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  PREFACE




  I was initially drawn to Josephine through a sense of personal identification. We were both born in the Caribbean, descendants of plantation dynasties; we were both brought to

  the Old World in mid-adolescence and had to find our way in a society brutally different from that we had left behind. It seemed to me that this background and these experiences had a profoundly

  formative impact on Josephine the woman, and that by neglecting them we risk misunderstanding her entirely. The fact that Josephine and Napoleon were both immigrants, for example, explained for me

  the intensity of that bond which so many commentators have described as improbable. So it was the little-explored story of Josephine’s early years that attracted me to her as a subject. But

  the more that I discovered about her, the more I was swept away by her dramatic and tumultuous life.




  As a biographical subject Josephine has benefited from our enduring fascination with her illustrious second husband, Napoleon Bonaparte. There have been nearly sixty biographies written about

  her in the two centuries since her death. (A definitive biography of Josephine is therefore impossible; I offer this only as a general biography with a new accent.) Many of these books, however,

  have been written by Napoleon enthusiasts whose real interest lay in finding a new angle from which to approach Bonaparte. Others have been motivated by the desire to explore the fascinating times

  in which Josephine lived. In many ways, then, Josephine still feels like undiscovered territory. Unusually among her biographers, my interest in Napoleon grew out of my fascination with Josephine

  and not the other way round.




  But the ‘immortal Josephine’ deserves our interest in her own right. Her life, even more than Napoleon’s, gives us a picture of the terrible vicissitudes of her time. She

  managed to be at the forefront against every important backdrop of her era’s turbulent history: from the slave plantations of the West Indies, which bankrolled Europe’s rapid cultural,

  intellectual and economic development, to the decaying of the ancien régime, so ably captured by Choderlos de Laclos in Les Liaisons Dangereuses; to the Revolution itself, from which

  she barely escaped with her life; and then to be rescued from the decadence of post-revolutionary Parisian life by ‘the colossus of the age’, Napoleon Bonaparte. Whether at the

  Tuileries, Fontainebleau or Malmaison, Josephine played a central role in the new imperial court, contributing equally to its aesthetics and atmosphere.




  After five years of what Virginia Woolf described as the ‘donkey work’ of biographical research and writing, Josephine’s allure remains undimmed for me. Rather than being

  simply a foil to her illustrious husband, Josephine has emerged as a uniquely modern woman: a migrant whose charm, adaptability and style enabled her to negotiate her way through dangerous and

  unpredictable times.




  The completion of this book would not have been possible without the support and encouragement of a great number of people. My first debt is to my editor, Georgina Morley,

  whose faith in the book has been unwavering and whose fortifying lunches kept my spirits up when my energy flagged. The enthusiasm of my wonderful agent, David Godwin, kept me buoyant when my nerve

  would otherwise have failed. I would also like to thank my copy editor Talya Baker, whose painstaking efforts have improved the manuscript immeasurably, and everyone at Macmillan who took Josephine

  to their hearts and saw her through with such tender care. Thanks are also due to my fellow Josephine-phile Elaine Hutchison, for the help she gave me with the first chapter, and the Society of

  Authors for their generous support. Also I would like to thank Elizabeth Murray, Elizabeth Cartmale Freedman and Emily Zahn for generously sharing some useful information on Napoleon.




  My research has taken me on some interesting travels. In Martinique, where I began my research, I was met with great kindness. My dear friend Alissandra Cummins, director of the Barbados Museum,

  pointed me in the right directions. Thanks are also due to Lynn-Rose Beuze, Conservateur des Musées Régionaux, who provided contacts and important information; Liliane Chauleau at the

  Archives Départementales for her cooperation and help; Mlle Montjoly at Le Musée de la Pagerie for her material on the La Pagerie plantation; and Simone Rose Rosette and Emile Hayot,

  who provided information and hospitality in equal measure. Above all, I am indebted to Alex Calmont at the Bibliothèque Schoelcher, whose help went way beyond the call of duty. In France I

  am indebted to the staff at the Bibliothèque Thiers and to Bernard Chevallier and all of his team at the Musée de Malmaison, who provided me with unlimited access to the chateau and

  its archives. A great big thank you to Dr Catinat and Jean Abou who helped to augment my research in France with such charm and efficiency.




  My special gratitude goes to my parents, Kenneth and Barbara Stuart, and my siblings, Lynda and Steven, who in their different ways have been essential in making this book possible. Thanks to my

  many friends and advisors, including Matt Seaton and Marybeth Hamilton, whose early comments were very useful; Janice West, Rebecca Arnold and Boyd Tonkin, for their regular contribution of

  relevant texts; Claire Barratt, for her technical expertise; and Philippa Brewster, whose insightful comments and thoughtful editorial suggestions have been invaluable as always. Special thanks to

  Norman Track and my dear friend and fellow Josephine enthusiast, Sandra Gulland, who travelled this ground before me and who has been unfailingly generous with her material and sources. My

  gratitude also to my friend Sigrid Rausing, whose helping hand allowed me to complete this book. Above all my thanks to Tara Kaufmann, whose intelligent criticism, editorial contributions and

  unstinting support have made this the book it is.
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  CHILDHOOD




  Love for an island is the sternest passion: pulsing beyond the blood, through roots and loam, it overflows the boundary of bedrooms, and courses past the fragile walls of homes

  . . .




  

    PHYLLIS ALLFREY


  




  AT THE HEART OF A glittering archipelago that encircles the waist of the Americas lies the birthplace of Empress Josephine. Today the island of

  Martinique is a bustling French département. It is as much a part of France, theoretically, as Loir-et-Cher or the Pas de Calais, except that it is thousands of miles away from the

  mother country, set in the turquoise of the Caribbean Sea. The human mosaic that is its populace tells a complex story of slavery and settlement. The racial melange of its people derives from

  Africans and Amerindians, white planters and indentured Indians who replaced slaves in the cane fields, as well as Chinese and Syrian merchants.




  The island’s geography is as variegated as its people. Shaped like one of the exotic butterflies that so abundantly populate its foliage, Martinique is a voluptuous island, its rolling

  hills interspersed by verdant valleys. Mangoes and pineapples flourish here without any human encouragement. Bananas grow upwards, swollen and yellowing towards the sun, and fat green breadfruits

  cling heavily to the trees. In the north, dense lush forests are decorated with ferns and orchids. This luxuriant herbage is counterpointed in the south by vegetation typical of any dry zone:

  cactus and brush. Indeed, Martinique is like two islands in one. The side bordering the Atlantic is steep and subject to a heavy surf. The other coastline, which is fringed by the Caribbean Sea, is

  as smooth as an azure rug.




  Martinique has a lurid, swashbuckling history. Enticed by tales of an island populated ‘entirely by women’, Christopher Columbus dropped anchor in

  ‘Matinino’ in 1502. By then the island’s original population, an Amerindian tribe called the Arawaks, had been massacred by the more warlike Caribs. The latter coexisted

  relatively peaceably with the first trickle of Europeans. Western arrivistes could be divided roughly into two categories, the desperate and the damned: people fleeing from justice, soldiers fed up

  with fighting, sailors who came and never left. All the newcomers were dismayed to discover that this particular paradise was prodigiously populated with snakes.




  The French officially claimed the island in the 1630s and the colonial race began in earnest. Intoxicated by the promise of the New World and the fabulous wealth to be found there, settlers came

  from far afield: from France mainly, but also from England, Ireland, Spain, Portugal and later Italy. Adventurers with titles of nobility newly bought or forged, and younger sons hoping to earn the

  fortunes they could not inherit, joined the recidivists, vagabonds, beggars and prostitutes that the French authorities sent to the island as engagés to work out their prison terms in

  exchange for their freedom. These new migrants were dreamers and gamblers all, flush with hope, dazzled by the possibility of reinventing their lives.




  But the islands were lawless. Pirates and privateers, with their histories of murder, violence and shipwrecks, dominated both the commercial and military lives of the colonies. Clad in their

  signature garb of leather waistcoat and gold hooped earrings and wielding well-honed machetes, this international cast of reprobates terrorized the daily life of the region and indelibly wrote

  themselves into the Caribbean’s colourful mythology. These were the golden days of piracy, the most unpredictable and dangerous of times. The ‘brotherhood of the coast’ counted

  amongst its members men like the Englishman Bonnet, who claimed that he had taken to the sea to escape a nagging wife, and the French nobleman De Grammont, who killed his sister’s seducer in

  a duel; they fought alongside the likes of Monbars (the ‘Exterminator’), and the ‘Emperor of Buccaneers’, Sir Henry Morgan.




  By the eighteenth century Martinique’s flourishing trades, legal and illegal, had turned it into a thriving colony. The Caribs had been almost totally exterminated. Slavery, introduced

  more than a hundred years earlier, had been stepped up in order to meet the demand for sugar, the ‘white gold’ that had enriched Caribbean islands beyond all expectation.

  Martinique’s geographical position as gateway to both South and North America guaranteed its military importance and gained it the nickname the ‘pearl of the Antilles’. Its two

  largest cities, Saint-Pierre and Fort-Royal, were the most  cosmopolitan in Les Isles du Vent – the Windward Islands – a playground and meeting place for

  traders, travellers and military men alike. It was no wonder that, in a treaty concluded with Britain in 1763, when presented with the choice between holding on to Canada (which Voltaire famously

  dismissed as ‘a few acres of snow’) or to the commercially and strategically important ‘sugar islands’ including Martinique, Santo Domingo and Guadeloupe, the French chose

  the latter.




  Josephine’s family story is intricately woven into the tapestry of Martinique’s history. Pierre Bélain d’Esnambuc, the founder of French power in the Antilles, who had

  taken possession of the island on behalf of Louis XIII in 1635, was one of her ancestors. She was also a descendant of Guillaume d’Orange, a courageous and audacious leader, who was

  responsible for protecting the colonials from Carib aggression in 1640 and who played a crucial role in defending Martinique during the Dutch Navy’s attempt to take the island in 1674. Six

  generations on, a descendant of both these men – Rose-Claire des Vergers de Sannois, daughter of a prosperous plantation dynasty – married Joseph-Gaspard de Tascher de La Pagerie.




  The marriage was not one that her father, Joseph-François des Vergers de Sannois, would have regarded as a social coup. The groom’s father, Gaspard-Joseph, had arrived on the island

  in 1726 with nothing but his certificate of nobility to commend him. His pedigree was impressive enough: his ancestors included a Tascher who had endowed a monastery in 1142 and another who had

  been a crusader in 1190. But Gaspard himself was made of less impressive stuff and he didn’t particularly prosper in Martinique. Despite a promising marriage to a plantation heiress, he had

  not been able to consolidate his position and ended up working as steward on a number of plantations, living off the good will of his powerful connections. His reputation on the island was so poor

  – in spite of his constant boasting about his noble descent – that the father of one of his daughters’ suitors hesitated to agree to marriage because of ‘the loose living of

  her father and the public disorder of his affair’s.’1




  Des Vergers de Sannois père had an equally noble pedigree, the bulk of the family originating in Brest, but his roots on the island were considerably longer than those of the Tascher

  family, as long as the history of settlement itself. He was a true Creole, the name given to those of European descent born in the colonies. (The slaves called them bekés, an Ibo word

  which, derived from the phrase ‘whites found under the leaves’, had derogatory connotations of low or illegitimate birth.) The Sannois family had numerous 

  plantations scattered throughout the region; their holdings on Martinique alone were worth 60,000 livres2, in addition to which they had substantial cash savings. As the putative head of one of the

  oldest and most renowned families on the island, he was a grand blanc, one of the elite caste of plantation dynasties who intermarried and interrelated, dominating island life through their

  virtually unimpeded power. (The petits blancs, many of them the poor white descendants of engagés, worked largely as sailors, petty administrators and tradesmen.)




  Were it not for the dangerously advanced age of Rose-Claire, M. de Sannois would probably never have considered the union. But at twenty-five she was – by the terms of the island nobility

  – virtually unmarriageable. No doubt Rose-Claire, who had never left her small island, was seduced by the young Joseph-Gaspard de Tascher de La Pagerie, with his easy manner and veneer of

  sophistication acquired during his five years at the French court, where he had been a page to dauphiness Marie-Josèphe de Saxe. But her father was not. Still, the young man had a good

  military reputation; he had become the first lieutenant in the coastal artillery on his return to Martinique and had distinguished himself in the military skirmishes of the island. This was small

  consolation for the Sannois family, but against the fear of remaining without an heir her reluctant parents agreed to the marriage.




  The couple’s first child was born in Martinique on 23 June 1763 and five weeks later the robust baby girl was christened at the tiny white church in Trois-Îlets where her parents had

  married two years earlier. The Capuchin friar who conducted the service wrote in his records, ‘Today 27 July 1763, I baptized a little girl aged five weeks, born of the legitimate marriage of

  Messire Joseph-Gaspard de Tascher and Madame Rose-Claire des Vergers de Sannois’. The child was put forward for baptism by her maternal grandfather and her paternal grandmother. Her given

  name was Marie-Josèphe-Rose de Tascher de La Pagerie. After the ceremony, which had been attended by a large gathering of family and friends, Rose – or little Yeyette, as she had been

  dubbed by her mulatto nurse, Marion – was, as tradition demanded, taken on a tour of neighbouring plantations where she was fêted, kissed and complimented, and numerous items were added

  to her layette.




  After the celebrations the little girl returned to the extraordinary place where she had been born. The plantation, or as it is called l’Habitation de la Pagerie, now a museum, is situated

  in the south-west of Martinique in the tiny hamlet of Trois-Îlets, which takes its name from the three miniature islands that adorn its bay. Until it was hit by a

  hurricane, the town’s vista was dominated by the small white church in which little Rose was christened. To the west of Trois-Îlets lies the plantation, nestling on a little plateau in

  the middle of a slim, funnel-shaped gorge. Its setting, wrote one observer, seems a ‘haven of peace’.3




  Known in the area as ‘Little Guinea’, after the African origin of most of its slaves, L’Habitation de La Pagerie was and is a place of exceptional natural beauty. It is not

  difficult to understand the passionate attachment Rose’s family had for it. They felt that they had literally carved their new life out of the wilderness. In order to subdue this land and

  claim it, they had waged an unceasing war against nature. Almost as quickly as her ancestors cut and cleared, burnt and built, the vigorous vegetation of the island went about sabotaging their

  work; splitting walls, dislodging stones and destroying foundations. Every inch of the plantation’s five hundred hectares represented a victory to Rose’s family, a monument to their

  will, a symbol of their tenacious ability to prevail in the most impossible of circumstances.




  The ‘great house’ at La Pagerie was a relatively modest affair. As was the tradition, it was built on slightly raised land so that the planter could keep a continuous eye on his

  investment. It was a simple, one-storey building, white and wooden and airy, covered with tiles and perched on a foundation of large squared stones. Inside the house was equipped with an eclectic

  mixture of traditional French furniture and pieces constructed in the Americas. The rooms were scented by blossoms cultivated on the property: tuberoses, jasmine, immortelles. Around three sides of

  the house ranged a glacis, a type of covered veranda with slatted railings which the young Rose spent much time peering through.




  Immediately surrounding the house was a neat shady garden, dominated by large tamarind, mango and frangipani trees, their flowers and foliage almost obscuring the house. To the extreme right and

  left were the outbuildings, including the kitchen which served the great house. A hedge of hibiscus, roses, immortelles and acacias surrounded the entire domestic compound. It is easy to imagine

  Rose as a little baby being walked by her nurse up and down ‘palm alley’, which extended to the right of the house. This honour guard of gigantic palm trees rose like Roman columns on

  either side of the road, their verdant fronds interlaced to make a giant canopy; it remained one of her favourite places.




  As the months passed, Yeyette’s plump little legs carried her further around her family’s plantation. The true majesty of La Pagerie was not its architecture but

  its land. It was set in a valley dramatic with slopes and gullies and giant ceiba trees, about which Josephine would often reminisce. The voluptuous hills were interspersed with green pastures and

  savannahs and field after field of green sugar cane. Here on rolling grassy land cows and sheep endlessly grazed. The sugar cane rippled continuously in the breeze, creating a song that never

  ceased, and enclosed the factory and the dwelling houses ‘like a sea’. Visible through the gaps in the foliage was the iridescent blue of the Caribbean water.




  The area was originally cultivated by the Caribs, so by the time Rose’s family settled there it was already richly endowed with fruits and vegetables. On the slopes of the hills grew a

  mixture of coffee, cocoa, cotton and cassava, while the abrupt and precipitous mountain sides were covered to the summits with luxuriant hardwood forests. At the edges of the plantation, always

  threatening to encroach, was the dreamscape of the rainforest. Here tangled vines and serpentine lianas concealed ravines and hung their garlands around anarchic vegetation. Sustaining all of this

  was the river La Pagerie, which ran like a vital artery through the body of the property. Sometimes sluggish and noxious, sometimes meandering and sweet tasting, at other times dangerous and swift

  with unpredictable currents, it is really numerous rivers rolled into one; today it is known as ‘the River with Five Names’.




  Viewed from the summit of the hills of Lamentin, L’Habitation de La Pagerie is even more spectacular. The plantation is bordered on three sides by a range of hills that spread out,

  gradually losing their green to the misty blue of the sky. The highest peak, Carbet, is wrapped in a headdress of vapour. On the fourth side the property slopes down to the bay of

  Trois-Îlets. From this vantage point the funnel-shaped valley is reminiscent of some giant natural amphitheatre. Every slope and gully is cloaked in foliage. The air is fresh with salt, sweet

  with the scent of tropical flowers. The sense of peace is absolute. It is no wonder that Rose, buffered between hills and sea, felt so safe here. Her family’s land stretched as far as the eye

  could see; to a young girl it must have seemed like the entire world.




  In the days of Rose’s youth La Pagerie was indeed a world, an enclave complete unto itself. Like most plantations it was a self-sufficient community, as self-contained as any small town,

  sustained largely by what was grown on the property and by the hunting and fishing yielded from its own lands. It had its own carpenters and ironmongers, its own flour mill and sawmill and a tiny

  hospital. While the cane crop provided the backbone of the plantation’s economy, La Pagerie also sold the small amounts of coffee, indigo and cotton cultivated on its

  slopes. It even produced its own honey and polish, much sought after in the district, derived from the large colony of bees that thrived amongst its myriad varieties of vegetation.




  The La Pagerie family ruled like despots, absolute monarchs of all they surveyed, and little Rose was brought up with the privileges of any royal heir. She was surrounded by loving relatives and

  courtiers, including her mother and father, her grandparents de Sannois, her aunt, nicknamed Rosette, and her sisters, Catherine-Désirée, born 11 December 1764, and the youngest girl,

  Marie-Françoise (known as Manette), born in early September 1766. She was watched over by her much loved nurse, Marion, and her young helpers, Geneviève and Mauriciette, who bathed

  and dressed her, pampered and cosseted her. Brought up amidst slaves who were exclusively occupied with fulfilling her every desire, Rose was typical of many Creole children, who were often

  characterized as ‘excessively capricious’.4




  By her own admission it was a ‘spoilt childhood’. From a very early age she was blessed by a sense that she was loved and appreciated and beautiful. Despite this she managed to

  remain a sweet-natured child of enormously appealing appearance. With her large, amber eyes and luminous complexion, little Yeyette was a delicious sight. Her chestnut hair, meticulously curled,

  glistened golden in the island’s bright sunshine. Her skin, burnished by the sun, glowed. The ‘pretty Creole’, as her neighbours called her, had an irresistible charm even in her

  infancy. Everyone adored her, particularly her usually stern grandfather. She was like a kitten; alternating between an appealing timidity and insatiable curiosity, agility and hunger for life.




  The peace of Rose’s life at La Pagerie was rudely shattered on 13 August 1766 when a hurricane hit the island and did not relent for two days. Three-year-old Rose was asleep in her little

  wooden bed during the first indications of the storm: a gentle obscuring of the horizon on the north-west side of the island. Then the night abruptly fell into profound darkness. The tropical sky,

  normally lit by moon and stars, was enveloped by black, bursting clouds and lashed by rain. The smells of sulphur and bitumen, produced by the combination of electricity and moisture, befouled the

  air.




  Rose, bundled in her nurse’s arms, fled the house along with her heavily pregnant mother, her father, her sister Catherine and a handful of domestic slaves, to take refuge on the first

  floor of the purgerie (‘sugar-drying house’). Winds of over one hundred miles per hour swept across the island; the earth trembled and flames spurted from its breast. Rivers

  burst their banks. The sea was no less intimidating: the waves were so high they seemed to merge with the clouds. The moans and cries of the drowning were obliterated by the

  noise of the surf. ‘It was’, said one survivor, ‘a horrendous turmoil; a terrible fury of water, fire and wind. It seemed as if nature itself was coming to an

  end.’5




  Nothing could withstand the hurricane’s rage. The island’s crops of sugar, indigo, bananas and cocoa were entirely lost; trees were ripped out by their roots; men and cattle were

  thrown into the air. A cabin boy was lifted from the deck of a ship and deposited unharmed on dry land. Houses were prised open and roofs lifted off like corks being pulled from bottles. In the

  town of Trinité, near Trois-Îlets, the force of the hurricane, ‘almost as if in defiance of God’, detached a church from its very foundations, lifted its walls and threw

  them back down in pieces. ‘When it was over a woman was found crushed to death, her two children sleeping peacefully in her arms. Another family escaped death by using the door of their home

  as a raft and clung on till they could be rescued.’6 Altogether 440 people died and 580 were injured; countless were made homeless and the economy was devastated. Beholding the

  aftermath, according to one report, many in the population, soaked and shivering, fell to their knees and prayed for the clemency of God.




  When the exhausted and bleary-eyed La Pagerie family emerged they were confronted with a scene of total devastation. The slave quarters, constructed of fragile bamboo, had been entirely swept

  away. The cane crops and much of the rest of the plantation’s vegetation had been levelled. The pastures were strewn with the corpses of cattle, and in the river floated the bodies of those

  slaves who had not managed to find a safe haven during the storm. The earth was strewn with the skeletons of trees, and much of the family’s property: clothing, crockery, bits of furniture.

  Nothing was left of the great wooden house. Only the purgerie, where they had sheltered, and the stout stone-built kitchen remained intact. It was a disaster from which the plantation would

  take decades to recover.




  After the shock had subsided, the work of reconstruction began. The entire island was mobilized to clear debris, replant crops and nurse the injured. At La Pagerie they rebuilt the slave

  quarters, the laundry and the dovecote. The upper floor of the purgerie was converted into a family abode and a veranda was built along the south side. These rather uncomfortable and

  makeshift domestic quarters were intended as a temporary arrangement, but because of financial problems and Rose’s father’s inertia they were to remain the family home for the rest of

  her childhood.




  The economic devastation wrought by the hurricane was only exacerbated by the death of grandfather de Sannois six months later. The family had anticipated a generous legacy,

  but the machinations of a corrupt notary meant they inherited only debts. Rose’s dowry, already depleted, now disappeared completely. Money was to remain a worry throughout her childhood. At

  first Rose was too young to fully appreciate the implications of this. The family’s precarious finances became more of an issue as she grew older and had more contact with the highly

  materialistic and competitive plantation families. But at four years old the lack of certain comforts barely impinged on her daily life. Her experience was of an affectionate, loving environment,

  buffered by the planters’ life of apparent ease; a leisure made possible by slave labour.




  Life slowly returned to normal. The family, which had been famous for its hospitality, resumed entertaining. The loss of the house precluded formal balls and dances, but the large, lavish lunch

  parties – which were traditional on the island to celebrate Easter, Christmas and birthdays and to honour important visitors – were still possible. An army of slaves would labour for

  days, cooking, baking and cleaning, to feed up to three hundred guests. The food was laid out, usually on long trestle picnic tables covered in white linen and decorated with the exotic flowers

  grown on the plantation. Typically the fare was a mixture of French and island specialities: fine French wines were offered as well as ti ponch, the island version of rum punch; roast meats

  and saucissons were served with local delicacies like crab soup, sweet potato and fricassée of turtle; pastries were provided alongside tropical fruits like mangoes and guavas. If the

  weather was particularly hot the company was fanned by slaves with huge fans made from lengths of bamboo and ostrich feathers, or they retired indoors – into rooms that were darkened against

  the heat and light – for the afternoon siesta.




  This style of entertaining, which became known in the islands as ‘creolizing’, was relaxed and leisurely, and guests sometimes lingered for days. But these great social occasions

  were few and far between. On most days no visitors came and Rose and her sisters were expected to make their own amusements. Plantation life tended to be insular and isolated, and La Pagerie was no

  exception. It was difficult to reach, accessible overland on horseback or by carriage only by treacherous and rudimentary roads in an era when most travel was laborious and slow. And so –

  with the exception of an occasional visit from the curate on his donkey – the family and its slaves were left largely to their own devices.




  Were there a painting depicting Josephine’s childhood, its palette would resemble that of Gauguin, who first acquired his taste for bright shades on a visit to

  Martinique in 1887. This was a world of primary colours: the cobalt blue of the sky, the searing gold of the sun and splashes of red provided by sunsets and tropical flowers. Interspersed with

  these dominant pigments was the full range of the spectrum: pinks, purples, oranges, yellows, whites and infinite hues of green; provided by tropical plants like orchids, bougainvillea, scarlet

  flamboyant trees, hibiscus and amaryllis. The plantation was gaudy with colour; the air thick and wet and scented with honeysuckle, jasmine and frangipani.




  In the background, but shaping all their lives, was the agricultural enterprise that was the plantation’s raison d’être. Life at La Pagerie was ruled by the rhythms of sugar

  production. The plantation’s dwellers were woken every morning by the slave master blowing his conch shell to summon the slaves to work. Cane could be planted at any time of year and the

  reaping of one crop was often the signal to plant again. So the slaves worked ceaselessly: digging ditches, planting, harvesting, clearing and then beginning again. (One of the emblematic symbols

  of the Caribbean remains that of women carrying the bundles of cane on their heads to be pressed.) The extraction of the juice was an urgent affair lest the canes begin to rot, so slaves worked up

  to eighteen hours a day, first to transport the canes, then to extract the juice and manufacture the raw sugar. The sugar mill was like a scene from Dante’s inferno. Here near-naked slaves

  laboured in the glow of the flames and the roaring noise and terrible heat of the boiler room to transform the recently pressed juice into a thick, dark syrup. At these times the air of the

  plantation, always slightly sweet because of the growing cane, was heavy with the cloying scent of burnt sugar.




  Rose adored sweet things. She haunted the cane fields in the hope of being given a section of fresh cane, cut and peeled, so that she could chew and suck the sweet juice from the fibrous cane

  husk. Many years later she would grow sugar cane in the greenhouses at Malmaison so that her grandchildren could experience her childhood love. But at La Pagerie the cane juice was just the first

  delight. There was also le sirop, when the recently pressed juice was transformed into a thick dark syrup, then the dark treacly molasses, then the raw crystalline brown sugar, before it was

  refined into the final exportable product. Rose’s sweet tooth left a lifelong legacy: a cavity in her front left incisor which prompted her to develop her distinctive smile, broad and

  beguiling but with her teeth resolutely covered.




  But the process of ‘civilizing sugar’ only intermittently encroached on her daily life, which was centred around her family and a handful of slaves who were

  carers and companions. It was a childhood conducted in the open air, with a freedom of movement encouraged by the loose, cool, cotton clothes that were the fashion for colonial children. Here in

  their own natural theme park the girls discovered trees, flowers and fruits, and watched black finches, blue herons or any of the twenty-five other species of birds that inhabited the plantation.

  They had races and played catch or hide-and-seek. There were hives to scrutinize, lizards to torment, endless places to explore or to retreat to or to fall in love with. The plantation was an

  intensely evocative place and its images sank deeply into the child’s mind, reappearing in the gardens she created many years later in France.




  It was a physically active childhood. Rose went riding on her little Spanish pony or walking in the hills. Long journeys were taken by palanquin, a kind of hammock decorated with fringes and

  bird feathers and carried by slaves. There were excursions to the sea for fishing parties, trips in the small, quick canoes known as pirogues or swimming in the shallow bathing spots in the bay,

  which are now called ‘baignoires de Joséphine’ in her honour. She danced alongside the slaves as they celebrated their days off in marathon dance sessions of release and pleasure

  sometimes lasting from sunset to sunrise. As an adult she would recollect primarily the sensations of her childhood: the intense quality of light, the warmth of sun-baked skin, above all the

  feeling of being light, free, unencumbered. ‘I ran, I jumped, I danced, from morning to night; no one restrained the wild movements of my childhood.’7




  Little Guinea had so many magical places guaranteed to stir a child’s imagination. There were mysterious places, like the curious water tank built out of three tiers of rock one hundred

  years earlier by the Caribs, whose cryptic carvings could be found repeated on stones throughout the island. There were peaceful places, like the river’s shady bathing pools in which

  semi-precious stones could sometimes be found glittering in the river bed. Accompanied by her beloved nurse Marion or her sisters and friends, Rose would bathe here, then sit on cool, mossy stones

  and chat or dream. There were exciting places, hills and ravines and dark places in the tropical forest, which she explored despite the attendant dangers of snakes, tarantulas and scorpions

  underfoot. Here Rose and her sisters would play and prowl and dream and rummage on the borders of their small world.




  The physical texture of her days was very different from that of a child brought up in France. She jumped from scorching paving stones onto damp,  cool grass; savoured the

  bitter taste of the golden-skinned June plums, with their prickly seed inside; breathed the smells of sun-baked stones mingled with those of vanilla and eucalyptus leaves; felt the darting surprise

  of tiny shoals of mercurial fish that flashed silver past her feet as she swam in the clear Caribbean water. At dusk she watched the fiery red-and-yellow sunset, chased fireflies as they floated

  like miniature lamps in the tropical night and fell asleep to the sound of the cicadas and tree frogs whose symphony accompanied the day’s descent into darkness.




  ‘Night’, one traveller said of Martinique, ‘has the luminosity of the supernatural.’8 For a little girl raised on the folk tales of her black nurse, this was

  particularly true. The night was a procession of phantoms: the breeze shook the trees like castanets, the cane rustled, the fruit bats whistled in the dark. Vegetation that seemed innocuous in the

  sun became frightening and grotesque under the moon’s diaphanous rays. The tree that in the daylight was simply a tree became a being, one of those zombies the islanders called

  tim-tims, or the ghostly moun-mos. These eerie sensations were only heightened by the noises from the slave village. As the family sat sedately indoors, playing cards, singing or

  talking, the slaves’ fires were all that was visible to the main house. But the sound of their singing and the murmurs of their story telling wafted through the clear evening air. Night was

  the slaves’ time, their only real period of leisure, so all their living was done then. It was then that the masters felt least secure about their investment. It was the time of revolts and

  mysterious disappearances which heightened the strained atmosphere and made the night even more disturbing and curiously exciting for an imaginative little girl like Rose.




  So much of who she was – and would become – was forged here, in the exotic sensory splendour of her birthplace. It was a world that had to be apprehended through the body, not

  through the intellect. It helped to account for her mainly sensual intelligence and her highly evolved aesthetic judgement. Her style was reminiscent of that of the mulatto women who brought her

  up: opulent and highly seductive, just as it was their contagious Creole accents that inflected her beautiful voice with its appealing island lilt. Even her carriage, for which she would become so

  renowned in France, was like one of the ‘Caribbean Venuses’ of the islands, who walked, remarked one observer, as if they were ‘floating across sand’, slowly and

  languorously, their heads held perfectly upright.




  In later life Rose tended to depict life in Martinique as a pre-Lapsarian paradise. But there was already a serpent in this garden of Eden: slavery. Many biographers have

  been disposed to give her family the benefit of the doubt in relation to their treatment of slaves, describing them as ‘benevolent protectors’. But there is no evidence to suggest that

  La Pagerie was any better or worse than other plantations or that the family had pioneered a utopian scheme to eliminate exploitation from plantation life. Had they done so, this would have been so

  unusual that it would certainly have been recorded in the accounts of the period. Brutality was an intrinsic part of plantation life and no child, however privileged or protected, could escape its

  ugliness or its savagery.




  La Pagerie was a place of disturbing contrasts. The family compound, with its pretty gardens and shady trees, overlooked thirty-eight squalid little huts that constituted the slave quarters.

  Here in dark, airless hovels with the beaten earth for a floor and beds of straw or animal hide, 150 men, women and children slept and ate, lived and died. Here was also home to many of the young

  slaves who were Yeyette’s childhood playmates: Maximin, Ti-Medas, infirm since birth, and one-legged Bocoyo. But at the end of the day the La Pagerie sisters returned to their enchanted life

  in a world of meticulously maintained grace and beauty, and their companions returned to that other, dark, world of deprivation and suffering.




  The sight of slave gangs working in the cane fields, half naked under the searing sun – backs bent under the lash, sweat pouring from their bodies – which so disturbed and awed new

  visitors to colonial territories, was a part of everyday life for Rose. As they advanced side by side through the sugar cane, working with a collective rhythm, they seemed, to one observer,

  ‘as formidable as a phalanx of infantry’.9 But the crop was harvested at the cost of beatings and brutal suppression. The slaves’ cries and groans punctuated the air.

  They worked from sunrise till sunset, six days a week, all year round. On their day of rest they were expected to work on their own plot of land. Overcome by overwork, disease and a lack of food,

  death seemed a blessed release. ‘The whip’, wrote the fervent abolitionist Victor Schoelcher, is the ‘soul of the colonies’. It is ‘the clock of the plantation: it

  announces the moment of waking up and of going to bed; it marked the hour of work; it also marked the hour of rest . . . the day of his death is the only one in which the negro is allowed to forget

  the wake-up call of the whip’.10




  In the early, most brutal, days of slavery, the average life expectancy of a slave in many colonies was a dismal twenty-five years. The Code Noir, instituted by Louis XIV and enacted in

  1685, was designed to lay out the structure of colonial society. It purported to ensure human and civilized  social structures; in fact, it encoded brutality. Beatings,

  brandings and being burnt alive were accepted punishments for a sliding scale of offences. There were few, if any, legal or social constraints on the more bizarre cruelties that have been recorded

  and which nearly always went unpunished. Slaves were covered in honey and staked out on anthills to be stung to death; other planters preferred inserting gunpowder into offenders’ orifices

  and then igniting it. One visitor to the island was horrified to discover that just prior to dinner his charming hostess had had her cook thrown alive into the oven and watched impassively as he

  screamed and burned to death. His crime? An infraction regarding washing the dishes.11




  Slavery did not exist just on the master’s lands; it lived in his house and pervaded the intimate relationships of his household. About one quarter of the slaves at Little Guinea worked as

  domestics: valets, laundresses, nurses, cooks, cleaners. They were inevitably entangled in the family’s daily life. The atmosphere of the plantation house was not unlike that of a royal

  court, with the plantation owners in lieu of a royal family. They saw it not only as their right but also as their duty to meddle in their charges’ lives: dispensing advice and punishment,

  even interfering with their sex lives, since any child begat at Little Guinea was their property. Slaves, in order to obviate the powerlessness of their situation, acted like courtiers: collecting

  information, lobbying for position and status. Everybody scrutinized everyone else. There were endless bickering, gossiping and rumours. Intrigue was rife. Underlying this was a continuous

  undercurrent of fear and suspicion. Slaves knew that their very lives were dependent on the whims of their owners. The owners wondered whether every acquiescent, smiling face might provide the

  Judas kiss; whether the nurse who cared for their children, or even their own illegitimate offspring, might become the purveyor of ground glass or the wielder of a knife in the dark. (In 1806

  Rose’s mother did prosecute one of her servants for an alleged attempt to poison her.)12




  Sex made the already intense atmosphere of plantation life even more heated. It was widely accepted, and expected, that male plantation owners would take liberties with their slaves. As a

  result, women like Rose’s mother were often expected to live with their fathers’ and husbands’ concubines as well as their illicit offspring. It was no wonder that Creole women

  had a reputation for vindictiveness in relation to their female slaves, for these women, their most constant companions, were also their rivals.




  The slave system, which encompassed sexual and reproductive compulsion, created a hidden history in every plantation family. The La Pagerie  family was no exception. A

  question mark hung over the racial origins of Rose’s grandmother Mme de Sannois, née Catherine Brown. On an island where individual pedigrees were minutely scrutinized to avoid the

  ‘horror’ of miscegenation, her antecedents remain shrouded in mystery. More concrete were the queries about the paternity of many of the mulatto women who worked in the house, like

  Rose’s nurse, Marion. Was she fathered by Blanque, the overseer? grandfather de Sannois? Joseph? Or some other white man from some other plantation? There was little doubt about the paternal

  identity of the pretty mulatto slave Euphémie, who eventually accompanied Rose to Paris: it was widely accepted that she was the illegitimate daughter of Joseph de La Pagerie. But in the

  morally askew world of the colonies, family could also be property; Rose’s half-sister was also her slave. Even within the home, slavery distorted human relationships and warped affectional

  ties.




  What did a sensitive little girl like Rose make of this profoundly ambivalent place with its juxtaposition of beauty and savagery? She once declared, ‘I was always careful to cover with a

  favourable veil those faults [in the slaves] which did not affect me personally.’13 Her own compassion towards the plantation’s slaves was never in doubt, and they

  reciprocated with a fierce loyalty that would be useful when she returned to the island years later. But the cruelty of her world was inescapable. Rose learned early to compartmentalize her

  feelings, exercising great kindness while closing her eyes to wider cruelties – a skill that would serve her greatly in later life.




  Rose was born in a complicated place during a tumultuous time. As one of the most strategically placed and valuable sugar islands in the region, Martinique was a favourite

  pawn, continually being passed backwards and forwards between Britain and France in the endless wars for economic and tactical supremacy in the Caribbean. According to family lore, Rose was still

  in her mother’s womb when Mme de La Pagerie, accompanied by two slaves, climbed the hills of the plantation to watch the terrible battle raging in Fort-Royal’s harbour in which her

  husband was fighting. For three nights the guns roared and blazed in what would prove to be a watershed victory for the French troops and the islanders caught up in the fallout of the Seven Years

  War. Three months before Rose’s birth, Martinique was returned to France after almost a decade of occupation. Rose thus avoided being born a British subject by as slim a margin as Napoleon

  – born on the island of Corsica which had recently been recaptured by the French – would avoid being born Italian.




  Peace arrived in the form of the 1763 Treaty of Paris, but it came at enormous cost. During the years of blockade and enemy occupation the island’s planters had

  accrued huge debts and their plantation incomes had fallen to less than one-third of operating costs. Those estates which had not been razed by fire had been so seriously neglected that many of the

  buildings were in total disrepair, while their fields and pastures had all but reverted to wilderness. At Trois-Îlets, the situation was compounded by a malaria epidemic as well as outbreaks

  of dysentery and yellow fever that ravaged both the black and the white populations.




  A series of natural disasters exacerbated the terrible economic effects of the initial blockade. Martinique seemed to be conspiring against its own recovery. A few months after Rose’s

  birth, the island was infested with ants unwittingly imported with a cargo of slaves from Africa. In neighbouring Barbados these had already caused such extensive damage that plans had been drawn

  up to evacuate the island. In Martinique the ants consumed almost all the vegetation, even the pastures on which the animals grazed. The trees were so thickly smothered that birds did not dare

  alight on their branches. Even the island’s fearsome serpents were defenceless against the marauders, which ate them alive in their relentless march across the island. Travelling in great

  armies, the ants managed to cross streams by forging bridges from the innumerable dead bodies of those which had gone before. Despite the best efforts of the islanders, who organized hunting

  parties to burn the ants in their millions, for a time they seemed unstoppable. Such was the threat to householders that little Yeyette was constantly guarded by slaves, who were stationed at the

  foot of her cot as she slept.




  Just two years later the great hurricane of 1766 further devastated the island. Even worse, Mt Pelée, the island’s volcano, was in murderous mood throughout Rose’s childhood.

  With terrifying regularity it smoked and spewed ash, tossed blazing scoriae and dribbled lava, keeping the populace on tenterhooks, never letting them forget its deadly threat. The earth tremors,

  endemic to the island, seemed to grow even more frequent. When it finally did erupt, in 1902, Mt Pelée completely destroyed the town of Saint-Pierre, killing its entire population of twenty

  thousand people in ten minutes and covering the island in ash. The only survivors were a tailor returning to the town on his donkey and a drunkard who was protected from death by the underground

  jail cell in which he had been incarcerated. He was later employed by P. T. Barnum as a wondrous curiosity displaying his magnificent lava burns, the only living testament to Mt

  Pelée’s awesome destructive power.




  




  Martinique housed another volcano – the institution of slavery itself. It rumbled and festered beneath the society’s surface, putting pressure on its fault lines, constantly

  threatening to erupt and destroy everything in its path. The difficulty of a small minority ruling over a population ten times its size caused ceaseless concern. The systematic brutality of the

  slave system, designed to keep slaves obedient and fearful, could not assuage all the colonialists’ fears. They worried about uprisings and the possibility of being poisoned in their own

  homes; they feared that the marrons, runaway slaves who had fled to the hills, would raid their plantations and murder them in their beds. Perhaps their guilt, however well suppressed or

  unacknowledged, added another noxious ingredient to the pressure cooker that was slave life. Certainly the intense paranoia and hatred was contagious. Governor Fenlon wrote in 1764, ‘I

  arrived in Martinique with all the prejudices of Europe against the harshness with which the Negroes are treated’, but after a short stay he declared that ‘the safety of the whites

  requires that the Negroes be treated like animals’.14




  The anxieties of planters in islands like Martinique were heightened by the burgeoning abolitionist movement, which they feared might boost slaves’ hopes and incite them to rebellion. In

  the second half of the eighteenth century the critics of slavery were becoming more vocal. In England the movement gained ground massively after 1765. In France it had been boosted by philosophers

  and writers like Montesquieu and Rousseau, whose book Le Contrat Social condemned slavery and whose ideas fuelled an enthusiasm for the exotic and associated images of the ‘good

  savage’. The romance of this ideal was given a further fillip by Aphra Behn’s novel Oroonoko, about a noble African prince sold into slavery. Originally published in 1699, the

  novel was hugely popular throughout the eighteenth century. The great Diderot – the driving force behind the ten volumes of L’Encyclopédie, which appeared from 1765 to

  1772 and featured discussion of the main ideas and philosophical debates of the day, with contributions from all the important French writers of the time – also attacked slavery, as did the

  chevalier de Jaucourt, whose book on slavery and the treatment of blacks was fervently condemnatory.




  The abolitionist debate that ensued in France was fuelled by the publication of the abbé Raynal’s Histoire philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des

  Européens dans les deux Indes, published in 1770. He joined with other voices like Condorcet and the English economist Adam Smith, who under the pseudonym Joachim Schwarz published

  Réflexions sur l’esclavage des Nègres, which criticized the viability of the slave system and put forward  a plan to end slavery within seventy

  years. This debate would eventually lead to the emergence of the Society of Friends of Negroes, founded in February 1788 by Brissot and Mirabeau and modelled on the English organization founded by

  Granville Sharp and Clarkson. It attracted high-profile members like Lafayette, Clermont-Tonnerre, le duc de La Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, Trudaine and Lameth, who committed themselves (despite the

  enormous difficulties) to immediate abolition of slavery and an end to the slave trade.




  In the turbulent years leading up to the French Revolution the anti-slavery issue was discussed with increasing passion. In many ways the slave societies of the Caribbean were ‘but a

  garish exaggeration, a crazy caricature, of the ancien régime in France’.15 In Martinique, as well as in mainland France, a tiny privileged minority viciously exploited the

  majority, preserving through patronage the best positions for themselves. They considered themselves vastly superior to both the labouring class and the vigorous, emerging mercantile middle class.

  In both societies, the most cosseted and spoilt members, overburdened with leisure and money, indulged in a degree of decadence and heedless cruelty that shocked the world. The colonists in

  Martinique and the aristocrats in France were Nero fiddling while Rome burned, ignoring the cauldron of unrest that boiled beneath them. It was no wonder that, comparing the two societies, the

  revolutionary Mirabeau accused them both of sleeping on the edge of Vesuvius.




  The peculiarities of colonial life created a complex and volatile society. The colonists felt profoundly misunderstood by outsiders, whom they believed did not appreciate the uniquely dangerous

  circumstances in which they lived. The result was a sort of siege mentality and a feverishly independent spirit. Armed with their formidable economic power, they battled constantly with the

  metropolis for the right to run their own affairs. ‘God’, they crowed, was ‘too high, and France too far’ to control their behaviour. The island developed a network of

  arcane and abstruse social rules, most of which were underpinned by paranoia about race. Freed men of colour were not allowed to wear certain clothes, jewellery or haircuts, so that they would not

  be confused with whites; certain names belonged exclusively to white families, in order to avoid the terrible slander of being taken for a ‘coloured’.




  This intensity of repressed feeling, combined with an excess of leisure, created a decadent society. Drinking and prostitution were endemic, as was the widespread and overt sexual exploitation

  of female slaves that so scandalized visitors to the island. Gambling had also reached epidemic levels: stories  reverberated around the island about daughters sold into

  marriage or entire plantations changing hands after one night at the tables. The inhabitants bet on everything: cards, dice, cockfights, even battles between snake and mongoose which took place in

  secret venues. Duelling had reached such a pitch that the casualty rate on this tiny island with a Creole population of less than ten thousand sometimes rivalled that of Paris. In the period

  1779–80 there were seventeen deaths in as many months as a result of duels.




  This unique society shaped the temperament of the Creole community. They were seen as coarse, clannish, impatient and – according to one observer writing in the year of Rose’s birth

  – ‘violently attached to their pleasures’. Their leisured, affluent lifestyle fuelled a tendency towards ostentation and supported their tradition of lavish hospitality. The

  benevolence of the climate, the beauty of the island and the relaxed pace of life encouraged the ‘liveliness of their imaginations’ as well as their intense physicality; in particular

  ‘the pronounced elegance’ of the women. But the ‘same conditions that endowed them with these advantages impeded their progress.’ Indulged from their infancy, growing up

  with a battery of slaves to perform the simplest task, Creoles were ‘indolent’ and had ‘little ambition’. In later years, Rose would exploit these ideas about Creoles to her

  own advantage, taking refuge in her supposed ‘native indolence’ to avoid doing things she did not want to do. But there was truth in these stereotypes too. Rose was in many ways an

  exemplary Creole, ‘vivacious, pleasure-loving, sensual and wilful’,16 and it is almost impossible to imagine her emerging from any other society.




  Rose’s mother was also a typical Creole: fiercely protective of her family and passionately attached to her island. Her relationship with the island was a kind of love affair. Martinique

  was in her blood. Her forefathers had struggled to conquer and keep it. This battle with the land, the dynamic of defeat and victory, of submission and subjugation, made their relationship with the

  island a kind of romance. The island’s beauty and its profound sensuality also played a part: Mme de La Pagerie’s response to it was visceral. Its physicality makes visitors gasp and

  the hairs rise on the back of the neck. Its dangers and uncertainties only added to the piquancy of the affair. Hers was a fleshy, irrational kind of love; an amour fou. Nothing, she

  believed, compared with the beauty of her island. To her, the threat of separation from this place seemed like a kind of death. She would never leave.




  By contrast, Rose’s father longed to escape. Much to his wife’s annoyance, he was forever comparing the parochial social life of Martinique with the glamour and sophistication of the

  French court. Unlike his wife, whose roots on the island were over a century long, he was the first generation of his family to be born on the island – hardly a Creole

  at all. For him the island’s charm had begun to pall. The wonderful scenery that had once exhilarated him had become familiar and even monotonous: a little greener in the wet season, a little

  browner in the dry. He found the climate inhospitable. The humidity and heat exacerbated his recurring bouts of malaria and rheumatism.




  The work was dull too. While Joseph was not averse to striding around La Pagerie in his white frock coat with its shiny buttons, nankeen jodhpurs and gold-topped cane, the planter’s

  uniform, he found that running a plantation did not suit his nature. The challenge and excitement of founding the plantation was over; what was left was merely maintenance, the meticulous and

  tedious work of overseeing the overseer, looking over the shoulder of the bookkeeper, double-checking finances and contracts.




  But most unbearable of all was the solitude. An intensely sociable man, Joseph had enjoyed the conviviality of the court and the camaraderie of his army days. But La Pagerie was socially

  isolated because of its geographical position and the limitations of the era’s transport – there were only his wife and daughters, and one or two white employees who didn’t live

  on the premises, to provide an appropriate audience. The ‘loneliness of plantation life’ was a recognized syndrome throughout the sugar islands, as a letter written by one depressed

  planter to his brother in France demonstrates: ‘nowhere does time pass more slowly or with so much suffering’.17 Joseph was not alone in preferring the incessant bustle of

  Fort-Royal, with its harbour full of ships and its streets full of merchandise. There he gambled and drank, dreaming of resurrecting his buried dreams in France, dividing his time between his black

  mistress and his tumbler of rum.18




  Whether Joseph married Rose-Claire for love or to bolster his precarious finances and social position is unclear, but the marriage was in trouble virtually from the start. There was already

  something a little defiant and defensive in the tone of a letter Rose-Claire wrote to a relative on the occasion of Rose’s birth: ‘Contrary to our hopes, it has pleased God to give us a

  daughter . . . my own joy has been no less great. Why should we not take a more favourable view of our own sex? I know some who combine so many good qualities that it would seem impossible to find

  them all in any other person.’




  A couple of years later, while pregnant with their final daughter, her expression of her fears was all too explicit: ‘I hope with all my heart that this will be the little nephew that you

  desire; perhaps that will give his father a little more love for me.’19 In the years that followed, Joseph disappeared with increasing frequency. Although he

  was at La Pagerie during the hurricane and for the birth of their third child, he spent more and more time at the family’s other plantation, Paix-Bouche in St Lucia, or in the capital. She

  wrote bitterly, not long after, ‘He spends his time in his charming Fort-Royal. He finds more pleasure there than he does with me and my children.’20




  In Joseph’s defence his brother wrote, ‘He means well . . . he loves his family, above all his children, but he must be pushed.’21 But Joseph could not come to terms

  with plantation life. His sporadic and inept management only exacerbated the devastation wrought by war and natural disasters on the financial well-being of the plantation. Under his guiding hand

  La Pagerie diminished to almost half the size it had been during its heyday, when it boasted 322 slaves and produced up to 700 kilograms of sugar each year. His wife was left to pick up the pieces.

  For a woman who was described as ‘extraordinary for her industriousness and the firmness of her character’,22the situation must have been extremely frustrating. She was

  hampered by his erratic involvement, alternately laissez-faire and hysterically overactive. It would not be until after his death, many years later, that she would be free to put the estate back

  onto a profitable footing.




  The profits were always there to be had; La Pagerie’s sugar played its own part in the burgeoning transatlantic trade that was enriching the developing imperial powers. The ships that

  carried La Pagerie’s harvest had previously stopped in Africa, where they bought newly captured slaves in exchange for tobacco, gold coins, handkerchiefs and coral necklaces. Transported in

  such horrific conditions that up to one-third of the slaves habitually died in transit, the living cargo was sent on to French ports like Nantes, La Rochelle, Saint-Malo and Bordeaux, where the

  ships took on essential supplies destined for the Caribbean. Here they finally unloaded their abused charges, who were sold, branded and broken; then they returned to Europe laden with tropical

  produce including the ‘white gold’ that enriched all who touched it, except of course the slaves who sacrificed their lives for it.




  It would have been impossible for Rose to remain unaware of her parents’ marital problems. As the estrangement between the couple grew, her father’s absences became longer. When he

  was at home he was a loving, if occasionally irascible parent – depending on the state of his health and how much he had had to drink. But it was Rose-Claire who was the dominant parent, a

  constant reliable influence that the girls could count on. We know a fair amount about Rose’s relationship with her parents from the letters that she exchanged with them

  throughout their lifetimes. With both, the correspondence is loving and warm; though her letters to her mother possess a tinge of awe that she clearly doesn’t feel for her father.




  Rose, the eldest, was close to both her parents; she must have grown adept at negotiating the tension between them, sympathizing with both parties without jeopardizing the love of either. It was

  a skill that would prove useful later on. Throughout Rose’s life she was a consummate ‘pleaser’, capable of navigating turbulent times and political factions without offending

  either side, sustaining people’s affection in the most difficult of circumstances. There would be another legacy from her parents, an important but paradoxical one: she inherited both her

  mother’s passionate attachment to the island, and her father’s equally intense desire to escape it.




  France was dangled before her throughout her childhood. Nurtured on tales of her father’s five glamorous years at court – the King on his golden throne decorated with its

  fleurs-de-lis, the hunt with the royal family, the multi-coloured spectacle of the fireworks on the birth of the dauphin – Rose also had more concrete enticements. Just before her third

  birthday her father’s sister Marie-Euphémie-Désirée de Tascher, known to her family as Edmée, wrote offering to educate Rose in France. The family was delighted; a

  French education was what every Creole family dreamed of for its children. Her mother replied, ‘She shows great promise and I hope that in two years’ time you will help her to take

  advantage of it.’23 In the years that followed, the plan to send Rose to France was scuttled temporarily by the financial problems caused by the hurricane and by the death of

  grandfather de Sannois. But the family was still expectant, as a letter from grandmother de Sannois, written in the year approaching Rose’s fifth birthday, indicated: ‘I am truly not in

  a position to send her – But I do not despair of being able to accomplish what you wish.’24




  Although Rose loved life on the plantation, the picture that her father painted of France was so glorious that Martinique must have seemed dull in comparison to the imagined life over the seas.

  But her father had now taken over the finances of the plantation and he was not of a decisive disposition. His wife, nonetheless, remained hopeful. But over the next few years no amount of familial

  pressure seemed capable of rousing him from his inertia. A cousin wrote to Edmée in 1775, ‘I think he will not decide at the moment on making the voyage to France. His reason is that

  it requires a great deal of money and this is what he lacks: he has this in common with many other good folk. I have told him that if he is not sending her, then I have three 

  girls who are ready to make the journey.’25 And so Rose grew up with the promise of France always before her but somehow tantalizingly just out of reach.




  At seven Rose was struck down with smallpox. For several days the family feared for her life. But the little girl rallied and mercifully was left unmarked by this often disfiguring disease.

  After a lengthy convalescence, the question of her education came to the fore again. Her mother was worried. ‘Beautiful and good child,’ she declared, ‘your character and your

  heart are excellent but your head . . . oh! your head!’26 Had she been brought up in France, her mother felt, she would have learned by example and overcome the Creole

  ‘repugnance for learning’, but as it was, Rose was uninterested in academic matters. Something had to be done.




  At ten, in 1773, Rose was sent away to school. After an arduous journey by carriage and canoe ferry, accompanied by her nurse, she arrived in her father’s playground, Fort-Royal. Founded

  in 1638, the town – later renamed Fort de France – had grown up on a swamp beside the sea. Today crabs still crawl out of its gutters. In the decades before Rose’s birth it

  emerged as the island’s capital rather than the larger, more densely populated town of Saint-Pierre. Its position meant that the stagnant water occasionally caused terrible smells, and

  outbreaks of fever were a constant problem. There was a canal, which people traversed by gondola or small boat. Amidst its dwellings, great and small, were shops, brothels and the careenage. It had

  its ‘quartier misérable’ where the very poor lived, and a small colony of lepers. Later there would be town police to stop fighting in the bars and prevent horses

  galloping in the streets. In time, a market was established to rival that of Saint-Pierre, where women in their bambouche headdresses sold imported monkeys and parrots, as well as coconuts,

  bananas and mangos, iguanas and fish.




  Rose’s new school, Maison de la Providence, was right in the heart of this steamy, bustling town. It was housed in an imposing white building, flanked by two villas, and surrounded by a

  courtyard, outbuildings and meticulously landscaped gardens. Founded in the year of Rose’s birth by the formidable Father Charles François, prefect of the Capuchin order in the

  Antilles, the school also provided a home for a select number of indigent women. Its raison d’être, according to its founder, was to counter the ‘indolence’ and

  ‘depravity’ inspired by too much proximity to black people, and to prepare ‘young girls from good families’ for their future destinies as ‘wives, mothers and

  mistresses of plantations’. ‘In our school we want to imprint our students with that sense of modesty, grace, softness, discretion and love  of work and of God,

  those qualities’, wrote the Father, ‘that are the best ornament of their sex and the guardian of all the virtues’. As a result the curriculum of Les filles de la Providence

  was dominated by religious studies.




  Rose dressed in red-and-blue striped cotton uniforms like all the other girls. They awoke at five and began their day with two hours of prayers and meditation. Any academic pretensions that

  Father François had started out with had been relaxed in the years since the school had opened, and its goals had become altogether more worldly and practical. Classes started promptly at

  seven and were supervised by the formidable Mother Superior and her team of teachers largely imported from France. There were lessons in penmanship, basic arithmetic, geography, drawing and

  embroidery. Rose’s parents paid extra for dancing lessons from Francis, maître de ballet et premier danseur of the theatre Saint-Pierre, and for painting lessons from a local

  artist.




  But it was not all hard work. Rose and her special friend Yves enjoyed three breaks a day and two days off per week (Wednesday and Saturday afternoons), so there was lots of time for shared

  confidences and crushes, and the endless gossip about other beké families and trivia about fashionable French life that had such cachet at any colonial girls’ boarding school.

  The girls were also allowed one day trip into town each month and Rose spent most of this time with old Mme de La Pagerie, her grandmother, or with her father’s commander at the port. It was

  less an education than a finishing school, more concerned with narrowing the mind than broadening it, and it produced young girls who returned home, grumbled one observer, with ‘frivolous

  tastes and heads stuffed with romantic nonsense’.27




  So it was that Rose returned home at the age of fourteen, dreaming of France and hoping that, despite her lack of dowry, her parents would be able to arrange a marriage. While she waited, she

  attempted to settle back into her old life. But it was difficult; she had grown used to the conviviality of school. One of the few distractions from the monotony of plantation life was the

  occasional ball, held on neighbouring plantations or at Government House in Fort-Royal. These were a slightly old-fashioned pastiche of what happened in France. Accompanied by a slave orchestra,

  the visitors milled around in the night air until it was cool enough to go inside. Torches lit the lawn, while the house slaves stood in attendance watching their long shadows across the

  illuminated grounds. Sometimes there would be fireworks or a performance by a travelling theatre group, who were always much in demand on the island. Handkerchiefs fluttered around the perspiring

  dancers and the scent of the tropical flowers that decorated the rooms perfumed the air.




  Despite its airs and graces, Martinique was still a rather rough-and-ready society. It had not been that long since the settlers were struggling against the land and the

  Caribs in their own version of the Wild West. It was a commercial society, not a cultured one, and conversations centred around shipping problems, crop rotation and the buying and selling of

  slaves. In contrast to Paris – where, Rose had heard, women held a uniquely influential role in the exquisitely refined world of aristocratic society – Martinique was a male-dominated

  laager, breeding a coarse social life which repelled all but its aficionados. One visitor, referring to the crudity of its manners and the paucity of conversation, concluded, ‘It is a sad

  society, that of the Creoles’.28




  Nor could anyone living in Martinique fail to notice the ambivalence with which the metropole regarded its colonies. They had all seen the derisory caricatures of red-faced, rum-swollen planters

  abusing their slaves. The families who occupied this separate world were never allowed to forget that they were mere colonists, who should not dare to claim true kinship with the mother country.

  For Rose, Martinique was always a place she was going to leave, while France was a place of alchemy. She believed in it the way a seminary novice believes in the sacraments. She dreamt of flight,

  of a life transformed into one of luxury and glamour.




  To complicate life further, fighting had returned to the region. In 1777 the War of American Independence was under way and Martinique, the principal through-port for commerce between France and

  the revolting colonies, was inevitably drawn into the conflict. Martinique’s governor, General de Bouillé, was in an invidious position. The island was not officially at war but its

  feelings about the historic enemy, England, were unequivocal. Despite a warning from the English governor of Barbados that Martinique should not under any circumstances harbour ‘the rebels,

  pirates or others’ who engaged themselves in the conflict, corsairs were already using the island as an illegal hideout in between their maritime forays against the British troops. (The

  governor revealed his own allegiances by approving the building of a pirate vessel called Le Serpent à Sonnettes in Fort-Royal’s harbour.) The treaty signed between France and

  the United States, ‘of commerce, friendship and alliance’, only heightened the tension in the region. As a result, Britain took the island of St Lucia in December 1778. France

  garrisoned over 2,000 troops on Martinique and it became the Caribbean centre of French operations and assistance to the Americas.




  It was around this time that le comte Montgaillard, serving in Martinique, met the girl who would eventually become Empress Josephine. ‘She was’, he remarked,

  ‘suffused with grace, more seductive than beautiful, but already remarkable for the litheness and the elegance for her size; dancing like a fairy, amorous as a dove and possessing a

  thoughtlessness, a coquettishness, which we no longer see, but which astonishingly has remained unchanged in the colonies, a certain capriciousness and extravagance, even though the family in real

  life lives in mediocrity.’29




  Even in her youth, this portrait implies, Rose possessed the charms that would captivate the colossus of her age. Whether Montgaillard’s acuity was the result of exposure to the potent

  Josephine myth which evolved in later years, we will never know, but what is indisputable is that even the faults indicated by the comte appealed to Napoleon. He would meet Rose at a point in her

  life when time had tempered her thoughtlessness. As to her coquetry and capriciousness, he adored the former and indulged the latter.




  With such nascent allure, it is no wonder that legend has fabricated for Rose any number of adolescent romances. Only one seems likely to be true: a brief idyll with a young man of Scottish

  Jacobite descent, known only as William K. Separated after a few months by disapproving parents, the star-crossed lovers were not to see each other again until her deathbed, when she was too ill to

  recognize him. Less likely are the reminiscences of men like General Tercier who, alluding to a supposed love affair with the teenage Rose, wrote tantalizingly in his memoirs, ‘She was young

  then; so was I . . .’30His insinuation was only one among scores of tales perpetuated by men hoping to enhance their own amorous reputations by association with one of the most

  desirable female figures of their age.




  One day, probably in 1777, Rose and two friends decided to go and see the local sorceress. Euphémie David was in many ways typical of the obeah women or sorceresses who

  were influential across the island. They might be dismissed by outsiders as charlatans but on a plantation it was impossible to entirely disbelieve in their powers. Their medicines often worked

  where European medicine failed, and their spells and potions were sought after by Europeans and Africans alike.




  David lived alone in the hills near Little Guinea, in a tumbledown shack whose path was bordered by huge lilies, amaryllis gigantea, a flower that Josephine loved. Inside her hut was the

  normal paraphernalia of her profession: herbs drying, containers with unidentifiable objects, and various crude receptacles. The girls entered the hut with trepidation. After they had slipped her a

  few coins, the old mulatto questioned each in turn and then  took the first one’s hand. Her fate was not to be ‘in the theatre of the world’, she pronounced.

  She would marry a planter and lead a happy and prosperous life in the colonies. The second girl, a distant cousin of Rose’s called Aimée Dubucq de Rivery, had an altogether more

  sensational reading. She was told that she would be kidnapped by pirates and sold into a seraglio in ‘a grand palace’ across the seas. After many privations she would bear a son who

  would ascend to a throne. But, David concluded, ‘at the very hour when you know your happiness is won, that happiness will fade like a dream, and a lingering illness will carry you to the

  tomb.’




  The final reading was hardly less exciting. The old woman told Rose that her palm revealed two marriages. The first would be to a young blond man connected to her family. He would take her to

  Europe, but the marriage would not be happy. After many tribulations, David continued, she would remarry, and this second marriage would be to a ‘dark man of little fortune’. But he

  would become celebrated, ‘covering the world with glory’ and making her ‘greater than a queen’. ‘But’, she concluded, despite all this, ‘you will die

  unhappy’, and ‘regret frequently the easy, pleasant life of Martinique’.31




  The fantastic quality of this story and the unreliability of its source has led many to dismiss it as a fable. But Rose would refer to the prophecy in newspaper interviews32 long

  before she could have anticipated becoming empress, as would others of her acquaintance. If it or something like it did occur, this perhaps accounts for Josephine’s sense of destiny, since no

  Creole girl, brought up in the superstitious and magical world of the Caribbean, could ever discount such a prophecy. As to her friends: the first did indeed spend her life as chatelaine of a

  plantation and her cousin Aimée’s life was to become as contentious and extraordinary a legend as Josephine’s own.




  A visitor to Martinique once wrote about young Creole girls: ‘She is a bird in a cage who vaguely aspires to liberty but without suspecting the perils of that liberty

  once it happens.’33 He could not have described Josephine’s fate better had he known her.




  The primary architect of Rose’s marriage was her aunt Edmée. Her motives were not entirely altruistic. For over two decades she had been romantically involved with François

  de Beauharnais, governor of Martinique and the other islands of the French Caribbean. When they met, Beauharnais was in his forties, married and no innocent in the ways of love or indeed of the

  world – he had conferred upon himself the title of marquis ten years before the King saw fit to make it official. Edmée was nineteen years old, tall and blonde.

  She was also intelligent, ambitious and as determined as her brother Joseph was feckless and dreamy. She knew that neither her father nor her brother could be relied upon to protect her interests

  and that her fate was in her own hands.




  Initially Edmée contrived to make as favourable an impression on his wife as she did on the marquis, and she was soon invited to take up the role of the marquise’s companion,

  sharing the official residence at Government House. The development of the relationship between Edmée and the marquis did not seem to disturb this amicable arrangement in any way. The only

  troublesome aspect was Edmée’s single status, and so the marquise set about searching for a husband for Edmée, one who would be happy to attach himself to their curious

  ménage à trois.




  The most likely candidate emerged in the handsome form of Alexis Renaudin, a King’s Musketeer who had recently arrived on the island. Ignorant of Edmée’s situation, Renaudin

  was eager to marry her. However his father, a hugely successful planter at Lamentin, was troubled by the rumours about Edmée and the marquis and by the public reproaches made against her for

  ‘having frequently abused her influence with M. and Mme de Beauharnais to obtain favours from them which excited the liveliest complaints’.34 The Renaudin family had secrets

  of its own, however. Alexis had just recently been released from the fortress prison of Saumur, accused by his father of trying to poison him. This combination of obstacles – adultery,

  troubled family relations and community opinion – did not bode well for the union, and no sooner were Alexis and Edmée married than they began to drift apart.




  Meanwhile, Beauharnais’s career was in crisis. In 1758 the British fleet attacked Guadeloupe, the neighbouring island that also fell under the marquis’s jurisdiction. The lieutenant

  in command on the island sent desperate pleas for help, but none was forthcoming. Governor de Beauharnais had a clear duty to respond, and the ships available to do so, but there was a more

  pressing matter for him to attend to: the wedding of his mistress to Alexis Renaudin. It was only after the celebrations were over, some three months later, that he finally sailed to the island. It

  was too late. After the death of many of its defenders, Guadeloupe had finally capitulated just one day before Beauharnais arrived. The governor did not hesitate: he instantly turned tail and

  returned to Martinique, abandoning Guadeloupe to its fate.




  The scandal soon broke. An anonymous pamphlet, Lettres sur la prise de la Martinique par les Anglais, accused the governor of sacrificing Guadeloupe to his amorous

  arrangements. Beauharnais furiously denied the allegations, compounding his deplorable behaviour by sending reports to Paris that blamed the brave lieutenant and officers of Guadeloupe for the

  island’s downfall. Gradually the full story emerged and the marquis was recalled to France in disgrace.




  He managed to linger on in Martinique for months, in order to be near his beloved Edmée. Alexis soon discovered what the whole of Martinique already knew; violence flared and separation

  swiftly followed. He sailed for France to sue for a legal separation. Edmée initially went home to her parents, but soon followed her husband, accompanied by two slaves, Charlotte and

  Arthemise, in order to secure a financial settlement. Hot on both their heels came her lover and his wife, the ever-patient marquise. In their precipitous haste to follow Edmée, they left

  their youngest son, Alexandre, in the care of Edmée’s mother.




  In France, the muddled Beauharnais ménage slowly settled into a permanent arrangement. Little Alexandre finally returned home in 1765 at the age of five. The marquis, with the help of

  influential friends at court and in the Admiralty, managed to clinch both a promotion to commodore and a hefty pension of 10,000 livres for his years as governor, a fortune when the average tax

  bill was 1,300 livres per capita in this period of high taxation. Mme de Beauharnais conveniently retired to her family’s country property, leaving the door open for Edmée, who had

  temporarily taken up lodgings at one of the numerous convents in the capital devoted to sheltering ladies having marital difficulties. That this solution was perfectly amicable to both women is

  supported by the warm correspondence they shared until Mme de Beauharnais’s death in 1767. Since Edmée’s estranged husband lived for another three and a half decades and divorce

  didn’t really exist in France, marriage was impossible. So the lovers simply moved in with each other. The ensuing scandal focused not on their adultery – Parisian society was used to

  that – but on their audacity in sharing a home.




  The situation remained static for almost two decades. But then Edmée realized it was time to look to the future. In 1777 she was thirty-eight and her lover was an infirm sixty-two.

  Without the protection of marriage, which – in light of Renaudin’s robust health – seemed a very long way off, Edmée knew that the marquis’ death would leave her in

  penury. However, she had raised her seventeen-year-old stepson Alexandre from childhood; and he ‘loved her like a mother’.35 Why not arrange to keep him and his

  inheritance close, within her own family? She decided to arrange his marriage to her niece and god-daughter, Rose, who had finally reached marriageable age.




  Edmée’s letters to her brother’s family took on a new urgency. One of her nieces, she wrote, should be sent over as soon as possible to marry Alexandre, whom she described

  glowingly as having ‘an agreeable face, a charming figure, wit, genius, knowledge; and, what is beyond price, all the qualities of soul and heart are united in him: he is loved by all round

  him.’ Rose’s parents were less impressed with the thought of ‘his charming figure’ than with the prospect of his substantial private income. What was more mysterious was why

  Alexandre should want one of the La Pagerie daughters. That they were Creole was no obstacle; indeed it was a positive boon. Many mainland aristocratic families had been fortified by the huge

  dowries that Creole brides usually brought with them. But Rose had no dowry. In reality both sides had their reasons: Alexandre was too young to come into a large inheritance from his

  mother’s side of the family unless he married.




  But there was one terrible hitch, revealed in a letter from the marquis to Joseph de La Pagerie. ‘I should have much desired that your eldest daughter were some years younger: she would

  certainly have been preferred, since I have been given an equally favourable account of her. But I must confess that my son, who is only seventeen and a half, thinks that a young woman of fifteen

  is too close in age to him. This is one of those occasions when wise parents are forced to bow to circumstances.’36 After all her dreams, Rose was being passed over. Instead, the

  marquis requested her sister Catherine who, unbeknownst to those in France, had recently died of yellow fever. So Joseph wrote to say that he would bring his youngest daughter, eleven-year-old

  Manette, to France as soon as the weather was mild enough to travel.




  Rose, normally so easy-going, railed and begged, quarrelled and cried. She clung to her dream with a previously unsuspected tenacity, shocking her father into making new representations on her

  behalf. ‘The oldest girl, who has often asked me to take her to France, will I fear be somewhat affected by the preference which I appear to give to her younger sister’, he wrote.

  ‘She has a very fine skin, beautiful eyes, beautiful arms, and a surprising gift for music. She longs to see Paris and has a very sweet disposition. If it were left to me I would bring the

  two daughters instead of one, but how can one part a mother from both her remaining daughters when death has just deprived her of a third?’37




  But it was not left to him. Timid Manette contracted a fever, which her mother felt was prompted by the threat of separation from her family. Joseph was left with only one

  possibility, the daughter that Alexandre had specifically not wanted: Rose, the eldest. As providence would have it, the situation on the other side of the Atlantic was getting more desperate. The

  marquis’s health was deteriorating and he feared that Alexandre’s guardians might talk the boy out of the marriage. Her aunt wrote, ‘We leave you to be guided by Providence which

  knows better than we do what is good for us . . . but we must have one of your children. Come with one of your daughters or with both of them, but hurry.’38 The letter was followed

  swiftly by one from the marquis enclosing an authorization for the marriage banns to be published in Martinique. Alexandre’s name had been filled in but the space for the name of the bride

  had been left blank. It seemed that Rose was destined for France, after all.




  Fearful that Alexandre might be swayed by machinations within the Beauharnais family Edmée urged immediate departure. But Joseph’s indifferent health and customary

  indecisiveness led to a long delay. True to form, he did not seem able to collect himself sufficiently to make the necessary arrangements; six months after he had received authorization to publish

  the wedding banns they had still not been called. It was not until 11 April 1779 that the priest of Notre-Dame de la Martinique finally announced the banns of marriage between

  Alexandre-François, chevalier de Beauharnais, and Marie-Josèphe-Rose de Tascher de La Pagerie.




  Joseph’s difficulties in making and executing plans were exacerbated by external obstacles to a speedy departure. Martinique had been drawn into the fallout from the American struggle for

  independence. As France’s base in the region, Martinique had played a surreptitious role from the beginning of the conflict, but it was now official: Britain and France were at war. St Lucia,

  where Joseph had spent so much of his time ostensibly overseeing one of the family’s plantations, was under British occupation and Martinique was under siege. The war was not the only threat

  to the journey. The Atlantic crossing was always perilous and the hurricane season was swiftly approaching. People often disappeared at sea.




  Rose did not leave for France until September 1779. The small party – Rose, Joseph, her aunt Rosette, and her maid and half-sister Euphémie – sailed in the naval store-ship

  Île de France as part of a convoy of ships escorted by the frigate Pomone. What must she have thought, as she stood on the deck of the ship, with its delicate shrouds and

  fluttering ensigns, amidst the movement and bustle of departure – this child-woman who had packed her dolls  along with her meagre trousseau? What excitement and fear

  she must have felt as she watched her beloved island recede slowly from view. She was leaving behind a beloved homeland, and a family grieving the death of one daughter, the illness of a second and

  the departure of a third to set out for an unknown future in a strange, new land. A girl with a less intense sense of her destiny might well have been daunted.




  It would prove to be a hazardous, miserable, three-month voyage, prolonged by terrible storms and constantly threatened by enemy attack. But at its start the journey was beautiful. The ship

  sailed over banks of white sand, cutting through the Caribbean waters with their floating vegetation, rare fish and transparent molluscs, reflecting such a diversity of colours in the incandescent

  light of midday that it must have seemed as if the ship was cutting through a sea of jasper. Rose must have watched the waves and marvelled at the sea’s coral depths, her cheeks burning, her

  hair tousled by the wind, her mind overwhelmed. What did she feel as she watched the last of the Caribbean’s prodigious sunsets building in the sky or enjoyed the last of the superb nights

  that the region offered, floating on a sea aglow with phosphorescence, while the mountains of Martinique, her island, could still be discerned, faintly outlined by the light of the moon?




  







  Two




  ARRIVAL




  She is not pretty, she wears no rouge.




  

    SAINTE-BEUVE


  




  ROSE MUST HAVE ARRIVED IN the Old World filled with passionate yearnings she could not fully articulate, even to herself. She was fifteen years old,

  moving to a country she had never seen to marry a man she did not know. But her fear would have been tempered by anticipation. France was the country of her father’s reminiscences, the place

  of his golden hours. Perhaps it would provide glamour and romance for her, too; maybe it would become the source of her own glittering memories.




  But whatever buoyancy had attended her departure had long since been wrung out of her by the rigours of a horrendous voyage. The Atlantic crossing was traditionally long and arduous, but hers on

  the Île de France was made worse and more protracted by terrible weather conditions. The ship was buffeted by roiling seas and seemingly endless storms that threatened the craft so

  severely that much of the travellers’ baggage was irreparably damaged by water. On at least ten separate occasions they genuinely despaired for their lives. The terror of their three months

  at sea was intensified by the constant threat of the British fleet, with whom France was once again at war. They also feared sharing the same fate as Rose’s cousin Aimée, who had been

  captured by pirates just the year before.




  By the time the ship docked in the great port of Brest on 12 October, the party was exhausted and bedraggled. This travel fatigue must have made Rose’s first vision of France even more

  disorientating and overwhelming. Instead of the technicolor hues of the Caribbean, she was confronted with the pallid skies of a French autumn. Instead of the warmth of the sun on her  skin, there was a damp chill. And all those white faces! Rose would never have seen so many Europeans in one place in her entire life. Brest itself was an intimidating sight. Located

  310 miles west of Paris, it was one of the two major bases of the French Navy, dwarfing the ports that she would have been familiar with in the Caribbean. Partially excavated from rock, Brest stood

  on one of the largest and best protected deep-water bays of the European seaboard. Its deep scalloped bay, surrounded by hilly promontories, opened onto the ocean through a deep and narrow pass.

  The port was also home to the notorious prison hulks of Brest, sinister in appearance and notorious by reputation, which were only closed in the nineteenth century when Devil’s Island and the

  penal colony of French Guiana were established.




  It was this ‘dung heap’ of a town (in Alexandre’s words) that greeted Rose’s party on their arrival and became their home for several days. Since, in the hustle and

  bustle of leaving, M. de La Pagerie had, with his usual feyness, neglected to inform Mme Renaudin of their departure from Martinique, the first she heard of the trip was when she received a note on

  20 October, eight days after their arrival, saying that the party had arrived at the port. She immediately set out, accompanied by Alexandre, but, despite their haste, it would still be another few

  days before they arrived in Brest.




  The family reunion must have felt strained. They were there to plan a wedding, but the key players had not seen each other for almost two decades. Appraising glances would have been exchanged

  along with embraces; old family ghosts would have disturbed the air. When Mme Renaudin had last seen her brother and sister they were young and vigorous and full of hope. Now Joseph was a querulous

  invalid and Rosette was a middle-aged spinster, sly and sharp tongued. From their perspective, Edmée too had changed. In the place of the young Hellenic beauty they remembered was an

  intimidatingly elegant woman of a certain age. Alexandre, whom they had last seen as a plump-limbed toddler, was now a young man. Meanwhile, the newcomers to this passion play, Rose and

  Euphémie, were miserable, still tired and fraught by travel.




  Joseph’s health continued to deteriorate and he was forced to take to his bed. The delay gave Alexandre ample opportunity to scrutinize his bride-to-be. She was not what he had expected

  or, to be blunt, what he wanted. Like most French men of that age, Alexandre’s ideas about Creole women were the product of a complex mythology that had built up around the islands in his

  epoch. Eighteenth-century France was awash with paintings depicting ‘la belle créole’, lounging in charming déshabille or bathing naked, attended by her

   black or mulatto slaves. Travellers’ tales reinforced the popular fantasy of Creole women as almost oriental in their sensuality, as seductive as any courtesan. One

  reported, in lascivious detail, on the supposedly everyday costume of Creole women, whose breasts ‘spilled out’ of transparent muslin peignoirs. Another enthusiastically described the

  effect these ephemeral garments had on the viewer, as awakening ‘the idea of a voluptuousness, made only more seductive by the nonchalance that characterizes all their

  actions’.1Without a doubt, these images were less the product of real experience than the fevered fabrications of writers and artists, but they were so potent that even travel

  agents simultaneously exploited and popularized them in the commercial notices they designed to induce adventurers to visit the ‘magical’ islands.




  The Creole women with whom Alexandre was actually acquainted were Creole in name only. They might have been born in the islands, but these daughters of the great plantation families had been

  sent to France early to be educated, visiting their island homes only occasionally. (Hence Mme Renaudin’s eagerness to have her nieces receive a mainland education.) Having acquired a

  Parisian patina, these heiresses were the brides of choice for aristocratic families in search of fortunes. They were regarded as infinitely preferable to the rich but bourgeois daughters of

  financiers, since they were nobility, if only minor nobility. And of course some of the island mystique still clung to them. Many considered them more beautiful than ‘French women of the old

  soil’, with their ‘dark diamond eyes’ and ‘passionate’ natures. They were ‘the rulers of the court and the capital’, instantly recognizable for the

  ‘provocative languor of their walk . . . and for their natural elegance, universally imitated but never surpassed’.2




  Instead of the bird of paradise of his dreams, or the polished Parisian Creoles with which he was familiar, what Alexandre got was Rose: plump, provincial, adolescent Rose, bare faced, in her

  démodé clothes, with an accent so thick it could be cut with a knife. Neither she nor her husband-to-be had any inkling that one day she would become an essential pillar of that very

  Creole mythology by which he – and the rest of France – had been so thoroughly seduced. Alexandre’s carefully phrased letter to his father couldn’t hide his disappointment:

  ‘Mademoiselle de La Pagerie may perhaps appear to you less pretty than you had expected, but I think I may assure you that her amiability and the sweetness of her nature will surpass even

  what you have been told.’3




  Rose, by contrast, was bowled over by her fiancé. Alexandre was exactly the sort of young man that she and her school friends had fantasized about back at the

  convent. He was a type that was regarded as exceptionally attractive during the period. Not particularly tall, he was nonetheless ‘handsomely built’ with wide-set, intense blue eyes, a

  long curved nose and full lips. His hair, meticulously coiffed and powdered, was pulled back into a neat bow at the nape. In an age where the most romantic of all occupations was the army, he was a

  soldier. His natural assets were heightened by his captain’s uniform: white with silver-grey buttons and facings. Most impressive of all was his manner. At nineteen, Alexandre was already an

  impressively worldly young man, supremely confident and supernaturally elegant; a true champion in the game of life.




  Alexandre was as much a product of his sophisticated and cosmopolitan education as Rose was of her rudimentary, colonial one. After his return from Martinique, he had been sent

  to the Collège de Plessis in Paris, where his elder brother François was already a pupil. Later, when Alexandre reached the age of ten, a tutor was hired to educate both boys. His

  name was Patricol and he was an elderly teacher of mathematics with a passion for Enlightenment philosophers such as Rousseau. Pedantic and rather self-important, he was nonetheless a profoundly

  important figure in the life of both the Beauharnais boys. He was particularly influential for Alexandre, perhaps in part as compensation for the boy’s disjointed relationship with his own

  father.




  After a few years, Patricol took the pair to Germany to learn the language. The trip was an important one for young Alexandre, who became markedly more independent. In 1775 their beloved tutor

  was offered a new post with the two nephews of Louis-Alexandre, duc de La Rochefoucauld, one of the most famous members of the French nobility and a star of Enlightenment circles, who numbered

  amongst his friends the likes of Voltaire, Lafayette and Benjamin Franklin. It was too enticing a proposition for Patricol to turn down, and it was arranged that Alexandre would follow the tutor to

  his new job. He spent the next few years dividing his time between the duc’s grand Parisian hotel and the chateau of La Roche-Guyon, some fifty miles down the Seine from the capital.




  Alexandre was now firmly ensconced in the household of one of the greatest aristocratic families of France and also at the centre of the nation’s liberal intelligentsia. In these

  glittering circles he witnessed and participated in the debates that would eventually fuel the Revolution. The duc de La Rochefoucauld was a leading light in the worlds of

  politics, the sciences and the arts. He was a founder member of the Société des amis des Noirs, the first anti-slavery organization in France, and had been the translator of the text

  of the Constitution of the thirteen American states. Four years before the French Revolution, the city of New York awarded him honorary citizenship. He was a member of the Academy of Science and

  had served as president of the Royal Society of Medicine. He had addressed the parlement of Paris, reminding the King of the rights of the French nation. This exciting and sophisticated

  milieu had a profound effect on Alexandre’s social and intellectual growth.




  Not all Alexandre’s adolescent role models were as exemplary as the duc. His tutor related with disapproval the deleterious influence of the Hurault brothers on the fifteen-year-old. These

  young men, whom Alexandre had first met in Martinique, had, Patricol reported, been regaling Alexandre with their ‘garrison adventures’ and impressing him with their cavalier attitudes

  to women and war: ‘What astonishes me most in him, and greatly displeases me, is the extreme care that he takes to hide, and the ease with which he disguises, the feelings of his heart. His

  eyes do not interpret them. No blush ever mounts to his cheek . . .’4




  It was a revealing remark. Though still an adolescent, Alexandre was developing the inscrutability of the seasoned politician he would eventually become, as well as the skills of a hardened

  roué. His ability to deceive and dissemble – and to do so with neither embarrassment nor remorse – would have a terrible effect on his marriage. His cynical, rather predatory

  attitudes – particularly in relation to women – were later noted by his friend the marquis de Bouillé. Alexandre’s vigorous romantic pursuits, he wrote, ‘flattered

  his ego and occupied him almost exclusively’.5 A Casanova, who was more interested in conquest than sentiment, Alexandre’s women represented just so many ‘trophies of

  war’. He often ‘recounted his good fortune with women’ and proved his boasts by compiling lists of ‘the titles and other attributes of the ladies’. Bouillé

  – who was a decade his junior, and who had become his confidant at an impressionable age – felt that Alexandre’s ‘frivolous’ attitude to the opposite sex was so

  pernicious that it had a detrimental effect on his own romantic happiness in later years.




  At the age of sixteen Alexandre won a commission in the Sarre infantry regiment, which the duc commanded. By the spring of 1777 he was serving with his regiment at Rouen. Despite the demands of

  army life, he managed to find time to enjoy the romantic distractions available in the busy garrison  town. In October of that year he was granted leave. He spent his first

  fortnight at the duc’s chateau in La Roche-Guyon and then joined his father and Mme Renaudin at Noisy-le-Grand. It was on this visit that she revealed the marriage plans that could

  simultaneously give him financial independence, ensure her own security and transform Rose’s life.




  The wedding plans continued to unfold despite the substitution of Rose for her terrified baby sister. The revelation that Alexandre had fallen in love with a married woman from Brittany only

  added impetus to Mme Renaudin’s plans. On 25 August Alexandre wrote to her, ‘The day after tomorrow I am going into the country with one of my friends – It is at the home of the

  wife of a sub-lieutenant in the navy, a charming woman . . . I count on spending two days there and in that short space of time I shall do everything possible to succeed . . . Perhaps, by the time

  this letter reaches you, I shall be the happiest of men . . .’ A few days later, his letter was triumphant: ‘I will not conceal it from you: your chevalier has tasted happiness. He is

  loved by a charming woman who is the object of all the aspirations of the garrison of Brest and the district . . . Her husband, who left three days ago, told me that he was under orders to be away

  for three weeks. I hope with all my heart that nothing will oblige him to return early . . .’6




  Even more peculiar than a man very publicly in love continuing to arrange a marriage to another woman was the curious complicity that existed between Alexandre and his father’s mistress.

  For he shared with Mme Renaudin the details of his conquest. He explained that this was because she was like a mother to him. But he did not treat her much like a mother figure. Very few young men

  would confide these romantic details to their mothers, nor would they include an explicit letter from their mistress, as Alexandre did, so she could ‘judge the choice that I have made’.

  But the intimacy of Alexandre’s relationship with Mme Renaudin and his strong desire to please her at least partly accounts for his willingness to go along with the wedding plans.




  After several days of rest and recuperation, M. de La Pagerie had rallied sufficiently for his doctor to declare him well enough to travel. However, Mme Renaudin, worried about

  the possible effects of the long journey to Paris on his health, took the precaution of arranging for him to see a notary in Brest before his departure. Here he signed a document which gave his

  consent to the marriage and gave Mme Renaudin full powers to act on behalf of himself and his wife. She now had the right to appoint as dowry  whatever sum she thought

  appropriate, and for this purpose she also had the right to designate, bind or mortgage all property belonging to M. de La Pagerie and his wife. Mme Renaudin could now breathe easily: the marriage

  was well and truly in her hands and she could now turn her attention to organizing the journey to the capital, the cost of which she was underwriting.




  In recognition of M. de La Pagerie’s still fragile state of health, the trip was planned in easy stages. The little caravan set off on 2 November. It must have been a magical journey for

  Rose, despite her tendency towards carriage sickness, as they watched France unfold before their eyes. They covered about thirty miles a day, staying in some towns for an entire day to allow M. de

  La Pagerie to catch up on his rest. It was a sufficiently leisurely pace to allow the young couple to get to know one another. Mme Renaudin’s letters to the marquis were optimistic. She wrote

  that Rose ‘has all the feelings that you could wish her to have toward your son, and I have observed with the greatest satisfaction that she suits him . . . He is busy, yes, very busy with

  your daughter-in-law.’ Another letter, three days later, crowed, ‘things are constantly getting better and better.’7




  This was not entirely wishful thinking. The fiancé himself began a letter to his father with the words ‘The pleasure of being with Mlle de La Pagerie . . . is the sole cause of my

  silence.’8 Certainly, Rose was transfixed by her elegant husband-to-be. She had never before met a young man like him. His self-assurance was like a magic shield that surrounded

  him; no situation seemed to be beyond his command. Surly innkeepers immediately became eager to please him; he always knew the correct wine; no amount of travelling marked or creased his impeccable

  uniform. In his turn, Alexandre couldn’t help but be flattered by Rose’s naked adoration and large lovelorn eyes. In a rather patronizing way he enjoyed her company; she flattered his

  already lofty self-regard. But he was also acutely aware that she was simply not presentable in the fashionable society in which he was determined to make his mark.




  Rose’s excitement must have intensified to fever pitch as the travellers finally approached the vast, gated city of Paris, in all its ‘limitless grandeur and scandalous

  luxury’. The approach into the city, lined with fine trees, was magnificent. But what would have struck her first was the smell. Paris may have been ‘the capital of the world’,

  the centre of science, arts, fashion and taste – but it was also ‘the centre of stench’. It was said that the putrid odour of the city could be ‘smelt three leagues

  away’ and that its heavy, fetid air  was so thick that it could be seen. So vile was its atmosphere that many first-time visitors were overcome by nausea and some even

  fainted.




  Dominated by the smell, the journey across the capital would have passed in a great sensory blur. As their cabriolet bounced and jostled over cobbled streets, Rose was surrounded by buildings so

  tall they seemed to disappear into the sky; narrow, dirty streets without pavements; terrible traffic jams. She had never seen so many people: beggars and soberly dressed administrators, milkmaids

  and porters. A stream of posters advertising everything from lost cats to entertainment spectacles flashed past her eyes. The noise was deafening. The vendors’ cries and oaths, the constant

  burble of the street, all melded together into what sounded like another, totally unfamiliar language.




  Eventually the travellers drew up in front of the house in rue Thevenot. Situated on a rather narrow street, in a district that had once been ultra-fashionable but now was rather faded, it was a

  tall, thin, two-storey house with an imposing front door guarded by the stone head of some unidentified goddess. The house had originally belonged to the marquis’s grandmother, and had only

  recently become the home of the marquis and Edmée, who had abandoned their fashionable apartment in the rue Garancière in its favour especially so that the young couple could live

  with them. This aloof house, with its decadent trio of occupants and its surroundings of decaying grandeur, stink and noise, was Rose’s new home.




  As soon as the party had unpacked and got settled, Mme Renaudin resumed the wedding plans. There was the wedding contract to be settled, the trousseau to be ordered and guests to be invited. The

  wedding banns, which had already been called three times in Martinique eight months earlier, were published in the first week of December. Taking no chances, Mme Renaudin arranged for them to be

  read in three separate parishes: at Noisy-le-Grand where the wedding was scheduled to take place, as well as at Saint-Sulpice, which she had just left, and Saint-Sauveur, where they had just moved.

  On 9 December she petitioned and obtained the right to dispense with further banns.




  The next day the marriage contract was signed ‘in the apartment which M. de La Pagerie occupies in the home of the Dame de Renaudin’, in front of several witnesses including the

  couple’s fathers, Alexandre’s brother Fran-çois and the abbé Louis-Samuel Tascher. (He was a distant relative of Joseph’s and his chosen proxy in the event that his

  health, which had once again taken a turn for the worse, prevented him from attending the wedding.) The bride’s father promised a generous dowry of 120,000 livres, from which the cost of her trousseau was to be deducted. This contribution had been calculated on the basis of the paper worth of the properties in the Indies and, as was known by all parties, was

  more illusory than real. Joseph had barely been able to pay for their passages to France, after all, so there was no possibility of him raising this magnificent sum. The real amount that Rose was

  expected to receive was a much more modest 6,000 livres per annum, the five per cent interest that her father had undertaken to pay on the outstanding sum. Had this materialized it would have been

  still sufficient to subsist in comfort at a time when the average royal tax receipts were 1,400 livres.




  Rose’s contribution to the marriage was the presents and furniture that she had received from relatives and friends. These were valued at 15,000 livres, though no plans were ever made to

  bring them over from Martinique. Alexandre brought the income he had inherited from his mother and grandmother, the very substantial annual sum of 40,000 livres derived from their estates in Santo

  Domingo and family lands in France. By far the most substantial contributor to the marriage was Mme Renaudin, who gave Rose the house at Noisy-le-Grand and all its furnishings, as well as a claim

  on a large sum of money that she hoped to recover on the death of a relative. However, since Mme Renaudin maintained a life interest on all these endowments, Rose was not able to use them.




  The wedding finally took place on 13 December. It was not a particularly fashionable event, rather a sober, suburban affair held at the small, cold church in Noisy-le-Grand. To celebrate the

  occasion, the groom – with his customary audacity – conferred upon himself the title of vicomte, to which he was not yet entitled. The Beauharnais clan was out in force and Alexandre

  was surrounded by a large number of supporters, including numerous cousins, his tutor Patricol, his brother François and many of his army friends. Poor Rose was virtually on her own. As they

  had feared, her father’s health had precluded the possibility of him attending the ceremony. Instead, Rose was given away by the abbé who, although a relative, was not someone she knew

  with any intimacy. There was no mother-of-the-bride, no sisters or friends to prepare her, exclaim over her dress, listen to her fears or dry her tears. The only female support was provided by her

  aunts Rosette and Edmée, to neither of whom she was genuinely close. Her inscription, childlike and uncertain, is the only female signature in the marriage register. Married life had

  begun.




  







  Three




  MARRIED LIFE




  France, a country where it is often useful to display your vices, and always dangerous to reveal your virtues.




  

    CHAMFORT


  




  IMMEDIATELY AFTER THEIR MARRIAGE THE young couple established themselves at the rue Thevenot. The Beauharnais’s hôtel (the term used for a

  privately owned mansion) stood in that part of the city lying between the Grands Boulevards and Les Halles of today. The area had not been truly fashionable since the reign of Louis XIV, when there

  had been a court at the Louvre and the Tuileries. By 1779 the tall, noble houses that lined its dark, sunless streets, with their high garden walls and wrought-iron railings, embodied a faded

  grandeur. The mansion itself was something of a mausoleum: enormous, claustrophobic and cold, with an imposing entrance hall and sweeping reception rooms, decorated with chandeliers, tapestries,

  paintings and gilded furniture. A grand staircase led to the family’s ill-ventilated but capacious bedrooms and then on to the mansarded attic, which housed the servants. The stone house was

  impossible to heat; cold in winter, stifling in summer. The road outside was so narrow that carriages could not turn around in it; and it had a smelly gutter running down its centre. For Rose,

  arriving in winter, life at rue Thevenot must have felt like a kind of imprisonment, conducted largely indoors, in chilly airless rooms ministered to by silent grey-faced servants. It could not

  have been more different from her outdoor life in Martinique, surrounded by the riotous beauty of nature, with its bright sunlight and soft tropical air.




  For the sixteen-year-old Rose it must have been as if a veil had fallen, obscuring everything she had ever known. Everything in this new country  was unfamiliar, exciting,

  threatening. There was so much to learn, so much to get used to; it was almost like being reborn. She carried with her a freight of expectation with regard to France and she was not yet quite sure

  how the reality would match up. She didn’t realize that soon she would find herself baffled by everything, from the weather to the people. Why was the sky grey, not blue? Who were these

  actresses that everyone gossiped about over dinner? And what was the appeal of this man Mesmer who claimed to heal people with electricity? Even their attitudes to royalty were different from what

  she had expected. It was not that the King and Queen weren’t liked; they were still popular, as France’s involvement in the struggle for American independence had been successful. But

  there was none of the reverence that her father displayed. Instead it was fashionable to complain about one’s duty at court or jest about the King, a good fellow, ‘despite looking like

  a peasant shambling behind a plough’.1




  But there was no time for nostalgia; Rose had a city to learn. Paris, ‘the capital of Europe’, was in 1779 still a semi-medieval, fortified city state where the King’s

  executioner carried out public tortures and traffic was occasionally interrupted by horse and hounds pursuing a stag into the heart of the city. How extraordinary this vast inconvenient metropolis

  must have seemed to Rose, brought up on a small island like Martinique. Even from her apartments she could hear the roar of the city, the clatter of hooves and coaches, the rolling of wheels on

  cobbled stones. Gradually the inexplicable cacophony outside her windows began to make sense. Now she could distinguish the cries of the milkmaids in their saucy red braces; the perambulating

  dealers of rags, brooms, old irons; the apple and orange pedlars with their large trays; and the city’s twenty thousand water sellers.




  ‘Paris is the finest theatre in the world’, declared the nineteenth-century journalist and statesman Jules Bastide. Throughout the day, street performers – jugglers,

  rope-dancers, sleight-of-hand artists and quacks – drew audiences, competing with the wandering cobblers, running porters, floor polishers, book stalls, trinket shops and sweetmeat sellers

  for attention. The city never seemed to sleep. The working day began just after midnight, when market traders and farmers rattled by in their rickety carts, journeying to the capital to sell their

  vegetables, fruits and flowers. Just after dawn they were followed by bakers, lemonade- and coffee-sellers and other itinerant pedlars of food to feed those who would soon enter the city. Their

  cries animated the early morning, while hairdressers – armed with combs, curling tongs and hair powder – rushed around the city to prepare their clients for the day. By early morning the city streets were teeming with a mixture of livestock going to market, dancing masters in their cabriolets, fencing masters in their diables, coaches ferrying

  people backwards and forwards to the provinces and young men of fashion perched in their speedy, large-wheeled whiskies.
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