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			Advance Praise for Massacre

			“Massacre is an absorbing and very moving read. John Merriman has found exactly the right unemotional tone and mastery of detail—including many new stories heretofore unpublished—to produce the best popular history of the Commune, in English or French, in a generation.”

			—Steven Englund, author of Napoleon: A Political Life

			“Dream of emancipation, nightmare of repression—the Paris Commune was a focal point of the political imagination of nineteenth-century Europe. John Merriman’s new book brings vividly to life the hopes and fears, the passions and hatreds, and the social and political struggles that inspired a famous revolutionary regime and led to its violent destruction.”

			—Jonathan Sperber, author of Karl Marx: A Nineteenth-Century Life
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			Prologue

			ON MARCH 18, 1871, Parisians living on Montmartre awoke to the sounds of French troops attempting to seize the cannons of the National Guard. The troops acted under the orders of Adolphe Thiers, the conservative head of a provisional government recently ensconced in Versailles, once the residence of the Bourbon monarchs of the Ancien Régime. Thiers, fearing the mobilization of angry and radicalized Parisians, wanted to disarm their city and its National Guard, whose ranks comprised, for the most part, workers desirous of a strong republic and angered by the capitulation of the provisional government in the disastrous war against Prussia that had begun the previous July and brought about the fall of the Second Empire.

			Despite the efforts of the French army, the men and women of Montmartre, Belleville, and Buttes-Chaumont courageously prevented the troops from taking the cannons. Seeing about 4,000 soldiers arrive on Montmartre, then halt to await the arrival of the horses necessary to haul the weapons down the hill, women sounded the alarm. Working-­class residents of the butte overlooking the French capital prevented the heavily armed troops from hitching the cannons to horses and, in keeping with the tradition of revolutionary defiance, began to build barricades. Soldiers started to fraternize with the people of Montmartre. The 6,000 troops sent to Belleville, La Villette, and Ménilmontant fared no better. Parisians would keep their cannons.

			Thwarted, Thiers withdrew his forces from Paris to Versailles, where he planned to regroup and eventually retake the city. Thousands of wealthy Parisians joined him there. In Paris, left-wing militants proclaimed a “Commune” of progressive self-government that brought freedom to Parisians, many of whom believed themselves “masters of their own lives” for the first time. Working-class families from proletarian neighborhoods proudly strolled into the beaux quartiers of the capital, imagining a more just society and prepared to take steps to make it a reality. Their progressive Commune would last a mere ten weeks before Thiers’s troops annihilated it during the last bloody week of May.

			The birth and destruction of the Paris Commune, one of the most tragic, defining events of the nineteenth century, still resonate today. In the streets of Paris, Thiers’s army gunned down thousands of ordinary men, women, and, occasionally, children. Soldiers killed many for their defense of the Commune; others died because their workers’ attire, remnants of a Parisian National Guard uniform, or manner of speaking marked them for death. The massacres by French troops of their countrymen anticipated the demons of the century to follow. You could be gunned down simply because of who you were, because you had the nerve to demand freedom. This may have been the ultimate significance of Bloody Week, May 21 to 28, 1871, the biggest massacre in nineteenth-century Europe.

			PARIS WAS A SURGING CITY of great social contrasts and contradictions during Napoleon III’s Second Empire (1852–1870). On one hand, the capital led a rapidly growing French economy. Artisans in small workshops dominated industry, producing the articles de Paris—high-­quality gloves, and other luxury goods that came to epitomize French manufacturing. Imperial financial institutions helped boost industrial production in and around Paris, bringing unparalleled prosperity to people of means, who attended lavish social events and theatrical performances, traversing the city and the Bois-de-Boulogne in carriages while ordinary people walked to work. Powerful trains, their engines spewing steam, carried wealthy passengers from the burgeoning capital to Deauville and other increasingly elegant towns on the Norman coast.

			The economic boom and the incredible wealth it brought to Paris diverted attention from widespread poverty and divisions in the city. Napoleon III and Baron Georges Haussmann plowed spacious boulevards through the tangle of medieval Paris. Fancy restaurants and cafés welcomed those who could afford to frequent them. In the dilapidated and overcrowded districts of eastern and northern Paris, working people living in miserable tiny apartments or rooming houses struggled to get by. For them, the hard times never seemed to end.

			By the late 1860s, Napoleon III faced mounting political opposition, so much so that many Parisians anticipated a disastrous end to his reign. France already had a lengthy history of class strife. Three revolutions had chased monarchs from the French throne over the previous sixty years. So far, none had brought to France the stability found across the English Channel in Great Britain.

			Napoleon III, however, was confident that he, unlike his immediate predecessors, would hold onto power. Born in 1808, Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, the son of Napoleon’s brother, had grown up in a Swiss chateau amid artifacts of his uncle’s rule. Certain of his destiny to build on his famous family’s dynastic heritage, which he identified with the fate of France, he added to his ambition a shrewd political opportunism combined with notoriously bad judgment. The July Monarchy of King Louis-Philippe of the Orléans family (a junior wing of the Bourbons, the French royal family) maintained its policy of forcing the family of Napoleon Bonaparte to remain in exile. Louis Napoleon had attempted to invade France with a handful of followers in 1836, when he marched into a Strasbourg garrison and was arrested, and then again four years later, when he landed on the coast near Boulogne-sur-Mer, with the same embarrassing result. Imprisoned in 1840 in northern France, he escaped in 1846 dressed as a worker. These fiascos earned him a reputation as something of a buffoon who surrounded himself with sleazy, inept cronies. Short and increasingly corpulent, he resembled his uncle—to whom his enemies compared him, calling him “the [Napoleonic] hat without the head” and poking fun at his “fish eyes.”

			Yet, for all his early failures, Louis Napoleon was surprisingly optimistic and believed that economic progress under his rule could benefit all Parisians, wealthy and poor alike. With his usual modesty, he wrote from prison, “I believe that there are certain men who are born to serve as a means for the march of the human race. . . . I consider myself to be one of these.”1

			The February Revolution in 1848, one of the many revolutions that swept Europe that year, brought an end to the Orléans monarchy, and Louis Napoleon quickly returned to Paris, winning election as president of the Second French Republic in December 1848, nine months after the overthrow of King Louis-Philippe. After orchestrating the repression of the Left, the “prince president” ended the Second French Republic with a coup d’état on December 2, 1851, because his term in office would have expired the following year. Parisians awoke to martial law; the democratic-socialists in the National Assembly, whose members were elected from the provincial départements, found themselves under arrest.

			But some Parisians refused to submit to another empire without a fight; Louis Napoleon’s coup d’état sparked an ill-fated uprising in working-class neighborhoods in central and eastern Paris. In France, more than 125,000 people, the majority of them peasants, took up arms to defend the republic, particularly in the south, where secret societies had built networks of underground support. But the insurgents stood no chance against columns of professional soldiers and soon fled for their lives. In a precursor to the aftermath of the Commune in 1871, almost 27,000 people—whether they had participated in the revolt or not—were brought before courts-martial, “Mixed Commissions” consisting of senior military officers and judicial and administrative officials. Thousands received sentences ranging from deportation to Algeria or Cayenne, to imprisonment in France, to exile. The following year Napoleon III declared the Second Empire.2

			The emperor found his Bonapartist following among wealthy individuals who had supported Louis Philippe in the name of social “order” during the Orleanist July Monarchy that ruled between 1830 and 1848.3 The financial system under Napoleon III served to enrich those already in power. Napoleon III’s family received 1 million francs (roughly $3 million) from the treasury each year. Random relatives also received large sums from the state simply for existing. Millions of francs in special funds disappeared into the emperor’s deep pockets; an English mistress received a hefty sum as well. But the new emperor did not please everyone. As the rich became richer, many in Paris and the provinces continued to struggle and held “Napoleon le Petit,” as Victor Hugo dubbed him, in contempt. Workers had no legal recourse against their employers, who were backed by gendarmes and troops.

			In fact, an increasing number of Parisians benefitted not at all from Napoleon III’s regime. The population of Paris almost doubled during the 1850s and 1860s, rising from a little more than 1 million in 1851 to almost 2 million by 1870. Each year during the Second Empire, tens of thousands of immigrants poured into the capital from the Parisian Basin, the north, Picardy, Normandy, Champagne, and Lorraine, among other regions, mostly male laborers even poorer than the Parisians and attracted by the possibility of construction work. These new residents, many of whom had left precarious economic situations in the rural world, accounted for virtually all of this rapid urban growth. Many were underemployed, if not unemployed, and crowded into garnis (rooming houses) on the narrow, grey streets in the central districts or in shacks in the emerging industrial suburbs. The central arrondissements, always densely packed, reached an astonishing 15,000 people per square kilometer in the Fourth Arrondissement in the Marais, where population density was three times today’s. Tens of thousands were indigent, depending, at least to an extent, on charity. Some simply slept wherever they could. In 1870, almost half a million Parisians—one-quarter of the ­population—could be classified as indigent.4

			As the deterioration of the old medieval center of Paris became more pronounced, elites became more frantic about “the urban crisis.” Most artisans had moved away from the Ile-de-la-Cité, leaving about 15,000 men, mostly day laborers, crammed into the island’s rooming houses. Notre Dame towered over these small, jam-packed buildings. A police report noted the presence of “an enormous number of down-and-out people, men and women, who survive only through plunder and who find refuge only in the bars and brothels that pollute the quartier.” On the Right Bank, much of the First Arrondissement, centering on the great market of Les Halles, the Marais, including the Third and Fourth Arrondissements, and the Eleventh and Twelfth Arrondissements to the north reflected the grim texture of urban life. A good part of the Fifth Arrondissement on the Left Bank, with its many scrap-metal and cloth sellers, was also very poor. The miserable, disease-­ridden faubourg Saint-Marceau, one of the most destitute parts of Paris, reached into the Thirteenth Arrondissement, where ragpickers plied their trade and tanners tossed animal remains into the Bièvre River.5

			Central and eastern Paris formed, according to one observer, “a gothic city, black, gloomy, excrement- and fever-ridden, a place of darkness, disorder, violence, misery, and blood.” Horrible smells emanated from “appalling alleys, houses the color of mud” and from stagnant, putrid waters. In Paris, an unhealthy place like other large cities, more people died every year than were born. Only about a fifth of the buildings had running water. Keeping out the cold during the freezing winters was a perpetual challenge. People of means, living in relative ease in the beaux quartiers of western Paris, felt they resided uncomfortably in a sordid capital of immorality and vice, its dark, dank quartiers the preserve of the “dangerous and laboring classes,” even if these privileged individuals had never actually seen these neighborhoods. Popular literature helped cement this image in the upper-class imagination, depicting Paris’s poor neighborhoods as the haunts of “the dregs of society.”6

			To accommodate the exponential growth in Paris’s population and limit the deterioration of its center, in 1853 Napoleon III summoned Baron Georges Haussmann, prefect of the département of the Seine, to plan the rebuilding of the city. Of Alsatian origins and born in the capital, Haussmann moved into the bureaucracy after completing law school, serving as subprefect and then prefect in several provincial départements, where, during the Second Republic, he had lent his administrative skills to political repression. An energetic man with a talent for organization, Haussmann seemed the perfect Parisian bureaucrat and was eager to use the emerging field of statistics to his advantage in launching his great projects. But the elegantly dressed Haussmann was also an arrogant, vain, aggressive bully willing to do anything in his power to ensure that France never again became a republic.7

			In many ways, then, Haussmann was the ideal man to realize Napoleon III’s dream of rebuilding the French capital as an imperial city. The emperor and the prefect of the Seine had three goals. First, they wished to bring more light and air into a city ravaged by cholera in 1832 and 1849 (and again in 1853 and 1854, after Haussmann’s grand projects had begun) and to build more sewers to improve the city’s sanitation. Second, they wanted to free the flow of capital and goods. The first French department stores—Bon Marché, Bazar de l’Hôtel-de-Ville, Le Printemps, Le Louvre, and La Samaritaine—would stand on Haussmann’s wide boulevards, along with glittering brasseries and cafés, which became the face of modern Paris, although small shops remained essential to the urban economy.8

			Third, the emperor and his prefect wanted to limit the potential for insurgency in traditional revolutionary neighborhoods. The boulevards themselves would become an obstacle to the construction of barricades by virtue of their width. On eight occasions since 1827, disgruntled Parisians had erected barricades in the city, most recently during the February Revolution and then during the June Days of 1848, when workers rose up to protest the closing of national workshops that had provided some employment in a time of economic distress. Barricades went up again in Paris following Louis Napoleon Bonaparte’s coup d’état. Protestors managed to block the advance of professional armies of the state by hurriedly constructing barricades on the narrow streets of central and eastern Paris, using wood, cobblestones, and just about anything else they could find. Napoleon III had no intention of letting that happen again.9

			Haussmann’s boulevards reflected the determination of the Second Empire’s leaders to impose their version of social order on Paris. The prefect of the Seine did not mince words: “Bringing order to this Queen City is one of the first conditions of general security.” Some of the boulevards indeed tore right through the insurgent quartiers of the June Days. The boulevard Prince Eugène provided troops relatively easy access into “the habitual center . . . of riots.”10

			The new boulevards of Paris thus embodied the “imperialism of the straight line,” intended not only to quash uprisings but also to display the modernity and might of the empire. They provided power alleys down which troops could march in showy processions, as had earlier examples of classical urban planning, from Philip II’s Madrid to Peter the Great’s St. Petersburg to Frederick the Great’s Berlin. The rue de Rivoli, completed in 1855, led visitors to the international exposition on the Champs-Élysées, which featured 5,000 exhibits, many celebrating the city’s technological innovations. The “capital of the world” had emerged as a spectacular “permanent exposition,” or what novelist Théophile Gautier called “A Babel of industry . . . A Babylon of the future.”11

			The National Assembly provided funds for the enormous series of projects, augmented by a tax on goods brought into the city, assessed at the customs barriers (octrois) that ringed Paris. But as costs soared, Baron Haussmann found other resourceful ways to raise money, working around the Corps Législatif to do so. He demanded capital outlays from contractors, who would in principle be paid with interest once they had completed their work. Haussmann then turned to issuing “proxy bonds,” backed by funds now owed by these contractors. The imperial rebuilding of Paris left the capital with a debt of 2.5 billion francs. By the late 1860s, the prefect of the Seine had raised 500 million francs. The emperor was well aware of Haussmann’s financial machinations but remained committed to his grand plans for Paris, which would continue to create jobs and build the prestige of his empire.12 Yet the financing strategy was rather like a balloon mortgage that could burst at any time.

			The rebuilding of Paris also entailed the destruction of 100,000 apartments in 20,000 buildings. The “Haussmannization” of Paris sent many Parisians packing for the urban periphery because they had been pushed out of rented apartments, their homes had been destroyed, or prices had skyrocketed in a city that was already extremely expensive. In some places in the central arrondissements, such as Ile-de-la-Cité, the population actually fell as people moved toward the periphery. About 20 to 30 percent of the Parisian population moved, mostly into nearby or neighboring quartiers but also into the inner suburbs, which Paris had annexed on January 1, 1860, to increase tax revenue as well as to ease the government’s policing of this restive periphery. Newcomers from the provinces had also moved to the inner suburbs, particularly Montmartre in the Eighteenth, La Villette in the Nineteenth, and Belleville in the Twentieth Arrondissements. These districts became the residences, temporary or permanent, of an increasingly large number of poor workers, as did the growing suburbs beyond the city’s walls.13

			Rather than staving off class strife, however, the rebuilding of Paris accentuated the contrast between the more prosperous western arrondissements and the poor eastern and northeastern quartiers, the so-called People’s Paris. The flowering of western Paris had begun a half century before with the establishment of businesses and banks there. One could also find arcades and passageways of glass and metal—“veritable gallery-streets”—whose shops anticipated the new department stores. But under Napoleon III, the bourgeoisie’s day had truly arrived.

			In the Ninth Arrondissement, for example, the quartier of Chaussée d’Antin, the center of what Balzac described as “the world of money,” became a residence for the kings of finance and their ladies. The residence, or hôtel, of the Guimard family, built in 1772, was converted into a store selling the latest consumer novelties. Nearby stood another elegant residence that became the headquarters of one of the railroad companies whose trains were slowly transforming France. The Grand Hôtel and its Café-de-la-Paix on the boulevard des Capucines stood a few steps from Charles Garnier’s new Paris Opera, construction of which began in 1861. When Empress Eugénie asked the Parisian-born architect about his intended style for the new opera house, he supposedly replied without hesitation, “Pure Napoleon III.”14 On the place Saint-Georges stood the sizable residence of Adolphe Thiers, who packed his mansion with objets d’art from around the world.

			Nearby, the Champs-Élysées and the Eighth Arrondissement on the western edge of Paris also flaunted the privileges granted by wealth. Carriages and horses carried the rich out to the Bois-­de-Boulogne, where tout Paris frolicked. Magnificent private residences lined the avenue. Nearby stood elegant circuses (cirques), café-­concerts (where revelers could go to drink and listen to live music), and restaurants. A lavish private residence had been purchased by Empress Eugénie’s mother, who of course could not live just anywhere. The Champs-Élysées fit the bill.15

			On the other side of the Seine, the boulevard Saint-Germain, partially completed in 1855, paralleled the river. As it cut through the Seventh and Sixth Arrondissements, the boulevard also sported private residences offering privacy and elegance, many dating from the eighteenth century. Across the street, the Café Flore set up shop late in the Second Empire, bringing together, then as now, a clientele with money to spend.

			A WORLD AWAY FROM the opulence of western Paris, although not far as the crow flies, the rue de la Goutte d’Or bisected a proletarian neighborhood. In his L’Assommoir, Émile Zola describes Gervaise—a character who ultimately drinks herself to death—as she looks up at number 22:

			On the street side it had five floors, each one with fifteen windows in a line, the lack of shutters of which, with their broken slats, gave the huge wall-space a look of utter desolation. But below that there were four shops on the ground floor: to the right of the doorway a huge sleazy eating-house, to the left a coal merchant’s, a draper’s and an umbrella shop. The building looked all the more colossal because it stood between two low rickety houses clinging to either side of it. . . . Its unplastered sides, mud-coloured and as interminably bare as prison walls, showed rows of toothing-stones [stone links projecting from the end of a building so that more could be quickly added and linked up] like decaying jays snapping in the void.16

			Like Gervaise, many working-class Parisians began to feel alienated from the city they loved amid the dramatic and devastating changes orchestrated by Haussmann in the interests of the upper classes.17 Indeed, this sense of not belonging arguably contributed to an emerging sense of solidarity among those living on the margins of the capital. And even as western Paris was transformed into a gleaming city of wide boulevards and lavish apartments, ongoing industrialization was remaking eastern and northern Paris and its periphery. The edge of the city offered more space, access to railroads and the canals of northern Paris, and a labor force perched at its gates, making it an ideal location for manufacturing. Larger factories, some predating the Second Empire, were to be found in the inner suburbs annexed in 1860, including the Cail metallurgical factory in Grenelle, which employed about 2,800 workers. Entrepreneurs in the inner suburbs produced candles, soap, perfumes, and sugar, bringing raw materials into northern Paris via the Ourcq canal.

			The populations in the industrialized parts of Paris shot up with the construction of new factories. The population of the Twentieth Arrondissement, for instance, grew from 17,000 in 1800 to 87,000 in 1851 and continued to soar. Montmartre, which had only about 600 inhabitants in 1800, had 23,000 in 1851 and 36,500 five years later. Chemical and metallurgical production transformed La Villette, which had grown from about 1,600 inhabitants in 1810 to more than 30,000 by 1860. Beyond the walls of Paris, the arrondissement of Saint-Denis grew from 41,000 in 1841 to an astounding 356,000 in 1856 as industries leapfrogged beyond the city.18

			IN 1834, ONE OF Louis-Philippe’s ministers had warned that the factories being built on the edge of Paris could “be the cord that will strangle us one day.”19 During the Second Empire, the staggering population growth in Paris’s working-class neighborhoods accentuated Parisian elites’ fear of ordinary workers living on the geographic and social margins of their city. Paris had annexed Belleville, a neighborhood of nearly 60,000 people on the northeastern edge of Paris, along with the other inner suburbs. Whispers that “Belleville is coming down the hill!” reflected the anxiety felt in the beaux quartiers below.20

			Louis Lazare, a royalist critic of the Second Empire and the rebuilding of Paris, argued that instead of dispensing millions of francs on the wealthier neighborhoods, the regime would have been wiser to spend the money on the “dreadful Siberia” of the periphery. Lazare warned, “Around the Queen of Cities is rising up a formidable cité ouvrière.”21

			Conservative Louis Veuillot shared a critique of Haussmannization with republicans, who rejected the authoritarian structure of the empire and its privileged elite. The Catholic polemicist embraced the memory of old Paris, destroyed by modernity, materialism, secularism, and state centralization. He saw the new boulevards as “an overflown river which would carry along the debris of a world.” Paris had become a “city without a past, full of minds without memories, hearts without sorrows, souls without love!” He lamented, “City of uprooted multitudes, shifting piles of human dust, you can grow to become the capital of the world, [but] you will never have citizens.”22

			ANTICLERICALISM AMONG THE RANKS of both middle-class radicals and the urban poor also infused mounting opposition to Napoleon III’s regime. The Catholic Church was extremely visible in the Paris of the Second Empire, yet increasingly absent from the lives of Parisian working families. If the Second Empire had seen a revival of fervent Catholicism in parts of France, particularly after the sighting of the Virgin Mary at Lourdes in 1856, Paris, other large cities, regions like the Limousin and Ile-de-France, and large parts of the southwest had undergone “de-Christianization”—a marked decline in religious practice. In Ménilmontant in the Twentieth Arrondissement, only 180 out of a population of 33,000 men performed their Easter duty, the obligation to receive Holy Communion. The Church’s situation was even bleaker in the working-class suburbs,23 perhaps unsurprisingly as the Church told the poor that they should resign themselves to poverty in the valley of tears that is this world—their reward for their suffering awaited them in Heaven.

			Intellectual currents during the middle decades of the nineteenth century also challenged the Catholic Church’s declared primacy of faith over reason. Positivism, based on the belief that rational inquiry and the application of science to the human condition were advancing society, was becoming more popular in universities across Europe. Pope Pius IX’s Syllabus of Errors (1864), which denounced modern society, seemed to associate the Church with ignorance and a rejection of human progress. Popular literature, including works by Victor Hugo, George Sand, and Eugène Sue, sometime presented the Catholic clergy in an unfavorable light. Anticlericals believed French peasants to be under the thumb of the clergy, who whispered instructions in the confessionals.

			If the parish clergy provided useful functions—baptisms, marriages, and burials—the religious orders lived in isolated contemplation and prayer (“They eat, they sleep, they digest,” went an old refrain). Moreover religious orders, particularly the Jesuits, were closely identified with the conservative political role of the Church, whose archbishops and bishops had supported Louis Napoleon Bonaparte’s coup d’état.

			Many Parisians particularly objected to the Church’s dominant role in primary education. During the Second Empire, the number of religious orders rose in Paris from six to twenty-two for men and from twenty-two to an astonishing sixty-seven for women. The number of men in religious orders increased from 3,100 in 1851 to well over 20,000 by 1870; the number of women rose from 34,200 to more than 100,000 in 1870. In 1871, 52 percent of Parisian pupils attended schools run by religious orders and staffed by teachers who had not taken the examinations required of lay teachers. The Church’s virtual monopoly on the education of girls stood out; yet literacy remained lower among women than men.24

			THE HARDSHIP FACING the working poor also contributed to mounting opposition to the imperial regime. As prices soared above wages, and the gap between the wealthy and the workers increased, workers found ways to combat these injustices. Although unions remained illegal (and would be so until 1884), the late 1860s brought the creation and toleration of more workers’ associations, which were basically unions—this at a time when employers, particularly in larger industries, were seeking to reduce costs by attacking the shop-floor autonomy of skilled workers by aggressively posting rules and regulations, increasing mechanization, and hiring more unskilled workers. In 1869, at least 165 workers’ associations in Paris had about 160,000 members. Cooperative restaurants offering meals at reduced prices catered to more than 8,000 diners. Workers’ associations began to organize producers’ cooperatives (in which workers in a trade would own tools and raw materials, thereby circumventing the existing wage system). These associations’ aims were political and even revolutionary, as well as economic. Indeed, many workers believed that workers’ associations would ultimately replace the state itself.25

			A number of Parisian women emerged as militants, demanding rights and better working conditions. Countless women worked at home—many living in barely lit attics—in the putting-out system of textile work, an important component of large-scale industrialization in France. Female workers earned about half as much as their male counterparts in workshops and factories. Yet calls for female suffrage were few and far between; the emphasis remained on economic issues and the struggles of working-class families and single women to survive. In a manifesto penned in July 1868, nineteen women demanded that every woman be given “possession of the rights which belong to her as a human person.” A year later, female militants organized the Society for Affirming the Rights of Women. They advocated for women’s right to divorce and published a plan for a democratic primary school for girls, with the goal of the “conquest of equality” and “moral reform.”26

			It seemed, briefly at least, that these efforts would pay off. Beginning with an amnesty in 1859 for those punished for resisting the coup d’état or espousing militant republicanism or socialism, Napoleon III’s Second Empire entered a somewhat more liberal phase. The legalization of strikes in 1864 led to a wave of work stoppages. Laws in 1868 made press censorship less oppressive. A spate of republican newspapers began to publish, notably La Marseillaise and La Lanterne, which had a circulation of up to 150,000 copies.27

			However, despite its new liberal facade, Napoleon III’s Second Empire remained a police state, focusing attention on perceived threats to the regime. The prefecture of police stored information on as many as 170,000 Parisians. In two decades, the number of police had increased from 750 to more than 4,000, employing countless spies. The municipal police force was 2,900 strong, backed by garrisoned army units.28

			Still, there was a vibrant culture of resistance to Napoleon III. Anyone entering the most popular cafés of the Latin Quarter would encounter a variety of republican and socialist militants determined to bring about a change in regime as they dreamed of creating a government committed to social and political justice. In those days, the brasserie Chez Glaser appeared as if still under construction; two large chunks of cement at the base of metal poles, seemingly the only things keeping the place from collapsing, greeted clients. Small tables of white marble and a billiard table in the rear of the small hall awaited the thirsty. Glaser, an Alsatian schoolteacher dismissed by the government for his republican views, had, like most of his customers, little use for Napoleon III’s Second Empire.

			Other major watering holes for militants included the Café Madrid on the boulevard Montmartre on the Right Bank and, on the Left Bank, the Café de la Salamandre in the place Saint-Michel, the nearby Café d’Harcourt, and Café Théodore on the rue Monsieur-le-Prince. A cabinet littéraire (a bookstore that rented books) on the rue Dauphine also brought together critics of the regime, including, from time to time, the naturalist painter Gustave Courbet, a fixture in the Latin Quarter.29

			A police report described Courbet with the compelling accuracy of one of his own self-portraits: “Physically, he has lost his romantic allure.” He was “big, fat and stooping, walking with difficulty because of back pain, long greying hair, with the air of the mocking peasant, and badly dressed.” English resident Ernest Vizetelly described Courbet as “peasant-like in appearance, puffed out with beer, good-­humoured.” Denis Arthur Bingham, another British observer, saw the painter as “a good-natured country farmer. . . . Courbet was always treated by his friends as an overgrown child, and he behaved as such.”30 Born in Ornans in Franche-Comté in eastern France, the accent of which he proudly retained, Courbet had been a friend of the anarchist Pierre-­Joseph Proudhon, who came from the same region and shared his contempt for the Second Empire. Proudhon held that the purpose of art was “the physical, intellectual, and moral perfecting of humanity.” Courbet, the maître d’Ornans, sought the same freedom in painting that he dreamed of for individual French men and women.31

			Courbet emerged as a feisty opponent of Napoleon III. Turned down by the Salon, the annual government exhibition of approved academic painting, in 1863, he insisted he had become a painter “in order to gain his individual liberty and only he could judge his painting.” In 1870, the government offered Courbet the Legion of Honor. In his letter refusing the award, the painter stated that the government “seemed to have taken on the task of destroying art in our country. . . . [T]he state is incompetent in such matters. . . . I am fifty years old and have always lived as a free man—let me end my existence free.”32

			MOST PARISIANS DID not feel free. Unlike all 36,000 other cities, towns, and villages in France, Paris did not have a mayor. The post had been abolished in 1794 and again in July 1848. Now Parisians could not even elect representatives to the municipal councils of the city’s twenty arrondissements; rather, the emperor appointed them. Each arrondissement had a mayor and deputy mayor, also appointed by the government. All this generated calls for self-determination. In 1869 and 1870, demands for municipal autonomy merged with republicanism. In the dance halls and warehouses on the edge of Paris, the idea of one day establishing a “Commune,” in which Parisians would have political rights and Paris would stand as a beacon of liberty, gained strength.33

			RAOUL RIGAULT HAD BECOME a well-known opponent of the imperial regime. He was also a prominent personage in the cafés and brasseries of the boulevard Saint-Michel during the late 1860s. He ate, drank, and socialized with young women, some of whose charms he rented for cash. With a bock—a strong beer—in hand, he held court, providing acid commentaries on the Second Empire. Obsessed with the French Revolution, Rigault considered himself the living incarnation of the radical Jacques-René Hébert, whose life and writings he studied carefully when he left his table to cross the Seine to visit the Bibliothèque Nationale. There he took a place at one of the long rows of seats toward the front, always on the left side, of course. He could recite by heart passages penned by Hébert, his hero, the uncompromising revolutionary, guillotined in March 1794 at the order of the Committee of Public Safety.34

			Parisian through and through, Rigault was born in the capital in 1846, his father, Charles-Édouard, a respectable republican. Following the coup d’état, the family took up residence in northwestern Paris’s Seventeenth Arrondissement, whose residents where somewhere between elite and proletarian. Expelled from the Lycée Imperial in Versailles, he nonetheless passed the baccalauréat examination in both science and literature. In 1866, Rigault’s father kicked him out of their home after a particularly nasty argument. Moving into an attic room on the rue Saint-André-des-Arts and earning a little money by giving math lessons, Rigault first began to hang out at the Café Buci, discussing politics or playing billiards. He began calling everyone he met citoyen or citoyenne, including “citizen prostitutes,” as had the sansculottes of the Revolution. Rigault and other young political radicals organized and published several short-lived newspapers, one of which the police seized and shut down in 1865 for containing an article that “outraged religion.” The offending article had Raoul Rigault written all over it.35

			Rigault’s café life, interrupted by short spells in jail, brought him premature corpulence. He was of average height, with “prying eyes” peering from behind his pince-nez. Dressing as shabbily as possible and carrying his snuffbox, Rigault welcomed visitors with a shower of spit that flew from his mouth as he harangued and coughed. Some drops caught on his bristly, thick, chestnut-colored beard, which complemented long, unruly hair. Those who encountered him noticed that his lips contributed to a seemingly “ironic,” even provocative, pose, his glare piercing and inquisitorial, “full of sardonic cheekiness.” Rigault’s voice rose from resonant to thunderous when the subject turned to politics and class struggle. His temper was notorious; he once shouted at his opponent during an argument, “I am going to have you shot!”36

			Developing an obsession with the organization and personnel of the police, Rigault studiously followed agents, including the omnipresent police spies (mouchards) on their rounds, noting their habits, strengths, and weaknesses, as well as their addresses. By dressing as a lawyer, he obtained entry to the court in the Palace of Justice, which considered political crimes, and took careful notes on policemen who testified. Rigault collated the information he gathered or observed in a large file.

			Like many other young militants, Rigault joined Karl Marx’s International Workingman’s Association, created in 1864 and banned in France in 1868.37 In late 1865, he helped organize a student gathering in the eastern Belgian city of Liège. The next year police arrested him following a raid on a boisterous gathering in the Café Buci—which they subsequently closed for several months—on charges of having formed a secret society known as “the Renaissance.” Although Rigault refused to swear an oath to tell the truth that invoked Jesus Christ, he was freed because this was his first arrest.

			In 1865 Rigault became attracted to Blanquism through Gustave Tridon, a French revolutionary socialist. “Blanquists” were followers of Auguste Blanqui, Le Vieux (the Old One), a professional revolutionary and consummate man of action who had spent about half his life in prison for his role in a series of conspiracies. He held that a tightly organized band of left-wing militants could one day seize revolutionary power.

			In order to attend student political meetings in its lecture halls, Rigault enrolled in medical school, not far from his favorite cafés and brasseries. Over the next few years, Rigault’s dossier in the Prefecture of Police grew. At the dance hall Folies-Belleville, he found eager listeners among craftsmen and semiskilled workers. In a speech on December 1868, he called for the recognition of unions libres (unrecognized unions), arguing that any obstacles to “the union of a man and a woman” violated the laws of nature. Rigault taunted the ever-present police spies, who scribbled down what was said. That year he published a prospectus for a newspaper, informing readers, “God is the absurd.” Later that year, he published an article in Le Démocrate, predicting that if atheists came to power, they would not tolerate their enemies. When, during one court appearance, the prosecuting attorney contemptuously referred to Rigault as a “professor of the barricades,” his target replied, “Oui! oui!”38

			After one arrest, Rigault managed to escape by reaching the roof of a building, running to the Gare de Lyon, and jumping on the first departing train. He got off in Moret-sur-Loing, near Fontainbleau, and for two days wandered through a forest. Rigault came upon Auguste Renoir standing before his easel. The Impressionist painter saw several deer suddenly scatter and heard noises in the brush. A young man “of an appearance not terribly engaging appeared. His clothes were torn and covered in mud, his eyes wild and his movements jerky.” Renoir, believing Rigault to be a madman escaped from an institution, grabbed his cane to defend himself. The man stopped several feet from him and said, “I beg of you, Monsieur, I am dying of hunger!” Rigault explained his situation, and Renoir, who had republican sympathies, went to town and bought him a painter’s smock and a box of paints, assuring him that people in the vicinity would ask no questions; peasants there were now quite used to seeing painters.39

			Back in Paris, Rigault helped effect an alliance between the “citizen proletarians” and the radical intelligentsia, linking the traditionally revolutionary faubourg Saint-Antoine and the new workers’ bastions of Montmartre and Belleville with the Latin Quarter. At the same time, he helped find funds for upstart newspapers to replace those that had shut down or failed, collecting news and accounts of political trials and publishing torrid denunciations of individuals he considered imperial lackeys. In four years, Rigault faced ten judicial condemnations in court—or the bordel (whorehouse), as he liked to call it.40

			Thus in the late 1860s, Paris came alive with the surging political mobilization of ordinary people. A law of June 8, 1868, permitting freedom of association initiated the frenetic period of the “public meeting movement.” Crowds flocked to dance halls, café-concerts, and warehouses, most on the plebeian periphery of Paris, to listen to speeches and debate political themes previously forbidden. From 1868 through mid-1870, almost 1,000 public meetings took place. As many as 20,000 people participated on a single night. Workers remained the principal constituency of the political meetings, although these gatherings drew middle-class Parisians as well. The police, to be sure, were also in attendance, copying down what was said and thereby providing historians with an incredibly rich account of these “parliaments of the people.”41

			AT THE BEGINNING OF 1870, in the wake of continued liberal political mobilization and electoral victories, Napoleon III appointed a new cabinet led by Émile Ollivier, a moderate republican; it was considered a government of conciliation. Yet this brief accommodation between the government and the republican opposition came to an end amid escalating republican militancy. It was no coincidence that the rapprochement ended during a stalled economy that brought hard times. When the financing of Haussmann’s grand projects became a public scandal, contributing to growing opposition to the regime, the balloon popped, and on January 5, 1870, Napoleon III dismissed the baron as prefect of the Seine, a position that Ollivier had made one of the conditions of his acceptance of a role in the government. Resentment against Napoleon III mounted, amid strikes and more public meetings. In this precocious springtime, it became possible to imagine a new political world.42

			RIGAULT WAS ENTERING THE Bibliothèque Nationale when he heard the news that on January 11, 1870, Prince Pierre Bonaparte had shot his friend Victor Noir dead during a duel following insults the prince had given two journalists. “Chouette! chouette!” (Cool! cool!), Rigault intoned, because a Bonaparte would finally stand trial. On January 12, 1870, political opponents of the regime transformed Noir’s funeral into a massive demonstration against the empire attended by 100,000 people. Gustave Flourens, one of about 3,000 French Blanquists, attempted to turn the demonstration into an insurrection. Rigault also helped organize and lead the march, which included a few workers bearing pistols or iron bars under their blue tradesmen’s smocks. Confronted by readied soldiers, the crowd dispersed. A court acquitted the emperor’s cousin, condemning the two journalists to prison sentences. The acquittal did not surprise members of the Left; instead, it galvanized them.

			IN AN ATTEMPT to bolster support for his empire, in May 1870 ­Napoleon III resorted to that old Bonapartist—and later Gaullist—tactic of organizing a plebiscite with sneaky wording to attempt to reassert his authority. It asked French men if they approved of the liberal changes undertaken by the empire. A non could thus indicate opposition either to the emperor or to liberal reforms, such as the relaxation of censorship. Nationwide, 7.4 million men voted oui, and 1.5 million non, but in Paris the no vote carried by 184,000 to 128,000. Thus, in the capital the plebiscite fell far short of achieving its intended effect. The announcement of the results led to bloody demonstrations and pitched battles with the police, bringing several deaths.43 The Second Empire and its opponents in Paris seemed on a collision course.

		

	
		
			1. War and the Collapse of the Empire

			IN 1870, NAPOLEON III foolishly pushed France into war with Prussia and its South German allies, a war that would undermine his power, strengthen antigovernment sentiment, and lead to the collapse of the Second Empire. At issue was the candidacy of Prince Leopold—a member of the Prussian royal Hohenzollern family—for the vacant throne of Spain. If a Prussian became king of Spain, Hohenzollerns, rivals for European continental supremacy, would flank France, leaving potential enemies on the other side of the Pyrenees as well as across the Rhine.

			But the French emperor had other reasons for wanting a war. The growing strength of republicans and socialists in France had further weakened his empire, which was still reeling from a foreign policy fiasco in Mexico in 1867, when the forces of President Benito Juárez defeated those of the French and executed Napoleon III’s protégé, Maximilian, Mexico’s would-be emperor. Napoleon III may have assumed that war with Prussia would bring a relatively easy victory and thereby enhance his prestige. It would not be the first time he had used war to that end; Napoleon had used French victories in the 1853–1856 Crimean War and against Austria in 1859 to remind his people and the rest of Europe of the strength of his empire. When dining with army officers in Châlons-sur-Marne in 1868, he provocatively hoisted a glass of German Rhineland Reisling and announced, “Gentlemen, I hope that you yourselves will shortly be harvesting this wine,” as he nodded toward the east.1

			In 1866, Napoleon III had badly underestimated the strength of the Prussian army and assumed that Habsburg Austria would emerge victorious in a short war that year for political supremacy in Central Europe. He made the same mistake four years later. The creation of the North German Federation, dominated by Prussia following Austria’s defeat, shifted the balance of power. Even after Prussia’s victory, however, the French emperor had made forceful demands for territorial compensation in response to the increased might of a rival for power perched across the Rhine from Alsace. Specifically, he insisted on Prussian acquiescence to the possible annexation by France of Belgium and Luxembourg, which Britain and the other powers successfully opposed. Prussian chancellor Otto von Bismarck rejected written French demands.

			In July 1870, under great French pressure, Prince Leopold withdrew his candidacy for the Spanish throne. Napoleon III demanded that King William I of Prussia formally apologize to France and promise that the Hohenzollerns would never again attempt to place one of their own on the throne of Spain. The French ambassador to Prussia, Count Vincent Bénédetti, aggressively and rudely put forward this insistence to the Prussian king in the spa town of Bad Ems. Bismarck responded with a telegram, later released to the press and known as the Ems Dispatch, forcefully embellishing what had occurred. Bismarck, whose father was a Prussian noble (Junker), had entered the Prussian bureaucracy after completing law school, where he had gained more prominence for his dueling scars than for his academic success. As prime minister of Prussia, he mastered domestic and international politics with his brand of realpolitik, the pursuit of national self-interest based on a shrewd assessment of all possibilities. The Ems Dispatch was a calculated maneuver to prime his country for war. The “Iron Chancellor” was now confident that a victorious war against France would lead to the unification of the German states under Prussian leadership.2

			The story quickly spread in Prussia and other German states that the French ambassador had arrogantly insulted the king. In both Prussia and France, the mood was bellicose. Many ordinary Parisians also seemed to want war, including some republicans. Crowds sang “La Marseillaise,” then forbidden in imperial France due to its association with republicanism and the French Revolution. One publisher’s decision to produce a “French-German Dictionary for the Use of the French in Berlin” reflected the popular mood and the expectation of victory.3 Egged on by his foreign minister, the duc de Gramont, and the Empress Eugénie, as well as a segment of the public, Napoleon III declared war on July 19, 1870.

			The German states of Württemberg, Hesse, Baden, and Bavaria joined the Prussian side. France went to war without allies. Bismarck revealed to the British the document in which Napoleon III had demanded the annexation of Belgium and Luxembourg, an attempted power grab that Bismarck knew would anger the British and ensure their neutrality. Newly unified—at least in principle—Italy had not forgiven France for the absorption of Nice in 1860 following a plebiscite and was unwilling to come to her aid now. Gramont foolishly assumed that Austria would join France against its former enemy once French armies had moved into the Prussian Rhineland and Palatinate in southwestern Germany, but Austria stayed out of the fray.

			Although it would face the Prussians alone, the French army seemed confident of victory. In addition to reaping victories in the Crimean War and against Austria in 1859, French troops had expanded imperial interests in Southeast Asia, giving the officer corps more experience in battle. The army hoped it could conveniently discount the debacle in Mexico of three years earlier.

			But military complacency had set in, and traditional routines took over. The officer corps was ridden by cliques, intensified by tensions between aristocrats and men of ordinary social origins and expectations—members of the lower middle class, workers, and peasants. Furthermore, experience garnered in one-sided military campaigns in North Africa and Southeast Asia did not translate easily to European warfare.4

			To make matters worse, French mobilization for war was chaotic. Trains carried regiments stationed all over the country to often distant mobilization points, a disorganized, inefficient, and painfully slow process. Reservists, summoned from their homes, had to be transported to regimental depots. The army of Alsace was notably short of supplies and funds, and some troops were openly hostile to their officers. Even proper topographical maps were unavailable or hard to locate. Commanders had only two-thirds the number of soldiers anticipated and lacked the massive reserves available to Prussia and its allies.

			Prussian mobilization plans, on the other hand, were well in place. The military had taken control of Prussia’s railways, public and private, and modernized them with particular attention to wartime needs. In contrast, the French high command had given little consideration to the crucial role of railroads so necessary for the rapid and efficient mobilization of troops. French troop trains moved on a single track and thus could only make transports in one direction at a time. Each day fifty Prussian trains pushed toward the front along double tracks on five main lines; the French managed to convey twelve.

			Yet the French army had a new breech-loading rifle, the chassepot, which was superior to the rifles of the Prussian army because soldiers could carry many more of its smaller-caliber bullets. French troops also had an early version of the machine gun (mitrailleuse), rather like the Gatling gun of the American Civil War. A soldier fired its thirty-seven barrels, or “gun tubes,” in rapid succession by quickly turning a hand crank. The gun soon picked up the nickname the “coffee grinder.”

			Not only did French commanders have little idea of the cohesive and organized Prussian general staff relentlessly overseen since 1857 by Helmuth von Moltke, but, incredibly, France had no head of the general staff. In principle the emperor commanded the army, and he assumed that his being Napoleon’s nephew was enough. Napoleon III, unlike von Moltke, appears to have had no specific plan for waging the war against Prussia.

			Within eighteen days after the declaration of war, Prussia and its South German allies had nearly 1.2 million troops at or near the border. One French general reported in panic by telegraph, “Have arrived at Belfort. Can’t find my brigade. Can’t find the divisional commander. What shall I do? Don’t know where my regiments are.” Demoralized French troops, many of them unwilling conscripts ill at ease among professional soldiers who had seen it all, seemed apathetic, playing cards and drinking heavily to bolster their spirits amid food shortages. Commanders were notoriously uninterested in their soldiers’ conditions. Recently recalled reservists lacked sufficient training and sometimes commitment.5

			Prussian tactics, developed in the war against Austria four years earlier, emphasized the quick and coordinated movement of units toward enemy positions, thus extending the field of battle. French commanders believed that sturdy lines of troops, armed with chassepots and machine guns, supported by artillery fire, would carry the day over the Prussian “needle-gun” with its inferior range. They seem to have been oblivious to the fact that the sturdy steel Prussian cannons, produced by the Krupp factories, were more powerful and accurate than the older French bronze artillery pieces and could be fired more rapidly. Moreover, von Moltke had made his batteries more mobile and thus responsive to changes in the enemy’s positions. He had also gone to great length to modernize the cavalry, purging incompetent officers, despite their credentials as Prussian nobles. In contrast, aristocrats retained their privileged place in the French officer corps, no matter their incompetence.6

			THE EMPEROR LEFT PARIS for Metz on July 28, appointing Empress Eugénie to serve as regent in his absence. On July 31, the French Army of the Rhine moved forward in a preemptive strike. French troops crossed the border and captured Saarbrücken, left virtually undefended because Prussian armies commanded by von Moltke had bigger fish to fry. This was the last French victory of any consequence. Two Prussian armies then moved into northern Lorraine and a third into northern Alsace. Prussian forces won hard-fought victories at Wissembourg on August 4, at Spicheren near the northern Vosges mountains the next day while Marshal Achille Bazaine’s regiments were camped but nine miles away, and then at Woerth the day after that.

			France’s defeats were not overwhelming, and her enemy suffered many casualties; nonetheless they forced the French armies back. Prussian cannons rained shell after shell upon the French, with Prussian soldiers well out of range of French machine guns. Marshal Patrice de MacMahon retreated to Châlons-sur-Marne, and Bazaine, now named commander in chief, fell back to the fortress of Metz. Chaotic and sometimes ill-informed French orders flew back and forth. Bazaine moved his army in the direction of Verdun but found the route cut off by von Moltke.7

			On August 18, the Prussian army, 188,000 strong, moved against French forces two-thirds that size under Bazaine’s command. In the Battle of Gravelotte, fought just west of Metz, the Prussians inflicted 20,000 casualties (against 12,000 on the German side). Demoralization and acrimony followed the French armies after such defeats. In Saverne, tipsy soldiers insulted officers whom they found sitting comfortably in a café. Yet another loss made matters worse. The Prussian army besieged Metz, defeating the army commanded by MacMahon, who was trying to relieve Bazaine. There, some senior officers, disenchanted with Bazaine, plotted to organize, without the marshal’s approval, an attempt to break out of Metz and engage the Prussians in battle. But the French commander got word of the plan, and it collapsed. For republicans, the incident took on a political tone because Bazaine, like other French commanders, had reached high military office through blatant imperial patronage.

			As a Prussian siege of Paris now seemed inevitable, General Louis Trochu suggested to Napoleon III’s war council withdrawing Bazaine’s army to the outskirts of Paris, beyond the city’s fortifications, to hold off the Prussians there. Six days later, the emperor arrived in Châlons-sur-Marne to preside over a military meeting to determine whether to follow Trochu’s plan. There he found confirmation of just how dire the army’s situation had become: ostensibly beaten soldiers lounged about, “vegetating rather than living,” as one officer put it, “scarcely moving even if you kicked them, grumbling at being disturbed in their sleep.”8 Napoleon III’s army seemed resigned to defeat.

			In Paris, where anxiety about a looming Prussian siege mixed with anger at the French military’s miserable defeats, the atmosphere presented an opportunity to the political Left. On August 14, a group of Blanquists stood ready for revolution. Now, led by a young student, Émile Eudes, a group of Blanquists forced their way into a fire station at La Villette in northern Paris. Their attempt to spark an insurrection came to nothing when the firemen held on to their weapons and workers did not step forward to assist them. The insurgents rapidly retreated to their peripheral bastion of Belleville.9

			On August 17, the emperor named Trochu military governor-­general of the Paris region. The conservative’s nomination seemed sheer provocation to most Parisians. Napoleon III had rejected Trochu’s idea that Bazaine’s forces return to defend Paris, believing that such a move would suggest near defeat and potentially endanger his empire. Instead of defending Paris from a Prussian siege, it seemed, the emperor was taking pains to check civil unrest, a move that only angered an already anxious populace. Nonetheless, Trochu immediately returned to Paris with 15,000 Parisian Mobile Guards (Gardes Mobiles), newly created companies of reservists, to ensure security in the capital.

			French morale continued to falter. The arrival of Mobile Guards near the front increased tensions, in part because they had little military experience. They lounged around Châlons-sur-Marne and other camps in their shiny new uniforms, which contrasted with the increasingly tattered apparel of regular soldiers. Moreover, a number of senior officers with strong ties to the empire were now in the mood for peace, in part due to concern for their careers should more defeats follow. The ongoing French military catastrophe accentuated political tensions that had increased in the late 1860s between Bonapartist loyalists and republicans.10

			After sending Trochu to Paris, the emperor ordered MacMahon to move his army from Châlons-sur-Marne to Reims, then changed the destination to Montmédy on the Belgian border. Napoleon III accompanied MacMahon, intending to organize a new army and march on Metz to relieve Bazaine’s besieged forces. No French troops now stood between the Prussian armies and Paris, and Trochu, upon his arrival in Paris, found that the government had made almost no preparations to defend the capital.

			Napoleon III’s plan was quickly derailed. On August 30, von Moltke’s army attacked, inflicting heavy casualties and forcing the army of 100,000 men to retreat to the fortress town of Sedan, near the Belgian border. The French army was surrounded. Napoleon III, weakened by illness, could barely stay on his horse. On September 1, the French army tried to break out of Sedan but suffered round defeat by the Prussians, losing more than 17,000 killed and wounded, with another 20,000 captured. The next day, the emperor and 100,000 of his soldiers surrendered.

			As imperial armies floundered, the political truce, brought on by the war, between the empire and the republican opposition quickly evaporated. In Paris, revolution already appeared a distinct possibility, not least because the city’s National Guard had grown in strength during the war and become an increasingly organized and militant republican force. As of September 12, national guardsmen received 1.50 francs per day, or trente sous; they later received an additional seventy-­five centimes for a spouse and twenty-five for each child. Poorer families depended on this paltry sum to purchase food. National guardsmen elected their company officers, who in turn elected battalion commanders, workers and lower-middle-class men largely unknown outside their neighborhoods.11

			The Left considered the National Guard—which had grown to 134 battalions during the Franco-Prussian War, incorporating somewhere between 170,000 and 200,000 men, perhaps more—a balance against the professional army, recently used by the imperial regime before the war to repress strikers. The majority of the units drew from the ranks of working-class Parisians, although fancy quartiers boasted elite units. Although the National Guard may not have had access to many chassepots, which the regular army held, it was armed and had cannons.

			On September 3, Empress Eugénie received a terse message from Napoleon III: “The army has been defeated and surrendered. I myself am a prisoner.” Her situation was not much better. Shouts against the empire already echoed in the streets, although many Parisians remained unaware of the defeat at Sedan. Eugénie offered provisional authority to Adolphe Thiers, who had served as prime minister from 1830 to 1840 under the Orleanist July Monarchy, but he refused, saying that nothing further could be done for the empire.12

			Late on September 3, deputies of the imperial Legislative Body (Corps Législatif) meeting in the Palais Bourbon could hear shouts outside for the proclamation of the republic. In a general tumult, the moderate republican Jules Favre proclaimed the end of the empire well after midnight. Twenty-six deputies named a “government commission,” with members yet to be determined, while maintaining Trochu as governor-general of Paris.

			On the morning of September 4, a crowd moved from the place de la Concorde across the Seine to the Palais Bourbon. A count described the people he watched with condescension as belonging to “the most diverse classes,” including women, “who, as always, were noteworthy for their enthusiastic, violent, and hysterical performances.”13

			Sutter-Laumann, an eighteen-year-old republican, went down from Montmartre to the boulevards, where he found people in a state of noisy agitation. Not long before, he had been arrested and beaten for giving a speech to a public gathering in an old dance hall on the boulevard Clichy. Now the word “treason” was in the air. On hearing that the Prussians had taken the emperor prisoner at Sedan, he walked to the place de la Concorde and sat on a sidewalk to reflect. “A triumphant clamor” moved toward him, shouting for a republic. The young man described his emotions as reflecting “a triple drunkenness: that of patriotism, that of wine, and that of love.”14

			At the Palais Bourbon, troops and the crowd eyed each other warily. Conservative national guardsmen drawn from nearby neighborhoods were also there, their bayonets glistening in the sun. Then, as late-­arriving deputies appeared, someone opened the gates. Parisians stormed into the Palais Bourbon. There, debate raged: Favre’s early-morning proclamation of the end of the empire competed with proposals put forth by the government and by Thiers, calling for the nomination of a “commission of the government and of national defense.” Léon Gambetta, a radical anti-imperial activist, proclaimed a republic. Crowds then crossed the Seine, moving toward the Hôtel de Ville, that “superb Louvre of revolutions” that had come to symbolize revolutionary Paris. A number of prominent radical Jacobin republicans and socialists were already there, including the old quarante-huitards (Forty-Eighters), veterans of the Revolution of 1848.15 Jacobins were an amorphous group of nationalist republicans, inspired by the French Revolution and the role Paris had played in it, who espoused direct democracy and believed that the centralized state ought to look out for citizens’ welfare.

			Later on September 4, Gambetta proclaimed the republic for a second time, cheered by the throngs below. The crowd had forced the release from prison of Henri Rochefort, a strident but erratic opponent of the imperial regime. The republican crowd saluted him in triumph. Gambetta proclaimed himself minister of the interior, and Favre took on the role of minister of foreign affairs. Rochefort joined the list as the only member of the Left. Two days after Napoleon III’s defeat at Sedan, his Second Empire had collapsed and the Third Republic been established.

			WITH PRUSSIAN ARMIES moving toward Paris, challenges plagued the new republic from the start. Serious divisions between moderates and radicals became immediately apparent, as Paris assumed the right to speak for the rest of the country, much of which was far more conservative than the capital. The extremely moderate political composition of the provisional Government of National Defense particularly outraged those Blanquists present, but their voices were barely audible in the chaos.16

			Most Parisians believed that only a republic could save France. Members of the Government of National Defense—a name designed to suggest political neutrality—feared another Parisian insurrection and were determined to elbow aside radical republicans and socialists. A Bonapartist wrote in his diary that “the internal dangers were dreaded as much as the Prussians.”17 The new administration kept Trochu on as the interim president of the government to reassure conservatives and moderates; he made clear his commitment to “God, Family, and Property.” In the meantime, Paris took on a festive air, its people confident that republican unity, unlike the regime of Napoleon III and Eugénie, would ultimately defeat the Prussians.

			Empress Eugénie fled Paris, leaving behind empty jewel boxes tossed to the floor in haste, as well as an unfinished, elegantly prepared meal that “revolutionaries” finished upon storming into the Tuileries.18 Fearing both Prussian troops and a republic, many other wealthy residents also took the easy way out, leaving the more prosperous western arrondissements for the safety of country houses. As they did workmen replaced Paris signs announcing “rue du 10 décembre,” the date Louis Napoleon Bonaparte had been elected president in 1848, with “rue du 4 septembre,” still the name today. Hammers pounded out the “N” for “Napoleon” on bridges and stone monuments.

			The Left mobilized quickly. Raoul Rigault, who had been hiding in Versailles from the police, arrived in Paris on September 5, the day after the proclamation of the republic. That day, members of “vigilance committees,” which radical republicans had created in each arrondissement demanded elections for a municipal government. Ten days later, a red poster (affiche rouge) repeated this demand. Rigault and other Blanquists began feverishly planning an insurrection. They rushed to the Mazas prison near the Gare de Lyon, freeing Eudes and several other political prisoners. Rigault then went to the prefecture of police and installed himself as head of security. He combed through documents in the police archives to uncover the names of those who had worked as imperial police spies, in the hope of later punishing them. Given his obsession with the police, Rigault was the perfect person for the job. Blanqui described his ardent disciple as having “a vocation. . . . He was born to be Prefect of Police.”19

			NOW, AS PRUSSIAN ARMIES neared Paris, France was a divided, fledgling republic. Many on the left believed the circumstances might provide an opportunity to establish a radical, progressive republic. Reconstituted Parisian political clubs joined the chorus. Plebeian Paris led the way. On September 6, Jules Vallès, a radical journalist, organized a club in Belleville. It met in the Salle Favié, a bastion of the public meeting movement before the war. In Montmartre in the Eighteenth Arrondissement, André Léo (Victoire Léodile Béra, a writer who took the names of her twin sons) and Nathalie Le Mel (a bookbinder, a frequent orator in the public meeting movement, and one of the founders of a consumers’ cooperative in Montmartre) were among the militant women devoted to the cause of defending Paris, working-class families, and the republic. There the mairie (the town hall of the arrondissement) provided some social services in response to letters written by working-class women asking for assistance and reflecting the women’s suffering as they tried to make do for themselves and their families with the help of friends and neighbors.20 In the Thirteenth Arrondissement, the Club Démocratique Socialiste announced it would study “all of the social and political problems related to the emancipation of work and of workers,” while remaining vigilant against any attempt to restore monarchy. With Prussian forces besieging Paris, the Arrondissement Vigilance Committees selected “delegates” to a Central Vigilance Committee dominated by left-wing republicans and socialists. The Central Committee of the Twenty Arrondissements held its first meeting on September 11. It gradually evolved into the equivalent of a party of the Left, committed to the republic and to continuing the war. Blanquists were active in the Central Committee, meeting in clubs in Montmartre and in the Sixth Arrondissement.21

			In September the word “Commune” began to be heard in the context of the “revolutionary nationalism” that followed the outbreak of the war. The historical precedent was the “revolutionary Commune” that took power in August 1792, when foreign states had laid siege to France. Now demands for popular sovereignty and Parisian self-­government emerged as part of the definition of a desirable “Commune,” even as Prussian troops threatened the capital. For the political Left, the Commune’s role would include undertaking major social reforms. Thus the word “Commune” had different meanings for different people, depending on their allegiances.22

			On September 15, the Central Committee of the Twenty Arrondissements signed a wall poster calling for the arming of all Parisians and “popular control” over defense, food supply, and lodgings. This was part of an explosion of demands for municipal autonomy in the early days of the republic, a desire that had emerged in the context of heavy-handed imperial centralization under Napoleon III. Calls for municipal autonomy were even louder given the threat of a Prussian invasion. In the tradition of the French Revolution and, most recently, of the public meeting movement that had begun in 1868, republicans believed that popular organization alone would permit the defense of Paris against enemy troops surrounding the city. Political clubs and the vigilance committees therefore called for an “all-out war” (guerre à l’outrance) in defense of Paris. To make things a little easier for ordinary Parisians readying for war, on September 30 the Government of National Defense declared a moratorium on the payment of rents and instructed the municipal pawnshop (Mont-de-Piété) to return pawned items worth less than fifteen francs at no cost.23

			The armies of Prussia and its allies laid siege to Paris beginning on September 19, while other enemy forces moved away from the city toward the Loire River. On October 10, a Prussian force of 28,000 men attacked a position held by the reconstituted French Army of the Loire, its numbers swollen by a flood of volunteers. The Prussian troops carried the day and captured Orléans. The French army withdrew, grew in strength to about 70,000 men, and retook that city. However, the arrival of more Prussian troops from northeastern France led to more French defeats in the Loire River region and at Le Mans on January 11 and 12, 1871.24

			In the meantime, the Prussians had allowed Napoleon III to depart for exile in Great Britain, the third French head of state (following King Charles X after the Revolution of 1830 and King Louis-Philippe after that of 1848) to be sent packing across the English Channel.

			The Government of National Defense named new mayors for each arrondissement. The Republican Central Committee of the Twenty Arrondissements demanded participation in decisions concerning the defense of Paris. National Guard units began to tighten their organization and imposed their authority in the neighborhoods from which they had been recruited.

			One Parisian, Félix Belly, opened up an office hoping to attract 30,000 women, enough to fill ten battalions, each comprising eight companies. Members of these all-female defense units would wear black pants and blouses, as well as black hats with orange bands, and they would promise not to drink or smoke. Belly’s egalitarian battalions never materialized, however. He briefly needed protection from neighbors who complained about noise, and the plan quickly evaporated when Trochu banned the new units.25

			The young republican Sutter-Laumann, conscripted into the army, described the strange sense of security that existed in Paris during the siege. Army strategists had assumed that the exterior forts would keep the Prussian troops at bay, but they would soon be proven wrong. Sutter-Laumann’s baptism by fire occurred during a sortie on the route de Neuilly-sur-Marne, followed by several other episodes of fighting. The Parisian population began to manifest “considerable irritation,” Sutter-Laumann noticed, as Prussian troops easily fended off the sorties.26

			In early October, Gambetta, the minister of the interior, courageously flew over the Prussian lines in a balloon and raised a sizable army that continued the fight the enemy. Then incredible news arrived from Lorraine. On October 27, Bazaine inexplicably surrendered his army of 155,000 soldiers at Metz, virtually ending any hope of relieving the besieged Parisians and defeating the Prussians and their allies. Rumors of treason abounded, particularly when the French commander’s secret negotiations with his Prussian counterparts became known.

			Parisians were quick to react. On October 31, Sutter-Laumann heard shouts of “Long live the Commune!” in the faubourg Saint-­Denis, as Paris, hungry and freezing, held out. Angry workers charged down the hill from Belleville and other plebeian quartiers into central Paris and to the Hôtel-de-Ville, goaded by members of radical clubs and vigilance committees who called for insurrection. Blanquists stormed into the ­Hôtel-de-Ville. Gustave Lefrançais, a National Guard officer, jumped on a table and declared the end of the Government of National Defense, just two months after it had been proclaimed. The militants announced a new government headed by old names from the Revolution of 1848: Félix Pyat and Charles Delescluze, as well as the inveterate revolutionary ­Auguste Blanqui. Gustave Flourens arrived with some national guardsmen and pushed Lefrançais off center stage, adding new members to the government. Flourens and Lefrançais hated each other, and the latter simply went home. Rigault had arrived as well, and Blanqui ordered him to take men to the prefecture of police to secure it.

			Soon, however, the workers returned to their quartiers in north and northeastern Paris, many thinking that they had succeeded in overthrowing the provisional government, and only Flourens’s group of guardsmen remained at the Hôtel-de-Ville. Trochu and Jules Ferry, another member of the provisional government, took advantage of the crowd’s departure and the next day regained control of the municipal building. Blanqui barely escaped a manhunt organized by the police of the reestablished Government of National Defense.27

			Following the October 31 attempted insurrection, militants organized even more political clubs, driven as much by political desires as by despair during the ongoing siege. Hunger gnawed as soaring food prices defied arrondissement officials’ best efforts to deal with the situation by handing out ration cards and distributing what food they could find. Club speakers denounced hoarders and made more heated demands for a “revolutionary Commune.” The results of a plebiscite on November 3 and municipal elections two days later may have reflected the ascendancy of moderate voices, but they did nothing to still the militancy of the Left, increasingly based in working-class quartiers. Some arrondissement mayors encouraged the creation of producers’ cooperatives and vigilance committees that played a role in the allocation of food and weapons. Blanquists and other revolutionaries began to form their own clubs, firming up the relationship between militant intellectuals like Rigault and Parisian workers.28

			At the beginning of the siege, Parisian families rode the train around Paris’s walled circumference and picnicked near the ramparts, until they realized that Prussian shells could actually kill them. The Scientific Committee of the Government of National Defense received many suggestions early on about how Parisians might extricate themselves from the siege. The ideas submitted were laughable and included letting loose “all the more ferocious beasts from the zoo—so that the enemy would be poisoned, asphyxiated, or devoured.” One writer proposed the construction of a “musical mitrailleuse” that would lure unsuspecting Prussian soldiers by playing Wagner and Schubert, then mow them down; another advocated arming Paris’s thousands of prostitutes with “prussic fingers”—needles filled with poison that would be injected into the Prussians at a crucial moment during a close encounter.29

			But reality set in after Bazaine’s surrender, as the siege continued and the weather worsened. Sixty-five balloon flights over enemy lines transported the only mail going in or out of Paris. Pigeons carried messages beyond the Prussian lines. By late October, all became deadly serious, as the weather became unbearably cold—the Seine froze—and food supplies dwindled. A military attempt to break out of Paris—a “grande sortie”—and inflict damage on enemy forces failed miserably on October 31, the same day as the failed political insurrection. The French lost more than 5,000 troops, twice more than their German adversaries.

			Edmond de Goncourt wrote in his journal on December 8, “People are talking only of what they eat, what they can eat, and what there is to eat. . . . Hunger begins and famine is on the horizon.” Signs advertising “canine and feline butchers” began to appear. Pet owners had to guard their dogs, rather than the reverse. Mice and even rats became meals; one American claimed that the latter tasted rather like a bird. Slices of zoo animals, such as bear, deer, antelope, and giraffe, ended up on Parisian plates. The very elderly and very young suffered most, with the sight of small coffins being carried through the streets becoming increasingly common.30

			The long siege had further isolated Paris—politically as well as economically—from the provinces, particularly the west of France. In Paris the conservative L’Opinion Nationale on January 1 regretted that some quartiers had fallen into the hands of “Communeux,” reflecting a bourgeois fear that “evoked the Terror” of the French Revolution. For conservatives who remained in Paris, any mention of a “Commune” took on a terrifying aspect.31

			On the morning of January 6, Parisians awoke to see another bright red poster plastered on the buildings; it read, “Make way for the Paris Commune!” Rigault was among the signatories of this affiche rouge. The Club Favié of Belleville approved the resolution: “The Commune is the right of the people. . . . [I]t is the levée en masse [mass conscription] and the punishment of traitors. The Commune, finally . . . is the Commune.” In club meetings the term “Commune” was still used to refer to municipal rights, but now with an even more progressive turn, with Paris and its teeming working-class neighborhoods imagined as the center of a democratic and social republic. The vigilance committee of the Eighteenth Arrondissement proclaimed, “The quartiers are the fundamental base of the democratic Republic.”32

			Another military defeat heightened calls for a Commune. On January 19, a force of 100,000 troops commanded by Trochu attempted to break out of Paris and defeat Prussian forces. The catastrophic result—more than 4,000 men killed or wounded—led to a frenzied demonstration that verged on insurrection on January 22. Crowds shouted against Trochu. Blanquists called for the proclamation of a Commune, as Blanqui himself sat in a café near the Hôtel-de-Ville, from whose windows shots, ordered by the moderate republican Gustave Chaudey, a friend of Rigault, greeted the demonstrators. The gunfire left five dead on the pavement below, including another of Rigault’s friends, Théophile Sapia, his blood drenching Rigault. The crowd quickly dispersed, but this latest mobilization of the Left and the violence that followed only increased the gap between the militants and conservatives in the Government of National Defense.33

			ON JANUARY 28, the Government of National Defense agreed to an armistice with the Prussians and their allies that would finally end the siege. Jules Favre signed the surrender two days later, meeting Bismarck in Versailles. Paris had held on for four months, but Prussian cannons had destroyed parts of the city, and Parisians had suffered enormously. Unsurprisingly, most Parisians remained opposed to any concessions to the Prussians, although Bismarck now allowed convoys of food to enter the capital. The harsh terms of the armistice outraged Parisians, as well as many other Frenchmen. France would owe an enormous indemnity to the new German Empire, proclaimed, to France’s great humiliation, in the Hall of Mirrors at the Château de Versailles. Even worse, according to the Treaty of Versailles signed by Thiers and Bismarck on February 26—later formalized by the Treaty of Frankfurt on May 10—France would cede the relatively prosperous region of Alsace and much of Lorraine to Germany.34 Léon Gambetta resigned in disgust from what remained of the Government of National Defense on March 1. Prussian forces remained camped around Paris, with ready access to the city.

			After the armistice, the French Government of National Defense, which had utterly failed in its mission to defend France, immediately called for elections for a new National Assembly, which would create a new regime. Despite protests from republicans that such a short time between military capitulation and elections would favor monarchists, the latter were scheduled for early February. Republicans and socialists, now clearly threatened by the possibility that monarchists would dominate the new National Assembly, organized a Central Committee of the National Guard to defend the republic.35 They appeared ready to take matters into their own hands.

			The national elections on February 8, with their somewhat aberrant results due to the exceptional circumstances and lack of preparation, returned overwhelmingly conservative, monarchist deputies to the National Assembly, which would meet in Bordeaux, not Paris. In sharp contrast, thirty-six of forty-three deputies elected from Paris were republicans, most of whom believed that France, led by their city, should keep fighting the Prussians. Yet in Paris, revolutionary candidates won only 50,000 of 329,000 votes (15.2 percent) and returned only seven of forty-three representatives. Le Rappel, on February 8, commented, “It is no longer an army you are facing. . . . [I]t is no longer Germany. . . . It is more. It is monarchy, it is despotism.”36 On cue, on February 17, 1871, the National Assembly meeting in Bordeaux voted to give Adolphe Thiers executive powers.

			Although perhaps identified with the Parisian bourgeoisie, Thiers, born out of wedlock in Marseille in 1797, remained Provençal in some ways. His father, Louis, a hustler who compromised the family’s status and wealth, had disappeared. With the help of a partial scholarship, Thiers entered lycée in Marseille in 1809. Absorbed by liberal politics, in November 1815 he began law school in Aix-en-Provence.

			When the newspaper Le Constitutionnel, a moderate royalist newspaper critical of the Bourbon monarchy, offered him a position, Thiers moved to Paris. A contract to write a history of the Revolution earned him money, and he made useful salon contacts in the capital. Relatively small at five feet, two inches and anything but handsome, Thiers had little patience for anyone else. The poet Lamartine recalled, “He speaks first, he speaks last, he doesn’t pay much attention to any reply.” Thoroughly from the Midi, he spoke quickly and colorfully, with a Marseillais accent leaning on the last syllable, accompanied by rapid gesticulations for emphasis. He had a solemn voice as orator and seemed to an admirer “graced with an almost divine authority.” Ambitious and hardworking, he had a reputation for garrulousness and cutting retorts. He may also have had a Napoleon complex, if indeed there is such a thing. Even a friend noted that Thiers reacted to anyone who “refused him blind confidence” with outrage and verbal violence.37

			THE ELECTION OF a National Assembly dominated by monarchists and led by Thiers, whom many people on the left had reason not to trust, increased tension and galvanized revolutionaries in Paris. On February 15 a crowd of working-class Parisians stormed into the archbishop’s palace. Archbishop Georges Darboy asked what the people intended, telling them that if they were eying the furniture, it all belonged to the state. As for the books, he pointed out, they were precious to him but not to them. All that remained was his life. The Parisians left him alone.38

			On February 20, three days after the National Assembly granted Thiers executive powers, André Léo left Paris to try to convince peasants that they too would suffer under a monarchist-dominated National Assembly, in opposition to which the Left within Paris also began to unite. The Central Committee of the Twenty Arrondissements and members of Karl Marx’s International Workingmen’s Association found much to agree on. For his part, Rigault also reached out to moderates with the goal of building a coalition capable of seizing power. A Revolutionary Socialist Party, based in radical clubs, and the arrondissement vigilance committees, emerged during these heady days, its adherents expressing determination to achieve social equality in Paris. A Declaration of Principles announced that it sought “by all possible means the suppression of the privileges of the bourgeoisie, its downfall as the directing class, and the political advent of workers—in a word, social equality.”39

			Of course, German troops still surrounded much of the capital, their cannons stretching beyond the northern and eastern walls of the city. Not enough stood between them and entry into Paris, should signs of resistance to the armistice materialize. Republicans in Paris were wary of Prussian troops, and not simply because they posed a military threat. Parisian republicans also feared that they could well help restore the monarchy.

			Radical Republicans were right to question the future of republicanism under Thiers. He had earlier indicated that he supported a restoration of the monarchy, although he did not say which one: Bourbon, supported by the Legitimists, or Orleanist, in the person of a son of Louis-Philippe, overthrown in 1848. This explains why the National Assembly, dominated by monarchists, elected him “head of the executive authority of the republic” when it convened in Bordeaux in February 1871. But Thiers also enjoyed increasing support from conservative republicans. In 1850, he had expressed the belief that “the republic is the regime that divides us the least.” This now seemed particularly true, given the mistrust between Legitimists and Orleanists. Legitimists would accept a restoration on their terms, insisting that the white flag of the Bourbons be maintained. With the heir to the Bourbon throne, the count of Chambord, childless, the Legitimists suggested that on his death the throne could pass to the Orleanists, with a transition to the tricolor flag. The Bourbon pretender refused. Amid the tension between the two families, Thiers tried to assure moderate republicans that he was not “the instrument of a plot formed in the National Assembly to abolish the Republic.”40 Yet most Parisians suspected Thiers of intending to do just that, even if the government he established did not reflect monarchist domination of the National Assembly. Moreover, three commanders of the army—conservative Bonapartists Joseph Vinoy, Patrice de MacMahon, and Gaston Galliffet—would unquestionably prefer a monarchy to a republic.41

			The collective memory of previous revolutions remained powerful in Paris, and the next demonstration against the National Assembly occurred on an important date. On the anniversary of the Revolution of February 24, 1848, a huge crowd formed at the place de la Bastille, surrounding the Victory Column erected following the July Revolution of 1830. Two days later, passersby saw an undercover policeman observing them near the Seine. They grabbed him and—egged on by shouts of “Into the water! Into the water!”—tied his arms and legs and threw him into the river from the quai Henri IV. When he bobbed to the surface, they pushed him under until he drowned. Many Parisians hated the police, and assaults on policemen had occurred from time to time.42 On this occasion, however, the attack took on political significance. That evening, a crowd of Parisians outnumbered soldiers watching over National Guard cannons at the place Wagram and hauled the guns up to the heights of Montmartre. Meanwhile, crowds rushed the Saint-Pélegie prison to free political prisoners. To put down the rioting crowds, General Vinoy, commander of the Paris region, called up what he considered reliable units of the National Guard, most of whom openly opposed the new government. Few men responded.

			The Parisian National Guard was not a professional military force, instead consisting of ordinary men proud to defend their city and the quartiers from which they had been mobilized. Indeed, it seemed that during the Franco-Prussian War, the remnants of the empire feared the largely plebeian National Guard more than the Prussian army. The abolition of the French army, which had disappointed all of France with its defeat in the war, was essential to the Commune’s vision of the new Paris, in which the National Guard would ensure the defense of the capital.

			The new Central Committee of the National Guard had emerged as a revolutionary authority in the weeks after the armistice. It demanded that the National Guard retain its weapons, including, above all, its cannons, some of which the units had purchased themselves and many of which now stood on Montmartre or in Belleville. One committee member insisted that the National Guard represented “an inexorable barrier erected against any attempt to reverse the Republic.”43 Clearly, given its composition, the provisional government of Thiers could not count on the National Guard as an effective repressive force in the face of mounting popular political anger and mobilization. Of 260 National Guard battalions in Paris, only about 60 could be counted to defend “order” as Thiers defined it.44

			THE ARRIVAL OF German troops in Paris on February 27 reminded seething Parisians yet again of the stunning French military defeat and humiliating armistice terms. Four days later citizens who happened to be near the Arc de Triomphe watched in anger as several French officers climbed out of carriages with German ladies on their arms. Republican Paris radicalized, infuriated by the ostensible cowardice, if not duplicity, of Thiers and the Government of National Defense in capitulating. Paris seemed to be moving in a very different direction from much of the rest of France.45

			Demonstrations occurred almost daily at the place de la Bastille, as Parisians prepared for the departure of German troops following their triumphant march down the Champs-Élysées on March 3. The presence of tens of thousands of French troops, many undisciplined and eagerly awaiting demobilization, also stretched Paris’s resources. Many officers were young and recently promoted. As with the men under their command, their loyalty to Thiers and the National Assembly was not assured. Political allegiances mattered little to French soldiers distracted by poverty and hunger. One observer witnessed “the most lamentable of spectacles. Soldiers wandering about . . . their uniforms sullied, disheveled, without weapons, some of them stopping passersby asking for some money.”46

			Soon after the Prussian troops departed, the new government passed laws that seemed a blatant affront to struggling Parisians. On March 7, the National Assembly ended the moratorium declared by the Government of National Defense on items deposited at the municipal pawnshop, which could now sell any goods not reclaimed. But reclaimed with what? Most Parisians had no money. The London Times reported that “2,300 poor wretches had pawned their mattresses, and starving seamstresses had pawned 1,500 pairs of scissors. . . . How many necessities to existence were stored away in these cruel galleries? . . . [T]he gaunt secret frowning on us from every loaded shelf . . . starvation!” The Assembly also ended the moratorium on the payment of bills of exchange (promissory notes requiring that funds owed be paid), adding that holders must redeem them with interest during the next four months. This move had devastating consequences for Parisian businessmen of modest means. At least 150,000 Parisians immediately defaulted on bills they owed. Of 260 National Guard battalions in Paris, only about 60 could be counted to defend “order” as Thiers defined it. Worse, the assembly ended the moratorium on the payment of rent—families who could not pay up could be expelled. This hit ordinary Parisians hard—the vast majority of the population rented their lodgings. Not satisfied with these moves against the poor, the assembly ended the daily stipend of 1.50 francs for national guardsmen, leaving tens of thousands of families without enough money to buy food and fuel.47

			On March 10, the National Assembly decided to meet in Versailles, formerly the capital of kings.The fort of Mont-Valérien stood nearby to offer protection. In Thiers’s provocative words, “Honesty would not allow me to promise the Assembly complete safety in Paris.” Thiers immediately met with mayors or municipal council members from Lyon, Marseille, Toulouse, and other major cities. He blamed Paris for revolutionary activity, while assuring the other cities’ leaders of his support for a republic as a way of undercutting their possible support for the insurgent capital.48

			When Thiers and his government set up shop in Versailles, the Germans had only recently departed the former capital of the Bourbon monarchs. Versailles in some ways resembled, in the words of conservative republican Jules Simon, a city of “German taverns, [with] the smell of tobacco, beer, and leather.” The orderly Prussians had destroyed nothing, leaving only a few signs in German at the railway station and on the walls of the barracks.49

			Versailles opened its arms to Thiers, the National Assembly, and the wealthy beau monde fleeing an increasingly turbulent Paris. Viscount Camille de Meaux was struck by the contrast between between the somber thoughts of those so preoccupied by the challenges facing France in the wake of humiliating defeat and the fancy folk in Versailles heated up by good meals in the former capital of the Bourbons. Government officials, deputies, diplomats, military officers, journalists, and people seeking posts swarmed through boulevards practically deserted since 1789. The Château de Versailles became sort of a “ministerial beehive” that took over vast rooms of marble and superb salons decorated with renowned paintings and magnificent ceilings.50

			Despite the wealth of most of those arriving in Versailles, whose population jumped from about 40,000 to about 250,000, it became difficult to find suitable lodgings. Newcomers complained of poorly furnished rooms with hard beds, but the restaurants of the capital of the Bourbons welcomed diners with empty stomachs and full wallets. During the first week of the Commune, people trying to leave glutted the railway stations of Paris—it seemed like le grand départ of the summer months in normal times.

			Exiled Parisians found in Versailles “their newspapers, their restaurants, their clubs, their gentlemanly relations, and even their bankers.” Charles Laffitte ran into a friend from Paris’s exclusive Jockey Club now dressed in relative “tatters.” High financiers turned up in the salons of Versailles, including Baron Rothschild. Hector Pessard, editor in chief of Le Soir, described “the artillery of Veuve Clicquot firing popping [champagne] corks against restaurant ceilings.” However, at the beginning he found only “a mob . . . uniquely preoccupied with particular interests.” More troops arrived every day in Versailles, and France’s elite bought them drinks and cigars. On Easter Sunday, the Abbé du ­Marhallac’h, deputy from Morbihan, said Mass before a huge throng on the plateau de Satory, raising the host on an altar complete with military trappings, “a truly grand spectacle . . . under a radiant sky, around a priest who blesses and who prays.”51
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