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  Of the great men of this world

  we declaim heroic songs

  how, rising up like stars

  they fall like stars . . .

  Bertolt Brecht, Ballad of the Waterwheel
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  Preface to the Second Edition

  The story of an overturned apple cart. . .

  It started in the most unlikely place for the most unlikely reason.

  It was on a Tuesday, the 14th of July, 1789, when a young student climbed on a bistro table, waved a flag, and roused the burghers of Paris to storm the Bastille. So it happened on another Tuesday, 17 December 2010, this time in a dusty town on the edge of the Sahara. Only that young man's revolutionary flag was an apple cart, and the reason for his protest was a shakedown by government officials.

  Around 10:30 that morning, in the Tunisian provincial town of Sidi Bouzid, two policemen and their chief, the forty-five-year-old female official Faida Hamdi, walked up to a twenty-six-year-old street vendor, Mohammed Bouazizi, who eked out a meager living selling fresh produce from his wooden pushcart. She demanded to see his vendor's permit (which, according to local law, isn't required). Bouazizi couldn't produce one. The policewoman harassed him; not satisfied accepting the ten dinar fine (about $7.00, his day's take), she demanded a bribe. Bouazizi did not have the money to give and it came to a scream-up.

  In the resulting confusion, bystanders stated that Hamdi slapped the vendor in the face and screamed insults at him about his father and the chastity of his sister. She went on to confiscate Mohammed's most precious possession, his scale. Her escorts pushed away his cart with the produce he had purchased on credit. Bouazizi, robbed of his wares, ran to the town hall to complain to the local governor, who refused to see him. In utter desperation, Bouazizi went to a nearby gas station, where he bought a small plastic can filled with gasoline. With it he went back to the governor's office and stood in front of the building.

  'How do you expect me to make a living and feed my family?' he yelled at the figure of the town's chief official looking down at him from behind a closed window.

  It was now 11:30 a.m. Less than an hour had passed since the initial shakedown. A small crowd had gathered, watching the unfolding scene. Suddenly it happened—so quick that nobody had time to prevent the tragedy. The young vegetable vendor doused himself with gasoline, struck a match, and set himself on fire. In the ensuing confusion, with people rushing about and screaming for help, someone came running out of city hall with a bucket, trying to extinguish the flames with water, which made it only worse. Bystanders carried the badly burned Bouazizi to a car and rushed him to a first-aid station.

  The horror of Bouazizi's self-immolation spread like wildfire. By the time the local governor finally decided to intervene it was too late. From the surrounding streets poured the enraged townspeople, chanting anti-government slogans. The town center burst into flames; official cars were overturned and set on fire and the city hall's windows smashed. And while Bouazizi agonized in a hospital, the anti-government rioting spread across the country until it reached the nation's capital. Where a week before a local governor would not see him, the Tunisian president Zine el Abidine Ben Ali, a dictator who during his twenty-three years in power had stolen over a billion dollars from his country's coffers, made a pilgrimage to the dying Bouazizi's bedside. A futile gesture.

  On 4 January 2011, Mohammed Bouazizi died. The following day, a crowd in the thousands attended his funeral, chanting: 'Mohammed, we will avenge you. We weep for you today. Now we will make those who caused your death weep.' They made good on their promise. The same day, Tunisia erupted in flames.

  Nine days later, President Abidine Ben Ali fled for his life.

  A young man's call to do away with greed and corruption kindled a revolutionary fire that quickly got out of control. The story of his act, fed by cell phone, the internet, and social media to other countries, struck the spark to an Arab Spring, which quickly engulfed the entire Arab crescent. On one side stood senile and corrupt potentates, out of touch with modern realities; while facing them, a new generation, media savvy and politically creative, determined to create conditions for a democratic future. Using the latest technological improvements at their disposal, they spoke out against a corrupt political system. Once the flame was lit, no despotic ruler could extinguish it. From Tunis to Damascus, Tripoli to Cairo and Sana'a, massive crowds brought down entrenched political structures. Tunisia's corrupt president Abidine Ben Ali fled into exile, Libya's extravagant dictator Muammar Gadaffi was lynched by a mob, Egypt's president Hosni Mubarak was arrested, tried, and convicted, Syria burst into flames, and Yemeni president Ali Abdullah Saleh's thirty-three-year dictatorial rule was ended.

  Courage is necessary for real change. The first of the 'heroic martyrs of a new Middle Eastern revolution' was a simple vegetable vendor, proving that civilian airliners aren't required to make a revolution's flaming sword.

  An apple cart, overturned, will do.

  Erik Durschmied

  January 2013


  Preface to the First Edition

  Many years ago I set out to discover the meaning of the word revolutionary. Young and filled with boundless ambition to score a big scoop, I met the Latino Robin Hood, Fidel Castro of el revolución tropical. He too was young, driven by a contagious fever to fight for the betterment of his people.

  One evening in the rugged mountains of Cuba, Castro stared at me as he took the cigar from his mouth to ask: 'Tell me, periodista, what do you think of our revolución?

  'Well, since you ask, I find being a revolutionary can be outright dangerous.'

  He answered without the slightest hesitation: 'Plain living can be dangerous. When there is injustice you cannot just sit by and do nothing about it. Libertad o muerte.' Was that really the only choice?

  'And should things turn out . . .' I was at a loss as to how to say it - in failure. He gave me a hard look.

  'If I join a funeral, I march all the way to the cemetery.'

  Comandante Fidel Castro was my first contact with a revolutionary. But not my last. Some revolutionaries I met in person, others I read about. I was never a judge, only a spectator to decisive if bloody episodes on the stage of human tragedy. It is up to history to pass its final judgment on the giants of revolution and their deeds, the great men who rose like stars and fell like stars.

  * * *

  There have been insurrections that have changed the course of history, and represent a momentous watershed. Revolutionary earthquakes that shook the world. Afterwards, our planet was no longer the same. Royalists and revolutionaries have left us their written testaments, which express their political views. Contemporaries of these events generated a flood of documents; their accounts, however, are no longer open to scrutiny. As in most crucial periods of human history, dates are the only certainty - we know for a fact that the people of Paris stormed the Bastille on 14 July 1789. This fact belongs to history; for the rest we can only approximate to the truth.

  The list of those to whom I am indebted for advice and historical information is almost as large as the scope of the events I describe. On contemporary events I gratefully acknowledge the help offered by eyewitnesses by allowing me access to their stories and observations. In most cases their names have been withheld at their own request. Many held different views from my own, but contributed greatly to my understanding of the times. My thanks to them all.

  I make no claim to compete with the experts, or to have reached a conclusive verdict which only history itself can provide. If anything, it is my curiosity, my amazement, or my naivety that is reflected in these pages.

  The research on events in France was done in the voluminous archives of the Ville de Paris. Andreas Hofer and Pancho Villa were researched during trips to their respective countries. For the chapter on Red October, I have been able to draw on the inestimable help of a Russian source with recent access to archival KGB files. The material on the fall of the Kaiser came from Germany's Historic Institute. Operation Walküre involved my own family. I based my account of the Tokyo insurrection on the tales of survivors, and of Che's tragic saga on personal observations. Iranian acquaintances contributed their stories on my various stays in Iran before, during, and after the revolution, including interviews with the shah and the Ayatollah Khomeini.

  I wish to thank my literary agent, Luigi Bonomi, for his valuable advice, and my UK publisher, Roland Philipps and his editorial staff, for their patience. Lest I forget, my thanks to my grandsons William, thirteen, and Alexander, five, without whose valuable help this book could have been finished a year sooner.

  Erik Durschmied

  Domaine de Valensole, July 2000


  Prologue

  The king must die . . .

  King Louis XVI of France inherited not only a great empire but also a bloody revolution. When he asked, 'Was revolution unavoidable?' the answer he received was unequivocal: 'You brought it on yourself.' Throughout history it has been the weakness of those in power, men who failed when the situation called for strong, even brutal measures, that allowed the barbarous to take charge.

  'The king must die so that la patrie [the country] can live!'

  With a single phrase, Maximilien Robespierre - someone never crippled by scruples - sealed the sovereign's fate. Before the French Convention reached a decisive vote, Victorien Vergniaud, leader of the Girondin faction, challenged Robespierre, the Jacobin: 'Kill a king and you will take on the whole world. It will cost lives.'

  Robespierre, whose convictions bordered on dogmatism, retorted: 'How many men will it take and how many lives will it cost? How many? One? A hundred? A thousand? Lives will be lost. If you haven't got the courage to back up your convictions, then let us know now . . .'

  A whirlwind of violence swept across the country. In the beginning, it was the will of God that France should be shrouded in darkness, and then, on the third day, rise from the ashes.

  * * *

  Genius, courage and creativity are powerful forces. But so is evil. Every century produces its amazing cast of characters, a wealth of heroes and villains who, with their exceptional deeds, leave an indelible mark on history. Some acquired their role through birthright; others arrived unexpectedly on the world stage. Many inspired the masses with a phrase, while others frightened them with a single word. For both, their words carried more power than the might of the great armies that opposed them, whose commanders often found themselves on the losing side. Their tenacity was overpowering; they changed the tide of history; their spirit not only transformed their own nation but also influenced great portions of the globe. Most of them fought for freedom and common decency in the face of destructive forces. These men held the promise of a new era; they broke the classical moulds of society and established new ones. Their heroic sacrifice inspired countless others to live a different life.

  Others again brought with them darkness, the piercing of hearts and the crushing of bones. Among them were those who set out to kill their class enemies not for what they did but for what they were. They lived by their motto: 'History will absolve me,' and used evil as a powerful source to fulfil some biblical prophecy. Their willingness to kill without mercy required a whole new thinking process about good and evil. Until at last others stood up to the terror and fought for the survival of the human spirit.

  The resolve of these 'heroes' was reflected in their character; they saved their own people when they were enveloped in darkness and helped restore their country's promise. Many of them did not live to see the full realisation of their dreams, but their legacy continued with the starkness of a Sophoclean tragedy or the complexity of a Shakespearean play. These were not ordinary people; their lives were what dramas are made of. They became the sacred warriors, fighting their way to the heart of the cyclone. They were sometimes wrong but often right and they set a shining example of ideals to emulate. Most cared little who laid wreaths on their graves or who spat on their memory. Nor were they all sacrificial martyrs whose principal thoughts and actions were guided by such noble issues as defending the rights of man, fighting the corruption of power, leading a nation to freedom of thought, or improving overall social well-being.

  Who then had more impact, the heroes or the villains? Both depended on the other. Threats produced resolve and terror brought forth unexpected courage. All of them, good and evil, imagined that their creation would last for ever. Nothing lasts that long. History is littered with figures from a heroic past who follow in each other's footsteps, sometimes for centuries, only to end up as fugitives in their own countries.

  Potentates and dictators spent years piling up the explosive powder. But it only took one day to set it off. Unrest always was - and still is - a phenomenon that can only be defeated by better ideas, by persuasion, and by the conditions that sparked it. Disunity was the 'little people's' curse. Yet the people did not remain in such chaos for ever; from revolution a new order emerged which was able to mobilise the vast potentials of the masses. An insurrection's best asset is the fire in the bellies of its men and women, and empty promises cannot extinguish that fire. There must be popular unrest behind even the smallest revolt, and there must also be a charismatic leader who carries in him the spirit and the imagination that can change the world. He gathers up the inflammable tinder before he releases a torrent of critical energy. Revolution!

  Revolution is born of hope and its philosophy is formally optimistic. But poets and dreamers cannot make a revolution. A people, neglected, oppressed, wronged, must ally their discontent to that of political enthusiasts. Those who pretend to lead uprisings are unable to admit that they are spontaneous, as all true revolutions are. They fight for the right to differ; they struggle against a complex of betrayals and lies, for something called 'the truth' - only to find that there is no such thing as a truth with which a rational society knows how to act.

  Revolution is convulsion, which overturns the existing order by violence. It brings on a reign of terror: not only the drama of the block or the bullet, nor the heightened struggle for power among the great of the new order, nor the tension of civil war, but the eternal tragedy of the many little lives invaded by heroic concerns which are ordinarily not theirs at all. The terror touches everyone with an obsessive power and, during a reign of terror, political indifference becomes impossible.

  Revolution is always made in the name of freedom; it is directed against the tyranny of the few for the rule of the many. Revolution is accompanied by clearly defined demands for the abolition of poverty and an equal sharing of wealth. But what do these revolutions really change? Some institutions and some laws are indeed altered. But not everything is changed, because the revolutionaries learn to copy their predecessors. Man simply cannot stand the strain of a prolonged effort to live in accordance with high ideals.

  Revolutions are waged and decided in the minds of individuals; their cutting edge is words, not swords. An insurrection creates its own momentum, which again dictates its strategy. The vehicle used by revolutionary leaders never varies. It is to mobilise mass support for their aims. This concept is as old as revolution itself. Danton and Robespierre used their bourgeoisie to kill a king; Trotsky and Lenin unleashed the proletariat on a hapless tsar; and the shah failed because Iran's population favoured Allah over King Mammon.

  This is the story of legendary revolutions and men whose lives had but a single, dominating purpose. It is a tale of monarchs born to rule, and those who took that birthright from them, of weak men on the throne and strong men who did not shy from extreme measures to usurp power. All were heroes, just as all were pariahs of history, torn between the demands of their conscience and their belief in an ideal. Fanaticism was their original sin and many left in their wake destruction and death. How did they justify their actions, which brought turmoil, terror and bloodshed? Some did it to foster new ideas and change society; others acted for personal gain or from motives of revenge. Others, observing them from the sidelines, called it treason, whilst others cheered it as heroism and a personal sacrifice in the advance of the human condition. In contrast to the monarchs they faced, who were spineless and incapable of ordering a harsh solution at the crucial moment, the revolutionaries used intelligence, stamina, and panache - provided that someone stood by to help them set aside their moral principles and quash their conscience. Only a few could ever achieve this. Those who came out victorious went on to smite the 'enemies of the revolution', to annihilate political opposition, and to transform their freedom movement into an instrument of oppression. Progressive revolutionaries soon turned themselves into conservative dictators. Absolute authority provided them with the illusion that they possessed something close to eternal power. Through indifference, impunity and flattery, those around dictators allow them to believe themselves freed from any constraint, law, or morality. Blinded by the footlights on a stage of public adoration, such men lost all sense of conscience and confused notoriety with fame. Personal power based on terror was also what led most of them to their untimely deaths - devoured by the violence they helped to create.

  Insurrection, revolt, revolution: they were the catalyst for a parade of tragic figures who rushed, with eyes wide open, to a violent end. But their spirit carried on. Our present world of social order and democratic rule does not have meaning if we do not understand what happened in the past. A king's head tumbled to the will of a revolutionary, before the revolutionary fell victim to his own rebellion. King or rebel, their demise came with bewildering speed. Because - when the blade falls, it comes down fast.


  1

  10 August 1792

  Le jour de gloire est arrivé'

  Le jour de gloire est arrivé.

  The day of glory has arrived.

  'La Marseillaise'

  L'audace, encore l'audace, toujours l'audace.

  Boldness, more boldness, forever boldness.

  Georges Jacques Danton, 1792

  The tocsin shook the citizens of Paris from their sleep. 'Allons, enfants de la patrie . . .'

  It was followed by the boom of a gun. 'Aux armes, citoyens!'

  It was shortly past midnight, on 10 August 1792. The king had been sleeping fitfully after a pleasant meal. Suddenly an explosion shook him. Like a sleepwalker the king stumbled from his bed, a fat man in a dark-red dressing gown with his wig awry. His fat lips trembled. He was lost in the confusion of interrupted sleep and frightening noises.

  'Louis, what is going on?' demanded the queen, clutching her nightgown anxiously around her. The tocsin kept on ringing.

  The Due de La Rochefoucauld charged into the room. The king looked startled: 'What is it? Une révolte?'

  'Non, sire, c'est une révolution! It's a revolution!'

  'I rule with my arse in the saddle and my pistol in my hand,' announced the first of the Bourbon line, Henri IV, on the day of his coronation in 1572. Here was a monarch who drank more beer than ten of his soldiers, who led them into battle from the front, and who spent his time when he was not at war with one of his sixty-four mistresses. Henri IV, King of France and Navarre, was no doubt one of the most colourful monarchs in European history. He was not an intellectual, but a man of action, and his court became a cross between a cavalry barrack and a whorehouse. Henri de Navarre was without doubt the most popular of all French kings, someone whose dream was that every one of his subjects would be able to have a chicken in his Sunday pot.

  The next in the Bourbon line was Louis XIII, married to Anne d'Autriche. The papal nuncio told him that Heaven (and Catholic France) needed an heir, and the young king fulfilled his marital duties. But when it came to ruling a kingdom, he was too young and unsure. He was fortunate to meet in Armand de Plessis a man better known in history as Cardinal Richelieu. By the time Richelieu died in 1642 he had transformed France into the greatest kingdom in Europe. On 14 May 1643, the day the forty-one-year-old Louis XIII lay dying, he asked for his son to be brought to his bedside. 'What do you call yourself, my son?' There was nothing timid about the child's reply: 'Louis XIV.'

  This, the most glamorous of all French sovereigns, adopted the sun as his emblem, and declared: 'L'état c'est moi! I am the state.' And he added: 'War, if necessity demands it, is a just act not only permitted, but commanded to kings. It is a grave error to think that one can reach the same aims by weaker means.' How the history of France, and probably that of Europe, would have been different, had the future Louis XVI listened to the dictum of his illustrious ancestor.

  Louis XV's reign was a time of great refinement but also of considerable conflict. His flagrant lifestyle, as much as his futile wars, depleted the treasury. He lost Canada, the Ohio Valley, and Louisiana to the British. France fell into a rapid decline. Conflict grew from within, fed by a generation of great French philosophers, whose thinking was to touch the entire world. Voltaire and Montesquieu, who were liberally inclined, wanted the monarchy to accept a new form of society. The sarcastic Beaumarchais expected little of social reforms. The extremists, Diderot and Rousseau, loudly voiced their doubts that society would find by itself the strength to force reform; rebels against dogmatism and martyrs to free thought and opinion, they predicted that change would have to be imposed by an example from the outside.

  It was not long in coming. In North America a conflict broke out between the colonists and the crown. Europe waited for events to duplicate those taking place across the Atlantic. If citizens in Boston and Philadelphia could find happiness by applying the principles of the French thinkers, why continue to support old monarchical idols? In 1774, Louis XV lay dying. His son, an overweight, sixteen-year-old dumpling of a dauphin, was married to Archduchess Maria Antonia of Austria, a capricious fifteen-year-old blonde. Their heritage was a kingdom on the verge of bankruptcy. The old king's dying words were an ominous prediction: 'Après mot le déluge - After me the flood.'

  The fat boy and the blonde girl ascended the throne as King Louis XVI and Queen Marie-Antoinette. Their lives were a truly Shakespearean tragedy. Louis indulged in gluttony, and spent most of his time as monarch in a private workshop behind his official reception room. His pet project was fixing clocks and locks. The mercurial Marie-Antoinette loved dancing and gambling. She referred to her husband as 'le pauvre garçon - the poor boy', a comment on his poor performance - or lack of it - in the nuptial bed. Her life was that of a flirt, and her adventures included the tall and mysterious Count Fersen, a colonel in the Royal Swedish Regiment. Rumours spread of her revels on black satin sheets, turning her into a modern-day Messalina. Sleazy drawings of her were passed around in bars. Her reputation for frivolity, extravagance, and duplicity earned her the sobriquet l'Autrichienne (the Austrian) or l'autre chienne (the other bitch-dog), and she was so hated by 'her people' that she became a liability that was to lead her to the guillotine.

  The king's first venture into war was against his country's perennial enemy, England, when he lent his support to the rebellious colonists of Virginia. In 1779, 7,500 French troops under the command of Rochambeau and the nineteen-year-old Marquis de Lafayette forced General Cornwallis to surrender at Yorktown. The War of American Independence was a costly affair to the tune of 2 billion livres. Jacques Necker, a pot-bellied Swiss banker, was appointed director of finances. In his Compte rendu au Roi (fiscal account), Necker humbly pointed out that France faced bankruptcy. The country entered a period of depression, but in no way did the court diminish its outrageous lifestyle. This situation prompted demands by the bourgeoisie for amendment of the existing tax laws. The court looked for a scapegoat. The capable Necker was fired and replaced by the incompetent Charles Calonne, whose policy, that 'a man who borrows must appear to be rich' pleased the king.

  As if Louis' marital problems were not enough, the episode of the Diamond Necklace brought the country to boiling point. A jeweller had shown the queen a necklace of exquisite beauty, but it was too extravagant for her purse. The Countess de la Motte-Valois had slipped into the bed of the forty-four-year-old Cardinal Louis de Rohan, a foppish man whose the ambition was to be another Cardinal Richelieu. She persuaded Rohan to purchase the necklace and offer it to the queen, with whom she told the credulous Rohan, she had some influence. On a moonless night in the park of Versailles, a veiled prostitute with a striking resemblance to the queen met the cardinal and presented him with a rose. The cardinal was overjoyed at this apparent token of favour. He agreed to the payment terms for the jewels, took possession of them and handed them to the countess who would convey his humble offering to her 'intimate friend' the queen. In a burlesque scene of 'Now you see it, now you don't', the countess passed the diamonds to her husband, who left for London where he sold the stones. The jeweller waited for a week before demanding payment from none other than the queen. The king was outraged, Countess de la Motte-Valois was branded as a thief, and the Cardinal de Rohan was banned from Paris. Yet the damage was done and the odium stuck to Marie Antoinette who became known as 'la Reine Deficit', dipping her hands into state funds while the people of Paris starved. (Napoleon considered the affair of the Rohan necklace as key to the revolution.)

  An event, overlooked since it took place across the border, provided another stepping stone towards the French Revolution. The despotism of the Stadholder of Holland, Prince William V, had so frustrated the merchants and burghers that they kicked him out. In 1786, he returned to power on the back of the English fleet. For once, the French managed to benefit from the tense political situation in Holland. The Marquis de Rayneval, dispatched to the Netherlands by Louis, was shocked by what he discovered. 'The fervour of the Patriot Party has made terrifying progress and if it is not stopped, it is to be feared that it may cause an explosion that will have incalculable consequences.' Lack of assistance from Paris brought a quick end to the Dutch Barbacan Uprising of 1787. As a result, the beaten Dutch revolutionaries fled to France and brought with them their revolutionary ideas and their radical ardour.

  The following year two more calamities befell the kingdom: a disastrous harvest and the coldest winter in living memory. With diminished food stocks and a reeling economy, France was headed for a time of deprivation and discontent. The critical question was whether the French would stoically endure the hardship, as they had so many times before, or would strike out in anger against the old political order. While the court was left to ponder this question but did nothing to relieve the suffering of the people, the population of Paris ate cats and rats. Thousands perished during the terrible winter of 1788. With famine crippling its cities, and its finances in a shambles, France drifted into 1789. The catastrophic situation forced the king into a desperate step. He called for a meeting of the États Généraux (the States General) for 4 May 1789. The assembly was made up of 270 nobles of the high aristocracy, or the First Estate, who by their birthright did not have to pay tax. Also present were 291 clergy, or the Second Estate, who benefited equally from a tax-exempt existence. The last group was the Tiers État, or Third Estate, whose 578 deputies were selected from the grand and petit bourgeoisie. This group had to carry the entire financial burden of France. The question of an 'abolition of privileges' was the crucial point on the agenda; a priest of the low clergy, the Abbé Sieyès, had posed the question: 'What is the Third Estate? Everything! What has it been up to now on the political level? Nothing! What does it ask for? To be something!' The benches of the great hall in Versailles were crowded: the nobility were decked out in silks, albeit rather worn at the cuffs; the clergy were dressed in black, with a sprinkling of crimson or purple; and the bourgeoisie wore rather plain if not drab attire. The nobility received a shock when the king's first cousin, the Due d'Orléans, and the Count Gabriel Honoré de Mirabeau joined the bench of the Third Estate.

  No man worked harder and more thanklessly to save the kingdom from itself than Mirabeau. His personality was impressive; he was the single most powerful force to dare to challenge the king. He initiated a series of events that were to lead to the French Revolution. The nobility loathed him because he had deserted his class; the bourgeoisie mistrusted him because he was of noble birth; and the king thought of Mirabeau as a chien enragé (mad dog). Everyone had him wrong. Mirabeau was deeply concerned to uphold order, but not to uphold l'ancien régime, the old order of privileges. He remained a royalist at heart, but could not tolerate the idea of saying yes to a hopelessly weak king. 'The monarchy is the only anchor of hope that can preserve this nation from foundering on the rocks,' he stressed over and over again. 'But, mark my words, the king and the queen will lose - and the enraged populace will fight over their corpses.'

  Mirabeau could feel the coming thunder. Power no longer lay with an impoverished aristocracy; the wealth of the country had changed hands and so had the balance of power. Gold was stuffed under the mattresses of the bourgeoisie -and there were 26 million of them. The grand bourgeoisie controlled the nation's money through the banks. The petit bourgeoisie provided trade and the social infrastructure. Wig makers and brewers sent their sons to the schools of the Latin Quarter. They graduated as doctors, lawyers, and teachers. The children of the revolution were recruited from the basoche, the legal profession; these bourgeois delegates could read and write, but most important, they could talk.

  One segment of society was absent, the 'little people'. It was this unrepresented class, once roused by unscrupulous agitators for their own purpose, who demonstrated an implacable hatred of church and nobility, which led to the infamous excesses of the revolution.

  In May 1789, control was with the bourgeoisie. The aristocracy and the clergy did not see it that way; firmness had worked in their favour so far and they dug in their heels. If one thing is certain, firmness cannot work for ever. On 23 June 1789 the delicate balance was upset. Members of the Third Estate found the doors of their meeting hall barred to them. With Count Mirabeau in the lead, they marched as one body to the nearby Jeu de Paume (indoor tennis court) where they swore their famous Sermon de Jeu de Paume or Tennis Court Oath, 'not to leave the premises before having provided a constitution for France'. With this step they declared themselves as the only legal National Constituent Assembly, or Convention.1 When the king heard of it, he quickly dispatched his master of ceremony to order the unconstitutional assembly to dissolve. Count Mirabeau stared down the king's envoy and thundered his famous reply: 'Tell those who have sent you that we are here by the will of the people, and that we shall only depart at the point of bayonets!' The monarch had not studied how revolutions begin, nor how a chain of misunderstandings can throw out all counsel for moderation, leading to excesses that can make nations shudder. He only shrugged his shoulders: 'If they don't want to leave, let them be!'

  Mirabeau alone realised that if France was to be saved, then it would only be by the formation of a constitutional monarchy. (Its collapse proved to be incomparably more dramatic.) His resolution laid the foundation for the event to come 'The National Convention declares that the person of any delegate is inviolable, and that all those who dare to persecute a delegate, no matter who shall give the order, is considered a traitor to the nation and guilty of a capital crime.'

  Mirabeau, the greatest realist on the doctrines of the French Revolution, urged his king to lead the way for change, not combat it. 'Sire,' he argued, 'the very idea of monarchy is not incompatible with revolution. Sire, abolish the privileges, modernise the state, and Your Majesty will come out stronger than ever before.' How different history would have been had Louis listened to the wise prophet. Instead he foolishly ordered 30,000 troops to march on Paris. This shocked its citizens into action. Barricades went up and Camille Desmoulins, a firebrand law student, exhorted the citizens to take muskets and powder from the towers of the Bastille. After some shots were fired which hurt nobody, the thirty-two prison guards put down their arms. An enraged mob stormed the towers, decapitated the governor, and paraded his head on a pike. Violence stalked the streets that day, 14 July 1789. The rest is history. With the fall of the Bastille, symbol of the ancien régime, ended the old order of monarchical privilege.2 Paris was in the grip of anarchy: armed gangs marched on the residences of the wealthy and burned them down; churches were ransacked and heads of religious statues knocked off; serfs armed with pitchforks and sickles massacred the nobility and burned their châteaux. The Comte d'Artois (the future Charles X) fled France, followed by the Dues de Berry, Angoulême, Condé, Enghien, and 20,000 aristocrats.

  Six months later, 26 August 1789 brought the outstanding achievement of the revolution: the Declaration of the Rights of Man, based largely on the wording of the Bill of Rights of Virginia. When 5,000 women marched on Versailles two months later, demanding bread, Marie-Antoinette was misquoted as saying: 'Why don't they eat brioche (cake)?' To calm that mob, the king acceded to the women's demand that he accompany them back to Paris. For all practical purposes, the king had become the prisoner of the revolution. From now on, his power was whatever the people were willing to grant him.

  At this crucial juncture a man appeared on the political scene who fanned the 'little people's' fury. Jean-Paul Marat was a Swiss doctor and a part-time journalist. 'A rabid cellar rat, who came into the daylight when the sewers failed and then devoured everything in his way, was the typical representative of the rabble from taverns and bordellos, and whose existence had always been underground, living by robbery and murder' was how a German revolutionary described l'ami du peuple - the Friend of the People. In his first newspaper edition of the same name, Marat set the tone by launching into a scathing attack against Louis XVI: 'a weakling without soul, unworthy to sit on the throne, a weathervane deftly manipulated by his courtesans, a tyrant pushed to crime. One whose conduct had always been a web of inconsequence and horror, a despot who washes his hands in the blood of the people, a monster who conspires against public liberté and who must be considered a criminal in the eyes of justice.' Such phrases inflamed the 'little people', the manual labourers who toiled for their masters, and even lived alongside them. Cities were not divided into rich and poor quarters; people of all classes lived together in the same houses in the same narrow lanes. According to their arrondissement (district), they were grouped into sections, but they had nothing in common with the proletariat of the Industrial Age.

  Mirabeau died on 2 April 1791: 'I leave you with a hopeless and cruel thought. Unless you stop the excesses, they will lead on to tragedy, from single murder to massacre, from the fall of a king to the fall of a country.' With Mirabeau's death, the king lost all hope of regaining his throne. He decided on escape. At midnight on 20 June 1791, a man dressed in a long cape led a woman holding the hand of a little girl and two other women to a carriage. A tall coachman stood by to help them into the cab. The man was Louis, the woman Marie-Antoinette, the 'girl' was the Dauphin Louis-Charles, and the coachman was Marie-Antoinette's lover, the Swedish Count Fersen. A travelling coach awaited them on the outskirts of Paris - painted in bright yellow and bearing the royal crest! Only hours from the border, Fersen took a wrong turn and had to double back; they asked a local boy for directions, and the king slipped a coin into the boy's hand, a gold louis d'or! The boy ran to alert the local revolutionary committee.

  On the bridge at Verennes the royal escape came to an end. 'Halt, who goes?'

  The queen snapped: 'Madame Korff, on her way to Frankfurt.'

  Monsieur Saussé deputy mayor of Varennes, replied: 'The difficulties of the road are enough to ask you to leave the coach. I offer you my house for the night.'

  The leader of the armed group was the local postmaster, Drouet: 'How come a special detachment of dragoons awaits you on the other side of the river? You must come out immediately, or we will fire on you.'

  The queen, followed by the king, stepped from the coach. 'You are the king!' Drouet yelled. 'I recognise you!'

  'So if you recognise me, why don't you show the necessary respect to your sovereign?' Instead of being shown respect, the king was locked up in a room in a nearby house.

  Saussé dispatched an urgent call to nearby villages: 'Come with your guns, we have caught the king.'

  Marie-Antoinette pleaded with the wife of the mayor: 'Madame Saussé, think what I feel for the king and my children. A queen of France will owe you her eternal gratitude.'

  'You think of the king and I think of Monsieur Saussé.'

  The royal family was escorted back to Paris. On the way their coach was stoned, and on their inglorious return to Paris, Louis saw his effigy dangling from a lamp-post. This was enough for Marie-Antoinette to express her fears that someone was out to have them murdered. 'The escape was the road to shame or to the executioner. There is but one way to flee from the throne, and that is abdication,' wrote Lamartine, 'and Louis did not abdicate. From now on, he became nothing but a traitor to the revolution and a marionette in the hands of its leaders.'

  On 17 July 1791, a group of radical republicans, led by Marat, gathered on the Champs de Mars.3 He declared the king to be redundant, but his timing was wrong; France was not yet ready to become a republic. General Lafayette ordered his National Guard to fire into the crowd. Fifty were killed. The Convention split into two camps: the Girondins represented the well-off bourgeoisie, and the extremist Jacobins the 'little people'. Both parties forced the king to underwrite the new constitution. Louis now became a simple representative, a fatal error that the bourgeoisie was to regret. The person of the king had been the only constitutional instrument that could stand up to the extremists and now the bourgeoisie opened the door to raging madmen willing to use mob brutality. A new set of characters entered the public stage.

  The following year was a year of decision. On 20 April 1792, France declared war on the Hapsburg monarchy. In July, the Duke of Brunswick stormed into France at the head of a powerful army of 75,000 and stated his intention to reinstall the French monarch to his rightful position. This sealed the king's fate. Although it took another six months, the process was irreversible. A certain Georges-Jacques Danton, member of the Jacobin Club, meticulously planned the assault. Danton, without doubt the most brilliant of all revolutionary orators, came from a small French town. He studied law and was appointed a lawyer in the King's Council. He took no part in the events of July 1789, but became active in 1791 when he founded the Cordeliers Club, the forerunner to the Jacobins. Following the events of August 1792, he was appointed minister of justice, and as such, called into being the Revolutionary Tribunal, a bloodstained court that was to become the institutional arm of the Terror. With Danton's connivance, trouble began. For days now, hysterical rumours had been spreading that thousands of the king's loyal troops were marching on the city and that the section committees would provide every citoyen with a weapon to fight to the death. 'Liberté ou la mort! Liberty or death!' the tocsin kept insisting, joined by the bells of the sixty churches across the city. 'Aux armes, citoyens! Citizens, take up your arms!' From the street came the babble of voices, urging every able-bodied man and woman to join and resist the devilish plot hatched by a king, and his bitch of a queen. 'Formez les bataillons! Fall into your battalions!' The leaders of the revolution had vowed to fight from section to section, lane to lane, house to house. Aux barricades! To the barricades! The masses poured into the centre of the city. Someone in the crowd started the first note of a newly composed revolutionary song . . . 'Allons, enfants de la patrie, le jour de gloire est arrivée ... - come, children of the motherland, the day of glory is here...'

  The extremists had finally channelled their disciplined skills into the realisation of their revolutionary ends. Gangs of radical Jacobins had already overpowered the guards at the Hôtel de Ville (city hall) and established an Insurrection Commune. Their plan was to overthrow the Convention and seize national power, but first they had to do away with the constitutional king. When the Jacobins' coup d'état took place at city hall, the man who was most on their minds was asleep in his bed in the Tuileries, peacefully ignorant. The queen, her ladies-in-waiting, and her best friend, the Princesse de Lamballe, were still up, playing cards. The hallways of the great palace were dark and silent. Only an occasional flicker from a candle showed the presence of several old nobles who patrolled the hallways, armed with little more than parade swords, hardly effective against the bayonets and halberds that were in the hands of the raging mob. Outside were stationed 900 Swiss mercenaries to defend the Tuileries gardens.

  When news spread that 'something was going to happen to the king', and that accounts were to be settled, the frightened burghers barred their doors and locked their shutters. By morning the lanes were filled with Marat's Communards while the Convention sat in utter confusion in the Manège (riding academy) near the Tuileries, a series of buildings surrounded by a high wrought-iron fence. Red-coated Swiss Guards stood calmly on the monumental staircase that led into the palace. Facing them was the 'spearhead of the revolution', more than 500 Marseilles with one bronze cannon. National Guardsmen had been rushed in to reinforce the Swiss, when suddenly they switched sides, dragging with them their twelve pieces of artillery. This encouraged the mob to rush the iron grille, just as the royal family with their attendants stepped outside the palace. The crowd jeered 'Death to the tyrant!' and threw rocks in their direction. The king waved, the mob surged forward, and in the press people were crushed against the fence before it gave way to allow waves of howling, halberd-swinging sans-culottes4 into the palace forecourt. Some Swiss Guards whisked off the king and his entourage to seek refuge among the scared deputies of the Convention. The king shouted the order to his Swiss Guards to defend the building, a command that led to the drama. The Swiss Colonel Durler ordered his companies to ward off the crowd and the red-coated Swiss raised their muskets. A woman screamed, 'Vive la République! Long live the republic!' The mob swept forward and seized five Swiss soldiers who were dragged off, disarmed, and hacked to death. The Swiss company commanders de Castlebourg and Zusler yelled: 'Feuer!' Hundreds of musket balls tore into the tightly massed crowd, only paces away. The effect was shattering; bodies were heaped shoulder high in front of the Swiss Guards and the rest of the Communards fled in disorder. The guns of the renegade National Guard boomed in response, but the gunners' aim was atrocious. They missed the square formations of the Swiss Guards and their lethal shot cut swathes through the madly fleeing masses, adding to the general panic and confusion. The Swiss kept up their deadly fire, and the company of Count Salis brought forward a cannon which fired after the fleeing sans-culottes. The crowd was caught in a murderous cross-fire; hundreds more died in the next few minutes, torn apart in a concentrated hail of cannon balls and grapeshot. The courtyard was now clear of the mob and the Swiss had reformed into lines, ready to give chase.

  The king and his family members were sitting in the Manège, when Deputy Chabot declared that the queen's presence was unconstitutional and that she must be removed from the assembly. The royal family was herded into a side chamber. In the confinement of this small space, the booming cannons sounded even more terrifying to them and the king trembled when he heard the crash of muskets and guns. 'Our children are being put to death,' he lamented. 'We must put a stop to it.' The king, thoroughly shaken, reached the most disastrous decision of his life. As Mirabeau had predicted, Louis was an irresolute, impotent ruler who had never learned the dictum of his illustrious forebear, Louis XIV: 'War, if necessity demands it, is a just act not only permitted, but commanded to kings. It is a grave error to think that one can reach the same aims by weaker means.' Whatever authority had been left with him, it died the instant that he asked Monsieur d'Hervilly to carry his order to the colonel of his Swiss Guard to put down their arms. This compounded the tragedy. Colonel Durler refused to believe that the king could have issued such an insane command. He rushed to the Manège to confront Louis. They were the same age, but that is where all comparison ended. Something in the arrogant way this Swiss held himself, and the insolent stare from his heavy-lidded eyes, frightened the king. 'Your Majesty, the day is ours. The rabble is on the run. We must vigorously pursue them!'

  Louis' mind was blocked, his face frozen in silence. That old, familiar fear was in him. He clenched his fists to stop himself from shaking and tried to speak, but no sound came out. Clearly the thunder of the guns had unhinged him.

  'Sire, are we to chase the rabble?' These words were pronounced in a chilly voice.

  Louis was caught in the predicament of those who cannot decide once pressure becomes unbearable. He told himself that life on the street, with its hugely visible tragedies, was more real, more human, and more merciful than the life he himself had known in Versailles. The storming of the Tuileries was as pathetic as thousands of broken lives could make it. Before his mind passed Paris, its people, and the reality of its life. He tried to get a grip on himself, tried to focus his mind and would have traded his soul for a few moments of calm.

  A voice interrupted his reverie: 'It is a question of minutes, perhaps seconds. I must have your reply.' King and colonel stared at each other. 'This challenge must not be ignored. Your Majesty must act!'

  It was now that the king had to step forward and give proof that he was more than just a capable mender of clocks. At the most decisive moment of his life, the power of will failed him. He said: 'If the price of greatness is to be wrong every time, then I am incapable of the task.' In that instant he showed that he was unworthy to be a king. He had spent most of his life sleeping, eating, drinking, urinating, blowing his nose, and fixing clocks and watches. A cardboard cut-out of a monarch, whose thinking was not an activity, but a passivity. The minutes were ticking away, and with them, monarchical rule.

  Colonel Durler snapped: 'Par Dieu, lève toi et agis comme un roi! Get up and act like a king!'

  The king's face was ashen. He covered it with his hands and moaned: 'Does everything have to end in blood?' And then the moment was gone. Did it hinge upon the unstoppable march of history or upon the fatal weakness of one man? Faced with the threat of rebellion and death, he failed to act. A few hundred had been killed - but he could have saved his kingdom. Instead, he led thousands to the revolutionary executioner. 'Our wish is for you to lay down your arms. We do not wish brave men to perish.'

  'Then, I must insist that you put your order in writing.'

  And the king wrote: 'We order Our Swiss to put down their arms immediately and withdraw to their barracks. (Signed) Louis.'

  The colonel snatched the order from the king's trembling hands and looked at him in disgust. 'You have just signed the death warrant of my brave Swiss and of your monarchy.'

  The Swiss were well-trained soldiers who could do nothing but obey and stack their weapons. No sooner had they disarmed themselves than a blood-crazed mob butchered the helpless mercenaries. In total, 786 Swiss soldiers, including their twenty-six officers, paid with their lives for the weakness of the king.5 When all the Swiss were dead, the mob rushed into the king's residence to continue the slaughter. Every nobleman, gardener, or groom had his throat slit or was thrown from a window. One woman who escaped the horror, Madame Campan, was forced to recite 'The Nation For Ever'. Other ladies of the court were chased into the open, stripped of their clothes and disembowelled. Their heads were impaled on pikes and proudly paraded through the streets. The few who managed to escape through a secret passageway were cornered in the Rue de l'Échelle. The men were bludgeoned or skewered, and the women were raped before being brutally murdered. By order of the Jacobins, the corpses were left rotting for days to make Parisians fear the power of the extremists.

  When the news of the massacres reached the Convention, the extreme Jacobins shouted down the moderate Girondins. Marie-Antoinette clutched her son to her chest and burst into tears. The king sat in his deputy box, a disinterested spectator to the ranting of deputies. 'What you're doing here is not very constitutional,' was all he had to say. Nobody listened to him any longer. The insurrectionists thought nothing of using lies, deception, and terror to goad the crowd into such a furore that their sans-culottes were prepared to rush headlong into musket fire in order to butcher the hated nobility and then parade their cut-off heads on pikes. 'Had Louis taken a firm stand and come out on his horse to direct operations that day at the Tuileries, assuredly victory would have been his.' The author of this comment was Napoleon.

  On 21 September 1792, Louis XVI became the first king of France to be deposed by his own subjects. The Convention abolished the monarchy and established the First Republic, with its motto: Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité - Liberty, Equality, Brotherhood. A few weeks later, the royal family was locked up in the sinister Temple, a square dungeon built 500 years earlier by the Knights Templar. The first man to meet them was Antoine Simon, a cobbler by profession and a revolutionary by vocation, who herded them into their 'royal quarters' with a single dirty, flea-infested bedstead. Marie-Antoinette put her little boy - heir to a throne that no longer existed - in the bed and she herself slept on the floor. The situation improved once the family was permitted to purchase some basic furniture. Once a day they were allowed to walk in the small garden where the guards had ample opportunity to talk loudly about their fate. This was how the king found out that one of his loyal supporters, the editor of the Gazette de Paris, had been guillotined.

  The demise of the constitutional monarchy led to the dictatorship of the Commune. Its evil star, Jean-Paul Marat, prophet of égalité, used the mob as his instrument to make the old aristocracy and the ruling bourgeoisie pay the political price of a bloody revolution. He schemed to seize ultimate control through the world's first 'dictatorship of the proletariat', by whatever means necessary. But Danton was quicker off the mark when he took over the Paris City Council. When the militia's commander Mandat refused to obey anyone but the elected leaders of the commune, Danton's men shot him and dumped his corpse in the Seine. With this act of opportunism Danton opened for himself a path to dictatorial power, and he became undisputed leader of the Executive Revolutionary Council. His only mistake was that, in contrast to Robespierre, who made sure of killing off his rivals, Danton remained loyal to his supporters and handed out fat appointments to his friends.

  Events overtook the revolution. The north-west was in open revolt; Marseilles rose in protest against the rule of Paris; the people of Lyons executed their revolutionary city council; the citizens of Bordeaux marched on Paris; and the major port of Toulon was handed over to the British without a shot being fired The greatest danger came from the Duke of Brunswick who advanced on the capital with a powerful Prussian army. France found itself at the edge of an abyss. An explosion of nationalistic fervour concentrated the resolute will of the entire nation to rush to the defence of their patrie. But it was left to Georges Danton to raise emotions to fever pitch and pull down the barriers of restraint with his immortal slogan: 'L'audace, encore l'audace, toujours l'audace! Boldness, more boldness, forever boldness!' Like Joan of Arc he gave his nation l'espérance - hope. Roger de Lisle wrote a song for the Marseilles volunteers marching to the front; thereby the song became known as 'La Marseillaise'. To save the republic, Danton was not averse to carnage; if proof were needed, his complicity in the September massacres showed it.

  The call for the September massacres was launched by an article in Marat's L'ami du peuple. On 2 September 1792, three carts carrying twenty-four clergymen were stopped at the Abbey of St Germain des Prés.6 They were surrounded by a gang of sans-culottes, a band of ruffians who had set out to commit murder. Before the revolution, some of them had been parishioners of the ascetic priest who now climbed from the cart to calm the crowd. What he said is not recorded.7 One of the cart's escorts pulled out his sabre and hacked down the priest. The mob pulled the others from the carts and trampled them to death. Frenzy took hold of them. In the nearby Carmelite Convent 150 clergymen waited for the outcome of their trial. The rabble climbed over the vine-covered fence and began to slaughter them with clubs, pikes, and axes. Priests lay with their skulls smashed in the halls and dormitories, even inside the chapel.8 As so frequently happens when a crowd goes wild, there is always one who shouts louder and thereby appoints himself as their leader. A sinister character, Citizen Maillard, set up a table in the hallway and presided over an instant court. Every surviving priest was dragged before this judge, condemned, and butchered in the most savage manner. In all 119 priests died in this way and their bodies were thrown into a well.9

  From the Carmes, the sans-culottes returned to the Abbey of St Germain, plundered its vast library and threw the invaluable works onto a giant bonfire,10 because they considered learning as the root of their misery. Three hundred more prisoners were brought before Citizen Maillard's hanging justice. The shrieks of their victims mingled with the chortle of the mob. Their harpy spouses cheered the butchers on: 'Vasy, coupe sa gorge ... Go on, slit his throat.' The sexual overtones of the massacre became overt when the mob broke into homes along the Rue de Seine and raped the bourgeois women.11 Similar scenes took place inside the Conciergerie and the Châtelet prison. That night, over a thousand were savagely put to death.

  Their most notable victim was the beautiful Princesse de Lamballe, who was dragged from her cell, tied to a bench, and made to confess that she was the queen's lover. Dozens of grimy men then raped her and forced her to walk barefoot across the mutilated corpses in the courtyard, before a sans-culotte hacked off her head. A hairdresser's apprentice combed the Princess's blood-streaked hair, before her head was paraded on a pike outside the Temple prison 'so that l'Autrichienne can recognise her lover'.

  The mob did the killing, but mobs rarely bear all the guilt. They may be considered guilty, just as is the lever of the guillotine. But a lever does not kill. It only releases the blade. If not directly present at the murders, Danton, as minister of justice, was certainly kept informed of the rampage. He did nothing to prevent the slaughter by using his instrument of power.

  That horror helped to drive on the armies of the Duke of Brunswick. Nothing could stop them until Frenchmen from all walks of life, roused by Danton's fiery speeches, joined up. They came from the farms and from the cities. Even the royal officer corps offered its experience to this first people's army. This was no longer a monarchy that stood in danger, but the sacred honour of la France. Under the command of Generals Dumoriez and Kellermann, the nation's soldiers marched behind their revolutionary banners to a windmill near Valmy to face the Prussian army. Kellermann lifted up his hat on the tip of his sabre and at his signal the cannons thundered. The Duke of Brunswick looked at the revolutionary artillery and declared: 'Hier schlagen wir nicht - here we do not deliver battle.' French élan had stopped a professional army and in doing so had dispelled once and for all the false belief in the inferiority of one composed of civilians. With this amazing victory France was delivered from foreign intervention. Two days later, on 22 September 1792, France proclaimed itself a republic. Now Danton and his Jacobins could turn their full attention on the problems at home. The fate of the ex-king was high on their list. But the mind of at least one revolutionary, Robespierre, was fixed on his nemesis, Danton.

  'L'homme est né libre, et partout il est dans les fers . .. Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains.' The hollow-cheeked man in the blue silk waistcoat was an ardent admirer of the revolutionary philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Slowly, Robespierre put down the book and leaned back deep in thought.

  It had been a miserable morning, that distant winter's day in Paris, when the headmaster of the Collège de Clermont ordered the class into the cobblestoned courtyard. For hours he kept the boys shivering in rain and freezing cold because Louis XVI, king of France, was expected to pass by the front gate. What was he like, their king and the symbol of unchallenged power, wondered a skinny teenager from Arras, a bright and diligent student who lacked the financial means of his fellow pupils, who were scions of the nobility. Now he stood in the courtyard, with aching calves and water dripping down his back. Discipline and obedience! Not only the credo of a boys' school but of a whole country. After an interminable wait, a splendid yellow coach made its appearance at the top of the narrow cobblestoned street. It was drawn by four matching horses and surrounded by armed outriders. The boys never saw the face of their king, only a white-gloved hand waving from behind a passing window. They were on their way back to their classroom, shaking themselves like wet poodles and discussing the omnipotence of royalty, when the headmaster called them back into the courtyard. Another cart had made its appearance. There was nothing splendid about this one, drawn by a tired old mare. A figure stood in it, clad in a shirt which clung wetly to his body, with his hands tied behind his back. 'The tumbril of Monsieur de Paris,'12 warned their teacher.' 'Let this be a lesson to you. Never rebel against your sovereign.' Not here, not in the Royaume de France - somewhere else, perhaps! Like the thirteen English colonies of America. There they had dared to say no to their monarch. They had it easy, separated from their royal sovereign by a wide ocean, not like here, where there were only a few leagues along a straight road from Paris to Versailles. As the cart rolled past the grid of the gate, the eyes of the boy met those of the condemned man. These were eyes of despair and hopelessness. One of the many disinherited, deprived of his civic right to stand up against injustice. It was a moment the boy was never to forget . . .

  Robespierre shook himself from his reverie and picked up his book. 'Divine Rousseau,' he mused, 'you've taught me to appreciate the dignity of human nature.' To him, Rousseau's philosophy was the closest thing to religion. Like Rousseau, messiah of change, Robespierre thought of himself as a virtuous presence between the mob's vice and bourgeois corruption. His idol had stressed the value of virtue, a byword that was to haunt France. 'Terror without Virtue is bloody. Virtue without Terror is impotent.' Thus terror became virtue, decided Maximilien Robespierre.

  On the day that the citizens of Paris stormed the Bastille, that immortal 14 July 1789, he was virtually unknown. A deputy from the north, who never smiled but would spend hours putting on his silk costume and powdering his hair, Robespierre voted against censorship, against the death penalty, and against war, yet it was he who signed all these decrees into power. He was neither a hypocrite, as some of his detractors tried to make him, nor a political opportunist, but a true believer, which made him more terrifying than a hypocrite. He joined a small group of intellectuals who talked revolution in the chapel of an abandoned Jacobin convent. In the beginning they called themselves Friends of the Constitution, before they became notorious as the Jacobins. Robespierre had no use for carousing, nor did he join in the excesses perpetrated in the name of the revolution by this new social phenomenon called 'the mob' - Marat's Communards. This lunatic fringe, made up of the dregs of society, had nothing in common with the proletariat of later date; their philosophy was not based on 'you starving working masses, rise from slumber', but on a 'kill those who have it, and take it from them'. Sewer rats all, who had not participated in the revolution, but certainly benefited from it. He knew only too well that masses do not make a revolution, only leaders do. Mobs serve a useful purpose: they can be manipulated to fulfil a political need as a pressure group for demonstrations or sporadic bouts of terrorism, a technique quite cleverly exploited by Marat. Let them yell and make themselves feel important, or have them invade the Convention en masse and drown debate of an issue with their screams, which could then be interpreted as 'the will of the people'.

  Robespierre loathed Marat. This clever 'friend of the people' had turned his populist sans-culottes into a formidable political weapon, since these collaborators of evil had much to gain at the expense of their victims. Contrary to other revolutionary leaders, Marat was a philosopher-killer who held in complete contempt all the principles that served other men as ideals. Marat was a problem that could be taken care of.

  But Robespierre was haunted by his envy of another man, Georges-Jacques Danton. In August 1792 this virile, brilliant orator was appointed minister of justice at the age of thirty-two. Jealousy over his rival's exceptional abilities and energy ate at Robespierre's heart. They were equal in age (Robespierre was born in 1758, Danton in 1759); their revolutionary views were similar - but never their personalities. Danton was stocky and spoke in a stentorian voice; he loved publicity and his skills as an orator could be favourably compared with those of Cicero.13 Robespierre was fine-boned with a pallid complexion; he nervously chewed his fingernails and spoke in a nasal tone. He shied away from the centre stage, operating from the shadows. Danton was a bon vivant who loved his wife, good food, and boisterous company. Robespierre detested Danton's virility. His own existence was that of a hermit; he locked himself away with his books and thoughts in a small apartment in the Rue St Honoré.14 Both men held dreams of a New France, but while Robespierre reflected the pure philosophy of Rousseau and saw as his prime mission the introduction of a reign of virtue, Danton thought nothing of Robespierre's moral restraints and certainly said so. One day in the Convention, as Robespierre went on endlessly about virtue, Danton bellowed: 'Virtue is what I practise in bed with my wife!' Robespierre suffered nightmares; he even referred to his rival as 'a rotten idol, putrid with corruption'. The wish to do away with Danton grew daily stronger and drove him to an act of duplicity. During these days of anguish he met the young man who was to play such an important role during his days of tyranny, Louis-Antoine de Saint-Just.15

  In this undergrowth of revolutionary dogmas, a dense and dangerous jungle, it took great gifts and skills to succeed and to survive. Saint-Just was someone who could think on his feet, cut down an opponent with his acid tongue, and handle a crowd. Elected as the people's delegate from Soissons,16 this twenty-five-year-old, 'as beautiful as an angel', earned his sobriquet not for his physical beauty. Saint-Just, the 'Angel of Death', was an unconditional fanatic: 'Those who lead revolutions, those who wish to do well, must never sleep - except in their graves!' If Robespierre showed some human failings, Saint-Just was an impassioned reptile feeding on blood. Or was he the one with revolutionary pureness in his heart? That is Saint-Just's enigma. His version of Utopia was a place where men served only two principal functions, either as farmers (to feed the nation) or as soldiers (to defend the nation); where children were taken from their parents at a tender age, stuck in an institution, and pressed through a revolutionary mould into an army of robots.17 He never mentioned women since he did not even recognise their very existence. These two conspired to bring down Georges Danton.

  For the trial of the king, Danton could count on support from the majority of the deputies. It called for a ruse; the king's passion for working on clocks was helped by a professional locksmith, François Gamain. Danton told Gamain that the king had betrayed him, and that his life was forfeited, unless . . . 'The safe, where is it?' A frightened Gamain led him to a hidden strongbox, which netted 627 secret documents. With these, Danton had the means of bringing a charge of high treason against the monarch. In the Convention, Antoine Saint-Just, as cold and cynical as he was ruthless, declared: 'We are not here to judge a king but to fight him. In the eighteenth century we are less advanced than in the time of Caesar - there the tyrant was killed in the Senate without further formalities by twenty-three stabs from daggers and without any other law than that imposed by the freedom of Rome. So be it here. I demand the king be put to death without trial!' The call of the Jacobins was out in the open: to obtain power, the king had to die! The Convention baulked at this demand. Deputy Chambon was sent to the Temple: 'The Convention charges me to inform you: Louis Capet is to be arraigned . . .' Louis was pushed from the room and led into the courtyard. From a small window a queen watched and a child cried. The Dauphin was only seven and did not understand.

  'Louis Capet, the French nation accuses you . . .' With that phrase the king's trial opened on 26 December 1792. The king was charged with a series of crimes that he knew, as did his accusers, he had never been party to.

  'I don't recognise this court. You cannot try a king.'

  'We can, and we will. You, not we, are on trial.'

  'For what?' asked the deposed king.

  'For your life!'

  The king sat down and listened with dignified resignation. The public prosecutor Fouquier-Tinville waved a sheaf of papers. 'Citizens, I have here some documents which prove without a doubt that the accused is guilty.'

  Two lawyers, Tronchet and de Malesherbes,18 were appointed as legal assistance and were allowed to discuss defence strategy with the ex-monarch. They knew that his chances were slim. The debate on the verdict turned into a heated discussion over three questions:

  1. Is Louis Capet guilty as charged?

  2. Must the sentence be submitted to a popular vote?

  3. If found guilty, what should be the sentence? Detention, deportation or death?

  The moderate Girondins fought the extremist Jacobins and their 'Death to the tyrant!' Their 'Angel of Death' spoke: 'Louis fought against his people and he was brought down. He looked upon his own citoyens as his slaves. He alone is guilty of the events at the Bastille, and at the Tuileries. Which foreign enemy has done us more harm, I ask?' He paused for a moment before adding in the ice-cold tone typical of him: 'The nation demands his death!'

  Thomas Paine, an English revolutionary invited to the proceedings to give them a shred of credibility, wrote a suggestion on a piece of paper and handed it to the Convention president: 'Deport the king to the Americas.' Paine's proposal was not taken into consideration.

  'Give us the head of that fat pig,' yelled Marat's mob from the gallery. Danton argued forcibly for the supreme penalty, Saint-Just threatened the deputies; only Robespierre stood by and observed. Marat was high on his list; he had to be put down - and without mercy. A vote was called and for a long time, the ayes and nays hung in the balance. Until the cousin of the king, who now called himself Philippe Égalité, stood up: 'I vote death!' His ballot was the deciding vote. Death to the king by five votes!19 Lazare Carnot, head of the Executive, wept as he signed the decree. A reprieve was rejected. The public executioner, Charles Henri Sanson, known only as Monsieur de Paris, was ordered to prepare for an execution. Monsieur Sanson, a totally apolitical man who prided himself on a 'job well done', was not paid for taking sides. He never asked questions; he would cut off anyone's head, from thief to king.

  The last attempt to plead for the monarch's life was made by a well-known actress from the Théâtre Français, Mademoiselle Fleury. She pushed her way into Marat's flat, which was decorated only with a poster on which were written two words: La Mort. Death!

  'I beg you to show mercy for the king.'

  'What do you dare to say? Don't speak so loud that others can hear you, or your blasphemy will be punished with your own death.'

  'Oh Marat, I am not afraid. It is you I pity, to see you take the slippery road of blood, and I want to stop you.'

  'I don't deny it, it was Louis who helped us make the revolution. Now we have to defend it with all our might.'

  'Marat, how many tears, how much blood, before we find our way back to unity and love? For this, you will have to cut off many heads.'

  'So be it. Where gangrene has set in, you have to slice off the limb to save the body. We sow in blood and tears so that those after us can reap joy.'

  'That is something for the distant future.'

  'Strong men can wait.'
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