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Preface

The title of this book requires some explanation. I present the fifteen years 1815–30 as those during which the matrix of the modern world was largely formed. Some may find this choice surprising. They might point instead to the decade of the 1780s as decisive, when the British economy was the first to achieve self-sustaining industrial growth, and the French Revolution began the process of sweeping away the ancien régime. It is true that modernity was conceived in the 1780s. But the actual birth, delayed by the long, destructive gestation period formed by the Napoleonic Wars, could begin in full measure only when peace came and the immense new resources in finance, management, science and technology which were now available could be put to constructive purposes. That is what I describe in my book.

The postwar years saw great and rapid changes in Britain and continental Europe, and still more fundamental ones elsewhere. The United States transformed itself from a struggling ex-colony into a formidable nation, growing fast in territory and population and embracing democratic politics. Russia, too, was expanding fast and at the same time was developing the fatal fissures in her society which were to engulf her in the immense tragedies of the 20th century. In China and Japan also the seeds of future catastrophes were being sown. Latin America came into independent and troubled existence, and the first stirring of modernity were felt in Turkey and Egypt, Southeast Asia, the Middle East and the Balkans. In India the British were moving deeper into the subcontinent and beginning to modernize it. They were breaking out of their coastal enclaves in South Africa and Australia and striking inland. All over the world, the last wildernesses, in the pampas and the steppes, in the Mississippi Valley and Canada, in the Himalayas and the Andes, were being penetrated or settled by the advanced societies, and their peoples were being subdued, in some cases annihilated. Never before or since had so much cheap land become available, and the hungry peoples of Europe were moving overseas in vast numbers to possess it.

These political, economic and demographic changes, all without precedent in their scale and future significance, were accompanied by powerful new currents in music and painting, literature and philosophy, some ennobling and refreshing, some sinister. The book attempts to show how deeply painters, musicians and writers were involved in the great events of these years. I have tried throughout not to compartmentalize politics and economics, science and engineering, the arts and literature, but to present them as they really were, closely enmeshed, reacting one upon another, parts of the seamless garment of a society exhilarated and sometimes bewildered by the rapid changes which were transforming it. The age abounded in great personalities; warriors; statesmen and tyrants; outstanding inventors and technologists; and writers, artists and musicians of the highest genius, women as well as men. I have brought them to the fore, but I have also sought to paint in the background, showing how ordinary men and women—and children—lived, suffered and died, ate and drank, worked, played and traveled, and I have something to say about animals, too, especially those noble creatures, the horse and the dog, and the exotic beasts that were now filling the new zoos.

The book deals with the whole world and has no one angle of vision. The United States, Russia, France and Germany necessarily occupy much space, as does the Spanish-speaking world and the major civilizations of Asia. A specially prominent place is accorded to Britain, for during these years Britain was the most influential of the powers, the only one operating simultaneously in all quarters of the globe. As the first nation to industrialize herself, she enjoyed a financial and technological paramountcy which for a time was unique. More critical decisions were taken in London than in any other capital, and they often affected not just power and money, but intellectual fashions and social trends. So what happened there is sometimes looked at minutely. But I also bring into close-up other key cities, some new, some old: Paris, Vienna, Saint Petersburg, New York, Washington, Canton, Buenos Aires, Mexico City, Cape Town, Sydney, Singapore, Montreal and Cairo.

While seeking to portray international society in its totality, I have striven hard not to fall into the trap which sometimes swallows social historians—that is, to leave out chronology and show a world which appears static. I hold strongly that chronology forms the bones of history on which all else is built. The world changed substantially in those fifteen years. In 1815 reaction seemed triumphant everywhere; by 1830 the demos was plainly on its way. Or again, in 1815 a poet, a scientist and a painter spoke the same language—I give many instances—but by 1830 it was increasingly difficult for them to understand each other; the sad bifurcation into two cultures was beginning. One impression the historian must always convey is this sense of the turning of the years, sometimes slow, sometimes fast, always relentless in its motion. While dealing with all aspects of society, I have also tried to show the world as dynamic, driven forward by a succession of major events—mass emigration, war, unprecedented economic expansion, followed by financial disaster, depression and anguished popular unrest. Hence, designing the structure of the book has been a formidable and fascinating challenge. Sometimes readers will have to bear with me while we retrace our steps a little before resuming the onward march: but we always get there in the end.

The first two chapters in particular involve an element of retrospective explanation, to set the scene. The narrative begins with the origin of that cornerstone of the modern, democratic world order, the Special Relationship between the United States and Britain. It demonstrates how this friendship between the two great English-speaking nations sprang, phoenix-like, from the ashes of the tragic and bitterly fought War of 1812. I describe how it culminated in the American victory of New Orleans, fought paradoxically after the historic Treaty of Ghent had already been signed. This, fortunately, as I show, left the belligerents exactly as they stood when the fighting started. Thereafter the strong and abiding community of interests between the two peoples did its healing work and the elements of a mighty, civilizing friendship began to come together. The narrative moves on to the Congress of Vienna, and here again we look back in order to show how the excesses of Bonaparte’s imperial rule had roused the peoples of Europe against France. We see the Congress assembled to rebuild Europe in the aftermath of Bonaparte’s first abdication (1814), its interruption by his return from Elba and final defeat at Waterloo (1815), and the way in which the peace settlement it devised, reinforced initially by the powerful currents of romanticism sweeping through the world, founded an international order which, in most respects, endured for a century. From this point the narrative begins to move forward again, and the book broadens out not only to take in society as a whole but to embrace all five continents as each, in turn, is harnessed to the accelerating chariot of progress.

Although this work thus tackles new problems in the presentation of history, it is not an attempt to prove a case. It is primarily an effort to bring back to life a remarkable epoch in world history, rich in grand and bizarre events and in human characters. I want to make readers enjoy exploring it as much as I do myself. To do so, I have tried to get the men and women who lived in those days to tell the story in their own words, using their letters and diaries, public and private documents, parliamentary exchanges and recorded conversations, songs, poems and fictions. Those distant voices—happy and angry, shrill and passionate, cynical, frivolous, humble and haughty in turn, evocative always—constitute the vivifying principle of my book.

Paul Johnson

Over Stowey, Somerset


ONE

A Special Relationship

At dawn on Sunday, 8 January 1815, as the mist cleared, the British army attacked the heavily defended ditch and rampart guarding New Orleans. The town, which dated from 1718, was then the one big place on the far side of the Appalachian frontier, the key to the South and the Gulf of Mexico. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803, whereby Napoleon made over 828,000 square miles of French-claimed territory to the United States, thus increasing its national territory by 140 percent and making possible the creation of thirteen new states—all for the princely sum of $15 million, or four cents an acre—ensured its importance. Governor William Claiborne had said in the following year, in a letter to Thomas Jefferson: “There appears to me a moral certainty that in ten years it will rival Philadelphia or New York.” He was proved right. Until the Ohio Valley could be firmly and cheaply linked to the East Coast, all the trade of the Mississippi had to go in and out through New Orleans.1

That, of course, was why the British wanted to take it. They wished to bring to a decisive end the War of 1812, which, since the abdication of Napoleon Bonaparte nine months before (6 April 1814) had released large naval and military resources from the European theater, was going their way. Their expedition had set forth on the night of 27–28 November 1814. It had 60 ships and 14,000 troops, most of them Peninsular veterans. Also on board were many officers’ wives and a printing press—during the long wars against France the British had learned, for the first time, the art of propaganda.

But the troops were unwisely led. The force commander was Sir Edward Pakenham (1778–1815), a sprig of the Anglo-Irish nobility from Pakenham Castle, County Westmeath. The great Duke of Wellington had married his sister, Catherine, but that was the closest he got to military mastery. Money and connections had made him a major before he was 17 and a colonel at 21. There was no question of his courage. Serving as major-general under his brother-in-law at Salamanca in 1812, he had been given his chance when Wellington told him to take his division straight at the French center, with the words “Now’s your time, Ned!” He broke the French line and this, said Wellington in his dispatch, won the battle, though he admitted “Pakenham may not be the brightest genius.”2

Pakenham arrived to take up his command only toward the end of December 1814, when the expedition had already landed, at Fisherman’s Village on Lake Borne. The week before, the British navy had destroyed the U.S. gunboat squadron protecting the sea approaches to New Orleans. Had the divisional commander, Major General John Keane, dashed straight for the city he could have taken it, for the American commander, General Andrew Jackson, was frantically gathering men and putting up defenses. But Keane believed rumors that it was garrisoned by 20,000 men. When Pakenham at last arrived to take command, he found a plan in being for an attack on both sides of the Mississippi. He determined to carry it out as soon as possible. He was driven both by his own impatience and by a desire to maximize the British strategic position before the peace talks, which were already taking place, led to a ceasefire. But by this time Jackson had set up a formidable defensive line behind what was called Rodriguez’s Canal, a ditch four feet deep and ten feet wide, which he deepened and reinforced with a mud rampart. Pakenham failed to make any dent in this position by artillery bombardment and so authorized a frontal assault on the fatal Sunday morning. All might yet have gone well for the British had the left arm of the two-pronged assault, up the almost undefended left bank of the river, been given time to take the ramp from behind. But the force landed in the wrong place and fell behind schedule. Pakenham, impatient as always, would not wait and fired the two Congreve rockets, which were the signal for attack.

A frontal assault against a strongly defended position not enfiladed from the rear was a textbook example of folly which would have made Wellington despair. In this case, it was made more murderous by the failure of the leading battalion to bring up the fascines to fill the ditch and the ladders to scale the ramparts. The result was a massacre of brave men. Jackson poured into the advancing redcoat lines a savage volume of grapeshot, canister, rifles and muskets. The attack wavered, and in goading on their men all three of the British general officers were shot down—Pakenham killed outright, Sir Samuel Gibbs, commanding the attack column, fatally wounded, General Keane taken off the field writhing in agony from a bullet in the groin. By the time the general commanding the reserve arrived to take over, the men were running. Jackson, shrewd enough not to pursue and expose his men, had only 13 killed, 29 wounded and 19 missing. The British casualties were 2,037, of whom 291 were dead and another 484 missing without trace. It was all over by ten in the morning.3

Sadly watching this debacle was Captain Edward Codrington R. N., captain of the fleet under the command of Admiral Sir Alexander Cochrane, on board HMS Tonnant. Codrington was an uxorious man, devoted to his wife, Jane. They were a close couple, rather like Rear Admiral Croft and Sophia Croft in Persuasion, the novel so much concerned with the British navy which Jane Austen was to begin in six months’ time. Captain Codrington wrote long, careful and frequent letters to Jane, and on Monday, the day after the battle, he gave her an account of it. Pakenham, he complained, should have used all the advantages of naval amphibious movement which Britain’s supremacy at sea conferred and turned Jackson’s position. He himself had told Pakenham, “[I] really thought this business should be done in the most regular, scientific manner, and not be a sacrifice of lives in an exhibition of bravery; and that I was sure that by forming a flotilla on the river with our boats, and landing a respectable force on the opposite bank during the night to take their batteries and turn them against them, we should oblige them to quit their present formidable position.” All the other military men thought the assault should have been deferred, and then “we should have performed the most scientific and beautiful operation without loss of any moment as a prelude to our success, instead of throwing away the most valuable soldiers of our country by an attempt bordering on desperation.” Even Pakenham had seemed to agree with him, but “rendered impatient” by the slowness of the turning movement, “which actually was succeeding very well,” he gave the order to the assault: “It is certainly a fault in these Peninsula generals, their exposing themselves as they do. … Sir Edward Pakenham had even been reproved by Lord W[ellington] for exposing himself too much, and thus setting an example injurious to the welfare of the army.” The fall of the three generals had turned a likely disaster into a certainty. “There never was,” he summed up, “a more complete failure.”4

Thus was lost and won one of the decisive battles of history. It was, as it happened, needless: by 11 January the first rumors reached the area that Britain and the United States had made peace—the treaty was actually signed at Ghent on Christmas Eve, 1814. On 25 January, the British fleet sailed out of Lake Borgne, with Pakenham’s riddled body on board, pickled in a hogshead of rum. The expedition continued to fight until a formal order to cease fire was received, and on 11 February Admiral Cochrane took Fort Bower, guarding Mobile, Alabama. But by the time he was ready to enter the town, a dispatch boat arrived with news of the peace, and in March he packed it in and set sail for Portsmouth. The failure to take New Orleans was thus a strategic reverse, which was to have momentous consequences.

Who was this man, Andrew Jackson, who had humiliated the most powerful amphibious power on Earth? As he played a formidable role in shaping the age which saw the birth of modernity, we must look at him closely. Jackson was born to fight, and especially to fight the British. He was of Black Protestant Ulster stock, at a time when the Presbyterian poor of Ulster hated British rule almost as much as did the Catholic Irish. His father, of Scots descent—farmers brought in to settle the Ulster border area as a fortified cordon—came from near Castlereagh, the town from which the British Foreign Secretary, the personification of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy, drew his courtesy title. He arrived in America in 1765, as part of a big Ulster migration; he and Jackson’s elder brothers preserved many fragments of the Scots-Ulster dialect in their speech.5 But he died before Jackson was born, on 15 March 1767, and the child’s upbringing was entirely the work of his formidable mother. He was raised in the Waxhaw Settlement, South Carolina, a violent boy much given to swearing, a poor scholar who never learned to spell properly or mastered grammar. Some have seen his ignorance as an important clue to his character and performance. One of his early biographers, James Parton, wrote that his “ignorance of … everything which he who governs a country ought to know, was extreme. … His ignorance was a wall around him, high, impenetrable. He was imprisoned in his ignorance, and sometimes raged round his little, dim enclosure like a tiger in his den.”6 A powerful image, but perhaps misleading. Jackson, like Cecil Rhodes at the end of the century, lacked schooling, but, as with Rhodes, a powerful intelligence and an even stronger will gave a strange force to his writing and still more to his speech. Throughout his life, it helped to inspire dread in his opponents, racial and political.

As a boy, Jackson suffered from what was termed “slobbering,” a source of his outbursts. It may have been a mild form of epilepsy, then a shameful complaint attributed to excessive masturbation. His interests were dogs and dogfighting, horses and horse racing, above all cockfighting. The first fragment of paper he preserved in his archive gives an Ulster recipe: “Memorandom: How to Feed a Cok before You Him Fight,” which is dated “Orrange Town, in Orange Country, March the 22d 79.” He was then twelve. It was his mother who gave a strongly masculine twist to his life and filled him with hatred of the British, whom she identified with the Anglican bigots who persecuted her church. A fragment of mother-and-son dialogue is preserved: “Stop that Andrew. Do not let me see you cry again. Girls were made to cry, not boys.” “What are boys made for, mother?” “To fight.”7 He reported her dying advice to him as follows: “Avoid quarrels as long as you can without yielding to imposition. But sustain your manhood always. Never bring a suit in law for assault and battery or defamation. The law affords no remedy for such outrages that can satisfy the feeling of a true man … [But] if you ever have to vindicate your feelings or defend your honour [by dueling] do it calmly.” Jackson added: “Her last words have been the law of my life.”8 This curious injunction from a mother, at a time when dueling was the scourge of society, especially in the South, and most women were beseechingly opposed to it, Jackson followed in one sense. But, in another, he rejected the plea to be ultramasculine. Throughout his life, his closest friends, all those whose advice he most valued and followed—often disastrously—were women. Like his great contemporary, Wellington, he was really happy only in the company of what were then called, quite mistakenly to judge by his and Wellington’s experience, “the Weaker Vessels.”

Jackson began his formal training as a fighting animal at the age of twelve, when he enlisted in the militia to fight the Revolutionary War against the British. His two elder brothers served too, one being killed at age sixteen; his mother nursed the wounded and died while the struggle still raged. Jackson was wounded and captured, then dealt a savage blow by the saber of a British officer, whose boots he refused to clean. “The sword reached my head,” he later wrote to his official biographer, “& has left a mark there as durable as the skull, as well as on the fingers.”9 The mark of this assault was there, to stir his anti-British fury, to his dying day. His brother Robert was beaten by the same man. Jackson emerged from prison weakened by smallpox, and by the bouts of malaria which plagued him thereafter (he had one during the siege of New Orleans itself). He was an orphan at fifteen. Two years later he turned to a life in the law, which was in practice a blend of land grabbing, wheeler-dealing, office seeking and dueling, and perhaps could not have occurred in precisely this combination at any other time or place. The frontier, then in the process of rapid change and expansion, was rough, violent and litigious. Jackson became a pleader in court, attorney general for a local district, judge advocate in the militia. By age 27, he was already deep in land speculation, the easiest way for a man to become rich in the United States, but he was almost ruined by an associate’s bankruptcy. The breakthrough came in 1796, when he helped to create the new state of Tennessee, serving first as one of its United States representatives, then as senator. He took office as a judge in the state’s Superior Court and founded the first Masonic lodge in Nashville, where he settled in 1801, soon acquiring the fine estate at the Hermitage nearby. He was deep in local politics, but more important was his election in 1802 as major general of the Tennessee militia, the power base from which he carved his way to the top.

Jackson was known as a killer. His first duel, when he was twenty-one, was with Colonel Waightstill Avery. It arose from courtroom abuse, as did many duels in those days, especially in the South and in Ireland—the young Daniel O’Connell, eight years Jackson’s junior, was equally vituperative and bellicose. On this first occasion, both men settled it by firing in the air, but in later duels Jackson usually shot to kill. A common cause of his fights was his marriage, in 1790, to Rachel Robards, an older woman, perhaps a substitute mother, whom Jackson loved passionately and fiercely defended until her death. This union proved invalid, and the Jacksons were jeered at; in 1794 they were forced to go through a second ceremony. Such legal muddles were common on the frontier and were later repeatedly used by Anthony Trollope as machinery for the plots of his novels. But at the time they were deadly serious.

In 1803, while he was a senior judge in Knoxville, Jackson had a fight with John Sevier, then governor of the state and its greatest hero. Rachel was the issue, for Sevier denied she was validly married to Jackson and accused him of “taking a trip to Natchez with another man’s wife.” “Great God!” responded the outraged Jackson, “do you dare to mention her sacred name?” Pistols were drawn—the men being aged 58 and 36, respectively—and shots were fired, but only a gawking passerby was grazed. Ten days later, however, there was another gunfight between Jackson and various members of Sevier’s family. In 1806 he fought a formal duel with Charles Dickinson, arising out of one of Jackson’s frequent but earlier quarrels. He was wounded but contrived to hit Dickinson, who bled to death.10 Seven years later Jackson, by then in his midforties, acted as second to a young man called Billy Carroll, and ran the duel in what was supposed to be the approved French fashion. But it ended with Carroll’s opponent being shot in the bottom and the subsequent row—it was in the nature of dueling, with its absurd rules, often broken, that one duel provoked another—led Jackson to challenge Thomas Hart Benton, later a famous senator. This produced a violent melee in the streets of Nashville on 4 September 1813, fought with swordsticks, guns and even daggers. That was the odd thing about dueling: It was supposed to concern high honor and be confined to gentlemen, whose status it was designed to enhance. But it often ended in a sordid and undignified brawl, from which no one emerged with credit. Almost all Jackson’s duels, in which he faithfully carried out his mother’s injunction, struck a squalid note.11

The duels also left his body a wreck. Jackson was tall, a good six feet one, though he weighed only 145 pounds. This thin, erect body, crowned with a thatch of red hair and a thin, pain-lined face from which blue eyes blazed angrily, was soon chipped and scarred by the marks of a violent existence. Charles Dickinson’s bullet broke two of Jackson’s ribs and buried itself in his chest. It could never be extracted and, carrying bits of cloth with it, produced a lung abscess which caused him pain for decades and led to varieties of lung trouble and blood spitting. In the Benton duel he was hit in the shoulder and nearly had an arm amputated. The wound was staunched with elm poultices from an Indian recipe but the ball could not be prised out; it was embedded in his bone for twenty years and produced osteomyelitis. In 1825 Jackson, who was clearly accident-prone, stumbled in the dark going upstairs and ripped the wound open, causing massive bleeding from which he almost died and which recurred occasionally till the end of his life. On top of these fearful scars and bits of metal in his body, Jackson compounded his endemic malaria with dysentery, contracted on campaign, which plagued him repeatedly. For the first, and for his aching wounds, he took sugar of lead, both internally and externally; for the second, huge doses of calomel which rotted his teeth.12

Jackson met these misfortunes stoically and even with a species of heroism. He tried to anticipate the hemorrhages by opening up a vein. He would “lay bare his arm, bandage it, take his penknife from his pocket, call his servant to hold the bowl, and bleed himself freely.” These atrocious auto-operations he carried on throughout his presidency, often in the middle of the night without a servant.13 His acceptance of pain testified to his resolution, but left further scars on his psyche, which deepened his rages and bitterness. His unforgettably fierce but frail figure thus became an embodiment of angry will, working its purpose on his times.

That process began in earnest with the outbreak of the War of 1812. The origins of this needless, destructive and sometimes bloody and bitter war are obscure and debatable. Certainly, it could not have taken place had it not been for the mutual antagonism felt by many of the ruling men on both sides. Both Thomas Jefferson, Democratic-Republican president (1801–09) and his successor James Madison, Democratic-Republican president (1809–17), survivors of the struggle for independence, were pro-French by cultural and political inclination and violently anti-British. On the British side, most of the Tory ministers saw American republicanism as a threatening ideology almost as dangerous as its French version, and found it difficult to recognize the United States as a “normal,” legitimate country.

In 1805 the great war against Bonaparte and his satellites had reached a kind of geopolitical stalemate. Admiral Nelson’s dramatic victory at Trafalgar, in which the French and Spanish battle fleets had been virtually destroyed, gave Britain decisive supremacy at sea and ended any real prospect of a French invasion and conquest of Britain. A few weeks later, Bonaparte’s equally decisive victory at Austerlitz destroyed the main Austrian and Russian armies; he followed this in 1806 by a relentless rout of the Prussian forces at Jena. Thereafter Britain was forced to carry on the struggle virtually single-handedly. Bonaparte was in control of the Continent. But Britain ruled the seas and oceans, including the Atlantic. To destroy British trade and industry, wherewith she financed her war effort and subsidized anti-French activity in Europe, Bonaparte set up what was known as the “Coastal System,” banning ports throughout Europe to British commerce. In May 1806 Britain retaliated with the so-called Fox Blockade, whereby the Royal Navy closed the ports from Brest to the Elbe. After his victory at Jena, Bonaparte went a stage further, publishing the Berlin Decrees of 21 November 1806. They were based on a notional blockade and laid down that any ship coming direct from a British port, or having been in a British port after the decrees came into force, should not be permitted to use a Continental port; if such a ship made a false declaration, it was to be seized. All goods had to be accompanied by a “Certificate of Origin,” and all goods of British origin or ownership were to be confiscated wherever found. This was what came to be known as the “Continental System.”14

The British response was the first Order in Council of 7 January 1807, which prohibited trade “between port and port of countries under the dominion or usurped control of France and her allies.” Bonaparte again hit back by extending his system to Turkey, Austria and Denmark, and, after defeating Russia at the Battle of Friedland, he forced her into the Treaty of Tilsit, July 1807, which extended it to the Tsar’s dominions too. In November the British produced what was the central Order in Council, which in effect laid down that all trade with Napoleonic Europe had to pass through British ports.15 The Americans (and other neutrals) complained that the only trade the Royal Navy would now allow them was precisely the kind Bonaparte had forbidden them, and he reinforced the point in his first Milan Decree, not only by laying down strict criteria for determining whether a neutral ship had touched at a British port, but by declaring that any ship which submitted to a search by the Royal Navy automatically forfeited the protection of its flag and was prizable. The Americans, harassed by both sides, passed the Non-Importation Act in April 1806, which banned most British imported goods, and embargoed all non-American shipping.16

It is important to grasp that all sides were divided. The mechanics and economics of international trade were little understood. Policies, shaped in ignorance, often produced the opposite effect of that intended. Bonaparte’s Continental System led to trouble with all his allies and satellites and probably, in aggregate, weakened his war effort. The Orders in Council were difficult to understand and still more difficult to enforce. They probably did more damage to Britain than to anyone else, although they benefited the West Indian interest, since they prevented French and Spanish products from reaching the Caribbean. The Liverpool merchants and the Manchester manufacturers were hit, and they began to brief as their parliamentary counsel a young and sharp-witted Scots barrister, Henry Brougham, who will figure often in our story. Until he became a member of Parliament in 1810 he pleaded their case at the parliamentary bar; once elected, he campaigned ferociously against the Orders in Council and finally destroyed them in 1812—but not until after war had broken out.17

The Americans were also divided. The commercial interest in the New England states was pro-British and anti-French. These states were mostly Federalists, committed to trade and industry, as opposed to the predominantly agrarian Republicans of the South. They would happily have settled for cooperation with the British system or even war with France. The shipowners of Boston and Salem were not above asking for Royal Naval convoys, and from time to time the British encouraged their support by lifting the blockade of their ports and banning the impressment of their sailors. The British also treated American shipping in a cavalier manner when they chose. As early as 21 June 1807, the USS Chesapeake, a warship, was forced by Royal Naval units to surrender for refusing to allow herself to be searched for British naval deserters.18 Bonaparte was equally haughty in his dealings with Americans, treating them as a subordinate nation under his protection. He broke his promises, and his warships, when they did succeed in penetrating the British blockade, behaved like pirates. Early in 1812 a marauding French squadron was burning American ships over a wide area of the Atlantic. As Senator Nathaniel Macon of North Carolina put it: “The Devil himself could not tell which government, England or France, is the most wicked.”19

Behind the New England sympathy with Britain was a much deeper resentment of the South and the constitutional system which gave its states, particularly Virginia, such a predominant role in American government. In the presidential election of 1812, New York, tired of the Virginia Dynasty, put up its favorite son De Witt Clinton to frustrate James Madison’s bid for a second term. The issue was essentially the South and war or New England and peace. Clinton got the support of New York (29 electoral college votes), Massachusetts (22), Connecticut, New Jersey, New Hampshire, and other smaller states, making a total of 89 votes. Madison had Virginia (25) and Pennsylvania (25) and a group of southern and western states led by the Carolinas, Georgia and Kentucky, making a total of 128 votes. But the seven states which voted for Madison had a total of 980,000 slaves. These blacks had no voice in government whatever, but each 45,000 of them added an electoral vote to the state where they were held, giving the cause of the South and war a total of 21 electoral votes. Thus, the New England Federalists claimed that the freemen of the North were at the irresponsible mercy of the slaves of the South.20

The South and the burgeoning West favored war for imperial reasons. They thought it a heaven-sent opportunity to break into ill-defended Florida, held by Britain’s new ally, Spain, and turn it into another state devoted to cotton, the South’s fast-expanding staple product. They also thought of appropriating part, perhaps the whole, of Britain’s colony Canada, likewise largely unprotected. The term Manifest Destiny had not yet been coined—it gained currency only in the 1840s—but it was implicit in the conviction of many American public men, who believed the United States had a “natural,” indeed, a God-given, right to the whole of North America. The war might have been avoided even so. On 18 June 1812 Congress completed the constitutional formalities for declaring war on Britain. But two days later in Westminster, Brougham’s motion for repealing the Orders in Council had elicited from Lord Castlereagh, on behalf of the government, a statement that they were suspended. An inexperienced American chargé d’affaires in London failed to get the news to President Madison with the speed it merited.

When war came, many in the South and West were elated. As Representative Felix Grundy of Tennessee put it, in a letter to Andrew Jackson, he was anxious “not only to add the Floridas to the south but the Canadas to the north of this empire;” these two areas would be “the Theatres of our offensive operations.”21 Even James Monroe, the Secretary of State and no fire-eater, was keen to grab Canadian territory, not necessarily on a permanent basis, but to strengthen America’s hand in the peace process, which he hoped would begin soon.22

When the war began, it consisted of three primary forms of hostility: an American invasion of Canada; the naval war, on the Great Lakes and in the Atlantic; and the opportunities presented in the South to the American settler interest. Washington pinned its highest hopes on the first, but the attempt to conquer Canada was based upon two grave misapprehensions. The first was that Canada was a soft target. It was divided into two distinct colonies: to the East, Lower Canada, overwhelmingly French-speaking; and to the West and North, Upper Canada, thinly settled, mainly by people of British origin but with a growing American community. Washington believed that the French Canadians were an oppressed and occupied people, who identified with Britain’s grand enemy, France, and would welcome the invading American forces as liberators. Nothing could have been more mistaken. The French Canadians were ultraconservative Roman Catholics, who had detested the atheistic French Revolution and regarded Bonaparte as a usurper and a madman. They wanted a Bourbon Restoration in France, which was also the aim of British war policy. The Quebec Act of 1775, much criticized in Britain at the time, had proved a wise act of liberal statesmanship. It gave the French community wide cultural, religious and political privileges, enabling them to maintain their Frenchness. They knew that as a state within the union, they could not hope for such a deal from the U.S. federal government. In fact they saw America as an ideologically committed state, wedded to Republicanism and militant Protestantism, both of which they detested. The war had actually strengthened their links to the British, and they viewed an American invasion with dread.

American prospects of success in Lower Canada were still further reduced by the fact that the New England states, to the immediate south, had no desire to march to Montreal. They did not exactly sit on their hands; they invested in British securities and did good business with the British forces. The British blockade did not extend to New England until near the end of the war, and by that stage two-thirds of the beef consumed by the British army was supplied from south of the border, chiefly from New York State and Vermont.23

The American invasion had a marginally better chance in Upper Canada, where there were only 4,500 regular British troops plus a militia of unknown quality. The recent infiltration of American settlers led Sir Isaac Brock, the Lieutenant Governor and Commander-in-Chief in Upper Canada, to take the view that the majority was disloyal. His only hope, he said, was to “speak loud and think big.” But his fears were soon laid to rest when the inepitude of the invasion became apparent, and local opinion lined up solidly behind the British authorities. Here we come to the second American miscalculation: Washington believed it could wage war and conduct an invasion over an immense stretch of territory on the cheap. Such an approach served the United States well over most of the activities of the state. It provided the cheapest government in the world, largely conducted on a self-help basis. The militia was a military form of self-help. It had worked well before, during the War of Independence. It would serve for the invasion of Canada. But an amateur, ill-trained soldier, who may fight hard and well in defense of his home, is less apt to do so for an invasion into unknown lands hundreds of miles away.

The forces Washington dispatched to annex Canada were a rabble, commanded by men who made poor “Ned” Pakenham look like a military genius. The state militias had no discipline. Every man selected his own ground to pitch his tent. No pickets were posted, no patrols sent forth at night. Neither militiamen nor Volunteers were anxious to cross the border. Many of the units flatly refused to fight at all outside U.S. territory, believing they were within their legal rights to do so. The Volunteers believed that if they crossed into Canada they automatically became liable to five years’ service. Most of them were terrified of the Indians, and with reason, since the Indians massacred prisoners. Sending such troops into the wilderness, especially Indian areas, was asking for mutiny and wholesale desertion.24

The general officers did nothing to improve matters. The commander on the Niagara frontier in 1812 was Major General Stephen van Rensselaer of the New York militia. Scion of one of the oldest Dutch-American dynasties, he inherited a vast estate of nearly 150,000 acres, let to 900 tenant farmers, each with 150 acres under cultivation. Though Independence had ended the old baronies, this tract was known as the Van Rensselaer Manor and its owner was always termed “The Patroon,” being “eighth in succession.” Grandee he might be, but his troops refused to follow him, and his invasion collapsed ignominiously.25 Further attempts were countermanded or ended in rout and disaster. Casualties, mainly from disease, exposure and Indian raids, were heavy. The generals blamed each other. General Alexander Smyth was accused by General Peter B. Porter, in the pages of the Buffalo Gazette, of arrant cowardice. They fought a duel on Grand Island, in which no one was hurt but which had an air of comic-opera buffoonery about it.26 Later, Smyth was mobbed and his shortcomings posted on handbills. Some units fought each other with considerably more enthusiasm than they faced the British. In the camp at Black Rock there was a pitched battle between the Irish Greens from New York and Volunteers from the South, and both turned on the regulars brought in to end the riot. Others were jeered at by a contemptuous public. The U.S. Light Dragoons, raised in 1808, with the initials USLD on their caps, were branded Uncle Sam’s Lazy Dogs.27 By the end of 1813 the plan to conquer Canada had been, in effect, abandoned, and the British from Lower Canada had occupied a large part of Maine. Farther west, the border had shifted south; by the end of the war, the Americans were everywhere on the defensive and the Canadian settlers were optimistic about getting access to the Mississippi.

But on the Great Lakes the Americans fared better. After war broke out, Oliver Hazard Perry of Rhode Island built a serviceable fleet which inflicted a sharp defeat on Royal Navy vessels on Lake Erie. This led directly to one American land success in the theater, the Battle of the Thames won by Richard Mentor Johnson, and the killing of the much-hated Shawnee Indian chief Tecumseh. His dead body was found and skinned, the soldiers keeping long strips from his thighs to use as razor straps.28 Such conduct was not unusual. The Canadians claimed that whenever they got the chance, the American invaders behaved savagely, burning Indian villages and settlers’ homesteads, and even setting fire to small towns.

The naval victory on the Great Lakes spurred American efforts to challenge the British in the sphere where they claimed to be effortlessly supreme—the high seas. This was, increasingly, an area of high technology—the first such epoch in the history of warfare and an ominous portent for the future. Britain, now at the climax of the first phase of the Industrial Revolution, swarmed with highly qualified engineers and inventors. Americans still saw their country as essentially agrarian but there was no shortage of ingenious mechanics. Technological contacts between the two countries throughout this time, and indeed with France too, were frequent and close, despite the war. Most inventors were impelled by a mixture of patrotism and an overriding desire to get their fantasies off the drawing boards and into action, and thus often in extremis did business with whatever government, friend or foe, was prepared to put up cash.

The greatest military visionary of the age was the American Robert Fulton (1765–1815). He came from Little Britain (now renamed Fulton Township) in Pennsylvania, though ultimately his family was Irish, from Kilkenny. His father died when Fulton was tiny and he had a penurious childhood, redeemed by his amazing skill at drawing, combined with a strong mechanical aptitude—from the age of 13 he made his own pencils, paints and other art materials. In his teens he made his living as a painter of miniatures and may have worked under the then-leading portraitist in Philadelphia, Charles Willson Peale, who painted his portrait—it shows a brooding, tough-featured man, full of determination and rage.29 Then he had a spell in London, studying with other American artists who were trying their fortunes there, such as Benjamin West and Gilbert Stuart. It was a characteristic of this age in which the modern world was born that many artists (and indeed poets) were fascinated by scientific advances and, conversely, that many of the best engineers, doctors and scientists were exquisite draughtsmen. Fulton’s younger contemporary, Samuel Morse, who was to transform telegraphy, also began as a portrait painter. Fulton’s obsession with propulsion, whether chemical or atmospheric, began as early as his passion for art. At thirteen he made a powerful skyrocket. At the same time he was working for the gunsmiths at Lancaster, his local county town, forging and designing guns; the next year he did an elaborate working drawing of a paddlewheel.30 Throughout his life he produced superb blueprints of his projects, whether ships, canal schemes, or digging machines.

Fulton’s Irish background may account for his bitter Anglophobia. He rationalized it by arguing that the Royal Navy was the chief obstacle to the freedom of the seas, to him the high road to human advancement. His ideology took him to France in 1798, where he stayed with an American couple who called him Toot, and offered to build General Bonaparte a submarine for use against the British. This was not the first time Americans had thought of undersea warfare as the means to destroy the hated British naval supremacy. As far back as 1776 the state of Maine had given £60 to the inventor David Bushnell to design a submarine, but it did not work when tried against British vessels. The French were interested in Fulton. He made the Ministry of Marine a diving machine in which he went down to a depth of 25 feet with three mechanics. Then he concentrated on underwater mines and torpedoes to be launched from a submarine provided with fresh air in a compression tank, called the Nautilus, the plans for which, dated 1798, can still be seen in the Archives Nationales, Paris. Like all Fulton’s marine designs, it imitated the movements of a fish in water. The French offered him 400,000 francs if his machine succeeded in sinking a British frigate. The attempt took place in summer 1801 and was a failure, whereupon the French dropped Fulton, and his submarine was broken up.31

After the brief Peace of Amiens, the British, worried by Bonaparte’s invasion plans, persuaded Fulton to come to London. The British painter and diarist Joseph Farington recorded a long description of how the submarine was supposed to work in his diary entry of 29 May 1803. The vessel could submerge, resurface and submerge again, was capable of remaining underwater for eight hours and could go down to 40 fathoms. It destroyed its targets with a gunpowder-filled “small machine which appears extremely like the back of a porcupine, having small pipes or quills standing out in every direction, any one of which being touched occasions a firepiece something like the lock of a gun to go off & the powder blows up.” The submarine could proceed underwater at 3mph. Farington added: “This most dangerous and dreadful contrivance is said to be fully understood only by Fulton. He will shew the machine but there are certain mysteries about it which he has not yet communicated & says he will not but in America.”32 Fulton’s patriotic reservations, however, did not prevent him from drawing up an agreement, dated 20 July 1804—it is in his own handwriting and was kept by Castlereagh in his papers—in which he undertook to destroy by torpedo the French invasion fleet at Boulogne. The submarine was put on the back burner for the time being, but the torpedoes were made and tried out, under the code name Catamaran Expedition, on 2 October 1804. One of them worked, destroying a French pinnace and drowning its crew of 22. But the British Admiralty did not know this at the time, and the experiment was written off as a failure. There was another failure on 8 December. It was the politicians, not the Royal Navy, who were keen. As Admiral Sir John Jervis, Earl St. Vincent, said to Fulton: “Pitt was the greatest fool who ever existed, to encourage a mode of war which those who commanded the sea did not want and which, if successful, would deprive them of it.” Once the news of Trafalgar reached England and ended the invasion scare, interest in Fulton’s torpedo collapsed.33

Fulton returned to the United States and became involved in the first successful attempts to set up steamship services, which we will examine in due course. When the War of 1812 came, he reverted in the most determined fashion to his earlier plan to annihilate the Royal Navy by high technology. This time, having been able to buy some powerful steam engines made by the leading British firm of Boulton & Watt, he concentrated on enormous, steam-driven surface warships. The project, variously christened Demologos (1813) and Fulton the First (1814), was a twin-hulled catamaran with huge 16-foot paddles between the hulls. It was 156 feet long, 56 wide, and 20 deep and protected by a solid timber belt nearly five feet thick. With an engine powered by a cylinder four feet in diameter, giving an engine-stroke of five feet, it was, in fact, a large armored steam warship. The British were also working on a steam-powered naval vessel, HMS Congo, which they were building at Chatham, but it was a mere sloop. Fulton’s battleship carried thirty 32-lb guns firing red-hot shot and was also equipped to fire 100-lb projectiles below the waterline. With its 120 horsepower developing a speed of up to 5mph and independent of the wind, it theoretically outclassed any vessel in the British fleet. Stories of this terrifying monster, which was launched on the East River on 29 June 1814, reached Britain and grew in the telling. The Edinburgh Evening Courant doubled the ship’s size and credited her with 44 guns, including four giant 100-pounders. The newspaper added: “To annoy an enemy attempting to board it can discharge 100 gallons of boiling water a minute and, by mechanism, brandishing 300 cutlasses with the utmost regularity over her gunwales and works also an equal number of heavy iron pikes of great length, darting them from her sides with prodigious force.”34

The British, with far greater technical resources at their disposal, were just as active and equally capable of devising means to conduct what they would later call, in an anti-German context, “frightfulness.” They also had something approaching an overall plan for mastery of the world. In November 1810, a Scots military engineer, Captain Charles William Pasley (1780–1861), produced the first modern work of geopolitics, An Essay on the Military Policy and Institutions of the British Empire.

Pasley was a dauntingly intelligent Scot from Dumfriesshire, so clever that at eight he could translate the Greek Testament. At twelve he wrote a history of the “wars” between local gangs of boys, which he put into Latin in the style of Livy. An artilleryman in 1796, he transferred to the Engineers, which offered more opportunities for his ingenuity (he eventually became their colonel-commandant in 1853 and a full general in 1860). He saw active service in the Mediterranean, Italy, Spain, and the Low Countries, becoming a siege-and-explosives expert. He virtually invented the science of military engineering, so far as concerned the British, who had always been behind the French in this respect. But it was his Essay, his only political work, which attracted attention. He argued that Britain should drop its negative and defensive geopolitical posture of simply reacting to foreign threats. Instead it should devise a global strategy: “War we cannot avoid; and in war we cannot succeed merely by displaying the valour, unless we also assume the ardour and the ambition, of conquerors.”35 Pasley argued that Britain should annex Sicily and control the Mediterranean. She should consider a federal union with Sweden as a step to controlling the Baltic. The full resources of the Royal Navy and modern technology should be deployed to establish total control of the Atlantic. At the time he wrote, war with America looked increasingly possible: Pasley advocated conciliation (he was no warmonger, having seen too much of it) but if war came it should be vigorously prosecuted by raiding the American coasts.

As Pasley knew, not only ships but new devices, especially rockets, were available for such a project. In 1803 his colleague Colonel Henry Shrapnel (1761–1842) had invented the hollow case shot of shrapnel shell, an antipersonnel weapon used with devastating effect at Surinam the following year. It has proved one of the most successful, durable and devilish military devices of all time.36 More important at this stage, however, were the chemical rockets developed by the offspring of a family of military inventors, William Congreve (1772–1828). His father ran the Royal Artillery laboratory at Woolwich, where young Congreve worked on explosive and propulsive devices: whereas Fulton was “Toot,” he was “Squibb.”

After the failure of the Peace of Amiens he was awarded £100 a month for his experiments. His first rockets were used at Boulogne in 1805, without much success, but later did some damage on the French coast and at Copenhagen in 1807, where he fired them wearing his laboratory gear of white hat and coat.37 He created the Congreve Rocket in 1808. His essential invention was successfully to replace the paper and wood hitherto used by iron. This made the warhead far more damaging and permitted a stronger propellant, thus enormously increasing the range. He made five different types of missile, from a six-pounder to a 42-pounder, the last with a range of 3,000 yards, nearly two miles. He tried to construct rockets with warheads up to 400 pounds but could not find a sufficiently powerful propellant. This was something which the German chemical industry, already more inventive than Britain’s, though smaller, would eventually supply.

It was Congreve’s belief that rockets would eventually replace artillery, being much lighter and more mobile, and in this belief he has been largely justified. But he was a man before his time. The most successful battlefield weapon he produced was his 32-pounder, 3 feet, 6 inches long, with a 4-inch diameter, a 15-foot stick and a range of 2,750 yards. Congreves were used extensively in the Peninsula War, but field commanders complained they lacked firepower and accuracy. They could have a major psychological effect and were used with great success at the huge Battle of Leipzig in 1813. But their terror could rebound. Wellington disliked them because they frightened the horses. Since he had quite enough trouble already with his volatile cavalry, he tried to keep the Congreves off the field. At Waterloo he sought to break up the rocket unit, commanded by Major E. C. Whinyates R.A., and distribute its gunners among the conventional artillery. A staff officer told him: “But that, Your Grace, will break Major Whinyates’s heart.” “Damn his heart, Sir, let my orders be obeyed!”38

A further possible use of Congreves, however, was in the punitive bombardment of towns, especially those made largely of wood, which could be fired. Here was where the seaborne rocket capability fitted into Pasley’s strategy. For this and other reasons, his book captured the imagination of the English. It quickly went through four editions. George Canning, who reviewed it anonymously for the Quarterly Review, called it one of the most important political works he had ever come across.39

Jane Austen, always fascinated by anything which raised the importance of the Royal Navy, in which two of her beloved brothers (both later admirals) served, pronounced it “delightfully written and highly entertaining”; it became one of her favorite books.40 Most impressed of all, however, was the poet Robert Southey, who at one point in the 1790s had been, along with William Wordsworth, an ardent supporter of the French Revolution, but was now an equally fervid Tory and imperialist. Southey was about to become poet laureate when he read the book early in 1813. Pasley’s scheme to raid the American coast attracted him strongly. If British peace terms were not accepted, Southey wrote to Sir Walter Scott, Britain should send a strong fleet to threaten American coastal cities with a missile attack of Congreves. “I would run down the coast, and treat the great towns with an exhibition of rockets … [until] they choose to put a stop to the illuminations by submission—or till Philadelphia, Baltimore, New York etc, were laid in Ashes.”41

He expanded on the theme of British civilization imposed by military technology in a projected article for the Quarterly: “I am as ardent for making the world English as can be.” But the piece was toned down so as not to offend foreign governments, and he got no support from his crony Wordsworth. Wordsworth deplored the notion of missile attacks and rejected Pasley’s plan to use British industrial technology for conquest: “I wish to see,” he wrote to Pasley, “Spain, Italy, France and Germany formed into independent nations; nor have I any desire to reduce the power of France further than may be necessary for that end. … My prayer, as a patriot, is that we may always have, somewhere or other, enemies capable of resisting us and keeping us at arm’s length.”42 He persuaded Southey to see Pasley’s policy not in terms of conquest but of emancipation—Britain using her power and technology to promote independent, constitutional governments all over the world, a far more humane as well as practical idea, soon to be pursued with great success by such Prime Ministers as Canning and Palmerston.43

But in the meantime Britain was at war and some of the “pigtails,” as the brass hats were called in those days, were even more bloodthirsty than Southey. Admiral Lord Cochrane (1775–1860), who had inherited an impoverished Scots title and made a name for himself as one of the most dashing and resourceful frigate captains, put forward to the Prince Regent in March 1812 a comprehensive plan to bring the war to a rapid conclusion by devoting immense resources to high-technology firepower: France was to be reduced by saturation bombardment of rockets, including poison-gas warheads. The government appointed a secret committee to examine his proposals, which were shelved.44

A policy of “frightfulness” was nonetheless an option for the British in pursuing the war against America. But the only instrument with which it could in practice be pursued was the Royal Navy and, as Cochrane had good cause to know, the navy was an imperfect instrument. The ships were sound, for the most part, albeit the hard-worked frigates tended to be small and were undergunned by American standards. A much graver source of anxiety was the quality of the officers and the loyalty of the men. In theory the “Senior Service” was run on merit, but in reality everything which affected its commissioned officers was determined by influence—“interest” as it was called. This was a point Jane Austen illustrated again and again, especially in Mansfield Park (1814), where the antihero Henry Crawford, in an unavailing attempt to ingratiate himself with the heroine, Fanny Price, uses his powerful connections in the Admiralty to get her beloved midshipman brother William, who has no interest, “made lieutenant”—here, one feels, Miss Austen was writing from the heart. When in 1814 the diarist Farington was involved in a similar endeavor to get his nephew promoted from lieutenant to captain, assisted by his powerful friend the Earl of Lonsdale, the earl was crisply told by John Wilson Croker, M.P., throughout this period the political secretary to the Admiralty: “Except in extraordinary instances where officers may have acquired publick notice by some distinguished Service, Promotion is by Interest.”45

The difficulty was even greater than Croker admitted. An officer was far more likely to be promoted and given important commands if he had the right political connections and displayed acceptable views than if he did meritorious service. The army was Tory, the navy Whig—or, rather, the best sea officers tended to be Whigs, since they hated the way Tory ministers promoted their desk-bound colleagues. A case in point was James, Baron Gambier (1756–1833), son of a lieutenant governor of the Bahamas and nephew of an admiral. These connections in themselves might not have served him much, but he was attached to the Evangelical wing of the Tory party. William Wilberforce, M.P., and the best-selling Tory Evangelical novelist, Hannah More, were his dear friends. In 1793 Gambier held mass-catechisms on board his first major command, HMS Defence, a 74-gun battleship, which was known as a “praying ship,” as opposed to a “fighting ship,” in consequence. He distributed pious tracts throughout the fleet and was despised by his officers as a “blue light,” keener on saving the souls of his men than on fighting the French. Gambier served twice as a Lord of the Admiralty, was raised to the peerage and ended his career as Admiral of the Fleet. But he hated the sea, and during his 63 years of naval service (he joined at the age of 11), he spent only 5½ years in sea commands and the rest as part of the entrenched Admiralty establishment.46

By contrast, Cochrane, a radical, regarded by the government and Admiralty alike as a troublemaker, was a first-class fighting commander who found it difficult to get any employment. His command of the famous frigate HMS Imperieuse was probably, in terms of enemy ships sunk or taken and damage done to enemy land forces, the most successful commission in the history of the Royal Navy. But, as he later put it in his Autobiography, “For these operations I never received the slightest acknowledgement from the Admiralty.” Captain Frederick Marryat, later the famous nautical novelist, was, as a midshipman, an angry observer at the Battle of the Aix Roads, 11–14 April 1809, when the navy was instructed to take out the powerful French Rochfort squadron, sheltering in the roads. Gambier, during one of his brief spells at sea, was the fleet commander. Cochrane commanded the attack squadron. Along with Admiral Pelham, another famous frigate commander, Cochrane had an outstanding capacity for devising ingenious ways of killing the enemy—the two men were conflated in C. S. Forrester’s fictional hero, Horatio Hornblower—and on this occasion he conceived and carried through a daring plan of entry involving fireships. He burned three French ships of the line, rendered three more unfit for further service, and disposed of two frigates as well. The rest of the French squadron were all aground the morning after the attack.

All that was needed, to reproduce another victory on the scale of Trafalgar, was for Gambier to take his battleships into the roads and blow the beached Frenchmen to bits or force them to lower their colors. But Gambier funked what he regarded as a hazardous venture and flatly declined to go in. A much-relieved Bonaparte pronounced: “If Cochrane had been supported, he would have taken every one of our ships.”47 There was much bitterness among the seagoing officers of the fleet. Admiral Sir Elias Harvey, who had commanded the famous “Fighting Temeraire” at Trafalgar and had hoped to be in charge of the operation, told Gambier to his face: “I never saw a man so unfit for the command of a fleet as Your Lordship,” adding that he himself had been disparaged “because I am no canting methodist, no hypocrite, no psalm-singer and do not cheat old women out of their estates by hypocrisy and canting.”48 For this outburst Harvey was court-martialed and dismissed the service.49

Cochrane was a witness to this scene and after Gambier refused to support him inside the roads, the furious Scot openly accused his fleet commander of cowardice in the face of the enemy and forced him to demand a court-martial to clear his name. That turned into a political farce, as Cochrane should have had the sense to know it would. An old friend of Gambier was appointed to chair the court-martial, and he was duly acquitted. Hannah More wrote in triumph to Lord Barham, First Lord of the Admiralty: “terrible as Buonaparte is in every point of view, I do not fear him so much as those domestic mischiefs—Burdett, Cochrane and Cobbett. I hope however that the mortification Cochrane etc have lately experienced in their base and impotent endeavours to pull down reputations which they found unassailable will keep them down a little.” The upshot was that Cochrane, the most effective ship commander of his day, was not given any further command by the Admiralty for forty years and had to seek his livelihood abroad, first in Chile, then in Greece.

Against this background, it is hardly surprising that American naval commanders, appointed and promoted entirely on their records, achieved some notable successes in command both of regular warships and of privateers. In 1814, in particular, privateers did immense damage to British shipping in the western approaches to the British Isles. A petition of the Liverpool merchants to the Admiralty described privateering as “a new method of warfare.” In an address to the Crown, the Glasgow merchants claimed: “In the short space of two years, above 800 vessels have been taken by that power whose maritime strength we have hitherto held in contempt.”50 It is true that American losses were also severe: Captain Marryat, on the frigate HMS Spartan, for instance, sank or took scores of coastal vessels.51 But what shook British official confidence even more than the loss of mercantile craft was the failure of regular warships to stand up to American units in single combat. The new American “big” frigates, mounting 52 guns, were better designed than were their British equivalents, as well as much larger; their guns were placed high over the waterline, a distinct advantage. They had twice as many officers as Royal Naval ships of similar tonnage, and most of them were better trained.52 Captain Codrington, on station off the American coast, wrote to his wife on 10 July 1814, just after the USS Peacock captured HMS Epervier: “The system of favouritism and borough influence [in Parliament] prevails so much that many people are promoted and kept in commands that should be dismissed the service. And while such is the case, the few Americans, chosen for their merit, may be expected to follow up their successes, except where they meet with our best officers on equal terms.”53

In the same letter Codrington put his finger on a further point of weakness. He pointed to the so-called crack ships, notable for their fresh paint, gleaming brasswork and dazzling decks, rather than their war records, and often commanded by well-born noodles with plenty of interest, as being responsible for the high and growing rate of desertions. Overdiscipline, he said, meant the sailors, “from being tyrannically treated, would rejoice in being captured by the Americans, from whom they would receive every encouragement.” This, in fact, was happening increasingly. British sailors knew that if they contrived to desert or surrender, they would be welcome on U.S. naval vessels, where they could expect higher pay, better and shorter terms of service, finer food (though no daily allowance of rum) and more civilized treatment.

Even the good British captains were terrified of losing their skilled seamen. Farington noted in his diary that Captain Brooke of the Shannon frigate, who took the USS Chesapeake frigate off Boston, was so anxious to keep his crew that he burned prizes, “not regarding their value.”54 Captain Marryat, put in command of one of the new “big” frigates built by the Admiralty in response to the American 52-gun ships, found great difficulty in keeping her manned. HMS Newcastle was 1,556 tons, as big as a modern destroyer, mounting 58 guns and requiring a complement of 480. It was really a small ship-of-the-line (battleship). But it was hopelessly undercrewed, mainly by old men and boys; most of the trained seamen in the right age group had long ago deserted to Yankee ships, he complained. In Bantry Bay, before the ship left for the American station, some of the “waisters,” as the worst elements in the crew, billeted admidships, were called, desperate to get ashore before the Atlantic crossing, rushed the gangway, knocked down the Marine sentry, stole a boat and, though fired upon, got safely ashore and escaped. In the year from February 1814 to February 1815, Marryat noted, over 100 out of a scratch crew of 350 deserted. Had the Newcastle been involved with an enemy of equal size, Marryat lamented, it would have been a disaster.55 American naval successes were thus due to daring Yankee officers commanding largely British crews. All the same, as Canning put it in the House of Commons, “It cannot be too deeply felt that the sacred spell of the invincibility of the British Navy has been broken by these unfortunate victories.”56

It would be wrong, however, to suggest that the United States was actually winning the naval war. The U.S. Navy was not strong enough to fight a fleet action. The British retained effective command of the sea. When news of Bonaparte’s abdication and the end of the European war reached New York early in June 1814, there was rejoicing in New England, marked by public dinners and thanksgiving services. But the return of the Bourbons to the French throne left America alone to face British wrath. Not that the British, as a people, were much interested in the war with America. They were obsessed by Bonaparte, and the skirmishing on the borders of Canada struck no chord. Neither wartime regulations nor the naval war prevented British citizens from visiting the United States. Francis Jeffrey, the famous editor of the Edinburgh Review, decided to go to New York to get married and spent more than three months in the United States (7 October 1813 to 22 January 1814), traveling to Washington and calling on President Madison. When the president asked him what the British thought of the war, Jeffrey was silent; pressed to reply, he finally said: “Half the people of England do not know there is a war with America, and those who did have forgotten it.”57 But the British cabinet and the military and naval authorities were keen to alter the strategic balance across the Atlantic now that peace with France had released large forces. The Royal Navy had 99 battleships and many hundreds of smaller warships, manned by 140,000 men. It was now possible to impose a close blockade of the U.S. Atlantic coast, and this was done, even off New England, to increase the pressure of the Federalist states on Washington to make peace. A naval striking force was also put together, and units of Peninsula veterans were shipped straight from France to the vast military depots Britain had built in Bermuda and Jamaica.

The object of these measures was to strengthen Britain’s hand in the peace talks, which were now clearly coming. But they had a collateral purpose—punishment. There had been American atrocities in Canada almost from the start. They seem to have increased after President Madison appointed General John Armstrong (1758–1843) his secretary of war, with wide powers to direct the field armies. He had been aide-de-camp to Horatio Gates in the War of Independence and later a senator and diplomat; he had political ambitions and felt that a policy of ruthlessness might promote them. Monroe, then Secretary of State, hated him and saw him as a potential Bonaparte.58 Armstrong sent an order to General William Harrison, the future president, to convert the British settlements on the Thames “into a desert,” by conciliating the Indians and then turning them loose on the settlers. He also gave General McLure discretion to burn Newark. Madison commanded the Thames order to be revoked, and the burning of Newark was disavowed. One American colonel was court-martialed for a township burning. Terror was never official White House policy. Nonetheless, settlers had been murdered and their homes ruined. Sir George Prevost, the British commander in Canada, announced that it was his “imperious duty to retaliate on America the miseries” inflicted on Newark, and he proceeded to burn Buffalo, Lewiston and Manchester. Admiral Sir Alexander Cochrane, the naval force commander (he was the more conventional uncle of Lord Cochrane), wrote to Monroe, as secretary of state, informing him that in retaliation for the outrages in Upper Canada, his duty was “to destroy and lay waste such towns and districts upon the coast as may be found available”; he would refrain, he added, if the United States government made reparations to the Canadians.

In view of such warnings and the obvious threat from the amphibious British force, it is curious that the actual landing on the Chesapeake in August 1814 and the thrust to Washington took the U.S. authorities by surprise. The assault ships were commanded by Rear Admiral Sir George Cockburn, who succeeded in landing 5,000 troops under General Robert Ross and withdrawing them, largely unscathed, over a month later. In the capital, the cabinet and the army became inextricably confused, with politicians and generals rushing about, not quite knowing what they were doing. Madison himself, Monroe, Armstrong, the Secretary of the Navy William Jones and the Attorney General Richard Rush all made off to a hastily improvised defensive camp, “a scene of disorder and confusion which beggars description.”59 An eyewitness saw the president’s wife, Dolley, “in her carriage flying full speed through Georgetown, accompanied by an officer carrying a drawn sword.”60 In fact, Mrs. Madison seems to have behaved with more sense than anyone else. She saved Gilbert Stuart’s fine portrait of Washington, which hung on the dining-room wall of the President’s house, “by breaking the frame, which was screwed to the wall, and having the canvas taken away.”61

The British entered Washington, which was now undefended, on Wednesday 24 August. They fired a volley through the windows of the Capitol, went inside, and set it on fire. Next they went to the president’s house, contemptuously known to Federalists as “the Palace”—it was unfinished and had no front porch or lawn—gathered all the furniture in the parlor and fired it with a live coal from a nearby tavern. They also torched the Treasury Building and the Navy Yard, which burned briskly until the fire was put out by a thunderstorm at midnight. Cockburn had a special dislike for the National Intelligencer, which had published scurrilous material about him, and he set fire to its offices, telling the troops: “Be sure that all the presses are destroyed so that the rascals cannot any longer abuse my name.”

Ross pulled out his troops at 9 P.M. the following day, Thursday, by which time a cyclone and torrential rain had further confused the scattered American soldiers and cabinet ministers and compounded the miseries of thousands of refugees. The unpopularity of Madison, held responsible for a disastrous war, had been growing, and the sack of Washington was the last straw. There was a good deal of cowardice as well as incompetence. Codrington, reporting events to his wife Jane, wrote: “the enemy flew in all directions [and] scampered away as fast as possible.” Madison, he added, “must be rather annoyed at finding himself obliged to fly with his whole force from the seat of government before 1200 English, the entire force actually engaged.” Codrington claimed that the Americans had 8,000 troops defending the approaches to Washington, but “they ran away too fast for our hard-fagged people to make prisoners.”62 Madison himself was a fugitive. Dolley had to disguise herself: one tavern, crowded with homeless people, refused her admittance as they blamed her husband for everything. When she took refuge at Rokeby, the country house of Richard Love, the black cook refused to make coffee for her, saying “I done heerd Mr Madison and Mr Armstrong done sold the country to the British.”63 The middle states, like the South and West, had been strongly for war. Yet they made remarkably little effort to resist invasion. As one American historian put it: “In Maryland, Virginia and Pennsylvania there were then living not far from 1.5 million of whites. Yet this great population remained in its towns and cities and suffered 5,000 Englishmen to spend five weeks in its midst without once attempting to drive the invaders from its soil.”64

The British, hardened and corrupted by 20 years of war fought all over the globe, were ruthless. Codrington related to his wife an incident that occurred on 31 August and concerned a grenadier of the Twenty-first Foot. “The poor fellow, fagged by a hard march, was stooping to fill his canteen at a well some distance from his comrades, when two Yankees leapt upon him, secured his musket, pinioned him and so forth. After going some little distance, he begged to have his arms untied that he might eat a mouthful of biscuit. This was granted, and as they were going on apparently in a very peaceable way, one of the two stepped forward to see if all was safe on the main road, while the other kept charge of the prisoner. They had not sat down five minutes when the sentry fell fast asleep. The soldier, watching his chance, got his knife out as quietly as possible and, contriving to cut the cord which secured his hands, he then seized his own musket from his enemy and knocked his brains out. But as he was desirous of making a complete job of it, he waited patiently for the return of the other, after examining his piece to see it was in good order for service, and the moment he came in sight shot him dead.” What Jane Codrington thought of this incident is not recorded. Her husband was in no doubt: “You may think this, however soldier-like, a sort of legal butchery. But it is an act of well-performed duty nonetheless, and were it not so estimated, England would not be where it is.”65 Other naval officers disagreed. As the fleet ranged up and down the coast, bombarding Baltimore and sending parties ashore to fire smaller ports and towns, Captain Frederick Champier, another future naval novelist then serving on HMS Menelaus under Admiral Sir Peter Parker, wrote: “Let us hope that this disgracefully savage mode of warfare will never again be countenanced by civilised nations. It will be a blot on our escutcheon so long as the arms of England exist.”66

At the time, however, these atrocities plainly increased America’s war weariness. They also detonated a long-smoldering financial crisis. Even before the sack of Washington, the banks in Philadelphia and Baltimore had gone bankrupt. Immediately after it, the New York banks followed. The U.S. Treasury was in a mess, its longtime secretary, Albert Gallatin (1761–1849), having been dispatched to Europe in readiness for peace talks. Armstrong had been forced to resign when militia units simply refused to obey his orders, and Monroe had taken over the War Department in addition to the State Department—for an entire month, he later said, “I never went to bed.” Federalist New England, its own banks sound, watched the disarray of the ruling Republicans and the ruin of the pro-war states with complacency. The Federalists held a convention at Hartford, Connecticut, in December 1814 to devise measures to bring the confused government and its war policy under stricter control, with the particular purpose of quashing a conscription bill, then before Congress, and limiting wartime interference with trade. Contrary to what many feared, there was no serious discussion of secession, but there was no predicting what would happen if the ruinous war continued.

Not all New Englanders endorsed its detachment. The strongly nationalistic diplomat John Quincy Adams (1767–1848), though a Bostonian himself, denounced the prevailing opinion in New England as substituting “faction for patriotism, a whining hypocrisy for political morals, dismemberment for union and prostitution to the enemy for state sovereignty.”67 The acid tone was characteristic—we shall be hearing a good deal more of it—but Adams’s anger illustrated the deep divisions in what was still, after all, a new country.

But if the strain of the conflict was demoralizing the central states, a different situation was emerging on the third front, the South, almost entirely because of Andrew Jackson, the tall, thin angry man with the red hair and blazing blue eyes. Most people in the West and South wanted the war because they believed it would enable them to solve the “Indian problem.” The new country had always been ambivalent about the Indians. An ordinance passed by the Continental Congress on 7 August 1786, which regulated Indian affairs, cut Indian country into two, at the Ohio River. North of the Ohio River and west of the Hudson River was the Northern District; the South was south of the Ohio and east of the Mississippi. Each district was under a superintendent, who felt some responsibility to his charges. To a limited extent the federal government had inherited the notions of the British colonial administration, to whom Indians were royal “subjects” with real as opposed to notional rights. But the United States was a settlers’ country and Washington had to heed their views. In the South and the frontier states, the view was clear: the Indians must assimilate or move west.

It was a constitutionalist, rather than a racist, viewpoint. The United States was organized into states, counties, townships and parishes. The Indians were organized tribally. So organized, they lived by the pursuit of game. But the game was all gone or going. Tribal agriculture made inefficient use of the land. Tribal habits made Indians a constant security risk. They therefore had to detribalize themselves and fit into the American system. If they chose to do so, they could be provided with agricultural land (640 acres a family was a figure bandied about) and U.S. citizenship. This was, in fact, the option countless Indians chose. Many settled, took European-type names and, as it were, vanished into the growing mass of ordinary Americans. In any case there was no clear dividing line between redskins and whites. There were scores of thousands of half-breeds, some of whom identified with the whites and others who stuck to their tribes. But the bulk of the purebred Indians seem to have preferred tribal life, when they could choose. Very well, said the settlers, in that case you must move beyond the Mississippi, where there is still game and tribal life is possible.68

The War of 1812 made the settlers’ viewpoint irresistible and gave them the physical opportunity to enforce it. The British did not hesitate to play the Indian card. Nor did the Spanish. Though not technically at war, the Spanish rightly feared American encroachment. As it happens, the Americans also used Indians when convenient, or indeed any other unintegrated group. Much of the Far South, especially near the coasts, was a lawless area, where no country’s writ ran effectively. Groups of men—Indians, half-breeds, escaped slaves, mulattos—banded together, sometimes in sizable townships. Both sides in the war bid for their support when necessary. But the British pursued a systematic policy of organizing minorities against the United States. They liberated black slaves whenever they could and they armed the Indians. In the region of the Apalachicola River, then the boundary between west and east Florida, Major Edward Nicholls, with four officers and 108 Royal Marines, armed and to some extent trained over 4,000 Creeks and Seminoles, distributing 3,000 muskets, 1,000 carbines, 1,000 pistols, 500 rifles, and a million rounds of ammunition.69 It had long been British policy to organize Indian resistance to American encroachment in the north.70

The Indians themselves were divided on whether to take advantage of the war—and the possibility of British arms supplies—to strike at American settlements. The most prominent of the war party, the Shawnee chief Tecumseh (1768–1813), had contrived, by his remarkable oratory and the predictions of his brother, “The Prophet,” to organize a league of Indian tribes. He is reported to have told a gathering of Creeks, in October 1811: “Let the white race perish! They seize your land. They corrupt your women. They trample on the bones of your dead! Back whence they came, upon a trail of blood, they must be driven! Back—aye, back to the great water whose accursed waves brought them to our shores! Burn their dwellings—destroy their stock—slay their wives and children, that the very breed may perish! War now! War always! War on the living! War on the dead!”71

By the time war broke out, the militant Creek Indians, who carried bright red clubs, were known as the Red Sticks. Late in 1812 some of them went as far as Canada to massacre the demoralized American invaders. On their way back to the South, they murdered more Americans near the mouth of the Ohio, and this action, in turn, led to civil war among the Indians, for the Chickasaw, fearing reprisals, demanded that the Creeks punish the murderers. In the wild frontier territory north of the Spanish colonial capital of Pensacola, the American settlers, plus Indian “friendlies,” attempted a massacre of the Red Sticks, led by half-breed Peter McQueen, who had his own prophets in the shape of High-Head Jim and Josiah Francis. The attempt failed, and the whites retreated into the stockade of another half-breed, Samuel Mims, who was pro-white, fifty miles north of Mobile on the Gulf. Rather grandly called Fort Mims, it was an acre surrounded by a log fence with slits for muskets and two gates. Inside were 150 militiamen—300 whites, half-breeds, and friendlies—and another 300 black slaves. Yet another half-breed, Dixon Bailey, was appointed commander. A slave who warned Bailey that the Red Sticks were coming was branded a liar and flogged, and on 30 August 1813 the gates were actually open when 1,000 Creeks attacked. Bailey was killed trying to shut the gates and all except 15 whites massacred. “The children were seized by the legs and killed by battering their heads against the stockading, the women were scalped and those who were pregnant were opened, while they were alive, and the embryo infants let out of the womb.”72 In all, the Creeks murdered 553 men, women and children and took away 250 scalps on poles.

At this point Jackson, as major general of militia in Tennessee, was ordered to take his men south to avenge the disaster. It was the opportunity for which he had been waiting. Like Henry Clay of Kentucky (1777–1852), Speaker of the House and leader of what were known as the War Hawks, and John Caldwell Calhoun of South Carolina (1782–1850), Jackson wanted every unassimilated Indian driven west of the Mississippi, and he wanted the states and the federal government to build roads as quickly as possible to bring in the settlers to secure the new frontier—just as his forebears had done in Ulster after the Battle of the Boyne. His arm was still in a sling from his latest duel, but he hurried his militiamen south, building roads as he went. With him was his partner in land speculation, General John Coffee, who commanded the cavalry, and a motley bunch of adventurers, which included David Crockett (1786–1836), also from Tennessee and a noted sharpshooter, and Samuel Houston (1793–1863), a Virginia-born frontiersman, then only nineteen.

The men who were to expand the United States in Texas and beyond were mostly blooded in this Creek War. And bloody it was. Two months after the massacre, on 3 November, Jackson’s men surrounded the “hostile” village of Tallushatchee, and Jackson sent in Coffee with 1,000 men to destroy it. Coffee, Jackson reported to his wife Rachel, “executed this order in elegant stile [sic].” Crockett put it more truthfully: “We shot them like dogs.”73 Coffee killed every male in the village, 186 in all. Women were killed, too, though 84 women and children were taken prisoner. “We found as many as eight or ten dead bodies in a single cabin,” wrote an eyewitness. Some of the cabins had taken fire, and half-consumed human bodies were seen among the smoking ruins. In other instances, dogs had torn and feasted on the bodies of their masters.”74 A 10-month-old Indian child was found clutched in his dead mother’s arms. Jackson, always conscious of his own orphan status, and himself childless, promptly adopted the boy, named him Lyncoya, and had him conveyed to his house, the Hermitage. He wrote to Rachel that the child should be “well taken care of, he may have been given to me for some valuable purpose—in fact when I reflect that he, as to his relations, is so much like myself I feel an unusual sympathy for him.”75

The week after the massacre, on 9 November, Jackson won what amounted to a pitched battle at Talladega, attacking a force of 1,000 Red Sticks who were besieging a “friendly” village, and killing 300 of them. At that point, under a different commander, the offensive would have petered out. The militia troops were obliged to provide only 90 days’ service, rather like a medieval feudal army. The Volunteers undertook to serve for a year, but their term was running out. They had all had enough and wanted to go home. They said they would either march home, under Jackson, or mutiny and march home without him. This was the spirit that had ruined the Canadian campaign, and it threatened to ruin the multipronged campaign against the Creeks. An expedition by the Alabama Volunteers under General Ferdinand Claiborne had ended in disarray. The Georgia Militia, under General John Floyd, had lost 200 men in an attack on their badly posted camp and he had been forced by the malcontents to pull his troops out of the war.

Jackson was not going to allow his angry will to be bent by a military rabble. At various times he used the Volunteers to frighten the militiamen and his few regulars to frighten both. On 17 November he and Coffee and a few troops lined the road to stop mutinous militiamen from marching home. He said he would personally shoot any man who crossed the line. Back in camp he faced an entire brigade, his left arm still in a sling, his right clutching a musket which rested on the neck of his horse. It is likely the musket was not capable of being fired, but Jackson held the mob with his fierce glare until regulars with arms ready formed up behind him.76 When the Volunteers, their term expired, decided to move off on 10 December, Jackson trained two small pieces of field artillery on them, loaded with grape, and when they failed to respond to his orders, he commanded the gunners, who were loyal militiamen, to light their matches. At that, the mutineers gave way. The men hated Jackson, but they feared him more. He wrote to Rachel that the Volunteers had become “mere whining, complaining Seditioners and mutineers, to keep whom from open acts of mutiny I have been compelled to point my cannon against, with a lighted match to destroy them. This was a grating moment of my life. I felt the pangs of an effectionate [sic] parent, compelled from duty to chastise the child.”77 It is unlikely that Jackson felt any such emotion; he always rationalized his acts in the language of a pre-Victorian melodrama. When a young militaman called John Woods, a mere boy of 18, refused an officer’s order—while he was eating his breakfast—to return to his post, and grabbed a gun when arrested, Jackson had no hesitation in court-martialing him for mutiny and having him shot by firing squad, with the entire army watching. He stopped whiskey getting into camp. He made the men get up at 3:30 A.M., and his own staff half an hour before, to frustrate Indian dawn raids. Senior officers who objected to this kind of thing were sent home under arrest. The shooting of Woods had its effect. According to Jackson’s aide-de-camp and later biographer, John Reid, “The opinion, so long indulged, that a Militiaman was for no offence to suffer death was from that moment abandoned and a strict obedience afterwards characterised the army.”78

Under this iron rule, the army, paradoxically, attracted volunteers, and soon Jackson had a force of 5,000. He believed, like Wellington, in outnumbering the enemy, if possible, and he was thus able to attack the Creeks’ main fortress, at Horseshoe Bend, which was defended by 1,000 men, with a column two or three times as large. But the place was very strong: a 100-acre wooded peninsula almost surrounded by water, with a 350-yard breastwork five to eight feet high with a double row of firing holes across its neck. It was, Jackson wrote, “well formed by Nature for defence & rendered more secure by Art.” Indeed Jackson, who never underestimated the Indians, was impressed by their ingenuity—“the skill which they manifested in their best work was astonishing.”79 Jackson used various diversions, such as fireboats, and then stormed the rampart, proving in the act that scaling-ladders were not necessary. Ensign Sam Houston was the first man to get safely across the breastwork and into the compound. Both from the defense works themselves and from the experience of overwhelming them, Jackson learned much that was to be invaluable in the defense of New Orleans. What followed the breach of the wall was horrifying. The Indians would not surrender and were slain. The Americans kept a body count by cutting off the tips of the noses of the dead braves, giving a total of 557 dead in the fort and an estimated 300 drowned in the river. The dead included three leading “prophets” in full warpaint and feathers. The men cut strips of skin from the bodies to make harness for their horses. Jackson himself lost 47 whites and 23 friendlies.80

Thereafter it was a question of applying terror, by burning villages, confiscating food supplies and destroying crops. Jackson also built forts and roads. On 18 April 1814, Red Eagle, the nearest the Creeks had to a paramount chief, surrendered with other leaders. He is represented as saying to Jackson: “I am in your power. Do with me as you please. I am a soldier. I have done the white people all the harm I could. I have fought them and fought them bravely, and if I had an army I would still fight and contend to the last. But I have none. My people are all gone. I can now do no more than weep over the misfortunes of my nation.”81 Jackson spared Red Eagle because he was useful in persuading others to surrender and avoid a guerrilla war. Red Eagle was given a large farm in Alabama, where, like other successful Indian planters, he owned a multitude of black slaves; from time to time he visited Jackson at the Hermitage.82

But Jackson showed no mercy to the Indians as a whole, whether hostile or friendly. On 9 August 1814, at the fort called after him, he imposed on 35 frightened chiefs, most of whom had never lifted a finger against the Americans—hostile chiefs had fled to Spanish territory—a Carthaginian peace. Jackson was an impressive and at times terrifying orator, who left the huddled chiefs in no doubt what would be their fate if they failed to sign the document he thrust at them. They had, as it happened, documents of their own—letters of indemnity signed by the official U.S. superintendent for the southern region, Colonel Benjamin Hawkins, and by General Pinckney, Jackson’s predecessor, which had been given to them in return for their support or neutrality. Jackson simply stated that the letters were invalid as they had not been authorized by Washington. Instead, his treaty of surrender imposed on the Creeks the surrender of 23 million acres, which was half their lands—three-fifths of the present state of Alabama and a fifth of modern Georgia. Jackson wrote gleefully to one of his business associates, John Overton: “I finished the convention with the Creeks … [which] cedes to the United States 20 million acres of the cream of the Creek Country, opening a communication from Georgia to Mobile.”83

Jackson knew from long personal experience—he had been involved in land deals since 1795, and Rachel’s father, John Donelson, a state surveyor, had got 20,000 acres of former Indian land near Chattanooga—the significance of this deal. In effect, it broke the Creeks as a self-conscious nation and made the surrender of the rest of their lands only a matter of time. The Treaty of Fort Jackson in fact was the tragic turning point in the destruction of the American Indians east of the Mississippi, the first of five similar seizures which over the next decade were totally to transform the South and Southwest. We will look at them later. For the present, we have to see Jackson as a man moving fast, who knew exactly what he was doing. He wrote urgently to Washington, begging the authorities and Congress to act quickly to settle and secure the frontier belt with fortified farms. He wanted a law to give “each able-bodied man who will settle upon this land a section at $2 an acre, payable in two years with interest—this measure would insure [sic] the security of this frontier and make citizens of the soldiers who effected its conquest.”84 This was an old Roman colonizing procedure, and in Tsarist Russia, military colonies were being set up in territories annexed from tribes at exactly the time Jackson wrote.

Settlement, however, was the long-term strategy. For the immediate future Jackson intended, whether he was authorized by Washington or not, to exploit the military advantage his victory over the Creeks gave him by destroying Spanish power. He was alarmed by the news of the British landings in the Washington area and rightly feared they would follow up their success by a move in the South. Before the end of August he had occupied Mobile, near the Florida border, and garrisoned Fort Bower on the key to the south of it. When British amphibious forces moved into the area in mid-September they found the fort strongly held and failed to take it. On 7 November, after careful preparations, Jackson occupied the main Spanish base of Pensacola. Spain and America were not at war, and Jackson had no authority for this act of aggression. He gave his reasons in a letter to Monroe, now doubling up as War Secretary, citing “The Hostility of the governor of Pensacola in permitting the place to assume the character of a British territory by resigning the command of a Fortress to them.”85 Washington, still recovering from the British incursion, was too shell-shocked to do anything about such insubordination, and by the time it recovered its poise, the Battle of New Orleans had been won and Jackson was a conquering hero, the only one the country had.

Jackson’s moves frustrated the plan of the British fleet commander, Cochrane, to take Mobile and move inland to cut off New Orleans, freeing blacks and raising Indians as he went. Instead Cochrane decided on a direct assault on the city. Jackson moved there on 1 December, finding it virtually undefended. But by the time “Ned” Pakenham arrived to command the British assault force, Jackson’s force and ruthlessness—he was already known to his men as “Old Hickory,” and the Indians called him “Sharp Knife” and “Pointed Arrow”—had effected huge changes. He formed the local pirates, who hated Royal Navy ships, on which they were periodically hanged, into a defensive unit, operating out of Cat Island. He formed hundreds of free blacks into a battalion, with white officers but their own noncommissioned officers: all were paid a bounty of $124 and 160 acres of land taken from the Indians. This unheard-of treatment of blacks brought an outraged protest from the Paymaster, who was told crisply: “Be pleased to keep to yourself your opinions on the policy of making payments of the troops with the necessary muster-rolls without inquiring whether the troops are white, black or tea.”86 Jackson brought as many troops into the defensive area as possible, though it was nothing like the 20,000 British intelligence reported, and began feverishly constructing his forward line. His tactics were not perfect. He failed to secure the left bank of the Mississippi, and this failure might have proved fatal had Pakenham been more patient. But his main defense, based upon his hard-won experience at Horseshoe Bend, was faultless. At a stroke, the man who had humiliated the conquerors of Washington became the most famous man in America.

By one of history’s ironies, peace had already been concluded. This peace, the Treaty of Ghent, proved to be one of the most durable and decisive in world history and is worth examining in some detail. It was not without its lighter moments. While the British were still determined to pursue their war aims vigorously as long as the conflict continued, once France had surrendered in April 1814, they became increasingly anxious to settle the dispute with America, regarded as a mere hangover of a world war now at an end. The British press was making bellicose noises in late spring and summer 1814, but the grim fact was that 70 percent of Britain’s entire government revenue was now devoted to servicing the debt contracted during the long struggle against Bonaparte, in which the British had not only paid for their own war effort but subsidized that of all their allies.87

Castlereagh first offered to treat at Gothenburg, but by the time Madison had accepted, the rendezvous was shifted to Ghent.88 The first to arrive on 24 June 1814 was the American Peace Commissioner, John Quincy Adams, who came from Saint Petersburg, where he was U.S. minister, accompanied by his black valet Nelson (a favorite name among blacks, then as today, for the British admiral was celebrated for freeing slaves). Appointed to assist him was the Treasury Secretary, Albert Gallatin, representing the administration and Republican point of view, and the Federalist senator from Delaware, James Ashton Bayard. At the last minute Madison decided to add the aggressive westerner Henry Clay and the U.S. minister to Sweden, Jonathan Russell, to the American delegation. It would be difficult to conceive of a more ill-assorted team. Gallatin and Bayard, by definition, represented violently opposed interests. Clay was a thruster, whom Adams, a Harvard man and Boston Brahmin, regarded as very much less than a gentleman. Russell was a quibbling nonentity. Adams felt he was the senior participant by virtue of his position and experience: The son of the second president, he had spent a great deal of his life in embassies and was fluent not only in languages but in international law. He was also highly argumentative, thin-skinned, quick to take offense, and a superb hater. He was a great compiler of enemies’ lists, and toward the end of his life drew up a paranoid table of thirteen men, including Jackson, Clay, John C. Calhoun, William Crawford and Daniel Webster, who had “conspired together [and] used up their faculties in base and dirty tricks to thwart my progress in life.”89

Adams held his fellow commissioners in low esteem. Bayard he already hated and he came to dislike Clay intensely, though political fortune was later to bring them into close and uneasy contact, as President and Secretary of State. He found the hours of his colleagues, who lodged at the same hotel, inconvenient. He himself got up at 5 A.M., in the dark, and worked busily by candlelight for hours, covering endless sheets with his critical scribbles. He dined at one, the rest at four, and then, he recorded in his diary, “They sit after dinner and drink bad wine and smoke cigars which neither suits my habits nor my health and absorbs time which I cannot spare.” They also gambled, which he deplored. On 8 September he recorded: “Just before rising [at 5 A.M.], I heard Mr Clay’s company retiring from his chamber. I had left him with Mr Russell, Mr Bentzon and Mr Todd at cards. They parted as I was about to rise.” The same thing happened a fortnight later.90 Clay not only liked to gamble but to gamble high; he got, Adams reported sourly, “wearing and impatient” if Russell and Gallatin wanted to play for low stakes. It also came to his shocked ears that Clay had made a pass at a chambermaid. Clay, Adams said, was particularly hostile to New England: he “rails at commerce and the people of Massachusetts, and tells what wonders the people of Kentucky would do if they should be attacked.”91

There were, indeed, furious arguments within the American delegation reflecting the interests of different states. New England wanted concessions from the British over Maine and Newfoundland fishing rights, in return for giving Britain access to the Mississippi. Gallatin urged that “if we should abandon any part of the territory it would give a handle to the part there now pushing for a separation from the Union and a New England confederacy, to say that the interests of the North-East were sacrificed, and to pretend that by a separate confederacy they could obtain what is refused to us.” This statement brought an outburst from Clay: “It was too much the practice of our government to sacrifice the interests of its best friends for those of its bitterest enemies—that there might be a party for separation at some future date on the Western states, too.” At which point Adams accused him sharply of “speaking under the impulse of passion.”92 At one stage the bellicose Clay “was for a war three years longer. He had no doubt but three years more of war would make us a warlike people. … He was for playing brag with the British plenipotentiaries … the art of it was to beat your adversary by holding your hand, with a solemn and confident phiz, and outbragging him.”93

At other times, however, Adams found Clay, along with the rest, insufficiently firm. There was much exchanging of notes between the delegations and, while “the tone of all the British notes is arrogant, overbearing and offensive, the tone of ours is neither so bold nor so spirited as I think it should be.” Adams had accused his colleagues of pusillanimity from the start by being prepared to accept the British proposal that the talks should take place at the British lodgings in the Hotel Lion d’Or. This proposal was, he told Gallatin and Clay, “an offensive pretension to superiority. I referred my colleagues to Martens, Book vii, Chapter 55, Section 3, of his Summary [of diplomatic usage], where the course now taken by the British commissioners appears to be precisely that stated there to be the usage from ambassadors to Ministers of an inferior order.” The others found Adams’s pedantry and his habit of reading aloud to them from his copious notes and authorities tiresome. They also objected to his propensity to indulge in moralistic rhetoric, of a kind which Woodrow Wilson later epitomized, and in particular to his dragging God into their many arguments. Adams lamented: “The terms God, and Providence, and Heaven, Mr Clay thought were canting, and Russell laughed at them. I was obliged to give them up and with them what I thought the best argument we had.” In this, as in other aspects of drafting, Adams usually found himself in a minority of one; no wonder.94

The question of a venue was soon settled by holding meetings alternately at each other’s hotels, and in practice Adams found the British delegation more congenial companions than his colleagues. Despite their common religiosity, Admiral Gambier, the hymn-singing Evangelical who was the senior member of the British party, did not appeal to him. But he got on well with William Adams, who was what was termed a “civilian,” that is, an expert on Roman law and international protocol: they spent many happy hours discussing genealogies and whether they could be remote cousins—a foretaste of that magical phenomenon, soon to emerge, the “special relationship.”95 Adams found bonds, too, with the third British delegate, Henry Goulburn (1784–1856), member of Parliament for the pocket borough of St. Germans, a wealthy man-about-town just touching thirty, later to be Chancellor of the Exchequer. Goulburn had blotted his copybook in the House of Commons, on his first election, by trying to take the oath in riding boots, a privilege reserved for County Members. But since then he had flourished, and was now Under-Secretary for War and Colonies and, along with Sir Robert Peel, Fred Robinson, John Wilson Croker, Lord Palmerston, and other rising stars, a member of Alfred’s Club where the smarter ministerialists met to dine every Wednesday.96 Adams, critical as always, found that the more he chatted with Goulburn, “the more the violence and bitterness of his passion against the United States disclosed itself,” but he recognized Goulburn’s superior Cambridge ton—the next best thing to Harvard—and found his social and intellectual fastidiousness a change from his colleagues.

It was with Goulburn, too, that Adams was able to get to the heart of the argument between the two countries. It was really around two issues, Canada and the Indians; they were interconnected. Britain feared the aggressive expansionism of the United States, of which the confiscation of Indian lands was the most obvious sign. This was taking place not only on a huge scale in the South, but in the north near Canada. America, having failed once to annex Canada, would, as its population and power increased, try again, and the continued presence of U.S. warships on the Great Lakes underlined this threat. Nor were these fears unfounded. Adams certainly wanted to absorb Canada and even, as he said, “strongly urged the expediency of avowing as the sentiment of our government that the cession of Canada would be for the interest of Great Britain as well as the United States.” His colleagues regarded such a claim as ridiculous, since America had clearly been worsted on the Canadian frontier and the British were currently occupying over 100 miles of the coast of Maine. So Adams was turned down. In any case, Goulburn made it clear to Adams in private conversation that, for the British, Canada was the sticking point. The British wanted a joint British-American guarantee of the remaining Indian territory, so that British and U.S. frontiers in the north did not touch, the Indians constituting a cordon sanitaire in between. The British also wanted naval disarmament. Goulburn told Adams that “to save Canada” was Britain’s “great object”; the United States had been determined to have it, and it had been preserved “by a miracle.” So disarmament on the Great Lakes must come. America would never be in danger of invasion from Canada, which was “infinitely weaker.” But “Canada must always be in the most imminent danger of invasion from the United States, unless she was guarded by some such stipulation as [the British] now demanded—that it could be nothing to the United States to agree not to arm upon the Lakes, since they had never actually done it before the present war. Why should they now object to disarming there, where they had never before had a gun floating?”97

To this argument, Adams countered that, leaving aside the question of warships on the Great Lakes for the moment, America could not accept any treaty that would require halting expansion at the expense of the Indians anywhere. It is curious that Adams, though reflecting the typical New England detestation of black slavery—it was one of the ruling passions of his life—had no feelings of compassion for the Indians. He gave Goulburn a robust defense of U.S. Indian policy at its most ruthless. The Indians would never settle. They would never be other than “wandering hunters.” Settlement required land, and the only policy was to take it, compensate the Indians, and remove them farther “to remoter regions better suited to their purposes and mode of life.” Taking a high moral line, which always came easily to him, he called such an attitude “liberality” and “an improvement upon the former practice of all European nations, including the British.” As he saw it, “Between [such a policy] and taking the lands for nothing, or exterminating the Indians who had used them, there was no alternative. To condemn vast regions of territory to perpetual barrenness and solitude [in order] that a few hundred savages might find wild beasts to hunt upon it, was a species of game law that a nation descended from Britons would never endure. It was incompatible with the moral as well as the physical nature of things.”98 Adams told Goulburn that even if America signed a treaty limiting their right to push on, it would prove worthless—“It was opposing a feather to a torrent.” The rapid increase in the American population placed it “beyond human power to check its progress by a bond of paper.” In practice, Adams added, “the only real security for Canada” was Great Britain’s ability to hurt the United States somewhere else.99

There were plainly huge gulfs between the two sides. The detailed haggling began when the British side put forward “heads of agreement” for a treaty, setting out their demands. The Americans pronounced it totally unacceptable and rejected it. It was withdrawn. Then the British, knowing well the divisions within the U.S. delegation, asked them to put forward their proposed heads of agreement. This request occurred on 31 October 1814. As the British expected, once the U.S. delegates began to draft the document, their unity fell apart over the conflict between New England and western interests. Meanwhile external events pressed. Originally, the British had been slow even to send their delegates to Ghent, believing that with every week which passed, the rapid transport of British reinforcements, released from France, across the Atlantic would strengthen their bargaining position, and the point was made by the burning of Washington. That, however, was followed by numerous U.S. sinkings of British ships, which discomposed the British team and encouraged Adams, Gallatin, and Clay to be more intransigent.

As the autumn dragged on, however, America’s urgent need for a peace at almost any price became clearer. George W. Campbell, who had succeeded Gallatin at the U.S. Treasury, told Congress that if the war went on only until 1 January 1816, Congress would have to vote a further $50 million in taxation. When Congress showed no such disposition, he resigned. His successor, Alexander James Dallas, went further: he proposed not only a regular system of federal taxation, but a federal Bank of the United States, something many congressmen regarded with abhorrence. He formally certified that the U.S. Treasury was bankrupt and, unless it issued paper, was unable to pay its bills or salaries, including presumably those of the American delegation in Ghent. Meanwhile the banking crisis spread.

The administration’s proposals to carry on the war more effectively likewise ran into Congressional obduracy. Monroe, as War Secretary, put forward a Militia Bill which sought to remedy the mutinous indiscipline of the American forces by rather more lawful methods than Jackson used. Christopher Gore, the Federalist senator from Massachusetts, denounced such a move as outrageous: “It is the first step on the odious ground of conscription, which never will and never ought to be submitted to by the people of this country while they retain any idea of civil freedom … and should be resisted by all who have any regard for public liberty or the rights of the states.”100 Since Congress would not act, the states in theory raised their own forces. But some refused to do so. Others, like New York, did so against strong public hostility. Public-spirited Americans, relishing legal argument, leapt into the debate: some argued that state armies were unconstitutional; others contended that federal conscription was, and more so. But the plain fact was that the U.S. Congress had failed to provide the country with either a currency or an army, at a time when part of its territory was under enemy occupation and much more was threatened. Against this background, it seemed to many that the federal government, with no troops or money, “sitting in the ashes of its former home,” was on the brink of collapse, with the prospect of a New England breakaway. Peace was not merely desirable; it was a necessity.101

Oddly enough, in view of his previous patriotic hard line, it was Adams who first proposed, to his own colleagues, a way out of the impasse by a status quo ante bellum clause. Under this, each side would revert to its frontiers before the fighting started and, in effect, forgo any claims, as though the war had never taken place. The rest of the delegation thought the clause a nonstarter: the British would laugh and say “Aye, aye! Pretty fellows you, thinking of getting out of the war as well as you got into it.”102 In fact, the status quo ante formula was the simplest solution to a war which both sides now secretly admitted had been a mistake and urgently wanted to end. So it was accepted. Such matters as Newfoundland fisheries and navigation rights on the Mississippi were dropped. The actual issues of the war on both sides were ignored. All the treaty did was to provide for the cessation of hostilities immediately it was ratified; the release of prisoners; surrender of virtually all territory captured by either side; the pacification of the Indians; and the more accurate definitions of boundaries, to be handed over to three sets of commissioners. The last joint meeting was held on Christmas Eve, 24 December 1814, in the lodgings of the British delegation. It began at 4 P.M. and ended at 6:30, by which time six copies of the treaty had been signed and sealed. One of the U.S. clerks, Hughes, set off the same evening for Bordeaux to ship a copy with all speed to the U.S. government. The delegation’s secretary, Henry Carroll, left two days later for London to take ship there, and he actually got to Washington first. Back in Ghent, there was a final, undignified row between Adams and Clay over who should keep the papers, Adams broadening the dispute into the charge that America would have got a better treaty if the rest of the team had followed his advice, and Clay shouting: “You dare not, you cannot you SHALL not insinuate that there has been a cabal of three members against you!”103

In fact, the administration and American public opinion generally regarded the treaty as excellent in the circumstances. The financial crisis and the impasse in Congress had continued. In mid-January Stephen Decatur, the best of the American naval commanders, had been obliged to lower his flag to the Royal Navy outside New York. This defeat was offset on 4 February when news of the battle of New Orleans reached Washington. But the British had withdrawn in good order and were engaged in further assaults on the coast. So when Carroll, later that month, entered New York harbor, clutching the treaty, in the sloop Favourite, he was received with profound relief. Most rejoiced at its terms, which might have been far worse. The Federalists pointed out that in view of the administration’s war aims, it was a total defeat and humiliation. It was instantly approved by Congress, on 18 February 1815.104 The British were also well content. Indeed, Castlereagh was relieved too; he was experiencing great difficulties at the peace congress in Vienna and was now anxious to concentrate the British fleet and mobile invasion force on the European side of the Atlantic.105

The Treaty of Ghent was one of the great acts of statesmanship in history. Those involved wrought more wisely than they knew. After the signing, Adams remarked to old Gambier: “I hope this will be the last treaty of peace between Great Britain and the United States,”106 It was. The very fact that both sides withdrew to their prewar positions, that neither could call the war a success or a defeat, that the terms could not be presented, either then or later, as a triumph or a robbery—all worked for permanency and helped to erase from the national memory of both sides a struggle which had been bitter enough at the time. Moreover, the absence of crowing or recrimination meant that the peace could serve as a plinth on which to erect the foundations of a friendly, commonsense relationship between the two great English-speaking peoples. Does that mean that Jackson’s victory at New Orleans was of no consequence? Not at all. It was decisive in its way, for, though the treaty made no mention of the fact, it had in reality involved major strategic, indeed historic, concessions on both sides. Castlereagh, the wise man behind the mask of ice, was the first British foreign secretary who accepted the existence of the United States, not just in theory, but in practice as a legitimate national entity to be treated as a fellow player in the world game. This acceptance was marked by the element of unspoken trust which lay behind the treaty’s provisions. For its part, the United States accepted the existence of Canada as a legitimate entity too, not an unresolved problem inherited from the War of Independence, to be absorbed in due course when America was strong enough. At the time it was a much greater concession than it looked, for neither the British nor the Americans yet seemed to have grasped that the road to expansion of both the United States and Canada lay not in depredations at each other’s expense but in both pushing simultaneously and in friendly rivalry toward the Pacific Coast. In return, Britain, in effect, gave the Americans the go-ahead to expand as they wished anywhere south of the 49th parallel, at the expense of the Indians and the Spanish alike.

Hence, though Jackson’s victory at New Orleans had no effect on the treaty itself, it determined the way it was interpreted and applied. The treaty was as important in what it did not say as in what it did. The Treaty of San Ildefonso (1800), by which Bonaparte secured the Louisiana Territory from Spain, said France could not dispose of it without first offering it back to its original owner. This Bonaparte omitted to do, so when he sold it to the United States in 1803, most nations, including Britain, did not recognize the purchase. In international law, as Britain saw it, America had no right to be anywhere on the Gulf of Mexico, including New Orleans and Mobile. Since the Treaty of Ghent said nothing about these territories, Britain would have been at liberty to hand them back to Spain had she been in possession of all or any of them at the time the treaty came into effect. As Monroe put it to Madison, if Jackson had lost the battle, that is exactly what Britain would have been tempted to do. The effect of Jackson’s victory was to legitimize the entire Louisiana purchase in the eyes of the international community; henceforth we hear no more about its illegality. Equally, if Fort Bower had been taken before the war ended, instead of after, Britain could have occupied Mobile with the 6,000 men she had on the spot and might have been tempted to fortify and keep it as another Gibraltar, to checkmate any U.S. forward moves toward Britain’s valuable colonies in the Caribbean.107 The instructions given to Cochrane and Pakenham reserved the right to retain any conquests after the war, and the actual wording of the treaty would have made this provision lawful. As it was, Britain, in effect, renounced any such ambitions provided America left Canada alone. There were, of course, sound economic reasons for Britain to want friendly relations with the United States in the whole area. The financial significance of Britain’s rich sugar colonies in the Caribbean was fast declining relative to the huge industrial expansion, based on finished cotton manufactures, which was taking place in Britain and for which the American South increasingly supplied the raw material. For America to expand in the South, putting more territory under cotton, was in the interests of both countries. But it was the New Orleans victory which clinched the switch of policy.

Equally, the victory meant that the slender provision the treaty made, on Britain’s insistence, to protect the Indians, was nugatory. Under Article Nine, America agreed to end the war against the Indians, too, “and forthwith to restore to such tribes … all possessions … which they have enjoyed … in 1811 previous to such hostilities.”108 This clearly made the Fort Jackson Treaty invalid. Jackson himself argued that the 20-million-acre concession was a quite separate treaty between the Indians and Washington and had nothing to do with Ghent. Britain rejected this force majeure argument and, under pressure, Washington agreed. Jackson was told, “The President … is confident that you will … conciliate the Indians upon the principles of our agreement with Great Britain.” But Madison had no grounds for such confidence: Jackson never obeyed orders he found uncongenial, unless absolutely forced. He simply instructed his men to keep the sullen, demoralized Indians moving west. Now that the British expeditionary forces had left for Europe, there was no power in the area to compel him. Washington did nothing, nor did the British. In fact, the American settler interest had now received carte blanche to pursue its destiny. That was the consequence of New Orleans.

In the meantime, and equally important in the light of history, the “special relationship,” the foundations of which had been so grudgingly laid in those Ghent hotels, continued to prosper. In pursuance of the treaty, talks were held in Washington in 1817 to settle the Great Lakes and the Canadian border. On the American side was Richard Rush (1780–1859), from Pennsylvania, son of the great medical scientist Benjamin Rush who had signed the Declaration of Independence. When Monroe began his presidency in 1817, he appointed Adams his secretary of state in April, but Adams was en poste in Europe and did not arrive in Washington to take up the job until September, an indication of the difficulties of communication and travel at the time.

Meanwhile, Rush, a discreet Washington insider, did the work. It was just as well. Where Adams was quarrelsome, anti-British and ultra-expansionist—“the United States and North America are identical,” as he put it—Rush was eirenic, a Princeton Anglophile and skeptical of overrapid expansion, which he thought would weaken still further the fragile state of the American economy. As he was to put it later, as Treasury Secretary, “The creation of capital is retarded, rather than accelerated, by the diffusion of a thin population over a great surface of soil.” The current toast, at Fourth of July celebrations, was “to the United States Eagle, and may she extend her wings from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and fixing her talons on the Isthmus of Darien, stretch her beak to the Northern Pole.”109 But Rush, who had a healthy respect for British power, knew that such ambitions did not make sense with Britain an enemy; indeed, continued western expansion really hinged on having Britain as a friend. Rush’s opposite number, the British minister in Washington, Sir Charles Bagot (1781–1843), thought along similar lines. He had come to Washington from the Paris embassy, and was to end his days as governor-general of Canada. Much of Bagot’s life was spent smoothing relations between the two English-speaking powers. He was the brother of a peer of ancient lineage, was married to Wellington’s niece, and his manners were impeccable. Even Adams, who liked no one, admired his “discretion”; he had, Adams wrote in his diary, “made himself universally acceptable. No English minister has ever been so popular”—adding, characteristically, “the mediocrity of his talents has been one of the principal causes of his success.”110

Left to get on with it, these two professional fixers soon produced a draft treaty (1817), known as the Rush-Bagot Agreement, which was duly ratified at a convention the next year, Goulburn and his friend Fred Robinson signing it in London.111 The treaty was approved by the U.S. Senate unanimously. It laid down the 49th parallel as the border between British Canada and the United States and strictly limited the number and size of armed ships on the Great Lakes. It could be described as the first and, in many ways, the most effective disarmament treaty in history. In practice it made it unnecessary for either side to defend a border both now accepted. This border was by no means undefended, as yet. The U.S. administration, fearing sneaky British attempts to impede settlement south of it by encouraging Indians to infiltrate, built an impressive series of forts to secure the advance west. The notion of “the only undefended frontier in the world” became reality only from the 1870s onwards. But it had its roots in 1817. Moreover, the deal led directly to joint Anglo-U.S. cooperation in facing up to other powers in the area, the first time the two countries had ever worked together on the world stage.

The area involved was the vast northwest of the North American continent, west of the Rockies, north of the 42nd parallel and south of 54 degrees. It was vaguely known as Oregon. Four powers had interests and claims there. The Spanish had pushed north from California from the 16th century onward. The British, too, had been on this coast in Drake’s day and clearly had further claims if the 49th parallel settlement were pushed to its westernmost conclusion. In 1725 the Russians had hired the Danish navigator Vitus Bering to explore these waters, and his discovery of the Aleutian Islands in 1741 had led Russian fur traders to push into the region, leaping from island to island as they had earlier leapt from one river portage to another right across Siberia from the Urals to the Pacific. The Anglo-U.S. convention of 1818 extended only to the Rockies, leaving both nations in joint occupation of Oregon beyond. They therefore had a mutual interest in excluding the other two powers. Britain had already forced Spain to renounce some of her claims in 1790, following a high-handed Spanish arrest of British fur traders at Nootka Sound, near Vancouver Island. Moreover, Britain was the only power with a naval capability in the area, and if the Americans wanted to act against Spain at all, they had to do so in concert with the British, or at least with their acquiescence.

It was as well that during these years, British foreign policy was in the hands of Castlereagh. He was quite clear in his mind that the best way to protect Canada and other British interests in the hemisphere and the Northeast Pacific was to remain on friendly terms with the United States and to ignore any provocative behavior. Even so, Castlereagh’s patience was sorely tested. In the South Jackson’s determination to destroy organized Indian society east of the Mississippi and to replace it by white settlements—which we will look at in detail later—led him to act first and seek his government’s approval afterwards, as did so many European imperialist generals in the nineteenth century. On 15 March 1818 Jackson’s troops began an undeclared war against Spain by invading Florida, which the Spanish colonial authorities were incapable of defending. On 2 June Jackson even wrote to President Monroe, “I will ensure you Cuba in a few days,” but Washington declined to send him the frigate that would have made it possible.112

Washington never explicitly authorized Jackson’s acts of aggression. The only member of the cabinet who backed him wholeheartedly, on grounds of God-inspired manifest destiny, was Adams. Monroe gave him tacit support, in that he knew what Jackson’s intentions were—the general had told him many times in writing he would move against the Spanish—and did not specifically forbid them. But later he denied collusion and said he was sick at the time. In a modern context, of course, Jackson’s activities—which were plainly against the Constitution (which gave Congress the right to make peace and war) would have been exposed by liberal-minded journalists. In 1818, the general would have seized and expelled such reporters or possibly hanged them for treason. In any case there were no liberal-minded journals in the United States in 1818, at least on Indian questions; all were bellicose and expansionary. Moreover, Congress itself was happy to endorse the fait accompli by rejecting a motion of censure on Jackson for seizing Florida, on 8 February 1819, and the territory was formally conveyed from Spain to the United States two years later (17 July 1821).

The only power in a position to aid Spain was Britain, and Jackson offered a further provocation on 29 April 1818, with the judicial murder of two British subjects in Florida. Alexander Arbuthnot, a Scot aged 70, traded with the Indians from the Bahamas. He was, no doubt, a rogue of a kind, but he had certainly not incited the Indians against the whites—quite the contrary. His crime was that he loved them. So, too, did Robert Ambrister, a former Royal Marine lieutenant and, therefore, a peculiar object of detestation to Jackson. He, by contrast, had plainly urged the Indians to fight and offered to lead them. Jackson seized both men and put them on trial before a court of hard-faced American whites who equated friendly feelings toward “hostiles” with the butchering of settlers. The old Scot, who admitted selling gunpowder to Indians for hunting, was condemned to death. Ambrister, though clearly guilty as charged, the court liked better and, after sentencing him to be shot, altered the punishment to 50 lashes and a year’s hard labor. Jackson ignored the revised sentence and shot the marine anyway, and he hanged Arbuthnot on the yardarm of the old man’s ship.113 This was just the kind of unlawful act against those who owed allegiance to the British Crown which Lord Palmerston was later to argue justified war, pleading the line Civis Britannicus Sum. But Palmerston was then only Secretary for War. Castlereagh, as Foreign Secretary, decided to bite the bullet. He wrote to the courtly Bagot in Washington that he had decided the two dead men “had been engaged in unauthorised practices of such a description as to have deprived them of any claim on their own government.”114

Castlereagh also received much provocation from the prickly Adams in Washington. While actively negotiating a definite boundary line with Spain with Luis de Onis, the Spanish minister, Adams not only haughtily rejected Spanish demands that Jackson be disavowed and punished for his actions, but wrote a long, aggressive letter to George W. Erving, the U.S. minister in Madrid, setting out his views and telling him to transmit them, syllable by syllable, to the Madrid government. It is an exemplary essay, for neophyte diplomats, of attack being the best means of defense. The British were engaged in “a creeping and insidious war, both against Spain and the United States … to plunder Spain of her province and to spread massacre and devastation along the borders of the United States.” Spain was to blame for not “controlling these wicked British activities.” Old Thomas Jefferson, shown a copy, thought it “among the ablest compositions I have ever seen, both as to logic and style.” It was, in fact, a detailed foreshadowing of the policy on Manifest Destiny.115 Almost inevitably, a copy fell into Castlereagh’s hands. Again, he chose to ignore the insult. He did not want war or threats of war. He valued the North American market too much and he recognized that the disintegration of the once-enormous Spanish empire in the Western hemisphere was to the advantage of Britain, as well as the United States. He had the perception, too, to grasp that much of Adams’s slam-bang argument was rhetoric, born of a need to get the bile out of his system.

So Britain was content for the negotiations to proceed, and on 22 February 1819, a fortnight after Congress refused to disavow Jackson, Adams and Onis signed the treaty which bears their name, acknowledging the fait accompli in Florida. Far more important, the treaty agreed on a transcontinental line which, in effect, permitted the United States to pursue its destiny to the Pacific, though it left still under nominal Spanish control the territories of seven states, including California and Texas, which the United States would subsequently seize from Spain’s successor-state, Mexico. Adams called it “the most important day in my life”; the acknowledgment of a “definite line of boundary to the South Sea” formed “a great epocha in our history.”116

The treaty was of significance for Britain, too, since it eliminated the Spanish factor from the efforts of the two English-speaking peoples to work out their claims in the Oregon territories, as they had contracted to do under the Rush-Bagot treaty. This was not easy. Plenty of people on the East Coast were anxious to stir up anti-British feeling. In Pennsylvania, for instance, the press was dominated by the Aurora, edited by William Duane, a malcontent Irishman who had been expelled from British India for sedition, and by the Democratic Press, edited by an English renegade, John Binns, who had been tried by a British court for high treason. Secretary of State Adams, who did not particularly like anti-British polemic issuing from any but his own lips and pen, noted in his diary that both men were “of considerable talents and profligate principles, always for sale to the highest bidder, and always insupportable burdens, by their insatiable rapacity, to the parties they support.”117

But such spirits had ample ammunition to fire, especially since British and American traders occasionally came into conflict in the huge, wild, unmapped, and totally unsettled lands beyond the Rockies, particularly on and around the Columbia River, which flowed into the Pacific south of Vancouver Island. At the end of January 1821, Adams recorded a characteristic exchange, over American attempts to place a settlement on the river, with Bagot’s successor, Stratford Canning (1786–1880). Canning was a less ecumenical type, cousin to the thrusting Tory politician George Canning, a grandee diplomat who was later to fit in well with Palmerstonian principles. He had raised an objection under the 1818 Convention. Adams: “Have you any claim to the mouth of the Columbia river?” Canning: “Why—do you not know that we have a claim?” Adams: “I do not know what you claim or do not claim. You claim India. You claim Africa. You claim—” Canning: “Perhaps a piece of the Moon?” Adams: “No, I have not heard that you claim exlusively any part of the Moon. But there is not a spot on this habitable globe that I could affirm you do not claim.”118

Nevertheless, both powers cooperated to push out Russia, as hitherto they had excluded Spain and France. The Russians, who had no fleet in the region to face up to the Royal Navy, withdrew their claims and signed a treaty with America in April 1824, which fixed 54 degrees, 40 as the southernmost limit for her posts. A similar Russian agreement with Britain followed in February 1825.119 It was as well that the English-speaking powers acted against Russia when they did to halt its advance into the North American continent. As it was, the whole Pacific Coast (except Alaska) over more than 12 degrees of latitude was left to the Anglo-Saxon states, without any possibility of foreign intervention. In the minds of some American statesmen, Adams for instance, “the United States and North America are synonymous,” and Britain had no place there—such sentiments underlay the formulation of the Monroe Doctrine as we shall see. But Britain was never to admit the doctrine in this sense. As George Canning, who succeeded Castlereagh as Foreign Secretary, told the amiable Richard Rush, now U.S. minister in London: “If we were to be repelled from the shores of America, it would not matter to us whether that repulsion was effected by the ukase of Russia excluding us from the sea, or by the new doctrine of [the United States] excluding us from the land. But we cannot yield obedience to either.”120 In fact, most Americans tacitly conceded that the British were not in the same category as the other European powers. Adams found this belief hard to swallow. The Anglo-U.S. frontier convention of October 1818 had to be renewed for another ten years, and as late as 14 February 1827, Adams, by now President, was minuting to himself: “I would leave the North-West boundary in statu quo rather than accept anything proposed by the British or concede anything to them. The prospects of our relations with Great Britain are dark. “121 But the prospects were not, in fact, dark. The logic of the Special Relationship was too powerful. The convention was renewed. Indeed the two powers jointly administered the huge Oregon territory, without much trouble, until 1848.

The development of mutual interests in the Western hemisphere, and on the two great oceans which protected it, was accompanied by a steady increase in personal contacts between British and Americans, at all levels of society. The year 1815 was a turning point in this respect, marking the beginning of the age of mass travel, even across the Atlantic and not just for the purpose of emigration. The British poured into New York and Boston and often wrote books about what they saw. A growing trickle of Americans came to Europe, especially to London. There were some stock British attitudes to Americans. Among the upper echelons of society feelings of hostility remained, especially among the older generation. King George III was always irritated at the thought that some of the painters he had patronized were of American origin, especially when they disagreed with him. He snarled at Sir William Beechey of the Royal Academy: “[Benjamin] West is an American, so is [John Singleton] Copley, and you are an Englishman, and if you were all at the Devil I would not inquire after you!” But when this remark was reported to the Prince of Wales, he thought it so funny he “laughed for ten minutes”—younger people had no bitterness about the War of Independence.122 They did, however, point to a certain hypocrisy among Americans, on the lines of Dr Samuel Johnson’s famous jibe: “Why is it we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of Negroes?” This line was to be found among Whigs as well as Tories. The Irish poet Thomas Moore, much patronized by Whig grandees like the Marquess of Lansdowne and Lord Holland, even wrote an anti-American poem, “To Thomas Hume Esq., MD, from the City of Washington,” sneering at the unfinished state of the United States capital,


where fancy sees

Squares in morasses, obelisks in trees




And


The Patriot, fresh from freedom’s councils come

Now pleased retires to lash his slaves at home.123




On the other hand, the titled British upper class were already beginning to eye wealthy American ladies with a view to replenishing their fortunes, and the ladies were coming to London with matrimony in mind. The first grand Transatlantic liaison, forerunner of many which were to underpin the Special Relationship and produce such offspring of it as Sir Winston Churchill, occurred in 1825. Mrs. Harriet Arbuthnot, the Duke of Wellington’s principal confidante, recorded in her diary, with some indignation, that the Duke’s brother, the Marquess of Wellesley, who had governed both India and Ireland for the Crown, was proposing to marry the rich Marianne, widow of Robert Paterson and daughter of Richard Caton of Baltimore, who had actually signed the Declaration of Independence! Mrs. Paterson, she told the Duke, “had come to this country on a matrimonial speculation, and it was pretty well for the widow of an American shopkeeper to marry a marquess, the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, and a Knight of the Garter.” Stuff and nonsense, said the Duke, “The honours were all empty ones and the real facts were that Lord Wellesley was a man totally ruined. When he quitted Ireland, which he must soon do, he would not have a house to take her to or money to keep a carriage, that he had not a shilling in the world and moreover was of a most jealous disposition, a violent temper, and he had entirely worn out his constitution by the profligate habits of his life.” He added that he himself had written to the lady and “stated all these objections.”124 Nonetheless, the marriage took place, and its success led both parties to conclude they had done a good deal, the first of many such.125

Among British progressives, who included so many opinion formers, writers and journalists, the ideological sentiment was overwhelmingly pro-American. Indeed, from the 1790s to the end of the 1860s, America was the favorite country of virtually all British intellectuals on the Left of the political spectrum, just as the Soviet Union was to be for Western intellectuals generally in the period 1918–45. Children of progressive parents were brought up to admire America. There is a revealing sentence in the Autobiography of John Stuart Mill, born in 1806. Describing how his father James Mill, a radical who worked at India House, made him, when he was eight, read through the volumes of the Annual Register, Mill wrote: “When I came to the American War, I took my part, like a child as I was (until set right by my father) on the wrong side, because it was called the English side.”126 Lord Byron had similar ideas planted in his mind by his progressive-minded mother.127 Throughout his life, he applauded American Republicanism and looked on individual Americans with favor. “I like the Americans,” he recorded in his diary on 7 December 1813. Nine years later he wrote to Moore, whose anti-Americanism, Byron argued, arose from some unfortunate business dealings, “I would rather … have a nod from an American than a snuff-box from an Emperor.” Despite what he called “the coarseness and rudeness of its people,” he praised the country as “a Model of force and freedom & moderation.” He linked its political system with the best aspects of ancient Greece, especially Athens in its heyday. There is a long passage in his diary, written on 23 November 1813, in which he exalts the constitutional republic and its elected rulers as both the most moral and effective form of government, and the most glorious: “To be the first man—not the dictator—not the Sulla—but the Washington or the Aristides—the leader in talent and truth—is next to the Divinity!” He talked often of going to America, even buying land there and sharing its fortunes. He did neither, but until the end he saw the American pattern as the only hope for the future of humanity, noting in his diary: “There is nothing left for Mankind but a Republic—and I think that there are hopes of such … Oh Washington!”128

Liberals like Byron were so enamored of the general system of government in the United States that, like the political pilgrims to Russia in the 1930s, they were prepared to overlook or justify shortcomings which, in any other context, they would have deplored. Thus Byron scarcely ever referred to the American slave states—the point on which all Tories pounced. John Stuart Mill, who emerged from his conditioning a reliable exponent of the progressive viewpoint, did not hesitate to defend, in an article in the radical weekly Examiner, Jackson’s Indian removal policy, which had been criticized in The Times. “The conduct of the United States towards the Indian tribes has been throughout not only just, but noble,” he wrote. “The Indians have occasionally been unjustly treated by several of the state governments who, like other people, are not the very best of judges in their own cause; but the Federal government has been the guardian and protector of the rights of the Indians on all occasions.”129 Another hard-line liberal, the Rev. Sydney Smith, writing in the Edinburgh Review, went so far as to justify the emerging caucus system as “nothing more than the natural, fair and unavoidable influence which talent, popularity and activity must always have.”130

Smith, reviewing the spate of descriptions of America by travelers which appeared from 1815 onwards, listed in various articles the aspects of America which British progressives most admired. One was the cheapness of government: the President, Smith recorded with wonder, was paid only £5,000; the vice president, £1,000; and “their Mister Crokers [junior ministers] are eminently reasonable—somewhere about the price of an English doorkeeper or the bearer of a mace.” There was, too, the assumption that America already had what Smith called “universal suffrage.”131 Smith also contrasted the mean and ungrateful British treatment of soldiers and sailors who served in the War of 1812 with American generosity: After the war, he told his British readers, “an [American] recruit honourably discharged from the service was allowed three months pay and 160 acres of land.”132 Nor did he fail to notice, being a liberal churchman, the spirit of religious freedom which pervaded the new republic. He noted: “The High Sheriff of New York last year was a Jew. It was with the utmost difficulty that a Bill was carried this year to allow the first Duke of England [Norfolk] to carry a gold stick before the King, because he was a Catholic!—and yet we think ourselves entitled to indulge in impertinent sneers at America.” Smith thought it “hardly possible for any nation to show a greater superiority over another than the Americans in this particular [religious toleration] have done over this country.” As for popular education, American efforts “put into the background everything that has been done in the Old World and confer deservedly upon the Americans the character of a wise, a reflecting and a virtuous people.”133

Progressive-minded Britons who went to America for a time or permanently saw what they chose to see, for the most part. Thomas Hulme, a radical entrepreneur from Lancashire, who employed 140 hands plus 40 apprentices at his bleaching mill near Bolton, toured the East Coast and parts of the new interior—Ohio, Pennsylvania, Indiana, and Kentucky—in summer 1817. He found Pittsburgh already a major coal-iron and manufacturing center, crowded with “skilful and industrious artisans and mechanics from all over the world,” who were paid wages at twice the British level with much lower taxes. In Kentucky he met Mr. and Mrs. Johnstone: “They told us they had come to this spot last year, direct from Manchester, Old England, and had bought their little farm of 55 acres from a backwoodsman, who had cleared it and was glad to move further westward, for $3 an acre. They had a fine flock of little children, and pigs and poultry, and were cheerful and happy, being confident that their industry and economy would not be frustrated by visits for tithes and taxes.” Like other progressives, Hulme wrote of the country’s high moral and cultural tone: “I have had the pleasure to meet many gentlemen, very well-informed and possessing greater knowledge as to their own country, evincing public spirit in all their actions, and hospitality and kindness in all their demeanour. But if there be pensioners, male or female, or sinecure-place lords and ladies, I have yet to come across, thank God, no respectable people.”134

Hulme’s friend, the noisy Tory radical William Cobbett (1763–1835), fled to the United States in 1817 to escape prosecution for libel, and farmed for a year on Long Island, publishing an account of his experience on his return to Britain in 1819. Cobbett was no starry-eyed political pilgrim. He thought that British people would not like the way of life in the newly settled interior—“To boil their pot in the gipsy fashion, to have a mere board to eat on, to drink whiskey or pure water, to sit and sleep under a shed … to have a mill at 20 miles distance, an apothecary at a hundred and a doctor nowhere” was not acceptable. But life on the coast had never been better, for ordinary people, anywhere in history. He listed the food consumed in a year by a man and his family farming 154 acres: 14 fat hogs; 4 oxen, 46 sheep, suckling pigs and lambs; eggs from 70 hens, “good parcels of geese, ducks and turkeys but not to forget a garden of three-quarters of an acre and the butter of 10 cows, not one ounce of which is ever sold.” Such plenty bred human kindness: “When one sees this sort of living, with the house full of good beds, ready for the guests as well as the family to sleep in, we cannot help perceiving that this is that English Hospitality of which we have read so much but which Boroughmongers’ taxes and pawns have long since driven out of England.”135 Except for the blacks, “a disorderly, improvident set of beings,” there was no poverty and no paupers, other than those deliberately exported from Europe. The last category could rapidly escape from indigence if they chose to work. “I have now been here twenty months and I have only been visited by two beggars”—one English, one Italian. Like almost every visitor, Cobbett wondered at the low taxes and absence of tithes: “American farmers cannot believe that Englishmen have to give a tenth of their crops to the parson. They treat it as a sort of romance.” He too noticed the high level of education: “There are very few really ignorant Americans of native growth. Every farmer is more or less of a reader.”136 Finally, he noticed how naturally and peacefully the Americans were taking to the vote, without any of the fearful consequences predicted by opponents of reform in Britain. Virtually everyone, he pointed out, who exercised power in America was elected; there were no sinecures and no jobs without service. The electors decided all. And who were they? In Connecticut, “Whoever has a freehold worth a guinea-and-a-half a year, though he pays no tax and though he be not enrolled in the militia, has a vote. Whoever pays tax, though he be not enrolled in the militia and have no freehold, has a vote. Whoever enrols in the militia, though he have no freehold and pays not tax, has a vote. So that nothing but beggars, paupers and criminals can easily be excluded.”137 And the result was not anarchy, but good government.

Less politically committed visitors from Britain viewed the egalitarianism they found in America with mixed feelings. What they all noticed was the universal practice of shaking hands. In Britain handshaking was a sign of close friendship or kindly condescension. In Jane Austen’s Emma, the humble Harriet Smith, on her first visit to the Woodhouses, was “delighted with the affability with which Miss Woodhouse had treated her all the evening, and actually shaken hands with her at last!”138 But in America, the alternative, a mere bow, was regarded as anti-republican and pro-King. Captain Marryat, of the Royal Navy, who had been so worried about losing his badly crewed frigate during the war and who returned to America in more peaceful times to write a book about it, found he had to “go on shaking hands here, there and everywhere, and with everybody.” The practice blurred social disinctions: it was “impossible to know who is who.”139 A British lady-visitor, Mrs. Basil Hall, also found the handshaking odd and everywhere missed the constant deference which the British took for granted. At the inns there was just, she wrote, “unbending, frigid heartlessness.” Servants, when they existed at all, were insubordinate and not well trained. They simply could not provide the service the traveling British expected in hotels. There was no soap in the bedrooms, and a guest who asked for it was likely to receive a pert answer. This was what another British writer of a travel book called American “democratic rudeness.”140 Mrs. Hall, and many other visitors, likewise deplored the American habit of smoking cigars and chewing tobacco—a habit by no means confined to men—wherever they pleased, even in public buildings and churches. She found the floor of the Virginia House of Burgesses “actually flooded with their horrible spitting” and the floors of some churches black with “ejection after ejection, incessant from the twenty mouths” of the men in the choir.141 The British visitor’s habit of picking on uncouth American behavior was to reach a climax in the highly critical account written by Fanny Trollope, mother of Anthony. Domestic Manners of the Americans—the title was suggested by Mrs. Hall’s husband—was published in 1832 and sold hugely, not only in London but in America, where it came out in a pirated edition with a hostile preface accusing her of not being a lady.142

But Mrs. Trollope, who had an unfortunate experience as a would-be entrepreneur in Cincinnati, admitted she did not like Americans. Most of the British who went there did, on the whole, and they grasped the point, which lay at the heart of the Special Relationship, that Americans were not “foreigners.” They were part of the English-speaking family, poor relations in some ways, rich in others, but definitely bound by ties of blood, history, and custom, not least the Common Law tradition both Americans and English shared, but most of all by their tongues. There were some patriotic Americans who argued forcefully that the Americans should develop their own specific language, correcting English of its many imperfections, just as American statesmen had fundamentally improved the British constitution. As far back as 1790, the great American lexicographer and philologist Noah Webster (1758–1843), progenitor of the dictionary which is one of the permanent glories of American scholarship, argued: “Now is the time, and this is the country in which we may expect success in attempting changes favourable to language, science and government.”143 Three years later, his colleague William Thornton addressed the American people thus: “You have corrected the dangerous doctrines of European powers, correct now the languages you have imported, for the oppressed of various nations knock at your gates.” If this were done, he argued “The American Language will thus be as distinct as the government, free from all the follies of unphilosophical fashion, and resting upon truth as its only regulator.”144 But there were three good reasons why the attempt to bring about a bifurcation of the tongues would never succeed. First, Thornton’s practical proposal for reform involved a reformed system of spelling involving not only a phonetic mode, which people found ridiculous, but a series of signs he had invented, which was incomprehensible to everyone else.145

Similar drawbacks attended other schemes for rationalization, as indeed they have done ever since, from Basic English to Esperanto. Second, neither the Pilgrim Fathers of America, who wrote the language of John Donne and the King James Bible, nor those who wrote and signed the Declaration of Independence had expressed themselves on formal occasions in anything except the normal, correct English of their day. In 1802 a Scots immigrant coined the term Americanism, on the analogy of the “Scotticisms” which North Britons who came south were so anxious to leave behind. But it was almost impossible to find Americanisms in the public doctrines of the new Republic, and for a good reason. The statesmen of the 1770s and 1780s were students of Thomas Hobbes, and he had argued in Leviathan, with characteristic rigor, that a high, imposed discipline in language was necessary for social cohesion. Language was for human beings the chief organizaing principle and without it, “there had been amongst men, neither Commonwealth, nor Society, nor Contract, nor Peace, no more than amongst Lyons, Beares and Wolves.”146 Any social contract had to be written with terms of exact and universally understood meaning: “For one man calleth Wisdome, what another calleth Feare; and one Cruelty what another Justice; one Prodigality what another Magnanimity … such names can never be true ground of any ratiocination.”147 The Declaration of Independence and other constitutional acts were written in the light of this advice as though they were to be put on the Statute Book at Westminster, and clearly the common language of a state, particularly a new one, cannot be abruptly and artificially changed from that in which its constitution is written.

In any case, and this is the third reason, “the follies of unphilosophical fashion” are precisely the engines by which languages are created and grow, and they operate far more powerfully than the schemes of philologists ever could. They are continually adding depth, color and density, but above all richness and variety, to a living tongue. Moreover, as the American reformers tended to forget, such engines of fashion were operating on both sides of an Atlantic increasingly bridged by a constant stream of traffic. The United States was much less isolated from Britain in the years after 1815 than in, say, 1750. Travelers from Britain noted that the English spoken in various parts of the United States varied less fundamentally than did the regional dialects of Britain; there were, of course, bucolic turns of speech, but it was not difficult for an American to understand what was said to him wherever he went, for Americans—as visitors also noted—were constantly traveling. “Here,” a Boston newspaper boasted in 1828, “the whole population is in motion whereas in old countries there are millions who have never been beyond the sound of the parish bell.”148 Travel worked as a constant unifying force against regional differences in speech. But equally, the growing Transatlantic contacts worked against further fundamental differences in pronunciation, vocabulary and grammar between American English and the parent tongue. In fact, there were in 1815 more American variants, in speech and structure, than there are now: the 19th century, for British and American English speakers, was one of convergence.

In both countries, neologisms were pouring out, perhaps at a faster rate than ever before. But in most cases they were rapidly adopted on both sides of the Atlantic, so for the first time a joint language was coming into being, adding to its vocabulary at twice the speed either could have done separately. It was, indeed, a great age for new words. The Germans produced Zeitgeist and Weltanschauung, and the French, romantique and libérale, the latter quickly adopted in England and given, by Byron, as the title to the newspaper he financed in 1820. But it was the Anglo-Saxons who were adding to their terms the fastest. Edmund Burke had produced colonial, financial, expenditure, representation [as in political] and diplomacy. Jeremy Bentham contributed international. Sir Walter Scott, characteristically, invented stalwart, gruesome, free lance, and red-handed; Byron, equally characteristically, bored and blase; and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, phenomenal, pessimism and period terms, such as Elizabethan; from Thomas Macaulay, in the 1820s, came constituency.149

To these new terms of British origin, the Americans constantly added their own neologisms or adoptions from half a dozen tongues. Cocktail dates from 1806: in 1822 a Kentucky Breakfast was defined as “three cocktails and a chaw of terbacker.” Barroom came in 1807; mint julep, in 1809; and a long drink, in 1828. There were borrowings from the Dutch, such as boss, and many more from the French, both Canadian and in Louisiana: depot, rapids, prairie, shanty, chute, cache, crevasse. From the Spanish another large crop, including mustang (1808), ranch (1808), sombrero (1823), patio (1827), corral (1829), and lasso (1831). The Americans used obsolete English words like talented, as well as pure neologisms like obligate. They adopted the German word dumm, which became dumb, meaning stupid. They were beginning to adopt Negro words and to coin a good many terms springing from their own political customs—not only caucus but mass meeting, for instance. There were settler’s words like lot and squatter. There was also the beginning of a dangerous talent for euphemism: help as the democratic term for servant.

The journals of the great expedition carried out by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark in 1804–06, from Saint Louis across the Rockies to the Columbia River and the Pacific, published in 1814, introduced a wide range of terms never before heard in Britain: portage, raccoon, groundhog, grizzly bear, backtrack, medicine man, huckleberry, war party, running time, overnight, overall, rattlesnake, bowery, and moose, as well as adding new variant meanings to old English terms, such as snag, stone, suit, bar, brand, bluff, fix, hump, knob, creek, and settlement.150 Above all, there was the fertile American capacity to coin phrases and amalgams: It was the Americans, not the English oddly enough, who invented keep a stiff upper lip (1815), plus fly off the handle (1825), get religion (1826), knock-down (1827), stay on the fence (1828), in cahoots (1829), horse sense (1832) and barking up the wrong tree (1833), plus a variety of less-datable expressions like hold on, let on, take on, cave in, flunk out, and stave off. As early as the 1820s Americans were trying to get the hang of a thing and insisting there’s no two ways about it. At varying speeds most of these new words and expressions crossed the Atlantic, so it was soon apparent that the Americans were influencing the way the British spoke, as well as vice-versa.

What was not clear, for a time, was whether Americans could reciprocate the huge cultural influence of Europe, and especially Britain. Sydney Smith was, as we have seen, generous in praising many social and political aspects of American life, but in a brilliant and notorious passage in the Edinburgh Review in 1819, he argued that the Americans “during the thirty or forty years of their existence” had done “absolutely nothing for the Sciences, for the Arts, for Literature, or even for the statesman-like studies of Politics or Political Economy.” Americans were fond of boasting, he noted, but where were “their Scotts, Rogers’s, Campbells, Byrons, Moores or Crabbes—their Sid-dons, Kembles, Keans or O’Neills—their Wilkies, Lawrences, Chantrys?. … In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American book? Or goes to an American play? Or looks at an American picture or statue?”151 This was unfair, in part, especially over political philosophy. But it was, and indeed still is, inexplicably strange that after the brilliant start given by Jonathan Edwards, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson, American literature failed to add substantially to its laurels in the half century up to 1830.152

Shortly before Smith’s strictures, the Philadelphia Portfolio published an essay by George Tucker, “On American Literature,” drawing the contrast bewtwen the insignificant contribution Americans had made to English literature and the almost dominant position now occupied by Scottish and Irish writers. In the wake of Edmund Burke, Richard Sheridan, Jonathan Swift, Oliver Goldsmith, George Berkeley, and Thomas Moore from Ireland, and James Thomson, Robert Burns, David Hume, Adam Smith, Tobias Smollett, and James Boswell from Scotland, the two most influential novelists of the present period, Sir Walter Scott and Maria Edgeworth, were of Scottish and Irish descent. If two such small countries could have so disproportionate an influence, what was America doing? Tucker calculated that Britain, with a population of 18 million, produced every year between 500 and 1,000 new books; America, with 6 million, averaged 20. Four years after Smith’s attack, it was in part echoed by Charles Jared Ingersoll in an address to the American Philosophical Society, “A Discourse concerning the Influence of America on the Mind.” Ingersoll noted that both the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly were now reprinted in America and sold the then-impressive number of 4,000 copies each. The North American Review, dating from 1815, was unknown across the Atlantic. Why? In the previous nine years, Ingersoll added, 200,000 copies of Scott’s Waverley novels had been printed in America, while the novel form in American hands languished. The only explanation he could find was that there were few university graduates and hardly any professional authors in the United States.153

By this time, as it happened, the first professional American author had begun to make his mark on both sides of the Atlantic. Washington Irving (1783–1859) was 32 at the time of the Battle of Waterloo. His father came from the Orkneys, his mother from Falmouth, and his eldest brother was actually born in Scotland. His own American roots were not deep. In 1803, at age twenty, he made his first trip to Europe, and as soon as the War of 1812 was over, he returned to run a merchant house in Liverpool which he and his brother owned. Not until the business went bankrupt in 1818 did he turn to full-time authorship. He had little originality. His earliest writings, in which he “discovered” the Hudson, were based on an earlier generation of English writers who had discovered the Lakes. Later he based himself on Scott and Thomas Moore, catering deliberately to the English taste, which American readers were brought up to share. For his ideas he plundered German literature. There was nothing unusual in this. Many other writers did the same. Coleridge appropriated German philosophical notions. Others ransacked German folklore, for the Germans were considered unique in the fertility of their magic legends—what the young Alfred Tennyson, another neologist, was soon to christen fairy tales. A volume of German ghost stories, Tales of the Dead, was avidly scoured by Byron and Shelley at the time when the latter’s 18-year-old second wife, Mary, wrote her great scientific-gothic romance, Frankenstein, in June 1816. Setting out for Germany, Irving wrote: “I mean to get into the confidence of every old woman I meet with in Germany and get from her her budget of wonderful stories.” But in practice he was heavily dependent on literary sources. His most famous character, Rip Van Winkle, and the Legend of Sleepy Hollow, came straight from Christophe Martin Wieland and Riesbeck’s Travels through Germany.154 He merely expanded the Winkle tale and gave it an American setting.155

Nevertheless, when Irving’s first collection, his Sketch Book, came out in 1820, it was an immediate success. It got the stamp of approval from Byron and from the twin pillars of the literary establishment, Gifford of the Quarterly and Jeffrey of the Edinburgh Review. As his English publisher was John Murray, who also published Waverley, many people assumed the real author was Scott himself. Rush, the American Minister, passed on to Irving a long letter from Lady Lyttleton inquiring about the authorship, to which Irving replied, insisting he had written every word himself: “I speak fully on this point, not from any anxiety of authorship, but because the doubt which her ladyship has heard on the subject seems to have arisen from the old notion that it is impossible for an American to write decent English.”156 Irving was particularly gratified when the great actress Mrs. Siddons said to him at a party in her slow, deep, meaningless voice: “You have—made—me—weep.”157

But, of course, one important reason for his success in England was what would later be called his “cultural cringe.” He proposed to Murray, for example, that the poet Thomas Campbell be hired to lecture in New York to give “an impulse to American literature and a proper direction to the public taste.” He genuflected to the right idols, paying a courtesy visit to Scott (“a sterling, golden-hearted old worthy”). He did his best to alleviate the outstanding grievance of the British literary and publishing industry—the absence of a copyright law in America and the systematic pirating of British books by American publishers. He was anxious, perhaps overanxious, to disassociate himself in English eyes from Republican, let alone radical, ideas: “There could be nothing more humiliating to me,” he wrote to Murray, “than to be mistaken for that loose rabble of writers who are ready to decry everything orderly and established—my feelings go the contrary way.”158

All these characteristics eventually led to the eclipse of his reputation and the fierce hostility felt toward him and his work by the first generation of American writers, led by Ralph Waldo Emerson, who repudiated English, indeed European, cultural colonialism. But they paid handsomely at the time. Because he was admired and read in England, he was admired and read in America. After the success of the Sketch Book, he told Murray he wanted 1,500 guineas for his next book. “This staggered Murray who, after a moment’s hesitation, began ‘If you had said a thousand guineas—’ ‘You shall have it for a thousand guineas,’ said Irving, grandly.”159 For his life of Columbus, Murray gave him 3,000 guineas in 1828. He was immensely industrious and quick: He wrote a million words on Spain alone and over 3 million altogether. Moore recorded that in a mere ten days he “has written about 130 pages of the size of those in his Sketch Book—this is amazing rapidity.”160 In all, Irving seems to have earned from his writing over $200,000. When he started, Ingersoll had lamented in his address that 35 towns in America were named Waverly, and none after an American writer. By the time Irving was finished, not only little towns but big hotels and squares, steamboats, even cigars were named after him. “He is only fit to write a book and scarcely that,” sneered Andrew Jackson, who objected to his being minister in Madrid. But that was an out-of-date view. At Irving’s death, New York closed down; there were 150 carriages in his funeral procession and 1,000 waited outside the packed church.”161 He was the first American to achieve celebrity through literature. That was an important step in the growth of America’s cultural self-confidence. It was also a critical stage in Britain’s recognition of the United States not only as a legitimate entity but as a civilized one. And the fact that America’s first internationally recognized professional writer wrote not merely in the English language, but in the English cultural idiom, was a subtle contribution to the Special Relationship.

In the years after 1815, the United States was not yet a great power, in the conventional sense. To be sure, it was acquiring a regular military establishment, with its trappings. From 1813, under the pressures of war, shakos were issued to U.S. infantrymen to replace the old-fashioned civilian top hats, made of beaver, which the men had worn hitherto. At the same time generals got the full treatment: a huge bicorne, with a solid gold eagle on the center of the cockade. The coat was plain blue, single breasted, but it had ten ball-buttons of gold and black herringbone embroidery across the chest and four chevrons on each forearm and one on each side of the collar—and the new coat was worn with high, cuffed boots.162 But the regular army itself was tiny. Expanded to its wartime maximum of 46,858 in 1814—including Volunteers and militia it numbered 286,700—it had fallen to 16,743 by 1816 and to a mere 9,863 by 1822.163

But if the United States was not yet a great power, it was rapidly becoming, in many ways, a world power. As far back as 1784, the first American ship, rounding the Horn, had appeared in Chinese waters. The same year a U.S. registered ship sailed up the Baltic and docked at Saint Petersburg. American whalers were now in both Arctic and Antarctic waters. Once the War of 1812 was over, American merchant ships reappeared in the Atlantic, in ever-growing numbers, enough of them by 1820 to be causing concern to the British Board of Trade.164 They were numerous in the Caribbean, too, and in the Mediterranean—Byron was delighted to go aboard one of them in Genoa harbor. The U.S. Navy was also capable of global operations. One reason it was created in 1794 was to protect U.S. merchant ships from corsairs based on the Barbary Coast of north Africa, what is now Algeria, Libya and Tunisia. The reason for this was American pride: The United States government, unlike most European powers, refused to ransom captive seamen by giving the pirates money, powder, shot and weapons.165

America was thus already distinguishing itself by its refusal to follow time-honored European paths of compromise and its determination to take the high road of moral righteousness. Europeans might or might not approve—most did not—but the notion was striking and new. It was given its first formal expression in John Quincy Adams’s opening address to Congress in 1825, when he signified that the modern world of idealism and ideology was being born, foreshadowing an enlightened superpower with a moral mission to change the planet for the better. “The spirit of improvement is abroad upon the earth,” he said. “It stimulates the heart and sharpens the faculties not of our fellow-citizens alone, but of the nations of Europe and of their rulers. While dwelling with pleasing satisfaction upon the superior excellence of our political institutions, let us not be unmindful that liberty is power: that the nation blessed with the largest portion of liberty must, in proportion to its numbers, be the most powerful nation on earth, and that the tenure of power by man is, in the moral purpose of his Creator, upon condition that it shall be exercised to ends of beneficence, to improve the condition of himself and his fellow men.” For America not to use its new and growing power was “treachery to the most sacred of trusts.”

This assertive moral nationalism was noted by European statesmen, underpinned as it was by what struck them even more forcibly: the growth of the U.S. population. In 1815 it was 8,419,000. Fifteen years later, it has risen by more than half to 12,901,000, and the rate of increase was accelerating.166 The land area of the new giant was expanding even more rapidly. Europe, used to judging power in terms of “souls” and hectares, rather than moral authority, registered the fact that America was progressing fast in all three. In its growing size, America was already being compared to Russia. The two nations were seen as having much in common: both strange and extra-European, almost alien; both, at the time, making loud moral noises; both, seemingly, portents of the future. These two big, hungry nations did not found colonies, as the older European states did; they simply swallowed territory and digested it. Alexander Herzen was to produce a classic definition of what they had in common and where they differed: “The United States sweeps everything from its path, like an avalanche. Every inch of land which the United States seizes is taken away from the natives forever. Russia surrounds adjoining territories like an expanding body of water, pulls them in and covers them with an everlasting, uniformly-coloured layer of autocratic ice.”167 There was, however, a further difference between the two, in the eyes of the statesman of the reestablished ancien régime in 1815. The United States was a vast ocean away. Russia was established, for the first time, in the heart of Europe, by virtue of her enormous, conquering army. This was one of many reasons why Castlereagh had been anxious to wind up the American war as fast as possible, so that Britain’s resources and attention could be concentrated on the Old World.


TWO


The Congress Dances

The day General Jackson’s men were slaughtering Sir Edward Pakenham and his redcoats before New Orleans, poor “Ned’s” brother-in-law, the Duke of Wellington, received orders from the British government to leave Paris, where he was Ambassador-plenipotentiary, and replace Castlereagh as chief British envoy in the Vienna peace talks, the celebrated “Congress.” The prime minister, the Earl of Liverpool, himself in the House of Lords, found he could not get the government’s business done in the House of Commons without Castlereagh to manage it. As Thomas Barnes, soon to be editor of The Times, put it, “his conciliatory tone, his graceful manners, his mildness, urbanity and invincible courtesy ensure him popularity and even fondness from the House.”1 So home Castlereagh had to go, and Wellington, the only British public servant whose prestige with European sovereigns was comparable, took over Congress. He rumbled across Europe by heavy coach, on roads slippery with ice. General Alava, who had traveled much with the Duke in Spain, said that when asked what time the party should set off in the morning, Wellington invariably answered: “Daylight”; and the dinner was always ‘cold meat.” “I began to have a horror,” said Alava, “of those two words, ‘daylight’ and ‘cold-meat.’”2 The food, it is true, was game birds and pâté de foie gras, taken with claret, but there was a mere four hours’ sleep at night in bad inns. Only the Duke undressed and, as was his invariable custom, fell asleep the moment he lay down. His two aides de camp, Lord William Lennox, son of the Duke of Richmond, and Colonel John Fremantle, had to doss down in their clothes in front of the stove.3

The Duke reached Vienna on 3 February and made his immediate entrance to the Congress, wearing a scarlet field marshal’s uniform, with a velvet collar embroidered in gold wire, the stars of the Garter, Bath and Golden Fleece, and the solitary Peninsula medal, the one he prized most; white stock, white breeches. His entry caused a sensation, for he was the only professional general among the sovereigns and chancellors and one, moreover, known as le vainqueur du vainqueur du monde. He had not yet met Bonaparte in battle, but he had beaten all his best marshals and troops in Spain. He was now forty-five, two years younger than Jackson, three months older than Bonaparte—a lean, energetic man of five feet nine; brown from years in the Indian sun; hook nosed, but considered handsome by the ladies; his blue eyes less piercing than Jackson’s, more of the lively kind; his brown hair short cropped. He had an abrupt manner of speech and a laugh, as the society poet Samuel Rogers said, like a man with whooping-cough.

Wellington came from an impoverished but noble Anglo-Irish Ascendancy family, who had gradually changed their name, Wesley, to the less plebeian Wellesley, in accord with their title as Earls of Morning-ton. Arthur Wellesley, born in Ireland in 1769, would not have it he was Irish: “Because a man is born in a stable, that does not make him a horse.” After he had spent three undistinguished years at Eton, and a spell at the famous French riding academy in Angers, his mother the Countess, now a widow, put him to soldiering; he was, she said, “food for powder and nothing more.”4 In fact Arthur was a dreamy boy, loving music and skilled at playing the violin, though it is true that, at Eton, he thrashed the Rev. Sydney Smith’s ugly brother, “Bobus” Smith.

He took to the army, albeit in the lowly form of a “Sepoy General” in India; men who had commanded native troops but had never beaten European armies were not highly regarded in military circles. In this sense, he had something in common with Jackson, who made his name beating redskins. Nevertheless, Wellesley’s eight years in India were a thorough training in constant combat. He conquered Mysore, stormed Seringapatam, and fought the Second Mahratta War. This included the storming of Ahmednuggur, winning the ferocious battles of Assaye and Argaum, and culminated in the surrender of Gawilghur. He had lived for as long as three years in tents, commanded 50,000 men in the field and learned the key to success in war—“attention to detail.” Asked to explain his later military success in Europe, he would say “All that is India.”5 After a spell as a member of Parliament and office as Chief Secretary to Ireland, he had moved to the Peninsula war-theater, eventually taking over as Commander-in-Chief after the death of Sir John Moore at Corunna. From April 1809 until the final Battle of Toulouse five years later, he had been engaged in continual fighting against the French invaders, fighting over 100 actions, winning eleven major battles and beating General Junot, Marshals Massena and Soult, and Bonaparte’s brother Joseph. He rose swiftly up the peerage from viscount (1809), to earl (1812), to marquess (1812) to duke (1814), becoming also in the process an English field marshal, the Portuguese Marshal-General and Generalissimo of the Spanish armies. Wellington had carried out many a strategic retreat, but he had never been worsted on the field.

He took a low view of the moral character of his armies. At various times he found his forces as a whole “infamous,” “a rabble.” The men were “the scum of the earth,” a phrase he repeated many times. “None but the worst description of men enter the regular service.” Or again: “People talk of their enlisting from their fine military feeling—all stuff—no such thing. Some of our men enlist from having got bastard children—some for minor offences—many more for drink.” The noncommissioned officers were the only group to escape criticism, and even they got disgustingly drunk on the night of a victory. The officers were brave, but could not be got to pay “minute and constant attention to orders.” The commissariat was “very bad indeed.” The cavalry were useless: They charged head on, then “gallop back as fast as they gallop on the enemy”; they “never think of maneuvring,” indeed cannot maneuver, “except on Wimbledon Common.” The generals “make me tremble.” The infantry, when properly trained, were all right, but even they had to be “ruled with a rod of iron.’”6 On the other hand, no one grudged spending his armies more than did the Duke. He wept bitterly when his officers were killed and valued the lives of his soldiers more than did any other contemporary commander, attributing his compassion to the British constitution. As he put it later: “[Bonaparte] could do what he pleased; and no man ever lost more armies than he did. Now with me the loss of every man told. I could not risk so much. I knew that if I ever lost 500 men without the clearest necessity, I should be brought upon my knees to the bar of the House of Commons.”7 With all that, he was now the most successful warlord of his age. To the grandees of Vienna, he was the marshal who had never lost a battle.

As Wellington’s star rose, Bonaparte’s sank. By 1815 his moral capital was exhausted, except among the French professional army. A few intellectuals, scattered through Europe, still saw him as a force for progress and defended his iniquities. In England, William Hazlitt, a passionate, lifelong supporter, justified even Bonaparte’s murder of the Duc d’Enghien. He defended Bonaparte in the way progressives were long to defend Stalin in the twentieth century. “The question with me is,” wrote Hazlitt, “whether I and all mankind are born slaves or free … Secure this point and all is safe; lose it and all is lost … If Buonaparte was a conqueror, he conquered the grand conspiracy of kings against the abstract right of the human race to be free; and I, as a man, could not be indifferent which side to take. If he was ambitious, his greatness was not founded on the unconditional, avowed surrender of the rights of human nature. With him, the state of man rose too. If he was arbitrary and a tyrant, first France as a country was in a state of military blockade or garrison duty and not to be defended by mere paper bullets of the brain; secondly, but chiefly, he was not nor could be a tyrant by right divine. Tyranny in him was not sacred; it was not eternal; it was not instinctively bound in a league of amity with other tyrannies; it was not sanctioned by all the law of religion and morality.”8 Hazlitt worked for years to create a four-volume Life of Napoleon (1828)—an answer to Sir Walter Scott’s highly critical nine-volume Life (1824)—which presented Bonaparte as the champion of humanity: “As long as he was a thorn in the side of kings, and kept them at bay, his cause stood out of the ruins and defeat of their pride and hopes of revenge. He stood, and he stood alone, between them and their natural prey. He kept off this last indignity and wrong offered to a whole people, and throughout them to the rest of the world, of being handed over, like a herd of cattle, to a particular family, and chained to the foot of a Legitimate throne. This was the chief point at issue—this was the great question, compared with which all others were tame and insignificant—whether mankind were, from the beginning to the end of time, born slaves or not? As long as he remained, his acts, his very existence, gave a proud and full answer to this question. As long as he interposed a barrier, a gauntlet, an arm of steel between us and them who alone could set up the plea of old, indefensible right over us, no increase in [his] power could be too great.”9

As with Stalin’s case, however, this ideological rhetoric bore little relation to the facts. Bonaparte was, or had been, a great law codifier, institutional reformer, road builder and, at times, state patron. As the young romantic French painter Eugéne Delacroix put it—he was a natural son of the French plenipotentiary at Vienna, Talleyrand—“The life of Napoleon is the event of the century for all the arts.”10 In this sense, Bonaparte was in the 18th-century tradition of the Enlightened Despots. But in other respects his conduct looked forward to the horrifying totalitarian regimes of the 20th century. He was in no sense a democrat. To him, the people were a mob, canaille, to be dispersed, “by a whiff of grapeshot.” His various constitutions gave less voting rights to the people than did the electoral system of the ancien régime, which produced the Estates General in 1789, and they were all based on the antidemocratic principle, “Confidence comes from below, authority from above.”11 Nor did Bonaparte, as Hazlitt foolishly supposed, stand for the principle of individual liberty. Indeed, he created the first modern police state, and exported it. Austria, Prussia, and Russia all learned from the methods of Joseph Fouché, Bonaparte’s minister of police, from 1799 to 1814, and it is significant that when Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte, one of Bonaparte’s marshals and trained in his system, became the effective ruler of Sweden from 1809, almost his first acts were to set up a secret police force and an espionage network, neither of which Sweden had ever possessed. As Bernadotte put it—he never learned more than a word or two of Swedish—“Opposition—c’est conspiration!”12

It is true that in some parts of Europe, notably Germany and northern Italy, Bonaparte, as conqueror, imposed some of the reforms introduced by the Revolution in France. But elsewhere reforms had been accomplished peacefully and in the local manner. Denmark, for instance, which was dragged into Bonaparte’s wars and impoverished, had introduced prison and law reform, poor relief and, above all, land reform and the gradual abolition of labor services, as early as the 1780s; reforms of the tariff and a progressive abolition of the slave trade had followed in the 1790s; the country was in the process of securing for more than half the peasant-farmers the ownership of their land and of making education universal and compulsory—the involvement with Napoleonic France merely delayed the process.13 In other parts of Europe, the Low Countries for instance, the invading French abolished ancient charters of rights and local elected bodies going back to the early Middle Ages. In Switzerland, with its traditions of cantonal self-government, Bonaparte began to chip off territory for France from 1798, and followed this with full-scale invasion the following year and the enforcement of a French-devised constitution which made the Swiss his puppets: it was his treatment of Swiss liberties which decisively turned the poet William Wordsworth against Bonaparte and all he stood for.

Everywhere Bonaparte moved there was plundering at bayonet point, not just of the peasants to feed his armies—the French never paid for any food or horses they took—but of churches, town halls, palaces and treasuries. The art collections of Germany, Italy, and Spain were looted for the Louvre and for the commandeered chateaux of Bonaparte’s marshals, most of whom became millionaires to keep up the ducal and princely titles he bestowed upon them. (Bonaparte himself stashed away the then-colossal sum of £8 million.) If such things as Swiss bank accounts had existed, all would have had them. In fact, the French did the reverse in Switzerland, stripping the Bernese treasury of every coin it contained to finance their expedition to Egypt. When the French plenipotentiary, Brune, left Switzerland for Italy, the bottom of his carriage collapsed with the weight of the stolen gold he had stacked in its boot. Thus £10 million in cash disappeared, plus £8 million in good paper, mainly English bills. When the people resisted, they were shot. One French commander, General Schauenburg, slaughtered 500 men, women and children in the Nidwalden; whole villages were wiped out. Bonaparte’s orders to his commanders were, You have the force, live off the land. When in 1808 Marshal Joachim Murat complained to Bonaparte about the difficulties of getting supplies in Spain, his master replied that he was tired of a general who, “at the head of 50,000 troops, asks for things instead of taking them.” The letter, said Murat, “stunned me, like a tile falling on my head.” The result was the brutal massacre of patriots, monks, priests, and shopkeepers outside Madrid, as immortalized in the terrifying painting, The Third of May 1808 by Francisco de Goya (1746–1828).

Goya is an interesting case of the way in which civilized opinion swung against Bonaparte as the first decade of the century progressed. He came from Saragossa, the son of a master gilder, and progressed through the royal tapestry factory, as a designer, to painting royal and society portraits. He was enormously successful, though he painted girths, warts, wrinkles, and all; he used to quote Cervantes: “Where truth is, God is, truth being an aspect of divinity.” A self-portrait shows him in bullfighter’s kit, with candles in his hat and a fierce face. He had 19 children by his wife, sister of the painter Bayue, and more by a variety of mistresses, ranging from his high-born sitters to street girls. One of his mistresses gave him syphilis, and in 1792 he went stone deaf. Thereafter, fearsome creatures began to appear in his work. On one of his Capriccios, showing himself asleep at his drawing board, he inscribed, “The sleep of reason brings forth Monsters.” In these times, when Bonaparte was seeking to impose the ideology of “enlightened” France on the rest of Europe by force, it was as though reason itself was bringing the monsters into being. Goya had long been interested in manifestation of violence combined with sex. In the 1790s he made many studies of bandits stripping naked women captives, then stabbing them to death. Even his arcadia paintings, cartoons for tapestries, have a streak of sex-war viciousness, as when he shows three militant women tossing a man in a blanket. He was fascinated by abnormality, too: giants, dwarfs, cripples, madmen, even cannibalism and demented animals—hence his horrifying studies of Los Disparates (The Unequals). The titles of many other canvases and prints tell their own tale: The Courtyard of the Madhouse; The Road to Hell; and Madness Runs Amok, the last showing the clothes of a madwoman gripped in the jaws of a horror-horse.14

These interests were not unusual in the Romantic Age, but Goya had them to an unusual degree. With the incursion of the French, the imposition of an alien regime, the revolt of the masses, and the long war which followed—the French armies passing up, down and across Spain like a red-hot rake—Goya’s obsessions became politicized. He was, of course, a court painter, one whose living came from whatever ruler was currently in possession. His Allegory of Madrid began as a portrait of King Joseph Bonaparte, the French-imposed ruler, done in 1810; when Madrid was liberated in 1812, Constitution replaced Joseph’s head; the head reappeared when the French retook the city a few months later, only to disappear finally in 1813, being replaced by Ferdinand VII’s head in 1814.15 But all the time, Goya’s feelings were turning with increasing power and venom against the insensate folly of seeking to impose political ideas at the price of human flesh and blood. He came to identify himself with the Resistance and its dead. He said of his May pictures, done in 1814, that they were designed “to perpetuate with my brush” the “glorious revolt against the tyrant of Europe.”

Goya was not unaware of war propaganda. The British artist R. K. Porter, a pupil of Benjamin West, had come to Spain with Sir John Moore’s army and specialized in anti-French prints. His etchings, such as Buonaparte Massacring 3800 men at Jaffa and Bonaparte Massacring 1500 persons at Toulon, both from 1803, were circulated and copied widely in Spain and were used by Goya in planning his own massacre picture, an example of how a great artist elevates a crude but powerful idea into sublimity.16 But when Goya came to do his Disasters of War series, he was no longer thinking in terms of propaganda as such. He was, rather, registering his detestation, as a human being, of what Bonaparte had done and was doing to Europe. There comes a point, his drawings insist, at which the original objectives of a war waged for ideals cease to be of the smallest consequence—are, in fact, quite forgotten—as the savagery and cruelty which war engenders, and which increase as it continues, consume everything, blind, heedless, insatiable. In the final stages of a war men kill and burn simply to eat, to survive. Thus war, especially ideological war, is the true sleep of reason, when the monsters appear. Goya’s final comment emerged in 1819 when he moved to what he called “The House of the Deaf Man” in Madrid and painted on its walls his image of the naked, unseeing, mad, and gigantic Saturn—an allegory of the Bonapartist attempt to remake the world—gobbling his children.

This revulsion against Bonaparte’s wars was something which English intellectuals like Hazlitt, Shelley and Byron did not feel because they had escaped the consequences. They had not seen, felt or suffered the horrors. Over 2 million people had died as a direct consequence of Bonaparte’s campaigns, many more through poverty and disease and undernourishment. Countless villages had been burned in the paths of the advancing and retreating armies. Almost every capital in Europe had been occupied—some, like Vienna, Dresden, Berlin and Madrid, more than once. Moscow had been put to the torch. Copenhagen had been bombarded. That Goya’s drawings did not exaggerate is confirmed by the account of George Sand, in her Histoire de ma vie, of her childhood journey in 1808 across stricken Spain, where her father was serving.17 Sand lived off raw onions, sunflower seeds, green lemons, and soup made with candle-ends, shared with the soldiers. She remembered the noise of the wheels of the wagon in which she lay, crunching over the bones of a corpse in the road. She remembered clutching at the sleeve of a trooper, only to find his arm missing.

The wars set back the economic life of much of Europe for a generation. They made men behave like beasts, and worse. The battles were bigger and much more bloody. The armies of the old regimes were of long-service professional veterans, often lifers, obsessed with uniforms, pipe clay, polished brass, and their elaborate drill—the kings could not bear to lose them. Bonaparte cut off the pigtails, ended the powdered hair, supplied mass-produced uniforms and spent the lives of his young, conscripted recruits as though they were loose change. His insistence that they live off the land did not work in subsistence economies like Spain and Russia, where if the soldiers stole, the peasants starved. So in Spain, French stragglers were stripped and roasted alive, and in Russia the serfs buried them up to their necks in mud and ice for the wolves to feed on. Throughout Europe, the standards of human conduct declined as men and women, and their growing children, learned to live brutally.

Writers and artists who experienced the erosion of values during Bonaparte’s tyranny abandoned their initial support for a man they once saw as a force for change. Benjamin Constant summed it up in his De l’Esprit de la conquête (1813): “Human beings are sacrificed to abstractions—a holocaust of individuals is offered up to ‘the People’”—a truth the 20th century was to learn even more painfully.18 In Germany the intellectuals initially supported French “liberation” because it ended the petty Courts where, paradoxically, German Kultur had been suppressed in favor of French culture. Some writers abased themselves before the Bonapartist life force. G. W. F. Hegel, from Stuttgart, ran a pro-French newspaper, the Bamberger Zeitung, mostly copied from the official French government organ, the Paris Moniteur; he thought Bonaparte, whom he had seen ride through Jena in 1806, was the Weltseele, the personification of reason, and he applauded Bonaparte’s troops even though they stole all his money. The editor-historian Ernst Ludwig Posselt, who ran the monthly Europaische Annalen and for a time the daily Neueste Weltkund of Tubingen, wrote of “the Emperor” as of a god and said that one of the highest slopes of the Alps should be cleared and “Napoleon” inscribed on it in giant golden letters so that the glint of them could be seen even in Germany. He argued that it was right for the Italians to hand over their works of art to the French because it was “their first step into the hallowed temple of liberty.”19 These Francophile publications were strictly controlled by the French authorities, who imposed total censorship of the press from start to finish and ended by suppressing even the most craven of the collaborationist sheets. They could not find the author of the critical pamphlet, Germany in the Depths of Degradation (1806), so they shot the publisher, Philipp Palm of Nuremberg. This was one of many such incidents, ignored by radical writers in England, like Hazlitt or Leigh Hunt, who risked no more than a year or two at most in comfortable prisons, but they gradually forced “enlightened” Germans into opposition.

Hence the years 1810–14 saw the intelligentsia, throughout the German states, swing decisively against Bonaparte. German romanticism, especially Sturm and Drang and its reverberations, was directed against the Napoleonic armies, administrators and propagandists, and the officially approved art forms of the French empire, which were classical-revival. Young German writers and artists joined the new volunteer units set up to help liberate German-speaking territory, as the empire began to founder. The painting by G. F. Kersting, At the Advance Post, shows three such intellectuals serving in his regiment in 1813. A year later, his friend Caspar David Friedrich painted the highly nationalistic A Chasseur in the Forest, showing a French soldier of occupation amid dark and threatening German trees, with a raven singing his death song.20 The trouble with anti-Bonapartist feeling was that, in many parts of Europe where the leaning of the upper class toward French culture had long been resented, it broadened into hatred of France and the French as such. This was particularly true of Germany, where Francophobia, first among the intellectuals, then among the population as a whole, became a powerful and dangerous force for nearly 150 years.

The reaction against France was all the stronger because the German-speaking states had received the greatest humiliations at the hands of Bonaparte and had formed the background to his most arrogant displays. After the Battle of Jena in 1806, when Bonaparte crushed the Prussian army—once, under Frederick the Great, the finest in Europe—the north Germans watched in shame while large and well-provisioned garrisons surrendered to mere troops of French dragoons. The King, Frederick William III, showed himself a craven nonentity. Further south, the King of Saxony became a self-abasing French puppet, whose palace at Dresden Bonaparte treated as his hotel. Austria was no better. By 1809 it had been beaten by Bonaparte in four successive campaigns and was bankrupt, but nonetheless forced to pay an indemnity to the French and surrender territory. Its army was restricted to 150,000 men. The Habsburg monarch, Francis, could no longer call himself Holy Roman Emperor, since Bonaparte had abolished that ancient entity, which went back to Charlemagne. Francis himself was a feeble figure, who spent his time making toffee and endlessly stamping blank sheets of parchment with specimens from his huge collection of seals. When Bonaparte, who had discarded his wife Josephine for failing to give him an heir, demanded of Francis a further sacrifice in the shape of his eldest daughter, Marie-Louise, the head of the House of Habsburg, then the grandest ruling family in Europe, felt he had to assent. It is true that the Habsburgs had made their way in the world less by winning battles than by judicious marriages. But the shame was fearful. Marie-Louise, then 18, had been brought up to call Bonaparte “the Corsican Anti-Christ.” It was as though the Britain of 1940, having surrendered to Hitler, had been forced to deliver Princess Elizabeth, elder daughter of King George VI, to the Führer as his bride. Marie-Louise, hitherto interested chiefly in whipped cream and her pet ducks, was happy to escape from her governesses and inquisitive priests to the glamor of the usurper’s court at Fontainebleau. But the Courts of Germany felt the horror of an alliance which, in effect, sanctioned the murder of Marie Antoinette, another Habsburg princess and the bride’s great-aunt, and legitimated a plebeian tyrant.

As it was, the military adventurers who followed in Bonaparte’s wake, and their women, were already mingling with the ancient nobilities of Europe, which took their cue from above. Clemens Metternich (1773–1859), who had become Austrian Foreign Minister in autumn 1809 after the last Habsburg disaster at Wagram, was from one of the oldest families in Europe, which went back to the times of King Henry the Fowler and even Charlemagne. He was married to Eleonore von Kaunitz, diminutive granddaughter of the great Austrian chancellor—it was to her that Bonaparte, at a masked ball, had first broached the idea of marrying Marie-Louise. Metternich, an accomplished womanizer, did not scruple to conduct an adulterous affair with Bonaparte’s youngest and prettiest sister, Caroline, married to one of his marshals, Murat, or to run this affair in tandem with another military wife, Laura Junot, whose spouse was the Governor of Paris. When Mettenich and Madame Junot were seen together at a Paris fortune-teller’s, Bonaparte’s secret police were informed, and Caroline Murat, who seems to have had access to their files, plotted revenge. On 13 January 1810, at yet another masked ball—they were the delight of the super-rich in Bonapartist Europe—Caroline Murat told Junot that if he broke into his wife’s desk, he would find compromising letters. The general did so, then threw a tantrum. First he said he would get Bonaparte to declare war on Austria again. Then he swore to challenge Metternich to a duel. All he did in the end was to attack Laura with a pair of scissors, leaving her (as she put it), “a blood-drenched wife, half dead and cut to pieces by his own hands.” He then confessed what he had done to Madame Metternich, who responded dryly: “The role of Othello ill becomes you.”21 The episode well conveys the atmosphere of vulgar ostentation, vice and near-gangsterism which characterized the meridian of Bonapartist Europe.

Worse was to come. In May 1812 Bonaparte moved his entire court to Dresden, taking over the Saxon king’s rococo palace and filling it with wagon trains of French tapestries, wines, porcelain, china, glass and furniture brought from Paris, along with hundreds of French cooks and delicacies from all over the empire. His new empress, Marie-Louise, was attended by duchesses with some of the oldest names in France—Turenne, Montesquieu and Noailles—for the French noblesse had, at this stage, capitulated to him too. At the first of a great series of balls he gave, the kings of Europe and the Austrian emperor preceded him into the room; then came his wife; finally, he was announced, quite simply, not as king or emperor of this or that, but as L’Empereur!22 There were two royalties not present at this abasement of European legitimacy before their Corsican conqueror. The first was the English Prince Regent, sitting behind his navy in London. The second was the Tsar of Russia. Bonaparte had finally decided he had no alternative but to deal with the Tsar as he had dealt with all the other Continental sovereigns, and the gathering at Dresden was designed to launch his “civilizing mission” to Russia. After a week of festivities he left for his military headquarters on 28 May, to begin the invasion. The rulers gathered at Dresden were obliged to contribute more than their approval. Bonaparte’s Grande Armée was multinational, as were to be the forces Hitler hurled at Russia in 1941: in addition to 200,000 French, there were 147,000 German troops from the French-run Confederation of the Rhine, plus 50,000 from the Prussian and Austrian forces, making nearly 200,000 Germans in all; there were 80,000 Italians and 60,000 Poles, and contributions from the Swiss, the Dutch, the southern Slavs, the Spanish and the Portuguese. Bonaparte’s intention, after the conquest and dismemberment of Russia, was to have himself declared Emperor of Europe.23

Six months later, even Bonaparte’s own war bulletin, the 29th issued on 3 December 1812, was obliged to admit that “an atrocious calamity” had overtaken the army. Two days later, Bonaparte himself abandoned it, plus his coach—which ended up in Byron’s possession—and much else, and fled west by fast sledge, accompanied only by his personal staff chief, Armand de Caulaincourt, duc de Vicence. Bonaparte was no longer L’Empereur, but traveling as Caulaincourt’s secretary, “Monsieur de Rayneval.”24 Thereafter, for Bonaparte, it was mostly downhill, though there were missed opportunities on the way. The last of any consequence came in June 1813, following two French victories and an armistice. By now Prussia and Russia were his sworn enemies and all his former satraps had deserted him except Saxony. Austria was neutral, since Metternich conceived it was in her interest to have a Habsburg-Bonapartist dynasty on the French throne and for France, accordingly, to keep many of her conquests. As Metternich put it to Caulaincourt, now Bonaparte’s regular negotiator, “When it comes to anything which touches the soil of France, Napoleon and the Empress’s father—as grandfather to the successor to the [French] throne—must think alike.”25 On 24 June Prussia, Russia and Austria drew up the Reichenbach Treaty, which offered Bonaparte the best peace he was likely to get. All he had to do was to dissolve his Grand Duchy of Warsaw, return various chunks of territory to Prussia and Austria, and give the Hanseatic towns, like Hamburg and Lübeck, back their liberties. The rest of his empire, including French frontiers up to the Rhine and the loot of Europe, he was to keep.

On 26 June 1813 Metternich put these terms to Bonaparte at an eight-and-a-half-hour interview, from noon to 8:30 P.M. It took place at at the Elsterwiese Castle outside Dresden, built by the puppet king for his mistress, the opera singer Camilla Marcolini—the little king was forced to hang about in his own waiting room and was finally told to go home. Both men were supreme egoists and they later gave conflicting accounts of their marathon talk. The essential point was that Bonaparte turned down the terms. Any concession, he said to Metternich, would be fatal: “My reign will not outlast the day when I have ceased to be strong and therefore to be feared.” The conversation went round in circles, thirteen by Bonaparte’s count. “I know how to die,” he told Metternich. “But I shall never cede one inch of territory. Your sovereigns, who were born on the throne, can allow themselves to be beaten twenty times and will always return to their capitals, But I cannot do that—I am a self-made soldier.” Metternich: “I have seen your soldiers. They are not more than children.” At this point Bonaparte threw his hat into a corner and shouted: “You know nothing of what goes on in the soldier’s mind. I grew up on the field of battle. A man like me cares little for the lives of a million men.” Metternich: “If only the words you have just spoken could be heard from one end of Europe to the other.” Bonaparte: “I may lose my throne. But I shall bury the whole world in its ruins.” Metternich: “Sire, you are a lost man.”26

The three powers then proceeded to sign a mutual support convention which was to be the basis for the subsequent Holy Alliance, and in August, Austria too declared war on France. The armies met at Leipzig, the so-called Battle of the Nations, fought 16–19 October 1813, which ended in the destruction of Bonaparte’s second Grande Armée of 700,000, by a force of 830,000 Russians, Austrians and Prussians. Not all these men were in the actual battle, where about 190,000 French and their allies faced 300,000. Bonaparte had no choice but to retreat to save his troops from total destruction, and he contrived to get back across the Rhine only 70,000 of them, of whom 30,000 quickly died of typhus. He raised fresh forces and maneuvered skilfully, but there could now be no doubt about the outcome. The British were advancing across the Pyrenees toward the Loire. The Prussians, Russians and Austrians all crossed the Rhine by February. Paris fell on 31 March. Until almost the end, Bonaparte refused to negotiate seriously or allow Caulaincourt to do so on his behalf—in this respect, too, Hitler was to be like him—but early in April, in negotiations with the Tsar, he suddenly capitulated and agreed to abdicate. In return, he got the island of Elba and a pension of 2 million francs. His empress was compensated by being made duchess of Parma. This agreement, called the Treaty of Fontainebleau, was entitled “A Treaty Between the Allied Powers and His Majesty the Emperor Napoleon.”

Many had misgivings about this compromise, which left the man who had kept Europe in uproar for nearly twenty years free and even, in a small way, sovereign. Elba was preferred to other islands because Corsica and Sardinia were too big and he would not accept Corfu because it was too far away. His police chief Fouché, who had now deserted him and who knew his wiles, said he should be deported to the United States.

Metternich was particularly unhappy about the choice of Elba because it was so near Italy. Castlereagh thought it would be an easy matter for Bonaparte to jump from Elba onto the French coast, as happened. One suggestion was to intern him on Gibraltar, but this was attacked by Tory backbenchers: “We should be really sorry if any British possession were to be polluted by such a wretch. He would be a disgrace to Botany Bay.”27 The same argument applied to another place already being mentioned, the remote British station of Saint Helena in the south Atlantic. The British cabinet disliked an alternative Castlereagh put forward, to grant him asylum in the splendid British fort of Saint George on the Beauly Firth, designed by the Adam brothers, where Dr Samuel Johnson and James Boswell had dined with the garrison in 1783. Ministers thought that if Bonaparte found himself there, the Whig leaders would promptly serve them with a writ of habeas corpus forcing them either to bring him to trial or to free him. In the end, all agreed to Elba, fearing that the Tsar, a mercurial uncollegiate figure, might suddenly propose what Bonaparte now wanted—an abdication not in favor of the Bourbons but of his own son, the king of Rome. So all signed, but Metternich said: “There will be war again within two years.”

Bonaparte did not take his degradation easily. His rage was said to be “supernatural,” his “cries were those of a trapped lion.” Since the Russian disaster, he had always worn a suicide pill round his neck, a practice followed by the Nazi leaders in 1945. In his case, it consisted of a tiny pouch of black taffeta containing a mixture of belladonna, hellebore and opium. He took it on 12 April but it did not work, producing merely spasms and nausea. His doctor offered no help. He had sworn the Hippocratic Oath and said, “I am no murderer.”28 So Bonaparte was hustled to the Mediterranean coast, with an escort of 60 lancers to protect him from the White Terror now raging in the countryside. Disguised in a blue servant’s livery and with a tiny round hat on his head, he refused to cross to Elba on a French warship, as French naval officers hated him, and instead traveled on HMS Undaunted, reaching his new kingdom on 4 May 1814.

The brief Kingdom of Elba is one of the curiosities of history. Bonaparte attempted to keep a court there. He had a Grand Marshal of the Palace, a Military Governor, a Treasurer, four chamberlains, two secretaries, a doctor and chemist, a butler and chef and seven assistant chefs, two valets, two equerries, a Mameluke servant called Ali, two gentleman-ushers, eight footmen, a porter, a Director of the Gardens, a Director of Music and two women singers, a laundress and a washerwoman. He had 35 men working in the stables which housed 27 carriages and many of his favorite horses. But the court did not function as he wished. The local ladies and gentry were not up to the style of his receptions, or Drawing Rooms as they were then called, and he soon abandoned the farce. Instead, he played vingt-et-un and dominoes with his family, which included his mother and his sister Pauline Borghese. He bustled about his little kingdom, reorganizing it. But he was bored. He was also broke and his schemes to modernize Elba languished for lack of money. The court was expensive. He had brought with him nearly 4 million francs in cash, but this was soon spent and much of it appears to have been stolen. When he left France, he had relinquished his £8 million fortune, most of it in real estate or otherwise immovable, in return for a £100,000-a-year state annuity. But this was never paid, and when Castlereagh and Metternich reproached his Bourbon successor, Louis XVIII, the king merely raised the possibility of shifting Bonaparte to the Azores.29 So Bonaparte could claim that the Treaty of Fontainebleau had never been honored. He was also frightened for his personal safety. He feared the Whites might assassinate him or that the Allies would suddenly sweep him off to a British station in the West Indies or Saint Helena. He had been allowed to keep 400 men of his Old Guard and a squadron of Polish cavalry; there was, too, the local militia. But Bonaparte was running out of cash to pay the regular troops, and fear of removal was one reason he determined to escape. The other more compelling motive, however, was the report that the restoration of the Bourbons was proving unpopular and that the people would welcome him back.

Needless to say, Louis XVIII (1755–1824) had not been greeted by most Frenchmen with any enthusiasm. He was old, enormously fat, lame and almost immobile, and had sat out the long war at Hartwell in Buckinghamshire. He was not wholly ungrateful. On his way back to Paris, he had said to the Prince Regent: “It is to the counsels of Your Royal Highness, to this glorious country, and to the steadfastness of its inhabitants that I attribute, after the Will of Providence, the reestablishment of my house upon the throne of its ancestors.”30 This statement, when published, aroused the wrath of Tsar Alexander, who attributed the downfall of Bonaparte chiefly to the “heroic sacrifices” of the Russian people—another phrase which was to recur in Hitler’s time. No doubt Louis had heard the Tsar was not anxious to see the Bourbons back on their throne and had agreed to their return merely as a pis aller after other ideas, such as a regency by Marie-Louise or the enthronement of Bernadotte, proved even less acceptable. When, newly installed at Compiègne, Louis consented to receive the Tsar, he put him in bad rooms and gave him a chilly greeting. “One would think,” Alexander complained, “that it was actually he who had put me on my throne.” He was particularly disgusted when, at dinner, Louis insisted on following his own protocol and being served first—“Moi avant!” he called out decidedly. As a result, the Tsar refused to spend the night under his roof.31

One reason Louis insisted on being served first was that he was a very hungry, greedy man. His subjects called him le Cochon. Wellington related with relish that, dining with the king en famille with the princesses, he noticed a substantial dish of early strawberries brought in: “The King very deliberately turned [it] into his own plate, even to the last spoonful, and ate [it] with a large quantity of sugar and cream, without offering any to the ladies.”32 But greed, by the standards of the ancien régime, was a minor shortcoming. In general Louis was tolerant and unvengeful. There is no evidence that any substantial section of the French people wanted to replace him with a returned Bonaparte. In the army, however, it was a different matter. The marshals, rich and full of honors, had no particular desire to fight again and wanted to enjoy their gains—their enthusiasm for “the Emperor” had waned steadily since 1812. The career officers and the men thought otherwise: for them, Bonaparte meant service, action, promotion and loot.

Acting on this calculation, Bonaparte easily deceived his guardian, the British Commissioner Sir Neil Campbell, and using the brig HMS Inconstant which the Royal Navy had kindly provided him, landed on the Riviera, at Golfe Juan, on 1 March 1815. He took a peaceful Europe by surprise. Byron had got married a few days before the Battle of New Orleans and was already repenting at leisure—“I am,” he reported to Thomas Moore on 2 March, in a “state of sameness and stagnation … playing dull games at cards—and yawning—and trying to read old Annual Registers and the daily papers.”33 Jane Austen was writing the final chapters of Emma, which she was to finish on 29 March.34 Shelley had just deserted his wife and run off with William Godwin’s daughter, Mary. J. M. W. Turner was painting his sun-filled arcadian canvas, Crossing the Brook. Gioacchino Rossini was writing The Barber of Seville and Ludwig van Beethoven his piano sonata Opus 101. Humphry Davy was working on the first miner’s safety lamp. The news of Bonaparte’s escape spread rapidly through Europe. Thanks to the highly efficient French telegraph system, the first to get the news was Louis XVIII on 4 March. The message also brought him the unwelcome intelligence that French troops and local authorities were putting up no resistance to the intruder. Soult, as commander in chief, stationed supposedly loyal regiments to bar Bonaparte’s progress; they let him through or joined him. Marshal Ney said he would bring back Bonaparte “in an iron cage”; instead, he offered “the Emperor” his sword. On Sunday 19 March old Louis decided to pack and flee.

Meanwhile the news had reached Vienna. The unfortunate Campbell had returned to Elba on 28 February, to find his charge gone and had immediately sent the news both to the Austrian consul at Genoa and to the British minister, Lord Burghersh, in Florence. Wellington always claimed that the letter forwarded by Burghersh reached him in Vienna first, and he broke the news to the rest of the Congress. Talleyrand said, “Mark my words, you will find him anywhere but in France—look to Italy.” The Tsar burst out laughing.35

Metternich always claimed the letter from the Genoa consul reached him first, though he got the date muddled. It arrived on 7 March. He had been up working till 3 A.M. the night before. At seven his valet woke him with a message. Seeing it was only from the Genoa consulate, he put it on his night table and tried to go back to sleep. But he was restless and at 7:30 A.M. he opened the note. It said simply: “The Commodore of the British Elba squadron reports that Napoleon has left the island. That is all we know here.”36 By 8 A.M. Metternich was with the Austrian Emperor. Fifteen minutes later he saw the Tsar, and at 8:30 A.M. he was with the King of Prussia. At 10 A.M. all the plenipotentiaries met, and couriers were dispatched to mobilize the allied armies. As Metternich put it, “In this way war was decided on in less than an hour.”37

Six days later the Congress declared Bonaparte an outlaw; he had, it stated, “placed himself beyond the protection of the law and rendered himself subject to public vengeance [vindicte publique].” Wellington signed this communique and was promptly attacked by the Whigs as having invited Bonaparte’s assassination; he was, said Samuel Whitbread, MP, the Whig brewing millionaire, morally Bonaparte’s murderer. But Wellington pointed out that vindicte meant “justice” not “vengeance” (it actually means “prosecution”).38 In fact, Wellington was too busy to worry about moral niceties since once it was confirmed that Bonaparte was back in Paris, without an arm being raised against him, it was clear war was inevitable. On 25 March the four principal allies each agreed to provide 150,000 men, the British to make up any shortfall in their contribution by financial subsidies. Soon a million men were set in motion to form a cordon sanitaire around France, from the English Channel to the Alps, and Wellington left for Brussels to take up command of the Anglo-Dutch forces, to the right of Marshal Blücher’s Prussians.

Bonaparte found no trouble in establishing himself in Paris. He was accustomed to arriving there without an army and getting a new one. Wellington used to assert that when Bonaparte arrived from Russia, having lost his first Grande Armée, he decided to give the Parisians something else to talk about. So he determined that “the woman dancers at the Opera House should dance without their under-garments, and actually sent an order to that effect—the women, however, positively refused!” concluded the Duke, with his whooping-cough laugh.39 This time Bonaparte produced a liberal constitution, and progressive-sounding decrees issued from the presses as fast as he could dictate them. He took over the northern group of armies and moved them toward the Belgian frontier, planning to strike between the converging Anglo-Dutch and Prussian armies and beat each separately. The French troops rallied to him unanimously. This was as Wellington expected. When the Whig member of Parliament, Thomas Creevey, who was living in Brussels with his family to save money, asked the Duke “Do you calculate upon any desertion in Buonaparte’s army?” Wellington answered: “Not upon a man, from the colonel to the private in a regiment, both inclusive. We may pick up a marshal or two, perhaps, but not worth a damn.” The two men were in the Brussels Park, and at this point the Duke caught sight of a redcoat—an infantry private—gawping at the statuary. “There,” he said to Creevey, “it all depends upon that article whether we do the business or not. Give me enough of it, and I am sure.”40

In fact the Horse Guards in London, HQ of the British Army, was slow and reluctant to send him men. Instead of the 40,000 infantry and 15,000 cavalry he had asked for, he was sent only 30,000 of all arms, of which a mere 7,000 were veterans. He did not get the divisional generals and staff he named, and to command the cavalry he was sent the Earl of Uxbridge, with whom he had never worked. The Horse Guards, as usual, put personal interest before military efficiency. Wellington was anxious to conceal the weakness of his position and his own anxieties and that is why he encouraged the Duchess of Richmond to give her famous ball on 15 June. She said to him: “Duke, I do not wish to pry into your secrets. … I wish to give a ball and all I ask is, may I give my ball? If you say, ‘Duchess, don’t give your ball,’ it is quite sufficient, I ask no reason.” “Duchess, you may give your ball with the greatest safety, without fear of interruption.”41

The Richmonds, as well as Creevey, were living in Brussels to save money—“on an Economic Plan,” as they put it, like Sir Walter Elliot in Persuasion—the Duke having had an expensive spell as Lord Lieutenant in Dublin. With them were various daughters, almost grown up and needing husbands. The Duchess, bad tempered, mendacious and a gambler though she might be, was anxious they should attend balls. Her eldest son, as we have seen, was with Wellington himself; three younger ones, from seven to fourteen, were under the care of a tutor, Spencer Madan, whose diaries illuminate these hectic weeks. They all lived in a large, ramshackle house the Richmonds had rented cheap in the poorer part of Brussels, “Laundry Street.” Wellington called it the Wash House. The boys celebrated the approaching battle with a fraternal quarrel: “Lord Frederick despairing, I suppose, of convincing his brother by means of words, took up a heavy brass candlestick, perhaps with a view of throwing light on the subject, and gave his brother a blow of which he will carry the mark to the grave.” Madan, an Oxford first, could teach little to what the duchess called her pickles and said that, without his close watch, “the house would be turned out of windows every evening, & there would be no end to their riots, let alone their pilfering the store-room, thrashing the maids, and sending out for red herrings and gin.”42

The ball was held in the decked-out coachhouse of this place and was in the circumstances a success, supplying Byron with the most famous passage, perhaps, in his entire oeuvre, and Thackeray with a notable scene in Vanity Fair. Wellington kept his sangfroid because he was anxious at all costs to avoid a panic in Belgium which would block his reinforcement roads with refugees, but he was busy receiving messages and dispatching orders throughout the dancing and was off to the front, after two hours’ sleep, at 5:30 A.M. the next morning. The Duchess’s memory of the time was “I never took off my clothes for three days.”

Waterloo, fought from 11:25 A.M. until nightfall, about 10 P.M., on 18 June, was a peculiarly savage and costly battle, a fitting climax to Bonaparte’s long career of large-scale bloodshed. Because of Bonaparte’s determination to destroy the army Wellington commanded by a frontal assault and because of the configuration of the ground, nearly 140,000 men and 30,000 horses, plus over 400 guns, were crammed into a lethal space of less than three square miles. Bonaparte had 71,947 men and 246 guns committed to the action, against Wellington’s 67,661 men and 156 guns, and the majority of them were under fire, or actually in contact with their enemy, for several hours on that long, wet, misty and muddy day.43

Bonaparte lost the battle because he was not able to bring into action his additional 33,000 men under the Marquis de Grouchy, on his right, or prevent Blücher’s Prussians, whom he had mauled two days before, from joining the battle toward evening. But the main reason was that he had underestimated the capacity of the British infantry to resist attack, though warned of their endurance on the morning of the battle by several of his marshals, who had suffered from it. Wellington had not been able to glimpse Bonaparte throughout the day—“No, I could not—the day was dark—there was a great deal of rain in the air”—but he had caught sight of Soult, writing an order, “most plainly.” In fact, Bonaparte, when not on his white mare Desiree, commanded the French forces from a wooden tower his engineers had erected, though the combination of mist and cannon smoke did not allow him to see much.

Wellington was on his small but exceptionally strong chestnut, Copenhagen, which had carried him at three successful battles already. He had seen faster and handsomer horses than Copenhagen, he said, “but for bottom and endurance I never saw his fellow.” The Duke mounted him at 6 A.M. on the day of Waterloo and did not finally dismount until 11 P.M., a matter of 17 hours, and including much movement across the arc of the allied forces. The Duke, as usual in battle, wore civilian clothes, cut military style, with a huge cocked hat, not worn broad on like Bonaparte, but pulled low over his face. He did not believe in making things easy for enemy snipers, trained to kill senior officers—unlike Nelson, at Trafalgar, who wore all his stars on the quarterdeck of the Victory and paid with his life. One of the Duke’s veteran generals from the Peninsula, Sir Thomas Picton, also wore civilian trousers and coat, crowned by a top hat—he had hurried across from England and had not had time to change. A bullet passed through the hat (now in the Military Museum, Sandhurst) and killed him instantly, while he was leading the Gordon Highlanders in a charge. Wellington was in range of French artillery for eight hours, and a large grapeshot from one of the last rounds fired from the French lines—it was about 8 P.M.—passed over Copenhagen’s neck and shattered the right knee of the cavalry commander, Uxbridge, who had to have his leg amputated. (The leg was put in a wooden coffin and buried beneath a willow in the garden of the cottage where the operation took place.)44

The battle was a case of attrition, not science. Bonaparte tried to break the Anglo-Dutch lines first with artillery, then infantry, then cavalry, then infantry and cavalry combined, finally with his Old Guard. The British cavalry proved brave but uncontrolled and therefore useless, as usual, but the infantry held firm, though an eyewitness saw Wellington “working his lips as if his mouth were dry with anxiety.” Several of the French assaults were led by Marshal Ney personally; he knew his life would be forfeit if the battle was lost, for he had broken his oath to Louis XVIII. Ney had four horses shot under him, and when the last fell, he was seen through a gap in the smoke striking his sword in frustration against the barrel of an abandoned cannon. By late afternoon Wellington was running out of aides de camp. Some were scattered with orders about the battlefield. The Duchess of Richmond’s son, Alexander, had been carried off the field with a shattered leg, but unlike Uxbridge he died on the operating table. So the Duke was driven to use as message carriers some stray civilians who, mysteriously, had been swept into the battle: a young Swiss, a button salesman from Birmingham, a commercial traveler from the City, mounted on a pony.45 By the early evening, it was clear Bonaparte’s tactics had failed. Wellington was not impressed by them: “Napoleon did not manoeuvre at all. He just moved forward in the old style, in columns, and was driven off in the old style.”46 By 8:30 P.M., with the Old Guard in retreat, Wellington advancing, and the Prussians rolling up his right, Bonaparte decided the game was up, got into his carriage, a berline, and drove off the field. But the Prussians threatened to overtake him, and he was forced to abandon his carriage, leap onto a horse, and ride south with his escort of Red Lancers.

Waterloo, like New Orleans, was one of the decisive battles of history. It finished off Bonaparte for good and introduced a period of general European peace which lasted a century. No one doubted its importance at the time, least of all Wellington. But he was appalled at the cost. Battle-hardened as he was, the number of dead and savagely wounded, including many personal friends and old comrades, left him shaken. The battle he said had been “all pounding.” He compared it to two punch-drunk boxers slugging away at each other. It brought home to him, perhaps as never before, the sheer horror and waste of war. Creevey, who saw him the next day, just after he had finished his dispatch, found him the reverse of exultant. He spoke with “the greatest gravity.” “It has been a damned serious business. Blücher and I have lost 30,000 men. It has been a damned nice thing—the nearest-run thing you ever saw in your life.” He “repeated so often its being so nice a thing—so nearly run a thing” that Creevey asked if the French had fought especially well. No, they had been as always. But he added—without a trace of vanity, as Creevey testified—“By God I don’t think it would have done if I had not been there.”47

By this time the dispatch was winging its way to London in the hands of the Hon. Henry Percy, almost the only one of Wellington’s aides de camp not to have been killed or wounded. Percy had been in action all the previous day, but set off immediately, taking with him two captured eagle standards. The sloop in which he crossed the Channel from Ostend was becalmed within sight of the English coast. But Percy had rowed at Eton and, with some fellow passengers, seized oars and got ashore in a gig. He reached London at ten in the evening, took the dispatch to Earl Bathurst’s house in Grosvenor Square, where the cabinet was dining, then went down to St. James’s to present the eagles to the Prince of Wales. Then he collapsed. But he had been beaten to it. An agent of the London branch of the Rothschilds, waiting in Ghent, had picked up the news at breakfast on 19 June and got across the Channel using the fast fisher boats the Rothschilds hired from Folkestone. He reported to Nathan Rothschild at 2 New Court, St. Swithin’s Lane in the City, then dashed to Lord Liverpool’s house in Westminster: the Prime Minister got the news at two in the afternoon.48

When news of the horrifying casualties spread through London, some of the younger hospital surgeons immediately took coach for the Continent. They found an appalling scene at Waterloo. Many of the British wounded had been collected off the battlefield, but hundreds of them were still awaiting surgery. The field itself was still scattered with the stricken, lying amid the dead. Colonel Frederick Ponsonby had been cut up by French cavalry sabers and left for dead; he had been speared by a passing Polish lancer; given some brandy by a French officer; piled into a barricade of bodies by retreating French infantry; ridden over and tossed by Prussian cavalry; discovered by a British infantryman who stood guard over him throughout the night, while he felt the air pass in and out of his pierced lung; and finally taken off to a dressing-station at daybreak. He was known as “the Man Who Was Killed at Waterloo,” and spotted twelve years later, as governor of Malta, by Captain Codrington’s daughter, who found him “playing violent games of racquets with as much energy as the young soldiers around him.”49

Ponsonby was lucky. Most of the wounded, especially the French, died on the field. Bonaparte’s outstanding surgeon in chief, Baron Larrey, who had invented the “flying ambulance” for use on the battlefield and saved thousands of lives by training teams of surgeons to carry out quick amputations, was captured by Prussian cavalry, and his unit was scattered. Wellington’s losses were not quite as high as he feared—just under 15,000 killed and wounded. The Prussians lost 7,000. French losses were 25,000, and of this last figure several thousands died of wounds before help of any kind reached them. But the arrival of the London surgeons was a help. The great Scottish surgeon and anatomist Charles Bell spent a week carrying out operations from dawn till dusk, until “his clothes were stiff with blood” and his arms “powerless with the exertions of using the knife.” A superb draughtsman, he also did studies of Waterloo gunshot wounds, which were later made into oil paintings for the use of students. Some of his sketches were incorporated in his Nervous System of the Human Body (1830), the first textbook of modern neurology.50

Nor were the horses entirely forgotten. Sir Astley Cooper, then the outstanding London surgeon, attended the sale of the wounded Waterloo horses, considered fit only for the knacker’s yard, bought twelve of the most serious cases, had them taken to his little estate in Hertfordshire, and began the systematic extraction of bullets and grapeshot. He saved the lives of all twelve and let them loose in his park. Then “one morning, to his great delight, he saw the noble animals form in line, charge, and then retreat, and afterwards gallop about, appearing greatly contented with the lot that had befallen them.”51

The Napoleonic era now ended swiftly. The Allied armies entered Paris at the end of the first week of July, Wellington just in time to stop Blücher’s Prussians from blowing up the Pont de Jena, which they saw as a symbol of their humiliation. He stationed British sentries on it. The Prussians were also demanding Alsace, Lorraine, Luxembourg, the Saar, plus a huge cash indemnity—all a foretaste of the Franco-Prussian War, 1870–71. They wanted Bonaparte shot. Bonaparte in the meantime had abdicated in a hopeless attempt to get his little son, the king of Rome, made ruler of France. Then, fearing for his life, he made for Rochefort on the coast, hoping to get a ship for the United States. But the port was blockaded by HMS Bellerophon, a famous Trafalgar veteran battleship, known in the navy as “Billy Ruffian.” On 13 July Bonaparte decided his wisest course was to surrender to the British. He sent a message to the Prince Regent: “I come, like Themistocles, to throw myself upon the hospitality of the British people. … I place myself under the protection of their laws,” and two days later went aboard the warship, wearing his green chasseur’s uniform. He expected to be given comfortable asylum in England. But there was never any question of that. Bellerophon returned to British waters but Bonaparte was not allowed to land; instead, after some argument in the cabinet, the ship was ordered to proceed straight to Saint Helena with her prisoner, and Bonaparte never set foot on English soil even as a captive.52

Bonaparte was already part of history. The souvenir hunters had descended on Waterloo long before the last corpses had been cleared. In the circumstances, Wellington himself was lucky to get a dozen cuirassas; Sir Robert Peel bought “a good one” for two Napoléons; Croker paid one for a Cross of the Légion d’Honneur. The sheer devastation of the battlefield, adumbrating Flanders a century later, struck contemporaries. “The farm of Hougoumont,” Croker recorded, “which was to the right of the action, was totally destroyed, the house and offices burnt and battered with shot, the trees around it (for it had an orchard and a little wood) cut to pieces.”53 Southey was appalled by what he found: “I had never before seen the real face of war so closely and, God knows, a deplorable sight it is!”54 The exhibition industry was soon at work. Bonaparte’s berline, in dark blue and gilt with red wheels, fell into the hands of the Prussians, and Blücher presented it to the Prince Regent. He quickly sold it for £2,500 to William Bullock, the show impresario, who had built the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly, opposite Bond Street. Jane Austen had seen Bullock’s thirty-five-foot boa-constrictor in 1811, “tho’ my preference for Men and Women always inclines me to attend more to the company than the sight.” Now he set up the carriage of the fallen dictator, complete with its bullet-proof panels, a camp bed; a traveling case of a hundred pieces, nearly all in solid gold; two “restorative bottles,” one containing rum, the other old Malaga; two of its horses; and its young coachman, who had lost an arm in the battle. Londoners flocked to see it at the rate of 10,000 a day and it was gawped at by 800,000 in all, netting Bullock £35,000.55

In Saint Helena, Bonaparte, his small party guarded by the grim and suspicious Sir Hudson Lowe, was something, of a tourist attraction himself for passengers on ships which put in to provision there. One described him as “round and white, like a china pig.” On 8 March 1817 the young William Makepeace Thackeray, then aged five, sent by his parents in India to school in England, landed briefly from the East Indiaman Prince Regent. His black servant, Lawrence Barlow, “took me a long walk over rocks and hills until we reached a garden where we saw a man walking.” “That is he,” said Barlow, “that is Bonaparte. He eats three sheep a day and all the little children he can lay his hands on.”56 The cost of guarding Bonaparte was enormous: over £400,000 a year, with 3,000 men employed on the island and aboard the covering squadron. It included the brig Beaver, commanded by Captain Marryat in 1821. Marryat said that Lowe believed there was a plot to rescue Bonaparte by submarine from Brazil. He was on shore when the ex-emperor died, on 5 May, and the next day attended his lying in state and was amazed at the unwrinkled ivory skin, youthful looks and feminine hands. A skilful artist, Marryat did a sketch of the face before the post-mortem took place, and another of the funeral.57 The news attracted little interest in Europe. “Not an event,” commented Talleyrand, “more a news-item.”58

It was Charles-Maurice Talleyrand (1754–1838), once Bonaparte’s Foreign Minister, who had been instrumental in securing the eclipse of his dynasty and, financed with £10,000 of British secret service funds, the restoration of the Bourbons.59 After Waterloo, the Allied armies re-entered Paris in the last week of July 1815 and commenced a lengthy occupation. The return and defeat of Bonaparte had in some ways simplified matters and allowed the victorious powers to tie up all the loose ends of a European peace settlement. We must now look back a little and see how that settlement came about. It was important because it became one of the foundations of the modern world and was, in its own way, among the most successful and durable peace treaties in history.

In the aftermath of the Battle of Leipzig in autumn 1813, four great powers were hounding Bonaparte to destruction. Of these, Britain was the only one not interested in Continental acquisitions. What she wanted was a balance of power in Europe to guarantee a peaceful background to her expanding trade. The Royal Navy could look after the rest of the world. By balance, Britain meant two strong German powers, Prussia and Austria, both to deter France from further wars of conquest, and to counter Russia, whose forces were now in central Europe, and a France cut down to her prewar frontiers and in particular excluded from Belgium, which Britain wanted to be part of an enlarged Holland. During the long wars, Britain had made conquests all over the world. But she was prepared to hand most of them back to get the kind of European settlement which guaranteed a long peace. These notions were based upon the “scheme” drawn up by William Pitt, then Prime Minister, as long ago as 1804, but since updated by Castlereagh, now Foreign Secretary. In his “Memorandum to the Cabinet, 26 December 1813,” Castlereagh suggested a general alliance of the victorious nations should be agreed on balance-of-power lines, subject to such safeguards as the guaranteed independence of Spain and Portugal and of Holland-plus-Belgium. Of her conquests, Britain was to keep the Cape of Good Hope (but pay Holland £2 million for it), Malta, Mauritius, Guadeloupe and two other West Indian islands, plus Heligoland (taken from the Danes). All the rest, including the whole of the Dutch East Indies, would be restored. This was a considerable concession, since the worth of the restored colonies was over £75 million annually (£31,048,000, French; £39,157,000, Dutch; £5,014,000, Danish).60

Two days after his memorandum had been approved by the cabinet, Castlereagh left for the Continent to represent British interests in the concluding stages of the fighting and at the subsequent peace congress. Accompanied by Fred Robinson, MP, and (as far as the Hague) by his wife, he traveled through the middle of one of the coldest winters ever recorded. The Thames was frozen over, and sheep were roasted whole on the ice. The Channel was enveloped for days on end in frozen fog. The Foreign Office party was not large—Joseph Planta, a senior official, and two clerks. There were four coaches in all, and the cost to the taxpayer was £10,546. Once Lady Castlereagh had been left behind, the men traveled without a pause, except to eat and change horses, sleeping in the carriage. “Robinson and I,” Castlereagh wrote to his wife, “have hardly seen any other object other than the four glasses of the carriage covered with frost which no sun could dissolve, so that we were in fact imprisoned in an Ice House for days and nights, from which we were occasionally removed into a dirty room with a black stove, smelling of tobacco-smoke or something worse.” Under his traveling cloak he wore a blue winter coat, red breeches and jockey boots, with a gold-banded fur cap on his head. We have a vignette of him, in the courtyard of a chateau, snatching a quick lunch: He propped his plate on the luggage-rumble of the carriage and stood on tiptoe to eat a sausage of partridge and sip a glass of champagne.61

Castlereagh was 44 when he set off to settle the fate of Europe. His father was born an Ulster squire and head of the local dissenting interest, not at all a grandee by the standards of the English ruling class. But, like the Habsburgs, he rose by judicious marriages: first to a daughter of the Marquess of Hertford, one of the richest men in England, then to a daughter of Marquess Camden, a Lord Chancellor. In due course he became a Marquess himself. Castlereagh’s half brother and successor married a millionairess, the Vane-Tempest heiress, so that by the mid-1820s, in the space of half a century, the Vane-Tempest-Stewarts, Marquesses of Londonderry, had become one of the richest and loftiest families in the kingdom.

There were plenty of brains in the family and much artistic talent. Castlereagh was always cleverer than he liked to appear and, thanks to his stepgrandfather, Lord Camden, was well educated at St. John’s, Cambridge. He was deeply musical and played the cello with distinction. In 1789, when he was only 20, his father paid out £60,000 to win him a contested seat in County Down against the great Downshire interest. This was in the old, corrupt Irish House of Commons. A decade later Castlereagh was instrumental in pushing through the Act of Union, whereby, as he put it, the British government, by distributing money and honors, “bought out the fee simple of corruption,” abolished the Irish parliament and united the two kingdoms. He meant it for the best, believing union would be rapidly followed by Catholic Emancipation—which he favored all his life—the modernization of Ireland and the end of Irish poverty, among the worst in Europe. In fact, it merely opened another epoch of Irish misery and discontent.62

Castlereagh seems to us a mysterious figure because contemporaries give two conflicting accounts of him. To radical intellectuals, he was by far the most hated, because most formidable, figure in the Liverpool government. Shelley poured his vitriol on Castlereagh in “The Masque of Anarchy” and Byron repeatedly abused him in private letters and public verse, as, for instance, in the “epitaph” he sent Thomas Moore on 14 September 1820: “Posterity shall ne’er survey / A monument like this; / Here lie the bones of Castlereagh; / Stop, passer-by, and piss.”63 But neither Shelley nor Byron ever met him. Nor did his other abusers, such as Godwin, Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt and Charles Lamb. Outwardly, Castlereagh seemed reserved, even chilly, especially with strangers. But those who saw behind the mask found a delightful person. The Irish nationalist writer Sidney Owenson, later Lady Morgan, had been brought up to regard him as a monster. When she actually got to know him, staying at the Marquess of Abercorn’s house, Stanmore Court, just outside London, she found him “one of those cheerful, lovable, give-and-take persons who are so invaluable in villa life.… His implacable placidity, his cloudless smile, his mildness of demeanour, his love of music, his untunable voice and passion for singing all the songs in the Beggar’s Opera, and the unalterable good humour … rendered him most welcome in all the circle.”64 Mrs. Arbuthnot, on whom he called every day during the parliamentary season, found him kind, funny, sensitive, highly intelligent and one of the best companions in the world.65

Castlereagh was not without steel and could be very determined, even ruthless, when he felt he had to defend a principle. One such was loyalty and fair dealing between members of the same administration. He rightly saw George Canning as a contender with himself for the mantle of Pitt, and clearly both were jealous of each other. But in 1809, when Canning was Foreign Secretary and Castlereagh Secretary for War, what led to their duel was Castlereagh’s well-founded belief that Canning was intriguing both to have him replaced and to torpedo the Walcheren Expedition the cabinet had backed and of which he was in charge. This went against all his notions not only of how a cabinet should be run but of honor itself. Hence his angry letter to Canning on 19 September: “You continued to sit in the same cabinet with me, and to leave me not only in the persuasion that I possessed your confidence and support as a colleague, but you allowed me … in breach of every principle both public and private, to proceed in the Execution of a new enterprise of the most arduous and important nature, with your apparent concurrence and ostensible approbation.” The letter ended in a challenge, and the duel took place the next morning. The first shots both missed; in the second exchange, Canning was wounded “in the fleshy part of the thigh.” The episode reflected badly on both men, and in Castlereagh’s case hinted at the hysteria, under pressure, which was to lead to his suicide in 1822. The Whig Morning Chronicle observed two days later: “To suppose it possible, after the disgusting exhibition they have made, to form out of their dispersed and disorderly ranks a government that could stand, is the height of absurdity”—an illustration of the unreliability of newspaper prophecy, since the Tory administration carried on for another 21 years.66 But it is significant that the House of Commons, a good collective judge of character, did not hold the challenge against Castlereagh, believing him to have been wronged, and though Canning was easily the best speaker in the House and Castlereagh often halting and almost incoherent, there was never any question which of the two members of Parliament all parties preferred. They respected Castlereagh for his courtesy, even to the most tiresome Members, his fair dealings, his sincerity and, not least, for his truthfulness. The respect thus won was unquestionably the source of his immense parliamentary power during these times.

It also explains his diplomatic success. Even John Quincy Adams, who discovered reasons for hating every Englishman he met, gave grudging approval to Castlereagh. Caulaincourt, who had lengthy negotiations with him 1813–14, found him “obliging, positive and frank. He kept his word to me in everything.” But most important of all was the impression he made on Metternich. The first meeting of the two men in January 1814 at the Three Kings Inn in Basel was a complete success, the foundation of a friendship which lasted until Castlereagh’s death. As Metternich put it in a letter to his “serious” mistress, Wilhelmine, duchess of Sagan: “I cannot praise Castlereagh enough. We get on as if we had passed our lives together.” And later: “Castlereagh behaves like an angel.”67 From their first conversation together, the two men found they shared a similar view of Europe: a region where peace was preserved by a careful balancing of interests, and where no one power was ever in a position to act in an overbearing way toward others.

This friendship was of great historical importance—the personal element which made the success of the Congress possible. Their amity was in itself odd. The two men were very different. Castlereagh could be flirtatious with ladies, in an unpushy way, but at heart he was strait-laced and a thorough Ulster Protestant. His devotion to Lady Castlereagh, who soon joined him, was marked, and in Vienna, the frivolous townsfolk—“Utterly frivolous!” as Beethoven put it—were amazed to hear that, every Sunday morning, Castlereagh and his entire family, staff, colleagues and servants, would gather in the drawing room at 30 Minoritenplatz, his official residence, to sing hymns to a harmonium.68

Metternich, by contrast, had no religious sense, other than a preference for Catholicism as the faith of the old order, and he was a lifelong womanizer. Charles Nesselrode, the chief Russian negotiator, put it romantically: he was “almost always in love”; Sir Edward Cooke, head of the British Foreign Office, took a sterner view, pronouncing him “intolerably loose and giddy with women.” In this sense he was always a security risk. Even more odd, his affairs were usually with the wives of important personages, whose anger could do Austria incalculable harm. As we have noted, while Austria was reeling and almost defenseless, Metternich had competitive affairs with the wives of two of Bonaparte’s most powerful commanders, one of the women being the then-Emperor’s own adored youngest sister. The other, Laura Junot, recorded in her memoirs that he loved “playing the Grand Gentleman at his most elegant,” dressing up happily in the magnificent red cloak with black facings of a Knight of Malta. He adored parties, fine carriages, masked balls, assignations. She said that all his romances were “dampened by sentimental tears”—he was a tall, handsome, blue-eyed blond, curly haired, excessively vain German—and liked secret dashes in hired cabs, rendezvous in ghostly grottoes and moonlight scampering in and out of upper-storey windows. He was of the Gothic-minded generation for whom Jane Austen wrote Northanger Abbey in 1798–99. He had, it was said, a particular weakness “for Russian ladies with soulful countenances.”69 One such was Katarina Bagration, daughter of the great Russian general mortally wounded at the Battle of Smolensk. Metternich had an illegitimate child by her. This affair was a source of annoyance to Tsar Alexander I, who also loved Katarina, but did not enjoy her favors until Metternich had lost interest; the irritation was all the greater because by then Metternich had a new mistress, the clever and bossy Duchess of Sagan, whom the Tsar had sought in vain. The Tsar, who was also arrogant, and vindictive as well, hated being sexually upstaged by the mere servant of a fellow emperor.

“Confidential servant” is a better description. Francis II always followed Metternich’s advice. But the Habsburgs demanded subservience from even their most exalted ministers, and Metternich could cringe and fawn appropriately before his master. By such methods he became one of the longest-serving chief ministers in history, moving into his official residence in Vienna, the Ballhausplatz, on 28 November 1809, and not leaving it until he was chased out by the mob in March 1848. Metternich was a conservative (like Castlereagh) rather than a reactionary. He had in fact been taught by a radical tutor and attended the free-thinking Strasbourg University. He supported the abolition of the feudal dues paid by the peasants and favored streamlining the absurdly centralized administrative machinery of the Habsburg state, which went back to the 16th century. But, like many other men of his age, his political thinking had been indelibly marked by witnessing revolutionary excess. Lord Liverpool had been present at the storming of the Bastille and had never forgotten it. Metternich had a similar experience the same year, as he recorded, characteristically, in his memoirs: “Surrounded by a number of uninteresting persons, who called themselves the people, I was present at the plundering of the Town Hall in Strasbourg by a drunken mob.”70 Later his own estates, and those of his wife, had been ravaged, confiscated, restored and ravaged again, and he had seen his country humiliated, ransacked, scorched and impoverished by revolutionary zealots and conquerors. He was not against constitutions, provided they were of organic growth and time honored, like Britain’s, but he thought they were not for export. He wanted a quiet life, in which all, of whatever degree, from emperors to peasants, were secure in their own possessions and content with them, not seeking to aggrandize themselves at the expense of their neighbors. Kings should be satisfied with their frontiers, stick to their bargains, concentrate on keeping the show on the road. He thought nationalism a great evil and an unnecessary one. He was not even sure there was such a thing as a “nation.” Language, race and sentiment did not, in his view, necessarily produce unity. Experience showed, he argued, that most men and women were more likely to be happy, in practice, under a hereditary sovereign who honored his obligations and their ancient rights than in a unitary monoglot state with a constitution drawn up on abstract principles and under a government claiming to be “the will of the people”—that is, an authoritarian dictatorship. But Metternich was not a theorist, even of monarchy. He was an empiricist, who accepted realities and was willing to compromise. What he wanted, above all, was a stable order that worked. And on that point he and Castlereagh, while differing on many detailed matters, saw eye to eye.

For dynastic reasons Metternich had been slow to abandon the Bonapartes. But the British would have none of it. “You can scarcely have an idea,” Liverpool wrote to Castlereagh on 12 February 1814, “how insane people in this country are on the subject of any peace with Bonaparte”; and Stratford Canning added: “The Methodists and the women are particularly warlike.”71 But once the Bonaparte option had been ruled out and opinion had moved in favor of what the British had believed, all along, to be the obvious and simplest solution, the restoration of the Bourbons, the Castlereagh-Metternich axis was transformed into a tripartite union of reasonable men by the arrival on the scene of Talleyrand.

Talleyrand was fifteen years older than Castlereagh and twenty years older than Metternich, having been born in 1754 and seen much more of the world and its miseries than either. A streak of ineradicable bitterness ran through his entire life. Though the eldest son of well-to-do noble parents, he had been boarded out as a tiny child to a poor family in the Paris suburbs, where an accident lamed him permanently. His parents thereupon disinherited him in favor of his younger brother. Such a decision was by no means unusual in an age which still respected the notion of the Book of Leviticus that those destined for high service must be perfect in body—that was one reason why Byron was so ashamed of his twisted foot and took such pains to conceal it. There was also the practical consideration that the eldest son of a landed house must see military service. So Talleyrand was stripped and sent into the church, and though family influence got him benefices and a bishopric (of Autun), he hated the cloth and unfrocked himself at the earliest possible moment.72 Under the Revolution and Empire he was in turn a member of the Estates General, a diplomat in London, an exile in the United States, a political conspirator under the Directoire, an adviser to Bonaparte first as Consul then as Emperor, becoming Foreign Minister, Vice-Grand elector, and Prince of Benevento. He amassed an immense fortune, and many useful contacts, by corruptly serving the interest of foreign governments. From 1807 he increasingly opposed Bonaparte’s expansionary plans and transferred his allegiance to the Bourbons. When Bonaparte fell, it was part of Britain’s bargain with Louis XVIII that Talleyrand, known as a man with whom sensible business could be done, should be in charge of French foreign policy.

Talleyrand had a curiously pretty face, and many women slept with him not just for his money. He was happier with them than with men, but not enthusiastic about either sex; and happiest of all with his chef, with whom he spent a full hour each day, planning meals down to the last sauce.73 It must be said that, excommunicated but not released from his vows of celibacy, he married his low-born mistress, Mrs. Grand, though to do so was directly contrary to his interests. But in general he was mercenary, worldly, mendacious, treacherous and without scruples. In 1807 Bonaparte called him, in front of the entire court, “merde en bas de soie” (“silk-stockinged excrement”). Sainte-Beuve, in his brilliant essay on Talleyrand, wrote of the agonizing conflict he experienced between his admiration for his work and contempt for his character.74 Most men hated or despised him. But they used him. As Metternich himself said: “Such men as M. de Talleyrand are like sharp-edged instruments with which it is dangerous to play. But for great evils drastic remedies are necessary and whoever has to treat them should not be afraid to use the instrument which cuts the best.”75

Talleyrand was lazy; many of his official letters were not even dictated but written by a confidential clerk, then amended. But his mind indeed had a cutting edge. As Wellington said, at dinner he would not bother to talk most of the time, “and then suddenly he says something you remember all your life.” What made him particularly valuable at the peace talks was his realistic view of France’s requirements. He hated enthusiasm and its invariable consequence, excess. He said to his clerks: “Surtout, messieurs, pas trop de zèle” (“Above all, don’t be too keen”). Bonaparte had brought himself and France to ruin because he had been too greedy for territory and power. Talleyrand fought brilliantly for France’s essential interests, the frontiers and status with which she had begun the long struggle. But he asked for no more. He thus stood for the principle of moderation, alongside Castlereagh and Metternich, and upheld the aim, as they did, of a treaty which would prove durable and promote a long peace precisely because it left no grievances crying to heaven for vengeance.

There was a fourth significant figure at the talks, a loose cannon on the deck: Tsar Alexander I (1777–1825). He was 37 when the peace negotiations began and had been Autocrat of All the Russias since 1801, when his father, the mad Paul I, had been murdered, a crime of which Alexander may have had some knowledge and which certainly caused him uneasiness all his life. Alexander was notably clever, at a superficial level, and he suffered from that curse of the pre-Revolutionary age, a crypto-radical tutor. All his life he was devising schemes for reform, which he eventually abandoned or reversed, but which caused a great deal of trouble in the meantime. He feared he would go mad like his father. Others thought so too. Bonaparte said it would be difficult to find a sharper fellow: “But there is something missing. I have never been able to discover what it is”; he was “a decadent Byzantine” and, in reference to his favorite actor, “A Talma of the North.” Talleyrand said darkly: “He is not for nothing the son of Paul I.” The British ambassador in Saint Petersburg, Lord Walpole, reported: “The great oddness of the Emperor was suspected at a very early age, and medical men now here were brought over on that account.”76 But insanity was probably not his problem. Vicomte Chateaubriand was nearer the truth when he called him “a strong soul and a weak character—too strong to employ despotism, too weak to establish liberty.” Metternich too saw him as essentially a lightweight: “Moving from one form of worship to another, from one religion to another, he stirred up everything, built nothing: everything about him was on the surface.”77

However, in theory at least, in 1814–15 Alexander was the most powerful man on the Continent, with an enormous if ill-disciplined army which had fought its way right across Europe. In one mood he liked to present himself as a simple soldier: “I hate civilians. I am a soldier. I only like soldiers.” He dressed in uniform: big epaulettes to conceal sloping shoulders; a vast green hat worn sideways like Wellington, with cock-feathers; a broad black belt; huge boots on his enormous feet, decked with solid gold spurs. But however he liked to think of himself, he was not the military type. After Austerlitz he had panicked. When Bonaparte invaded Russia he had stayed at his villa near Saint Petersburg during all the excitements of Borodino and the burning of Moscow, emerging only after the French were well and truly retreating. Nor was it true, as he claimed, that he was the inventor of the scorched-earth tactics which starved the Grande Armée: it was General Kutuzov who had won the war. In another mood Alexander was a man of the spirit. We will come to his religious manias in due course, but here it is appropriate to point out that he was also a man of the flesh, though perhaps he was more at home as a procurer or a voyeur than a seducer. Sir Thomas Lawrence, an assiduous collector of gossip during his lengthy portrait sittings of the great, said that the Tsar had helped Caulaincourt, when he was Bonaparte’s ambassador in Saint Petersburg, to seduce the wife of a respectable married woman by posting her husband, a general, to Moscow.78 And there was a curious episode in the Palais Palm, during the Congress, when the Tsar and a pretty Austrian countess had an argument about who could undress faster, a man or a woman. They went off to a bedroom to put it to the test, and she won. This episode scandalized the Papal Nuncio: “This is the kind of man by whom the world is governed—turning the palace of the emperors into a brothel.”79

In essence, however, Alexander was a pseudo-intellectual. He corresponded with Thomas Jefferson about adapting American institutions, including the federal system, for Russian use. Nothing came of it. He toyed with various ideas produced by the French, but the only one which was realized was his creation, in 1802, of the MVD, an authoritarian instrument for internal control based on the Bonapartist Ministry of Police.80 When the French front collapsed in 1814 he made a beeline for Paris, with all kinds of constantly changing ideas about who should occupy the vacant throne: Marie-Thérèse as regent, the King of Rome, the Duc d’Orleans (who finally got it in 1830), and Bernadotte. To propitiate and control him, Talleyrand invited him to put up, with his guard of gigantic Cossacks, at his house in the rue St Florentin. There, the Tsar lived on the first floor, while Talleyrand, as Vice-Grand Elector, summoned the senate, under his chairmanship, on the ground floor and in due course appointed Louis XVIII king, the Tsar meekly assenting. A clever, patient man did not find him hard to manage.

In the late spring of 1814, having settled Louis back on his throne, and as a preliminary fiesta to the peace conference arranged in Vienna, the potentates of Europe moved to London. Francis II refused to go: he did not wish to leave his seal collection and had no desire to be upstaged by the Tsar. But the rest went. It is odd to think of the Russian Autocrat being the hero of British progressive opinion, but so it was, his reputation as a reformer having preceded him. The Whigs, in particular, were anxious to fête him, and gave the nod to their section of the London mob. But some grandees in the old Whig tradition of antimonarchism did not like the junketings at all. From London, Lord Grenville wrote to his cousin, the Marquess of Buckingham, in his palace at Stowe: “We are full of very ridiculous preparations for very foolish exhibitions of ourselves to foreign sovereigns (if they do come here) in that character which least of all becomes us—that of courtly magnificence. Our kings never have, and I hope never will be able, to come near their neighbours in that respect.”81 Those remarks are a reminder that Britain was not a monarchy in the Continental sense, but more a constitutional oligarchy with a tolerated, titular sovereign.

The influx was preceded by the arrival, on 31 March, of the Tsar’s sister, the Grand Duchess Katerina, a small, ugly, squat-nosed widow, full of mischief and malice. She had crossed the Channel in the Jason frigate, but in London she declined royal hospitality on the unspoken grounds that the Regent was a profligate man living apart from his wife. She had Princess Lieven, wife of the Russian ambassador, book her a floor of the new Pulteney Hotel in Piccadilly, at a cost of 210 guineas a week. She had an ill-timed meeting, on the stairs of that establishment, with the Prince Regent, who had called on her before she changed from her traveling clothes, and thereafter she was out to make trouble. She made a point of receiving all the leaders of the Opposition at the Pulteney, and the Lievens had great difficulty preventing her from infuriating the Regent by calling on his estranged wife, the Princess of Wales. A dinner the Regent gave for her at Carlton House turned into a disaster. She forced him to stop the band playing, on the grounds that “music makes me vomit,” had an edgy conversation with him on the duties of spouses, then lapsed into obstinate silence. She then complained to her brother that the Regent was ill-bred, had tried to tell her dirty stories, and had “a brazen way of looking where eyes should not go”—all most improbable, since the one thing that could be said for the Regent was that he had admirable manners for formal occasions. Worst of all, she persuaded the Tsar to turn down the Regent’s invitation to stay at St. James’s Palace. Instead he joined her at the hotel.82

Alexander, King Frederick William and Metternich arrived in Dover at 6:30 P.M. on 6 June. The Whig Opposition were determined to exalt the Tsar at the expense of the Regent, who had not brought them into office when he at last had the power to do so. They had their mob ready when Alexander reached the Pulteney and appeared on its balcony at 2:30 P.M. on Tuesday. There were deafening huzzahs which could be heard in Carlton House, where the Regent was plucking up his courage to venture out and pay the call protocol demanded. At 4:30 P.M., he was obliged to send the humiliating message: “His Royal Highness has been threatened with annoyance in the streets if he shows himself. It is therefore impossible for him to come and see the Emperor.” So the Tsar went to Carlton House instead and afterwards pronounced his host “a poor prince.” Thereafter it was downhill all the way.

The festivities continued for nearly three weeks, punctuated by Congreve’s spectacular fireworks displays in Green Park. The Prussian king and his family behaved well. He had been reluctantly dragged from Paris, where he spent his afternoons sliding down the “Russian Mountains” at the Montmartre fun fair. But he soon found consolations in London’s Vauxhall and Ranelagh. He had only one detective, who followed him at a discreet distance, and the way the London crowd pestered him made him, Creevey reported, “sulky as a bear.” But his sons made themselves liked, going on unaccompanied walkabouts.

The Tsar, on the other hand, engaged in a campaign of calculated rudeness to his host, keeping him waiting, dining with Opposition leaders like Earl Grey and the Duke of Devonshire, uniting with the Princess of Wales at a musical gala at the King’s Theatre on Saturday 11 June, and constantly walking in Hyde Park, something he knew the Regent would not dare. He went to the British Museum, the Royal Exchange, St. Paul’s Greenwich (where he had a fish breakfast at the Star and Garter), Westminster Abbey, Frogmore, Hampton Court, Ascot Races and a Quaker meeting—the usual tourist circuit. On 12 June the circus went to Oxford, the Tsar staying at Merton, the Prussian King at Corpus, the Regent and Blücher at Christ Church. There, after dinner in the Hall, a drunken Blücher addressed the company in incoherent German, “which was immediately and eloquently translated into English by the Prince Regent.”83 This was the Regent’s one trick of the visit and was spoiled by the Tsar leaving early to drive through the night to join his Whig friends at Lady Jersey’s ball, where he danced from 2:30 till 6 A.M. The bottom was reached on 18 June at a 700-place Guildhall banquet, costing £20,000, which was for men only. The Duchess Katerina nonetheless insisted on going and again had the music silenced; indeed, she even tried to stop the band playing “God Save the King.” This exasperated Lord Liverpool, who could be quite fierce when roused; he complained to Princess Lieven: “When folks don’t know how to behave they would do better to stay at home and your duchess has chosen against all usage to go to men’s dinners.”84 The Tsar was also offhand. Creevey wrote happily to his wife: “All agree that Prinny [the Prince Regent] will die or go mad. He is worn out with fuss, fatigue and rage.”85 But by this time public opinion had begun to swing against the Russian couple. Even Lord Grey came to the conclusion that the Tsar was a “vain, silly fellow.” The London crowds, exceptionally well behaved according to the diarist Farington, continued to love the Cossack general, Hetman Platov, who spoke only Russian but had sensational moustaches and baggy breeches, and old Blücher, with his huge pipes and soft peaked cap, but they no longer turned out for the Tsar.86 His departure on 27 June passed almost unnoticed. It was during this visit that Castlereagh and Metternich came to the conclusion that Russia and its Tsar were not to be counted on as positive, constructive allies in the peace settlement. They would reconstruct the European order with the Tsar if possible, but without him if necessary.

In the early autumn of 1814 the powers gathered in Vienna for the Congress, which opened formally on 1 November. During the fortnight before there were feverish multilingual preparations to settle procedure, precedence and protocol. Previous large-scale peace settlements in Europe—Cateau-Cambresis in 1559, Westphalia in 1648, Utrecht in 1713—had been bilateral or trilateral deals, mainly endorsing frontiers determined by force. Vienna was the first modern peace conference: an attempt not only to settle all outstanding matters throughout Europe and to have decisions reached endorsed by all its states, but to draw up, as it were, a constitution for the entire European community as a means to underwrite international law and so preserve peace on a permament basis. It was in fact a very ambitious venture, adumbrating the Treaty of Versailles and the creation of the League of Nations in 1918–19. Its procedures became the pattern for all international conferences, and many of its rulings on protocol stand to this day.

Vienna was in some ways an unsuitable place for such a meeting. The endless wars and occupations had made it a pauper city, characterized by hunger marches and soup kitchens. A low-cost, supposedly nourishing broth, devised by the famous philanthropist and busybody Count Rumford and called after him “Rumford Soup,” was dispensed to the many homeless people and refugees. The paper currency was worthless. Vienna was still a fortress-city, with a huge glacis cutting off the ancient inner town from the rest, and within the center rents were already the highest in Europe, higher even than London.87 The conference pushed them up further, for the influx of delegates and lobbyists was vast. Royalties alone included the Tsar and his empress, four kings, one queen, two crown princes, three grand duchesses, and three princes of the blood. Then there were 215 heads of princely families.

These strutting potentates, in their gorgeous uniforms, came as Blücher put it, “like peasants to a fair.” “All Europe,” said Metternich complacently, “is in my antechamber.” He relished his role. “The best Master of Ceremonies in the world,” the Tsar contemptuously called him, “and the worst minister.”88 Kings and princes brought thousands of horses with them, but the 1,400 Francis II maintained in his palace stables were also kept busy. Some of the delegations were enormous. Castlereagh’s was modestly kept down to Sir Edward Cooke, Planta and the young men from the Foreign Office. But the Tsar, besides his own large entourage, employed in effect four teams, headed respectively by Charles Nesselrode, who was the official Russian Foreign Minister, Karl vom Stein, who dealt with German affairs, Pozzo di Borgo, who handled France, and Adam Czartoryski, his adviser for Poland; in due course he added a fifth, John Capodistria from Corfu, whom he made joint Foreign Minister—and all these he played off against each other, seeking to be his own Foreign Minister in practice. Talleyrand also brought a large collection of experts, plus some of the best chefs in France, and he hired one of Joseph Haydn’s pupils, Sigismond Neukomm, to play the piano softly—background music, hours at a time—while he worked at his desk at the Kaunitz Palace in the Johannesgasse. He had his pretty 21-year-old-niece, the Comtesse de Perigord (later Duchesse de Dino), as his hostess, since his own wife was not considered sortable (the other ladies would not receive her or attend her receptions). A high moral tone was set by the papal delegation, led by Cardinal Consalvi. There was some buffoonery from the Sultan of Turkey’s team, with the ferocious Mavrojeni Pasha in charge. But the chief butt of the Congress was Pedro Labrador, from Madrid, a caricature Spaniard who specialized in frantic rages, haughty silences and maladroit demarches—“The most stupid man I ever came across,” said Wellington, an experienced judge of difficult hidalgos. Rivaling him was Admiral Sir Sidney Smith, the hero of the Siege of Acre, who was the self-appointed representative of the anti-slave-trade lobby, but who wearied the salons with his endless accounts of his victory and was known as “Long Acre.” Other lobbies included the Jewish elders, the German publishing trade, who wanted an international copyright agreement, the dispossessed German princes, the knights of Malta, Swabia and the Wetterau—all wearing their special uniforms—and the Association of Rhine Navigators.

Most of these bodies were dealt with by forming a series of special committees, on House of Commons lines. To these were added, at Castlereagh’s suggestion, a Statistical Committee—to discover the exact size of the populations being exchanged and partitioned—and a Drafting Committee under the Congress Secretary, Friedrich von Gentz (1764–1832), a Silesian pupil of Immanuel Kant, who had been Metternich’s secretary since 1812. The last fortnight before the opening was a frantic rush to settle how the Congress was to work. For the first time the notion of Great Powers as opposed to Small Powers was formally defined—a principle resurrected in the United Nations Security Council 130 years later. The idea was that the four victorious powers, Russia, Prussia, Austria and Britain, would form this steering group. But on the day before the Congress opened, 30 September, Talleyrand, by some adroit maneuvering, insinuated France into the group, making it the Big Five.89 This made a sensible peace possible, for two reasons. First, it undermined the idea that the Congress was a meeting of victors and vanquished—the fatal distinction which made Versailles a failure in 1918—or of legitimate and “usurper” states. In fact, only Britain had stuck to the principle of legitimacy throughout the two decades 1793–1813. All the rest had done deals with Bonaparte at some time or other.

One of Talleyrand’s aims was to rescue Saxony, Bonaparte’s most faithful ally, from dismemberment or extinction. When the Tsar protested that its king, the pathetic Frederick-Augustus, had committed “treason to the common cause,” Talleyrand replied icily, and with telling effect, “Treason, Your Majesty, is a question of dates”—a reference to Tilsit and Erfurt, where Alexander had danced to Bonaparte’s tunes. Talleyrand had been present, privy to the secrets of both sides, and knew exactly the extent of Alexander’s own treason to the common cause.

The second reason why France’s elevation was helpful was that it added a third, powerful party to the forces of moderation represented by Castlereagh and Metternich. Castlereagh wanted, if possible, a treaty without losers. Of course, there had to be some losses. Saxony was an unavoidable loser and in the end saw two-fifths of its territory swallowed by Prussia. The other two losers were Poland and Italy.

Poland and France had been allies ever since Louis XV had married the daughter of the last truly Polish king, for whom France had provided, as a capital in exile, the city of Nancy, which he had superbly adorned. Metternich said he hated Paris because it “swarms with Polish Frenchmen and French Poles.” Bonaparte had built up Poland as a military satellite of France, strategically placed between his three main opponents. The three now insisted on repartitioning her, but the actual frontiers were determined—as happened again in Eastern Europe in 1945—by the brutal fact of Russian occupation. The Tsar told Castlereagh, grimly, that he had 500,000 men there and that they “occupied every town and village.”90 Alexander played with the idea of creating his “own” Poland, as Bonaparte had created the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, and even wrote to the leading English political theorist, Jeremy Bentham, asking him to draw up a constitution for the new state. But this was just his pseudo-intellectual nonsense. His love for the Poles was not increased by the fact that, during the Congress, Czartoryski (the Tsar’s adviser for Poland), with typical Polish imprudence, was having an affair with the Tsarina. The fact is, Alexander was determined to hang onto every inch of Poland he already occupied, with Prussia and Austria unwilling to let him drag off the carcass whole. Prussia was subservient to Russia throughout this period and settled for its Saxon gains. But Metternich fought hard for eastern Galicia, on Austria’s behalf, provoking the Tsar into losing his temper. “You are the only man in Austria who would dare to oppose me in such rebellious terms.” Metternich told Francis II that the Tsar was becoming “just like Bonaparte,” and the Tsar complained to Francis about Metternich’s language and suggested he should be dismissed. Francis merely remarked that it was best to “leave such matters to the Foreign Ministers”—negotiations, he implied, were not for sovereigns.91 This was another step in the decline of Alexander’s influence.

The fate of the third loser, Italy, was determined in practice by the same factor which operated in Poland—troops on the ground. Bonaparte had appealed strongly to the spirit of Italian nationalism, as the opening of the great novel by Stendhal (Marie-Henri Beyle, 1783–1842), La Chartreuse de Parme, published in 1839, eloquently testifies. The British had also favored constitutionalism, and in the early months of 1814, the British Minister on the spot, greatly exceeding his instructions, had actually called on the Italians to rise in defense of their liberties. He had promised the Genoese, for instance, the return of their ancient independence (26 April 1814). But Britain was not in a position to deliver Italian independence, unless the Italians themselves took it. A Milanese mob had tried to seize power on 20 April. But the Austrian army retook the city and spread all over Lombardy. The Habsburgs had ancient claims all over Italy but when a delegation of Italian nationalists came to see Francis II during the Congress he simply told them: “You belong to me by right of conquest.” Metternich insisted Italy was not a nation but a collection of cities. Some belonged to Savoy, some to the Pope, some to Naples—and some to Austria. Indeed, he said, Austria was more than a city owner, since it had a right to Lombardy, an ancient kingdom “whose spirit was being rekindled.” This was nonsense but during the summer there had been nothing to stop Francis II being proclaimed King of Lombardy (12 June) and formally annexing it, and in due course the Congress accepted the fait accompli.

The best the British could do was to build up the position of the House of Savoy by giving it, among other territories, Genoa. The British thus backed the eventual winner in the long struggle for a united, independent Italy, which culminated in the 1860s; but at the time it was realpolitik rather than justice. When the fate of Genoa was debated in the Commons, 13 February 1815, Samuel Whitbread, for the Opposition, launched a savage attack on Castlereagh, on high moral grounds, for giving the famous republic to a monarchy “equally imbecile as it is corrupt.” He added that the Foreign Secretary should be “arraigned before the tribunal of the world”—the first mention in history of this imaginary body, usually called “the court of world opinion,” and beloved of progressives from that day to this. Castlereagh, in reply, took the opportunity to restate the grand principle on which all his diplomacy was based: “The Congress of Vienna was not assembled for the discussion of moral principles but for great practical purposes, to establish effectual provisions for the general security.”92

The strong position thus created for Austria in Italy was, in Castlereagh’s judgment, part of this “effectual provision” for a lasting peace. In the years 1805–12 Austria, which was no more than the Habsburg family firm, had almost disintegrated, leaving a gaping hole in the heart of east-central Europe. Castlereagh wanted a “big” Austria, which could field a powerful army, to keep the Russians not only out of central Europe but out of the Balkans, where Turkey was in danger of collapse. Hence the Austria which emerged from the Congress was almost double its previous size, annexing the Tyrol and Salzburg, Illyria in the Adriatic and nearly half Italy, since in addition to Lombardy and Venice, Francis, through his relations (including his daughter Marie-Thérèse) controlled various duchies. The Habsburgs now ruled more “souls” than any other family in Europe except the Romanoffs in Russia.

Prussia, as a fellow victor, was bound to be a gainer as well, and here again Castlereagh was content she should be. Holland was enlarged to take in Belgium, thus denying the French military access to the Flemish ports, those “daggers pointed at the heart of England.” But to provide further security against French aggression, Castlereagh willingly brought Prussia to the Left Bank of the Rhine, for the first time. This was, as it turned out, a fateful step but it seemed to make good sense in 1814–15. With her gains in Saxony and the Rhineland, plus Westphalia and Swedish Pomerania, Prussia was now unquestionably the leading power in north Germany: a formidable barrier to France but, equally, a barrier to Russia, which had now pushed her “Oriental barbarism,” as some saw it, to the western frontier of Poland.

These dispositions, producing a big Austria and a big Prussia, in effect dividing power in Germany almost equally between the Hohenzollerns and the Habsburgs, meant there was a fourth loser at the Congress, German nationalism. In the final stages of the struggle to overthrow Bonaparte, the German nationalist uprising had been as potent a factor as any other, and those who had participated in it naturally assumed its spirit would now be embodied in some kind of all-German federation. For Karl vom Stein (1757–1831), Bonaparte’s bitterest German enemy, that meant a reconstitution of the Holy Roman Empire, which had been destroyed in 1806, in a modernized, constitutional form. His inspiration was the old Hohenstauffen Empire of the 10th to the 13th centuries but now endowed with formal guarantees of personal rights and public freedoms, a Diet representing all German landowners and their tenants as well as the cities, and an executive emperor who would collect taxes, run the administration, supervise central courts and command the army.93 With the assistance of Tsar Alexander, to whom he had attached himself, he hoped to bring about this vision at Vienna.

But the forces arrayed against it were too great. Stein hated the petty German princes, seeing their sovereign pretensions as an enemy to German liberties and their collective weakness as an invitation to French invaders. But there were scores of them, all lobbying hard in Vienna. Moreover, there were big fish among the countless minnows. George III of England was also King of Hanover. The Danish king was Duke of Holstein. The Dutch king was Duke of Luxembourg. All these entities would, in effect, disappear in Stein’s scheme or lose all their powers. Then again, who was to be emperor? Neither the emperor of Austria nor the King of Prussia would allow the other to have the title, and both would unite to prevent it going to a third, who would inevitably eclipse their claims to speak for the Germans. Even Alexander soon lost interest in Stein’s plan, seeing it to be impractical, and concentrated on his real object of hanging on to the maximum amount of Polish territory.

OEBPS/images/9781780227146.jpg
ohpﬁlgon






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





