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Time’s book is before me lying,


All things that have happened here,


Good with Evil ever vying—


All before my gaze stands clear.


—The great German poet Heinrich Heine
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Introduction



The railway station at Salzburg, Austria, late in the afternoon of August 18, 1867—


THE STREETS OF THE PICTURESQUE ALPINE TOWN, ordinarily drowsy in the summer heat, were crowded with expectant spectators. Visiting aristocrats in expensive silks, the women shaded by delicate, lace-edged bonnets and elaborate parasols, jostled for position along the main route from the imperial palace to the railway depot with native villagers equally colorful in their dirndls and traditional Bavarian lederhosen. The atmosphere breathed official pageantry. The buildings were dressed up with tapestries and garlands of flowers; a long, plush carpet had been rolled out from the street through the main vestibule of the train station all the way to the platform; and idling on the pavement by the entranceway was a grand carriage pulled by six horses. It was evident that an important meeting was about to take place. Franz Joseph, the distinguished emperor of Austria, and his wife, Elisabeth, affectionately known as Sisi, were for the first time hosting their counterparts, Napoleon III of France and his wife, the Empress Eugénie, to a state visit.


Following protocol, the main body of the Austrian court—the principal ministers and ambassadors, supported by their secretaries and staffs; senior household functionaries and ladies-in-waiting; even members of the imperial orchestra—had obediently uprooted themselves and made the nearly 200-mile journey from Vienna to Salzburg. The arrival of the Emperor of the French, as Napoleon III showily styled himself, happened to coincide with Franz Joseph’s thirty-seventh birthday, and a special mass had been celebrated at the Salzburg cathedral that morning. The highlight of the service was a soaring performance of Mozart by the court musicians, “somewhat to the astonishment and altogether to the delight of the Salzburgers, who are, I mourn to say, accustomed to a very indifferent execution of their own divine maestro’s church music,” the foreign correspondent for the London Daily Telegraph, sent to report on the historic imperial encounter, noted in his widely syndicated account of these proceedings.


But the deliberate conjuring of a holiday atmosphere belied the underlying gravity of the rendezvous. Austria and France, openly hostile for the majority of the past four centuries, had both recently suffered searing diplomatic and military defeats. Their treasuries were depleted and their armies strained. The upstart kingdom of Prussia, under the direction of its wily chief minister, Otto von Bismarck, had taken advantage of the perceived weakness of these two formerly dominant powers to pursue a policy of ruthless territorial expansion. If Franz Joseph and Napoleon III could not find a way to overcome their differences and meet the crisis, all of Europe would waver once again on the cusp of war.


And yet, even with so much at stake, the world’s attention was focused not on the two monarchs who held the fate of millions in their hands, but rather on their wives. This was the first time that Elisabeth and Eugénie, both renowned for their stunning good looks and high-fashion wardrobes, and consequently objects of intense fascination at home and abroad, were scheduled to meet. Which of these imperial goddesses would outshine the other in a face-to-face beauty contest was debated openly in the press. Bowing to this reality, also imported from Vienna to Salzburg (and currently dominating the station waiting room), was a life-sized statue of Sisi surrounded by a heady profusion of tropical flowers, a blatant exercise of hometown advantage.


By four in the afternoon, the 200 or so most prominent members of the court and military who had been invited to greet the Emperor and Empress of the French on their arrival had taken their coveted positions on the train platform. Half an hour later, Franz Joseph and Elisabeth appeared and made their way graciously through the crowd to the front line, so that the expected guests would have no trouble locating them among the sea of unfamiliar faces. Finally, at 5 p.m. exactly, the omnipresent court musicians began to play, the imperial guard formally presented arms, and the incoming engine, which had evidently been awaiting this signal, rolled deliberately into the station. Napoleon III, lifting his top hat and bowing courteously in a gesture of appreciation at the splendid welcome arranged by his hosts, could be seen clearly through the main cabin window.


The train stopped. Eugénie and her husband disembarked just as Elisabeth and Franz Joseph moved forward to meet them. The foreign correspondents took up their pens and craned their heads. The competition was on.


Each woman had her partisans. On Sisi’s side was the Daily Telegraph man. “The Empress Elisabeth, who looked, if possible, lovelier than ever, was dressed in blue and white (Bavarian colors), and wore a plain black straw hat with a plume of black feathers,” he reported dutifully, in acknowledgment of his readership’s seemingly insatiable demand for details of the latest in style trends and accessories. “Elisabeth of Austria is more than a head taller than Eugénie of France; the former is as lithe and slender as a young poplar; the latter has grown stout of late, which makes her look shorter than she really is,” he continued critically. The Daily Telegraph was momentarily disconcerted to discover that the visiting French empress, mindful of the potential ravages to the complexion of a day’s hard traveling, had taken precautions against the elements that hindered the pursuit of journalistic excellence. “A thick black veil hid the Empress Eugénie’s face from view,” the correspondent confessed. “But the spirited, refined countenance of Elisabeth no envious covering concealed,” he recovered loyally.


The London Standard columnist, on the other hand, was definitely in the French camp. “The Empress Eugénie was very simply attired in a pretty travelling dress, which was very short, showing to advantage her admirably formed small feet,” he declared. “The short dress formed quite a strange contrast to the long sweeping trains of all the other ladies present. Her Majesty looked just ready for a mountain excursion, nimble, agile in her movements, elastic.” Faced like his competitor with the debacle of the veil, the Standard man was compelled to fall back on the expedient of imagination. “In the whole demeanor of the Empress Eugénie is a freshness, a vivacity,” he enthused, omitting altogether the small detail that he could not actually see her face. “She is delightfully natural, and the grace of her manner is something rarely seen… It is not at all unlikely that those who read this may think it is an exaggeration, and call it fulsome flattery. No one, however, who was present and saw the charming woman will think so. On the contrary,… you feel—you cannot but feel—her exquisite grace just as you cannot but feel in your whole heart and your whole body the freshness of the morning,” he gushed poetically.


It wasn’t until a few hours later that the press finally got what it wanted: a sight of Elisabeth and Eugénie side by side in all their glory at the celebratory concert held at the Salzburg opera house as part of the evening’s entertainment. There, even the most jaded among the correspondents were dazzled in spite of themselves, and conceded the contest a draw. “The Empresses, who looked remarkably well, and made an admirable contrast of blonde with brunet [sic], were in white silk, the dress of the Empress Elisabeth relieved with zig zag bands of black,” judged the reporter for the New York World. “Both Empresses wore tiaras of diamonds, and Eugénie… under the brilliant light, looked nearly as young as her sister sovereign.”


THUS DID THE NINETEENTH CENTURY reduce Elisabeth and Eugénie, two of the most layered women of their time, to attractive footnotes on the pages of history. This age belongs instead to Victoria, its most enduring female monarch, who remained at her post for an astonishing sixty-three years, beating the former record, held by the equally redoubtable Elizabeth I, by nearly two decades. The passage of time, and with it the hunger for nostalgia, has only increased Victoria’s renown. She is perhaps more respected and beloved today than she was in her own era.


But it is a mistake to overlook her sister sovereigns in France and Austria. Fearless, adventurous, and athletic; defiantly, even fiercely independent, Sisi and Eugénie represented, each in her own way, a new kind of empress, one who rebelled against traditional expectations and restrictions. Their beauty was undeniable but so too was their influence on a world that was fast becoming recognizably modern. As railroads for the first time crisscrossed kingdoms, and telegraphs linked continents, their lives would become so entwined that it is impossible to understand one without the other, or indeed the whole glorious whirlwind of a century in which they lived, without the beguiling power of their stories.
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Sisi’s father, Duke Max, with his zither
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A Scandal in Bavaria
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The spirit of the Revolution is immortal.


—Heinrich Heine


ELISABETH WAS BORN IN MUNICH, the capital city of the kingdom of Bavaria, on December 24—Christmas Eve—1837. At the time of her birth, she had a six-year-old brother, Ludwig, and a three-year-old sister, Helene, whom everyone called “Nene.” Elisabeth herself was soon dubbed “Sisi.” Her mother, Duchess Ludovika, was the youngest surviving daughter of Maximilian Joseph, the first king of Bavaria, and so had royal blood in her veins. The same could not be said of Sisi’s father, Duke Max. Duke Max was only a second cousin.


But what her father lacked in pedigree he more than made up for in personality. Duke Max could have stepped right off the stage of a Bavarian comic opera. Handsome, exuberant, an expert sportsman and self-proclaimed man of letters as well as an amateur composer of folk songs, Sisi’s father aimed to enjoy life. Just weeks after her birth, Duke Max, accompanied by three friends, two servants, his doctor, and his zither instructor, set off on an eight-month jaunt to Egypt and the Holy Land, with stopovers in Greece and Rome. “I was driven by an irresistible feeling, by an unconquerable urge away from the eternal uniformity of an everyday life that is comfortable to the point of discomfort, in which one no longer lives but vegetates,” he rhapsodized in the travelogue of his experiences that he published upon his return. “Unfortunately,” he added pointedly, “there are people who can hardly comprehend why one might decide to undertake a journey of this sort. I feel sorry for those creatures so fond of peace and quiet, those slaves to habit”—an allusion that undoubtedly included his wife, who, with two young children and now a new baby to look after, strangely did not share her husband’s carefree wanderlust.


Not that Duchess Ludovika didn’t have her own marital complaints. Growing up as the youngest daughter of the second wife of the king of Bavaria, she had watched as, one by one, each of her older siblings secured a brilliant future as the spouse of a successor to a prestigious throne. Her two eldest (twin) sisters married into the royal families of Saxony and Prussia; then, her next two sisters, also twins, wedded the heir to the Austrian empire and the Crown Prince of Saxony, respectively. Ludovika naturally expected that she, too, would make a splendid match and in so doing come into possession of the numerous servants, jewels, gowns, carriages, castles, and other assorted windfalls associated with sovereign rule.


But then, in 1825, just as she turned seventeen and was finally poised to make her own graceful entrance into the royal marriage market, her father suddenly died and her thirty-nine-year-old half brother, Ludwig (son of King Maximilian Joseph’s first wife), acceded to the Bavarian throne. King Ludwig I had no intention of sharing the royal palace with his father’s second family, so he promptly evicted his stepmother and half sister from their Munich home. This snub did not improve Ludovika’s marital prospects.


Still, all was not lost. Ludovika and her mother cast themselves on the hospitality of her older sister Sophia, who had married into the imperial family of Austria. At Archduchess Sophia’s court in Vienna, Ludovika met and favorably impressed the Crown Prince of Portugal; the two fell in love. But Lisbon was deemed too far away by Ludovika’s mother, who wanted this last daughter to remain close to her. Besides, the crown prince had rebelled against his father and consequently was judged to be unsuitable. So, instead of becoming queen of Portugal, Ludovika was required to stay in Germany and wed her cousin Duke Max, a suitor who was as indifferent to her charms as she was to his. To add insult to injury, because of this marriage, Ludovika was stripped of the sovereign title “Princess of Bavaria,” to which she had been born, and was instead forced to adopt her husband’s trumped-up, déclassé insignia of “Duke and Duchess in Bavaria,” a perpetual reminder of her reduced station. Even so, the couple managed to maintain enough of a position on the outskirts of the social register that Elisabeth’s birth made the London papers. “The Duchess LOUISA, consort of Duke MAXIMILIAN of Bavaria, gave birth to a Princess on the 25th ult [last],” the London Times reported on January 4, 1838, in a mention notable for getting both the date of the newborn’s arrival and her family’s title wrong.


THAT BAVARIA EVEN HAD a king was a relatively new phenomenon. For over 200 years, right up until the beginning of the nineteenth century, Bavaria was an electorate, and for a thousand years before that, merely a duchy, indistinguishable from the dozens of other duchies that made up what is today called Germany.


But all of that changed with the advent of Napoleon Bonaparte, the greatest warrior of his age—of perhaps any age. It had not taken a crystal ball to see that the Corsican general turned emperor of France, having already swept through and plundered Italy and Egypt, would eventually turn his sights eastward, a policy that would put him in direct conflict with powerful Austria. Since the most direct route a French army could take to get to Austria, or an Austrian army could take to get to France, was for one or the other to fight their way through Bavaria first, living in this unfortunately situated state was a little like being in the collision path of two enormous, speeding locomotives bearing down on each other from opposite directions. There was no getting out of the way by declaring neutrality; the only hope for survival was to wait until the last moment and then jump aboard the train most likely to prevail in the inevitable crash.


And so that was what Duchess Ludovika’s father, Maximilian Joseph, had done. In August of 1805, just weeks away from invasion by one side or the other, he weighed the quality and quantity of the two forces and came down firmly on the side of France, signing a treaty of alliance that provided Napoleon with Bavarian money, supplies, and soldiers. The wisdom of his decision was immediately confirmed when the French army walloped a combined Austrian-Russian offensive on December 2, 1805, at Austerlitz. For this perspicuity, Napoleon awarded Maximilian Joseph the conquered territories of the Tyrol, the Vorarlberg, and Trent to the south; Passau to the east; and Augsberg and Eichstatt to the west—a considerable addition to Bavarian lands and subjects. He also raised the electorate of Bavaria to a monarchy. “If you had not been on my side in this war, Prince Murat would now be King of Bavaria instead of you,” Napoleon observed coolly to the newly made sovereign.


With French friendship came more victories and spoils. When Napoleon followed up his initial triumph against Austria by defeating Prussia, he reorganized Germany, allotting the Lutheran city of Bayreuth to King Maximilian Joseph as further compensation for his participation. Suddenly, by the annexation of all these new provinces, Bavaria, whose citizenry had for centuries been overwhelmingly rigidly Catholic, found itself contending with 1.2 million new Protestant subjects.


Napoleon had a remedy for that, too. “Religion is an affair of conscience, not of State,” he noted, and so on May 1, 1808, under the influence of his new overlord, Maximilian Joseph granted Bavaria its first written constitution, which was based on the principles of the French Revolution (as interpreted by Napoleon). This highly progressive document guaranteed tolerance of religion and equal rights under the law to Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists (Jews had to wait until 1813 to be included in these reforms); abolished both serfdom and special privileges for aristocrats (although the nobles were allowed to retain their titles and property); pledged to uphold freedom of the press; and established an elected national assembly with the power to help draft laws and exercise control over state expenditures and tax revenues.


This was the genius of Napoleon—he won over large groups of even those he defeated in battle by portraying himself as the champion of the downtrodden. “Have confidence in the great Sovereign [i.e., himself] upon whom your lot depends!” he boomed to the crowds who greeted him throughout Germany. “You can experience nothing but improvements.” But in fact the burden of the endless supplies and soldiers he demanded, and the exorbitant taxes he levied, fell predominantly on the lower classes.


There is perhaps such a thing as too much success. Napoleon’s speedy subjugation of Germany only served to fuel his ambitions. He went after Spain next, where he got bogged down in a costly invasion that depleted his resources, and then, in 1812, disastrously targeted Russia. “The extravagance of these gigantic schemes brought about the fall of Napoleon,” the Austrian foreign minister reported simply.


Bavaria, which was forced to contribute some 30,000 soldiers to Napoleon’s Moscow offensive, reeled when just over 200 of these martyred servicemen managed to survive and straggle home. In the wake of the cataclysm, Maximilian Joseph reevaluated. Demonstrating once again a formidable talent for political pragmatism, he waited until Austria was just about to launch a counteroffensive, and then suddenly leapt off the French train and onto the (soon-to-be-victorious) Austrian one. “It produced an excellent impression that you declared your country to be on our side before the Battle of Leipzig,” Francis II, the winning emperor, asserted after Napoleon surrendered. “It is on that account that I am in favor of Bavaria’s remaining great,” he added, by which he meant that, as a reward for his excellent timing, Maximilian Joseph would be allowed to hold on to both his monarchy and all the territory he’d accumulated under French rule.


And that was how Bavaria came out of the Napoleonic Wars a regional power, and the reason Duchess Ludovika’s older sisters had all succeeded in marrying royalty. But despite his defeat and death, some six years later on the Island of Saint Helena, Napoleon’s influence over southern Germany was not completely eradicated. Bavaria retained its elected assembly and religious and civil rights even after the war had ended. It was a kingdom, true—but a kingdom with a constitution. As a child growing up in Munich, Sisi had the benefit of this.


THE YEARS OF WAR were long past by the time she was born. Maximilian Joseph had died and been succeeded by his eldest son, Ludwig I, Duchess Ludovika’s older half brother. Ludwig, who prided himself on his artistic sensibilities, was busy remaking his capital into an idealized, Bavarian-sized version of the ancient Greek and Roman cities whose treasures he marveled at on his frequent trips abroad. Elisabeth’s earliest years thus unfolded against a noisy background of marble-cutting and masonry, as one soaring, ornately columned and frescoed edifice after another took shape along the main avenues leading to the royal palace. She even lived in one of these new, faux-classical mansions, which the king, aware that his favorite brother-in-law, Duke Max, could not afford to purchase on his own, had generously built for him at the treasury’s expense. This was the home Sisi and her family occupied during the winters when they were in town.


That King Ludwig I enjoyed Duke Max’s company enough to give him a house was not surprising—the two men had much in common. Like Ludwig, Sisi’s father appreciated good-looking women and cheated publicly and energetically on his wife. The king and the duke also shared a keen interest in the literary arts. In addition to the memoir of his wanderings, Duke Max penned ironic verses and stories, and composed songs for the guitar; Ludwig published love sonnets. It must be confessed that despite their obvious passion for their subjects, neither man displayed a talent above the ordinary. Heinrich Heine, the most celebrated lyricist of the era, observed:




King Ludwig was a noble poet


He sang—but Apollo lamented


As on his knees he besought the king:


“Stop! Stop! I become demented.”





It wasn’t just the monarch who appreciated Duke Max’s outsized personality and eccentric, amusing behavior. The townspeople were on his side, too. Elisabeth’s father was beloved for having an aesthetic that mirrored that of his fellow citizens. The duke despised stuffy aristocratic ceremony. Thumbing his nose at convention, he installed a practice show ring in the backyard of his fancy marble residence, where he trained horses to perform circus tricks. He much preferred Bavarian folk songs and zither tunes to symphonies, and succeeded, much to the pride of his countrymen, in having one of his pieces played at Buckingham Palace on the same program with the overture to a new opera by Carl Maria von Weber, a celebrated German composer. Duke Max was also known for having organized a group of his friends, mostly fellow amateur musicians and scribblers (and, of course, his zither instructor), into a Knights of the Round Table society where, costumed as King Arthur, he presided once a month over dinners at which copious amounts of beer were consumed, and boisterous singing continued long into the night.


To have such a man for a father was glorious; to have him as a husband was something else. Duchess Ludovika, forced to put up with Duke Max’s numerous mistresses and illegitimate children, as well as his other foibles, was often not on speaking terms with her waggish marriage partner. But at least she could console herself that Duke Max was not as ungenerous to his wife and children as King Ludwig was to his. Sensitive to the charge that his numerous building projects were an extravagance the treasury could ill afford, the king of Bavaria compensated for his public munificence by keeping his private household on a budget so tight that the queen could not afford a new gown, and the royal family dined regularly on black bread and onions. With this example in front of her, Duchess Ludovika knew enough to accept her situation.


To their considerable credit, neither of Elisabeth’s parents took their dissatisfaction with one another out on their offspring, and the result was that Sisi had a very happy, almost idyllic childhood. She was part of a large, lively family and loved it. The one marital responsibility that Duke Max apparently took seriously was procreation, and a new baby appeared every two years with a punctuality a field marshal would have envied. By the time Elisabeth was seven, in addition to her older siblings Ludwig and Nene, she had a younger brother, Karl Theodore, called “Gackel” (German for Cock), born August 9, 1839, and two younger sisters, Marie, whose birthday was October 4, 1841, and Mathilde, “Spatz” (Sparrow), who came along on September 30, 1843.


As this meant that Duchess Ludovika was nearly always either pregnant or just recovering from birth, and with Duke Max not much more than a large child himself, parental oversight was not taxing. Sisi and her brothers and sisters grew up in a fond, unfussy atmosphere where levity was valued over lessons; riding, romping, and zither-playing were educational requirements; and everyone had his or her own tree at Christmas.


Almost as soon as she learned to scamper about under her own momentum, Elisabeth’s most joyous times were spent at the family’s summer estate, Possenhofen Castle. Situated about twenty miles southwest of Munich, amidst one of the most beautiful landscapes Bavaria had to offer, Possi, as this sprawling, romantic château was known, might have been conjured up as a child’s vision of a magical residence in a fairy tale. There were green parks and shaded woods filled with forest animals, the whole ringed by snow-capped mountain peaks, and a large, crystal-blue lake perfect for fishing, swimming, or boating. (The family maintained a replica of a Venetian gondola as an added amusement.) At Possi, Elisabeth, who loved animals, kept rabbits and ponies, and looked after a flock of guinea hens. She had two lambs of her own, and even a fawn; and this was in addition to the family’s many dogs.


Although she was under the charge of a governess, Sisi’s real instruction came from her father, whom she idolized. Duke Max wasn’t around his children all that often, but when he was, he made it count. His focus was overwhelmingly on outdoor physical exercise. “I don’t want you to strut like princes, or drag your feet like common mortals,” he lectured his progeny. “You must learn to move like angels with wings upon your feet.” Whereupon he took them for hours-long hikes through the forests and up into the mountains. “I am never tired of walking, and I thank my father for it,” Elisabeth would later report. Duke Max was equally insistent that his children be as agile on horseback as they were scrambling up the rocks beside him on their own two legs. Those who showed promise were introduced to more advanced skills, like riding bareback.


And no one in the family demonstrated more innate talent or sheer, comprehensive, stunning athletic ability than Sisi. The attention she could not pay to her studies—“there were times when she had literally to be tied to her chair,” the governess complained—found its home instead in the saddle and in the wild, free terrain of the wooded hills and mountains adjoining Possi. Elisabeth could no more do without swimming, or fishing, or running through the forest, or especially galloping through the countryside, than she could do without air. She was so good, such a natural, that her father even admitted her to his backyard show ring while she was still a child, and initiated her into the seductive art of trick riding. “If you and I, Sisi, had not been born princes, we would have been performers in a circus,” Duke Max observed solemnly.


But her father’s influence extended far beyond athletics. Among his children, he seems to have recognized Elisabeth’s as the spirit closest to his own, and by his attentions fostered the quixotic in her. He taught her to play the zither and together they stood in the squares of the villages surrounding Possi and performed impromptu open-air duets that drew applause and sometimes coins from the passersby. “This is the only money I have earned in my life,” Sisi would later reveal. He fed her imagination by telling her stories of knights and classical Greek heroes. He introduced her to the poetry of Heinrich Heine, a German Jew forced to convert to Lutheranism in order to obtain a university degree, with whose liberal democratic political views Duke Max agreed. Duke Max revered Heine, whose work reflected a love of nature and restless romanticism. In emulation of her father and Heine, Sisi, too, was scribbling verses at a young age.


And then, while she was still a child, Sisi’s family and indeed all of Bavaria were suddenly jolted by the appearance of a force so powerful, so inflammatory, that it rivaled Napoleon himself in its ability to upend society and bring back the dark days of conflict and chaos. On October 5, 1846, just a few months before Elisabeth’s ninth birthday, a carriage bearing the notorious adventuress Lola Montez rolled into Munich.


IT IS DIFFICULT TO CONCEIVE of a historical figure more exuberantly, irrepressibly, irreverently entertaining than Lola Montez. Born in Ireland sometime in February 1820 (the exact date is unknown), the product of an illegitimate, fourteen-year-old Irish mother and one Ensign Edward Gilbert, a recently deployed British soldier, Lola began life as plain old Eliza Gilbert. When she was three years old, her father was transferred to India; however, she and her parents had no sooner arrived at the new posting than Ensign Gilbert succumbed to cholera. Rather than return home, Eliza’s mother, not yet twenty and very pretty, decided to stay in India with her young daughter and within a year was married again, this time to a Scottish lieutenant. As was customary among the British living in India, Eliza was cared for by ayahs who coddled and indulged her.


Then, at the age of six, just like Mary Lennox in Frances Hodgson Burnett’s famous children’s book The Secret Garden, Eliza was suddenly uprooted from her hot, crowded, colorful surroundings and sent to live with her stepfather’s upright, chilly family in the small town of Montrose, on the northeast coast of Scotland, to begin her education. The unhappy child understandably felt out of place—certainly no one in Montrose had ever seen anyone like this strange, willful creature before—and to compensate, she played pranks, told whoppers, and in general did her best to shock the neighborhood.


At twelve, to everyone’s relief, she was sent to an English girls’ boarding school in the fashionable town of Bath. By the time she was ready to graduate, and her mother had returned to England to fetch her back to India, Eliza had grown into her looks, which were famously striking—a dark-haired beauty with arresting eyes.


And this was when the trouble began. To relieve the tedium of the long voyage from Calcutta, Eliza’s mother had struck up a flirtation with a good-looking thirty-year-old British officer, Lieutenant Thomas James. Lieutenant James continued to hover even after the ship docked, and so had a chance to meet his mistress’s adorable seventeen-year-old daughter. Lola would later claim that she ran off with James because her mother intended to marry her to a sixty-year-old widower in India, but it’s difficult to believe anything Lola said, because she was such a charmingly inventive hustler. What is known is that Eliza Gilbert became Eliza James at a church just outside Dublin on July 23, 1837.


Lieutenant James would be the first of multiple husbands and lovers. Eliza accompanied her spouse to India but left him a few years later, citing abusive behavior. On the long voyage back to England, she took up with another handsome British officer, Lieutenant Lennox. For about a year after her return, Lennox paid her expenses and introduced her to popular haunts and London society. But then they, too, split up and Eliza was left without a visible means of financial support.


It was while she was at this crossroads that twenty-three-year-old Eliza demonstrated her resilience. She booked passage for Cádiz (where living was cheap), received two months’ worth of instruction in Andalusian choreography, and returned to England on April 14, 1843, not as Eliza James, but rather as the professional danseuse Doña Lola Montez, having reinvented herself as the widow of a fictitious Spanish aristocrat.


It was a bluff of monumental proportions. She had only the Spanish she had managed to pick up locally; she had never danced professionally; she knew no one of importance in either Seville or Madrid. It should never have worked—but it did. From that moment on, Eliza James became Lola Montez, a persona she inhabited for the rest of her life. So much so that when she made her debut on the London stage six weeks later, and several of Lieutenant Lennox’s friends who happened to be in the audience recognized her and pointed out to the newspapers that she was in fact neither Spanish nor a widow, but rather the adulterous ex-wife of a British soldier in India who was still very much alive, Lola merely doubled down and published a letter to the editor, explaining with great dignity that she was “a native of Seville… [and] until the 14th of April last, when I landed in England, I never set my foot in this country, and I never saw London before in my life.”


This was the beginning of a historic, not to say epic, career. When the startled London stage manager declined to engage her further, Lola took her act on the road. Everywhere she went, scandal and sensation followed. She smoked in public—and cigars, at that—at a time when it was considered outrageous for a woman to do so. She carried a dagger and a small pistol and brandished them during the many arguments she provoked. In Berlin, she was famously arrested for striking a Prussian policeman in the face with her riding crop, and then, after the officer filed charges against her, was deported for tearing up and stamping on the court order summoning her for questioning by the authorities. She intercepted Franz Liszt, perhaps the most popular musician of the period, while he was on tour, ingratiated herself, and then used him as a reference to secure dancing engagements. She had a love affair with a newspaper editor in Paris who was unfortunately killed in a duel, and caused a frenzy in the press by sweeping into the courthouse dressed all in black—Lola looked exceptionally well in black—and giving dramatic testimony against his murderer at the subsequent trial.i Afterwards, she left France and wandered aimlessly through Germany, scrounging around for theaters at which to perform. She was temporarily between engagements and lovers, and consequently low on funds, when on a whim she trundled into eight-year-old Sisi’s hometown and met her uncle, Ludwig I, king of Bavaria.


He never had a chance. Ludwig was by this time sixty years old. He had a long-suffering wife, for whom he had never felt any real desire, and eight adult children. He was going deaf. His skin was pockmarked. It had been years since his last dalliance, and he missed the thrill that, in his opinion, only a ravishing young creature could provide. Ludwig worshipped feminine loveliness. Unique among his fellow monarchs, he commissioned his court painter, Joseph Karl Stieler, to produce a series of portraits of the most striking women of his acquaintance. The king was a true democrat when it came to love: his Gallery of Beauties was open to the public and contained over thirty paintings, not simply likenesses of highborn ladies, but also those of lowly merchants’ and cobblers’ daughters, and even one of a Jewess. (Although cruelly none of his wife.)


But for all his pretensions of being a sophisticated philanderer and man of the world, nothing in Ludwig’s experience prepared him for an operator on the scale of Lola Montez. Informed that she needed the king’s approval to dance at the Royal Court Theater, Lola obtained a private audience with Ludwig on October 8, 1846, three days after her arrival in Munich. She showed up wearing a close-fitting gown of ebony velvet and her most appealing expression. It was later rumored that she had undressed and danced (or worse) while closeted alone with the king but this was just malicious gossip. The aging Ludwig, who had never heard of this bewitchingly exotic young Spanish dancer before the interview, needed no such encouragement. He was a lost man the moment he set eyes on her.


It did not take Lola long to figure out that, consequently, Bavaria offered a path to advancement superior to any that had been available at her previous addresses. Within weeks, she admitted to Ludwig that she loved him, and allowed him to convince her to stay on in Munich as his sweetheart.


Lola stayed, and Ludwig paid. The king, conspicuous for parsimony when it came to himself and his family, not only footed the bill for his new favorite’s lodging at the best hotel in Munich, but he also bought her a mansion in town, which he then gave her a free hand to remodel and redecorate in lavish style. Soon thereafter, Ludwig commanded the royal treasury to bestow an annual allowance of 10,000 florins on Lola—more than the highest official in the kingdom earned, and certainly more than the queen had access to in all their years of marriage. Lola was given the best horses and a grand carriage in which to ride around the city; she bought anything she wanted and sent the bill to the king; and of course she had her portrait painted by Stieler, who added it with great fanfare to the Gallery of Beauties, where it drew crowds of spectators.


Throughout, Lola, who was nothing if not consistent, continued to behave as immoderately as she had prior to arriving in Munich. Having no need to earn a living, she put her dancing career on hold and instead insisted on being treated as a grand lady, much to the dismay and resistance of the Bavarian upper class. She again got into altercations with the police and tore up official summonses, and she regularly humiliated the queen by appearing at the same public functions attended by the royal family, during which, in front of the pitying eyes of all Munich society, Ludwig would leave his wife alone to watch as he slavishly paid court to the brazen younger woman. In one memorable incident, Lola started a riot after Turk, the large dog she kept, attacked a workman on the street. Rather than restrain her pet, she slapped the underling five times in the face for trying to defend himself. The onlookers took the side of the laborer and chased Lola and Turk into a shop; word got around and hundreds gathered outside the establishment, demanding her arrest. Lola only managed to escape by waiting until dark and then climbing out a second-story window and down a ladder in the back.ii


But nothing Lola did weakened Ludwig’s infatuation. In vain his advisers showed him a thick dossier of newspaper and diplomatic reports detailing her true identity, age, and history; she explained it all away as lies concocted by jealous competitors and Jesuits. The Prussian ambassador warned, “Every conception of the dignity of the throne is trampled underfoot,” and even one of the king’s most loyal supporters despaired that Lola “has insulted all classes of society, offended everyone, and the city and the nation are so up in arms that with the best will it is too late to improve her position.” Worse, Ludwig promised to raise his “Lolita,” as he called her, to the highest levels of nobility by bestowing upon her the title and privileges of a countess. In preparation for this, on February 3, 1847, a mere four months after the dancer’s arrival, he ordered his ministers to draw up and sign the appropriate legal papers granting her Bavarian citizenship.


And it was at this point that that pesky constitution came into play. By law, the king could not unilaterally bestow citizenship on a foreigner. He needed one of his councilors to countersign the order. This, Ludwig’s chief minister, an ultraconservative Catholic who had been in power for twenty years, refused to do. When the king insisted, the minister, as well as all the rest of the Council of State, also ultraconservative Catholics, threatened to resign. Ludwig, who had never been crossed this way before, bristled and accepted the mass resignation. He then replaced the council with a new, more progressive ministry that was led for the first time in Bavarian history by a Protestant. It was understood that the new chief minister would sign Lola’s citizenship papers. The liberal councilor had no more liking for the Spanish dancer than had his conservative predecessor, but acquiescing was worth it to him to gain power. He signed.


Ironically, the change in government was popular in Munich. While it was true that nobody cared for Lola, the ultraconservative ministers had been chipping away at civil liberties for years. They had restricted access to foreign publications deemed subversive, imposed censorship, and curtailed the religious and constitutional rights of those of differing beliefs. Many Catholics in Munich, like Elisabeth’s parents, were more liberal. Duke Max openly advocated freedom of the press, and Duchess Ludovika, along with other women of rank, had once cornered Ludwig in his castle to berate him for indulging the ultraconservative party’s intolerance of Protestants. The king’s appointment of a more progressive councilor raised expectations of pending democratic reforms.


But, of course, that hadn’t been Ludwig’s intention at all. Ludwig had chosen the Protestant minister not for his views, but because he was the only experienced official Ludwig could find who was willing to sign Lola’s citizenship papers. The king believed, as he always had, that his commands should be obeyed instantly and without question. He did not want freedom of the press, nor a liberal agenda, and he certainly did not want his subjects to have the right to tell him what to do.


He just wanted Lola. And Lola wanted to be a countess.


And so a countess she became six months later, on August 25, 1847. “I feel constrained to point out once again to Your Majesty the consequences of Your Majesty’s action,” Ludwig’s new minister, who had countersigned this second document only after vigorous resistance, warned. “They will be very serious.”


He was right. When the Bavarian population discovered Lola’s elevation, there was outrage. It was reported with amusement in the foreign papers (but not in the Munich press, which was prohibited from running negative stories about Lola) that an aristocratic counteroffensive was waged during performances at the opera house, with one of the doyennes of society flagrantly wielding “an enormous fan, held up between her face and the box of the new countess.” The queen, who had to find out about her rival’s triumph by reading about it in the State Gazette, stood up to her husband for the first time in their thirty-seven years of marriage and point-blank refused to receive the interloper.iii On October 16, 1847, the Chamber of Representatives, meeting for only the eleventh time in Bavarian history, entered the fray by voting unanimously for freedom of the press, and even threatened to withhold the money required to fund the all-important new railroads running through Bavaria if this and other “grievances” were not addressed, “the fact being that the most serious cases of interference with the press have been on account of attacks on Lola Montez,” as a London paper was quick to point out. When Ludwig refused to comply with their demands, the representative assembly, citing the constitution, threatened to depose him. The mood in the city, ordinarily placid, turned so ugly that Duke Max and Duchess Ludovika, worried about street violence, packed up the children and, to Elisabeth’s intense joy, moved to out-of-the-way Possi to celebrate the Christmas holidays and her tenth birthday.


This turned out to be a prudent decision. The family was still at their country house when Lola, now countess of Landsfeld, got into an argument with the University of Munich.


Undeterred by the increasingly vocal campaign against her, the new countess continued to flout propriety, just as she always had. Having secured wealth and title beyond anything she could have hoped for elsewhere, Lola was determined to have a good time with them. Problem was, Munich was so provincial and staid. Its amusements could not compare with those of Paris or London. And then, she was being ostracized by the people she considered to be her social peers, and Ludwig was clearly a bore. (“I come after everyone else, in all situations,” the king grumbled of his beloved. “If there is no one else to talk with or nothing else to do, then I may remain, otherwise I am driven away… If Turk the dog could talk, he would be heard with greater attentiveness,” he observed dolefully.)


And so, Lola had to make her own fun. This she did by befriending a group of students (all of them male, of course; no women were allowed to attend the university) and inviting them over to her splendid new house for late-night parties. The one on New Year’s Eve got so out of hand that she was knocked out cold when her admirers, dancing drunkenly around the main salon, hoisted their benefactress high into the air and whacked her head on the crystal chandelier. She even secretly took the handsomest among them as her lover.


The professors and the rest of the predominantly conservative student body were appalled. Nothing daunted, the countess’s young partisans formed themselves into a club. To distinguish their fraternity, they wore matching red caps provided by Lola. On February 9, 1848, some of the members, given away by their crimson headgear, were jeered by a mob of their schoolmates and chased off campus into a nearby pub. Trapped by a rapidly growing crowd, one of them dashed off a note to Lola, begging for assistance.


Upon receipt of this SOS, Lola immediately sallied forth to deliver her entourage from captivity. But no sooner had she neared her destination than the enraged scholars, recognizing the countess, turned and began to chase her. Lola banged on the gates of the surrounding houses, but no one would let her in. She eventually found refuge in a church, but then, angered by the insults of the throng outside, left this sanctuary, pistol in hand, to confront her pursuers. The gun was torn from her and she was fighting for her life when the police arrived and rescued her.


Indignant at the riot and the shocking treatment of his favorite, Ludwig retaliated by closing the university for a year and ordering those students who were not citizens of Munich to leave the city within twenty-four hours. But this punishment, rather than intimidating the academic community and Lola’s numerous other detractors within the capital, only encouraged them to adopt even more aggressive tactics against her. The next day, an assembly of some 2,000 of Ludwig’s subjects marched to the square adjoining the palace and demanded that the university be reopened and the countess of Landsfeld deported. The king imperiously denied their petition but privately begged Lola to leave the city, just for a day, as he had been informed by his general that neither the Munich police nor the Bavarian army was willing to fire on the local population to protect her. This, Lola, who had never run away from a fight in her life, declined to do.


By the following morning, February 11, 1848, the opposing lines were drawn and the combatants were ready. Battle was joined at 7 a.m., when hundreds of townspeople descended on Lola’s expensive new house and began to wreck it. They dug up paving stones from the street and threw them at the windows, shattering the glass. They surged through her garden and tried to batter down her doors. Lola, ever the warrior, burst out of her mansion, waving her pistol, but her servants ran out and overpowered her, shouting for her carriage. The driver pulled up quickly, the still-struggling countess was pitched unceremoniously into the compartment, and the coach took off at breakneck speed. Later that day, Ludwig was forced to bow to reality and rescind his order to close the university. There was great rejoicing in the streets; the brave patriots of Munich had risen up as one and heroically saved the kingdom from the evil clutches of a phony Spanish dancer.


But sometimes even an episode as fundamentally trivial as running a twenty-eight-year-old adventuress out of town has deeper ramifications. History has a way of choosing its own turning points, and the expulsion of Lola Montez from Bavaria ended up being one of them. It was as if a lever had been applied to the weight of absolute monarchy, lifting it ever so slightly and exposing its vulnerability. As the Austrian ambassador pointed out worriedly in his account of these events home to Vienna, “The people have triumphed over the royal power and are conscious of their undeniable victory; they have learned the power of their will and the manner of using it with success.” And as if to underscore this truth, not two weeks later, the citizens of Paris took to the streets and this time evicted not a mistress from her mansion, but the King of France himself from the realm.


News of the forced abdication and flight of the French monarch resounded over Europe, stunning the established authorities and raising the hopes of liberal reformers everywhere. On March 6, a mob of over 10,000 of Ludwig’s subjects broke into the royal armory in Munich and distributed the weapons stockpiled inside to the public. Within days, the fever of revolution had spread to Berlin, where students and citizens clashed with armed and mounted hussars, forcing the king of Prussia to agree to the writing of a national constitution similar to the document already in place in Bavaria. By March 14, the people of Vienna had also taken to the streets, wresting the promise of a more democratic system from the Austrian emperor and compelling the resignation of his principal minister, whose autocratic vision of order and status quo had been embraced by the crowned heads of Europe for decades. “It was public opinion, the example set by Prussia and Bavaria,… which prompted the united movement in all classes of society,” the foreign correspondent for the London Observer asserted of the Viennese revolt.


Elisabeth and her family remained safely at Possi throughout the turmoil, so she would not have seen the barricades being raised in the streets, nor the soldiers guarding the palace, nor heard the drums beating to call for additional troops to quell the rioters. She would find out only later that the countess of Landsfeld, in addition to fleeing, had been stripped of her citizenship, and had an outstanding warrant for her arrest, should she ever try to slip back into the country.


But even as a ten-year-old, Sisi could not have helped but be aware of the dénouement of the violent outbursts against Lola, for on March 20, 1848, her Uncle Ludwig, for twenty-three years the sole ruler in Munich, signed a royal patent of abdication. “We have been graciously pleased to resign our crown in favour of our beloved son his Royal Highness the Crown Prince Maximilian… While I descend from the throne my heart yet glows with affection for Bavaria and for Germany,” Ludwig concluded graciously in the royal address that accompanied this bombshell.


Perhaps. But a little later, privately, the king penned a poem, “To Lola,” that likely depicted his sentiments more accurately.




’Twere better far that I had never known thee


For whom my heart’s blood I would gladly give;


With grief beyond expression thou has filled me,


Most burning love of all the years I live…






The dream of years evermore has vanished


And I awaken in a wilderness.


What I have felt of joy and pleasure banished;


My crown is forfeit, and my happiness.





Footnotes


i Lola may truly be said to be a woman ahead of her time. She anticipated reality television by nearly 200 years.


ii Turk, not as adept at aerial descents, had to wait until the following morning to be liberated.


iii According to Bavarian law, Lola could not legally be considered a countess, despite the countersigned order, unless notice of her elevation was published in an official state publication, so she made Ludwig do this.
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The Empire Strikes Back






[image: image]








In the world’s history every event is not the direct consequence of another, but all events mutually act and react on one another.


—Heinrich Heine


FORTUNATELY FOR BAVARIA, Sisi’s thirty-seven-year-old cousin Maximilian II, the new king, proved to be far less dogmatic (and certainly less susceptible to the charms of itinerant femmes fatales) than his father. On March 22, 1848, just two days after Ludwig’s abdication, Maximilian issued a proclamation granting a general amnesty to all who had been swept up in the political turmoil precipitated by Lola. He then went even further and promised to put in place “without delay” a series of reforms such as freedom of the press and religious toleration, with specific legislation aimed at “improving the situation of the Jews.” He also called for more representative elections as well as tax relief. “We have entered a new era of our political life,” Maximilian II declared in a speech he made to the Chamber of Representatives. “Not only Bavaria but Germany looks on, contemplating the deliberations which are about to take place… Let us set a good example to all its people. Let our devise be freedom and legality,” he finished firmly.


And with that, the anger and resentment faded and the atmosphere in Munich assumed its former placidity. “A very striking contrast with the fermentation prevailing in the other German States, is presented by Bavaria,” a London paper pointed out a few weeks later. “The whole country is not only perfectly tranquil, but continues to increase in enthusiasm and affection for their new king.” With the crisis behind them, it was once again safe for Elisabeth’s parents to think about returning to the capital with the children.


But other members of Duchess Ludovika’s family did not have it so easy. Prussia, ruled by her older sister Elise’s husband, Frederick William IV, had seen an escalation of protests despite the king’s bending to the popular will and accepting the necessity of a national constitution. But the real worry was Austria, where Ludovika’s closest sister, Sophia, only three years her senior, was married to the emperor’s younger brother, Archduke Francis Charles. As in Prussia, the Austrian ruler had been forced by mass uprisings in Vienna to agree to a constitution and a more representative government, but these concessions only increased the desire for reform. On May 15, 1848, a mob of some 10,000 students, laborers, and guardsmen, many of them armed, had again taken to the streets, forcing the entire imperial family, including Sophia and Archduke Francis Charles and their three youngest children, Maximilian, age fifteen; Karl, age fourteen; and Ludwig, age six, to flee the unruly capital for the more placid town of Innsbruck. “Their Majesties quitted Vienna in so much haste that they took neither change of linen nor clothes,” it was later reported.


As Possi was only about 88 miles north of Innsbruck, Duchess Ludovika hastened in June to her sister’s side, bringing fourteen-year-old Nene, ten-year-old Sisi, and eight-year-old Gackel with her to help amuse their cousins. Duke Max, who detested the stuffy atmosphere of the Austrian court, declined to accompany his wife on this expedition. Knowing how difficult it was for her restless younger daughter to leave the joys of Possi in the summer, even for so scenic a destination as the mountains of Innsbruck, Duchess Ludovika, as much as she wished to project a decorous image, wisely threw protocol and dignity aside and allowed Elisabeth to take her dogs and caged songbirds along with her on the long carriage ride.


FOR SISI, THIS VISIT was unmemorable. The novelty of the enormous imperial palace—with its grand rooms, ornate ceilings, and golden chandeliers, where she and her family were given apartments—soon wore off. The surrounding mountains were as lovely as promised, but she could not just wander off on her own as she could at Possi. Days were more structured at the imperial court than they were in Bavaria. Sisi was happiest when she and Gackel found opportunities to slip away from the adults to play.


This was not the case, however, with her sister Nene. Nene was at the age when she no longer wished to be considered a child. She willingly stayed in the gilded drawing rooms with her mother and Aunt Sophia. Unlike the experience of many adolescents, puberty had not been unkind to Nene. She was tall for her age, attractive, and graceful. Her manners were respectful, and she was clearly serious and intelligent. Much to her mother’s pride and relief, Nene made an excellent impression on Sophia.


Elisabeth, on the other hand, received almost no notice from the imperial family, with one great exception: her cousin Karl. Karl was smitten. For a fourteen-year-old to take an interest in a ten-year-old is unusual. This is perhaps explained by Karl’s being used to drawing rooms and etiquette and obedience—all of Sophia’s sons were, most especially her eldest, Franz Joseph, whose earnest compliancy set the tone for the rest of his siblings. Nene’s deportment was no mystery to Karl; in his experience, this was the way people were supposed to behave. But Sisi! Sisi didn’t give a thought to the rules. She was creative, mercurial, and had a boundless energy that gave off its own fascinating light. Karl did everything he could think of to make her like him. He gave her flowers. He sent her trinkets. Long after the visit was over, he continued to write to her, often tucking some article of jewelry inside the letters. Sisi responded dutifully, if sporadically, to these tokens. If only he had thought to send a rabbit instead of a ring.


Elisabeth was too young to know it, of course, but this cozy family visit coincided with yet another of those slippery turning points in history. For while Sisi was blithely (if unconsciously) charming Karl, and Duchess Ludovika was casually (if deliberately) promoting Nene, pious, devoted Aunt Sophia was plotting a coup.


ARCHDUCHESS SOPHIA WAS FORTY-THREE years old the summer that Sisi and Gackel frisked in and out of the grand salon of the royal palace at Innsbruck. She had first come to the Habsburg court in Vienna nearly a quarter century earlier, a hopeful nineteen-year-old bride, only to discover that the family she had married into, while still unquestionably the most prestigious dynasty in Europe, had some significant shortcomings. Not even the most robust genetic blueprint can withstand generations of inbreeding, and both Emperor Ferdinand I and his younger brother, Archduke Francis Charles (Sophia’s husband), were testament to this unfortunate scientific truth. Ferdinand was prone to epileptic seizures, among other ailments, and had such a low IQ that the London papers openly referred to him as “a cretin,” “an idiot of the worst class,” and a “mental nullity.” Although married, he could not sire children. Archduke Francis Charles was not quite as intellectually and physically challenged as his brother—Sophia had four sons by him—but he was not that much more competent either. The archduke spent most of his time hunting.


Sophia was neither a deep thinker nor a brilliant political strategist, but, faced with liege lords like her husband and his brother, she did not have to be. It was enough that she was intelligent and determined, with strong views as to which actions the monarchy should take, to place her in a position to influence events.


The archduchess’s reaction to the popular uprisings in Vienna, and especially to Ferdinand’s capitulation to the demands for a constitution and a more liberal, representative government (which in her opinion had resulted in the imperial family’s having to flee), was anger and humiliation. She referred dismissively to the revolutionaries as “a mess of students.” When, early in June 1848, just before Duchess Ludovika and her children’s visit, a deputation of Viennese ladies arrived at Innsbruck to respectfully petition the imperial family to return to the city, it was reported that both Sophia and her sister-in-law the empress “declared that they would not re-enter Vienna till all the students had been expelled from it, and the former order of things restored.”


The question was how to do this. The situation was made infinitely more complicated by the fact that Vienna wasn’t the only trouble spot. In addition to Austria, the Habsburg empire included Hungary, Bohemia, Transylvania, and much of northern Italy. By the summer of 1848, every one of these locales had caught the revolutionary fever sparked by France and Bavaria. The Hungarian capital of Pesth was demanding democratic representation and an independent government. There were armed demonstrations in the streets of Prague in favor of liberalization. Even the imperial dominions of Lombardy and Venetia were under threat, as the king of Sardinia (whose domain included the northern Italian principality of Piedmont, and thus bordered imperial lands), taking advantage of the public outcry for a free, united Italy, was at war with Austria.


And then fate lent a hand and the solution revealed itself. On June 6, 1848, just as Sophia and her sister-in-law were scoldingly turning away the disappointed emissaries from the Viennese ladies’ society, a new wave of violence hit Prague. Soldiers under the command of the general in charge of the Austrian forces in Bohemia, Prince Alfred of Windischgraetz, clashed with demonstrators in several locations, including one of the main squares. During this latter encounter, an errant bullet was shot into a nearby building. It happened to be Windischgraetz’s own quarters. His wife of thirty-one years, who had been standing at the window anxiously observing the conflict in the street, was struck—and died.


In the wake of this personal tragedy, Windischgraetz did not wait to receive orders from Innsbruck. He did not care that he exceeded his authority. He brought out the heavy artillery and began bombarding the city. Eight days later, with at least 46 confirmed dead and 130 wounded, the revolutionaries, mostly students and workers, surrendered. A state of siege was declared; private homes were searched; hundreds of civilians were arrested. Twenty thousand people fled the city. When Windischgraetz finally relinquished Prague from martial law a month later, he did so only after publicly warning the citizenry that “even the slightest attempt at a new rebellion will result in an immediate imposition of the most severe military power.”


In Innsbruck, Archduchess Sophia rejoiced at hearing this news. To her, Prince Windischgraetz was a hero, and his subjugation of Prague was an unqualified victory for the throne. His repressive methods and swift results were a vindication of everything she believed. This was what should be done with unruly Vienna and Hungary as well.


So, she reached out to the prince, and also to two other generals who she knew could be counted on to be sympathetic to a hard-line response to the unrest: Field Marshal Joseph Radetzky, who was in command of the Austrian forces in Italy, and Colonel Josip Jellaçić, stationed in Hungary. All three agreed that Ferdinand ought never to have given in to the radicals’ demands in the first place, and that what was needed was a fresh start to the monarchy, backed by force. To help ensure the success of what was shaping up nicely to be a military coup, Windischgraetz also suggested getting political advice from his brother-in-law, Prince Felix Schwarzenberg. It was so well known that these four men were in league with Sophia that they were openly referred to as “the Camarilla [cabal].”


The process of “setting things in order,” as Sophia euphemistically called it, began that summer. On July 25, 1848, Field Marshal Radetzky beat the king of Sardinia’s forces at Custoza in northern Italy and secured military control of Lombardy and Venetia. On September 11, Jellaçić’s divisions went on the offensive in Hungary. Soon thereafter, Windischgraetz left Prague and marched the majority of his army, complete with artillery, southeast to Olmütz, only about 200 miles north of Vienna, under the pretext of engaging in practice maneuvers.


Matters came to a head on October 6, 1848. The Viennese citizenry, enraged at imperial attempts to suppress the revolt in Hungary (which they rightly took as auguring poorly for their own prospects for democratic reform), once again took violently to the streets. Focusing their anger on the minister of war, a mob surrounded his offices, forced its way into the building, and brutally murdered him, stabbing him multiple times and eventually hanging his mutilated, naked body from a nearby lamppost.


The horror over this butchery provided Sophia’s cohorts with the desired pretext for declaring martial law. By October 23, Windischgraetz and his regiments had marched down from Olmütz and surrounded Vienna. The field marshal gave the capital forty-eight hours to surrender, and when it did not, he unleashed the full force of his arsenal against the civilian population, as he had in Prague. This time, 2,000 people died, and thousands more were injured or had their homes or businesses destroyed in the shelling. Two thousand more were arrested after the revolutionaries finally capitulated, with twenty-five summarily executed for treason. It was all over, with Windischgraetz’s soldiers in complete control, by the first week in November.


While Sophia’s co-conspirator was busy raining death and destruction on the imperial capital, the archduchess took it upon herself to reinvigorate the monarchy. Her half brother Ludwig’s abdication in favor of his son had succeeded so well in Bavaria that Sophia had the happy thought to emulate this strategy by deposing Ferdinand. This turned out to be a relatively simple undertaking. Ferdinand’s wife had had quite enough of her irate subjects. The empress added her voice to her clever sister-in-law’s, reminding her husband that he was older and sickly, and that it would be better to let someone else take up the burden of all these troubles. Ferdinand accepted these arguments meekly and prepared to abdicate.


By the established order of succession, the throne should then have gone to Sophia’s husband, Archduke Francis Charles. But the fourth member of the archduchess’s inner circle, Prince Schwarzenberg (Windischgraetz’s brother-in-law, responsible for political advice), counseled against this. The success of the coup would rise and fall on the military, he noted. Consequently, the monarchy needed “an Emperor we can show to the soldiers.”


And that’s how Sophia’s eldest son got the job. Eighteen-year-old Franz Joseph, who had embraced discipline and routine at an early age, and who had never opposed his mother’s wishes in his entire life, admired soldiers and felt at home in their company. He had technically been in the army since he was thirteen, when he was named honorary colonel-in-chief of a regiment. He started participating in field exercises when he was seventeen and so was used to taking orders. He had even already seen action in battle in Italy (although naturally from a rearguard, heavily defended position). Moreover, Franz Joseph was well acquainted with both Field Marshals Windischgraetz and Radetzky, having served under each of them, and respected their authority and experience enormously. He was young, slim, attractive, athletic, and an excellent horseman. He looked particularly handsome in uniform. He was perfect.


And so, on the morning of December 2, 1848, in the great hall of the archbishop’s palace at Olmütz (Vienna being considered still too risky to chance), before an assembly that included the imperial family and the main conspirators—Windischgraetz, Colonel Jellaçić (who returned from Hungary for the occasion), and Schwarzenberg—among other assorted officers and diplomats, Franz Joseph formally ascended the throne. “God bless you Franzl,” the deposed Ferdinand murmured affably afterward, patting his nephew’s head. “Be good. I don’t mind.”


The manifest cynicism of pretending to hand so vast and complex a responsibility as the rule of the Austrian empire over to a teenager did not go unnoticed. “What a boy of eighteen, governed by his mother, the most thoroughly hated woman in Germany, can do to arrest the march of destruction, is not easy to be imagined,” wondered an editorial in London’s Daily News. The Hungarian Zeitung of Pesth informed its readership of the new emperor’s ascension with this scathing exchange: “Sophie says to her son, who is still a minor, ‘You are King!’ He answers: ‘I am King, and my first care will be to fight against the revolt in Hungary.’ What a scandal!”


But in Olmütz, these criticisms were brushed aside by the undeniable success of the intrigue. To underscore the importance of the military to the imperial throne, the inaugural ceremony had ended with a review of Windischgraetz’s troops. The cheers from the assembled divisions when Franz Joseph made his appearance were gratifyingly hearty. But clearly even the soldiers were aware of who was now really in control of the monarchy, as it wasn’t until Archduchess Sophia arrived that the ovation reached its crescendo.


THE ASCENSION OF FRANZ JOSEPH marked the end of any hope for democratic reform in the Austrian empire. Three months later, on March 6, 1849, the new emperor abruptly and unilaterally dissolved the representative Diet, which had been charged with writing a national constitution, and instead substituted a significantly watered-down version written by one of his imperial ministers. It didn’t matter anyway, as it never went into effect—none of the rights promised by Ferdinand did—and even this more monarchically friendly constitution was revoked a short time later, when Sophia and her son finally dropped all pretense of ruling as anything but a repressive autocracy.


But what was really heartbreaking was what happened to Hungary, long the bulwark of the Austrian empire. Although the Hungarian Diet had initially asked merely for representation at the imperial court, certain basic human rights, and more control over local affairs, both Windischgraetz and Jellaçić nonetheless sent in armies, and on March 4, 1849, Franz Joseph, acting again on the advice of his mother and her circle, publicly revoked Ferdinand’s earlier pledge to recognize the kingdom’s right to an independent constitution. The stunned Hungarians, who up until this point had been negotiating in good faith with Vienna, fought back. Many of their officers were seasoned professionals who had served in the Austrian military, so they were familiar with the tactics used by their former colleagues. Moreover, even the foot soldiers, although hastily recruited and untried, were utterly committed to defending their country. This combination proved irresistible. By May 1849, the Hungarian army had succeeded in driving both Windischgraetz’s and Jellaçić’s troops out of the kingdom and back across the border into their own territory.


Faced with this unexpected setback, Windischgraetz, casting around for alternatives, came up with the novel plan of petitioning Tsar Nicholas I to send in an army of Russian soldiers to help Franz Joseph subdue the Hungarians. This was a highly unusual move. World-class powers like Austria do not as a rule ask other world-class powers to invade their property. For one thing, it’s a public admission of weakness, which carries with it the danger that other, unsolicited, less well-meaning powers will be encouraged to invade as well. Then there is also the risk that even a friendly ally like the tsar of Russia would expect some recompense for helping out, not to mention that once Russian soldiers have fought their way onto your lands, it can be quite difficult getting them out again.


But Sophia, in her zeal to crush all those whom she viewed as threats to imperial authority, threw her support behind this contingency. She even had Franz Joseph write what amounted to a thank-you note to Nicholas as an added impetus. “From my childhood, I have been accustomed to see in Your Majesty… the sincerest, most faithful friend of my family,” the eighteen-year-old Austrian emperor penned dutifully to the fifty-three-year-old tsar. “It is enough for me to be convinced that Your Majesty, with the great wisdom that distinguishes him,… [will lend] the help of his powerful arm.”


It worked. Nicholas, believing Austria to be indebted to him by this appeal, agreed to provide troops and artillery. The Hungarians continued to fight bravely, but with the addition of 100,000 Russian soldiers and their 12,000 cannons in June, the defenders were heavily outnumbered. Within two months it was clear that they could not hold out. On August 11, 1849, the general in charge of the Hungarian forces surrendered to his Russian counterpart. At the same time, Hungary’s leading statesman, Lajos Kossuth, fled the kingdom with about 4,000 of his supporters.


This turned out to be a prudent expedient. Those who stayed behind were subjected to shocking brutality. One hundred fourteen Hungarians, thirteen generals, and the former prime minister were summarily executed, and over 2,000 were imprisoned. (When petitioned for mercy, Prince Schwarzenberg was said to have responded complacently, “That’s all right, but we must hang a few first.”) Even Nicholas was repulsed by the wanton revenge. “The punishment… upon those who surrendered to our army is infamous, and an insult to us,” the tsar wrote to his general. “I am deeply wounded by it.”i Frustrated that so many of the rebels had gotten away, the Austrians, with the warm approval of the new emperor and his mother, hanged seventy-five people in effigy, a meaningless gesture that merely deepened the hatred the conquered felt for the imperial government.


By such gratuitous acts of violence and humiliation was the reign of Franz Joseph cemented. From this point on, the heavy mantle of totalitarianism shrouded the Austrian empire. Sophia could congratulate herself on the success of her strategy, but although she did not realize it, the victory had come at a price. For as the brilliant orator and former president of the Hungarian Diet, Lajos Kossuth, now a refugee forced into exile, observed: “A Dynasty which is founded upon the freedom of the people will always excite enthusiasm, for a faithful heart can only belong to a free man… But not a sparrow will fall to support the policy of an oppressive Government.”


Footnote


i You know you’ve reached a new low when the tsar of Russia thinks you’re barbaric.
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An Imperial Bait and Switch
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One does not send the Emperor of Austria packing.


—Duchess Ludovika


BACK IN BAVARIA, SISI, who had not even reached puberty when her Aunt Sophia was busy rearranging the imperial succession and imposing martial law on her far-flung subjects, was aware of none of this. Her life, after her return from the Innsbruck visit, had continued along its peaceful, customary path. She spent her summers riding and tromping through the glorious countryside around Possi and her winters in now-quieted Munich. The big event of 1849 in her family was not the vengeful suppression of Hungary but rather the birth of a new baby brother, Maximilian (nicknamed Mapperl), on December 7, 1849, just a few weeks before her own twelfth birthday. As before, Sisi sat down to a sociable, if necessarily somewhat chaotic, breakfast every morning at eight with her mother and her numerous siblings (her father was rarely around and certainly not for breakfast) and afterwards squirmed through lessons with her governess until two. She took up drawing, and made sketches of her pets, as well as of the mountains surrounding Possi. But poetry remained her secret passion.


There was something that had changed since the return from Innsbruck, though, and that was her mother’s attitude toward Nene. Sophia had evidently given her sister enough encouragement that Duchess Ludovika believed her eldest daughter had a chance of one day marrying into the imperial family, and she was determined that Helene be prepared should this golden opportunity arise.


And so, for the next three years, Nene was the focus of Duchess Ludovika’s attention (such as there was of it, what with a new baby, a household full of rambunctious children, and a husband who, although he occupied the same domicile, basically lived an entirely separate existence).i In return, Nene, as a dutiful eldest daughter, did all she could to fulfill her mother’s expectations, although clearly the burden of responsibility weighed heavily on her. She grew shy and reserved, so as not to make a mistake. As this made her seem off-puttingly wooden and remote, Duchess Ludovika had then to remind her daughter to smile, and to make an effort to master the art of charming those around her through conversation, as was expected of those seeking royal husbands. Additionally, French, dancing, and music were added to the curriculum. Although Sisi was given instruction in these as well, she did not excel at the lessons and Duchess Ludovika did not push her as she did Helene. Beauty, as the duchess well knew, was a significant factor in the calculus of imperial marriages, and her second daughter, while certainly a sweet-natured, modest youngster, was also, alas, “as round-faced as any peasant girl,” her mother sighed.


This concentration on Helene was of benefit to Elisabeth during those first formative years of adolescence. Because Nene was being thrust into the adult world prematurely, Sisi, coasting along almost unnoticed in her wake, was allowed the freedom to grow up at her own pace. Moreover, as there was no cause for competition between them—Sisi had neither the ability nor the desire to conform to drawing-room manners, and would have driven the entire family mad if she were not allowed to spend the preponderance of her free time running around outside or perfecting her riding—the two sisters shared a special relationship. Elisabeth looked up to Helene and admired her greatly for being so accomplished, attractive, and mature, while for Nene, Sisi was the closest member of the family with whom she could just be herself.


Adolescence came, and with it a growth spurt and hormones. Sisi remained a fearless outdoorswoman—there was nothing she would not dare while on horseback—and a devoted animal lover, but to these avocations was now added the usual interest in boys. She developed such a crush on a young count in her father’s service that she would crouch behind a strategically placed bush and wait there for hours hoping to catch a glimpse of him. Unable to hide her infatuation, she was soon discovered, and the object of her affection was sent away. When, tragically, the young man died soon thereafter from a sudden illness, she cried for days and composed a long poem mourning the loss of her dead sweetheart, although she was forced to acknowledge in these lovelorn verses the “hard truth” that he had not reciprocated her feelings.


Which is all to say that by the summer of 1853, fifteen-year-old Elisabeth, for all her tiptoeing into the adult world, was still very much a naïve and sheltered schoolgirl. And this was where matters stood in June, when Duchess Ludovika’s fondest hopes materialized. A letter from Archduchess Sophia arrived at Possi by special messenger, inviting nineteen-year-old Helene, accompanied by her parents, to help celebrate Franz Joseph’s twenty-third birthday at the imperial family’s country home in Bad Ischl that August. Duchess Ludovika grasped the import of this summons immediately. Given his choice of all the most eligible princesses in Europe, the emperor of Austria had decided to marry Nene.


ACTUALLY, THIS WAS NOT COMPLETELY ACCURATE. Franz Joseph did indeed wish to marry, but it was his mother who had chosen the bride. By the beginning of 1853, with Austrian military rule firmly in place—“Soldiers administer the government in every one of the provinces of the empire,” the London Daily News noted—Archduchess Sophia at last felt that she could turn her attention to happier projects. At the top of this list was finding an appropriate match for her eldest son. There was some sense of urgency about this. Franz Joseph was a normal young man with a healthy sex drive. Although the archduchess had placed him in the care of one of her closest advisers, Count Karl Grünne (Schwarzenberg had died), a former soldier who understood these matters, and who discreetly arranged for his charge to satisfy himself with lower-class women, this system obviously could not go on forever. There was evidence that the emperor himself was getting tired of it and wanted a more fulfilling relationship. He had fallen in love twice already—once with a princess whom Sophia suspected of harboring Hungarian sympathies, and, when that had been discouraged, with the niece of the king of Prussia. His mother would have been quite happy with this latter match, but unfortunately the young woman in question was a Protestant who refused to convert (the Austrian imperial family was exclusively, rigidly Catholic), and who was in any event already engaged to another man. But the speed and intensity with which Franz Joseph transferred his affections were a little disconcerting, and the archduchess understood that if she didn’t act quickly, there was a danger that the young emperor would be dazzled by some thoroughly unsuitable female. Although Sophia knew he would never marry without her approval, it would just be easier all around if she found him the right person before that happened.


All thoughts of marriage had to be put on hold in February, however, when the Austrian court received a decisive scare. One of the more distressing side effects of a repressive autocracy is that those citizens who feel strongly about registering a complaint often resort to irregular methods to make their case, there being no legitimate avenue by which to express an opposing opinion. This uncomfortable truth was brought home to Franz Joseph on Sunday, February 18, 1853, when, while he was out for an afternoon stroll in Vienna, a young man of about his own age suddenly accosted him from behind. Drawing a knife from his pocket, the interloper lunged at his target and succeeded in stabbing the unsuspecting emperor through the collar of his coat. Luckily for Franz Joseph, he was wearing his dress uniform, which was stiff with gold brocade. Although the gash was serious and bled profusely, the embroidery saved his life by preventing the knife from going deeper. “Long live Kossuth!” his assailant shouted in Hungarian as he was led away by the police, later to be hanged.


It took almost two months for Franz Joseph to recover, and his mother never really got over it. She noted the anniversary of this date, and gave thanksgiving for his survival, for the rest of her life. But it also renewed her determination to get his marriage settled as quickly as possible. Sadly, this assassination attempt was not the only sign of the monarchy’s unpopularity. An insurrection had again broken out in Milan, requiring yet more soldiers and repression; and Tsar Nicholas, having helped Austria secure Hungary, was now expecting Franz Joseph to return the favor and send troops to aid him annex Crimea, an act of aggression that was sure to provoke even more resistance. A royal wedding, always an event of consuming interest, would make for a nice distraction from these troubles, and would showcase the emperor’s softer, more sympathetic side.


Ordinarily in these cases, a bride was chosen because she brought in a prestigious alliance or shored up a deteriorating one. Sophia’s focus was on Germany, where Austria’s formerly dominant influence was being contested by Berlin. A Prussian marriage would have been her first choice—Prussia had by far the strongest military in the region and Sophia would have much preferred to ally with Berlin rather than compete with it—but of course that match had already fallen through and even her older sister, Elise, the queen of Prussia, could not revive it. The archduchess next tried to get her son interested in a princess of Saxony (whose mother, Amalie, was another of Sophia’s sisters), but Franz Joseph did not find the young woman attractive.


That left Bavaria. It wasn’t an optimal match—Franz Joseph couldn’t marry an actual high-ranking royal princess, because the current king, Maximilian II, had thoughtlessly sired only sons—but as Bavaria was the largest and most strategically placed realm in southern Germany, the alliance made enough sense that Sophia was willing to lower her standards and consider a candidate from Duchess Ludovika’s humbler line of the family. Aware that she had not seen her sister’s eldest daughter for some time, the archduchess took the precaution of asking the Austrian ambassador in Munich to report on Helene’s appearance, manners, and general social graces. The diplomat made haste to write back praising Nene in such glowing terms that Sophia was inspired to relate his findings to her son, who, prior to this, seems to have had only the vaguest recollection of his cousin, if he remembered her at all. But now, as his mother had intended, his interest was piqued, and he agreed with her plan to meet Helene at Ischl in preparation for announcing their engagement.


As Franz Joseph’s birthday was August 18, it was agreed that the bride-to-be and her parents would be invited to arrive on the 16th. This way, the emperor would have two full days to approve his mother’s choice, which both considered more than sufficient. Helene and her family would then spend the next two weeks, until August 31, in Ischl, to permit time for the numerous social functions associated with the celebration of an imperial engagement. This round of brilliant fêtes and quality family time would have the added advantage of giving Franz Joseph and Helene a chance to get to know each other a little before officially embarking on their life’s journey together.


MEANWHILE, BACK AT POSSI, all was in motion. It does not take a clairvoyant to deduce the effect the invitation to Ischl had on Duchess Ludovika. She had only two months to get Nene ready. Ball gowns, tea dresses, and riding outfits in the latest fashions had to be ordered, fitted, and finished. The dancing master and French tutor worked overtime. Helene needed to be instructed in court etiquette, and to work on her conversational skills.


And Nene wasn’t the duchess’s only problem. Duke Max flatly refused to attend. It was summer and he wasn’t about to go sit around indoors at a lot of parties with his wife’s relatives, whom he knew to be a boring, stuffy lot. Duchess Ludovika was aware that although it looked odd for the prospective bride’s father to absent himself, it was better than having him there embarrassing Helene by making his contempt obvious. Realizing that Franz Joseph’s brothers would also be at Ischl to celebrate the emperor’s birthday, Ludovika decided to take Elisabeth along instead. It would help Nene to have her sister to distract and soothe her, and there was always the chance that the nice young Karl would renew his attentions. Although Sisi’s face was still too round for her mother’s taste, Duchess Ludovika noted with approval that this flaw was somewhat disguised by the masses of glorious auburn hair that hung down in luxurious tresses to her daughter’s waist. Also, Elisabeth’s figure, shaped by hours of exercise, was exceptionally slim and willowy. Of course, she chattered like the child she was and could barely sit still from one minute to the next, but her mother doubted that anyone besides Karl would pay much attention to her.


And so at last the great day came, and Duchess Ludovika ushered Nene and Sisi into the carriage. (There was so much baggage that it had to travel by a second coach with the servants.) This time, Elisabeth’s dogs and parakeets were left behind with the younger children—not even Gackel, Sisi’s usual partner in crime, was allowed to accompany his older sisters on the visit. The trip to Ischl was Elisabeth’s first grown-up adventure, and she was excited to be included and careful to be on her best behavior. But everyone in the family knew that the star of the upcoming performance was Helene.


ISCHL WAS A CHARMING RESORT TOWN about halfway between Munich and Vienna. Built on the banks of an impossibly blue river, surrounded by the inevitable majestic mountains, it was, like Innsbruck, as picturesque and romantic a setting as could be found in Austria. The imperial family had had a villa in Ischl for decades, and Sophia had brought her boys for their summer holidays all their young lives, so over the years it had become quite fashionable. Franz Joseph loved the vacation spot for its restful beauty and happy childhood memories, so much so that he made sure to celebrate all of his birthdays there. The local population was proud of this distinction and each year looked forward to the gala events planned to commemorate the occasion.


Ischl was over 100 miles from Munich, and as so often happens on long journeys, complications arose that added to the travel time. Duchess Ludovika could not pass by so close to Salzburg without stopping to call upon a recently bereaved relative who lived there, and while she and her daughters were visiting, she came down with a headache, which forced her to rest. Although she pushed herself and still managed to arrive on the evening of the 16th as planned, she, Helene, and Elisabeth were over an hour and a half late getting to their hotel. To the duchess’s anxiety over their tardiness was then added the aggravation of learning that the coach carrying their servants and luggage had fallen behind and was nowhere to be seen. This meant that they had only the mourning dresses they had donned for the Salzburg visit with which to greet the imperial family.


The calamity of having to introduce herself to her future husband in the wrinkled, high-necked, long-sleeved black gown she had traveled in was not calculated to ease Helene’s nerves. This consciousness of not looking her best, and perhaps not measuring up, was then heightened considerably when Archduchess Sophia, inspecting her guests prior to ushering them over to her apartments to join the rest of the family for tea, took one look at Nene and immediately sent for her own lady-in-waiting to come help arrange her niece’s hair. During this preliminary period, the only person in the room who seems to have remained undismayed was Elisabeth, who had the advantage of being ignored. Sophia, in a long letter to her sister Amalie, the queen of Saxony, recorded that “with profound delight I looked on as Sissy [sic] did her own hair, with elegance and grace in all her movements.” But this observation is most likely an example of artful backpedaling, as the missive was written days later, when events had already upended the archduchess’s careful planning. The fact that the lady-in-waiting was not instructed to give Elisabeth’s braids even a once-over is a far more telling sign that neither her aunt nor her mother was paying the slightest attention to her.


This interlude of beautification must have been hurried, as the rest of the imperial family were already gathered in Sophia’s rooms by the time Duchess Ludovika and her daughters made their entrance. It was a small group—just Franz Joseph, his younger brothers Maximilian and Karl, and a sprinkling of other relatives, including Sophia’s and Ludovika’s sister Elise, the queen of Prussia. (Amalie remained behind in Dresden.) The atmosphere was apparently awkward from the very beginning. The emperor, who had been waiting around all day to get a glimpse of his future bride, registered a marked lack of enthusiasm upon meeting her. (Note to future ambassadors: Perhaps be a bit more circumspect about raising the expectations of potential suitors.) Helene, already insecure about her appearance—who knows what those middle-aged women had done to her hair—noted his reaction and retreated into reticence. The absence of a spark between the couple was obvious, and this naturally put a damper on the rest of the party.


Except for Sisi. Sisi, who saw Helene through the eyes of an adoring younger sister, had no inkling that the evening was not going as expected. “Nene is fortunate, since she has seen so many people already, but I haven’t,” she confessed to Sophia’s lady-in-waiting. “I am so anxious that I cannot eat.” But Elisabeth, while shy, was also pleased to be considered adult enough to be included among the guests, and it showed. Her eyes were bright and her face was animated. Moreover, she was so young that her timidity was to be expected, and consequently only added to her unguarded authenticity.


Karl certainly thought so. Still Elisabeth’s devoted admirer, twenty-year-old Karl had been awaiting her arrival every bit as impatiently as Franz Joseph had been looking forward to seeing Helene. And so it was that Karl, with a gaze as penetrating as any suspicious husband’s, was the first to detect what was happening. As soon as the party was over, he went up to his mother and complained that “the moment the Emperor beheld Sissy, an expression of such satisfaction appeared in his face that one could no longer doubt whom he would choose.”


Sophia, a practical woman, put this assertion down to nonsense. It defied reason that a grown man could take a romantic interest in someone who was so obviously still a juvenile. “As if he would look at that little brat!” she scoffed in reply.


It must therefore have come as something of a shock to learn, early the next morning, that Karl had been right. Sophia barely had time to get out of bed before Franz Joseph, who had evidently spent a warm and restless night contemplating the joys of married life, burst in on her to announce that Elisabeth was the one. “Oh, but how sweet Sisi is, she’s as fresh as a budding almond, and what a magnificent crown of hair frames her face! What lovely, soft eyes she has, and lips like strawberries,” he enthused. But, his mother protested, what about Helene? “Don’t you think that Helene is clever, that she has a beautiful, slender figure?” the archduchess urged. “Well, yes, a little grave and quiet, certainly pleasant and nice,” her son responded dismissively. “But Sisi—Sisi—such loveliness, such exuberance, like a little girl’s and yet so sweet!”ii


Although caught by surprise by his ardor, Sophia recovered quickly. After all, her son had only seen Elisabeth once. A more prolonged exposure was sure to reveal Sisi’s adolescent gaucheness, and her older sister’s poise. Cautioning Franz Joseph “not to rush the matter, to consider it well” (to which he unpromisingly muttered that “neither should one protract it”), Sophia alerted her sister Elise, who in turn informed Duchess Ludovika of the problem.


There is no record of Ludovika’s reaction to the news that the emperor of Austria was on the verge of rejecting graceful, age-appropriate Helene in favor of a fifteen-year-old who kept a pen full of pet rabbits, but it is not difficult to guess her thoughts. It seems that she kept Sisi in the dark but dropped a word to Helene to make a particular effort to shine at the ball scheduled for that evening.


And Nene did. This time, she got to put on the dress that had been designed expressly for this occasion—a gorgeous, rustling, white silk gown that accentuated her height and slim waist. Her hair, into which a garland of ivy was delicately woven (there was thankfully no mention of the archduchess’s lady-in-waiting being in attendance), was also styled as planned. She knew herself to look every inch a future empress. Consequently, when Helene made her entrance into the ballroom that evening, she carried her head high. “Many gentlemen,” Sophia noted afterwards in her letter to Amalie in Dresden, were “absolutely enchanted by her.”


Sisi, by contrast, was attired in a simple, pink-and-white cotton tarlatan frock. To give a sense of the disparity between the two sisters’ costumes, cotton tarlatan was what Meg from Little Women was intending to wear to the neighborhood dance until kind friends took pity on her and lent her a nicer gown.


There is no question that Franz Joseph was well aware of his mother’s preference. But the emperor was also in the grip of romantic infatuation. Ironically, it was at Sophia’s behest that he had come to Ischl primed to fall in love. That it happened not to be with the cousin his mother had chosen for him seemed, in the heat of the moment, to be of small import. Here was one decision at least that he could make for himself. And so this most deferential of sons, who had never previously opposed his parent in word or deed, chose this occasion to stubbornly assert himself.


The first dance passed without anyone escorting either Helene or Elisabeth to the floor. The emperor, too, sat this first movement out, although this was unusual for him. For the second dance, Sophia solicited a member of the imperial staff to pair with Sisi (thus leaving Nene free to partner with her son) on the grounds that, having never attended a ball before, the young girl needed the practice. The aide rose chivalrously to the challenge and gamely led Elisabeth through the polka (although she admitted nervously to him that she didn’t think she could do it without her instructor on hand to call out the steps in advance). But instead of Franz Joseph’s taking the hint and asking Helene to dance, the emperor merely sat again on the sidelines and watched Sisi.


At last came the third dance, a cotillion. This time, Franz Joseph rose and crossed the room. In front of dozens of eyes, all pretending not to notice, he made his way to his Bavarian cousins. Begging the pleasure of a whirl around the room, he offered his arm—to Sisi. Nor did he leave her afterwards as was customary, but instead asked her to sit by him so that he could present her with a bouquet of flowers. And it was at this point that everyone in the room except Elisabeth understood that Franz Joseph had made his choice. “Since she had never before made an appearance in high society,” Sophia explained later to Amalie, “she was unable to fathom the import of the attention (which informed the whole world about the Emperor’s intentions towards her).”


Sisi might not have known what it meant, but Helene did. The humiliation of that moment must have been profound. To be so publicly and crassly passed over for her younger sister in front of all those unfamiliar, haughty faces—the barons, duchesses, queens, princes, and other state officials who made up the exclusive inner circle of the imperial court! That Nene did not break down but stayed through the rest of that evening, making small talk, dancing, and smiling, revealed more about her character, courage, and overall fitness to be an empress than all the silk ball gowns, dancing lessons, and French instruction in Europe could ever have provided.


And this was just the beginning of Helene’s mortification. The next day, the 18th, was Franz Joseph’s birthday, which was celebrated with yet another formal family meal, followed by an afternoon drive to a nearby village. This time, at the emperor’s insistence, Elisabeth took what previously had been her sister’s place beside him, while Nene was demoted to Sisi’s spot farther down the table. Archduchess Sophia then invited both of her nieces to ride in her carriage along with Franz Joseph for the afternoon’s excursion, to give her son a few hours of uninterrupted time to get to know both young women better. She was clearly hoping that he would recognize the obvious superiority of the elder’s conversation and overall deportment. Nene knew that this was her last chance, and she did her best. Helene “talked a lot and in a most entertaining fashion,” Sophia reported approvingly. “I am greatly charmed by the girl, my eye follows her, which is always the case when I take a liking to a young person.”


But even the archduchess was forced to concede by the end of that outing that the battle was lost. No sooner had the imperial carriage returned to Ischl than Franz Joseph solicited yet another private interview with his parent. Without further preliminaries, he charged Sophia with the task of communicating to Duchess Ludovika his desire to marry Sisi. But he warned that Ludovika must “exert absolutely no pressure on her daughter… My situation is so difficult that God knows it is no pleasure to share it with me!” he exclaimed. Sophia, having no real option by this time but to broadcast joy at his choice, chuckled in her letter to the queen of Saxony at her son’s naïveté. “But dear child, how can you believe that a woman would not be happy to ease your situation through grace and cheerfulness?” she reassured him.iii


UP UNTIL THIS POINT, Sisi, the unconscious catalyst of this absorbing little drama, seems to have been doing her best just to keep up. The acute self-consciousness she had experienced during that first tea on the evening of August 16, where she had confessed herself so anxious that she couldn’t swallow a bite, had carried over to the next day’s dinner. “So far, Sissy has only eaten soup and lettuce, she must have imposed a fast day upon herself,” the cousin seated next to her at the table had commented humorously to Archduchess Sophia. Close on the heels of this second meal came the ordeal of her first ball, with its sudden, bewildering focus on herself rather than on the resplendent Nene. (Asked later whether she had understood the significance of Franz Joseph’s bestowing his bouquet on her, she had replied, “No, it just embarrassed me.”) And the next day brought yet another surprise invitation, this time to occupy the coveted seat of honor next to her handsome cousin the emperor at his birthday luncheon, and afterwards to go for a drive with him, her aunt, and her sister.


This was the sum total of Sisi’s interaction with Franz Joseph when, soon after she and Nene had returned from the afternoon’s outing, she was informed that her imperial cousin wished to marry her. “The dear little one did not suspect the deep impression she had made on Franzi,” Archduchess Sophia disclosed indulgently. “Until the moment her mother spoke to her about it, she was filled with nothing but the shyness and timidity inspired in her by the many people around her.”


Faced with so surreal a development—within the space of twenty-four hours (eight of which had involved sleeping), she had somehow gone from tag-along little sister at a ball to future empress—Elisabeth evidently tried to make some sense of the situation. “But, how can he even think of me?” she asked her mother incredulously. “After all, I am so insignificant.”


In truth, there was not much Duchess Ludovika could reply to this. Her daughter was correct. From the Austrian perspective, the match was clearly an inferior one. But from her family’s point of view, it was vital that Sisi accept, and accept promptly. Anything less than ardent enthusiasm risked losing the offer or, worse, insulting the suitor. Duchess Ludovika was already aware that her eldest daughter’s matrimonial prospects had been damaged, perhaps irretrievably, by Franz Joseph’s having rejected Nene so conspicuously, and there were three other girls, all of whom were going to need husbands, coming after Elisabeth. Sisi had it in her power to help all of her sisters, and to raise the entire family’s standing, just by saying yes. And this was without even considering what effect a “no” might have on the future state of Bavarian defense, or on the kingdom’s political, strategic, and economic interests. Her mother was as wary of this proposal as Sisi was—the next day, she broke down and observed to a member of Franz Joseph’s household, “With how much trepidation she looked on the hard task facing her daughter Elisabeth, since she was ascending the throne literally straight from the nursery”—but Ludovika also understood that there was no turning it down.


Luckily for the duchess, her second daughter’s natural inclination toward dreamy romanticism, nurtured from childhood by Duke Max, helped to overcome any hesitancy Sisi might otherwise have felt. There was no denying that it was all very much like a fairy tale, or one of those Greek myths of which Elisabeth was so fond, where one of the gods comes down from Mount Olympus to woo a beautiful maiden. Franz Joseph was slender, and his features were still nonthreateningly boyish; his manner, too, was courteous and gentle. As he had looked the part of a soldier at the time of his ascension, so in the eyes of fifteen-year-old Sisi did he now appear to embody the role of handsome prince to her Cinderella. Asked by her mother whether she thought she could love her imperial suitor, Sisi exclaimed, “How could one not love that man!”


AND SO IT WAS DECIDED. That same evening—it was still the 18th of August—Ludovika dashed off a note of acceptance to Sophia. (How she broke the news to poor Helene is unknown.) The archduchess then passed along the glad tidings to her son, who by eight the next morning was already at his beloved’s hotel. Duchess Ludovika opened the door to him; “he rushed towards Sissy and the two fell into each other’s arms.” As, by Elisabeth’s own admission, her previous crush had not responded to her advances, it is highly likely that this was the first time she had ever been kissed.


The news spread quickly throughout Ischl. It was a Sunday, so many people were already off work, and by the time the imperial family went to mass at 11 a.m., the streets were packed with excited onlookers, all jostling to get a glimpse of the engaged couple. Those who were lucky enough to secure a spot near the entrance, or inside the packed church, were rewarded with a moment of high drama, when Archduchess Sophia paused and expressly stepped aside to allow Elisabeth, wearing a simple summer dress and straw hat, to enter ahead of her. This was the first public acknowledgment of the younger woman’s superior future rank and the new order of precedence. Franz Joseph was so intoxicated with his fiancée—his mother described him as “radiant with joy”—that he could barely contain his elation. In front of the entire congregation, he took Sisi’s hand and led her proudly to the officiating cleric. “Please give us your blessing, your Reverence,” the emperor invited the priest. “This is my future wife.”


From this point on, the official reaction to the match was one of unmitigated rapture. Duke Max, informed by telegram, gave his hearty approval to the engagement (Sisi’s father was not a man to let his liberal democratic principles interfere with getting one of his daughters married off so prestigiously) and even showed up in Ischl a few days later to personally congratulate his future son-in-law and join in the general celebration. Sophia gushed to the queen of Saxony that “so much happiness was bestowed upon us within a few hours that one can no longer measure time.” All the court officials expressed their delighted congratulations to the archduchess as well as to the emperor and his adolescent intended, and many of these long-serving retainers joined Sophia in tears of joy or were reported to be so overcome with emotion that they could not speak.


But behind this carefully orchestrated façade, cracks soon began to appear. Helene could no longer mask her wretchedness—it was one thing to put up a good front for a day or so, quite another to have to endure nearly two weeks of watching the man she had expected to marry lavish his affection on her younger sister. In tacit acknowledgment of her niece’s sacrifice, Sophia presented Nene with the consolation prize of an ostentatiously elaborate diamond cross, after which she was allowed to return home early with her father. And Helene was not the only disappointed sibling. Archduke Karl was equally miserable upon being informed that he had been right to be suspicious after all; his eldest brother had indeed stolen the bewitching Sisi away from him.


The most worrisome fault lines, however, emanated from the future bride herself. As a series of ever more spectacular celebrations relentlessly succeeded each other in the days following the engagement—at one, the entire town was lit up, fireworks were set off, and Franz Joseph’s and Elisabeth’s initials, surrounded by a circlet of colored lights representing a bridal bouquet, were displayed brilliantly against the backdrop of the night sky—Sisi’s emotions vacillated from starry-eyed enchantment to nervous insecurity. She was in tears so often from all the attention during the last week of August that Sophia felt compelled to address the issue. “You cannot imagine how adorable Sissy is when she cries!” the archduchess trilled cheerily, as though having a future empress who wept whenever there were too many people around was somehow an asset. Elisabeth also discovered to her dismay that she was expected to sit quietly for hours while having her portrait painted, although the tedium of modeling was somewhat alleviated by Franz Joseph’s loyally attending these sessions, and by his thoughtfully ordering a tree swing be installed for her amusement. “I love the Emperor so much! If only he weren’t an emperor!” Sisi was heard to exclaim.


AT LAST, ON AUGUST 31, the sojourn in Ischl came to an end. Pressing matters of state recalled Franz Joseph to Vienna, and Elisabeth, too, had work to do. Having by this time gotten used to the idea, Sophia recognized the engagement as a success. After all, the archduchess had gotten what she had come for—a marriage alliance with Bavaria and a daughter-in-law who, coming from her sister’s family, could be relied upon to understand and uphold the values that Sophia herself held dear. That had been the crucial point: to procure a wife for her son who would not bring opposing ideas or the headache of foreign political considerations to the court. That it was not the niece of her choosing was immaterial. Sisi would do just as well—better, perhaps, as Franz Joseph was so obviously taken with her, and to see him so happy was a great joy and comfort to his mother.


But Sophia was under no illusions as to how ill-prepared her future daughter-in-law was for her new position. A wedding date was set for April of the following year, and, before everyone departed, Sophia discussed with Ludovika the requirements of an imperial trousseau and the extensive training Sisi would need prior to her appearance in Vienna for the ceremony. Also, the bride-to-be’s deficiencies in personal hygiene were noted. “She has yellow teeth!” the archduchess scolded.


Although the wedding announcement made all the papers—“In this marriage… it is impossible to trace any political motive whatever,” puzzled the Times—it was by no means the lead story coming out of Austria. That was reserved for the emperor’s upcoming conference with the tsar, set for later that September at Olmütz. While Franz Joseph was busy falling in love, Nicholas had sent troops into the Turkish territories of Moldavia and Wallachia, with the intent of seizing Crimea. It was clear that war was on the horizon; the question was, what position would the various European powers take on the invasion? It was understood that the emperor, because he had been forced to solicit Russian troops to help subdue Hungary, would be under great pressure to return the favor and send an army to aid the tsar in the dismemberment of Turkey. “FRANCIS JOSEPH owes his throne to NICHOLAS of Russia,” an editorial in the Daily News pointed out bluntly.


But this was not the only consideration. There was a new wild card in the deck of European power players. France, Austria’s traditional enemy, had recently come under the control of Louis Napoleon, nephew of the great Bonaparte himself.


Another Napoleon! Just the name brought dismay to the ruling autocrats (and hope to the oppressed masses). That the threat came so soon upon the heels of the violent revolutionary uprisings of 1848 only made it more penetrating—would the specter of liberté and égalité never go away? What if, under this new incarnation of the brilliant Corsican general, the French decided to take advantage of the distraction of the Russian invasion of Turkey to launch yet another campaign for European domination?


And so it was against this disturbing backdrop that the imperial party in Ischl reluctantly broke up and Franz Joseph took leave of his adored Sisi, kissing her passionately before setting off.


Footnotes


i So removed was Duke Max generally from family life that he had two of his favorite illegitimate daughters over to a private luncheon with him nearly every day in his quarters on the first floor.


ii Lucky they left eleven-year-old Marie at home! Think how fresh and sweet she’d have looked.


iii Please note that Franz Joseph, who had ostensibly been leading a vast empire of some 34 million subjects for the past five years, was here referred to by his mother as a “dear child,” while Elisabeth was suddenly promoted to a “woman.”
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