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I would rather seem weak than unjust, from which God save me.


— Maria Theresa, 1765


You do not know me. I am not a woman like the others, fearful and discouraged.


— Maria Christina, 1789


I leave my justification to time and to Heaven.


— Maria Carolina, 1806


Of all the daughters of Maria Theresa, am I not that one whom fortune has most highly favored?


— Marie Antoinette, 1792
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Selected Genealogy
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AUSTRIA


Leopold I (b. 1640–d. 1705), Holy Roman Emperor, King of Hungary and Bohemia, married Eleonore Magdalene of Neuburg (b. 1655–d. 1720), Holy Roman Empress. The couple had two sons.


1. Joseph I (b. 1678–d. 1711), Holy Roman Emperor, King of Hungary and Bohemia


2. Charles VI (b. 1685–d. 1740), Holy Roman Emperor, King of Hungary and Bohemia


Joseph I married Wilhelmine of Brunswick (b. 1673–d. 1742). The couple had two daughters.


1. Maria Josepha (b. 1699–d. 1757) married Augustus III (b. 1696–d. 1763), King of Poland, Elector of Saxony.


2. Maria Amalia (b. 1701–d. 1756) married Charles VII (b. 1697–d. 1745), Elector of Bavaria, Holy Roman Emperor.


Charles VI married Elizabeth Christina of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel (b. 1691–d. 1750). The couple had two daughters.


1. Maria Theresa (b. 1717–d. 1780), Holy Roman Empress, Queen of Hungary and Bohemia, married Francis I of Lorraine (b. 1708–d. 1765), Holy Roman Emperor.


2. Maria Anna (b. 1718–d. 1744), Governor-General of the Austrian Netherlands, married Charles of Lorraine (b. 1712–d. 1780), Governor-General of the Austrian Netherlands.


Children of Maria Theresa and Francis of Lorraine:


1. A daughter (b. 1737–d. 1740)


2. Marianne (b. 1738–d. 1789), Abbess


3. A daughter (b. 1740–d. 1741)


4. Joseph II (b. 1741–d. 1790), Holy Roman Emperor, King of Hungary and Bohemia, married first Isabella of Parma (b. 1741–d. 1763 of smallpox) and second Maria Josepha of Bavaria (b. 1739–d. 1767 of smallpox).


5. Maria Christina (“Mimi”) (b. 1742–d. 1798), Duchess of Teschen, Governor-General of the Austrian Netherlands, married Albert of Saxony (b. 1738–d. 1822), Duke of Teschen, Governor-General of the Austrian Netherlands.


6. Maria Elisabeth (b. 1743–d. 1808), Abbess


7. Charles (b. 1745–d. 1761 of smallpox)


8. Maria Amalia (b. 1746–d. 1804), Duchess of Parma, married Ferdinand (b. 1751–d. 1802), Duke of Parma.


9. Leopold II (b. 1747–d. 1792), Grand Duke of Tuscany, Holy Roman Emperor, married Maria Luisa of Spain (b. 1745–d. 1792).


10. A daughter (b. 1748, lived only one hour)


11. Maria Johanna (b. 1750–d. 1762 of smallpox)


12. Maria Josepha (b. 1751–d. 1767 of smallpox)


13. Maria Carolina (“Charlotte”) (b. 1752–d. 1814), Queen of Naples, married Ferdinand IV (b. 1751–d. 1825), King of Naples.


14. Ferdinand (b. 1754–d. 1806), Governor of Milan


15. Marie Antoinette (b. 1755–d. 1793), Queen of France, married Louis XVI (b. 1754–d. 1793), King of France.


16. Maximilian (b. 1756–d. 1801), Elector of Cologne


GERMANY


Saxony


Augustus II the Strong (b. 1670–d. 1733), Elector of Saxony, King of Poland, married Christine Eberhardine of Bayreuth. The couple had one son, Augustus III, Elector of Saxony and King of Poland.


Augustus III (b. 1696–d. 1763) married Wilhelmine’s fertile elder daughter, Maria Josepha. The couple had sixteen children; the following are relevant to this story:


1. Frederick Christian (b. 1722–d. 1763) succeeded his father as Elector of Saxony.


2. Maria Amalia (b. 1724–d. 1760) married Don Carlos, King of Naples; mother of Ferdinand IV, King of Naples.


3. Franz Xavier (b. 1730–d. 1806) became Regent of Saxony on Frederick Christian’s death.


4. Maria Josepha (b. 1731–d. 1767) married Louis the Fat, Dauphin of France.


5. Albert (b. 1738–d. 1822), Duke of Teschen, Governor-General of the Austrian Netherlands, married Maria Christina.


Bavaria


Charles VII (b. 1697–d. 1745), Elector of Bavaria and hapless Holy Roman Emperor, married Wilhelmine’s younger daughter, Maria Amalia. This couple had seven children. Here are those relevant to this narrative:


1. Maximilian III (b. 1727–d. 1777) succeeded his father as Elector of Bavaria. It was Maximilian’s death that prompted Joseph to send troops to Bavaria, causing war with Frederick the Great.


2. Maria Josepha (b. 1739–d. 1767 of smallpox), Joseph’s unloved second wife


SPAIN


Philip V (b. 1683–d. 1746), King of Spain, married Elizabeth Farnese (b. 1692–d. 1766), Duchess of Parma, Queen of Spain, his second wife. The couple had two sons.


1. Don Carlos (b. 1716–d. 1788), King of Naples, later Charles III, King of Spain


2. Don Philip (b. 1720–d. 1765), Duke of Parma


ITALY


Naples


Selected children of Don Carlos, King of Naples (Charles III, King of Spain), and his wife, Maria Amalia of Saxony (b. 1724–d. 1760), Queen of Naples:


1. Maria Luisa of Spain (b. 1745–d. 1792) married Leopold II, Holy Roman Emperor, Grand Duke of Tuscany.


2. Charles IV (b. 1748–d. 1819), King of Spain, married Maria Luisa of Parma.


3. Ferdinand IV (b. 1751–d. 1825), King of Naples, married Maria Carolina, Queen of Naples.


Children of Maria Carolina, Queen of Naples, and her husband, Ferdinand IV:


1. Maria Teresa (b. 1772–d. 1807) married Leopold’s eldest son, Francis II, Holy Roman Emperor.


2. Maria Luisa (b. 1773–d. 1802) married Leopold’s second son, Ferdinand III, Grand Duke of Tuscany.


3. Carlos (b. 1775–d. 1778 of smallpox)


4. Maria Anna (b. 1775–d. 1780 of smallpox)


5. Francesco (b. 1777–d. 1830), Crown Prince of Naples, married Leopold’s daughter Maria Clementina and then Maria Isabella of Spain (b. 1789–d. 1848).


6. Maria Christina (b. 1779–d. 1849) married the brother of the King of Sardinia.


7. Gennaro (b. 1780–d. 1789 of smallpox)


8. Giuseppe (b. 1781–d. 1783 of smallpox)


9. Maria Amalia (b. 1782–d. 1866), Queen of France, married Louis Philippe I, Duc d’Orléans, King of France (b. 1773–d. 1850).


10. A daughter (b. 1783, stillborn)


11. Maria Antoinetta (b. 1784–d. 1806) married Ferdinand VII of Spain (b. 1784–d. 1833).


12. Maria Clotilde (b. 1786–d. 1792 of smallpox)


13. Maria Enricheta (b. 1787–d. 1792 of smallpox)


14. Carlo (b. 1788–d. 1789 of smallpox)


15. Leopold (b. 1790–d. 1851)


16. Alberto (b. 1792–d. 1798 of dehydration on board the Vanguard)


17. Maria Isabella (b. 1793–d. 1801)


Parma


Selected children of Don Philip, Duke of Parma, and his wife, Louise Élisabeth (b. 1727–d. 1759), eldest daughter of Louis XV:


1. Isabella of Parma (b. 1741–d. 1763 of smallpox) married Joseph II, Holy Roman Emperor.


2. Ferdinand (b. 1751–d. 1802), Duke of Parma, married Maria Amalia, Duchess of Parma.


3. Maria Luisa (b. 1751–d. 1819), Queen of Spain, married Charles IV, King of Spain.


Tuscany


Leopold II, Holy Roman Emperor and Grand Duke of Tuscany, and his wife, Maria Luisa of Spain (daughter of Don Carlos, sister of Ferdinand IV, King of Naples), had sixteen children of whom a whopping twelve were sons. Only a handful of these offspring figure prominently in this story. These are:


1. Francis II (b. 1768–d. 1835), Holy Roman Emperor, first married briefly a relation of Catherine the Great and afterward Maria Carolina’s eldest daughter, Maria Teresa of Naples. Francis’s eldest daughter, Marie Louise (b. 1791–d. 1847), married Napoleon.


2. Ferdinand III (b. 1769–d. 1824), Grand Duke of Tuscany, married Maria Carolina’s second daughter, Maria Luisa of Naples.


3. Archduke Charles (b. 1771–d. 1847) was adopted by Maria Christina and Albert.


4. Maria Clementina (b. 1777–d. 1801) married Maria Carolina’s eldest son, Francesco, Crown Prince of Naples.


FRANCE


Louis XV (b. 1710–d. 1774 of smallpox), King of France, married Marie Leczinska (b. 1703–d. 1768), daughter of Stanislas, King of Poland.


Selected children of Louis XV and Marie Leczinska:


1. Louise Élisabeth (b. 1727–d. 1759) married Don Philip, Duke of Parma; mother of Isabella of Parma.


2. Louis the Fat (b. 1729–d. 1765), Dauphin of France, married Maria Josepha of Saxony.


3. Madame Adélaïde (b. 1732–d. 1800)


4. Madame Victoire (b. 1733–d. 1799)


5. Madame Sophie (b. 1734–d. 1782)


6. Madame Louise (b. 1737–d. 1787). These last four are Louis XVI’s unmarried aunts.


Selected children of Louis the Fat and Maria Josepha of Saxony:


1. Louis XVI (b. 1754–d. 1793), King of France, married Marie Antoinette.


2. The Comte de Provence (b. 1755–d. 1824), later Louis XVIII, King of France


3. The Comte d’Artois (b. 1757–d. 1836), later Charles X, King of France


4. Madame Élisabeth (b. 1764–d. 1794)


Children of Marie Antoinette by Louis XVI:


1. Marie-Thérèse (b. 1778–d. 1851)


2. Louis-Joseph (b. 1781–d. 1789), Dauphin of France


Children of Marie Antoinette by Count Axel von Fersen:


1. Louis-Charles (b. 1785–d. 1795), Dauphin of France after the death of his older brother, later Louis XVII


2. Madame Sophie (b. 1786–d. 1787)






Introduction


Paris, the palace of the Tuileries, in the waning hours of June 20, 1791 —


It was a little after ten o’clock and darkness had only just fallen on this, the evening before the longest day of the year. Marie Antoinette, queen of France, had already retired for the night. Earlier that afternoon, she had taken her twelve-year-old daughter, Marie-Thérèse, and her six-year-old son, Louis, the dauphin, for a drive to a private garden renowned for its beauty, about a quarter mile away, to give the children some fresh air. They had returned from this excursion at about seven o’clock, after which the siblings were sent to their separate rooms to be fed and put to bed. Marie Antoinette herself had dined quietly at nine, as was customary, with her husband, Louis XVI, and his sister, Madame Élisabeth. After dinner, upon entering her private apartment, the queen was undressed by her first lady-in-waiting, to whom she gave the order, as she routinely did, as to what time she should be awakened the next morning. This command was duly relayed to the soldier who stood guard outside her door, also as usual. The queen then lay down in bed.


But she did not fall asleep. For at last had come the hour for which Marie Antoinette had hoped, prayed, and prepared for months: the moment of the royal family’s escape from Paris and the revolution.


The certainty that it would come to this — that she, her husband, and her children would be reduced to terrified, ignoble, clandestine flight in the dead of night — had grown within the queen ever since the day two years earlier when a mob of enraged Parisians had attacked and successfully overrun the Bastille, a mighty fortress that until that moment the royal court, and indeed all of France, had assumed to be impregnable. As soon as she learned what had happened, the queen had urged her husband to remove himself and his family immediately from the Palace of Versailles, where they were then living, and go east to the more secure location of Metz, next door to the lands ruled by her brother, the Holy Roman Emperor. Once safely away, the king could then recruit enough troops to return at the head of an army sufficiently powerful to impose order on the capital. So convinced was Marie Antoinette of the necessity of this course of action that she began packing hurriedly. “She made me take all her jewels out of their cases, to collect them in one small box, which she might carry off in her own carriage,” her lady-in-waiting, an eyewitness to these events, reported.


But Louis XVI had vacillated. As was his habit, he summoned his councillors to ask for their advice. Marie Antoinette was present at this meeting but despite an impassioned appeal was unable to influence the collective judgment. “The affair was decided: the army was to go away without the King,” the queen despaired to her servants upon returning to her quarters. “He did not choose this course for himself; there were long debates on the question; at last the King put an end to them by rising and saying, ‘Well, gentlemen, we must decide; am I to go or to stay? I am ready to do either.’ The majority were for the King staying; time will show whether the right choice has been made.” But it was clear that Marie Antoinette knew it to be a serious error.


She who was not able to save herself or her family in this time of crisis yet had the power to rescue others. The lives of all who were closely associated with the queen of France were in danger. Chief among these was Marie Antoinette’s dearest companion, the charming duchesse de Polignac. The queen called the duchess to her side on the evening of July 16, 1789, just two days after the fall of the Bastille, and implored her to flee. “I fear the worst; for the sake of our friendship leave,” she begged. The queen even enlisted her husband in her entreaty, and Louis XVI did not hesitate to echo her appeal. “I have just commanded the Comte d’Artois [Louis’s youngest brother] to take his departure; I give you the same order,” the king exhorted the duchess. “Do not lose a single instant; take your family with you.”


And so the duchesse de Polignac, with her husband, daughter, and two attendants, fled the palace at midnight that very evening in a heavy, oversized carriage called a berline, the duchess outfitted as a chambermaid to disguise herself. The deception worked: when the berline stopped at Sens for fresh horses, its occupants were questioned as to “whether the Polignacs were still with the Queen,” their interrogators obviously having no idea that these well-to-do travelers were the Polignacs. They were thus able to answer “in the firmest tone, and with the most cavalier air, that they [the Polignacs] were far enough from Versailles, and that we had got rid of all such bad people,” and so were allowed to pass safely out of France. They went first to Switzerland and from there to Italy, to seek aid from Marie Antoinette’s family, including her spirited, resolute sister Maria Carolina, the influential queen of Naples, to whose court Élisabeth Vigée Le Brun, Marie Antoinette’s favorite portrait painter, also fled for protection.


But it would not be Maria Carolina, the sister closest to her in age and affection, to whom Marie Antoinette would run when her time finally came, no matter how much she might have wished to. Southern Italy was simply too far away to be a practical outpost from which to organize an effective counteroffensive. Her husband, she knew, would need foreign loans and soldiers as well as a place closer to home from which to rally the many loyal countrymen who could still be counted on to fight for the Crown. This meant a flight to her brother the emperor — and with it, somewhat less happily, to one of his closest advisers, her eldest surviving sister, Maria Christina, governor-general of the Austrian Netherlands.


Marie Antoinette’s history with this sister, thirteen years her senior and given to dispensing unsolicited advice, was checkered. They had never been close. The queen of France openly resented what she considered to be Maria Christina’s meddling and on more than one occasion had suspected her of tattling on her to their august mother, Maria Theresa, the powerful empress. But then her mother had died, and Maria Christina had stepped into the void created by her death to hold the family together. As the situation in Paris worsened, whatever lingering doubts Marie Antoinette might have had as to her elder sister’s value and allegiance were overcome by her sibling’s generosity and her own pressing need. For suddenly, on May 29, 1790, less than a year after the Polignacs’ escape, in an unprecedented outpouring of affection and gratitude clearly precipitated by an overture of aid, the queen of France wrote to Maria Christina from her summer palace at Saint-Cloud, “You are so good, my dear sister! Your letter brought me to tears.” When the decision to flee was finally made, it would be the highly competent Maria Christina who helped make the escape possible.


But there is a great deal of difference between intending to go and actually leaving. All that summer, the king and queen, along with their children and his sister, were at liberty to hunt and wander the spacious grounds of their château at Saint-Cloud. It would have been a relatively easy matter to slip away and get a head start on any potential pursuers in a dash to the border. That this did not happen prompted Madame Élisabeth to confide despondently to a friend in a coded letter of October 24, 1790, that “My patient [Louis XVI] still has stiffness of the legs, and I am afraid it will attack the joints and there will be no cure for it.” But in fact, on the very day his sister sent her letter, Louis XVI dispatched a secret messenger to a loyal general of the French army stationed at Metz, about 200 miles east of Paris, announcing the royal family’s determination to flee soon after their return to their winter quarters at the palace of the Tuileries, and requesting that troops be mustered to defend their route. It took until the summer of the following year to organize the intrigue, but at last the hour of Marie Antoinette’s deliverance had come.


Encouraged by the success of the Polignacs’ ploy, the queen of France had modeled her own escape on the pattern of her former favorite’s departure. The royal family, disguised as servants, planned to roll quietly out of Paris just after midnight in the comfort of a spacious, well-appointed berline. The children’s governess would play the part of a fictitious baroness with two daughters (the dauphin was to be dressed as a girl) on her way to visit relatives; Madame Élisa-beth, attired as her maid, would be her pretended companion on the journey. Louis XVI, in a brown coat, round hat, and wig, had agreed to impersonate the baroness’s valet, while Marie Antoinette, in a plain dress and short black cape, her telltale hair and face obscured by a hat, would act the role of the children’s governess.


And so, approximately fifteen minutes after she had been undressed and put to bed in the darkness of that late June evening in 1791, the queen of France rose silently from her pillows and made her way by secret passage to the rooms where her children slept. Her daughter was easily roused but the dauphin was deep in slumber. To prevent his crying out at the shock of being woken abruptly, his mother knelt at his bedside. “We are off,” she murmured. “We are going to the wars, where there will be ever so many soldiers.”


She knew her son; he opened his eyes at once. “Quick, quick, let us hurry, let us be off,” he said.


All the world knows the outcome of this journey, and the terrible fate of Marie Antoinette and her family. Hers is one of those sagas that, because of its riveting nature, can be told over and over again without ever losing its immediacy; it has seared itself into the popular consciousness, transcending history and approaching myth.


And yet, even after so many recountings, a persistent undertone of mystery still clings to these events. How was it that this escape failed so spectacularly, when every other member of the French royal family, including both of Louis XVI’s brothers, with their wives and children, and even the king’s elderly aunts, managed to elude the guards and slip quietly and swiftly across the border to freedom? Why did the king send the duchesse de Polignac and her family away for their safety but not his own wife and children? What was Marie Antoinette’s influence in all of this? How much responsibility does she, whose name today is synonymous with the culture of haughty privilege that so inflamed her subjects that they exploded in revolution, bear for that cataclysmic episode?


These questions have so far remained unanswered, not because the puzzle cannot be solved but because the pieces are part of a larger narrative. It is the story of a family of immensely strong women, beginning with Marie Antoinette’s formidable mother, the empress Maria Theresa, one of the most remarkable leaders Europe has ever produced, and three of her daughters, of whom the notorious queen of France was but the youngest. Her talented older sister, Maria Christina, governor-general of the Austrian Netherlands, too, fought the dangers and intrigues unleashed by the revolutionary frenzy in France, while Maria Carolina, the astoundingly courageous queen of Naples, survived the first wave of terror only to then be forced to face the cyclone of Napoleon. Their reigns, like Marie Antoinette’s, were packed with splendor and suspense; their adventures informed each other’s stories and today illuminate the extraordinary century in which they lived.


Defying tradition and stereotype, Marie Antoinette and her sisters forged their own paths. But it was their august mother, the first woman in history to inherit the vast Habsburg Empire in her own right, who set them on the road.






PART I
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Maria Theresa
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… in her early twenties






1


An Imperial Decree
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It is manifest that for one country to gain, another must lose.


— Voltaire, The Philosophical Dictionary


Maria Theresa was born a little after seven o’clock in the morning on May 13, 1717, at the majestic Hofburg palace in Vienna, venerable seat of the imperial government. Her father was Charles VI, Holy Roman Emperor and king of Hungary and Bohemia, one of the most powerful men in Europe; her mother, the empress Elizabeth Christina, was renowned for “a beauty that has been the admiration of so many nations,” as Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, the wife of an English envoy, reported. “She has a vast quantity of fine fair hair … The Graces move with her; the famous statue of Medecis [sic] was not formed with more delicate proportions.” Lady Mary’s enthusiasm was genuine; she was not the sort of correspondent ordinarily given to excessive praise. Of the other highborn women of her acquaintance in Vienna, for example, Lady Mary complained that their hairstyles and fashions were “monstrous and contrary to all common sense and reason … You may easily suppose how much this extraordinary dress sets off and improves the natural ugliness with which God Almighty has been pleased to endow them all,” she observed.


The birth of a daughter to a ruling household was never a source of unqualified joy, but Maria Theresa’s arrival was viewed, especially by her father, as even more depressingly problematic than usual. Of course Charles VI had wished for a son — all emperors desired sons, so as to solidify the line of succession. Elizabeth Christina’s first child, born the previous April, had in fact been a boy, but to the devastation of his parents and their subjects the baby died before the year was out; and now this second infant was a daughter. And having a daughter before a son forced the emperor to deal with an issue that he would have much preferred to avoid — the terms of a secret pact imposed upon him that dictated the standing of his dead brother’s children relative to his own.


On the surface, Charles’s dilemma stemmed from both his position as a younger son and the noticeable lack of healthy male heirs in the family. But his real problem was that Charles was a Habsburg, and to be a Habsburg at the start of the eighteenth century was a little like standing guard over a vast, ancient castle full of treasures that had all the doors and windows thrown wide open, and the drawbridge let down. No matter how diligent the sentinel, someone was always sneaking in and making off with the silver.


The principal thief, from the imperial point of view, was Louis XIV, the Sun King. Prior to Louis’s reign, it had been understood that one member of the preeminent Habsburg dynasty would govern as Holy Roman Emperor, overseeing Germany, Austria, Bohemia, Silesia, Hungary, and northern Italy, while a second Habsburg family relation would rule the kingdom of Spain, which included the Spanish Netherlands (modern-day Belgium and Flanders), and additional territories in southern and central Italy, plus holdings in the New World. This staggeringly far-reaching expanse of wealth and property the Habsburgs considered theirs not simply through birthright but also legally, according to centuries-long precedent.


That is, until Louis XIV ascended the throne of France. Demonstrating a singular disregard for tradition, Louis made it the business of his seemingly endless reign (he held the crown for seventy-two years) to challenge the Habsburgs’ authority at every turn. He wrested territory from them on France’s northern and eastern borders. He coaxed important German barons, who owed at least nominal allegiance to the emperor, into the French camp, and made them his allies. He invaded the Palatinate, an important province in central Germany, and claimed it in the name of his brother’s wife.


But Louis XIV’s most audacious act came on November 1, 1700, when the Habsburg king of Spain (not the most incisive ruler) died without siring an heir, and it was revealed that just before he expired he had been convinced by the pope to leave his realm to the Sun King’s sixteen-year-old grandson, rather than to one of his own imperial relations. The emperor at the time, Leopold I (Charles’s father), naturally protested this inheritance, claiming it for his second son (Charles) instead. By way of response, Louis XIV’s armies invaded Belgium, Germany, Italy, and Spain, touching off the War of the Spanish Succession, an international crisis that embroiled all of the major European powers for the next twelve years.


In 1705, early into this conflict, Leopold died, and Charles’s elder brother Joseph succeeded his father as emperor. Charles, only twenty years old at the time, was in Spain doing his best to wrest the kingdom away from his French counterpart. But where Joseph, aided by Britain, Holland, and Savoy, racked up impressive victories against Louis XIV’s armies at Blenheim and Turin, Charles, who had only a small force with him, never managed to get farther inland than Barcelona, and even this conquest was regularly besieged by Louis XIV’s grandson, who had successfully consolidated his hold on the rest of the realm and was consequently recognized throughout Europe as Philip V, king of Spain.


Still, Charles, who quite liked warm, sunny Barcelona — who wouldn’t?— remained where he was for the next several years, prepared to hunker down indefinitely and fight it out to the bitter end. And then something entirely unexpected happened. His thirty-two-year-old brother, Joseph, despite his physicians’ best efforts, which involved shuttering all the windows in his overheated sickroom and rolling him up in 20 suffocating yards of flannel, was carried off by smallpox in 1711. As Joseph left behind a wife and two daughters but no son, twenty-six-year-old Charles suddenly found himself promoted to the lofty position of Holy Roman Emperor.


Trying to run an enterprise as sprawling and complex as the empire from a besieged outpost in southern Spain was obviously out of the question, so Charles left balmy Barcelona and returned to Vienna, only to find that his deceased brother’s allies, having already achieved their military and political aims, were tired of fighting. Bowing to necessity — Charles could not continue to prosecute the war without Britain and Holland — the new emperor reluctantly signed a series of peace treaties that officially transferred the formerly Habsburg territories of Spain, southern and central Italy, and the New World into the hands of the victorious Philip V. Although by these agreements Charles retained the Spanish Netherlands (in addition to Germany, Austria, Silesia, Hungary, Bohemia, and northern Italy), there was no escaping the fact that this time the thief had gotten away with far more than just the silver — he now occupied almost half the castle.


And as if it was not degrading enough to be the first member of his family to begin his reign by losing territory that had been held for centuries, because his firstborn son had died and this new baby, Maria Theresa, was a daughter, Charles had now to contend with the conditions imposed by the pactum mutuae successionis, the clandestine agreement he had signed in September 1703, right at the beginning of the War of the Spanish Succession. Drawn up at the behest of Leopold I, this secret document dictated that if both Charles and his elder brother, Joseph, died without siring a male heir, Joseph’s daughters would take precedence over Charles’s when it came to inheriting the empire. At the time, his father’s reasoning had been clear. Leopold had naturally expected that Charles would oust the French usurper from Spain and reclaim the kingdom and all of its territories for the Habsburgs, so he ordered the succession to reflect this assumption. In the absence of a male heir, Joseph’s eldest daughter would rule the empire. Left unstipulated was the implication that Charles’s family would be compensated with the throne of Spain.


It might seem odd that Leopold had the prescience to anticipate such a specific turn of events, but Joseph’s dying without siring a male heir had not been a difficult scenario to forecast. Joseph had been an open and energetic philanderer. There were rumors that he had contracted syphilis and had generously shared the condition with his wife, causing her to become sterile. If true, this might have accounted for the prematurely truncated state of their physical relations. “I have heard that the Emperor [ Joseph] no longer lives with his wife. If this is so, she will not have a son,” observed Louis XIV’s sister-in-law Liselotte, the duchess of Orléans, a relative of the empress. “It often happens that men of debauched life have few children. A doctor here who was asked why the Queen’s children were never healthy, replied, ‘That is because the King only brings the rinsings of the glasses to the Queen.’”


Although he had acceded to his father’s wishes while Joseph was still alive, soon after becoming emperor himself, Charles came to question the terms of this irksome pact. Obviously, the circumstances under which he had signed it had changed. He had in fact lost Spain and all the other Habsburg territories that went along with it, and so could no longer leave them to his daughter. Of course, he expected to have a son eventually, and that would take care of the problem. Unlike Joseph, Charles was very happy with his beautiful wife. “Well now, I never dreamed you were so pretty!” he had exclaimed upon meeting Elizabeth Christina, and he apparently worked diligently to produce a male heir. He “loves his Queen so tenderly that he cannot bear to allow her out of his sight; whenever he has a moment of leisure, he rushes to spend it with her,” a courtier noted.*


But of course no one could predict the future. If (God forbid) it did come down to a female heir, why should one of his brother’s daughters succeed to the empire, and not one of his own? It did not seem quite fair.


But what to do about it? Charles had made a binding commitment to his father, the emperor. And then, in a flash of inspiration, he realized that he was now emperor. And an emperor could decree whatever he wanted, even if it meant reversing the policies of a previous emperor.


And so that is what he did. On September 19, 1713, before his first child was even born, he called his government together and, to the intense displeasure and eternal enmity of his sister-in-law, Wilhelmine, Joseph’s widow — the pactum mutuae successionis turned out to be not quite as secret as Charles had believed it to be — issued an imperial edict whereby his nieces were unceremoniously demoted, and his own daughters substituted in their place. This decree was awarded the lofty title of the Pragmatic Sanction. Wilhelmine fought back, marshaling allies to support her position, and at first Charles pretended to accommodate her, hoping that the birth of a son would settle the dispute amicably. But the appearance of Maria Theresa in the spring of 1717 forced the issue once more to the forefront — if he did not take a firm stand now in favor of his own daughter, she would likely forever lose the chance to inherit his property.


The Pragmatic Sanction was reinstated, and to underscore that this time the emperor’s decision was final, Charles commanded that his nieces walk behind his infant daughter as she was carried to her baptism on the evening of the day she was born. The ceremony was so well attended that it had to be held in the great hall of the palace, which was lit up with hundreds of candles for the event. There, to the accompaniment of trumpets, a grand procession composed of the elite society of Vienna made its solemn entrance: members of the imperial council, generals, distinguished government functionaries, the papal nuncio and other ambassadors, as well as, of course, the emperor himself, followed by the rest of the imperial family. Everyone was already in place when the Lord High Chamberlain carried the infant archduchess, nestled on an ornate pillow, to the baptismal font. As directed, Joseph’s two daughters trailed after them, a highly public humiliation carried out “right before the eyes of Joseph’s widow,” as a witness reported.


The baby was christened Maria Theresa Walburga Amalia Christina. She had not been alive twenty-four hours and her succession was already under threat.


As might be expected from someone boasting so attractive a mother, Maria Theresa, with her blond curls, pink-and-white complexion, and large, expressive eyes, was enchanting, even as a child. Even better, her temperament matched her appearance. She was sunny and sweet-tempered, qualities that were only enhanced by the warmth and stability of her home life. She saw her parents regularly and adored them. Her governess was loving and kind and became almost a second mother to her. On September 14, 1718, just sixteen months after Maria Theresa was born, the empress was delivered of another child (also, disappointingly, a daughter), named Maria Anna, so Maria Theresa even had a devoted little sister and playmate for company. Consequently, she experienced as close to an idyllic childhood as it was possible to achieve at an imperial court.


Her education, too, was pleasant. Despite the issuance of the Pragmatic Sanction and her father’s insistence that his daughters take precedence in terms of the succession, no one, including Charles himself, seriously believed that a woman would govern the empire. A healthy son would one day be born or, failing that, whoever married Maria Theresa would be crowned and rule as emperor. Maria Theresa’s job would be to ornament the court. And so she was given the same not particularly taxing schooling she would have received had she been born the daughter of any high aristocrat. This meant a focus on the graceful arts.* There was a heavy emphasis on music — all the imperial court, but especially her father, loved Italian opera — and she learned to play the clavier and to sing arias. Special attention was paid to her dancing, in anticipation of the many grand balls that she would later host or attend, so the chief choreographer of ballet at the Vienna State Opera House was hired to teach her to glide and hop. She studied drawing and painting with a leading Austrian draftsman. She excelled in linguistics, mastering French, German, and even Latin, which was the dialect the imperial government used to communicate with its Hungarian subjects. Maria Theresa’s easy fluency in these languages suggests that she was highly intelligent.


But while Charles VI afforded his eldest daughter no formal instruction in statecraft, bright little Maria Theresa had only to witness the singular methods employed by her father to ensure her unchallenged succession to his property to acquire a first-class, if backhanded, training in the art of geopolitics. And as she grew up, Maria Theresa had every reason to pay attention.


It was brought home to Charles very quickly that simply issuing the Pragmatic Sanction was perhaps not going to be enough to ensure that his daughter actually inherited the empire after his death. Maria Theresa was still a toddler when on August 20, 1719, the resentful Wilhelmine struck back by marrying her eldest daughter to the son and heir of Augustus the Strong, elector of Saxony and king of Poland. Augustus was one of the most opportunistic and ambitious barons in Germany. He had achieved the Polish throne through a judicious blend of policies that included converting to Catholicism, allying with Russia, and outright bribery. Three years later, on October 5, 1722, Wilhelmine followed up this coup by wedding her younger daughter to the son of the elector of Bavaria, another German prince who openly hankered after a crown. Although Charles insisted that both bridegrooms sign lengthy documents renouncing any right to his property or the imperial succession, there was of course no way to guarantee that they would abide by these agreements after his death. Wilhelmine had thrown down the gauntlet.


Although his most experienced general, Prince Eugene of Savoy, warned him that “the Pragmatic Sanction could only be guaranteed by a full treasury and two hundred thousand fighting men,” Charles chose to ignore this helpful bit of practical wisdom. Rather, he decided to employ a more nuanced strategy of his own devising. He sought to gain international adherence to the Pragmatic Sanction through the time-honored medium of payoffs.


He began with the kingdom of Hungary. The Hungarians made for difficult subjects. A proud, independent people, they rebelled frequently. They were considered savage, unreliable allies who would just as soon turn against their sovereign as fight for him. But keeping the Hungarian throne was vital to Austrian and imperial interests. Hungary was all that stood between Vienna and the menacing Ottoman Empire.


So, in the winter of 1722, just after the marriage of his second niece to the heir to Bavaria, Charles called a meeting of the Hungarian representative assembly, the Diet, in the nearby capital city of Pressburg, which was located only about 35 miles east of Vienna. There, over the next several months, the Hungarians were offered a series of extremely generous political and economic concessions, including but not limited to the ability to make their own laws; a guarantee that the nobility would be exempt from taxes in perpetuity; and the creation of a standing army financed and manned entirely by the (conveniently unrepresented) lower classes. In light of these happy inducements, in the spring of 1723, the kingdom of Hungary officially accepted the Pragmatic Sanction.


Buoyed by this success, Charles turned his attention to the problem of choosing an appropriate husband for his eldest daughter. There was plenty of time — she was only six — but already Eugene of Savoy was urging the emperor to affiance Maria Theresa to the eldest son of the duke of Lorraine. The duke was an old army comrade whom Eugene knew to be an exemplary warrior. Moreover, the duchy was coveted by the French — Louis XIV had occupied it at one point but his soldiers had ultimately been beaten back by imperial forces — and a marriage alliance would reward the duke for his loyalty, and help keep Lorraine for the empire. The emperor agreed to extend an invitation to the prospective suitor to come to Vienna, ostensibly to complete his education but actually as a sort of trial run, to see how well he fit in with the family. It seemed like an easy way to satisfy his general, who was getting on in years, without actually having to commit himself to the match.


Alas, the eldest son died before he could take advantage of this kind overture. Fortunately, the duke of Lorraine had a second son who could take the place of his deceased brother. Charles accepted the substitution, and so the invitation was renewed, this time to the surviving heir to the duchy of Lorraine. He arrived in Vienna in the fall of 1723.


By that time, Charles was somewhat less concerned about his elder daughter’s marriage, as Empress Elizabeth Christina was pregnant again. If she gave birth to a boy, then all his worries would be over. His son would inherit his lands and thrones and there would be no need for the Pragmatic Sanction to take effect. It was in this optimistic frame of mind that he and the rest of the imperial family welcomed fourteen-year-old Francis Stephen of Lorraine to the Hofburg palace.





* So taken was Charles with his bride that he even wrote a formal thank-you note to her grandfather, who had engineered the match. “I shall be eternally grateful to you for making it possible that this angel should become my queen,” Charles enthused.


* While her curriculum did include some history, it was limited to the distant classical past and so was not particularly useful. She was required to answer, among other pressing questions, “Which of the ten patriarchs lived before the Flood, which ones after it?”
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Archduchess of Austria
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The motto … Kingdoms given away, was indeed very applicable to this period.


— Voltaire, Sequel of the Age of Louis XIV


Nature could not have provided a suitor more destined to please than Francis of Lorraine. Curly-haired and slender, he boasted the sort of puppy-dog good looks that have caused legions of adolescent girls to swoon through the ages. To this undeniable advantage he combined an easy athleticism and an agreeably mild, winning personality. What he lacked in concentration — under no circumstances could Francis be called a scholar — he more than made up for with his instinctive talents for dancing and riding. He was passionate about hunting, which made him an excellent companion for Charles, who shared the teenager’s enthusiasm for the sport. The emperor invited Francis to stay on indefinitely in Vienna, which of course gave everyone (including his elder daughter) the impression that this golden boy would be her husband. To Charles, fun-loving, personable Francis was the son he craved but had so far been denied. To elementary school–aged Maria Theresa, in awe of this high school heartthrob, he was a god.


Yet as much as the emperor enjoyed Francis’s company, he would not publicly commit to the marriage. In fact, within a year of the young man’s arrival at the Hofburg palace, Charles, forced once again into a defensive posture by the actions of his still-indignant sister-in-law, was already wavering.
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Francis of Lorraine as a boy


The obstacles to Francis’s suit began in the spring of 1724, when, to the by now customary general despair, the empress’s much-heralded pregnancy resulted in the birth of yet another unwanted daughter.* Emboldened by this latest failure to produce a male heir, Wilhelmine struck again. Using connections from her side of the family, she arranged an alliance between France and her new sons-in-law’s principalities of Saxony and Bavaria, an agreement designed specifically to upend the Pragmatic Sanction and return her daughters to their place of prominence in the imperial succession. Charles knew that Wilhelmine was in a strong position, as his elder niece, the one married to the crown prince of Saxony, was turning out to be unfairly fertile. In a most unsportsmanlike fashion, she had already produced three sons (one had died, true, but the other two were reported to be healthy), and Charles noted glumly that she was pregnant again.


Although Louis XIV had passed away nearly a decade earlier, and his great-grandson, Louis XV, had only just turned fourteen, Charles knew to take this threat to the Pragmatic Sanction seriously. If, after his death, mighty France sent an army to support one of his nieces’ claims to the imperial throne, his daughter was going to need strong allies of her own to help her defend her inheritance. It stood to reason that she might have to marry into the family of one of the other great powers in order to induce them to help her. Hence the emperor’s reluctance to commit to Francis, no matter how much everybody liked him.


And so, for the next ten years, all through Maria Theresa’s childhood and adolescence (during which time the young Adonis from Lorraine continued to live with them and she progressed from hero worship to infatuation to trembling, full-on first love), her father did his best to sidestep the question of when she and Francis would be married. It wasn’t that the engagement was ever called off completely. It was just that Charles needed to keep his options open while he pursued the one goal that overrode every other imperial consideration: to get the other prominent European kingdoms to agree to uphold the terms of the Pragmatic Sanction after his death.


Never did a man try so industriously to implement a course of action. The emperor was willing to bribe, cajole, or bully his way to success. No scheme that resulted in the desired objective was deemed too far-fetched. It is difficult, however, to play a winning hand when everyone who comes to the table already knows what cards you are holding.


The first monarch to take Charles up on his offer of material advantage in exchange for recognition of his daughter’s rights was none other than his old antagonist, Philip V of Spain. Philip was in something of a bind himself. He had married a new young wife, Elizabeth Farnese, formerly duchess of Parma. In 1721, the couple’s three-year-old daughter was engaged to her cousin Louis XV and sent to Versailles to accustom herself to her future realm until she grew old enough to consummate the marriage. But then, three years after she arrived, a new French minister came to power and it was decided to wed the fourteen-year-old king to a twenty-one-year-old princess from Poland instead. When Elizabeth Farnese discovered that her six-year-old daughter was going to be returned like a pair of defective gloves, she was so furious that she wrenched off the miniature of Louis XV she wore in a jeweled band around her wrist and stomped on it.


In retaliation, she and Philip V dispatched a clandestine envoy, the duke of Ripperda (who, to disguise his mission, adopted the suitably droll cover name of “Baron Pfaffenberg”), to Vienna. What the phony baron lacked in experience, common sense, and overall intelligence, he more than made up for with bravado and bluster. In a series of meetings made possible by 400,000 florins’ worth of bribes, Ripperda painted the picture of a future made glorious by Spanish-imperial cooperation. They would wage war on their mutual enemies together; why, just the announcement of the alliance would make France and England cower in fear, the duke predicted! To ensure victory on all fronts, Ripperda promised that Philip would send Charles 3 million in gold annually to improve the imperial army, which was in a woeful state of decay due to insufficient funds. In return, Charles would send Philip 30,000 soldiers to help Spain recover Gibraltar from Britain. Most importantly, the Spanish would agree to uphold the emperor’s precious Pragmatic Sanction in exchange for Charles’s agreeing to wed Maria Theresa to Philip and Elizabeth Farnese’s eldest son, Don Carlos. Since a marriage alliance with a major power like Spain was obviously more desirable than one with a small duchy like Lorraine, in May of 1725, the emperor secretly agreed to everything.


This happy plan fell apart almost immediately. Ripperda’s imagination far exceeded his authority; Philip had expected the 400,000 florins to cover the entire cost of the arrangement with Austria, not simply serve as a down payment on the alliance. The duke remembered this fact only after his return to Madrid, however, so while he bragged loudly to Philip V and Elizabeth Farnese about his prowess as a negotiator, he failed to mention the additional 3 million in annual payments. Charles consequently pressed fruitlessly for the promised mountains of Spanish gold so as to be able to expand his army, while Philip V grew increasingly annoyed when the imperial troops he had been assured were on the way did not arrive. Eventually, the Spanish king caught on and ordered Ripperda to be arrested. To save himself, the visionary dealmaker hid in the house of the British ambassador in Madrid, where he spilled the entire scheme to his startled host in exchange for protection from his irate sovereign.


The British ambassador told London, and London told France. Rather than cower in fear as Charles had been led to believe, the two kingdoms decided instead to go to war together against Spain and Austria. England went even further, and brought Prussia, its traditional ally, into the mix. As soon as these powers began marshaling troops — the Prussian king had a formidable army of 70,000 very tall soldiers at his disposal — Philip V prudently switched sides and also turned on Austria. By 1731, Charles had gone from the glorious future promised by Ripperda to the prospect of being invaded by Britain, France, Spain, and Prussia all at the same time.


As it was obvious that he could not fight all of these kingdoms at once, the emperor was forced to sue for peace. But of course it wasn’t enough just to go back to the old alliances; Charles needed each of these hostile powers to sign off on the Pragmatic Sanction. This resulted in the innovative strategy of the emperor’s protecting his daughter’s future inheritance by giving large portions of it away. Britain was assigned Austrian shipping rights and two German duchies in exchange for its assent to the document; Spain received Parma and Tuscany. To deflect the threat from nearby Prussia, Charles strove to bring the monarchy into the imperial family, and even went so far as to offer to marry Maria Theresa to the crown prince. When this offer was reluctantly declined on the basis of religion (Prussia was Calvinist, Austria Catholic) the emperor substituted one of his wife’s Protestant relations. Thus was Prussian acceptance of the Pragmatic Sanction secured.


By this time, Maria Theresa was fourteen years old and maturing quickly into a lovely young woman who was looking forward to the formal announcement of her engagement to her beloved. Francis was twenty-two and on the recent death of his father had come into his inheritance as the new duke of Lorraine; he was also expecting a public declaration. Belatedly realizing just how attached his eldest daughter had become to this extended houseguest (and not just Maria Theresa; her younger sister, Maria Anna, wanted to marry Francis, too), Charles thought it might be a good idea to remove the object of her affection from the immediate vicinity, just in case the secret nuptial agreement with Spain actually came to pass. So he sent Francis on a tour of Europe as part of a charm offensive to smooth over any lingering hard feelings caused by the ill-fated Spanish alliance, a role for which the amiable young man was ideally suited.


The outside world naturally interpreted this diplomatic initiative as a way for the new duke of Lorraine to develop the sort of personal relationships with foreign courts that would prove useful to him after he became Maria Theresa’s husband. Francis was consequently welcomed wherever he went as an imperial representative of the highest order. He went first to England, arriving on October 14, 1731, where he spent the next ten weeks having a wonderful time hunting, dancing, and paying social calls on all the most fashionable people at court. He observed a chemical experiment at the famous Royal Society, and they were so pleased by his interest that they made him a member on the spot. He was such good company that when he left, the king, George II, sent him off with a letter of recommendation. He was equally successful at his next stop, The Hague, where he spent a month before it was on to Prussia. He arrived in Berlin at the end of February 1732, having dutifully visited a series of German duchies along the way, and immediately made friends with the twenty-year-old crown prince, Frederick.


And just at this moment Frederick was sorely in need of a friend. Although nothing would have given him more pleasure than to see the great courts of Europe, as Francis was doing, his father had forbidden him to travel. Instead, he was being made to marry the empress’s relative as part of the new alliance with Austria. The unhappy bridegroom wrote a letter to his sister on March 6, 1732, in which he described his future wife as “neither beautiful nor ugly … very ill brought up … and totally behind in manners and social behavior.” Francis arrived just as the betrothal ceremony was taking place. As the ranking dignitary present, he stood beside the Prussian royal family at the service, where a despondent Frederick and his despised fiancée exchanged rings, and attended the gala ball afterward. But what he really did was help the crown prince get through this difficult event by showing him so much warmth, affection, and sympathy that Frederick kept up a correspondence with Francis after he left and even sent him a gift of salmon in gratitude.


It was all going so well. Back home in Austria, Maria Theresa heard the reports of Francis’s success with pride. “She sighs and pines all night for her Duke of Lorraine,” Sir Thomas Robinson, the long-standing British ambassador stationed in Vienna, observed bluntly to his government. “If she sleep, it is only to dream of him; if she wake, it is but to talk of him to her lady-in-waiting.”


But still Charles fretted. A number of important monarchies (including France) had not yet accepted the terms of the Pragmatic Sanction. And then a piece of luck fell his way. The king of Poland died and his eldest son, Augustus III of Saxony, who also happened to be Wilhelmine’s son-in-law (the one married to her exceptionally fertile elder daughter), claimed the Polish crown as his inheritance. As Charles had made no secret of his desperation to secure Maria Theresa’s succession, Augustus offered to give up his wife’s claim to the imperial estate if the emperor would help him take the throne.


Of course Charles leapt at the chance to get his elder niece’s husband, who was such a threat to his daughter, to sign off on the Pragmatic Sanction. He fell over himself promising to do everything in his power to help, and immediately sent imperial troops to the Polish border in an effort to encourage the native citizenry to accept Augustus as their new sovereign.


Regrettably, Louis XV had married a Polish princess and she wanted her father, Stanislas, to be king. Louis allied with Elizabeth Farnese of Spain, who had taken umbrage at Francis’s European tour, complaining that Charles had reneged on his original agreement to marry Maria Theresa to her eldest son, Don Carlos. In the late fall of 1733, Charles reeled from the one-two punch of a French army invading and occupying Lorraine while a Spanish force led by seventeen-year-old Don Carlos swarmed over Naples.


Sixteen-year-old Maria Theresa, still unmarried, swallowed up the news of these defeats as though her life depended on it, as indeed, from her perspective, it did. Although deliberately excluded from her father’s council, she nonetheless made her views known, and these were that she would not give up Francis under any circumstances, and especially not to marry Don Carlos, no matter what the pressure from Spain. The archduchess, Sir Thomas observed, “was a princess of the highest spirit. She reasons already. Her father’s losses are her own. She admires his virtues but condemns his mismanagement.”


So again Charles, whose one thought throughout these machinations had been to save his daughter’s inheritance, had to give large parts of it away. By a treaty signed on October 5, 1735, Spain got the kingdom of Naples, which represented the entire southern boot of Italy, everything south of Rome, plus the island of Sicily, and all the ports in Tuscany. France was willing to cede Poland to Augustus but only if Stanislas got Lorraine (conveniently being held for him by the occupying French soldiers), after which it would revert to Louis XV. Charles’s only recompense for this considerable outlay of booty was an agreement by both kingdoms to uphold the Pragmatic Sanction after his death.


The emperor did not have the courage to tell Francis to his face that he had traded away his home duchy of Lorraine, which had been in Francis’s family for generations, without even bothering to consult him. He sent one of his ministers to do the dirty work instead. Francis could not believe that he had been sold out in this manner. His mother was incensed and begged him not to agree to it. She and Francis’s younger brother and sisters would lose everything: their wealth, their home, their friends, their peaceful and prosperous subjects, their beautiful ancestral palace, the fertile countryside, the cultivated gardens. To sign the proffered renunciation papers meant shouldering a burden of emasculation, regret, and guilt for the rest of his life. Francis’s was not a strong spirit, but even he rebelled at the magnitude of the betrayal. Three times, the minister put the quill in his hand and three times twenty-seven-year-old Francis threw it on the floor. But the imperial councillor remained unmoved. “No abdication, no Archduchess,” he threatened crudely. On the fourth try, Francis signed.


The long-awaited wedding took place in Vienna on February 12, 1736, at the Church of the Augustinian Friars, which neighbored the Hofburg palace. All the grandeur of the empire was on display, as befitted this momentous occasion. Francis was splendid in a silver cloak over his ivory coat and breeches. A thoroughly bejeweled Maria Theresa, who was walked down the aisle by both her mother and her aunt Wilhelmine, was also in white. “What was most remarkable about the bride’s dress was that besides the other incumbrances of great loads of diamonds upon her head and neck, the very robe itself was embroidered, to use that expression, with diamonds,” reported the obviously impressed Sir Thomas. “Few persons of their high rank have had the advantage of founding their mutual desires and sentiments upon a personal acquaintance for so long a time before their marriage,” he added thoughtfully. The wedding ceremony was followed, as was customary, by a magnificent banquet at the palace.


Maria Theresa had won, but at what a price! She was acutely aware of what Francis had given up to marry her; it was as if he had endured an amputation for her sake. And all the diamonds in the world could not mask the cracks in the alliance. The groom’s mother refused to attend, choosing instead to lash out at her eldest son and Charles for agreeing to such bitter and dishonorable terms. “I greatly love Lorraine and the Lorrainers,” Maria Theresa’s new mother-in-law wrote, in lieu of the customary congratulations. “They do not dislike me, and so I will remain with them until the end of my days. As for the Emperor, I would rather die at this moment than come under his domination!” Charles was forced to agree to marry Maria Theresa’s sister, Maria Anna, to Francis’s younger brother at some time in the unspecified future in order to placate her.* And although Wilhelmine had condescended to participate in the wedding, and had even helped give the bride away, significant in their absence were her younger daughter and her husband, the elector of Bavaria, who still refused to confirm the Pragmatic Sanction.


Even the radiant joy of Maria Theresa, one of a handful of princesses in history who succeeded in marrying for love, was tinged by sadness for her new husband’s plight, especially after his mother’s written tirade. Although Charles had succeeded in convincing the Spanish to compensate his son-in-law for the loss of Lorraine by ceding him the much less desirable grand duchy of Tuscany in its place (basically Florence and the surrounding countryside), this compromise in no way made up for his sacrifice. Francis made every effort to hide the shame he felt at having failed his family and subjects from her, but Maria Theresa knew it was there, gnawing away at his self-respect. She would spend the rest of her life trying to make it up to him.


Notwithstanding the loss of Lorraine, Maria Theresa’s first year of marriage seems to have been everything she could have hoped for. After so long a time apart, she was finally united with her adored Francis, could see him every day if she wanted to (and she did), as well as sleep with him at night. Much to the joy of everyone in Vienna, this delightful state of intimacy resulted in the archduchess conceiving within three months of the wedding, a development that only added to her contentment. Maria Theresa knew that it was her job to deliver the heir her parents had been unable to provide, and becoming pregnant so quickly seemed like a good omen.


This blissful interlude was cut short, however, by the deliverance on February 3, 1737, of a daughter. This all too potent reminder of Elizabeth Christina’s dismal record at procreation naturally brought up fears that Maria Theresa, too, would be unable to provide her husband with a son. The birth also coincided with the advent of a fresh anxiety — her father’s decision to join with Russia to launch a war against the Ottoman Empire.


Charles, still smarting from having lost Naples, Sicily, and Lorraine, reasoned that fighting the Turks would be an easy way to recoup his prestige and add territory. The Russians had already invaded the Crimea, so the enemy’s forces would have to be divided; he could swoop down from Belgrade, open up a second front, and score a quick victory or two. Looking around for a commander, he lit on Francis as the best man for the job. Recognizing that his son-in-law had never directed an army before, he assigned a more seasoned warrior to work under him to provide whatever combat knowledge Francis might be lacking.


The new grand duke of Tuscany and his more experienced subordinate went off to Belgrade in the late spring of 1738. Soon after they arrived, they and their troops were involved in a skirmish with the enemy. To the collective joy of Vienna, but especially Maria Theresa, who was pregnant again, the imperial side WON. Even better, Francis covered himself with glory in the encounter. “The important and singular success of our grand duke gives a high opinion of him in the minds of the people,” Sir Thomas observed enthusiastically to London on July 16, 1738. “A letter from the field of battle says ‘his royal highness, perceiving that the enemy had pierced the line, exposed himself greatly, and gave his orders with a coolness and wisdom which would have done honor to an old soldier.’”


Unfortunately, it turned out that the Ottoman battalion faced by the imperial troops represented only an advance guard of the main divisions, a grim reality Francis discovered soon after he pushed on and ran headlong into the full strength of the enemy army. Although in the resulting action he again behaved bravely, this time it was in the service of a desperate retreat. He and his soldiers were forced back even farther behind their own lines, and once camped were beset by disease, including plague. Like the majority of his army, Francis fell ill. Concluding that he would recover more quickly at home, he left Belgrade to return to Vienna.* Once reunited with Maria Theresa, he improved so markedly that he was soon up and hunting again, a recreation Francis much preferred to his martial duties. It was so much pleasanter to shoot at something that didn’t shoot back.


Maria Theresa was of course very relieved to see him return to health so quickly. Having him in Vienna also helped her to bear the disappointment of delivering yet another daughter, on October 6, 1738. The couple named the baby Maria Anna, after the archduchess’s younger sister, but everyone called her Marianne.


Meanwhile, back in Belgrade, the defeats piled up. The Austrian citizenry, frustrated by the dismal performance of the imperial army, turned on Francis. It was felt that the duke had shamefully abandoned his post in order to amuse himself with hunting, and perhaps had even deliberately sabotaged the war effort because as a foreigner he was more loyal to Lorraine than Vienna. And it certainly didn’t help that he seemed unable to father a son. There were riots and calls for Maria Theresa to be replaced in the order of succession by her younger sister. It got so bad that on December 17, 1738, Charles sent his elder daughter and her husband off to Francis’s new grand duchy of Tuscany just to get them out of town.


So, Maria Theresa very reluctantly left her newborn and not yet two-year-old daughter, both of whom were obviously still too young to undertake an arduous journey, in the care of nurses and traveled to Florence with her husband. The two of them arrived on January 20, 1739, and were apparently surprised to discover that Francis’s new duchy was a place of great natural beauty. A British tourist ran into them on the road to Siena and was impressed enough to record the encounter. “The whole country of Tuscany is very pleasant, abounding with fine hills and fruitful vales, rivers, and fountains, and many delightful prospects, in a serene and healthful air,” he enthused. “It might make a happy country if the present Grand Duke can keep it in peaceable possession.”


But this was not to be. Back home in Vienna, the city was bombarded with bad news from the front lines. The Austrian population panicked, believing that Turkish soldiers would overrun the imperial army and appear at any moment outside the capital. “Everything in this Court is running into the last confusion and ruin,” Sir Thomas recorded bluntly. The emperor fell into depression and, fearful that the succession would be compromised if he should die while his heir was out of the country, recalled his daughter and her husband from Tuscany almost as soon as they had arrived.


A once again pregnant Maria Theresa returned home in June 1739 to every mother’s nightmare. Her younger daughter, Marianne, had become sickly in her absence, and would remain so for the rest of her life. Maria Theresa blamed herself for leaving her child with servants at such a susceptible age. Additionally, her father was beside himself: facing what he had believed to be the annihilation of his army, the emperor had enlisted the French to act as mediator to end the conflict, and they had slyly used their influence to weaken the empire. In September 1739 the articles of the peace treaty they had helped to negotiate were published, and to Charles’s shame, he was forced to surrender Belgrade, northern Serbia, and Wallachia, which ignited public fury. A heavy gloom settled over the capital. “Our only hope rests on the birth of a prince,” a member of the imperial court declared flatly.


As terrible a year as it was, the next was even worse. In January 1740, the scenario the archduchess most dreaded came to pass when she was delivered of her third child — yet another girl.* “Will it never be granted to me to see a male heir of my race?” Charles groaned. Then, on June 8, Maria Theresa’s eldest daughter, a lively, adorable three-year-old, the delight of the family but especially of her grandfather, died in acute pain from a stomach infection. The illness had come on so suddenly that the entire court was taken by surprise and went into shocked mourning. Maria Theresa was devastated.


Thoroughly miserable, Charles insisted later that fall on going hunting in Hungary, as was his habit. The weather was atrocious. A driving rain, often turning to sleet or snow, fell nearly every day, but the emperor, needing distraction, pushed himself and went out anyway, with the inevitable result that he came down with a bad cold. On October 10 he felt a little better and ate a large bowl of locally harvested mushrooms stewed in oil, one of his favorite dishes. Alas, this delectable concoction disagreed with him so violently that he spent the rest of the night throwing up. He was rushed back to Vienna the following morning, where his condition worsened by the day until it became clear to his doctors that he would not recover. For fear of infection, a fourth-time pregnant Maria Theresa was at first not allowed to see him. He did manage to hold a long interview with Francis, however. “It is my greatest comfort to know that my daughter is in such good hands,” the emperor told his son-in-law.


Charles VI died on the morning of October 20, 1740, surrounded by his family. He was fifty-five years old and had been emperor for nearly three decades. He left behind a ruined army, an empty treasury, a rebellious populace, a vastly reduced territory, and a series of paper promises from ambitious, land-hungry monarchs guaranteeing the right of succession to his twenty-three-year-old, untrained, four-months-pregnant daughter, the first woman ever to inherit the empire.


“A pot of mushrooms changed the history of Europe,” noted Voltaire.





* This child, born on April 5, would die at the age of six.


* Francis eventually prevailed upon the French court to allow his mother to keep a small residence in Commercy, 33 miles west of Nancy, for her lifetime, as she absolutely refused to move to the establishment in Brussels that Charles offered her.


* Sadly, the men under his command, many of whom undoubtedly felt that they, too, would recover more quickly at home, did not have this option.


* This baby lived only a year.
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Queen of Hungary
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I am going to play for a high stake, and if I turn up aces, we will go shares.


— Frederick the Great to the French ambassador, December 13, 1740


Though I am only a queen, yet have I the heart of a king.


— Maria Theresa to her ministers, October 20, 1740


The protocol following the death of the emperor was mercifully understated. As it was above all imperative that the public be assured of a stable government and an orderly transition of power, just a few hours after Charles’s passing, Maria Theresa appeared in the throne room before the handful of senior ministers who had constituted her father’s inner circle. She had Francis with her, but it was she who stood alone on the steps leading up to the throne. She was dressed in mourning, pale and shaken from having just witnessed her father’s final agony. Her grief was obvious but she knew her duty. Fighting back tears, she thanked each official for his past loyalty and asked the group as a whole to continue in their posts. Then one by one, the councillors mounted the steps, kissed her hand, and bowed to her as the new monarch. “An accession in these countries [is] attended with no very pompous circumstances,” Sir Thomas explained, in a report of these proceedings sent to London. “The Queen of Hungary and Bohemia takes upon herself the government in the very same manner that a new king would.”*


But what a government to inherit! The councillors whom she had just reconfirmed in their posts were the very same men who for decades had unctuously encouraged her father to undertake one disastrous enterprise after another. All but one were over seventy (and this at a time when the average life expectancy fell significantly under fifty), with the infirmities and cautious outlooks that accompany old age. “The Turks seemed to them already in Hungary; the Hungarians themselves in arms; the Saxons in Bohemia; the Bavarians at the gates of Vienna; and France the soul of the whole,” Sir Thomas observed of these ministers. “I saw them in despair.”*


Just how poorly this administration had functioned under the previous emperor was no doubt brought home to Maria Theresa the very next day, when she held her first council meeting and her advisers enlightened her as to the true state of the realm’s finances and military preparedness. It appeared that the imperial treasury was down to its last 100,000 florins, and the ability to obtain future credit was seriously compromised by the uncertainty associated with the ascension of an untested, young, pregnant monarch. The army, if anything, was in even worse shape, with only some 30,000 soldiers who could reliably be mustered in the event of an emergency. Add to this that the weather had turned frigid early that year, which exacerbated the woes of an already impoverished, fearful population. “The murmur of tumultuous voices says that the kingdom should not be ruled by a woman, and that public interest requires that a German prince should be chosen,” the Venetian ambassador informed his government. As if on cue, Wilhelmine’s younger daughter’s husband, the elector of Bavaria, announced his determination to oust Maria Theresa and succeed to Charles’s lands by right of a former claim.


But from the moment she set foot in that throne room, Maria Theresa never wavered. She assumed the full mantle of leadership. She made every decision. Ever mindful of her husband’s dignity and the need to make him feel that his sacrifice of Lorraine had been worth it, she named Francis co-regent and put him in charge of the defense of the realm. She did this against the advice of her ministers, who pointed out that Francis was still despised by her subjects and that the appointment would work against her own popularity and serve the elector of Bavaria’s interests. To relieve the suffering of her subjects, she ordered that trees be cut down for fuel, that the previously protected game that had stocked the imperial hunting grounds be reduced, and poachers forgiven, to help assuage the hunger of the most needy. Still, the magnitude of the poverty was such that these measures proved insufficient, and a riot had to be put down in the capital in early November. What the situation really called for were funds to import supplies and improve the economy, and these Maria Theresa did not have, and could not obtain on credit, until she was formally recognized by the great powers as her father’s legitimate heir.


And so the most important order of business after Charles’s death became to reaffirm the guarantees of the Pragmatic Sanction that he had worked so diligently to obtain. A formal statement announcing the untimely decease of the emperor and Maria Theresa’s ascension to his lands and titles was accordingly drawn up and sent out to all the sovereign courts of Europe. How each monarch responded to this communication would, her aged ministers hoped, “distinguish between the countenances of her friends and those of her pretended friends but real enemies,” as Sir Thomas clarified bluntly.


The first replies to dribble in were encouraging. Francis’s goodwill tour had clearly reaped benefits. The old king of Prussia had died just a few months before the emperor, and his eldest son, Frederick, the same prince whom Francis had befriended during the trying period of that young man’s forced engagement, had ascended to the throne. King Frederick now generously expressed his appreciation by being one of the first to confirm the Pragmatic Sanction and pledge Prussian support for Maria Theresa’s rule. “You are aware of the great esteem in which I hold you and the deep friendship I have always felt for you,” Frederick wrote to Francis. “In accord with these sentiments, I beg your Royal Highness to look upon me as your good and tender cousin.” In fact, Frederick went even further and used his influence with the king of Poland (Augustus III of Saxony, the one married to Wilhelmine’s elder daughter) to secure his endorsement and backing as well, which was a big relief, as it was feared that family feeling might have led the Polish king to support his brother-in-law of Bavaria’s claim to the inheritance. “Really, the King [Frederick] is behaving like a father to the Queen and myself and we shall never be able to repay our obligations to him,” Francis gushed in gratitude to the Prussian ambassador. Similarly, England’s king George II, who also remembered and admired Francis, indicated that he had every intention “of fulfilling his engagements with regard to the Pragmatic Sanction.” Other sovereigns — Russia, Sardinia (Savoy), the papacy — while neatly dodging the main issue, nonetheless also sent expressions of friendship. Sir Thomas noted the relieved pleasure of Maria Theresa’s aged council with “every letter they receive from one neighboring power or other, with the title of Queen, Sister, Majesty. It is not, I tell them, the acknowledging of the Queen, it is the acknowledgment of the Pragmatic Sanction and of the indivisibility of the late Emperor’s possessions that is the present object,” the ambassador observed in frustration.


He was right, of course. And as if to underscore his concern, powerful France, whose acceptance of Maria Theresa’s undisputed claim to the inheritance was vital, remained disquietingly reticent on the subject of the Pragmatic Sanction. Their silence was especially disappointing as the cardinal in charge of French foreign policy had reiterated Louis XV’s commitment on this issue just a few months before the emperor’s death. “Your Majesty [Charles] may rest assured that the King [Louis XV] will observe the engagements he has entered into with the most exact and inviolable fidelity,” the cardinal had written on January 26, 1740. When pressed, the French ambassador excused the delay in communicating formal recognition on the grounds that it was necessary for his government to research the proper etiquette to use in the letter.


All during the month of November Maria Theresa waited for the French to make up their minds. During this time, acutely conscious of the threat (for if France decided to support the elector of Bavaria’s claim it might mean armed conflict), she threw herself into her work with such attention to detail that she barely slept. “The Queen gains the hearts of everybody,” Sir Thomas reported with admiration. “She shows an uncommon quickness in taking, a like judgment in digesting, and no less resolution in supporting the weightiest affairs of State. The Grand Duke is indefatigable in business.” Even better, because of Marie Theresa’s energy and commitment, the Austrians were persuaded of her goodwill and the unrest died down. By the end of November there existed in Vienna “perfect tranquility and submission to the new government, and most lively zeal for the service of the Queen,” the British ambassador concluded.


And then suddenly and without warning, Frederick of Prussia attacked. “He dropped the mask,” a French statesman observed astutely.


Frederick the Great — for this was in fact he — is one of the most celebrated figures in history. Much admired for his success in battle, over the centuries this Prussian king has come to embody the German ideal of discipline, efficiency, tactical superiority, and elite militarism. Frederick is, if anything, equally revered for his cultured appreciation of music and literature, and is perhaps best known for his famous friendship (for a while, anyway) with the immortal Voltaire, the preeminent wit and philosopher-playwright of Europe, with whom he traded verses and sardonic one-liners. This is the Frederick the Great of the history books, the master strategist who later inspired a fractured Germany to rise up and shake off centuries of foreign domination, to unite finally as one nation.


But the truth is that Frederick the Great was the battered son of a horrifically abusive, alcoholic father, a boy who suffered physically, mentally, and spiritually at the hands of his parent as no child ever should, and the world has been contending with the results of their malignant relationship ever since.


Frederick was born on January 24, 1712, which made him just five years older than Maria Theresa. He was his parents’ second surviving child. (An elder sister, Wilhelmina, with whom he grew to be very close, was born in 1709.*) The kingdom was jubilant over the birth of a son and heir, and as a measure of the high hopes his father had for him, the king of Prussia even solicited Maria Theresa’s father, Charles, to stand as godfather to the crown prince.


But as early as the age of six, when Frederick’s personality began to develop and show itself, he became the object of his father’s wrath. The king of Prussia had on his ascension to the throne imposed an atmosphere of bullying austerity (except for copious quantities of beer) unusual for a royal court. He loathed spending money and kept his household on such a tight budget that his family often went hungry. He despised culture, frivolity, or ostentation in any form and dressed more like a soldier than a sovereign. Equally out of the ordinary, almost alone among his peers, the king of Prussia did not keep a mistress. This was not out of love for his wife, whom he treated despicably, but rather a preference for the company of men, particularly soldiers. In fact, Frederick’s father was fixated on assembling an army of exceptionally tall warriors. “His principal occupation was to drill a regiment … which was composed of colossal men six feet in height,” Frederick’s sister Wilhelmina reported in her memoirs. “All the monarchs of Europe eagerly sent recruits for it. This regiment might justly be styled ‘the channel of royal favor,’ for to give or procure tall men for the King was sufficient to obtain anything of him.”*


It was Frederick’s misfortune, with a cruel, rigid, alcoholic father like this, to have been born gay, with an irresistible, flamboyant love of color, beauty, music, poetry, literature, and extravagant, sumptuous clothing. As a result, everything his father wanted him to be, he wasn’t, and everything he wanted to be, his father scorned and tried to beat or intimidate out of him. The king of Prussia demanded that his eldest boy (he would eventually sire three younger sons as well as five more daughters) spend his free time hunting and practicing military drills, and gave him weapons and his own regiment of 300 noblemen’s sons to command when he was nine, but Frederick preferred to stay home and play the flute. “My brother was odious to him, and never appeared before him but to be ill-used,” Wilhelmina reported sorrowfully. “This inspired the prince royal with an invincible fear of his father, which grew up with him even to the age of maturity.”
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Frederick the Great as a child


To change his son’s nature, in addition to verbal humiliation, physical abuse, and the denial of love, the king put the boy on a grueling academic schedule. Frederick was awakened at 6:00 every morning and given fifteen minutes to wash his hands and throw on the required drab, constricting Prussian military uniform (Frederick called this army tunic his “shroud, Sterbe-kittel, or death-clothes”). Every hour of his day was accounted for, with a heavy emphasis on religion, geography, maps (for military purposes), morality, and German. “The poor prince had not the smallest relaxation,” noted Wilhelmina. “Music, reading, sciences, and arts were prohibited as crimes.”


But one of his tutors had been forced to flee France as a child, and against the king’s wishes he instilled a love of French culture in his pupil, to the point where at sixteen Frederick grew his hair long and secretly purchased a crimson dressing gown trimmed in gold after the fashion in Paris. In this outfit he was one day surprised while surreptitiously playing music with another young man by his father, who had made an impromptu visit to his heir’s quarters. The king’s fury was profound. The beautiful robe went into the fire and Frederick’s hair was summarily cut off. Soon thereafter the king whipped his son viciously with a cane and tried to strangle him with the cord used to tie back the curtains. Frederick was only saved by the timely intervention of a servant who heard his screams. “Thy obstinate perverse disposition which does not love thy Father — for when one … really loves one’s Father, one does what the Father requires, not while he is there to see it, but when his back is turned too. For the rest, thou know’st very well that I can endure no effeminate fellow … who puts himself to shame, cannot ride nor shoot … frizzles his hair like a fool, and does not cut it off,” the king wrote coldly in response to Frederick’s pleas for forgiveness. “I am in the utmost despair,” Frederick wrote to his mother in a letter of December 1729, after this incident. “What I had always dreaded has at length happened. The king has entirely forgotten that I am his son and treated me like the meanest of men … I am driven to extremes; I have too much honor to submit to such treatment, and I am determined to put an end to it one way or another.”*


Frederick did not mean by this to take his own life but rather to liberate himself from his father’s control by fleeing the kingdom. Together with his most intimate confidant, Lieutenant Katte, the crown prince planned an elaborate escape that involved a secret midnight dash across the border on horseback. In the blackness of the early morning hours of August 5, 1730, Frederick awoke and, according to plan, dressed silently so as not to disturb his sleeping valet. Significantly, as this was the hour of his emancipation, he put aside his detested Prussian uniform in favor of a French nobleman’s costume. Then he slipped outside and made his way to the site where he had previously arranged to have horses waiting.


But alas for Frederick, his scheme had days before been betrayed to his father, and his valet was only feigning sleep. His departure was reported instantly to the authorities, and both he and Katte were shadowed, apprehended, and thrown into prison. What followed is one of the most terrible acts of vengeance ever perpetrated on a child by a parent. On November 1, a court-martial was held at which both Frederick and Katte were found guilty of treason and sentenced to death. On November 6, eighteen-year-old Frederick was informed that one of the executions had been scheduled. He was removed from his cell believing his life to be over. Instead, he was forced to watch as Katte, his dearest companion and most likely his lover, was dragged to the block. Frederick did everything he could to save him. He frantically pleaded to renounce the throne, to substitute himself for his friend, anything, anything. “How wretched I am, dear Katte! I am the cause of your death. Would to Heaven I were in your place!” Frederick cried out. “Ah!” replied Katte, “if I had a thousand lives, I would sacrifice them all for your royal highness.” The axe fell; Katte’s bloody severed head rolled toward Frederick; the prince fainted at the sight.


This was by no means the end of Frederick’s suffering. His father was adamant that the sentence of execution imposed by the court-martial be carried out against his eldest son. The king of Prussia saw a chance to rid himself of his disappointing scion and substitute Frederick’s younger brother, whose conduct he found more to his liking, as heir to the throne. It was only through the intervention of his godfather, Charles, who took pity on the teenager, that Frederick’s life was spared. The emperor sternly reminded the king of Prussia that the crown prince was a subject of the empire and could not therefore be executed without imperial permission. Charles even kindly sent Frederick some money to live on, as his father was denying him sustenance.


No one lives through an ordeal like this unscathed. Frederick’s father kept him in prison for a full year before deigning to see his eldest son again. The person he met on August 15, 1731, was a different Frederick. This Frederick was a model of obedience. This Frederick acted to perfection the part of the penitent, servile son, groveling at his father’s feet as he begged for forgiveness. This Frederick pledged, if the king of Prussia would but free him from his cell, to do instantly whatever was demanded of him in the future. This Frederick’s first act, upon gaining his smug parent’s release from prison, was voluntarily to go hunting, as a symbol of his complete submission to his father’s preferences.


This was the Frederick whom Francis had met on his goodwill tour: the Frederick of the mask. The cowed prince who dutifully married a woman he loathed (“Thank God that’s over!” he wrote to Wilhelmina after his wedding night) and who appeared touchingly grateful for the (then) duke of Lorraine’s friendship. The Frederick who never again donned colorful French finery but instead embraced his somber Prussian uniform, and who so threw himself into his military training and regiment that he actually won his father’s approval sufficiently to be promoted from colonel to major general. The Frederick who prudently affected no interest or ambition in government (so as not to arouse his father’s jealousy) and instead lived quietly in the countryside north of Berlin, privately diverting himself with music, literature, and writing fan letters to Voltaire, these activities being no longer prohibited now that he was a married man and suitably groveling son.


But all the while, behind this docile facade lay another Frederick. This Frederick hurt, and therefore became intent on hurting. This Frederick, having been preyed upon when weak, perceived strength as preying upon the weak. This Frederick had learned to despise the time-honored chivalric values of love, honor, truth, and loyalty as empty words and to substitute in their place an ethos of sneering cynicism, opportunism, and treachery. This Frederick, having been bullied and beaten down by his father, schemed to have his revenge, and in so doing became his father, only on a far more consequential and dangerous scale.


It was this Frederick who assumed the throne upon the death of his father on May 31, 1740. It is a great irony that Charles, who loved and cherished his daughter, and did everything he could think of to protect her after his death, left her a ruined army and no money, while Frederick’s father, who despised his son and had done all he could to destroy his spirit, left him the largest military force in Europe — 80,000 well-trained soldiers, more than Spain, Britain, or France could summon — as well as, from decades of penny-pinching, the financial means to support it. But where the father had been content merely to hoard these assets, from the moment he took over, Frederick intended to use them. It was simply a matter of finding a suitably vulnerable target.


And then his godfather the emperor, the man who had intervened to save Frederick’s life when his own father had wanted to kill him, died and left all of his property to an untried and imperiled young woman.


Frederick’s plan was simple. He would expand his own kingdom by invading and annexing neighboring Silesia, which belonged to Maria Theresa, on the grounds that it was his by an ancient claim, although even Frederick knew this to be a pretext. “When one is in a good position, should one take advantage of it or not?” he explained blithely in his instructions to his ambassador to the court of Vienna. “My troops and I are quite ready for anything; if I do not make use of this good fortune, I fail to use an instrument which is actually in my hand.”* Once he had occupied the province, Frederick continued, the ambassador might then be permitted to pay Maria Theresa “a couple of millions,” if she put up too much of a fuss about it.


This course of action necessarily depended upon speed and deception, so as to leave the court of Vienna no time to prepare an adequate defense. Charles VI died on October 20, 1740; the news was communicated to Frederick by messenger on the twenty-sixth; and by October 29, Frederick’s chief ministers had already outlined a precise method of attack. In November, Prussia’s most experienced general was called up from retirement, and by the end of the month the kingdom was clearly on a war footing, with artillery, ammunition, and some 20,000 soldiers converging on the southern border. So, all the time that Frederick was warmly assuring Francis of his support, he was actually mobilizing his forces for an invasion.


But even in an age before electronic communication, it was very difficult to move that many men and large guns without somebody noticing, and by the beginning of December reports were filtering into Vienna of uncommon military traffic along the border with Prussia. Although Maria Theresa, questioning Frederick’s ominous buildup of soldiers to her circle of white-haired councillors, was told, “Do not be afraid; he will be just like his father, who all his life kept his gun loaded, and never once fired it,” she nonetheless sent an emissary to Berlin the first week in December to confront the Prussian king as to his intentions. The envoy, who had to struggle through roads clogged with Frederick’s battalions and arsenal just to get to the capital, could see instantly that Silesia was the target. His suspicions were confirmed in a private audience on December 10, when Frederick, clearly reveling in his own duplicity, confessed his military intentions but insisted that he was undertaking this campaign for only the most thoughtful of motives. “I am going to Silesia, but, you understand, as a good friend, not so much to establish any rights I may have, as to defend the hereditary rights of the Queen against all her enemies,” the would-be savior assured the envoy.


The imperial emissary dispatched his report of this disquieting conversation to Vienna by messenger as quickly as he could; it arrived on December 20. But by that time Frederick had already joined his troops and crossed the border into Silesia. Maria Theresa just had time to process the extent of the threat before the Prussian ambassador appeared and demanded an audience. She refused to see him personally and instead sent her husband to represent her government. “I bear in one hand the salvation of the House of Austria, and in the other the Imperial Crown for your Highness,” the ambassador announced dramatically upon meeting Francis, adopting the same high-minded manner Frederick had employed in Berlin. “The treasury of the King my master is at the service of the Queen; he will also secure to her the assistance of his allies, England, Holland, and Russia.” Then, abruptly dropping the pose, he continued in a far more menacing tone: “In return for these offers, and to compensate for the peril he incurs by making them, he demands the whole of Silesia, but nothing less. The King’s determination is immovable; he will, he can take Silesia, and if it be not offered to him with a good grace, he will give his troops and his money to Saxony and Bavaria.” But Maria Theresa had already formulated her response, and her husband delivered it word for word. “The Queen,” returned Francis firmly, “is not reduced to such despair that she must throw herself into the arms of a prince who enters her States as an enemy … Return then to your master, and tell him that, so long as he leaves one man upon the territory of that province, we will perish rather than treat with him.”


Determined to fight, Maria Theresa called up one of her father’s veteran commanders and over the next three months managed to raise a force of some 20,000 men. The imperial soldiers were recruited mostly from next-door Moravia (which, being on the border with Silesia, had every incentive to hold the line against the invader), augmented by a regiment of seasoned Austrian cavalry.


Even before her army had a chance to move into Silesia, however, Maria Theresa achieved a signal victory that had been denied the empire for nearly half a century. On March 13, 1741, she gave birth to her fourth child — and it was a boy.


It is impossible to overstate the importance of this event. Maria Theresa was a deeply religious woman, and there is little doubt that she took the birth of her son as a sign from God of the legitimacy of her rule. She named the child Joseph, after the saint to whom she had prayed during her delivery and who she was convinced had intervened in her favor. “I cannot remember that I ever desired anything by his [Saint Joseph’s] means which he hath failed to obtain for me,” she later wrote. The citizens of Vienna were just as ecstatic to have the curse of successive daughters lifted, and public celebrations continued for a full week after the christening. “Her Majesty’s subjects had now a precious pledge and hope of their future security,” reported a local gazette.


The birth of the prince could not have been more fortuitous. For less than a month later came the news of the defeat of the imperial army at Mollwitz.


Mollwitz, the site of the battle, was a small village in Silesia located about 40 miles south of the capital city of Breslau. Although the Austrian general sent to dislodge the Prussian forces knew that they were in the vicinity, he did not expect them to march as quickly as they did, and so was taken by surprise. Still, the imperial commander was able to recover quickly, and immediately sent in his most experienced troops, the cavalry, as his opening salvo. A ferocious wave consisting of 4,500 dragoons, sabers drawn and supported by cannon fire, thundered on horseback into the enemy soldiers, scattering the opposing cavalry and demolishing the Prussian forward line of defense.


This was Frederick’s first battle. He had all those years of drilling that his father had insisted upon, of course, but unlike his general (who was second-in-command after the king), Frederick had never experienced actual combat before. It must be admitted that his reaction to being under fire was not encouraging. No sooner did he witness the violent charge of the Austrian cavalry than he turned tail and fled. As his horse was acknowledged to be the fastest in the Prussian cavalry, he shouted back over his shoulder at the men for whom he was responsible, and whom he was deserting in their hour of need, “Farewell friends, I am better mounted than you are!”


By rights, that should have been the end of any future dreams of glory the Prussian king was harboring, but fortunately for Frederick, his soldiers did not have the same option. His general knew quite well that if he abandoned his post as his sovereign had, he would be executed for treason. Also, he had faith in his infantry. The Prussian military had developed a new tactic in the art of warfare. And so, literarily within minutes of its initial success, the imperial army found itself facing line after line of disciplined Prussian foot soldiers armed with high-performance muskets that each unit had been trained to shoot in concert. It took less than an hour for the relentlessly advancing, methodical barrage of bullets fired by the Prussian infantry to convince Maria Theresa’s general to sound a retreat. The brave king of these exceptional warriors did not find out he had won the battle until the next morning, when the messenger sent with news of the victory discovered Frederick hiding out in a mill 30 miles away and brought him back to his men “all covered with fame and flour,” as one of his contemporaries quipped.


But it didn’t matter that he’d fled; all that mattered was he’d won. The ability to deliver on the battlefield was a potent lure in the eighteenth century. In the wake of the victory, envoys from all over Europe flocked to Frederick’s command headquarters in Silesia with offers of alliance.


The pressure on Maria Theresa to sue for peace was enormous. The 15,000 or so imperial troops who had survived the battle were in full retreat, and she was heavily in debt. Her only hope was that England would intervene, George II having formerly promised to send soldiers to Austria’s aid. But the English king took fright after Frederick threatened to turn his army against George’s home province of Hanover if he meddled in the conflict. So, instead of honoring his commitment, George II instructed Sir Thomas to insist that Maria Theresa meet Prussian demands and surrender Silesia to Frederick. “The security of Hanover … was always put foremost,” admitted an English diplomat stationed at The Hague, who was involved in these negotiations.


But no matter how hard she was pressed by England to yield, or how dire the situation presented to her by her quaking councillors, Maria Theresa remained unbowed. “Not only for political reasons, but from conscience and honor, I will not consent to part with much in Silesia,” she burst out heatedly when informed of the humiliating terms proposed by Sir Thomas. “For no sooner is one enemy satisfied than another starts up; another, and then another must be appeased, and all at my expense.”


Determined to resist, Maria Theresa knew she needed to act quickly to rebuild her army. If she could not get additional troops from England she would recruit them from within her own borders. Without bothering to consult her ministers, she announced that in June she would travel to Hungary to be crowned queen, after which she would personally appeal to her Hungarian subjects for soldiers to fight Frederick.


Her elderly advisers were aghast and fell over themselves counseling against such a risky and potentially lethal course of action. The Hungarians, they explained, were a notoriously vicious and untrustworthy people, a source of continual rebellion, who in the past had even been known to ally with the Turks against the Austrians. It was much too dangerous for her to put herself in their hands!*


But Maria Theresa ignored them and continued with preparations for the journey. The Hungarian coronation ceremony, heavy on symbolism, was somewhat arduous, particularly for a woman who had just given birth. As part of the ritual, the incoming sovereign (exclusively male in the past) was required to don the traditional robe of Saint Stephen (king of Hungary in the eleventh century, later canonized), a garment rather the worse for its extreme age and wear, mount a large horse, charge up an embankment, and wave a heavy sword (also a relic of the aforementioned saint) to the north, south, east, and west, as a sign of the new monarch’s resolve to protect against all enemies. Faced with this daunting test of physical fitness, Maria Theresa, who had never been particularly athletic, prudently opted for additional riding lessons.


But she didn’t need any help at all in mastering her vows, as she was fluent in Latin, the official language of the Hungarian government. Even more importantly, she was extremely sensitive to the underlying distrust this volatile realm had for its previous imperial overlords. The Hungarians were used to being treated as inferior by the Austrians. Maria Theresa was determined to show them that she was different by orchestrating an overt display of deference and respect.


And so, when the embattled queen, accompanied by a sizable entourage that included her husband and Sir Thomas, left Vienna for the Hungarian capital of Pressburg on June 19, 1741, the riverboats carrying the royal party flaunted flags and pennants emblazoned with Hungarian coats of arms; the crew, even to the oarsmen, were arrayed in the Hungarian national colors of red, white, and green; and Maria Theresa herself wore a gown specifically designed to emulate traditional Hungarian finery.


They arrived in Pressburg the next evening and were greeted by cheering crowds and an imposing cannon salute. It had been a very long time since the city had hosted a coronation, and the excitement was palpable. The ceremony was scheduled for June 25 and was to be conducted at the venerable Saint Martin’s Cathedral, founded in the fifteenth century, traditional site of Hungarian coronations. Maria Theresa’s father had been crowned in this same church three decades earlier.


She knew what the people wanted, and she gave it to them. On the appointed morning, the hordes of spectators lining the streets straining for a glimpse of her were treated to the sight of their new sovereign arriving at the cathedral by carriage at the end of a long and satisfyingly regal procession. Her magnificent coronation robe, richly embroidered in gold and precious jewels, blazed in the sunlight and testified to the solemn grandeur of the occasion. Once inside the church, she followed tradition to the letter. She knelt to receive the crown and swore to protect “the old laws, rights, and liberties of the land.” When she rose, she slipped the decrepit mantle of Saint Stephen on over her coronation dress and pulled the iron sword handed to her out of its ceremonial sheath. She lifted it high and used it to make the sign of the cross. Afterward, she sat on her throne with her orb and scepter to receive the homage of her barons.


The religious ceremony over, it was time for the final test. A carriage brought the new queen of Hungary to a hillock by the river, where in full view of her subjects she climbed up into the saddle of the powerful black stallion that had been chosen for her to ride. Grasping the heavy sword of Saint Stephen, she once again raised it high as she charged up the hill, “her long, loose, yellow locks, like golden wire,” flowing behind her. Sir Thomas, who recorded these events for his government, was thunderstruck by her performance. “The queen was all charm; she rode gallantly up the royal mount, and defied the four corners of the world with the drawn saber, in a manner to show she had no occasion [no need] for that weapon to conquer all who saw her,” he raved.


She had done it. “Long live our Lady the King!” came the roar from the assembled crowds.


Four days later came word that Louis XV of France had signed a secret military agreement with Frederick the Great of Prussia to provide men and arms to place the elector of Bavaria on the imperial throne, and to divide up Austrian territory as they saw fit. Maria Theresa was now facing a two-front war.





* Hungary and Bohemia were the realms she inherited outright from her father. Although it was customary that whoever ruled these countries also ruled the empire, Maria Theresa (or, rather, her husband, Francis, for Germany would insist on a male sovereign) still had to be voted emperor (and, by extension, she empress) at a formal meeting of the German electors. Until this ballot took place, Maria Theresa could officially claim only the title of queen of Hungary and Bohemia.


* Consider that when Elizabeth I ascended the throne, she had the invaluable Wil-liam Cecil to guide her; Queen Victoria had the advice of the equally skillful Lord Melbourne; Elizabeth II had the indomitable Winston Churchill. By contrast, Maria Theresa had the eighteenth-century equivalent of the regulars at Wednesday night bingo at the senior center.


* Wilhelmina is not to be confused with Wilhelmine, Charles’s irate sister-in-law. Luckily, Frederick’s sister spelled her name with an a at the end, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to tell them apart.


* The king did not limit himself simply to accepting exceptionally tall men for favors but actively sent agents out into other realms to “recruit” — i.e., kidnap — this sort of soldier for Prussia. He also ordered tall women to marry these men, so as to produce future tall combatants for his service. Anyone wondering where Adolf Hitler came up with the notion of a German super-race need look no further.


* There is reason to believe that Frederick’s father was also homosexual but repressed it. The elector of Saxony once tempted the king of Prussia with a naked woman “more beautiful than they paint Venus and the Graces” while hosting him on a visit to Dresden, but much to the elector’s and his guests’ amusement the king fled the woman’s presence in a panic. If so, this might account for the king’s lack of mistresses, his obsession with men, particularly soldiers, his abusive behavior toward his family, his drunkenness, and his extreme reaction to his eldest son. It’s possible he felt the need to distance himself from Frederick’s homosexuality for fear it would reflect on him and that others would then discern his secret.


* Voltaire claimed that Frederick was even more explicit in the manuscript he later wrote chronicling these events, which the king of Prussia sent to his literary friend for comments before publication. “Troops always ready to act, my well-filled treasury, and the vivacity of my disposition — these were my reasons for making war upon Maria Theresa,” he had boasted. This was a little too much candor even for Voltaire, and he made Frederick take that sentence out.


* Of these timorous, white-haired officials Maria Theresa would later observe: “If God Himself had not arranged for the death of them all I should never have come through.”
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We shall only need to take a map, and trace with a pencil upon it what he [Louis XV] would like to have, and … he shall have it.


— Frederick the Great to the French ambassador, March 18, 1741


Although a woman, I do not lack courage … and I have many subjects who will sustain my rights, and rather than see me abased, will risk all.


— Maria Theresa to Cardinal Fleury, chief minister of France, September 27, 1741


The secret alliance between Protestant Prussia and Catholic France, signed on June 5, 1741, was as unlikely as it was unexpected. Since the accession of Louis XIV the century before, Prussia had been a stalwart member of the military alliance between Great Britain, Holland, and the empire dedicated to opposing French expansion in Europe. Additionally, since George II was Frederick’s uncle, and the two shared the same religion, it was more or less assumed that Prussia and Great Britain would maintain friendly relations, which by default meant working together against France. The British were always suspicious of the French.


But Frederick cared only to make the best possible deal for himself, and Louis XV’s ambassador (who was also commander of the French army) was keen to reprise past military glories, particularly against so weak an opponent as Maria Theresa. Impressed by the size and professionalism of Frederick’s soldiers — “Nothing can equal the excellence and the discipline of the Prussian troops,” the ambassador exclaimed upon observing them in action — he at once gave in to all of the king of Prussia’s demands. These involved sending not just one French army against the queen of Hungary but two. The first battalion, composed of some 40,000 warriors, was to cross the Rhine in August and meet up with a force of similar size mustered by the elector of Bavaria (who was also in on the scheme) for the purpose of invading Austria. At the same time, another 40,000 French soldiers were to be dispatched to march on Hanover as a means of intimidating George II (and hence Great Britain), to keep him from coming to Maria Theresa’s defense. Frederick himself planned to have over 100,000 Prussian troops available by September to secure all of Silesia. The strategy was clearly to wrest as much territory as could be had from the queen of Hungary through the use of speed and overwhelming force. “You can understand the necessity of fulfilling your engagements without delay,” Frederick rallied his French counterpart in a letter of July 18, 1741. “France may at this moment strike the greatest blow she has ever struck in her life. Instead of creeping up to power, she can reach it in an Homeric stride, and you have before you the fairest harvest of laurels that ever a general in France has reaped,” he cajoled shamelessly. And with this, the plan was launched into action.


So confident were the conspirators of victory that not much emphasis was placed on keeping the signing of this agreement a secret, with the result that the general outline of the intrigue, if not all of the specifics, was leaked pretty quickly to the British. Consequently, it fell once more to Sir Thomas to be the bearer of bad tidings to Maria Theresa’s senior citizen advisers in Vienna. “On hearing, beyond possibility of doubt, that Prussia, France, and Bavaria had combined, the whole … Council fell back into their chairs like dead men,” Sir Thomas reported.


Faced with so dire a predicament, the British envoy again urgently pressed Maria Theresa to concede defeat, accept Prussia’s usurpation of at least some of Silesia, and attempt to salvage what remained by bribing Frederick to abandon his new allies and be content with the spoils he’d already appropriated. The queen of Hungary resisted at first, but Sir Thomas kept after her so insistently that she at last very reluctantly agreed to offer Frederick the sum of 2 million guilders (approximately £200,000, to be provided by Britain), as well as a considerable portion of her property in the Austrian Netherlands, as compensation for Frederick’s willingness to cease hostilities. But she was wretched about it. “I hope very much that you will not succeed,” she told the ambassador bluntly on August 3, when he left to present these terms to Frederick, and as soon as he had ridden off, she sent the same offer by private messenger to the elector of Bavaria. In fact, she was stalling for time. “I deceive my ministers,” she wrote. “My firm resolution is never to give up anything in Silesia, still less all the lower part.”


She needn’t have worried that Frederick would take the bait; the king of Prussia, holding every card (including having been leaked the details of this overture in advance), had no intention of accepting Maria Theresa’s terms. Instead, Frederick decided to have a little fun with the British by using the mediation process to ensure that France had sufficient opportunity to muster its armies and commence the invasion on schedule. “This proposal is a snare to embroil me with you,” he explained to the French ambassador on July 28, 1741, a week before Sir Thomas’s arrival. “But I will secure full time for the King [Louis XV] to act, by asking for leisure to reflect, and then I will make such big proposals that they cannot accept them … Is it my fault they are such fools?” he chortled.


And that is exactly what happened. On July 31, the elector of Bavaria, with 30,000 men, invaded Austria, took the city of Passau, about 175 miles west of Vienna, and announced his intention to forcibly seize all of Maria Theresa’s inheritance, which he considered his by virtue of his wife’s earlier claim. Then, over the course of the next week, two separate armies, each consisting of approximately 40,000 soldiers, left France, one on its way to threaten Hanover, the other to rendezvous with the Bavarians at Passau. By August 9, Frederick was able to drop the act, look the startled Sir Thomas in the eye, and close off all hope of mediation. “I am at the head of an invincible army, already master of a country which I will have, which I must have,” he threatened imperiously. “Return with this answer to Vienna; they who want peace will give me what I want” — which was nothing less than to cede all of Silesia to Prussia.


By the time Sir Thomas returned with this disheartening result, news of the invasion of Austria by Bavaria, and the taking of Passau, had made its way to Maria Theresa and her government. She appealed for help to George II, but the king of England, menaced at Hanover by the second French army, behaved exactly as Frederick had predicted and elected to stay out of the coming conflict rather than risk losing his beloved home territory. This in turn allowed the elector of Bavaria, freed of the worry that he might be attacked from behind by soldiers paid for or recruited by Britain, to continue his assault. The promised 40,000 French troops assigned to him having arrived at the end of August, on September 10, 1741, he easily took the undefended city of Linz and publicly proclaimed himself archduke of Austria.


The capital city of Vienna, only 115 miles to the east, suddenly facing a possible onslaught by 70,000 enemy soldiers, went into a panic. Noble families packed up what they could and fled to the perceived safety of their country houses; there was hoarding in the event of a siege; those inhabitants who could not afford to leave believed devastation and death to be hourly imminent, particularly as Maria Theresa, too, had departed, apparently leaving the city to its fate.
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