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François-René de Chateaubriand, in his Mémoires d’Outre-Tombe, wrote that “on the 5th [May 1821], at eleven minutes to six in the evening, in the midst of winds, rain and the crashing of the waves, Bonaparte rendered up to God the mightiest breath of life that ever animated human clay”.


Although views of Napoleon may diverge, one thing is clear to all: he is one of the most famous historical figures of all time.


It is now impossible to count how many books and studies have been devoted to him all over the world. Not a single aspect of his life or personality has escaped close scrutiny and analysis by people fed by a fascination (legitimate or otherwise) for him.


And his ambition, exceptional destiny and downfall are indeed fascinating.


How could a mediocre student without a cent, with a thick Corsican accent, go on to become the conqueror of Europe, on equal terms with the descendants of Charles V and Peter the Great?


As a believer in his lucky star from a very early age, he declared himself a man of destiny whilst in Egypt and never wavered in this conviction, to the point of obstinacy.


Although his reign as Emperor was short, merely fifteen years, these years proved decisive, as they brought with them far-reaching reforms of France in political and diplomatic spheres, as well as on economic, military and cultural planes.


Beyond the frontiers of Europe and even beyond the oceans, he came to mould the world in his image.


A tutelary figure for some, a man of conviction for others, Napoleon was also an excellent communicator who left to posterity not only numerous writings but also a unique, astutely crafted image that is instantly recognizable. This image was widely popularized by a constant stream of artworks devoted to him, particularly vernacular lithographs but also caricatures.


Napoleon had an unparalleled way with words. When he wrote, in 1791, that “men of genius are meteors destined to burn to light up their century”, he would never say anything truer, without realizing that this dictum would be applied to him as an incredible prophecy. After his death, the Romantic writers took possession of his extraordinary career, with Victor Hugo even comparing him to a “modern Prometheus”.


This book seeks, in 27 magnificently illustrated chapters containing beautifully reproduced documents, to remind us of what his destiny contributed to history.


David Chanteranne and Emmanuelle Papot


This book is dedicated to our son Malo.
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The War of the Second Coalition


French campaigns








	[image: ]
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The Russian campaign, 1812
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The War of Liberation from French rule, 1813
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The War of the 100 Days, 1815
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The Birth of Napoleon
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“... I was born when the fatherland was dying. Thirty thousand Frenchmen spewed up on our shores, drowning the throne of liberty in rivers of blood, this was the hideous sight that first struck my gaze. The cries of the dying, the groans of the oppressed and tears of despair surrounded my cradle from the moment of my birth.”


With these words, written thirty years after Corsica’s union with France, Napoleon Bonaparte recorded the fact that his destiny was rooted in his Corsican descent.


Of Italian origin, the Buonapartes had actually been established on the “Island of Beauty” for less than 300 years. Some sources have linked them to a branch from Sarzana, exiled at the time of the Guelfes and the Gibelins, and to another branch that was said to have lived in Florence.


In 1768 Corsica, previously under Genoese rule, had just become French. Every Corsican family had to make a very difficult choice: whether to serve their new masters under the authority of the governor, the Comte de Marbeuf, and take advantage of the many opportunities offered by the new regime, or to join the insurgents led by General Pasquale Paoli and risk living outside the law. Carlo and his wife Letizia (who had married in 1764) at first chose to follow their brothers in arms, especially during the battle of Ponte Novo. But the young Letizia was expecting a second son to follow Joseph, who was then only a year old, so Carlo very quickly decided on the more sensible option.


As is well-known, the birth of this second son took place in the town of Ajaccio on 15 August 1769. That day was also the first anniversary of the treaty establishing the union of Corsica and France.


The family had just returned to their home in the rue Saint-Charles following high mass held to celebrate the Assumption of the Virgin Mary. Letizia gave birth in the drawing room, as she did not have time to reach her bedroom on the upper floor. The novelist Stendhal wrote that the child was placed on “one of those old carpets with classical heroes from mythology or the Iliad”. A lovely picture, but the boy’s mother denied it, saying, “It’s a myth. Did he need that?” and adding rather neatly, “We did not have carpets in our Corsican houses, still less at the height of summer than in winter.”


[image: ]


Corsica, the island of Napoleon’s birth, in the nineteenth century.
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Napoleon’s father, Charles Bonaparte, immediately threw his lot in with Pascal Paoli when the French invaded Corsica in 1768, but the defeat at Ponte Novo on 8 May 1769 forced him to make a choice between his heart and his head. Giving top priority to his children’s future, Charles decided he would pay allegiance to the King of France, Louis XV.




Carlo Bonaparte (1746–85)





Napoleon’s father, who died of cancer when Napoleon was not yet sixteen, had long been a supporter of the idea of Corsican independence, but he did not leave a deep impression on his son. What he did manage to pass on to the boy was his interest in law (he studied in Italy and embarked on a career as a lawyer), a passion for reading and respect for other men. He also did everything possible to give his children a quality education (Napoleon attended the Collège d’Autun followed by the École Militaire de Brienne), thus enabling them to rise above their social status of minor Corsican nobility.
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Charles Bonaparte and Letizia’s house, set in the heart of Ajaccio on the corner of rue Malerba (now rue Saint-Charles) and rue Pevero (now rue Letizia), was formerly the Bozzi residence but came into the couple’s hands, after protracted wrangling, via a legacy in favour of Letizia. The house, modest in appearance but endowed with a typically Corsican charm, had three storeys, each with six windows, and it overlooked a small square. It was in the living room that the future Napoleon I first saw the light of day. Letizia brought up her children here until her exile to the mainland in 1793. On her return in 1796, she made several extensions to the house and carried out refurbishments. It is still standing today, having been donated to the French State in 1923 and turned into a French national museum devoted to Bonaparte in 1967.


In memory of a close relative who had died the year before, Carlo and Letizia chose to give their son the forename Napoleone, which was prescient as it means “the lion of Naples”. As Letizia later explained, “My uncle Napoleone died a few weeks before Ponte Novo, but he had come to Corsica to fight. It was in memory of this heroic man that I named my second son”.


The child was born puny and sickly, but this only brought out his mother’s maternal instincts more strongly. After an emergency baptism in his father’s house, he was subsequently baptized two years later on 21 July 1771, in the cathedral of Ajaccio, by his great-uncle, Archdeacon Lucien. The ceremony was brief and very simple. His godfather was Lorenzo Giubeca, chief clerk to the Corsican States-General, and his godmother was his paternal aunt Gertruda Paravicini, who had been of great assistance at his birth and for whom Napoleon would always retain the greatest respect.


The certificate records that “in the year one thousand seven hundred and seventy-one, on the twenty-first of July, the sacraments and prayers were read over Napoléon, a son born of the legitimate marriage of M. Charles (son of Joseph Bonaparte) and the lady Marie Letizia, his wife, after he had been summarily baptized at his home, with the permission of the very reverend Lucien Buonaparte, having been born on the fifteenth of August one thousand seven hundred and sixty-nine.”
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Charles Bonaparte and Letizia’s house, set in the heart of Ajaccio on the corner of rue Malerba (now rue Saint-Charles) and rue Pevero (now rue Letizia), was formerly the Bozzi residence but came into the couple’s hands, after protracted wrangling, via a legacy in favour of Letizia. The house, modest in appearance but endowed with a typically Corsican charm, had three storeys, each with six windows, and it overlooked a small square. It was in the living room that the future Napoleon I first saw the light of day. Letizia brought up her children here until her exile to the mainland in 1793. On her return in 1796, she made several extensions to the house and carried out refurbishments. It is still standing today, having been donated to the French State in 1923 and turned into a French national museum devoted to Bonaparte in 1967.




Letizia Ramolino (1750–1836)





Doubts were expressed as to whether Letizia’s husband Carlo was really the father of the young Napoleon, but the friendship linking Letizia with the Comte de Marbeuf should be understood as a desire to rise up the social scale. She was above all a woman of integrity, even if legend also represents her as extremely seductive. “Madame Mère” (this later became her title, a shortened form of Madame, the Mother of the Emperor) had a difficult life. She had to bring up her many children alone, cope with being expelled from Corsica in 1793 and settling near Toulon, survive the Revolution, and keep the whims and ambitions of her children under control. Under the Empire, her priority was to protect “the weakest”. Her famous saying “long may it last” made her reputation as a prudent mother, and she lived up to it by welcoming her children to her home in Rome after the fall of Napoleon.
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Tall and beautiful, Letizia was a woman of great character. Napoleon would later observe she was a “man’s head on a woman’s body. A woman from the Corsican mountains.”
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Napoleon and Maria Anna Bonaparte’s baptism certificate, 21 July 1771



Translation


Baptism of Napoleon Bonaparte


In the year one thousand seventy-one, on the twenty-first of July, took place the sacred ceremonies and prayers in my presence, the Treasurer of Ajaccio, for Napoleon, son born of a legitimate marriage between Mr. Carlo Bonaparte, son of Giuseppe and Maria Letizia his spouse, who was born on the fifteen of August one thousand seven hundred sixty-nine. The following attended the sacred ceremonies and prayers, his godfather the Most Illustrious Lorenzo Giubega from Calvi, Representative of the King, and his godmother, Mrs. Geltruda, wife of Mr. Nicolò Paravisino, who together with me have signed this document.


Gio Batta Diamante, Treasurer of Ajaccio


Lorenzo Giubega


Geltrude Paravicina


Carlo Buonaparte


Baptism of Maria Anna Bonaparte


In the year one thousand seventy-one, on the twenty-first of July, took place the sacred ceremonies and prayers for Maria Anna, daughter born of a legitimate marriage between Mr. Carlo Bonaparte, son of Giuseppe and Maria Letizia his spouse, who was born on the fourteen of July. The following attended the sacred ceremonies and prayers, her godfather the Most Illustrious Lorenzo Giubega from Calvi, Representative of the King, and her godmother, Mrs. Anna (?), who together with me have signed this document.


Gio Batta Diamante, Treasurer of Ajaccio


Lorenzo Giubega


Anna (?)


Carlo Buonaparte










Youth



[image: ]


As a young boy, Napoleon was boisterous and impulsive, showing early signs of an extremely authoritarian and independent character. He was also a secretive child who liked to wander alone for hours. He sometimes sought refuge in a cave, still visible to this day, near the Casone monument. Napoleon’s favourite toy was a small 30-pound (13.6-kilogram) cannon (still preserved in the Maison Bonaparte, now a museum). Because his father Carlo was often away from home on business, it was Letizia who ran the house and brought up her children with firm discipline, administering severe but fair punishments if necessary. In this way she instilled in Napoleon a sense of honour and keeping one’s word, and of family loyalty, which he retained throughout his life.


Napoleon was first sent as a day pupil to a boarding school run by lay sisters, the Béguines d’Ajaccio, in a former Jesuit college. According to his mother’s memoirs, he seems to have fallen for a young Giacominetta, which aroused “the jealousy of the other little girls”. Incidentally, when he was mocked with the famous lines “Napoleone di mezza calzetta fa l’amore a Giacominetta” (“Napoleon with his stockings half off/Makes love to Giacominetta”), he is said to have taken revenge by giving some of his taunters a beating, a sign of his intransigent nature.


He was then placed in the class of the Abbé Recco, a family friend, who quickly recognized his abilities in arithmetic and reading. From this moment on, the boy could no longer tolerate mediocrity. “My temperament could not bear it, if I was not immediately top of the class,” he later said.


He was unsociable by nature. His mother even recalled, “When he was eight, we had to build him a kind of small wooden room on the terrace of our house to which he would retreat for the whole day to avoid being bothered by his brothers.”


Near Ajaccio, the family owned some land and salt works as well as the small Milelli estate. Among the fruit and olive trees Napoleon’s youth seemed to be progressing smoothly, though he often played pranks which enraged his mother and grandmother. By now the Buonapartes had five children: Joseph, Napoleon, Lucien, Elisa and Louis. The time had come to secure their future.


Carlo, finally confirmed as being of noble rank and elected to the States-General in Versailles as the deputy for the nobility in June 1777, obtained a study bursary for each of his two elder sons. With the good will of the island’s governor, the Comte de Marbeuf, the first two Buonaparte sons were sent to the mainland to complete their education at the seminary in Autun. Joseph was now destined for the priesthood and Napoleon for a military career. In December 1778 the two brothers and their father set sail for France. They would not see their mother again for seven years.
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Napoleon was brought up mainly by his mother, Letizia. A strong-willed woman, she instilled strict principles in her children and supervised their education lovingly but unwaveringly. Throughout his life Napoleon would declare a boundless love for his mother, for whom he reserved all the honours of the Empire.
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Leaving Corsica with his brother Joseph, the young Bonaparte sets off for the mainland. He went first to the seminary in Autun where his father Charles had gone in December 1778.
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Napoleon only stayed at Autun for a few months; it was here that he learnt the French language. Coming from the Mediterranean, he found the climate very harsh.
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Jerome (opposite), Lucien (above) and Pauline (left) had very different personalities but all played an important part in the life of their brother Napoleon. Jerome, the last surviving sibling, would witness the first years of the Second Empire and would pass on the baton to their nephew Napoleon III. Lucien, through his political commitments and, above all, his role as the President of the Council of the Five Hundred, succeeded in saving the situation on 18 Brumaire but did not flinch from making sacrifices for the benefit of his older brother. Finally, without Pauline’s famous marble statue, it would be impossible to imagine her combination of “beauty and grace [for] there is no line in her body that one would wish to be different: she has limbs which, even seen in a mould, still attract lovers a hundred years after her death” (Frédéric Masson).


Napoleon’s brothers and sisters: Joseph (1768–1844), Lucien (1775–1840), Elisa (1777–1820), Louis (1778–1846), Pauline (1780–1825), Caroline (1782–1839), Jerome (1784–1860)


Lucien, a fierce republican who could never be persuaded to stay in line, stands apart from this imperial quartet of brothers. As President of the Council of Five Hundred, he played a crucial role in the coup d’état of Brumaire, but despite this he was sent away from Paris to be ambassador in Madrid (having briefly served as Minister of the Interior at the start of the Consulate). The quarrel with Napoleon continued until the Hundred Days (Napoleon’s period in Paris after escape from Elba), particularly because of a marriage made without the emperor’s consent, but the two brothers were reconciled in 1815. The other three brothers were largely associated with government. Joseph became King of Spain after wearing the crown of Naples; Louis (closest to Napoleon after spending his youth in Auxonne) took the throne of Holland; and Jerome, despite a brief escapade to the United States where he married an American woman, later reigned over Westphalia (his second wife was a German princess). The four brothers suffered varying fates after the end of the Empire.


Although Napoleon’s sisters were too young to have spent much of their childhood close to him, they were at his side all through the Consulate and the Empire. Elisa became Princess of Piombino, then Grand Duchess of Tuscany and, with her husband Félix Bacciochi, was an active patron of Italian artists in Carrara. Caroline married Murat in 1800, became Queen of Naples and participated in public life in both France and Italy. Pauline, the Emperor’s favourite, was married first to General Leclerc, who died on Saint-Domingue. She then married Prince Camillo Borghese, taking the title of Duchess of Guastalla. She set up home in Trianon, Neuilly and Florence, living up to her image which was synonymous with ease (her famous cures in Plombières) and sensuality (her body was immortalized in marble by the talented sculptor Canova). For a long time all three were opposed to the influence of Joséphine and the Beauharnais family, even to the extent of provoking their brother’s rage at the moment of his coronation.










Brienne and the École Militaire
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Together with Joseph, the young Napoleon arrived at Autun on 30 December 1778 and entered the seminary on 1 January 1779. He had barely had time to become familiar with the French language, having previously known only the rudiments, when he had to change schools. As the register shows, only three months and twenty days later he left the Jesuit School for the École Militaire in Brienne, which was under the protection of Cardinal de Loménie de Brienne. After taking the end of year examination, he was placed in the top class. In fact, his father had continued to pull strings in Paris and Versailles to get him a cadet bursary to one of the royal military academies.


Living in the small community of Brienne – about 18.5 miles (30 kilometres) from Troyes – Napoleon, with his strong Italian accent, was overcome by strong feelings of isolation. It must be said that the discipline of the Minim friars was exceptionally severe. Each pupil had only a modest cell containing just “a camp bed, a water jug and a washbasin”. Meals were taken in a communal refectory seating eighty people, which can still be seen today. The food was sufficient to meet the pupils’ basic needs and no more. For breakfast and supper they were given bread and seasonal fruits with water, and for lunch they had soup, a main course or a salad, and wine mixed with one-third water.


The pupils wore blue and red coats with white buttons, a blue jacket with a white lining and, depending on circumstances, blue or black breeches made of fine or coarse serge.


Napoleon took refuge in reading. He pushed himself so hard at his academic work that his teachers were full of admiration. He showed great aptitude for mathematics as well as history and geography.


He was not generally on good terms with his schoolfellows. He later said, “My schoolmates did not like me much”. When asked his name, his reply, “Napolioné dé Buonaparté”, spoken with a strong Corsican accent, attracted sarcastic comments and earned him the nickname “La paille au nez”.


However, during the winter of 1783, his relationship with them changed completely. A heavy mantle of snow lay over the countryside of the Champagne region, completely covering the schoolyard. Inside the school the pupils became bored during their recreation periods. The young Corsican led his schoolfellows out for a legendary snowball fight, a real miniature war with trenches and pitched battles. The instigator, who proved to be a real tactician and leader of men during this game, soon won the respect of all.


He kept up a copious correspondence with his family back in Corsica. He asked after his relatives and worried about their health and their futures. In the first of his letters to have been preserved, dated 25 June 1784, he talks of his brother Lucien who had joined him at Brienne: “He is in the second class for Latin, and will be learning all the different parts of the curriculum. He shows a lot of aptitude and willingness. It is to be hoped that this will be a good subject. He is in good health, plump, bright and careless, and so far they are pleased with him. He speaks French very well and has completely forgotten Italy.”


After achieving a brilliant result in the competitive entrance examination and obtaining the necessary age dispensation, Napoleon was admitted to the École Militaire in Paris and swiftly moved to the royal capital. He entered on 19 October 1784. This academy, founded by Louis XV and located on the Champ de Mars, took in the best pupils from the twelve provincial royal military academies. As soon as they were admitted to this establishment, the pupils were given the title of “cadet-gentilhomme”. Napoleon was in the artillery and naval section. He later chose the artillery, as his mother begged him not to go off sailing the seas.


At the age of fifteen, Bonaparte had become much less reserved and made friends more easily with his fellow pupils. He proved to be kind and generous and ready to sacrifice himself for those in need. One of his essays shows evidence of this:


“To find happiness yourself, you must work for the happiness of others. What joy to die surrounded by children and to be able to say: I secured the happiness of hundreds of families; I had a hard and difficult life, but the nation will benefit from my work: I have had troubles, my friends have had serenity; I have been worried, they have been happy; I have had the pain and they have had the joys.”
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Concerned about his future, the young Napoleon was a diligent student, particularly in Brienne. Devoting many hours to his studies, he was a voracious reader and often spent part of his recreation periods in the library rather than playing with his companions. Very early on he showed a great aptitude for mathematics and a passion for both history and geography. His poor French and strong Corsican accent made him the frequent butt of jokes. Legend has it that Napoleon only won acceptance after an intense snowball fight in which he proved himself a peerless leader.
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Concerned about his future, the young Napoleon was a diligent student, particularly in Brienne. Devoting many hours to his studies, he was a voracious reader and often spent part of his recreation periods in the library rather than playing with his companions. Very early on he showed a great aptitude for mathematics and a passion for both history and geography. His poor French and strong Corsican accent made him the frequent butt of jokes. Legend has it that Napoleon only won acceptance after an intense snowball fight in which he proved himself a peerless leader.




Louis-Antoine Fauvelet de Bourrienne (1769–1834)





Bourrienne and Bonaparte were born in the same year. They met as boys in Brienne and quickly became friends. However, they parted ways on the eve of the Revolution, when Bourrienne chose the diplomatic service. It was not until 1797, at the time of the Treaty of Leoben with Austria, that Bonaparte remembered his former friend and chose him for his secretary. Bourrienne continued in this post for the next few years, holding it during the Consulate, but after being compromised in a shady affair in 1802, he was dismissed and became chargé d’affaires in Hamburg. His Mémoires, which run to ten volumes, are without doubt one of the most important sources of information on Napoleon’s youth.
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During the five-year spell in Brienne, two youngsters became close friends. Although very different, they shared a mutual admiration and invariably supported each other. While Bourrienne assisted Napoleon with his Latin, the latter helped his friend solve mathematical problems.
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While his classmates in the École Militaire were thinking of following the route mapped out for them, Bonaparte was already dreaming about a great future career.


The school, which had been visited in May by the Maréchal de Ségur, allowed its pupils to make free use of their time. They had to be present for four hours of study, two in the morning and two in the evening, during which they “wrote their letters, read the classics or took lessons in English or calligraphy”. Shooting practice and horse-riding were also part of the curriculum.


Napoleon left the academy, having passed the final examination after only ten months’ teaching (instead of the normal two years). His position, forty-second out of fifty-eight, is praiseworthy considering his special circumstances – he had learned of the death of his father in Montpellier in February 1785. From this time on, Napoleon alone would be responsible for meeting the needs of his entire family.
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In October 1784, Napoleon entered the École Militaire, situated on the edge of the Champ de Mars in Paris. Here he learned the principles of leadership, as well as fencing and horse riding.
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Mathematics and geography captured the imagination of Bonaparte, and he would treasure his first compass for many years afterwards.




Louis Charles René, Comte de Marbeuf (1712–86)





Marbeuf came to prominence at the Battle of Ponte Novo but is mainly remembered for his alleged liaison with Letizia. In reality, this son of a great Breton nobleman who had replaced Chauvelin and then the Comte de Vaux as the head of the French army in Corsica, was a scrupulous governor. He had been Condé’s colonel of dragoons.
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As the protector of Charles Bonaparte and his family, Marbeuf laid himself open to unfounded allegations of an affair with Letizia, and even to rumours that he was Napoleon’s father.
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Letter from Napoleon to his cousin, December 1784


Of all Bonaparte’s early letters, this one from December 1784 is one of the most interesting. He is writing to his cousin, Arigghi di Casanova, from the military school in Paris and outlines his schedule, so that Arigghi can come and see him, as he himself cannot leave. After also thanking his cousin for helping him obtain a place, he signs off as “Napoleone di Buonaparte”.
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Translation


To Monsieur


Monsieur Arigo ( ?) di Casa Neuva ( ?)


... at the Hotel de Provence rue cimetière st andré des arts ...


If Monsieur de Casa is curious to see one of his fellow countrymen, one of his relatives, in a word someone who is fond of him, he only has to trouble himself to come to the Royal Military School [one word smudged and illegible] this is where he will find his most humble and most affectionate (?) servant Bonaparte who will thank him face to face for his efforts in ... and much else besides. He is urged to do so at the earliest and to come on Wednesday or Friday, or Saturday, or Monday from 9 O’ clock... or at 4 O’clock. Or Thursday at 9, 10, 11 O’clock. You must know that I specify times because we are free only during these... and at all other times you (word crossed out in the text) I would not be able to have the honour and the pleasure to embrace you. I beg you however if business affairs allow to come on Wednesday or Thursday. Farewell my dear cousin, I would love to be free to go out. I would already have come to assure you of my respects and of my gratitude.
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