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  Emperor Bokassa I




  Jean Bedel Bokassa, President of the Central African Republic, made himself president for life in 1972. This, however, was not enough for him. By 1975, Bokassa was an

  established alcoholic, wallowing in the excesses that the huge wealth he had acquired could buy. In September 1976, Bokassa dissolved the government and replaced it with the ‘Central African

  Revolutionary Council’. At the MESAN congress, he declared the republic a monarchy and announced his intention to become its first emperor. He had an obsession with French history that proved

  to be very expensive. He decided to spend a third of the country’s annual budget on his coronation as Emperor Bokassa I. The former French colony he ruled is still one of the poorest

  countries in the world and at that time it had an annual gross domestic product of around $70 million, equivalent to the average turnover of major supermarket.




  He issued an imperial constitution and converted back to Catholicism from Islam which he had taken as his faith a few years earlier. He had himself crowned Emperor Bokassa I on 4 December 1977.

  It was a lavish ceremony, clearly trying to copy Napoleon I who converted the French revolutionary republic of which he was First Consul into the First French Empire (but Napoleon had at least

  conquered a large empire, befitting some kind of ceremony). Bokassa’s title was to be ‘Emperor of Central Africa by the will of the Central African people, united within the national

  political party, the MESAN’. Bokassa attempted to justify his actions by claiming that creating a monarchy would help Central Africa ‘stand out’ from the rest of the continent,

  and earn the world’s respect. He spent nearly $20 million on the coronation celebrations.




  Bokassa’s coronation ceremony was to faithfully replicate that of his favourite historical figure, Napoleon Bonaparte, with staggering attention to detail. He wore an ankle-length tunic of

  velvet and shoes of pearls. The imperial mantle was embroidered with gold bees, precisely like Napoleon’s. Everywhere, two golden laurel fronds bracketed the gold initial ‘B’ for

  Bokassa, replacing the ‘N’ for Napoleon. Behind him trailed thirty feet of crimson velvet embroidered with gold, with an ermine-trimmed mantle, which weighed, apparently, over seventy

  pounds. A jewel-encrusted, gold-hilted sword also weighed him down along with an ebony staff of office. The crown, too, was an exact replica of Napoleon’s, fronted with the golden French

  imperial eagle, expensive and heavy. The throne was covered with more crimson velvet, trimmed with gold and backed by another vast golden eagle, the outstretched wings of which threw an ominous

  shadow over the Emperor and his Empress Catherine, formerly simply Mrs Bokassa, a peasant girl from the same village of mud huts as the Emperor.




  The Emperor was carried through the dusty, rutted streets of the capital, Bangui, to his coronation in a gilded coach drawn by eight white imported horses from Normandy. Fourteen horses had

  actually been sent from France but the rest had died because of the severe African heat. Bokassa’s shifty-looking army lined the route cheering obediently. Bokassa, who had trained for the

  event by watching films of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation, gave a much-practised royal wave with his white-gloved hand. Even the church had been renamed Notre Dame de Bangui for the

  occasion.




  Over 2,500 guests attended from all over the world. More had been invited, including every exisiting European leader and monarch. Most had politely returned their invitations. The British

  dismissed the event out of hand and the US cut off aid to the country. Six hundred of the international dignitaries who came were lodged for several days in the best hotels or in specially

  constructed housing and fed and watered at considerable expense to the country. However, despite generous invitations, no actual foreign leaders attended the event. Many thought Bokassa was insane,

  and compared his egotistical extravagance with that of Africa’s other well-known eccentric dictator, Idi Amin. Tenacious rumours that he occasionally consumed human flesh were brought up

  during his later trial.




  The French had provided Bokassa with $2.5 million worth of credit. He used this money to purchase a fleet of Mercedes limousines in which to ferry his guests about, and also to provide a

  ceremonial escort of two hundred BMW motorcycles.
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