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  BY THE TIME I reached Paris, the Bastille had disappeared. The map supplied by the tourist agency

  clearly showed a ‘Place de la Bastille’ in the east of the city, but when I emerged from the Métro at the station called ‘Bastille’, there was nothing to see but an

  ugly green column. Not even the vestige of a ruin remained. On the base of the column was a date in dirty gold lettering – ‘JUILLET 1830’ – and an inscription praising

  citizens who had died in the defence of ‘libertés publiques’. The French Revolution, I knew, had taken place in 1789. Evidently, this was some other revolution. But if the King

  and the aristocrats had been guillotined, who had massacred the defenders of liberty in 1830? The monument offered no explanation. Later, an older boy at school told me of yet another revolution,

  which I had missed by only seven years.




  For my birthday, my parents had given me a week’s holiday in Paris. The package included a room in a small hotel near the École Militaire, some clues to monuments and cheap

  restaurants, a voucher for a boat-ride on the Seine, and a coupon to be redeemed at the Galeries Lafayette for a free gift. My suitcase contained what seemed an excessive amount of clothing, some

  emergency provisions, and a second-hand copy of the works of Charles Baudelaire. This was my guide to all the mysteries and indefinable experiences that filled the space between the famous sights.

  I read the ‘Tableaux parisiens’ and the chapter on ‘L’Héroïsme de la vie moderne’: ‘Parisian life is bursting with wonderful, poetic subjects: the

  miraculous envelops us; we breathe it in like the atmosphere, but we do not see it.’ Deciphering Baudelaire in a café near the Tour Saint-Jacques, with the rain blurring the faces on the street, dissolving the Gothic stones into misty air, I was quite certain that I could see it.




  During that week, I made a number of other interesting discoveries. I found the little cottage across the river from the Eiffel Tower where Balzac had hidden from his creditors to write La

  Comédie Humaine. I climbed up towards the white dome of the Sacré-Cœur, and found a provincial village full of cheerful cafés and artists all forging the same

  paintings. I walked through the Louvre for hours, forgetting to eat and remembering almost nothing. I found medieval streets that were paved with sand, and pondered graffiti that seemed to have

  been written by highly educated people with serious political opinions. I walked past limbless beggars in the Métro, and, in quartiers not mentioned in the pocket guide to Paris, I

  saw women of the kind described in ‘Tableaux parisiens’.




  On the first day, after trying to practise the language I had understood to be French, I decided that Paris was best experienced in a state of silent contemplation. It turned out to be possible

  to walk from one side of the city to the other in half a day, and I did this several times, until I began to plan my days by marking numbers on the bus-map. By the end of the week, numbers 27,38

  and 92, and most other routes that ran buses with open rear platforms, were old acquaintances. I left the boat-ride to the last day, and slept through part of it. When I boarded the airport bus at

  Les Invalides with a bulging case of second-hand books, some of which I suspected of being priceless treasures, I had seen so many sights that I felt only slightly guilty about leaving my free gift

  uncollected at the Galeries Lafayette.




  One of the most important discoveries came too late to be of use. On the plane home to Birmingham, an American gentleman struck up what he must have hoped would be a conversation. He asked if I

  had seen something called the Latin Quarter. I told him I had not (though I later found out that I had). ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you’ll have to go back! If you haven’t seen

  the Latin Quarter, you haven’t seen Paris.’




  The following year, I returned with enough money for two weeks, determined to find a job, which I did, after three weeks, and then stayed for six months. Later, I came to know Paris well enough

  to realize that I would never really know it. The sight of a heavy porte  cochère closing on an inner courtyard seemed to be a characteristically

  Parisian sight. I made some Parisian friends, most of whom had not been born in Paris but who were proud to think themselves Parisian. They showed me places I was never able to find again on my

  own, and they shared a certain Parisian art de vivre: sitting in traffic jams as a form of flânerie, parking illegally as a defence of personal liberty, savouring window

  displays as though the streets were a public museum. They taught me the tricky etiquette of pretending to argue with waiters, and the gallantry of staring at beautiful strangers. As a student, I

  read novels and histories, and tried to match the information to the visible facts. I learned to distinguish one revolution from the next. Eventually, I was able to explain the column in the Place

  de la Bastille, and I could even understand some of the political graffiti. But there was always something cumbersome and incongruous about this deliberately acquired knowledge. It was the baggage

  of a historical tourist. I read all seven thousand entries in Jacques Hillairet’s Dictionnaire historique des rues de Paris, and gazed at all the photographs, but in the open air of

  Paris, the most brazenly illuminated monument was still a labyrinth on many levels. Even when my French had improved enough for eavesdropping, the crowds on the boulevards and the faces at windows

  were reminders that a changing metropolis with a population of millions can never be comprehended by a single person.




  THE ADVENTURES that follow were written as a history of Paris recounted by many different voices. The book begins at the dawn of the French Revolution,

  and ends a few months ago. There are also some excursions to the medieval and prehistoric past. It traces the spread of the city from the island in the Seine that was the home of the Parisii tribe

  to the mushrooming suburbs that inspire more fear today than when they were patrolled by highwaymen and wolves.




  The idea was to create a kind of mini-Human Comedy of Paris, in which the history of the city would be illuminated by the real experience of its inhabitants. Each tale is true, and each is

  complete in itself, but there are also correspondences and crossroads, both literal and mysterious, which serve as landmarks in time and space. Certain districts and buildings reappear at different

  stages, seen through different eyes, transformed by events, obsessions, visionaries, architects and the passing of time.




  No completely accurate map of Paris existed until the end of the eighteenth century, and few people wandered far from their own quartier. Even today, the discovery of Paris, or of any

  great city, entails a degree of disorientation and distraction. A pattern of streets, a certain topographical texture, a combination of climate, smell, building-stone and the flurry of humanity

  create a particular sense of reality. Every vision of the city, however private or eccentric, belongs to its history as much as its public ceremonies and monuments.




  A single viewpoint would have turned these representative adventures into a scripted tour. Narrative devices and perspectives were naturally suggested by a place, a historical moment or a

  personality. Each tale was written with a flavour of the time in mind; it demanded its own explanations and imposed its own forms of courtesy to the past. Descriptions of the architectural

  transformations of Paris, the development of its police force and government, its infrastructure and housing, its recreations and revolutions, are there primarily because they serve the purposes of

  the tale. Nothing has been artificially inserted, and no one – except Baron Haussmann, Adolf Hitler and some Presidents of the Republic – discourses on the evolution of the drainage

  system or the transport network.




  A tourist who follows an uncharted course like a train of thought, only later, after retracing the puzzle of streets on a map, recognizes how much knowledge can adhere to the accidental

  experience. I have tried to replicate the convenient, mnemonic effect of a long walk, a bus ride or a personal adventure, to create a series of contexts to which more detailed information can be

  attached. Almost every historian of Paris notes the impossibility of giving a complete account of the city, and I am quite confident of having made this impossibility even more obvious than usual.

  This book is not intended as a substitute for analytical histories of Paris, some excellent examples of which are currently in print. But it is not as remote from traditional history as it might

  first appear. It required as much research as The Discovery of France, which was devoted to the other eighty-five per cent of the population, and the intention was not to treat hard-won

  historical data as an amorphous mass of modelling clay. Above all, it was written for the pleasure of thinking about Paris, and I hope that it will be read for the

  same purpose, which is why an impartial historian should point out that, in the time that it takes to read this book, it would be possible to decipher every gravestone in the Père-Lachaise

  cemetery, sit at every terrasse de café between the Place de l’Étoile and the Place de la Sorbonne, ride a dozen different buses from departure to terminus, or examine

  every book-box from the Quai de la Tournelle to the Quai Malaquais.
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  EVERY WEDNESDAY MORNING, at seven o’clock in summer and eight

  o’clock in winter, the water-coach left the town of Auxerre on its hundred-and-thirty-mile journey to Paris. In winter especially, it was the safest, most comfortable route from Burgundy and

  the south. It took just three days to sail down the Yonne and the Seine to Paris, where it came to rest among the spires and domes in the heart of the old city. A large, flat-bottomed boat painted

  green and divided into compartments with portholes and a spacious room lined with benches, the water-coach held up to four hundred human passengers and as many animals, bound for markets along the

  river or for the dinner tables of cousins in the city. There was a galley serving soups and stews for those who came without enough provisions, and, on either side, two half-turrets known as les

  bouteilles (the latrines), for those who paid ample homage to the vineyards along the banks.




  Wealthy travellers who had lurched along the post-roads for countless leagues found the voyage a delightful adventure, once they had grown accustomed to the company of soldiers, travelling

  sales-men, wandering musicians, monks and peasants, and the army of wet-nurses who left their babies at home and went to sell their breast-milk in the capital. A poet who made the journey a few

  years before this story begins imagined himself ‘aboard one of those vessels laden with creatures of every species destined to populate some recently discovered territory overseas’.

  Passengers who found a quiet vantage point in that Noah’s Ark behind the coiled ropes and the piles of luggage observed the peculiar effect of a landscape that seemed to glide past the

  motionless boat like a painted backdrop. In those long hours of idleness and gentle progress, in the cheerful promiscuity of social ranks, some passengers

  experienced a sudden rejuvenation. Men who were eager for the sights of Paris, and curious to test the reputation of Parisian women for congeniality and charm, often found themselves sentimentally

  attached long before they had glimpsed the towers of Notre-Dame.




  Among the passengers who boarded the service from Auxerre on the morning of 7 November 1787 was a young artillery lieutenant from a regiment recently posted to Valence. He was eighteen years

  old, afraid of nothing except embarrassment; a little too short for his long leather boots, but fierce enough to demand instant reparation from any man who dared to call him Puss in Boots to his

  face. The inspector of his military school at Brienne had described him with something approaching admiration:




  

    

      Upright and thoughtful; conduct most regular; has always distinguished himself in mathematics; possesses a fair knowledge of history and geography; weak in social

      accomplishments; will make an excellent sailor.


    


  




  As an avid reader of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the young man was not insensitive to the charms of a river journey, but he was far too conscious of the honour of his uniform to indulge in the sort

  of dalliance that made the voyage seem all too short to some of his fellow passengers: when he was sent to join his regiment in Valence, he alone in the party of young officers had not taken

  advantage of the night in Lyon to visit a brothel. In any case, though he was impatient to discover Paris, he had more serious matters on his mind.




  He had just returned home for the first time since leaving for school eight years before. His father had died after wasting several years and part of the family’s fortune by suing his own

  relatives. When he saw the house again, he felt no grief at the old man’s passing, but when he found his mother performing domestic chores, humiliation struck him like a slap in the face. The

  family had legitimate and ancient claims to nobility, but the government in France treated them as though they were ignorant peasants. They had been granted a subsidy for planting mulberry trees

  and introducing silk production to their backward region, but now that they had invested their money in the scheme, a nameless servant of the Crown had withdrawn

  the subsidy. Since the older brother was taken up with fruitless legal studies, it was left to him to negotiate with the authorities in Paris.




  It had been a long journey up from the Mediterranean, on roads that were already showing the effects of an early winter. It was only now, as he resigned himself to the leisurely andante of a

  river journey, that he began to think of the city that lay ahead.




  He had seen Paris once before, as a cadet, at the age of fifteen, with three of his classmates and a monk from the school at Brienne. There had been just enough time to buy a novel on the

  quais and to say a prayer at Saint-Germain-des-Prés before they were delivered to the École Royale Militaire, from where, in twelve months, he had seen precisely nothing of the

  city, except the parade ground on the Champ de Mars. But of course, he had heard about Paris and its splendours from his family and his fellow officers. He had read about its monuments and

  treasures in histories and geographical dictionaries. He had studied its defences and resources like a foreign general planning an invasion.




  He remembered his readings and his comrades’ half-true tales as he watched the satellite towns of Vitry and Choisy-le-Roi come into view, and the Bercy plain beginning to widen to the

  north. He stood on the foredeck, looking ahead like the captain of a ship, silent and severe among the pigs and the chickens in baskets, and the children playing at his feet. He felt the boat catch

  the current of the sea-green Marne as it joined the Seine at Alfort and broadened the brown river into a majestic thoroughfare. Here, the first steeples of Paris could be seen in the distance, and

  the deep water had yet to be sullied by the effluent of drains and factories. There were long rafts of floated wood steered by wild-looking men in wolfskin cloaks, and boats bringing passengers and

  paving stones from Fontainebleau. Washerwomen began to appear along the banks. He saw a tree-lined road on which carriages were running, and long wooden sheds where barrels of wine from Burgundy

  and the centre of France were rolled up to the waiting wagons.




  This time, he knew what he was seeing – a city that had grown up like a thousand villages, stifled by privilege and petty competition. There should have

  been a proper port to rival London instead of those rickety landing-stages. The government should build huge granaries and warehouses to feed the people in times of need. A city that barely knew

  how to keep its population alive had no right to compare itself to ancient Rome, still less to be sniffy about provincials.




  Now, low houses ran along both banks. The water-coach entered the channel to the south of the uninhabited Île Louviers that was covered with enormous piles of firewood as though the

  Gaulish forests had only recently been cleared. Behind it stood the tall houses of the Île Saint-Louis, and, behind them, rising out of the river mist and the chimney-smoke like the stern of

  a great ship, the buttressed mass of Notre-Dame.




  The lieutenant disembarked with the other passengers at the Quai de la Tournelle, and pointed out his trunk to a porter from the hotel where he intended to stay. Then, having previously studied

  the map and committed the route to memory, he set off across the Pont au Double and entered the medieval maze of the Île de la Cité. After getting lost in the cul-de-sacs and the

  chapel closes, he found the other bank and threaded his way through the crowded streets to the east of the Louvre. He crossed the Rue Saint-Honoré – the main thoroughfare running east

  to west across the Right Bank – and turned up the Rue du Four-Saint-Honoré, at the point where the heavy stench of the river gave way to the vegetable smells of Les Halles.




  The Rue du Four-Saint-Honoré was a street of furnished hotels, patronized mainly by men who came to do business at the central markets. The lieutenant went to the Hôtel de

  Cherbourg, next door to the Café du Chat-Qui-Pelote. The hotel register (which has long since disappeared) showed that he stayed in room nine on the third floor, and that he signed his name

  in its native, Italianate form rather than in the French form that he later affected.




  When his trunk was delivered, he settled in, and, in that city of six hundred thousand souls, savoured the delight of being alone. In the house where he lodged in Valence, people ambushed him

  when he left his room each morning and when he returned in the evening; they stole his time and scattered his thoughts with polite conversation. Now, he was free to

  think and explore, to compare his own experiences with the books he had read, and to find out for himself whether or not Paris deserved its lofty reputation.




  EVEN WITHOUT the handwritten account that forms the basis of this story – a brief, incomplete description of one night’s adventure –

  it would have been easy to guess the principal object of the lieutenant’s curiosity. In those days, there was only one place that every visitor to Paris wanted to see, and any traveller who

  published an account of his trip and omitted to mention it, or pretended to have shunned it as a place of debauchery, cannot be trusted as a guide to the city. The streets in its vicinity were said

  to be the busiest in Europe. By comparison, the other sights of Paris – the Louvre and the Tuileries, Notre-Dame and the Sainte-Chapelle, the Bastille, the Invalides, the grand squares and

  gardens, the Pont Neuf, and the Gobelins tapestry works – were almost deserted.




  In 1781, the Duc de Chartres, a pleasure-seeking, fashionably liberal cousin of the King who was chronically short of cash, began to turn the grounds of his royal residence into an amazing

  bazaar of economic and erotic activity. Wooden galleries were erected along one of the rows of arcades that formed the stately courtyard. They looked (if such a thing had existed) like a railway

  station implanted in a palace. Shopkeepers, charlatans and entertainers occupied the galleries even before they were finished in 1784, and, almost overnight, the Palais-Royal became an enchanted

  city-within-a-city that never closed its gates. According to Louis-Sébastien Mercier, ‘a prisoner could live there without getting bored and would dream of freedom only after several

  years’. It was known, half-humorously, as ‘the capital of Paris’.




  No one who saw the Palais-Royal in 1787 could doubt the progress of industry and the benefits of modern civilization. There were theatres and puppet shows, and nightly firework displays in the

  gardens. The galleries and arcades housed over two hundred shops. Without having to walk more than a few hundred feet, a man who cared nothing about cost or the honesty of shopkeepers could buy a

  barometer, a collapsible rubber raincoat, a painting on a pane of glass, a copy of the latest banned book, a toy to delight the most despotic child, a box of rouge

  for his mistress and some English flannel for his wife. He could rummage in mountains of ribbon, gauze, pompons and satin flowers. In the slow-moving crowd, he could find himself pressed up against

  a strangely attractive woman, her bare shoulders glaring in the lamplight, and move on, a moment later, his pockets completely empty. If he was sufficiently rich, he could lose his money in a

  gambling house on the first floor, pawn his gold watch and embroidered coat on the second, and console himself with one of the ladies who lived in rented rooms on the third.




  There were restaurants fit for emperors, fruit stalls with exotic fruits from the suburbs of Paris and wine merchants selling rare liqueurs from non-existent colonies. Everything that made a

  person beautiful could be bought at fabulous prices: lotions and ointments that whitened the face, eradicated wrinkles or showed up the blue veins on a breast. A feeble old chevalier could

  leave the Palais-Royal a twinkling Adonis, with lustrous teeth, a glass eye of any colour, a black toupee under his powdered perruque and new calf muscles in his silk stockings. An ill-favoured

  girl in want of a husband could make herself desirable, at least until the wedding night, with false shoulders, hips, cleavage, eyelashes, eyebrows and eyelids.




  There were fancy boutiques in which the clothes of gamblers and libertines were displayed in glass partitions, poorly lit to hide their stains, and sold to clerks and petits

  maîtres. There were public latrines where, for a modest fee, a customer could wipe his bottom on the day’s news. The Palais-Royal catered to every taste, and, it was said, created

  tastes that had never existed before. A guide that was published shortly after the lieutenant’s visit recommended Mme Laperrière, ‘above the baker’s shop’, who

  specialized in old men and whips, Mme Bondy, who supplied the foreign and the very young (recruited from the most reputable convents), and Mile Andre’s fashion store – though ‘one

  should never spend a night there, because Mlle André applies the principle that “at night, all cats are grey” ’.




  Despite his abhorrence of a place where everyone felt free to stare at everyone else, and despite his aversion to crowds, the lieutenant seems to have made some preliminary forays into the

  palace gardens – perhaps in the morning, when ragged women rooted in the shrubberies and drains for dropped coins and trinkets, or at noon, when people set

  their watches by the cannon that was fired by the rays of the sun through a powerful lens. During one of these reconnaissance expeditions, he visited Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s favourite

  coffeehouse, the Café de la Régence on the square in front of the palace, where chess-players sat at marble tables in a gigantic hall of mirrors and chandeliers. In Valence, he

  enjoyed a certain reputation as a chess-player. At the Café de la Régence, he marched his pawns across the board, deployed his knights with an occasional flash of brilliance,

  apparently indifferent to his losses, and always furious to find himself in checkmate.




  The Hôtel de Cherbourg stood just five streets from the Palais-Royal, along the Rue Saint-Honoré. On his way back to the hotel from the Finance Ministry, where he spent hours each

  day in antechambers to learn the outcome of his family’s appeal, he often passed the iron railings that ran along the galleries. Eventually, he began to explore the galleries, always later in

  the day, after dark – to satisfy his curiosity and to fill a gap in his knowledge (though he felt that too much was made of the matter, and that it was commonly approached in a frame of mind

  that made it impossible to profit from the experience). The Palais-Royal was, after all, a place where a man of philosophy and sense could make some valuable observations. As he wrote a year or so

  later in an essay on happiness, entered in a competition that was held by the Académie de Lyon, ‘the eyes of Reason preserve us from the precipices of Passion’. At the

  Palais-Royal, he was able to witness the illusory pleasures of bachelorhood and the deleterious effects of the modern contempt for family life. A man might go to the Palais-Royal to see the savages

  from Guadeloupe, or ‘la Belle Zulima’, who had died two centuries ago but whose exquisite body was perfectly preserved; but he might also see those civilized monsters who had turned the

  natural desire for health, happiness and self-preservation into a brutish quest for animal satisfaction.




  On the night in question, the lieutenant had spent almost two weeks in Paris, far from his family and comrades. He was no further advanced with the subsidy for the mulberry groves, though he had

  acquired some useful ideas on the subject of administrative reform. He felt the need of some distraction. He walked past the Palais-Royal and the

  Bibliothèque du Roi towards the tree-lined boulevards and the theatre where the actors of the Comédie Italienne performed their comic operas. The ‘Italiens’ was popular

  with lovers of light music and humorous innuendo, but also with gentlemen in search of a companion for the night, who appreciated the convenience of finding the ladies already arranged by price,

  from the expensive balcons to the cheap amphithéâtres.




  On the bill that night was a historical operetta called Berthe et Pépin. It was a subject to stir the imagination of an ambitious young officer. By acts of astounding bravery, the

  diminutive Pépin le Bref impressed the soldiers who dubbed him ‘the Short’. Such was his political skill that he had himself crowned King of the Franks by the Pope at

  Saint-Denis. After imprisoning his brother in a monastery, King Pépin subdued the Goths, the Saxons and the Arabs, and marched victoriously across the Alps into Italy. Pépin, rather

  than his son Charlemagne, was the first ruler of a European empire.




  The operetta was based on an amorous interlude in Pepin’s life. Having inadvertently married a tyrannical woman pretending to be Berthe of Laon, Pépin happens upon the real Berthe

  in the forest of Le Mans. ‘Big-Footed Berthe’ (so called because of her club foot) has sworn never to reveal her true identity, except to save her virginity. By threatening her

  maidenhood, Pépin discovers her to be his true queen, and the pair return in triumph to Paris. The main dramatic interest, to an audience chiefly preoccupied with sex, was the pursuit of a

  club-footed maid by a short and lusting king.




  By the end of the performance, the young lieutenant was in a state of agitation that can easily be imagined. The evening was far from over, and all around him people were talking excitedly about

  the night ahead. He had no desire for cheery company, yet the thought of dining alone at the Hôtel de Cherbourg was repellent. He left the theatre and pulled his coat about him as the winter

  wind blew down the boulevard. People and carriages were rushing about as though the day had just begun. Impelled by a sudden resolution, he set off down the Rue de Richelieu towards the galleries

  and arcades where a thousand lamp-lit dramas were acted out every night.




  An hour or so later, he returned to room nine in the Hôtel de Cherbourg. This time, he was not alone. When his visitor had gone, he sat down to record his

  observations in a large notebook. He never completed his account, but he kept the notebook, perhaps because it recorded an event of such importance in his young life.




  Years later, when his life was in danger, he placed the notebook in a cardboard box covered with grey paper, and had it sent to his uncle for safe-keeping. It is fortunate that the manuscript

  has survived. So many people visited the Palais-Royal, yet so few left any honest account of their dealings there, that the value of the manuscript as a historical document far outweighs its

  biographical significance.




  

    

      Thursday, 22 November 1787. Paris, Hôtel de Cherbourg.




      I had left the Italiens and was striding along the avenues of the Palais-Royal. Stirred by the vigorous sentiments that characterize my soul, I was indifferent to the cold. But as my

      imagination cooled, I felt the chill of the season, and took shelter in the galleries.




      I was standing on the threshold of those iron gates when my eyes fell on a person of the female sex. From the time of day, the cut of her clothes and her extreme youth, I deduced without

      hesitation that she was a whore.




      I looked at her, and she stopped, not with that martial air of the others, but with an air that was perfectly in keeping with her physical appearance. I was struck by this concordance of

      manner and demeanour. Her timidity emboldened me, and I spoke to her – I who feel more keenly than any other man the odiousness of her profession and who have always considered myself

      soiled by a single glance from one of those creatures … Yet her pale complexion, her frail physique, and her gentle voice caused me to act without delay. Either, I told myself, this

      person will be of use to me in the observations I wish to make, or else she is simply a dolt.




      ‘You must be very cold’, I said, ‘How can you force yourself to walk these avenues in such weather?’




      ‘Oh, Monsieur, hope is my spur. I must finish my evening’s work.’




      The dispassionate manner in which she uttered these words, and her composure in answering my enquiry, won me over, and I walked at her side.




      ‘You appear to possess a weak constitution’, I observed, ‘I am surprised that you have not tired of this profession.’




      ‘Indeed, Monsieur, one must do something!’




      ‘That may be, but is there no profession better suited to your state of health?’




      ‘No, Monsieur; one must earn a living.’




      I was delighted to see that she was at least answering my questions. None of my earlier attempts had met with such success.




      ‘To brave the cold as you do, you must come from a northern country.’




      ‘I come from Nantes in Brittany.’




      ‘I know the region … You must do me the pleasure, Mademoiselle, of recounting to me the loss of your virginity.’




      ‘An officer took it from me.’




      ‘Does that anger you?’ I asked.




      ‘Oh yes, of that you may be certain.’ (As she spoke these words, her voice had a charm and richness I had not previously detected.) ‘You may be certain of that, Monsieur.

      My sister is now well established, and there is no reason why I should not have been so too.’




      ‘How did you come to Paris?’




      ‘The officer who degraded me, and whom I hate with all my heart, abandoned me. I was forced to flee my mother’s indignation. A second man presented himself. He brought me to

      Paris, where he deserted me. He was succeeded by a third, with whom I have lived these three years. Although he is a Frenchman, his business affairs have called him to London, where he is now

      … Let us go to your lodgings.’




      ‘But what shall we do there?’




      ‘Come, Sir, we shall warm ourselves up and you shall satisfy your pleasure.’




      I was not about to be overcome by scruples. I had provoked her so that she would not run away when I put to her the proposition I was preparing to make, my intention being to feign the

      honourable designs that I wanted to prove to her I did not harbour …


    


  




  At this point, the lieutenant laid down his pen. No doubt the rest of the evening’s adventure scarcely lent itself to the style of prose he had learned in sentimental

  novels. And perhaps, as he wrote and became entangled in his phrases, he realized that he was not the principal actor in his play, and that there was more to that arduous profession than he had

  supposed.




  The observer had been observed and analysed long before he made his first approach. She had seen him walking in the crowd in his blue uniform, self-conscious and

  proud, not quite as elegant as he would have liked, and clearly not from Paris. He wore his virginity like an advertising board. Such a man would appreciate a shy young whore who was dignified in

  her predicament – and prepared to hold a conversation in the cold. He needed a woman skilled in the art of love who would make him feel that he was leading the dance and teaching her the

  steps.




  The lieutenant shifted uncomfortably in his chair. There was indeed much to be learned at the Palais-Royal. He had shown by his actions more than by his words that he could profit from the

  lessons: too much time refining tactics and preparing the ground. He had turned the loss of his virginity into a campaign, when all it took was a few sous and five minutes of his time.




  HE STAYED ON at the Hôtel de Cherbourg for another few weeks. In one sense, it was a wasted journey. He failed to secure a subsidy for the

  mulberry groves, which seemed to him a predictable outcome in a city of shopkeepers and libertines. He wrote a few letters and the first paragraph of a history of Corsica: ‘Though I have

  scarce reached the age [here, there is a gap in the manuscript], I have the enthusiasm that a more mature study of men often eradicates from the heart.’ Doubtless he became better acquainted

  with the sights of Paris, but he left no other record of his observations. If he returned to the Théâtre des Italiens in December, he would have seen The Lover Put to the Test, or

  The Invisible Woman, but not The English Prisoner, which was premiered two days after he boarded the boat for Montereau on Christmas Eve. He may also have returned to the Palais-Royal,

  but the crowds were so dense, and an engaging girl from Brittany was rarely short of customers. It is unlikely that he ever saw his first lover again.




  The woman herself is known to us only from the lieutenant’s account. Even that small amount of detail is unusual. Official statistics show that of twelve thousand seven hundred prostitutes

  in Paris who knew their place of birth, fifty-three came from her part of Brittany, but no names are attached to the figures – other than the usual noms de guerre: Jasmine, Abricote,

  Serpentine, Ingénue, etc. – and there is nothing to corroborate her tale of disgrace and abandonment. Perhaps her companion, if he existed, returned

  from London and rescued her from the Palais-Royal. Or perhaps, like the wife of Balzac’s Colonel Chabert, she was picked up in the galleries ‘like a hackney cab’, and installed in

  an elegant hôtel. Two years after the young lieutenant’s visit, when the Palais-Royal became a centre of revolutionary activity, she might have joined her sisters-in-arms in the

  historic meeting around the fountain, when ‘the demoiselles of the Palais-Royal’ vowed to publish their grievances and to demand fair remuneration for their patriotic labours:




  

    

      The confederates of all parts of France who are joined together in Paris, far from having reason to complain of us, will retain a pleasant memory of the lengths to which we

      went to welcome them.


    


  




  She was better placed than prostitutes in other parts of the city to survive those difficult years. When François-René de Chateaubriand returned from English exile in 1800, after

  passing through a ravaged landscape of silent churches and blackened figures in neglected fields, he was amazed to find the Palais-Royal still ringing with sounds of jollity. A little hunchback was

  standing on a table, playing a fiddle and singing a hymn to General Bonaparte, the young First Consul of the French Republic:




  

    

      

        

          By his virtues and attractions,




          He deserved to be their father!


        


      


    


  




  If she was eighteen when she met Lieutenant Bonaparte, she would then have been nearing the end of her professional life. (Most prostitutes in Paris were aged between eighteen and thirty-two.)

  After the Revolution, life became harder. Whenever General Bonaparte attended the Théâtre Français and parked his carriage near the Palais-Royal, soldiers were sent to

  ‘purge’ the brothels, lest the First Consul be exposed to embarrassing overtures. Later still, when the young lieutenant had conquered half of Europe, married an Austrian princess and

  made his mother the richest widow in France, the whores of the Palais-Royal were fined, imprisoned, medically inspected or sent back in disgrace to their native provinces.




  But even Napoleon Bonaparte had little effect on ‘the capital of Paris’. According to an English traveller, it remained ‘a vortex of dissipation where many a youth is engulfed’. Its fame spread throughout the empire and beyond. In the depths of Russia, Cossacks talked of it as a place of legend, and when

  armies from the east crossed the frontiers of the crumbling empire, officers inspired their troops with tales of the Palais-Royal, insisting that, until he had seen that palace of debauchery and

  tasted its civilized delights, no man could call himself a man, or consider his education complete.




  

     

  




  
THE MAN WHO SAVED PARIS
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  THOUGH THEY took place in a city whose every twisted street and shuttered window had a tale to tell, one might have expected the sequence of

  catastrophic events that began on 17 December 1774 to have left some lasting trace in the history of Paris. For several years, they threatened to overshadow all the wars, revolutions, plagues and

  massacres that ever blackened the thirteen square miles that lie between Montmartre and the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève. Yet almost two hundred years have passed since any historian has even

  mentioned them. Perhaps this will turn out to be the lesson of the tale: so many people chose to live in a city that poets habitually described as Hell because it offered the priceless blessing of

  oblivion. The perpetual turmoil of Paris carried everything away, like the rain that rushed the sweepings of a hundred thousand households into the Seine.




  The first sign of something untoward came on a Saturday afternoon, a week before Christmas Day in 1774. The main customs gate on the southern edge of the city was clogged up with the usual heavy

  traffic. Paris was filling its markets and shops for the holiday ahead, and even that late in the year, travellers had to expect long delays before they could enter the pandemonium and begin the

  final descent towards the smoke-shrouded steeples.




  Customs officers exacted payment on everything that entered the city. Every vehicle, passenger and piece of luggage had to be searched for ‘any article contrary to the King’s

  orders’. Pedlars and milkmaids, foot-weary peasants pulling handcarts stacked with winter vegetables, mud-caked passengers from the north-bound diligence were

  all forced to wait in each other’s company.




  Some of them sat in the garden of a nearby windmill drinking excise-free wine; others stood at the barrier exchanging news and gossip. That afternoon, a group had gathered to watch wine barrels

  being unloaded from a cart. A wheelwright was heating up his forge to repair a broken axle. The carter, who had left Orléans before dawn, had run into a large hole on the last stretch of

  road before Paris. Anywhere else in France, a pot-hole – even one deep enough to drown a horse – would have passed without comment, but this hole had appeared without warning in the

  great road south to Orléans. In the distant days when Paris was a town of huts on an island in the river Sequana, the road had been plied by the high-speed chariots of the Gauls, and it was

  along the same magnificent avenue that the legions of Labienus had launched a devastating attack on the armies of the Parish tribe in 52 BC. Now, in 1774, it was the busiest

  stretch of highway in the kingdom. Sometimes, when the traffic wasn’t held up by livestock, more than ten vehicles passed through the customs gate in an hour.




  It was a fact of tremendous significance to those who witnessed the event that this part of the road was called the Rue d’Enfer. No one knows how the street acquired its sinister name. It

  may originally have been a Gaulish word for ‘fair’, or the verbal remnant of something made of iron – perhaps a gate that had marked the limits of the city. Many people said that

  the street was known as Hell because so much shouting and swearing was heard in the quartier, but, as others pointed out, that would have to have been the name of almost every street in

  Paris. Others still, believing that names were clues to the future as well as to the past, associated it with an ancient prophecy which said that, one day, all the temples, taverns, convents and

  heretical schools of the Latin Quarter would be swallowed up by an infernal abyss. Educated people, however, preferred a more scholarly derivation:




  

    

      Etymologists assert that in the days of the Romans, the Rue Saint-Jacques was the Via Superior, while this street, being the lower of the two, was the

      Via Inferior or Infera. And so it was that, by corruption and contraction, it assumed the name ENFER.1


    


  




  At about three o’clock that afternoon, the crowd at the customs barrier saw a sight that might have settled the matter once and for all: the roofs of the buildings on the Paris side

  changed their angle slightly in relation to the skyline. A second later, there was the sound of a giant heaving a great sigh and stretching his limbs. The cattle that had passed through the gate

  panicked and backed into the barrier. A man was seen running with a hood pulled over his head. Behind him, a cloud was billowing up from the road, and the buildings on the street beyond the Rue

  d’Enfer suddenly came into view. Along the eastern side of the Rue d’Enfer itself, extending towards the centre of Paris for what proved to be one quarter of a mile, a gaping trench had

  opened up and swallowed all the houses.




  Predictably, the chasm was identified as ‘the Mouth of Hell’, and, in view of what had happened, only the most pedantic etymologist could have doubted the true, satanic origin of the

  street’s name.
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  A LITTLE MORE than two years after the incident in the Rue d’Enfer, a luxuriously upholstered sedan chair was bobbing and weaving along the

  Rue de Grenelle through the heart of the Faubourg Saint-Germain. A light rain had fallen in the night and turned the sandy streets to mud. The new Inspector of Quarries was on his way to his first

  appointment. He stared out of the mud-flecked window of the sedan, remembering the days when he had roamed the noble Faubourg on foot. He had studied those grand facades, pausing to sketch a frieze

  or an œil-de-bœuf window, wondering how the architect had managed to fold the stables and the service quarters into a rhomboidal plot and still

  create a courtyard wide enough for any visitor to lose his nerve before he reached the front door. He had made jottings of corbels and porticos, spattered by the water that flowed from the mouths

  of copper dolphins, under the insolent scrutiny of doorkeepers dressed like kings.




  To Charles-Axel Guillaumot, whose views are known to us from his many pamphlets, and whose character is in some respects a key to the following events, Paris had always been a city of closed

  doors. Its coat of arms – a ship and a motto borrowed from the ancient corporation of Seine boatmen: Fluctuat nec mergitur (‘Buffeted but not about to sink’) – might

  as well have been a porte cochère instead of a ship: a solid barrier of oak and iron, with the motto from Dante’s Inferno, ‘All hope abandon, ye who enter

  here!’




  More than once, as a young architect in Rome, he had been dragged in from the street by a nobleman who wanted to expose to an artist’s enlightened gaze the treasures that lay behind his

  crumbling facade. In Paris, a man who begged admittance to a masterpiece of domestic architecture but who lacked the necessary qualifications – a title and a pair of white cuffs – would

  invariably be turned away by a snooty servant with the blessing of his master. Sometimes, he had seen the ridiculous mask of rouge and white lead sneering from an upper window.




  Italy had proved its superiority by opening its artistic competitions to all the nations of Europe, and by awarding him, Charles-Axel Guillaumot, the architectural Prix de Rome when he was only

  twenty years old. Though his parents were French, the accident of his birth in Stockholm, where his father had been a merchant, had disqualified him from every scholarship that was open to

  Frenchmen. He had been forced to fight his way out of obscurity with nothing but genius and determination. His foreign origin had at least preserved him from the preposterous arrogance that enabled

  a Frenchman to believe that a cathedral that had to be propped up like a decaying hovel was the equal of a Greek temple. It was no coincidence that his architectural studies had been best

  appreciated by a man who was forced to live in exile. ‘Your observations are as enjoyable as they are instructive’, Voltaire had told him in a letter.




  

    

      I still take an interest in Paris, as one does in old friends, whom one loves along with all their faults – crooked streets, markets

      in the middle of the road, houses and even fountains without water! It is a consolation to know that the monastic orders have all the space they need. No doubt everything will be put right

      within the next five or six hundred years. In the meantime, I wish you all the success that your great talent deserves.


    


  




  The sedan chair had skirted the slime-green walls of Saint-Sulpice, and was climbing the Rue de Tournon towards the Luxembourg. This was not a part of Paris to which he himself had made a

  noticeable contribution, and he might reasonably have felt a twinge of resentment at the obvious defects of certain monuments. At this late stage in his career, his most profitable work had been

  his wooing of Mlle Le Blanc, whose undisputed charms included the fact that she was the daughter of the city’s chief architect. Even as the son-in-law of M. Le Blanc, Guillaumot had struggled

  to make a name for himself. He had built some châteaux in the provinces, and an abbey on the ruins of a monastery at Vézelay, but in Paris, he was known chiefly as an architect of

  barracks. His talent for shoring up other men’s shoddy work had brought him some lucrative but inglorious commissions.




  He had married Aille Le Blanc sixteen years before. Now, in his late forties, he was a tall, stony-faced man with a head that could easily be pictured as a skull. He wore his wig a long way back

  on his scalp, perhaps in order to expose the full elevation of his brow. The effect was slightly forbidding, but in certain lights there were hints of timidity and gloominess suggestive of profound

  and frequent meditation, and even a certain generosity of spirit that wanted only recognition to flourish. His passions ran too deep to be visible, and he rarely expressed them, except in print. He

  had two daughters, several protégés and powerful connections, and saw no professional need for friends.




  Even on this day of a new beginning, Charles-Axel Guillaumot was more thoughtful than excited. He fully expected his designs to be stunted by small-minded people and miserly budgets.

  ‘Unhappy is the Artist,’ he had written, ‘for even before his idea achieves perfection, it is warped by ignorance and envy.’ He was already planning a  devastating pamphlet, On the Harm that is Done to Architecture by Ill-Informed and Exaggerated Attacks on the Expenditure Occasioned by the Construction of Public Monuments,

  and he was not entirely optimistic about the post that he was about to take up. Ominously, the sedan was lowered to the ground at the end of the Rue de Vaugirard. Something was blocking the road

  ahead. The King had appointed him to the post on 4 April. Thanks to the incredible slowness of the Ministry, it was now the 24th, and he was obviously destined to be late for his first meeting.




  His intention was to inspect the site of the 1774 collapse, and to gauge the solidity of the work carried out by one of the King’s architects, M. Dupont. On the day after ‘the Mouth

  of Hell’ had opened in the Rue d’Enfer, Dupont had had himself lowered into the trench to a depth of eighty-four feet. By the light of a flaming torch, he had seen a gallery extending

  north along the line of the street towards the Seine. It appeared to be an ancient quarry, dug by miners who had known nothing of the art of excavation. At several points, the gallery was

  obstructed by the peculiar formations known as fontis. A fontis is a cavity that develops when the roof of a subterranean gallery caves in. An arched void forms, and, as rocks tumble

  in, the cone of rubble migrates upwards. The rounded top of the rubble pile, known as the cloche, is usually seen only when the sinkhole has broken through, and when whatever structures had

  enjoyed the illusion of solidity abruptly vanish from the face of the earth.




  The walls of rubble had been consolidated by masons dangling on the end of long cables. Only one man had fallen in, but after spending three hours in the darkness, imagining things that could

  not possibly exist, he had been winched to safety and recovered after a few days. The street was reopened to traffic in a surprisingly short time, and Dupont had been congratulated on his swift and

  effective operation. The new Dictionnaire Historique de la Ville de Paris had devoted a special section to him, using terms that some might have found a little extravagant:




  

    

      Men such as the Sieur Denis [they meant Dupont] are a precious boon to Society. He has proved by his example that intrepidity in the preservation of Citizens is not the sole

      prerogative of the military professions, and that other breeds of men are ready to step into the breach to safeguard the lives of their Compatriots.


    


  




  Beyond the end of the Rue de Vaugirard, the square where the Rue de La Harpe came up from the Seine was filled with carriages. The Rue d’Enfer had been closed off by the Highways and

  Buildings Police, and even a sedan would have been unable to get through. Charles-Axel levered himself out of the chair and squeezed through the crowd. At the junction of the Rue Saint-Hiacinte and

  the Rue d’Enfer, he showed the gendarme his copy of the King’s decree. It stated that ‘le Sieur Guillaumot’ was to ‘visit and reconnoitre the quarries dug in the City

  of Paris and adjacent plains so as to determine the encroachments and excavations that might injure the solidity of its foundations’. The agent ascertained that the gentleman possessed the

  proper credentials – he wore an embroidered coat and gave off a pleasant smell of flowers – and ushered him through the barrier.




  Some people had gathered on the eastern side of the street, just before the convent of the Feuillans des Anges Gardiens. A man of Guillaumot’s experience had no need to ask what had

  happened. A faint odour hung in the air, which he recognized immediately. It was as though a cellar door had just been opened for the first time in centuries. The walls along the street appeared to

  be intact, but on the other side of a porte cochère, the slumped elevations of a stable block were an unmistakeable sign. He entered the courtyard and saw a neatly defined sinkhole

  with a diameter of about twenty feet. Placing one foot on the rim, he peered down into the pit. He estimated the distance from street-level to the top of the cloche to be fifteen feet. The

  fontis itself might extend another seventy or eighty feet.




  It was only when he saw the engineers he had arranged to meet at the site of the earlier collapse that he was struck by the significance of the new hole. It had appeared at least half a mile

  closer to the centre of Paris than the subsidence of 1774. This was not the vague and rubbly zone of shacks and windmills by the customs barrier; it was Paris itself, with its monuments and spires.

  From where he stood, he could see the dome of the Val-de-Grâce, the towers of half a dozen churches, and, further down the street, on the line of the old Roman road, the dome of the Sorbonne and the towers of Notre-Dame.




  The possibility that the Rue d’Enfer was sinking was remarkable enough in itself, not to mention the fact that the geological formations beneath the street had waited, so to speak, for the

  very day on which he assumed his duties as Inspector of Quarries. A superstitious man might have imagined that those ministerial delays had been engineered by some unknown power, and that the

  gradual Assuring and collapse of each successive stratum had been timed to produce a catastrophe on Thursday 24 April 1777. But Charles-Axel Guillaumot had lived in Paris long enough to know that

  coincidences were everyday events. The source of his agitation lay within, in the memory of those long years when his genius had been stifled and confined. He stood on the edge of the hole, as

  stones went skittering down into the darkness, and contemplated that gaping wound in the city’s foundations as an explorer might gaze on the shores of a new continent.




  3




  A FEW DAYS into the preliminary exploration of the quarry beneath the Rue d’Enfer, Guillaumot was not surprised to be told by some of the

  miners of a mysterious trail of footprints. In one of the vaulted cavities, the dust of ages had been disturbed as though by the swishing of a long tail. A worker who wore a sachet of crushed

  garlic and camphor around his neck (the miners’ trusted defence against the effects of noxious gas) told M. Guillaumot of a shadowy form he had seen fleeing along the tunnel. It had left

  behind ‘a funny smell’. Other miners subsequently described the figure as ‘green’ and ‘very fast’, from which it was inferred that the creature could see in the

  dark.




  Even the most recent event always seemed to be attached to an ancient legend. Though no subterranean being had been reported before, it was said that anyone who saw L’Homme Vert

  would certainly die or lose a relative within the year. An uncle of one of the miners passed away barely a month after work began, and so the legend was obviously

  true …




  For the first phase of consolidation, he divided his workers into three teams. The ‘Excavation’ team, composed of migrant workers, was to clear the galleries of rubble. Then the

  ‘Masonry’ team would reinforce the roof with pillars, using the stone that had been dug out by the excavators. Inspection pits were sunk at regular intervals from the street, causing

  road closures and general indignation. Finally, the ‘Cartography’ team would create a map of the underground labyrinth on a scale of 1:216 – which meant that the map of abandoned

  quarries would be more detailed than any map that had ever been produced of the streets of Paris.




  The most serious obstacles were the numerous cloches. Removing one of those towering mounds of rubble was a risky operation, and so the masons, following the architectural plans supplied

  by Nature and refined by M. Guillaumot, turned each cloche into a beautiful, swirling cone of stonework that might have been copied from a strange, inverted cathedral. A lesser architect

  would have filled the void with rock and sand; Guillaumot created spacious vaults and porticos. Tunnels that had been clumsily hacked out by ignorant hands were dressed with freestone and dignified

  with coursed limestone walls. On smooth surfaces that would have graced a daylit avenue, salient frames were carved and inscriptions inserted – either painted or engraved – to indicate

  the place in the sequence of consolidations, the architect of the work (‘G’ for Guillaumot), and the date.




  [image: ]




  For the rest of 1777, and throughout the following year, Charles-Axel Guillaumot matched his tunnels to the streets above. He dug twin galleries beneath the house-fronts on either side of the

  street, leaving the consolidation of the buildings to their owners. (This was, in part, because a landlord legally owned all the earth beneath his house: he could, if he so wished, try to dig a

  cellar all the way to hell.) But there was also a certain satisfaction in mirroring the streets and creating a subterranean image of the city. The street names were

  etched on stone plaques; a fleur de lys indicated the proximity of a convent or a church. Only a few outlying quartiers had numbered their houses (for the purposes of billeting), and

  so Guillaumot devised his own numbering system, and applied it so consistently that in that unpopulated world where every wall bore the initial G., a man could find his way more easily than in the

  congested labyrinth above.




  For the first time since his student days in Rome, he found himself in a state of near-contentment. He had feared that the Inspector of Quarries would be little more than a glorified stonemason,

  but as the work progressed, he saw all around him the indestructible evidence of his own genius. Eighty feet below the Latin Quarter, he knew the silent joy of a man who devotes himself, body and

  soul, to a single passion.




  In view of the accusations that were soon brought against him, it is as well to note that he was the unwavering friend of any man, however humble, who shared his passion. Twice a day, the miners

  were allowed to breathe the air and to feel the warmth of the sun. One of the miners, an old soldier, chose to spend his hours of freedom underground, carving a replica of Fort Mahon, which he had

  helped to capture from the British in 1756. One day, he was chiselling away at his model when the roof fell in. Guillaumot ordered a monument to be raised to his memory:




  

    

      Here, after braving the battle’s fury for thirty years, this courageous veteran met his end, and died as he had lived, serving King and Country.


    


  




  A poet was commissioned to write a eulogy to the work of consolidation. Since the work was far from over, it might be said that the Inspector of Quarries was tempting fate. Yet the subject of

  the eulogy was not the architect himself but the redemptive art he practised:




  

    

      

        

          Without that art whose great power bears its weight,




          The vast metropolis and all its palaces of stone




          That make their ancient cradle creak and groan




          Would have vanished into the bowels whence they came.


        


      


    


  




  IT WAS PROBABLY inevitable that ignorance and envy would try to undermine his work. Dupont, whose consolidations had

  proved inadequate, tried to stir up rebellion among the miners by telling them that they were underpaid. In the echoing corridors of the Ministry of Finance, he whispered that M. Guillaumot was

  squandering public money, wasting millions of livres on needless masterpieces when they might have been spent on sanitation, roads and national defence.




  Guillaumot paid less attention to these rumblings than perhaps he should. But they reached his ears at precisely the time when a terrible truth was dawning, compared to which his rival’s

  machinations were nothing but a spider’s web in a bottomless abyss.
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  WHEN THE SEPARATE sections of the underground map were pieced together, Charles-Axel saw the city’s past spread out before him like a gallery

  of historical paintings. The Gauls and the Romans had dug their building stone from open quarries near the Seine. Eventually, they had burrowed into the hills to the north and south, following the

  ancient bed of the river. As the city spread from the island to both banks, the quarries deepened, and Paris began to devour its own foundations – sand for glass and smelting, gypsum for

  plaster, limestone for walls, green clay for bricks and tiles. Giant wheels had once lined the Rue Saint-Jacques: a horse that walked three miles in a circle could winch up a six-ton block of

  limestone. Some of the best building stone, which had gone to make Notre-Dame, the Palais-Royal and the mansions of the Marais, had come from beneath the Rue d’Enfer. The miners had dug away

  as much stone as they dared, leaving just enough to support the roof. Years later, other miners had found the worked-out quarries, and dug down to lower layers. The floor of each quarry then became

  the roof of yet another mine, so that now, instead of finding solid rock beneath the tunnel floor, Guillaumot encountered vast cavities buttressed only by a few teetering piles of stone.




  Far below the surface, he could hear the rumble of carriages above. It was perhaps at such a moment that he comprehended the full horror of the situation: the

  enormous weight of all the streets and houses of the Left Bank was supported by nothing but slender pillars of limestone.




  The irreparable destruction of half of Paris would have been a disaster to rival the Great Lisbon Earthquake. But there was also another, more intimate threat. During his long hours in the

  underworld, his perception of the task had changed. Now, his own architectural wonders underpinned the city. They, too, would be annihilated if those feeble props gave way.




  In the circumstances, he might be forgiven for the manner in which he swept aside the obstacles that were placed in his path by the envious Dupont.




  Having established himself as the man who could save Paris, Guillaumot was able to call on the assistance of policemen and spies. Some of the miners and miners’ widows who had been

  persuaded to petition the King for higher wages were sent to jail. Dupont himself was placed under surveillance. His home was searched, and he was threatened with exile to a remote province. He was

  asked to consider the unpleasantness of being ‘left to rot in a dungeon of the Bastille’. When he felt the ground give way beneath his feet, he signed a document that was, according to

  Guillaumot, ‘written in his own hand, freely, and at his own home’, announcing his immediate retirement, and acknowledging that Charles-Axel Guillaumot was a man of unimpeachable

  honour.




  TROUGHOUT THE NEXT ten years, even in the deepest, most dangerous galleries, the miners sometimes saw the tall figure of M. Guillaumot walking the

  silent streets of his subterranean realm, his face as pale as though it were painted with white lead. No one questioned his decisions, and no one tried to reduce his budgets. Every line that he

  traced on sheets of drawing-paper turned into solid reality. While the King’s rebellious ministers grumbled at the continuing expense of Versailles, Guillaumot was quietly constructing the

  largest architectural ensemble in all of Europe. If those galleries had been placed end to end, they would have reached the edge of the Massif Central, two hundred miles away. More cartographers

  were employed on the map of the underworld than had worked on Cassini’s map of the entire kingdom. When he uncovered a mile-long section of the Roman aqueduct

  that had fed the baths on the Rue de la Harpe, he rebuilt and improved it, connected it to the repaired Médicis aqueduct that led to the Luxembourg and the Palais-Royal, adorned it with

  finely sculpted corbels, and created a dark triumphal avenue for the city’s fresh water.




  Far from the light of day, Guillaumot attained a state of professional fulfilment in which the very notion of happiness had become irrelevant. His comprehension of the city’s past now

  exceeded anything that could be found in books. He amassed a collection of curious stone animals, and some intriguing formations that he took to be petrified fruits. There was no doubt in his mind

  that where he walked there had once been an ocean. One of the miners, a Breton sailor, claimed to have recognized the remnants of a ship in a layer of compacted silt. Perhaps more than two thousand

  years ago, a great flood had brought boulders of porphyry and granite from the south. Men who had lived there long before the Gauls must have seen their settlement destroyed by an unimaginable

  catastrophe.




  He had seen with his own eyes what little remained of the city the Romans had called Lutetia – a shattered aqueduct, some brick walls and conduits, a few coins and broken busts. He knew

  that his own creation would outlive the city. When the centuries had turned the Louvre and the Tuileries to dust, the works of Charles-Axel Guillaumot would be the only evidence that Paris had once

  been great.




  All his subterranean kingdom lacked was a population.




  THEN, ONE DAY, across the river, the inhabitants of the Rue de la Lingerie found their cellars overrun with decomposing corpses. The Cimetière

  des Saints Innocents had been founded in the ninth century, just outside the city. It had remained in use for nine hundred years. As the graveyard filled up, the ground had slowly bulged, and, at

  last, one of the retaining walls had given way.




  Guillaumot at once recommended that all nine centuries’ worth of putrefaction be transported to an ossuary that he proposed to install in the consolidated quarries. The plan was adopted.

  It was decided in addition that all the other corpses that were polluting the city should be moved to the same place.




  Beyond the Enfer customs barrier was a street called La Tombe-Issoire. It owed its dismal name to an ancient funerary slab, which local people identified as the

  tomb of a Saracen giant called Isouard who had threatened Paris in the days of the crusades. It was there, beneath the street, that Guillaumot prepared a three-acre site, with an entrance in the

  Rue d’Enfer. In memory of Rome, he called his ossuary the Catacombs.




  The biggest ever relocation of dead Parisians began in 1786. For more than a year, the inhabitants of several quartiers were kept awake by blazing torches, chanting priests, and carts

  that sometimes dropped portions of human body along the route. It was a fifteen-month-long procession in which the whole history of Paris was represented. There were nuns from convent graveyards

  and lepers from cemeteries that had once lain outside the city walls. The victims of the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre were lumped together with the Catholics who had killed them. Some of

  the oldest bones came from unrecorded burial grounds. They were the remains of men and women who had died before Saint Denis had Christianized the city in the third century. It was said that the

  number of skeletons that made the journey to La Tombe-Issoire was ten times greater than the living population of Paris.




  Guillaumot waited for the dead millions to arrive before completing his masterpiece. At Montrouge, beyond the Place d’Enfer, the skeletons were tipped into a hole. A dangling chain

  scattered the bones as they fell, and prevented them from blocking up the shaft. At the bottom, they were arranged in columns and courses. There were walls of tibias and femurs, decorative friezes

  of skulls, ‘and other ornamental arrangements in keeping with the character of the place’. Such was the architectural splendour of the necropolis that the horror of death was stifled by

  the multitude.




  A FEW YEARS AFTER that great procession of the dead, when the Revolution had turned Paris into a hell on earth, the Catacombs received the anonymous

  bones of aristocrats who had perished in the great upheaval. Guillaumot himself spent that chaotic period in a prison cell, a victim of slander, disgruntled workers and his close association with

  the former regime. But he had the imperishable joy of knowing that his achievements would last forever. He was freed from prison in 1794 and continued as Inspector

  of Quarries and as Director of the Gobelins Tapestry Works until his death in 1807. Half his adult life had been devoted to the salvation of Paris.




  He was buried in the Cimetière Sainte-Catherine, in the east of the city, between the Gobelins and the Rue d’Enfer, but when the remaining cemeteries of Paris were excavated in

  1883, Guillaumot’s gravestone disappeared. His bones were gathered up with all the others, carried to the ossuary he had built, and incorporated into the walls. Somewhere now in that vast

  cathedral of calcium and phosphate, Charles-Axel Guillaumot is still helping to prevent Paris from vanishing into the void.
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  THE MAN WHO SAVED Paris died two hundred years ago. It is almost as long since he was mentioned in any history of Paris. Men who demolished or

  caused the destruction of large parts of the city are commemorated in street names and statues, but there are no memorials to the work of Charles-Axel Guillaumot. A side-street near the Gare de

  Lyon is called the Rue Guillaumot, but it was named after a local landowner, and has no connection with Charles-Axel.




  He might have seen this as ingratitude, or as tacit recognition that the debt could never be repaid. But perhaps it is simply that the City of Paris is reluctant to remind its citizens and

  visitors of what lies beneath their feet.




  The section of the Rue d’Enfer that collapsed in 1777 on Guillaumot’s first day at work was incorporated in 1859 into the new Boulevard Saint-Michel. In 1879, the remainder of the

  street was renamed Rue Denfert-Rochereau, after the colonel who defended Belfort against the Prussians. No doubt the naming committee felt that the railway terminus should bear a less forbidding

  name than ‘Paris-d’Enfer’. Or perhaps the pun, d’Enfer / Denfert, was an attempt to hide the traces of the old Street of Hell without entirely denying the Devil his

  share.




  When the Rue d’Enfer was renamed in 1879, no one had any reason to fear a recurrence of those infernal disasters. The cracks that damaged three houses that

  year, near the site of the 1774 collapse, were blamed on the railway trains that rumbled in and out of the Denfert terminus. Further down the street, towards the centre of Paris, geologists and

  mineralogists had shown their confidence in the work of consolidation by moving the École des Mines to the edge of the Jardin du Luxembourg, opposite the site of the 1777 collapse.




  One day the following April (1879), at six o’clock in the evening, lecturers and students leaving the School were surprised to see the barber who lived across the boulevard sitting in his

  dining room, exposed to the passers-by. He was holding his knife and fork, looking down at his dinner, which was perched on a cloche de fontis that had just completed its long journey up

  from the depths. The house-fronts of numbers 77, 79, and 81 Boulevard Saint-Michel had detached themselves from the rest of the block and disappeared. This time, citizens were more inclined to

  blame the accident on the Highways and Bridges Department than on the Devil.




  Such incidents are now comparatively rare. The public streets, and any building that belongs to the City of Paris, have little to fear from subsidence. Only about ten sinkholes appear each year.

  Most of them are quite small, and few people have died as a result. The larger holes are dealt with according to modern techniques, and the people affected are re-housed at the expense of the city.

  The vast cavity that appeared under the Gare du Nord in 1975 was promptly filled with two thousand five hundred cubic metres of cement. Practically all of Paris, apart from Montmartre and certain

  quartiers to the east of the Place Denfert-Rochereau, is now officially deemed to be safe.
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       ‘You cannot imagine the intrigues that are being woven all around us, and every day I make strange

      discoveries in my own house.’




      Marie-Antoinette,


      letter to Gabrielle de Polignac, Tuesday, 28 July 1789


    


  




  NOT LONG AGO, in the old days, the place had served her well as a pied-à-terre. When she attended the Opera and the performance finished late, it

  had been a blessing to spend the night in Paris and to avoid the long ride home on a dusty road. Now that she had been forced to make it her permanent home, its disadvantages were obvious. Even

  when the tenants had been evicted and their apartments refurbished, it felt cramped and over-complicated. She occupied the ground floor and an entresol on one side of the building; her husband and

  the children were on the floor above. If things had been different, she and some of the ladies might have been pleased to be lodged in the city, but she rarely came home after dark these days, and

  had never much enjoyed the thought of her husband enthroned in his geography room, peering down through his telescope as her carriage entered the courtyard.




  She was used to the inconvenience: all her homes had been building sites. Sometimes, she found herself envying the peasant who could put up his hovel in a day. There were rooms she had planned

  that she would never see, except as watercolour sketches and paste-board models. After the wedding, her first bedroom had been strewn with the confetti of flaking plaster and gold paint. In her

  impatience to be settled she had ordered a plain white ceiling, but His Highness had insisted on a full restoration, with paintings of corpulent nymphs set in

  gilded stucco. As she came to know the ins and outs of family history and finance, this regime of endless renovation had at least allowed her to impose her own taste. Parts of the gardens were

  almost exactly as she had intended. The old labyrinth had been uprooted and replaced with an English grove in which she could almost imagine herself at home. But now, in the new residence, every

  ‘improvement’ was dictated by circumstance.




  Carpenters had installed sliding doors behind the shelves in some of the wardrobes. A section of wood panelling behind a tapestry disguised another secret door that opened onto a small

  staircase. The false floors that had been added for forgotten purposes made it hard to form an impression of the building as a whole. Her home had been turned into a maze. To reach the courtyard,

  she would have to slip out of her apartments at the rear, walk along a corridor past an empty apartment, then descend another staircase. Nothing would ever have been straightforward in such a

  place, and she was not entirely unhappy to be leaving it behind.




  Her apartments looked away from the courtyard, onto the gardens and the river to the left. When the wind blew from that direction and threw rain against the glass, she saw nothing but dim

  avenues of trees marching towards the Place de Louis XV. The gardens had been noisier in the daytime since soldiers, servants and poorly dressed people had been allowed in. At night, they were

  closed to the public and, presumably, empty, but there were sounds to which she had recently become attuned, a vast and blurry soundscape formed by distant walls and embankments that seemed to

  catch the whispers of the city.




  Beyond the railings and the line of trees that were treated as though the terrace were the back-lane in a village, Parisians learned to swim in their river under wooden sheds, and engaged in

  other incomprehensible activities that involved shouting and waving long poles about. On the far bank, there was nothing much to see. She knew from some of her friends and her husband’s

  confessor that the people there enjoyed a finer prospect (her home was part of the vista), though they were disturbed by the wood yards that spoiled the appearance

  of the riverbank. If the piles of wood caught fire, her friends would be forced to flee by the servants’ quarters into the web of streets behind the grand facades of what was now the Quai

  Voltaire. Some of them, she knew, would be forced to flee in any case.




  THOUGH ELABORATE on paper, the plan would apparently be straightforward in the execution. She had organized the journey herself as far as Châlons,

  but her husband had shown a lively interest in the smallest details. After the horrendous exodus from Versailles, when the guardsmen’s heads were wigged and powdered and held aloft on pikes,

  it had been a consoling hobby. He was a man who liked to fiddle with simple but intricate mechanisms. More than once, he had been found kneeling at doors in various parts of the building, trying to

  pick the lock. He was thrilled by the thought of a modern house crammed with curious contraptions. A certain M. Guillaumot, a relative of her friend, M. de Fersen, who was to drive the coach, had

  been commissioned to design an underground fortress for the new home, which, she supposed, would hardly allow for much decorative fancy.




  While she sat in her drawing room discussing the contents of the trunk (the diamonds, a warming pan, a silver basin, etc.), the King was talking to a group of men who were about to set off on a

  great expedition through France, from the Channel coast to the Mediterranean Sea. Their mission was to determine the exact line of the Paris meridian, which ran a few yards from where she sat,

  across the Place du Palais-Royal and the maze of alleyways that huddled between the Tuileries and the Louvre. Mathematical exactitude would force them to pass through wild regions south of the

  Loire that were untouched by civilization, and whose inhabitants had never heard of Paris. But once they had finished, they would be able to create maps of unprecedented accuracy, which, among

  other things, would keep His Highness happily engrossed for weeks on end.




  Their own expedition called for a similar degree of precision, but it would be considerably more dangerous. M. de Fersen had ordered a special long-distance coach that was to wait outside the

  city at the Barrière Saint-Martin. Meanwhile, General de Bouillé was positioning loyal troops at various key points along the route to the eastern 

  frontier. Nothing had been left to chance. The coach contained a well-stocked larder, a cooker, and a false floor that could be turned into a dining table. Apart from this, and its great size, it

  was unremarkable. The King himself had selected the three guards who were to assist in the departure. He had been advised to employ men who were used to finding their way in difficult circumstances

  – a gendarme, a soldier, and a retired postmaster who was said to know ‘every road in the kingdom’ – but His Majesty had wanted to demonstrate the high regard in which he

  held his gardes du corps, and had asked the commanding officer to provide three men, without revealing the nature of their mission.




  To avoid arousing suspicion, they were to leave in four separate groups. The governess would take the dauphin and his sister to the nearby Rue de l’Échelle, where M. de Fersen would

  be waiting outside a busy hotel, disguised as a cab driver. Three-quarters of an hour later, they would be joined by the King’s sister Mme Élisabeth, and, when the ceremony of the

  Coucher du Roi was over and the King had been put to bed, by the King himself, dressed as a valet de chambre. (Every night for the last two weeks, a valet whose height and orb-like

  corporation gave him a remarkable resemblance to the King had left by the main door, and the sentries were used to seeing him pass.) The Queen would leave the palace last of all, with one of the

  trusted bodyguards, M. de Maiden.




  The route from her apartments to the corner of the Rue de l’Échelle was short enough to present no obvious difficulties. The Tuileries Palace formed what would have been the western

  edge of a great rectangle if the Louvre had ever been completed. It was separated from the Place du Carrousel and the warren of medieval slums that occupied most of the rectangle by three walled

  courtyards. The courtyard closest to the river and her apartments, and furthest from the Rue de l’Échelle, was the Cour des Princes. Once beyond the courtyards, one might be said to

  have left the palace. Then there was just the Place du Carrousel, a corner of the King’s stables, and the lozenge-shaped remnant of a square before the Rue de l’Échelle. The

  total distance was less than five hundred yards.




  The courtyards were always busy with lawyers, ambassadors, servants and, recently, rough-looking men whose business was known only to themselves. Cabs and

  carriages waited in line for their passengers to emerge from the palace and the neighbouring hotels. Few people believed the rumours spread by some hysterical journalists that the royal family was

  intending to escape, but M. de La Fayette had doubled the guard just in case, and ordered the palace to be lit as though for a grand occasion. The Queen was to wear a broad-brimmed hat to hide her

  face – a needless precaution, she thought, since some of her own friends had failed to recognize her after her hair had turned white. In the unlikely event that she was stopped by a sentry,

  she was to identify herself as Mme Bonnet, a governess. One day, the people of Paris, who had been led astray by ruffians, would say that their Queen had been well suited to the role.




  AS A FOREIGNER in Paris, like herself, M. de Fersen, a Swedish nobleman, was probably better equipped for the task than a native. A French aristocrat

  would not have been able to sustain a casual conversation, as M. de Fersen did, in cab-drivers’ slang, nor would he have had the wit to provide himself with a cheap snuff-box from which to

  offer his bothersome interlocutor a pinch. Thanks to his skilful impersonation, he was able to stand his ground in front of the lodging inn, until Mme de Tourzel arrived with the King’s

  daughter and the sleeping dauphin dressed as a little girl. Without waiting for the King’s sister, Fersen set off with his precious cargo, drove along the quays, turned right across the Place

  de Louis XV and returned along the Rue Saint-Honoré to rejoin the line of cabs in the Rue de l’Échelle.




  While they waited in fearful silence, a woman circled the cab. The door opened, and Mme Élisabeth clambered in, stepping on the little dauphin, who was hidden under Mme de Tourzel’s

  skirts. She explained in flustered tones that she had passed within a whisker of M. de La Fayette’s coach, which was taking him to attend the Coucher du Roi. Then they settled down to wait

  for Their Majesties to emerge from the palace.
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