet was Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man, of which the first part appeared in 1791 and the second, more incendiary, part in 1792. It sold very rapidly and widely and was markedly republican in tendency. Part one had asked: ‘What is monarchy? Is it a thing, or is it a name, or is it a fraud? Is it “a contrivance of human wisdom”, or of human craft to obtain money from a nation? … It appears to be a something going much out of fashion.’


In July 1791 a thirty-four-year-old artist called James Gillray etched a daring caricature called The Hopes of the Party showing Charles James Fox about to execute the King. Published eighteen months before the French executed their king, it was ostensibly hostile to the Whigs, but it was subversive: George III was shown saying stupidly: ‘What! What! What! – what’s the matter now?’3 Part two of Paine’s Rights of Man, published in 1792, cast further scorn on the nature of monarchy, with clear reference to George III: ‘Whether the person be wise or foolish, sane or insane, a native, or a foreigner, matters not. … The people must be hoodwinked and held in superstitious ignorance by some bugbear or other; and what is called the crown answers this purpose.’


With an obstinate, eccentric and occasionally mad king, who had made himself very unpopular during the American Revolution, and an heir and siblings who indulged themselves regardless of cost or consequence, Britain might have seemed ripe for revolution. This was the message of another bestseller of 1792, Charles Pigott’s The Jockey Club, which was a series of salacious biographical sketches of prominent aristocrats led by the Prince of Wales, who had cost the nation £220,000 in 1787 and was now once more in debt to the tune of £400,000. Pigott’s preface explained that: ‘our purpose will be in a great degree accomplished, if we can succeed, by taking dust out of the eyes of the multitude, in lessening that aristocratic influence which so much pains are now taking to perpetuate’, although he ‘feared that a revolution in government can alone bring about a revolution in morals; while it continues the custom to annex such servile awe and prostituted reverence to those who are virtually the most undeserving of it, and whose sole merit consists in their birth or titles … what happy result can be expected?’4 The Jockey Club was published by Henry Delahay Symonds in late February 1792 and went into a fifth edition in early May. A second part in which George III was the lead biography was published in April, and then a third. When eventually the prince himself read The Jockey Club he wrote to his parents demanding a prosecution, which followed swiftly.


It was not just the bloated Prince of Wales who found such bold attacks on royalty and aristocracy alarming. Prime Minister William Pitt, though sympathetic in principle to parliamentary reform, was utterly opposed to such attacks on the established structure of society in Britain, derived, as he saw it, from French Jacobins. Literally speaking, Jacobins were members of a left-wing club that met in a former monastery in the rue Saint-Jacques in Paris and became notorious for its extreme republican views. The term soon came to embrace in current usage all those who might support extreme republican measures, especially among artisans and common people; and so, for Pitt, Jacobinism was ‘that monstrous doctrine under which the weak and the ignorant, who are most susceptible of impression by such barren abstract propositions, were attempted to be seduced to overturn government, law, property, religion, order and everything valuable in this country’. There was much that was valuable in the way that eighteenth-century Britain was run, and it was run far better than eighteenth-century France, but the terms under which the prime minister proposed to defend its merits pitted the ruling class against the ignorant and impressionable masses – Burke’s ‘swinish multitude’ – terms in which the struggle was envisaged by certain aristocrats, including George III.


The spread of French levelling to Britain had to be opposed at all costs, and on 21 May the King issued a proclamation against ‘wicked and seditious Writings’, directed chiefly at Thomas Paine. To enforce the royal threat the policing of the capital was much expanded. The Westminster Police Bill, which passed the Lords in June, provided for seven new police offices in addition to the existing Bow Street office, each assigned three stipendiary magistrates appointed and dismissed by the King. This expanded police force was the brainchild of John Reeves, a lawyer educated at Eton and Christ Church, Oxford, who had studied the police in Paris in 1783. He was appointed a magistrate and given control of the funding.


The twin goals of the Westminster police organisation were to keep an eye on the vast numbers of immigrants flooding into the country and to prevent revolution. In response to an escalation in violence against aristocrats and priests, the incarceration of the royal family, and the declaration that France was now a republic, four thousand French refugees fled to Britain between August and October 1792 alone, and they represented a source of great anxiety because the government had precious little idea of who these people were – any number of them might be spies or revolutionary agitators. Britons had always associated the continental system of police, as it existed in pre-revolutionary France, with absolutism, popery and wooden shoes. State surveillance had been regarded as un-English, incompatible with civil liberty, and possibly unconstitutional, but the public mood was changing, and the more conservative of those with something to lose backed wholeheartedly a clampdown on free expression as a means to suppress radical agitation.


By the autumn of 1792 relations between the British government and the French Convention were deteriorating and Pitt had already begun the process of naval rearmament. The Convention’s declaration of fraternal help to those struggling for liberty in other countries helped to stimulate an atmosphere of paranoia and panic and a short-lived but apparently genuine fear in December of an imminent revolution in Britain.


In this atmosphere Reeves, paymaster of the Westminster magistrates, also founded the Association for Preserving Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers. Reeves claimed that his society was independent of government and founded without government knowledge, but this was at best only partly true, since he had used police funds to pay for its handbills.5 The first advertisements were placed by Evan Nepean with John Heriot, editor of the Sun, a newspaper founded privately in 1792 by George Rose of the Treasury and Francis Freeling of the Post Office, both government officials party to secret information. It was subsequently proved that the secretary, ‘John Moore’, was not a real person and that the resolutions of the foundation ‘meeting’ of 20 November were drafted by Reeves.6


The raison d’être of the Association was ‘discouraging and suppressing Seditious Publications’ – a sort of informal censorship through denunciation. Reeves welcomed communications relating to these goals and hoped that similar societies would be set up all over the provinces to pursue the same aims. His hopes were realised: the Association rapidly won massive support from a whole range of people who believed in the benefits of the existing system of permeable hierarchy in prosperous Britain (albeit many supporters, especially Churchmen, had much to lose from a revolution), and he received numerous denunciations of persons said to be promoting seditious publications. During December and January loyal declarations came in from most parts of the country, promising, in the words of Oxford loyalists printed in the local newspaper, to help to suppress locally ‘all seditious, treasonable, inflammatory Publications, whether in News-papers, printed Hand-Bills, ludicrous or caricature prints or in any other Mode’.7 Reeves soon found himself at the head of a nationwide army of ready vigilantes, so that the radical poet and journalist Samuel Taylor Coleridge dubbed him ‘captain of the spy-gang’.


Much of the information that his correspondents sent in related to those who published or promoted the works of Thomas Paine, but informants spread their net much wider. Beyond the newspapers, handbills and caricatures mentioned by the worthies of Oxford, they must also look out for books, pamphlets, medals and tokens, songs, broadsheets, printed fans, printed pottery and any other ingeniously imagined vehicle for seditious messages.8 On 4 December the Association recommended householders and the keepers of inns, taverns and coffee-houses to discontinue and discourage the circulation of disloyal and seditious newspapers. On 6 December it cautioned ‘all sellers of Newspapers, Newscarriers, persons delivering hand-bills for club-meetings, and the like, that if such papers are seditious or treasonable, they are also guilty’; it also published laws relating to treason, reminding people, for instance, that it was treasonable to drink to the pious memory of a traitor or to curse the King. The Evening Mail for 7–10 December pointed out ‘certain print-shops which abound with the most scandalous and libellous caricatures’, especially one kept by ‘a great Jacobin in Oxford Road, who has lately imported some prints from Paris, strongly bordering on Treason. They are labelled with decrees of the National Convention, and quotations from Paine’s Rights of Man.’ On 11 December, having received several other complaints about the ‘licentiousness of certain Print-shops, wherein libellous pictures and engravings are daily exhibited’, the Association printed the libel laws relating to pictures ‘by way of caution to the proprietors of these shops’.9


On 17 December the ‘great Jacobin’, a printseller called William Holland, was arrested with the reformist bookseller James Ridgway, and on 23 February 1793 Holland was sentenced to a year in prison, fined £100, and ordered to find £200 surety for good behaviour for selling Paine’s Letter Addressed to the Addressers. Ridgway, who had earlier in 1792 published a highly provocative edition of Killing No Murder, the pamphlet traditionally republished to accompany an invitation to overthrow a tyrant, was fined £200 and sentenced to four years in prison for publishing The Jockey Club, Paine’s Letter and The Rights of Man. Another bookseller, Henry Delahay Symonds, was fined a total of £200 and imprisoned for four years for publishing the same seditious works.10 Other booksellers had already been imprisoned, and prominent targets, such as Paine himself, had fled to France.


To prevent Evan Nepean from ‘killing himself by his labours’ in dealing with this increased workload, an apprentice had been found by Lord Grenville, then Home Secretary, in the shape of John King, just turned thirty, a contemporary and friend of Grenville’s from Christ Church, Oxford, and protégé of the dean, Cyril Jackson, who played a central role in recruiting operatives for Pitt’s secret service.11 King, a Yorkshireman, was the son of a curate whose family had close connections with Edmund Burke. He was an amiable, hard-working factotum – when George Canning first dined with him in December 1793 he found him ‘one of the worthiest and friendliest and best sort of men in the world’.12 Appointed clerk in 1791 and then co-undersecretary in 1792, King took on much of the work produced by the new Westminster Police, but they alone were not enough to deal with the ever-increasing influx of Frenchmen, who had become an acute problem as war with France became merely a matter of who declared it first.


In a further bid to gain some control over the spate of potentially subversive immigrants, the Aliens Act was passed in January 1793, requiring foreigners to register and suspending Habeas Corpus for them, and the twenty-two-year-old William Huskisson joined the team as the first superintendent of aliens. Highly intelligent, Huskisson had just returned from Paris, where he had spent his teenage years, before working as an assistant to the ambassador. As superintendent he initially shared the rooms of the Secret Office of the Post Office, working with one clerk under him ‘in the smallest Garret in the Home Office’ in Whitehall.13 Residential accommodation for agents as well as prisoners was added in 1794; from there state prisoners were usually transferred to Cold Bath Fields prison, which became known as ‘the English Bastille’. The Alien Office, created in 1793, instructed the Post Office to open mail from France as a matter of course and worked closely with the Post Office head, instructing him which mail that had been opened was to be forwarded to its intended recipient and which mail was to be detained.


The Secret Office of the Post Office had long been responsible for monitoring foreign correspondence, employing decipherers and translators under the ‘foreign secretary’. Ironically, in the course of reforms in 1793 the necessity for a ‘foreign secretary’ was questioned and, since the true occupation of the incumbent could not be revealed, the post was abolished as a sinecure; but despite his official abolition, John Maddison continued as head of the Secret Office, doing the job he had done since 1787 when he took over from his uncle.


His main work was to supervise the opening and transcribing of foreign correspondence, sending intercepted letters to the confidential undersecretaries in packets marked ‘Private and Most Secret’. As Maddison’s uncle had explained in 1753 when appealing for assistance, the opening and resealing of the letters so that the recipients remained unaware that they had been opened was easily the most difficult part of the business.14 Those in plain language went straight to the King and those in cipher were taken by hand or special messenger to a small Deciphering Branch, which passed them to the King once decoded. Letters sometimes reached the King within twenty-four hours of being sent; after that they were passed to the secretaries of state for circulation to selected ministers. The Secret Office also prepared ‘plant’ letters for foreign courts or agents, searched correspondence with special ‘liquors’ for invisible ink, and kept an eye out for cipher cribs, which they passed to the deciphering branch. In 1801 Maddison controlled a staff of ten. The Hanoverian government also maintained a ‘secret bureau’ of openers and decipherers at Nienburg, working in close contact with London, exchanging information and visits.15


From 1793, Maddison’s office also opened suspicious inland correspondence as potential troublemakers were identified either by information coming to the Alien Office, or to Reeves’s ‘Association for Preserving Liberty’, or through confidential local information drawn by Francis Freeling from trusted provincial postmasters.16 Freeling was a Bristolian, born in 1764, who shared with Maddison a passion for collecting books. Originally employed in Bristol, he came to London in 1785 and supervised the implementation of the new mail coach service as ‘resident surveyor’, but from 1792 he was the dominant figure in the Post Office, ‘advising’ the aristocrats who were nominally in charge. He was appointed joint secretary of the Post Office in 1797, and sole secretary the following year, and he ran the organisation until his death in 1836.


While the government and its auxiliaries were concerned to suppress all hints at sedition, they were also keen to nourish support for their own views. Reeves’s Association took on a propaganda role, aiming ‘to explain those topicks of public discussion which have been so perverted by evil-designing men’ and recommending to its branches that the Association ‘should by reasoning, and by circulating cheap books and papers, endeavour to undeceive those poor people who have been misled by the infusion of opinions dangerous to their own welfare and that of the State’.


It issued numerous handbills, pamphlets and prints, the best-known print being Thomas Rowlandson’s The Contrast, a loyalist caricature showing on one side ‘British Liberty’ personified by Britannia holding Magna Carta and the scales of justice and guarded by a sleeping lion, and on the other ‘French Liberty’, a rampaging, snake-haired fury wielding a dagger and a trident on which a head and hearts were impaled. Several plates were made in order to print huge numbers of this print, which the Association sold at a quarter of the normal price in an attempt to extend its circulation; they offered a hundred prints for a guinea to wealthy men who might give them away. The Contrast was reproduced on printed pottery and as a woodcut on the cover of the Antigallican Songster, a collection of loyal songs.17


Secret service payments were used as an incentive or reward to those who contributed to the cause. Secret service payments from the Civil List had become controversial during the war of American Independence, and were reformed by a bill brought in by Edmund Burke in 1782 by which Parliament agreed to pay for foreign secret service to a maximum of £100,000 a year, while home secret service continued to be paid from the Civil List but was limited to £10,000 a year.18 Burke himself continued to be an important crusading pamphleteer against the revolution until shortly before his death in 1797, but the most prolific of the pamphleteers in government pay was John Bowles, author of one of the earliest pamphlets paid for and circulated by Reeves, his Protest against Paine’s ‘Rights of Man’ (1792). Bowles was by nature far more reactionary than Burke: after secret service payments of £115 in 1792 and 1793 he received a pension of £100 a year for his journalism, then a post as commissioner of bankrupts worth £3–400 per annum, and finally in 1795, a colossal reward as one of five commissioners for the sale of Dutch prizes.19 Bowles believed wholeheartedly in the cause he wrote for, but he made a fortune from his work as a government publicist.


Blaming foreigners, in a time-honoured English manner, Bowles described ‘a deep and vast conspiracy against all the ancient institutions of Europe, civil, political, and religious’ stemming from Voltaire’s infidel philosophy and from ‘licentious’ German writing. He feared ‘Treachery, Conspiracy, Revolt and Insurrection’ and regarded all opposition politicians as Jacobins. He approved of repressive legislation and promoted ‘dictatorial powers’. His goal was the complete destruction of the revolutionary machine and the restoration of lawful authority. To Bowles, interference in France was almost a matter of duty; he was totally committed to the restoration of the Bourbons, wanted the government to recognise Louis XVII, then XVIII, and to give all possible support to royalist rebels in France, for the enemy was not the French nation but French revolutionary principles. This was a new kind of war – for which traditional means were inadequate and ‘new evils must be encountered by new remedies’. He regarded all peace-mongering as seditious, since its proponents ‘look forward to a Republican Peace as to a Republican Triumph’.20


A periodical and two government newspapers gave dependable support to Pitt’s views. Tory Churchmen Robert Nares (paid £50 from the secret service fund in 1792 and 1793) and William Beloe established the British Critic as an anti-Jacobin, anti-dissent opponent of the Whiggish Monthly, Critical and Analytical reviews.21 The founding of the Sun and the True Briton is shrouded in mystery, but it is generally acknowledged that the Treasury played some part and those newspapers remained under the influence of Treasury undersecretaries George Rose and Charles Long, both close friends of Pitt. John Heriot, who had been recruited as a government pamphleteer when the King went mad in 1788, was installed as first editor of the Sun and was rewarded with a double commissionership of the lottery worth £5–600 a year. The True Briton took over the Catherine Street office and presses of Sampson Perry’s radical Argus (1789–92) after Perry had fled to France to avoid trial for seditious libel and the government had declared him an outlaw and seized his property.22 The True Briton’s first editor may also have been Heriot, but he was eventually replaced by John Gifford, whose anti-Jacobin History of France (1791–3) had caught Pitt’s eye along with his pamphlet A Plain Address to the Common Sense of the People of England (1792).


Gifford, born John Richards Green, had squandered a fortune as a young man, fled to France to escape his creditors, and changed his name.23 He returned just before or during the revolution and, somewhat bizarrely, aged thirty-four, was appointed one of the new Westminster magistrates, with a stipend of £400. As well as writing ministerial anti-Jacobin history and pamphlets, Gifford translated pamphlets by émigrés. He received £170 2s. 6d. from the secret service account in 1794, £210 in 1795 and £240 in 1796, after which he was in regular government employment as editor first of the True Briton and then of the Anti-Jacobin Review.


In France, meanwhile, the months between September 1793 and July 1794 were those of the Terror and of dechristianisation, a concept appallingly shocking to Protestant Britons, however much they might despise the French Catholic Church. In France this was year zero: in October 1793 the Christian calendar was replaced by one that reckoned time from the revolution. Clerical property was seized, worship was closed down, Christmas was abolished. Notre Dame in Paris became the Temple of Reason. There were savage reprisals against Lyon, which had revolted against rule from Paris, and thousands more executions under the Reign of Terror which came to a close with the execution in June 1794 of Maximilien Robespierre himself.


This godless chaos was too much for most Britons, and in July 1794 the bulk of the Whig party, led by Lord Portland, joined the government in order to support the war against the French Revolution. The Whig aristocrats who joined the ministry with Lord Portland all took Edmund Burke’s crusading view: their object was the overthrow of the French republic. ‘They see that their titles & possessions are in danger, & they think that their best chance for preserving them is by supporting Government & joining me,’ Pitt wrote, somewhat cynically, in 1793.24 Portland received assurances that the administration sought the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy, and the Whigs tried to cooperate with the royalist émigrés. Grenville had always favoured this approach, in contrast to Dundas, who preferred to keep out of France but seize French colonies, and his hand was strengthened by the reinforcement of Portland’s like-minded friends.


At the Home Office, the ministry Portland took over, John King became undersecretary in chief when Nepean and Huskisson left with Dundas for a newly created Ministry for War and the Colonies. An important new face was William Wickham, a Westminster stipendiary magistrate, then aged thirty-three, who took over as superintendent of aliens. His father was a lieutenant colonel in the Foot Guards, which endeared him to the King, and through Christ Church, Oxford he had become another protégé of Dean Cyril Jackson. He studied law in Switzerland and married a woman from a Genevan banking family. It was John King, a Yorkshire neighbour, who introduced Wickham to Grenville, who had been a distant acquaintance of Wickham at Oxford, and at Grenville’s request Wickham had spent the previous year investigating the London Corresponding Society. Nepean received Wickham’s (rather overexcited) report on 8 May 1794, and four days later the Society’s leaders were arrested, with Habeas Corpus suspended the following week: Pitt explained that the corresponding societies aimed at the ‘total subversion of the Constitution, the annihilation of Parliament and the destruction of the King himself’.25


Wickham quite quickly became the most notorious British spymaster and recruited people who played important roles in the secret war. His familiarity with Switzerland recommended him to Grenville when a confidential emissary had to be sent there in October 1794 in response to an approach from the former president of the Constituent Assembly and the former editor of the Mercure de France, who claimed to be in contact with the president of the National Convention, who was willing to facilitate the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy, a goal to which Grenville was now firmly committed. Wickham arrived in Bern on 1 November 1794, but a few questions revealed that the project was less than substantial and he judged it imprudent to invest funds. Grenville approved of Wickham’s handling of the negotiations and, as he was anxious to open any channel that might bring him reliable information on affairs within France, he required Wickham to remain in Switzerland as minister plenipotentiary and explore potential links with Paris.26 Grenville already received royalist intelligence reports from Paris through Francis Drake, the consul at Genoa, and his contact the comte d’Antraigues, who acted for the comte de Provence (uncle of Louis XVII), but as d’Antraigues acted principally for the Spanish, his was not a network that Grenville trusted entirely.27
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