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Europe in 1812.
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The Confederation of the Rhine.





[image: Image]
Europe in 1815.
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Russian campaign of 1812. Courtesy of the David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, Stanford Libraries.
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Spain, 1811–1813. Courtesy of “The Public Schools Historical Atlas” by Charles Colbeck. Longmans, Green; New York; London; Bombay. 1905.
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Inset: Battle of Vitoria. Courtesy of the David Rumsey Map Collection, David Rumsey Map Center, Stanford Libraries.
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1814 Campaign of France. Courtesy of “The Public Schools Historical Atlas” by Charles Colbeck. Longmans, Green; New York; London; Bombay. 1905.
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France 1815 ‘Flight of the Eagle.’ Courtesy of “The Public Schools Historical Atlas” by Charles Colbeck. Longmans, Green; New York; London; Bombay. 1905.
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Start of Campaign, Battle of Waterloo. Courtesy of “The Public Schools Historical Atlas” by Charles Colbeck. Longmans, Green; New York; London; Bombay. 1905.
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Battle of Waterloo. Courtesy of “The Public Schools Historical Atlas” by Charles Colbeck. Longmans, Green; New York; London; Bombay. 1905.
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Battle of Waterloo. Courtesy of “The Public Schools Historical Atlas” by Charles Colbeck. Longmans, Green; New York; London; Bombay. 1905.







For Sue, for all she does (and Woody, of course!)

And for John Merriman, a great scholar, and an even greater friend.






PRELUDE INTO THE FLAMES [image: ]


Journée is one of the most evocative words in the French language. It can mean simply a day’s work, the time between rising and going to bed. It also stands for “an historic day,” a day of destiny. July 1, 1810, was one such for Napoleon.

That morning he wrote one of the most infamous, important letters of his eventful life: “… [Y]our services are no long[er] agreeable to me. It would be appropriate if you left (Paris) within twenty-four hours… This letter contains no further points.”1 In this terse fashion, Napoleon achieved the long-cherished ambition of ridding himself of Joseph Fouché, his minister of police, indispensable and a viper in his bosom in almost equal measure from the outset. Now, for the first time, Napoleon felt secure enough to expel a man who had plotted against him two years before, survived in office, and become still more influential. This letter was followed immediately by one to Fouché’s successor, General Jean-Marie Réné Savary, “… I want him to retire to Nice… behaving as if he were in exile… he must exercise no influence there, nor receive any honors….”2 At last, Napoleon was free. In the course of the morning, he dispatched two detailed letters to Admiral Decrès, his minister of the navy, which projected the rebuilding of the French fleets, the first concerted effort to do so since the catastrophe of Trafalgar in 1805.3 The invasion of England, another long-cherished hope, was now rekindled.4 It was a day to deal with all-consuming, age-old obsessions.

Nor did the journée end there. That evening, Prince Karl of Schwarzenberg, the Austrian ambassador to Paris, held a sumptuous ball for Napoleon and Marie-Louise in his embassy at the beautiful Hôtel de Montesson, in western Paris.5 Even the Montesson was too small for the fifteen hundred people who replied to the two thousand invitations issued, so a wooden pavilion was erected in the garden, linked to the house by a gallery, also of wood. Partitions were created within it by pleated tapestries of muslin. Rain was forecast, and to prevent water leaking in, and to dry the muslin and wood quickly, the pavilion had been coated in ethane, an odorless, colorless gas that absorbs water. The main hall was lit by a gigantic chandelier; there were seventy-three smaller ones, each with forty candles, distributed around the pavilion. Napoleon and Marie-Louise arrived about 11:00 P.M., to trumpet fanfares. When the dancers of the Paris Opera, recently reinvigorated by Napoleon’s efforts, had finished performing, the dancing began. Marie-Louise left her throne and began to chat and banter with her entourage, while Napoleon “worked the room” with his usual bonhomie. At about 11:30 P.M., there was a gust of wind. The wooden struts of the ceiling burst into flames, raining cinders and sparks onto the crowd. Those in the main hall were not immediately aware of the danger until the fire consumed the muslin partitions. Then the gallery caught fire, blocking any escape to the Hôtel. The pavilion had become a death trap. Napoleon kept calm, turned to Marie-Louise, and said simply, “Let’s go, there’s a fire,” hustling her out by the exit reserved for dignitaries. He put her in a coach to get her back to Saint-Cloud, where the imperial couple were residing, but he left her at the edge of Paris, and returned to take charge.

In the meantime, chaos reigned. The flames from the roof set peoples’ hair alight, consuming their light summer dresses and gold-gilt gowns. The chandeliers crashed down on the wooden floor, setting it ablaze and blocking the few remaining exits. A stampede began; those knocked to the ground were trampled underfoot. Death by asphyxia ensued. There was now only one way out, a stair into the garden, but it could not cope with one thousand or more people, as more wind whipped the flames. Caroline, Napoleon’s sister and the Queen of Naples, was normally the steeliest of the Bonapartes, her imperial brother included, but her nerves were shattered, an emphatic sign of how terrifying the inferno had become. Trying to punch and kick her way out, while screaming in terror, she fell, but was picked up and carried out by Jérôme Bonaparte and Klemens von Metternich, an act they may later have had cause to regret—within four years, she would betray them both. Eugène kept his pregnant wife, Augusta-Amélie of Bavaria, close to him. Apparently doomed in the throng, fate took a hand: a quick-witted man, Napoleon’s trusted lieutenant spotted a small hole in the canvas and slipped them both to safety. Among the dead was Pauline of Schwarzenberg, the young, vivacious sister-in-law of the ambassador, a mother of eight, who shortly before had opened the dancing with Eugène. She had been crushed under the falling ceiling. Those who escaped stumbled around, half-naked, often scarred by appalling burns. Many simply collapsed, exhausted. Servants scurried among them, doing what they could. Real help only came from one of Napoleon’s reliable technocrats, Regnault de Saint-Jean d’Angély, who quickly converted his nearby residence into a makeshift hospital.

A mere forty-eight hours before the ball, Schwarzenberg and the Parisian authorities had thought to post six firemen at the ball, but they were completely overwhelmed by the scale of the fire, despite their heroic efforts to contain it and save lives. Napoleon rushed back to the scene about midnight, now wrapped in his military gray greatcoat, with Marshal Bessières at his side, and they gave Schwarzenberg what help they could. A torrential rain began to fall, putting out the fire by about 3:00 A.M. and turning what was left of the pavilion to mush. The police turned up about 4:00 P.M. and began their investigation, and the search for bodies. Only then did Napoleon go back to Saint-Cloud.

Napoleon’s valet, Constant, recorded in his memoirs that Napoleon was more upset than he had almost ever seen him, choked with an emotion he never expressed in his own misfortunes.6 Constant’s are among the most dubious of the many untrustworthy memoirs of the period, however.7 Even so, Napoleon indisputably reacted in ways very much in character. Initially, he believed reports that the firemen present had been drunk, and ordered them sacked, along with several more in the service.8 However, when the results of the report of July 2 reached him, and made him aware of their heroism, he revoked his own order and commended them. It did not go as well for those in charge, however. Ten days after the fire, he ordered the complete reorganization and expansion of the Paris fire service. This entailed mass dismissals from its higher and middle echelons, and a more effective public service resulted, setting it on the footing it still has today. As in so many other spheres of the French state, Napoleon’s quick reaction established lasting, effective change. Throughout the investigations, Napoleon loyally protected Schwarzenberg, determined that no blame be attached to his new Austrian allies. Realpolitik was never far away. However, the report lambasted the architect of the pavilion, Pierre Bénard, who was jailed briefly, and saw his reputation ruined. The prefect of Paris, Louis Dubois, remained in his post, but was severely reprimanded by Napoleon for having gone to the country during the event. Many at the time felt he should have been sacked for not preventing the looting that followed the fire, when an unknown mass of jewelry discarded or lost by those fleeing the fire was left scattered around the scene.

Public disquiet among Parisians extended beyond the actual events. There had been another “Austrian marriage,” when the rulers of France had reversed what many saw as the “natural order of things,” by allying with the traditional enemy. On May 16–17, 1770, the ill-starred union of the future Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, the aunt of Marie-Louise, took place at Versailles. At a fireworks display held as part of the marriage festivities on the present-day Place de la Concorde, a fire broke out killing 132 people. Dread parallels, inevitably, were quickly drawn. In a fashion typical of him, Napoleon drew a veil over the tragedy, as far as the public was concerned. The death of a person of such renown as Pauline of Schwarzenberg was impossible to hide, but the official press registered her as the sole fatality. The actual number was probably closer to ninety, according to the police reports. It was not the first time Napoleon had lied shamelessly about casualties. Nor would it be the last.






1 A NEW ORDER OF THINGS [image: ]


On December 10, 1810, Napoleon declared to the Senate, “A new order of things directs the universe.”1 This was bombastic, but it was not hubris. Now, for the first time since 1805, he could devote himself to the governance of his “universe” because he had humbled all comers. This “new order of things” was decreed when his new wife, Marie-Louise, was heavily pregnant with his son, and that the new order was to be Napoleon’s legacy to his much-cherished heir, but that legacy had to be forged in strife.

The same day he annexed Rome to France, February 17, 1810—and even before his remarriage—Napoleon issued an edict declaring that his first male heir would carry the title “King of Rome.” The timing was obviously meant as a blunt instrument with which to beat the pope, but the title carried far deeper significance. It dated from 1110, when the title “King of the Romans” was added to the imperial title to assert imperial authority over the Papacy. In 1508, Maximilian I adopted it as the title assigned to the chosen successor of an emperor during his lifetime.2 The implications for Pope Pius VII were gratuitously obvious—he was no longer a secular ruler. It was also salt in the wounds of Emperor Francis of Austria, a reminder that he was no longer the Holy Roman Emperor. In early 1810, it also carried potent, if hardly historically accurate, Carolingian implications: Napoleon’s heir would, until his succession, be another Bonaparte monarch in the new crypto-feudal imperial construct. He would be the first familial vassal among Napoleon’s brothers and sisters. However, by the time Napoléon François Joseph Charles was born on March 20, 1811, all this had become redundant. The future “Napoleon II” would rule over a highly centralized hegemony, more akin to a Roman than a feudal model.

Ineffectual at best, a hotbed of betrayal at worst, Napoleon’s vision of a Europe both federal and feudal had all but disintegrated by the spring of 1810. Napoleonic policy, everywhere, embraced abolishing feudalism among the peasant masses, but it was to be reintroduced for his siblings, to bind them into a hierarchy of kings with Napoleon as emperor at the apex of the system, ruling them at one remove. As so often with Napoleon, the essence of a grand strategy emerges in the details. In the midst of lambasting Jérôme, a barely surviving vassal, for allowing himself to become “the laughingstock of Europe,” to the point that no marshal of the empire could respect him, Napoleon asserted his vision: “A kingdom is not an empire”; the grand dignitaries of the empire were its kings along with the viceroy of Italy, Eugène. He humbled his brother witheringly: “Do not look for comparisons in Paris (of how to run his Court), you would look like a frog who wants to be as big as a bull.”3

“The children of the century”

The failure of his Carolingian vision led him back to the “Roman” model of a centralized, uniform empire. The trope of Roman imperialism had reasserted itself in the wake of the crisis of 1809–10, when Napoleon’s hegemony had been shaken as never before. The “extraordinary political laboratory” that was Napoleonic Europe, according to the Italian scholar Luigi Mascilli Migliorini, had entered a new phase in 1810.4 An aristocratic courtier, Louis-Philippe de Ségur, admitted in his memoirs to fretting that this rapid, huge expansion might “lose France in Europe, for when France was Europe, there might be no more France.”5 He need not have worried. “The Great Empire,” as it was soon called, was run by the French, in the manner of France, and for the French, from the Baltic to the Strait of Messina.

This process was already well underway. In practice, it meant the system imposed on Napoleon’s vast empire was rigid, and to keep it so, it was run in the main by Frenchmen, often with the active participation of their wives. The French officials came from the old core of the empire—which embraced Belgium, the Rhineland, and northern Italy as well as France—and were sent to rule its new peripheries; they were drawn from two different pools of talent. On the one hand, Napoleon turned to tried and trusted collaborators for the most senior posts both in France and beyond. On the other, he was finally able to reach over the revolutionary generation, conferring the middle level of government to his enfants du siècle—“the children of the (new) century”—who were drawn from every shade of the political landscape and none, and had been schooled in the system he had created. France had the human wherewithal to supply the higher and middle ranks of its imperial bureaucracy. The civil administration of the newly annexed “Illyrian Provinces” was staffed, at departmental level, wholly with the young auditors of the Council of State, as were the proto-departments of Catalonia, which were earmarked for eventual annexation to France. In March 1811, Napoleon wrote to Louis-Nicolas Davout following the transfer of some of Jérôme’s Westphalian territory to direct rule from Paris:


It is very important that these territories are promptly organized into sub-prefectures (the major subdivision of departments). I envisage German speaking sub-prefects, but (drawn from) old France…6



He got them.7

The “rallying” of large sections of the French elites to the Napoleonic educational system and the careers in an ever-expanding imperial public sphere flooded Europe with les enfants. They began in Paris, the capital Napoleon had done so much to make both imposing and alluring. From the corridors of power in the Council of State, where the best among them began as auditors, they were sent forth to be tested on the furthest-flung marches of the empire, but always with the prospect of returning to its heart, if they served well. Les enfants were among the best schooled public servants of the age. They were professional bureaucrats.

There was far more to it than professionalism, however. The auditors were imbued with a clear mission to extend the “unbreakable model” to wherever the emperor sent them, for embodied in the Civil Code, its system of judicial administration, and the whole edifice of civil government, was their own vision of enlightened progress. In their eyes, they held the perfect template with which to reform Europe, and Europe would not be reformed until its peoples fitted that template. It took a remarkable degree of confidence and clarity of purpose to rule half a continent by such lights. Madame de Rémusat—possessed of one of the most poisonous pens of the age—saw them as a disaster in the making:


Only the briefest acquaintance is needed with the attitude and despotic ideas these young men exercised in their own country, to understand what a danger these attitudes had been when the administration of some conquered French province had been given to them.8



They were not the children of the Revolution, still less the battered survivors of the Terror and counter-Terror, but the generation that grew into adulthood under the blazing sun of Austerlitz. There was nothing pleasant about these young men, and they made the regime a host of enemies as they went about their routine duties, to say nothing of their ruthless enforcement of conscription. They were determined and effective, nonetheless. However overbearing, arrogant, or even tremulous, “the children of the century” had the “bible” of the French civilizing mission, crystallized in the Civil Code, to guide them: Wherever they went, the walls of the Ghettos crumbled, feudalism was fought tooth and nail in the courts, and civic improvements driven through. They rose to these tasks with as much determination as they showed in enforcing conscription, levying taxes, and crushing armed revolt.

Napoleonic women had their part to play in the new imperial order, and theirs was a far from passive role. When French women came into direct contact with their Italian, Spanish, and even German “sisters,” they knew themselves to be the most liberated in Europe, certainly in the social world of the salon and also through their control of the domestic sphere: The Tournon, the aristocratic couple to whom the second city of the empire was entrusted, defiantly flouted the sexist conventions of Roman society in the private sphere by holding mixed dinner parties, and in the public, when Madame Tournon, herself the daughter of a prominent legal family from Nîmes, took charge of the prefectoral office in her husband’s absence. Madame Tournon’s position in Rome was far from unique. Prefects toured their departments four times a year under Napoleon, to carry out conscription, and in their absence, their wives usually ran the departmental offices. The rougher the frontier, the more unabashed the behavior. The wife of Marshal Suchet did not so much shock as “floor” Catalan and Valencian society by riding in breeches to review the troops, kiss them on both cheeks, and hand out medals, to say nothing of her own very bourgeois, highly intellectual salons in Barcelona and Valencia.9 The school established by Madame Campan to educate the female orphans of members of the Legion of Honor was created to turn out exactly such women. If the education she, under Napoleon’s supervision, prescribed for them fell short of that of later ages, it was certainly liberated—and liberating—by the standards of the time, as witnessed by Campan’s justified fears for its survival under the Restoration. Louis XVIII closed the school almost immediately in 1814. He did not want the wives of his prefects, officers, or magistrates educated in modern languages, mathematics, or basic science, still less given only one hour of religious instruction per week, or boarding without a confessor “on site,” as had been Campan’s system.10

Napoleon’s “new order of things” had two watchwords from which all else stemmed: centralization and uniformity. He meant for this vision to be stamped emphatically on the next generation of rulers: Napoleon set about refurbishing the châteaux of Meudon, to the west of Paris, in the winter of 1810–11, even before his heir was born. It was to become “the Institute of Meudon,” a centralized college where the children of the Imperial family—called officially “the Children of France” regardless of the territories ruled by their parents—were to be educated together. They were to be joined by the children of the leading families of the satellite states in a setting of buildings arranged around the central pavilion in which Napoleon’s son would reside. It all came to nothing, but the intent was clear: This was now a French imperium, to be ruled by a “French” ruling class, regardless of where they were born.11

Amid all the swirling changes of his “new order of things,” there were things that nothing, not even remarriage or the prospect of fatherhood, could alter in Napoleon. In the summer of 1810, while taking the waters at Aix, Josephine had gone boating and fallen in a lake. “For someone born beside the ocean, to die in a lake! Now that would be a fatality, wouldn’t it!”12 he teased her, as always.

The Empire of the Laws

The bedrock of the imperial edifice, like its Roman template, was the law. Its core was the Civil Code of 1804, but these years of relative peace saw another surge of legal reform, both in terms of statute law and in the workings of the administration of justice. This time, however, Napoleonic legal reform had most of continental Europe in its remit. By 1810–11, the changed times turned the regime’s attention to the criminal law.

The Civil Code was complete, mature, and ready for export, of a piece, to the rest of Napoleonic Europe, and the young auditors and their judicial equivalents saw that it was, although not without myriad challenges. The same was not true of the criminal law. The early French revolutionaries had drawn up a prototype for a penal code as early as 1791, and it exercised a great influence by the later work of the Napoleonic regimes, but it had yet to be completed by 1810. Napoleon returned from the 1809 campaign determined to hasten its completion: He resumed the chairmanship from Cambacérès, the work sped up, and it was put before the Corps législatif in February 1810—after only a month under his chairmanship—and voted into law in March. It came into effect in January 1811.13

The major historian of the Penal Code, Pierre Lascoumes, describes it as “in the end, only a reform of that of 1791,”14 but “a much more precise and systematic professional instrument” in keeping with the process of rationalization and professionalism begun under the Consulate.15 The real ruptures with the Revolution came in its justifications for punishments and a greater emphasis on the protection of society as a whole, rather than the revolutionaries’ insistence on the individualism of both victim and criminal: The 1810 Penal Code argued from the particular and the pragmatic, and simply ignored the emphatic insistence of the code of 1791 on the capacity of the law to perfect humanity. The Napoleonic code explicitly accepted the permanent existence of a debased criminal class that posed a constant threat to public order, thus reflecting the alarmist currents within “the masses of granite” at the rising tide of disorder around them, at a time of economic crisis. The kind of crime that so enraged the masses of granite took place in the rich vineyards around Bordeaux in 1811, when the little town of Moulinet sustained an attack of great violence by a band of deserters who had plagued its environs for some time. They had a vendetta against the mayor, who had informed on them.16 Personal safety and property all seemed at risk, even in the wealthiest rural areas.

This pessimistic view of the human condition has branded the Penal Code of 1810 as fundamentally repressive.17 However, the 1810 code actually reduced the proportion of cases subject to the death penalty from 18.3 to 6.4 percent, and reduced those punishable by forced labor from 31.4 to 10.2 percent, using imprisonment and fines for less serious offenses.18 Nevertheless, Italian jurists, both in the imperial departments and the kingdom of Italy, opposed the ethos of the French codes vociferously, if in vain, when Napoleon imposed a code on them that was virtually a clone of the French project of legal reform.19 As conscription intensified with the approach of war with Russia, criminality rose in tandem. For Napoleon, this was a way of reassuring the masses of granite that the regime was on their side: “(Public) opinion wanted severe sanctions.”20

This found its expression less in the text of the Criminal Code than in the manner of its application. Over vast tracts of the empire, there had never been juries for serious criminal trials, and new legislation in 1810 made this state of affairs permanent for the imperial departments in Italy and for most of those in the west and south of France. The “Special Criminal Courts” composed partly of soldiers—usually senior gendarmes—and civilian magistrates were made permanent. Elsewhere, the role of juries was greatly reduced. Napoleon had sought the complete abolition of juries in criminal cases, fearing their amateur nature, but he was firmly overruled by a majority in the Council of State and accepted its opinion.21 He still valued expert opinion, despite his increasingly embattled attitude to the world around him.

The subtle hand of Jean-Jacques-Régis Cambacérès temporized many of Napoleon’s harsher instincts and those of the masses of granite whose views he reflected. The differences between the two men had become more acute since Cambacérès’s clear reticence about the divorce of Napoleon and Josephine and even more over the advisability of the Austrian marriage. He feared that many of Napoleon’s new policies were bringing the regime far too close to the revival of a society of orders. Napoleon always respected his views, and Cambacérès provided a genuine break on Napoleon during these years. His oblique influence came from drawing many of the regime’s power brokers—Napoleon included—closer to Freemasonry.22 His greatest intervention came over the administration of justice. Cambacérès did not mince words in his memoirs:


More than once I put it to Napoleon that the laws he was giving to his people would prove inadequate if he did not confide them to the hands of magistrates (who were) invested with high esteem and placed in a position of independence which would make them immune from any fear other than that of failing to do their duty…23



The major restructuring of the court system developed by Cambacérès and realized in 1810 helped achieve this. It was a mixture of centralized, hierarchical professionalization Napoleon could not argue with, and a calibrated policy of assuring an increased independence for the magistrates who ran it. There were obvious parallels with the ancien régime parlements: the Courts of Appeal were enlarged and renamed “Imperial Courts,” and the local criminal and civil courts were integrated into them, as had been the case before 1789. The senior magistrates were renamed “councillors,” as in the parlements. The real purpose of Cambacérès’s reforms was to bring the local judiciary into closer, more integrated contact with better educated senior magistrates, and to make it easier for the Imperial Courts to oversee the workings of justice at lower levels. Civil and criminal justice were now under the supervision of the same senior court, and this provided an important break on the newly powerful public prosecutors. Cambacérès did not win easily: He successfully opposed Napoleon’s idea to fix the number of judges arbitrarily for each Imperial Court, and Treilhard’s project to retain two separate chambers (civil and criminal).24

According to the Belgian scholar Xavier Rousseau, “After twenty years of hesitation, the new (system) of justice was firmly bound to the state.”25 Cambacérès felt strongly that the law needed to retain its standing to curb the power of that same state. To bolster the status of the magistracy, Cambacérès made court sessions and confirmation of judges more solemn occasions, and restored their ancien régime regalia. Outwardly, these changes appear almost retrograde, and they doubtless drew on Cambacérès’s own vanity. Nonetheless, their serious purpose was to erect a brake on the state. One reform he failed to get past Napoleon was to resurrect the corporate status of lawyers. Although Napoleon consented to revive the Bar in the spirit of fostering professionalism, Cambacérès inadvertently reawakened the Jacobin in him:


His Majesty said that he did not see why the profession of advocate should be more honored than any other… Perhaps in seeing one of their number rise to the post of Arch-Chancellor because of the Revolution, they have persuaded themselves that one day they might become him? That would be like the whole artillery corps giving itself over to ambitious hopes because one of them got to the Throne!26



Whatever their differences, the two men retained their trust, goodwill, and mutual sense of humor.

The creation of the new structures in 1810 allowed Claude-Ambroise Régnier, the minister of justice, to ask the new heads of the Imperial Courts for their advice on those “who left something to be desired.” When the time came to replace them, “the occult hand” of Cambacérès proved the most influential.27 The object of the exercise was renewal, and as the new system came into being in early March, the empire also acquired another source of new life.

The King of Rome

The “new order of things” now rested on the little boy who came into the world on March 20, 1811, at the Tuileries, the youngest but most exalted enfant du siècle. That birth was anything but easy. When the time came, the delivery proved dangerous. Napoleon had summoned Jean-Nicolas Corvisart—one of the most distinguished medical men of the era—but he had yet to arrive as Marie-Louise began an agonizing labor. The only doctor present was Antoine Dubois, an army surgeon all too familiar with the horrors of battle, but with no experience delivering babies.28 Cambacérès gave an unembellished account of the scene: The atmosphere was one of impending catastrophe, everyone’s faces were haggard. Napoleon had just arrived and asked Cambacérès if he had seen Dubois, adding, “I’m afraid he might lose his head. I hope Corvisart gets here soon.” Dubois came out of the birthing room, pale and nervous, and told Napoleon that Marie-Louise was in real danger, and that he could do nothing without Corvisart. No crisis could be more personal, but it brought the absolute best out of Napoleon. He diffused the pressure on Dubois, reassuring him:


Conduct yourself as if you were seeing to the son of a cobbler… I’m telling you this in the presence of the Arch-Chancellor (the highest legal officer of the Empire). Carry on in complete security. You have my full confidence. No blame will attach to anything you do. But remember that the mother’s health must prevail over all other considerations.29



Nevertheless, Napoleon almost cheered when Corvisart arrived. Dubois stood aside, and Napoleon went with his old friend to his wife’s bedside.

These conversations took place as the agonized screams of a girl barely out of her teens rang out down the long corridors and reverberated across the high ceilings of the Tuileries. Marie-Louise was terrified by her ordeal, and with good reason. Nothing her feminine entourage told her could possibly have prepared her for the horrors of her labor, which were so serious that Corvisart resorted to a breach birth. Napoleon trusted Corvisart implicitly, as he had been his surgeon in the field over many campaigns and helped him through many of his own bouts of illness. Corvisart kept a cool head throughout when others panicked—Napoleon included, by his own later admission, though he took Corvisart’s orders when helping to hold down Marie-Louise during the birth. In the midst of it, Marie-Louise cried out to Napoleon, “Will you sacrifice me because I am the Empress?” Witnesses verified his reply to Corvisart that Napoleon recounted in his memoirs, when it looked like the baby might suffocate: “I can have another child with the mother.”30 The life of his wife came first, a sign of genuine humanity, mingled as always with realpolitik, but hardly in keeping with the tenets of the Church. Before Marie-Louise went into labor, Napoleon had been very anxious for any sign of the child’s sex; when her danger became apparent, he forgot all about it. When his son was at last safely delivered, Napoleon readily admitted:


The danger had been so great that all etiquette… which had been so carefully researched for this occasion, was cast aside, and the infant was taken aside and put on a plank while everyone busied themselves only with his mother.31



The King of Rome slept so quietly through it all that, in the general state of anxiety, the assembled company feared he was dead. It was only when Corvisart picked him up that he began to cry, to unanimous hilarity.

The personal crisis over, the regime became a parody of itself. The first into the room was Cambacérès, who dictated the legal corroboration of the birth to a secretary for the registers of the État Civil. The Republican formalities dealt with, the imperial pageant began. The boy’s appointed governess, the impeccably aristocratic Madame de Montesquiou, took Napoleon-Francis in her arms, swathed him in ermine, and marched into the throne room, declaring to all and sundry, “The King of Rome!” Even before he was presented to the gathered dignitaries, Napoleon led Madame de Montesquiou, her new charge in her arms, to the balcony and together they presented him to the Imperial Guard, assembled outside—they were Napoleon’s real family, and they came first. One witness, the Marquise de la Tour du Pin, recalled:


We relished the incomparable spectacle of these grognards of the Old Guard, ranged in order, one on each step, every chest decorated with the cross (of the Legion of Honor). Any movement was forbidden them, but real emotion broke through those very masculine faces, and I saw tears of joy welling up in their eyes.32



Orders or no, a huge cheer broke out. It was soon followed by the roar of one hundred cannon salvos (it would have been a mere twenty for a girl) sounding in the background as the King of Rome was placed in his cradle—at last—for the assembled company to pass by. The grognards soon “baptized” Napoleon-Francis themselves: he was “the Eaglette.”

Napoleon showered generosity on all who had helped. Dubois was made a Baron of the Legion of Honor and given a dotation worth 100,000 francs. Madame de Montesquiou and all the other ladies-in-waiting received very generous gifts. It was hard to reward Corvisart, given the honors and wealth Napoleon had already accorded him, so he bestowed upon him the greatest accolade in his gift: From that moment, Corvisart never left the side of the empress and Napoleon-Francis. Napoleon did not risk him in any future campaigns, so crucial did he believe his old friend to be for their well-being. A decree of March 22 bestowed a sum of 250,000 francs from Napoleon’s private savings for needy mothers. Marie-Louise got a pearl necklace.33 Private frugality coexisted with official largesse.

Public holidays, illuminations, and commemorative songs and poems of nauseating mediocrity followed. However, the police noted that the public celebrations petered out after a day or two.34 In the background, the pastoral letters of several bishops inviting the people to pray for the safe delivery of the empress and her child had to be redrafted under police pressure for not being “happy enough.”35 Shadows of clerical hostility and growing poverty mirrored the hard coming into the world of the regime’s great hope.

With an heir came the need to reorder the hegemony that was now held in trust for the son by the father. The baptism of Napoleon-Francis was the moment when the “new order of things” was laid bare for the Bonapartes. It was less about family or Court intrigue, than geopolitics. There was one caveat, however. Napoleon-Francis should have been baptized by Maury, the Cardinal Archbishop of Paris, in whose jurisdiction he was born. Instead, Joseph Fesch, Napoleon’s cousin, the Cardinal Archbishop of Lyon, performed the rite, not because Fesch was his relation, but that “Napoleon did not want to take the risk of having his son baptized by a Cardinal-Archbishop who had not been invested by the Pope.”36 If so, it was his last sign of fear of, or deference to, the Holy See.

The Birth of a New Empire

Napoleon used the baptism of his son, on June 9, 1811, to mark the symbolic end of the “Carolingian system” of a federation of satellite states. The only Bonaparte brothers left—barely—in the fold, Jérôme and Joseph, made the journey to Paris for the ceremony in Notre-Dame, Napoleon breaking his long silence with his elder brother. Both were ordered to dress as French princes, not kings; Joseph’s Spanish retinue was snubbed, even though he was one of the two godfathers, the other being the absent Emperor Francis.37 Caroline feared her brother Napoleon’s wrath because of her husband Joachim Murat’s ill-judged attempts to defy him. She had no need, for Caroline was among the increasingly narrow circle of people Napoleon still trusted. She had always been his favorite sibling, the one he felt most resembled him, and her efforts to follow his orders in Naples, even in defiance of her husband, marked a sharp contrast to his brothers in Napoleon’s mind, her singular loyalty only strengthened for him by her kindness to Marie-Louise, when set beside the spite shown her by his other sisters at their wedding. He tried to make this clear to Caroline, when inviting her to the baptism:


My sister, I hope to associate you with all my happy events, and I hope you will be godmother to my son, whose birth has given me so much joy… It would be so agreeable to me to create these new links between my son and my sister.38



Caroline still feared coming to Paris, and her sister Pauline stood as the second godmother in Caroline’s “political” absence; her antipathy for Marie-Louise notwithstanding, she was harmless. Caroline did not let the chance to advance herself slip, however. She sent the King of Rome a toy coach and two Merino sheep to pull it, in which both father and son delighted.39

The baptism of the King of Rome was but an event. The new order of things was meant to find more lasting symbolic expression in a new series of palaces, not only in France but across the empire. As the family courts of the satellite states lost their influence, Napoleon’s own European palaces were to usurp them. Rome, “the second city of the Empire,” preoccupied Napoleon in a particularly pointed manner. While he lavished money on saving the Vatican and many classical monuments from collapse,40 he seized Pius’s residence and the scene of his arrest, the Quirinal, and transformed it into a temple of militarism: It contained a Hall of the Marshals; Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres executed a huge painting of “Romulus carrying to the Temple of Jupiter the weapons of his enemy Acrionius”; another depicted Alexander the Great entering Babylon. The intentional cultural insult to baroque Rome, and to Pius who had enraged Napoleon with his passive resistance, was gross. The Quirinal was to lodge Napoleon for his projected state visit in 1813 and his coronation in a refurbished Vatican. Conversely, the palace of the new King of Rome was not to be in “his” city, but in Paris, where the Trocadéro now stands.41 It was never completed. In Florence, Napoleon’s sister Élisa was now virtually usurped as ruler with the complete annexation of Tuscany to the empire; she retired to Lucca, and Napoleon immediately set about restoring the Pitti Palace for himself. In 1811, he acquired palaces in Antwerp, Turin, and Amsterdam, but Paris remained the real center of power. Its palaces were now peopled by courtiers drawn from all over his hegemony, not just the empire proper: There were now five Poles among Napoleon’s chamberlains, alongside Tuscans, Romans, and Belgians. The style of the “Great Empire” is epitomized by the surviving apartments of the Empress Marie-Louise at Compiègne: The furniture is far heavier than that of the ancien régime and the walls and ceilings are covered in Napoleonic symbols: Ns; the golden bees of Clovis, the first Christian king of France and golden eagles. As at Fontainebleau, the colors are bold and brave: gold, red, and white. In Philip Mansel’s words, “the effect is one of startling splendor and luxury.”42 “Startling” was the point. This was an exercise in “shock and awe.” As Mansel observes:


The hostility of a large part of the population of the Empire had been one reason for the creation of the court. The court and, indeed, the whole capital city, had a dark side. The Court and the capital were there to intimidate, as well as inspire. It was all intended to be a symbol of the power, magnificence, and stability of the regime.43



That symbolism was wholly French. The great empire was now, visibly, an extension of “the great nation,” as the French Republic had long dubbed itself.


The Idyll of Saint-Cloud

On the advice of Dubois and Corvisart, the new, nuclear imperial family withdrew from the hubbub of Paris to Saint-Cloud on April 20 to give Marie-Louise the rest and tranquility her health so badly needed. It was punctuated only briefly by the baptism in June, and short trips to Normandy and nearby Rambouillet. Otherwise, something close to a routine of family life took shape.

Napoleon had long made use of Saint-Cloud. Like most Parisians of means, he usually escaped the heat and possible pestilence of Paris in the summer at Saint-Cloud, as it was larger than Malmaison (now the principal home of Josephine, in any case) and more convenient for Paris than Fontainebleau or Compiègne. Normally, Napoleon would have returned to the Tuileries in late summer, but this time he lingered at Saint-Cloud as long as he could, until December. Marie Antoinette liked Saint-Cloud and had done considerable work on it in the 1780s, but it was a private residence. Napoleon did little to change the exterior, but carried out extensive changes to its interior, creating a throne room and other public spaces needed for the court, but he liked it above all as a quiet place where he could work. After 1814, Saint-Cloud certainly struck some English tourists as lacking the overbearing, self-conscious grandeur typical of Napoleon’s ever-expanding network of palaces. Whereas Fontainebleau was as voluptuous a palace “as any sultan of Baghdad or monarch of India,” Saint-Cloud presented “a scene of astonishing elegance and splendor… the Graces themselves might not scorn to repose upon the sofas.”44 Saint-Cloud was as close to normal a setting for the closest to a normal life Napoleon ever came since childhood.

Napoleon had a study on the ground floor, which gave on to Madame de Montesquiou’s garden, where he could watch his son play and often joined him. His study was “off limits” even to Hugues Bernard Maret, his civilian chief of staff, but the door was now usually open to Marie-Louise and their son, as he grew. There are numerous anecdotes of the two Napoleons playing with pieces of painted wood and building an eagle together. Such tales are usually based on dubious memoirs,45 but Napoleon certainly spent as much time with his son and wife as his schedule allowed, and if they did, indeed, play soldiers, it was on a carpet decorated with the insignia of the Legion of Honor.46

The private letters of Marie-Louise to her family and friends give the most reliable account of these singular months, and they paint a consistently happy picture. In May, she wrote to Madame Crenneville about her son: “I hope… he will be like his father one day, bringing happiness to all around him and who know him… My son is astonishing for his age… he laughs out loud, already. He is very like the Emperor.” He did not know her at first, on her return from a brief trip to Normandy, “but after a few days, I soon renewed my acquaintance with him!” However, he always knew his father, who teased him at the daily meals he always had with his wife and son, much to the annoyance of his aristocratic governess and the astonishment of Marie-Louise.47 Whether the anecdotes of memoirists are true or not—such as Napoleon teaching his son to drink from a glass or teasing him to eat off his nose48—Napoleon and Marie-Louise soon realized they had been brought up in very different cultures that were not only the result of a gulf in their social classes. The historian of gender, Julie Hardwick, describes the emergence of “compassionate marriage” in the 18th century, epitomized by the model set out by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in his widely read Émile.49 Few marriages were more “pragmatic” in their origins than that of Napoleon and Marie-Louise, but perhaps when he at last got the chance, Napoleon began putting Rousseau, an author he devoured in his youth, into practice. More tangible evidence of Napoleon’s belief in the Enlightenment was his insistence in April that Napoleon-Francis be vaccinated when he heard of a virus going about.50 He certainly had no intention of giving his son the cold upbringing he had witnessed among his aristocratic schoolmates. Even when away on a short inspection in Belgium, Napoleon kept in regular touch with Madame de Montesquiou, writing from Antwerp that “… I take real pleasure in your different letters about the good health of the king (of Rome)… I want… the king to have a good routine from the outset, to give him a good constitution.”51

Marie-Louise wrote to her father with a mixture of love and bewilderment: “He takes a great deal of interest in his son. He carries him in his arms, and tries to make him eat, but without success.”52 It may have been quietly gratifying for a Habsburg to witness a Napoleonic defeat, but such behavior was alien to her own upbringing. Marie-Louise was hesitant about these levels of intimacy, and was afraid to cradle her son in case she hurt him.53 As she told Madame Crenneville, the deep emotions she had for her son were “felt, but not expressed.”54 Napoleon had been brought up differently. It is clear enough that he treasured time with his family in these months, picnicking with them on the grounds, taking an evening drive with Marie-Louise, showing patience when teaching her to ride.

Napoleon’s emotional happiness was not matched by his physical health in these months, though. His legs were often badly swollen and he suffered from severe sleep deprivation. He remained abstemious of food and alcohol, yet saw his weight increase with abnormal speed, despite doing everything he could to take regular exercise through hunting and pursuing his duties as normal. When the writer Charles Paul de Kock caught a glimpse of him during this time at the Tuileries, he saw a man “yellow, obese and puffy… only a fat man.”55 He was only forty-two. Napoleon was very open about this on Saint Helena, admitting that Corvisart had come out to Saint-Cloud several times to try to get him to try medicines for his stomach problems, and that he tired easily. His sense of humor reasserted itself at times, nonetheless: On Saint Helena he recounted how he once asked a secretary to read him a fairy tale to help him get to sleep and when his aide reached for one, they all burst out laughing.56

Napoleon’s poor health was no laughing matter for those around him, however. The months at Saint-Cloud saw drastic contrasts between Napoleon’s public behavior and his new family life. A weight of evidence, however anecdotal, attests to the “intimacy and the gentleness of his marriage” in the words of one aide-de-camp, the Dutch general Thierry van Hogendorp.57 However, there were also many accounts of smashed vases, thrown crockery, and most convincingly, verbal violence, both oral and committed to paper, attesting to Napoleon’s increasingly hair-trigger temper and lack of his almost habitual self control: His rages were nothing new, but now they often seemed spontaneous, rather than stage-managed. It is unlikely that his ill health did not influence the long streams of vitriol and poor judgment that marked this period, although all the perennial sources of his frustrated aggression—the Church, the English, his siblings—did enough to incense even a healthy Napoleon. Yet, he never took any of this out on his wife or son.

It is impossible to know the exact source of his illness. A plausible and widely accepted explanation is that Napoleon suffered from a severe bladder infection, dysuria.58 Symptoms strongly resembling stomach cancer had also killed many in his close family, his father included, and all his sisters eventually died showing similar symptoms.59 None of this was helped by his openly admitted loathing of medical treatments and doctors in general—suspicions that did not extend to surgeons, apothecaries, or midwives—and at one point, Napoleon admitted in his memoirs that Corvisart had even pulled a human stomach out of a handkerchief at Saint-Cloud, shoved it in his face, and made him realize that this was what was inside him.60 Even so, his resistance to treatment was never really broken down.61 Napoleon did follow the advice of Corvisart and Dubois over something important, however. They strongly advised Napoleon that Marie-Louise had to avoid another pregnancy at all costs, or her life would be at risk. Napoleon found it hard to believe this of a young, otherwise healthy woman, but he followed professional opinion, as was his wont. They slept apart throughout the “idyll” of Saint-Cloud. It took her some time to be able to take her riding lessons, but once she had learned and felt able, she enthusiastically followed the hunt with Napoleon. In a hint of the capable ruler she went on to be as Duchess of Parma-Piacenza, after the demise of her husband, Marie-Louise held official audiences almost immediately, doing so reclining on a chaise longue until she could sit up.62

Napoleon remarked to the great German poet, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, during one of their meetings that the Revolution had made all life political, that the private world no longer existed. He tried hard at Saint-Cloud to prove himself wrong, but the real world spun on, and the imperial family was its fulcrum. Napoleon had ensured that his cherished, embattled policies of ralliement and amalgame stood at the heart of the nuclear, imperial family. When Napoleon appointed the Countess Louise-Charlotte-Françoise de Montesquiou-Fézensac as his son’s governess, he acknowledged that a certain element of the old order had a vital part to play in shaping the new. Madame de Montesquiou rocked the most important cradle in Europe, and she was a thoroughgoing product of the French nobility, as was her husband, who had replaced Talleyrand as grand chamberlain; he came from an old military family and rallied to Napoleon under the Consulate. His wife was described by General Durand:


This lady of standing had received an excellent education. She blended a sense of worldliness with a genuine, enlightened piety. Her conduct had always been so measured that no one ever dared attempt to attack her. She was reproached as a little haughty, but it was tempered by politeness and an obliging nature.63



The Governess “of the Children of France” (her official title) was a direct descendant of Louvois, the great minister of Louis XIV, one of the major figures in that period of French history. Napoleon—following Voltaire—regarded it as “the great century,” when the arts and French military power reached their apex under the aegis of a powerful, dynamic monarchy. In many ways, the key is “enlightened piety,” however, for Madame de Montesquiou was not drawn from an obscurantist, reactionary noble milieu. As his conflict with the Church swelled, he chose his Catholics carefully. This choice betokened more than his desire to infuse the court—present and future—with ancien régime decorum. It was a vote of confidence in those nobles who had rallied to him from the outset. The Grand Chamberlain had always taken a great interest in persuading émigré nobles to rally to the regime, and in persuading Napoleon to trust them. He set an example by sending his sons to serve in the Grande Armée, where they fought with distinction; one became an aide-de-camp to Napoleon and followed him into exile on Elba.64 Napoleon told Madame de Montesquiou in May 1811, even as he detected forces of royalist resistance all around him, “I am without worry in the full confidence I hold you in.”65 It was a political as well as a personal statement.

He looked to a different kind of ralliement when he appointed Louise-Antoinette Lannes, Duchess of Montebello—the widow of his old comrade killed at Aspern-Essling in 1809—as lady-of-honor to the new empress. Napoleon felt a deep obligation to her and Lannes’s family, and held “La Maréchale” in the highest regard. Indeed, she had become a heroine to those devoted to the regime, an integral part of the Napoleonic myth. Madame Lannes represented a different kind of loyalist, although not as divergent from the milieu of Madame de Montesquiou as is often depicted. Louise-Antoinette is often tarred with the same brush as her rough-hewn husband, the son of Gascon peasants and an apprentice dyer before he joined the revolutionary armies as a private soldier in 1792. Part of these misconceptions about her arose from those surrounding Marie-Louise—that she was dim and had a bawdy sense of humor, as befitting her slow wits.66 Her future career as Duchesse of Parma-Piacenza belies this, as does any examination of the background of her lady-of-honor. Louise-Antoinette was born into the bourgeoisie of the royal Court; her father, François Guéhéneuc, had been an equerry and valet de chambre to Louis XVI; her mother, a Dame of the Court. They did not emigrate during the Revolution, but came back into public life only under the Consulate, her father rising through the forestry service to become a senator. Louise-Antoinette was generally reckoned “incomparably beautiful.”67 After what amounted to a marriage arranged by Napoleon and brokered by Jean-Baptiste Bessières in 1800,68 part of her remit was to civilize her new husband, one of the few challenges in life in which she did not wholly succeed. Louise-Antoinette’s background gave her standing, while her own adult life reflected something very close to the ideal female leaders Napoleon strove to mould in Madame Campan’s colleges. Louise-Antoinette had proved a valuable diplomatic wife during Lannes’s time as Napoleon’s ambassador to Lisbon in 1801, organizing balls and winning over influential nobles so successfully that when her son was born in Lisbon, the Prince Regent of Portugal himself stood as his godfather. She habitually eclipsed the dowdy wife of the British ambassador at the opera.69 Above all, she showed her hosts that her husband had a finesse d’esprit under his brusque manners.70 Louise-Antoinette was the ideal Napoleonic woman, in every respect.

That ideal nearly rebounded against Napoleon. In 1811, he took a great chance in bringing La Maréchale so deeply into the court, not for her aristocratic background, but because she now harbored a real hatred of Napoleon, blaming him for her husband’s agonizing death. She came to the front after the battle of Aspern-Essling, on May 31, 1809, to nurse her Lannes, and stayed for two weeks, returning home believing he would survive. When Lannes’s body was sent home, she came to Strasbourg to collect it. Napoleon gave strict orders that she should not be allowed to see it until it had been prepared, but the prefect gave in to her. The sight drove Louise-Antoinette almost mad. The prefect was severely reprimanded, but the damage was done.71 In his agony, Lannes often reviled Napoleon for “deserting him,” and his wife took this in. Napoleon had bestowed a very generous majorat on Lannes, the Polish Principality of Siewierz, worth two and a half million francs, although Lannes did not actually apply for the revenues, and had never used the title that went with them. Louise-Antoinette took her hatred of Napoleon out by demanding the title—which she was readily accorded, although Napoleon felt there was no need to flaunt it—but also sought direct control of the revenues, which was not normal practice, as this was administered by the government on a Napoleonic noble’s behalf. She pressed her claims with great haste after Lannes’s death. This showed great independence of mind and a combative spirit Napoleon admired, even if it was directed against him. Napoleon always looked after La Maréchale and her five sons, but Louise-Antoinette still lent her house in Paris to Arthur Wellesley, Duke of Wellington, in 1814.72 Nevertheless, she served Marie-Louise loyally and, for his part, Napoleon admired her all the more for it.73 La Maréchale stood for the newly empowered women of the empire, but also for those tens of millions without voices who hated Napoleon for widowing them, and there would be many more of them in the years to come.

A New Church. An Ancient Quarrel.

If the imperial household became a delicate exercise in amalgame and ralliement, Napoleon showed few qualms about risking his cherished policy goals in his dealings with the Catholic Church in the first months of 1811. His thirst for confrontation grew apace, even as the state’s working relationship with the Church reached crisis point. The fundamental problem was Napoleon’s harsh treatment of Pope Pius VII, but its most serious symptom was Pius’s refusal to legitimize Napoleon’s appointments to an ever-increasing number of vacant sees. Napoleon knew he could not ignore this, for in many places the Church risked being unable to function properly, but he still chose to deal with it aggressively. The potential collapse of public religion risked making the breach between the emperor and the pope all too obvious to the faithful.

By 1811, ten of the sixty episcopal sees in France were vacant, together with two more in the imperial departments in Italy. Some of them were in major cities, Paris among them, and it was here that the first salvos were fired in a new round of the conflict between Pius and Napoleon. When Cardinal Fesch refused to accept Napoleon’s nomination to the see of Paris in September 1810, Napoleon turned to Cardinal Maury, who took up the post in November, but without papal investiture. Maury expressed his loyalty to the pope to his cathedral chapter, most of whom accepted him, but his powerful Vicar-Capitular, Paul-Thérèse-David d’Astros, resisted Maury’s attempts actually to administer the diocese, blocking him at every step and issuing warnings that Maury’s instructions were not legitimate.74 Pius agreed, and issued a papal “brief” in December, declaring that Maury was acting illegally.75 Through a remarkable “underground” network, the brief reached d’Astros. D’Astros was a relative of the late Jean-Étienne-Marie Portalis, Napoleon’s minister of religion until his death in 1807. He showed the brief to his cousin, Joseph-Marie, Portalis’s son and the director of the official print works and government publications, who advised him to keep it to himself. Undeterred, d’Astros read it to several canons of Notre-Dame. A troubled Portalis reported this to the police, but said nothing to anyone else. Napoleon chose his moment to strike perfectly: On New Year’s Day 1811, Maury led his chapter—d’Astros included—to the Tuileries to wish Napoleon a happy New Year. The formalities over, Napoleon had them lined up as he would his guard and passed down their ranks. He stopped in front of d’Astros, put one hand on his shoulder and the other on the hilt of his sword: “There are those among you who seek to sow trouble in people’s consciences and raise them against authority. I’m talking to you, d’Astros.” Maury took d’Astros aside, seemingly to calm him, but instead led him into a room where Savary, the minister of police, was waiting. D’Astros was questioned aggressively about the brief, with Maury present. He admitted he had seen it, and Savary demanded his resignation. When d’Astros refused, Savary told him it was resignation or prison: “Well then, I’m your prisoner” came the reply. He was led home, his papers and office ransacked, and the brief was found hidden in a hatbox. D’Astros was carted off to the military fortress of Vincennes, on the edge of Paris.76 The chapter of Notre-Dame soon fell into line.

Napoleon was far from finished. Three days later, at a meeting of the Council of State, he turned on Portalis with real fury. In his memoirs, Étienne Denis Pasquier, the chief of police in Paris, recalled his words: “How dare you show yourself in this place after the treason you have committed?”77 It got worse. Napoleon reminded him that he had sworn he had never seen the brief at the Council of State, in the Hall of the Marshals, no less:


Did I take you by the scruff of the neck and make you my councillor of state? No. It was an honor you sought. You are the youngest here and probably the only one without personal merit. I have seen in you only the service given by your father. You swore an oath to me. How have you scrambled your principles to suit this manifest violation of that oath? You’re among your family here (a reference to Portalis’s defense that d’Astros was his cousin). Your colleagues will judge you!78



Most of those colleagues felt Napoleon had treated Portalis very harshly, but none dared say so at the time. He fled the room as Napoleon ordered him out of Paris by the following night, telling Savary not to let him stop until he was at least forty leagues from the city.79 His rage did not end there, and his comments to the assembled company revealed the deeper sources of his rage:


I hope I never see anything like this again. It hurt me too much. I have surrounded myself with (men of) every party. I have kept close to my own person émigrés… even people who may have wanted to assassinate me… They have been loyal to me. Behold! The first person close to me since I have been in government who has betrayed me!



“You write that down” he told the scribe—“ ‘betrayed,’ understand?”80 The cause is less important than the reaction. (Louis, Talleyrand, and Fouché seem to have been forgotten in the heat of the moment.) The sense of ingratitude, of isolation, was palpable. On Saint Helena, Napoleon admitted he had acted wrongly—“Rulers are always wrong when they speak in anger”81—but he could not contain himself at the time. The contrast between his reactions to Portalis and d’Astros opens a window on an embattled mind: D’Astros was the old foe in a young frame; Napoleon was ready for him and struck with calculated ruthlessness, laced with confident sarcasm. His treatment of Portalis smacked of the demolition of his brother, Louis. It was personal, shocked, almost unnerved in its rage. Napoleon felt increasingly alone.

Pius, in captivity in Savona since August 17, 1809, soon felt the backlash. On January 2, 1811, Napoleon ordered the governor-general of the region:


… [T]he Pope whispers disorder and sedition everywhere… I intend to erase the outward signs of consideration I have accorded him, by taking the carriages I gave him back to Turin, and reducing his household allowance from 15 to 12,000 francs per year [in his anger, Napoleon made a rare accounting error—he meant monthly]… Keep the Pope away from suspect people who help him correspond… It may even be necessary to replace some of his domestic servants… Basically, it is essential he is not allowed any communication; if he writes letters, have them sent to the Minister of Religion. The Prefect alone has a right to see them.82



The pettiness says as much as the fear of the security breach. Napoleon was already preparing to bring Pius to Paris.83

This whole affair had poisoned the air even before Napoleon set about confronting the crisis in the Church, but set about it he did. Napoleon had created a small commission of trusted senior clerics in November 1809, soon after his excommunication from the Church by Pius, chaired by Fesch. In the wake of the “d’Astros affair” and its revelations about Pius’s brief, he needed it to spring into action. On January 5—even as Portalis fled Paris—he ordered Félix-Julien-Jean Bigot, his minister of religion, to put three questions to the commission: Did the pope have the right to excommunicate rulers for temporal reasons? Given that Pius has violated the Concordat by not confirming Napoleon’s appointments to vacant sees, what methods exist in canon law to give bishops canonical investiture? Napoleon gave these bishops the authority to administer their diocese as Vicars-Capitular; does the pope have the right to prevent them from so doing? Napoleon concluded by evoking the tradition of the Gallican liberties of the French Church, now assailed by “the Pope’s spirit of usurpation and arbitrariness.”84 This did not bode well. Underpinning it was Napoleon’s own increasing despair with the Concordat, for he now saw that it had left Pius considerable scope to play havoc with episcopal appointments: “If Pius does not agree (to his nominations) the whole of Europe will be notified that the Concordat itself will be abolished, and recourse will be made to a different means of conferring canonical institution.”85

The commission mendaciously evaded the first question, saying that the bull of excommunication was, indeed, void, as it was triggered by the occupation of Rome, when the text—even if it did not name Napoleon specifically—made the religious nature of the act clear. Even so, Napoleon refused to countenance their conclusions. The commission had avoided the real problem: “Is there a canonical means by which the Pope can be punished for preaching revolt and civil war?” he asked it on March 16. Napoleon had redefined the issue on grounds of national security. However far-fetched, that was now his line. He concluded that the only way forward was to convoke a “Council of the West.”86 Cowed, fearing this would provoke a schism, the commission then fell back on its earlier recommendation of January 27, 1810, that, indeed, only a national council of all the bishops—agreed to by the pope—could resolve the investiture crisis.87 Napoleon then created a new commission to arrange this. He drew up a circular to the bishops of the empire, convoking them to the council. He then ordered Bigot to bring the new commission together and read it to them before it was published, telling him, “you will inform me, unknown to all of them, what effect it has on the committee, and what you then think needs to be changed.” Simultaneously, he ordered Bigot to send three trusted bishops—those of Tours, Nantes, and Trier, all Napoleonic loyalists and respected theologians88—to Savona.89 They put it to Pius that if he agreed to legitimate all Napoleon’s appointments to the vacant sees within the six-month period stipulated by the Concordat, he could go back to Rome, but only as its bishop, not as a temporal ruler. Pius spun it out with his unflappable poise.90

Even as he held out this excuse for an olive branch, Napoleon bared his Jacobinal fangs on internal clerical dissent. In the following weeks, he arrested the mother superior of Sisters of Charity in Amiens, one of the few remaining convents in the empire (which owed its survival to the terms of the Concordat) simply for knowing of the pope’s brief, and threatened to close it. He ordered the arrest of all the clergy of the department of Charente-Inférieure as “enemies of the state.”91 Over March and April, hundreds of priests from the territory of the ex–Papal States, already under arrest in cities in northern and central Italy, were exiled to Corsica for their persistent refusal to swear allegiance to the regime and, even more, for the considerable moral influence they exerted on the communities around them by their defiance.92

This was the climate in which the “National Council” met on June 17, 1811. Out of the 149 bishops and archbishops within the empire, the kingdom of Italy, and the Duchy of Berg, 104 attended. Thirteen of those absent were the “black cardinals” who had defied Napoleon at his marriage to Marie-Louise the year before. Others claimed illness, feigned or otherwise, or the infirmity of old age, of whom five were formally excused, while many sees in the two departments of the ex–Papal States were not present because their sees had been abolished after their bishops had refused to take the oath of loyalty to Napoleon.93 The thirteen bishops Napoleon had appointed without papal investiture were treated with disdain by the majority of the council. Even Fesch, who organized the council, studiously ignored them.94 The bishop of Troyes openly called their presence “a scandal.”95 The intensity of the breach between the emperor and the pope now became very public, and many bishops made a point of touring their dioceses, calling for calm, before they went to Paris. Police reports spoke of parish clergy in Paris itself intent on stirring up the council against Napoleon.96

Proceedings were opened in the splendor of Notre-Dame. Fesch took it upon himself to say the High Mass that inaugurated it, as its president. Fesch’s sermon, followed by an address by the bishop of Troyes, both stressed the loyalty and obedience of the French Church to the Papacy. This was in keeping with tradition, but Napoleon reacted with fury. On June 19, he hauled Fesch and the bishops of Trier, Tours, Venice, and Nantes—his trusted “team”—to Saint-Cloud and lambasted them for being so subservient to Pius. He also took umbrage at Fesch referring to himself as “the Primate of the Gauls”—that is, as the head of all the French bishops, the traditional title of the Archbishop of Lyon—without his authorization: “… (Y)ou are related to my mother… and so that makes you think I will make you head of the Church… Europe will now think that I will make you the future Pope!” Fesch calmly stood up to the tirade; Nantes tried to temporize, while the others stood in cowed silence. Napoleon later told the bishop of Nantes that Fesch’s independent actions were counterproductive to his policy of trying to overawe the council.97 To this end, Napoleon issued his own declaration to the council. It was aggressive, referring openly to “the Pope’s sinister projects” and ended: “Religion is the right of all peoples, of all nations… no one man… can have the right to obscure that, to turn it to his profit by confounding the simplest ideas of the spiritual and the temporal, or to confuse consciences.” Napoleon added that if the pope prevailed, “Everything the English… have ever said about the incompatibility of the Catholic religion to the independence of governments could now be justly applied.”98 It had been drawn up by Pierre Daunou, once an outspoken opponent of Napoleon, for which he had been expelled from the Tribunate before its abolition in 1807.99 For all that, he now joined Napoleon’s attack on the Church with relish, a mark of how unifying the old battles could still be. Daunou “moved sideways” from politics to become the first director of the new Imperial (now National) Archives that Napoleon created in Paris, and this inveterate republican “who harbored a great hatred for the power of the Church”100 may have felt an added incentive, for it was also at this time Napoleon was planning the transfer of the unparalleled riches of the Vatican archives to Paris.101 Together, they threw down a gauntlet to the Church, and it was taken up.

A hard core of opposition to Napoleon quickly emerged, centered on Charles-Francois du Bois de Sanzay d’Aviau, the aged and respected archbishop of Bordeaux, who said they had no business discussing anything until Pius was at liberty.102 He was ably supported by the bishop of the Belgian diocese of Ghent, Maurice-Jean de Broglie. De Broglie’s outspoken attacks on the legitimacy of the council were nothing short of a personal repudiation of amalagme: This son of a marshal of France was sent to Belgium as a symbol of imperial unity, and was highly prized as a living symbol of ralliement. He was named one of the emperor’s almoners in 1805.103 However, in 1810, he refused his promotion to the Legion of Honor in protest at the annexation of Rome to the empire. Now, he found his voice.104 In their report of July 10, the bishops of Troyes and Tournai admitted that the general view was that the council’s decrees would be invalid without the pope’s agreement.105 They were part of a commission of twelve created by the council to oversee its work, theoretically equally divided between pro- and anti-regime prelates. Eight of them, led by the bishops of Ghent and Tournai, replied bluntly to Napoleon that they supported Pius’s stand over the investitures for the vacant sees.106 Napoleon hit back with a chilling response. He dissolved the council, but he did not stop there: He had the bishops of Ghent, Tournai, and Troyes arrested and thrown into Vincennes along with d’Astros. De Broglie (Ghent) and Hirn (Tournai) were more than rebels; they were two more names on the growing list of those whose ingratitude Napoleon did not appreciate, certainly when coming from his own almoners.107 That day, he told Fesch:


The extreme displeasure the bad conduct of the bishops of Ghent and Tournai has given me has obliged me to hand them to the police under special supervision… (M)ake known to them that they have been taken off the table of officers of my Household. You should no longer consider them as my Almoners.108



Napoleon did not dare touch the Archbishop of Bordeaux, whose age might make arrest fatal to him, and inflame a port city badly hit by the blockade. Although tightly monitored by the police, d’Aviau remained able to direct opposition.109 Jacques-Olivier Boudon, the leading historian of the Napoleonic Church, sees it as significant that Napoleon chose to allow the head of the Church such a forum at a time when he had systematically killed off public debate.110 He soon repented of it.

Napoleon recalled the council a few weeks later, when he saw that his vicious actions had frightened more of its members than they enraged. However, he unveiled a still more ruthless plan. The investiture crisis was now to be solved entirely by laymen and state methods. All the while, Napoleon had a commission from the Council of State, chaired by his minister of justice, Claude-Ambroise Régnier—a Lutheran—exploring ways by which the civil power could fill the vacant sees. Régnier concluded that Napoleon could resort to the Gallican traditions of the old regime, and allow the metropolitan of a province (the senior bishop in an ecclesiastical province of several dioceses) to fill vacant sees should the pope refuse.111 He went further: Should the Metropolitan refuse, it would become a matter for the courts, and the Cours Impériales could intervene. Régnier then “went for the throat.” Discarding the discretion of the magistrate, he accused Pius of orchestrating the crisis “probably driven by pernicious advice.” Napoleon had a duty to sort this out, for it was now a question of law and order, and if the Metropolitan or any cleric made trouble over this, it should be a matter for the public prosecutors under the Penal Code.112 When Napoleon put this to Cambacérès, his only qualm was that the courts might prove reticent when treating the clergy as common criminals.113 Napoleon now ordered Fesch to “adhere… and tell the other bishops with whom you have influence that they must make their declarations… This adhesion is important to me and I’m counting on you.”114 This was too much for Fesch. With some courage, he replied:


I cannot lie to my conscience. I believe that… the arrests, the threats of the Minister of Justice, are illegal… My conscience would reproach me were I to authorize such methods to decide on such grave issues for the Church… The Church alone can submit to them.115



In the months to come, Fesch continued to press in vain for the release of the bishops of Ghent and Tournai.116 Bigot took over “managing” the bishops.

Napoleon now switched tactics, and began mooting that he was prepared to reconvene the council if it would look at these proposals, stressing that his real aim was to get agreement from Pius to fill the vacant sees, thus rendering Régnier’s proposals redundant. However, this process had two faces. Throughout mid-July, in a frenzy of activity, Bigot met personally with as many of the bishops as possible, presenting them with a draft decree that would allow Metropolitans to fill sees if the pope delayed more than six months. In exchange, the council would be allowed to send a delegation of its own choosing to Pius to secure his agreement. Parallel to this came Régnier’s draconian proposals to the bishops, and with them, the threat of arrest if they did not approve the decree. By July 25, eighty bishops had approved it, Fesch among them, with thirteen holding out against. When the council reconvened in early August, it ratified this.117 On September 30, Napoleon ordered all the bishops of the council back to their dioceses.118 “And don’t allow any of them to stay in Paris,”119 he told Bigot a week later, thus confirming in a brusque order the thoughts of Pasquier, the head of the Paris police: “I don’t think that Napoleon ever in his life, under any circumstances, met men whose character and opinions he so miscalculated as over this business.”120

A delegation from the council went off to Savona on August 22, “comprised (of) the usual storm troopers of Gallicanism.”121 A month later, a draft of a papal brief reached Paris that seemed to accept the decrees of the council. It was cleverly phrased but the original text made no reference to the government and seemed to imply that Pius had summoned the council on his own authority.122 It caught up with Napoleon in Antwerp, and he noted that “it is nothing to do with me” and that Pius had not given the Metropolitans the right to invest bishops; if this was not forthcoming, he would tear up the Concordat.123 A month later, from Rotterdam, he told Bigot that only when Pius ratified his appointments to the vacant sees would he give the brief official sanction. He went further:


The fact is, the Church is in crisis… The Pope cannot obtain any accommodation… nor exercise any spiritual jurisdiction unless he approves the decrees of the council, and his position will only worsen until he invests all the bishops; only then will he see his decrees published and made into law…124



Napoleon had no intention of waiting for Pius’s agreement. On October 6, he declared that if Pius did not simply ratify the decree and confirm his appointments, he would issue his own decree in the Council of State without reference to the Papacy, and order the metropolitans to carry out the investitures. If they refused to do so within six months—or tried to refer it to the Papacy—they would be sent before the courts “for rebellion against the laws… in wanting to foment disorder in society… (and be) condemned to lose their Episcopal functions, their rights as citizens, and to imprisonment for life.” This would be their fate if they entangled themselves with any new brief Pius might issue.125 A concrete example of what might befall them came in November, when Napoleon told Savary to order the three jailed bishops to resign: “They no longer have my confidence” he remarked with rare understatement.126 They duly did so, but only one, Tournai, declared he remained loyal to Napoleon. Napoleon appointed a new vicar-general to run the diocese of Ghent until de Broglie was replaced, but the vicar-general promptly refused to do so until a bishop approved by Pius was installed.127 When Napoleon finally released the three bishops—Ghent, Tournai, and Troyes in December, they were dealt with in the same manner as the “black cardinals.” Savary was told to smuggle them out in dead of night, to avoid Paris, and to send the bishop of Troyes to Falaise, Tournai to Orleans, and Ghent to Dijon, all secure areas: “Make them give their word of honor to remain peacefully (there), to have no contact with their (own) dioceses, and to have nothing to do with ecclesiastical affairs.”128

Ambrogio Caiani’s study of the council leaves no doubt that Napoleon’s victory had been won by physical, as well as psychological, coercion.129 It was part of a wider campaign. The same day the delegation set off, the official journal Le Moniteur announced that the public auction of confiscated Church properties in the city of Rome had begun.130 In early October, Napoleon told Bigot in obvious exasperation, “I don’t want any Sulpiciens in the seminaries of Paris. I have told you a hundred times, and I will repeat it one last one; take steps to abolish this congregation.”131 The Sulpiciens were an elite clerical teaching order, specializing in training young priests. Soon, Napoleon extended this policy to the provinces, striking at the dioceses of those bishops who had fallen foul of him. When requests reached him for exemption from conscription from 239 theological students across the empire, he refused to exempt those from the dioceses of the bishops who had “crossed” him at the council, as well as refusing government grants to candidates for the priesthood in those same dioceses.132 Napoleon’s unease about clerical influence was aroused by the rise in requests for the creation of domestic chapels and oratories, usually the preserve of the nobility. This seeming resurgence of piety practiced in private was “worthy of attention” he told Bigot. Although prepared to accord them for country houses, this was only on condition that those possessed of them attended the parish church regularly. “There are too many of these chapels in Paris. Get me a report on this.”133 Catholic royalist nobles now saw themselves as Elizabethan Catholics; if Napoleon did not react like Robert Cecil, he thought like him.

Even as the talks in Savona began, Napoleon told Bigot, “I am too old and too used to Italian trickery to let myself by duped (by Pius).”134 For the moment, he was content to play the talks along, but Napoleon was framing more ruthless plans for Pius. As winter drew in, however, he had more pressing problems than empty sees.

“Old France” in the New Order

Napoleonic officials often referred quite casually to “old France” as the empire grew, meaning France within the prerevolutionary borders, “the heartland.” It was a notion that contradicted Napoleon’s imperial vision, but it stuck, and found clearest official expression in Napoleon’s economic policies, for the tariff walls of his hegemony did not correspond to the political boundaries he and the revolutionaries before him had so cavalierly redrawn across Europe. By 1810–11, those tariffs barriers increasingly defined his empire. The economic malaise demanded that “France first” drove all before it. Several “treaties” that culminated in the “Trianon” tariff of October 18, 1811 (named for the building at Versailles where it was issued) saw Napoleon draw a new border within this empire: While imperial and allied ports outside the borders of “old France” (including the Belgian departments) remained firmly closed to American and colonial merchants, those within the “Trianon line” were now opened to them. This freedom to trade also allowed the importation of hitherto prohibited goods, in an effort to supply French industry with raw materials and consumers with essential commodities, even if it did so at exorbitant tariff rates. This cut off the new Dutch and Hansa departments from equal, easy trade with what was now their own country, often to the frustration of the French themselves: The Strasbourg Chamber of Commerce saw its requests for easier trade conditions with these departments blocked in 1811.135

All was not well behind the Trianon redoubt. In late 1810, a request reached the emperor from a manufacturing business for a loan of no less than 1,500,000 francs to save it from closure. Soon, hundreds more arrived from all over France between January and March 1811. Napoleon insisted on dealing with all of them personally. In his memoirs, François-Nicolas Mollien, Napoleon’s minister of the treasury, portrayed a stark landscape of abandoned factories and expensive machinery left to rot because even when the bankrupt properties were seized from their owners, the slump was often so severe that no buyers could be found.136 Cotton production in Rouen fell by 50 percent in the first months of 1811, because raw material was too expensive and demand for finished goods diminished drastically. Bankruptcies in this one city numbered 110.137 Delegations arrived from across northeastern France—from Rouen, Amiens, Saint-Quentin—and from Ghent, in Belgium, begging, literally, to be saved from liquidation. This risked throwing between twelve to fifteen thousand men out of work in Amiens alone.138 Mollien felt Napoleon was spurred into action by Savary, whose reports warned of incipient disorder in this very stable part of the empire.139 His response was energetic and wholehearted. Napoleon and Mollien devised a gargantuan bailout plan, injecting eighteen million francs into faltering enterprises under carefully calculated, equitable terms of repayment (about half of which still remained unpaid at the fall of the regime, in 1814).140 Napoleon went further, extending two million francs to Hottinguer, a banker Mollien trusted, to buy up unsold stocks of calico in Rouen, Ghent, and Saint-Quentin.141 Napoleon was very clear to Mollien: “Carry out these operations secretly.”142 It was an act of largesse he uncharacteristically covered up because he sensed the irregularity of his actions. Although the worst of the crisis was over by mid-July, and none of the well-established manufacturers went under,143 Mollien felt that the program failed to reach many of those most in need of stimulus, because it simply depended on taking the initiative to petition Napoleon personally, almost on a “first-come-first-serve” basis, rather than through an organized system. Mollien described this as “arbitrary liberality,” and felt it probably left as many people embittered as it did grateful. Nor did Napoleon try to lighten their tax burdens by exempting them from his high tariffs. The program was successful as far as it went, but Mollien was unable to fathom how Napoleon could not grasp the basic contradiction in his own behavior: pursing a ruinous blockade, which he knew he had to soften within France.144

Mollien observed the economic crisis from within the eye of the storm, and blamed it all on the blockade, but the work of Geoffrey Ellis, the doyen of modern blockade studies, showed that the slump was not “wholly, or even directly” engendered by it, at least within the Trianon line. The root cause was speculative overstocking of a wide range of commodities by French entrepreneurs and manufacturers, and when their foreign outlets defaulted, these stocks could not be sold. In Ellis’s words, “… the crisis was paradoxically one of glut, of over- rather than under-production, and… faltering markets. The problem lay in demand….”145

When such problems affected Paris, Napoleon resurrected the policy of the Terror, setting the former sans culottes to war work. In May 1811, he told his minister of war administration, Jean-Gérard Lacuée, in no uncertain terms:


There are many hatters, hosiers, rope makers, tailors (and) saddlers without work in Paris. I want you to take measures to produce 500 pairs of shoes (for the army) per day, on condition you employ rope makers, and not shoemakers, who will make 15,000 pairs per month… You will also (make) 250 shakos (helmets for lancers) per day, thirty saddles per day, and other articles of clothing, making sure that new workers are always employed. As there are other workers who are still unemployed, you will… have 100 caissons built.146



This was far from an isolated intervention. A few days later, Napoleon ordered still more caissons and cartridges and, revealing his lingering memories of revolutionary unrest, singled out the unemployed of the faubourgs of Saint-Antoine and Saint-Marceau—Robespierre’s “heartland”—to build them, along with beds for the Imperial Guard.147 That same day, the shadow of the Terror and the lingering menace of its rank and file were evident when he told Duroc, the grand marshal of the palace, to mobilize these skilled artisans in the service of the Imperial Court:


Faubourg Saint-Antoine lacks work: I want to give it some, particularly in the month before the holidays. Go to Paris and get… my architect Fontaine, and order for this month and June 2,000 workers from faubourg Saint-Antoine who make chairs, tables, commodes and armchairs, who are out of work, to get to it at once. Order things needed in the Louvre: chairs, windows, etc. which will be needed for the new gallery (largely to house looted art from Rome) and for Versailles and other palaces… Liaise with Fontaine to set up a workshop in the Louvre as of tomorrow and employ as many workers as possible in the demolitions, to give as much work as possible to those without it… The works at Versailles should occupy about 2 to 3,000 workers. It seems to me that there is enough work in the parks… to occupy plenty of people.148



The irony is heavy: The greatest enemies of the old monarchy were being bought off in the cause of bolstering the glory of the new.

While Napoleon attacked the Church almost with relish, an instinctive revolutionary reaction to the slightest defiance in its ranks, he treated the heirs of popular revolution very differently, quite possibly in part because he felt his largesse was appreciated. Napoleon had always taken an interest in the well-being of the sans culottes, giving Paris artificially light conscription quotas and ensuring it was always well provisioned with food—he sacked a prefect early in his rule for failing to do so—but the interventions of 1811 were different. Only one other French government after Napoleon’s offered its unemployed workers this kind of support to get them through hard times: The short-lived Second Republic of 1848–49 created the National Workshops during the slump of 1848 at public expense and triggered the civil war between the Parisian artisans and enraged rural taxpayers, which led to the republic’s collapse.149 Napoleon’s dictatorial powers and iron grip on France prevented such a backlash.

Textiles were badly hit everywhere, but particularly in the Lyon silk industry. It was saved by the blatant exercise of economic colonialism, and so this long-feared powder keg of unrest was contained. Since 1807, Italian raw silk had been supplied to France at prices and through tariffs advantageous to the French, and Lyon was the major silk manufacturing center of the empire. However, Italian producers had also been able to export their silk through Germany, at better prices. The crisis in the French textile market in 1810 corresponded with a poor silk harvest in Italy, and Napoleon clamped down quickly on the Italians’ right to export to Germany. In August, he ordered all Italian raw silk to be sent to Lyon at an even more onerous tariff. Eugène reacted immediately: “I must observe to Your Majesty that the execution… of this decree will occasion a great loss and general discontent in the Kingdom of Italy.”150 Napoleon replied with a ruthless clarity on August 23:


The silks from the Kingdom of Italy all go to England, as they do not make silk in Germany. It makes clear sense that I should want to redirect them to my factories in France, because without them, my silk works, which are the principal source of commerce in France, would suffer considerable losses… Italy is independent only because of France; that independence is paid for in its blood, and its victories, and Italy must not abuse this… Take for your watchword: France above all… I find it singular that there might be some repugnance at the idea of coming to the aid of French industry, and in a way that would hurt the English.151



“France above all” is the best known, oft cited phrase in this letter, but it sits cheek-by-jowl with the all-pervasive hatred of Britain and a fierce resentment at the ingratitude of those unconscious of the sacrifices of his troops, both ever more powerful currents in Napoleon’s mind.

Napoleon retained a special affection for his original political stronghold, but it had its limits. In October, he backed down somewhat, allowing Italian silks to come to Lyon tariff-free; they could pass through Austrian and German territory to France, but at high rates and the ban on sales outside France remained.152 During the bad harvests of these years, which affected Italy as much as France, he restricted cereal exports from Italy to France, and showed Milan much the same favor as he did Paris.153 He exploited his German possessions instead. Massive imports of grain were rushed into the northeastern departments of France, where serious disorder was tempered mainly by the fact that this region was heavily garrisoned.154 These state interventions aggravated the inflation of grain prices in the Rhineland, itself hit by bad harvests. As a result, even a good harvest in 1813 did not ease the pressure on prices for consumers.155 The impoverished Dutch departments were stripped of grain to feed northern France. Lyon was saved by imports from Baden and Württemberg.156 “France first.”

Napoleon’s luck with a run of good harvests, dating from his accession to power, ended in 1810. Famine now stalked the countryside, as well as the towns and cities, and the crisis took on more terrifying proportions. Famine struck everywhere, but those parts of his empire Napoleon counted on as the most secure were the hardest hit, and soon the most convulsed. Fortunately, the traditionally unruly departments of southern France seemed less touched by disorder of this kind, if hardly immune from misery.157 The atavistic threat of the “beggars’ armies” reemerged for the first time since the coup of Brumaire. In the winter of 1811–12, the prefects of Picardy and coastal Normandy reported enormous bands of “sturdy” beggars roaming the countryside, terrorizing farmers with threats of violence and arson if they were not fed. The prefect of the Cher, in the central Loire valley, painted this portrait for his superiors in the spring of 1812:


Here is how begging works. In the course of several days, the beggars (whose numbers exceed all belief) walk about singly, from door to door, asking for a piece of bread, and those who dare to refuse are threatened with arson, with a night break-in, and in numbers of twenty or even thirty, they turn up at isolated farm houses… and beg no more, eating, sleeping and even staying for lunch… There is not the power to stop them, the prisons cannot hold them.158



As a rule, the regime did not respond with repression, preferring to lure the rural vagrants into the towns, where they could benefit from the exceptional decrees providing relief, or to persuade them to go back to their own villages, where they could be kept under watch.159 These were the circumstances that lent support for the new criminal and penal codes from the masses of granite, as besieged as any French army in Spain.

The year 1812 saw a better harvest, and the worst manifestations of disorder receded accordingly. The exceptional measures of public charity were withdrawn, the slump in textiles eased. Nor was the raging misery of these years universal. Nantes saw a strong upturn in the years 1810–12, the tonnage of ships using its port briefly surpassing prewar levels, probably protected from British pressure by the continental system.160 Philip Dwyer has explored Napoleon’s increasing identification of himself as the “father of people” in these years in his propaganda.161 His actions give some substance to this, as he flouted the laissez-faire maxims of 1789 and nodded to the populism of the Terror years in the face of widespread hardship. Even if the authorities never openly referred to it, the Jacobin “maximum” on food prices was constantly evoked in practice.162

It is very hard to know if that cultivated image hit its mark with his subjects, however. Napoleon had fostered an excellent administrative and policing system, which provided him with reliable information at the most localized levels. This was tested during the crisis of 1810–12. Yet, so effective and pervasive had his censorship become, so tight was his control of any form of expression, that it was impossible for Napoleon to judge whether his largesse had won him popularity or not. He lashed out when opinions he hated reared their heads, and had the repressive machinery to support him. In April 1810, he wrote to his director general of publications (La Librairie): “A work has appeared… with the title ‘A critical historical essay of the French Revolution’ by P. Paganel. This work is full of bad principles… Forbid its circulation and ban it.” Its tone was that of the liberal opposition of the early years of Napoleon’s rule, and condemned his absolutist rule in covert terms, while praising popular sovereignty and parliamentary government.163 The royalist Right could not complain of Napoleon showing political favoritism. Nicolas de Bonneville had been a leading Catholic royalist during the Directory, and one of the founders of a royalist front organization, the Philanthropic Society of the Revolution. He was soon in trouble with Napoleon for comparing him to Cromwell. In October 1810, Napoleon ordered his arrest and wanted him banned from producing books and engravings because he was printing Louis XVI’s testament: “After that, throw them in a State Prison (high security).” There was, he added, “a small group of malcontents in the (official) Publications Press who are trying to disturb the peace, (and who) must be not be allowed to print or sell books or engravings.”164 “Even-handed” repression, balancing the repression of Left and Right, had been a cornerstone of Napoleon’s policy from the outset, but these two examples denote a marked shift: de Bonneville was a recidivist, but the harsh swipe at Paganel’s pamphlet signaled that even moderate republicanism was no longer acceptable, because the regime was increasingly unacceptable to it.

Then there were those who could not speak out, but as Thierry Lentz has sagely noted, “The silence of the people does not always denote their loyalty.”165 Mollien believed that even if the momentary crisis had been contained, the deeper malaise of the continental system remained, and the masses of granite knew it:


If one considers how long this political measure continued… (and) the disorder it brought to… commerce, one must regard that coup d’état which never took place as quite extraordinary; and one must see as even more astonishing… the resignation, the submission of all those interests that suffered from it.



Still, he concluded, the French bourgeoisie had long done its muttering in the safety of the family.166

Napoleon conserved a healthy respect, bordering on fear, for the common people. Calm returned by the spring of 1812, but Napoleon’s awareness of the capacity of the French to revolt when their survival was threatened proved astute, and it brought out a residual populism in him, if only in extremis. The Church, royalists of all classes, and even the masses of granite, could be affronted, but not the sans culottes or the peasantry in times of dearth. Richard Cobb, that incomparable historian of the French people, caught it best:


Napoleon’s regime was… made safe from the grain riot, not only by repressive legislation and the use of troops, but also by a combination of the charity of the bazaar, the pillage economy of conquest, and by the existence of a European grain market that stretched without barriers from the Atlantic to the Ems, from the Channel to the Adriatic.167



The common people of France had been saved by Napoleon’s hegemony. For a brief moment, he could claim to be their savior. Beyond the Trianon line, though, it was a different story.






2 THE GREAT EMPIRE, 1810–1812 [image: ]


By the summer of 1810, Napoleon had almost completed the series of annexations that brought his own empire—exclusive of the territories under the satellite kingdoms and his allies—to 130 departments, as opposed to the 83 that composed France in 1790, when they were first created by the revolutionaries, and the 112 of 1809. Most of them had been stripped from his siblings: the suppression of Louis’s kingdom of Holland and Jérôme’s loss of the entire North Sea coastline of his kingdom of Westphalia accounted for fifteen of the new departments.1 Four more were being readied for annexation in Catalonia, confiscated from Joseph at the outset of 1810, while all Joseph’s other provinces north of the Ebro—the Basque country, Navarre, and Aragon—were under French military rule. Only the two departments carved from the rump of the Papal States—the result of Napoleon’s deposition of the pope—were conquered. The “French” Empire now reached from Rome to the Baltic.

The map of the “Great Empire” looks imposing, but in reality it was born of exasperation, disillusion, and ultimately of weakness: Its tentacles spread along the North Sea coasts and into central Italy, arms flailing, punching thin air as smuggled British goods floated in from huge contraband bases in Heligoland in the north, and Malta in the south. Its geography was really a testimony to British power, power that was all the more enraging to Napoleon for being indirect—economic and financial—as much as naval. The seizure of the Papal States was only partially spurred by the failure of Pius VII to enforce the blockade, however. It masked another profound weakness at the heart of Napoleon’s hegemony. When Pius excommunicated Napoleon in the summer of 1809, he shrugged it off, but everywhere he turned there were scattered signs that he had roused an old enemy, the Catholic faith, into subtle, insidious rage. Even if the mass of French Catholics and their bishops did not openly oppose the regime, the consensus created by the Concordat of 1801 was badly eroded, while a small but determined network of real opposition took shape.2 Napoleon dealt with it by trusting only himself and those he could rely on in the face of danger. They no longer included most of his family.

Naples: A Family Affair

Napoleon came to believe that his brothers had failed him as the guardians of his most dangerous imperial marches. They were now replaced by trusted, French henchmen. Only in his sister Caroline, Queen of Naples, did Napoleon feel he had a reliable lieutenant among his siblings. Caroline’s mixture of serpentine court politics, crude assertiveness, and unflinching determination to survive were the exception that proved the rule as Napoleon set about dismantling the system of family vassalage he had so recently created.

Since the advent of their joint rule in 1808, Murat increasingly followed the pattern of behavior that doomed Louis. He consistently advanced Neapolitans for high office, and the general interests of his new kingdom, and did so with a bluntness that bordered on the naive. He challenged Napoleon with a brazenness that the emperor’s own brothers never dared vent. Late in 1810, he chided Napoleon that “You don’t know this country very well,” even going so far as drawing a crude cartoon of a starving mother and child in the margins of a missive from Paris, demanding he enforce the blockade more rigorously.3 Napoleon always suffered from the delusion that the kingdom of Naples was economically advanced and wealthy, confounding potential with reality, making his demands for revenue unfeasible.4 Murat’s disastrous invasion of Sicily in 1810 further undermined his credibility with Napoleon, but their relationship, and so the survival of the kingdom, only reached crisis point over the course of 1811. The fate of Louis held no more terror for Murat than the Russian guns at Eylau. As soon as he returned from Paris following the imperial marriage, and after several stormy meetings with Napoleon, on June 7, Murat abolished the post of governor-general of Naples, which had always been held by a French officer. Napoleon struck back. On June 24, he ordered his minister of war to inform Murat that, “I have dissolved the army of Naples and formed an observation corps (exclusively of French troops) under the command of General Grenier… it will be fed, maintained and clothed by the Neapolitan Treasury,” and was exclusively under Grenier’s orders.5

In the meantime, under the influence of his leading minister Antonio Maghella, Murat ordered all foreign nationals in his service to become naturalized or leave their posts. Napoleon knew all about it in advance, and countered Murat’s decree with one of his own, asserting that “in so far as the kingdom of Naples forms part of the Great Empire… all French citizens are citizens of the Two Sicilies (the official name of the kingdom).”6 Napoleon asserted a core principle of his vision of hegemony: the all-pervasive, if not actually superior, place of the French beyond the borders of the empire proper. Severe orders were sent immediately that two French officers in Naples whom Murat trusted were to talk him out of the “false position” he had gotten himself into. They duly did so, and Murat backed down. The climate in Naples was not so easily soothed, however, and there was brawling between French and Neapolitan troops. Nor did Murat stay calm when amorous correspondence between Caroline and his French minister of war fell into his hands. The French members of the government felt his wrath, losing their posts to Neapolitans. In his rage, Murat brandished two pistols, howling that he would use them on Caroline. It did not stop a furious Caroline from demanding the reinstatement of Daure, the minister of war in question.7

Queen Caroline had been well out of range a great deal of the time. She remained in Paris after the imperial wedding, consolidating her favorable position with Napoleon. She began by being the only Bonaparte to welcome and befriend Marie-Louise, escorting her to Paris; she was the sole sibling to treat her with respect at the wedding. She organized the new empress’s household. Once returned to Naples, Caroline almost immediately persuaded Murat to let her go back to Paris to plead their cause with Napoleon. She arrived on October 2. The other person closest to Napoleon was undeniably Hortense, Josephine’s daughter and the estranged wife of Napoleon’s brother, Louis. A clear sign of how well Caroline had cultivated her friendship and won her confidence at this time came when Hortense confided her angst about attending the baptism in the same cathedral, Notre-Dame, where her mother had been crowned empress in 1804, and where her own son lay buried. Caroline persuaded her that she needed to be there.8 In a very significant moment in her ascent, Caroline became godmother to the King of Rome, although she stayed away from the ceremony, to avoid appearing in open defiance of Murat, who refused the invitation. Their mutual infidelities notwithstanding, she still exercised influence with Murat, and she used it—and Napoleon’s trust—carefully.

By the summer of 1811, tensions between the two men had reached the point where Napoleon preferred to communicate indirectly with Murat. This was always a sign when he knew his temper was at breaking point; it was his way of averting confrontation, as when he made Louis-Alexandre Berthier communicate his rage with Bernadotte over his presumed cowardice at Jena, or when he kept out of direct contact with the negotiations with the British at Amiens. Napoleon let Murat know his mind through Berthier in early September, who told his old comrade that Napoleon said of him: “Murat has rendered me great service, but he contrives to weaken the workings of my system. The king of Holland lost his throne by forgetting France and the French, to become Dutch.”9 Caroline sensed her brother’s preferred methods, and took it upon herself to approach Murat in this indirect manner. She did not rail at him or threaten him by siding with Napoleon. Rather, she gave the impression she was interceding for him, trying to avert a crisis. In November she, in her turn, recalled Napoleon’s words for Murat’s sake:


Should the king, above all, furnish a naval contingent, and come into the French system, I would regard him as I do the kings of Bavaria and Westphalia, as a great vassal; but I do fear that your dynasty will not reign long in Naples, although I desire that very much… but the king has gone down an evil path… I fear that… he will force me into a reunion (the official term for annexation to France) I do not want.10



Her turn of phrase had many layers, revealing as much about her own political acumen as it does of Napoleon’s political vision. In June, Napoleon had asked Murat “to build… two ships-of-the-line and the same of frigates each year… otherwise I declare our treaty as void.”11 Caroline saw clearly that building a fleet was central to Napoleon’s concerns, and remembered vividly that this had been a major cause of Louis’s downfall. If she drew the parallel for Murat, it came as a plea to save their positions, not a threat. She also understood what a “model vassal” should be: someone like Jérôme, who took orders sent from Paris, via the French ministers imposed on him or, better still, Max-Joseph of Bavaria, who needed no such promptings, and carried out Napoleonic reforms of his own volition. She made her own point at the end of the letter: “The Emperor does not want to be king of Naples; but in his capacity as the Emperor of a great Empire, he will never permit the kings of his empire to treat him as an equal.”12 There could be no more penetrating a definition of Napoleon’s “Carolingian” vision than this. It worked. Murat quickly dismissed both Antonio Marghella, who Caroline simply regarded as treacherous, and Giuseppe Zurlo, a leading reformer. The “French party” had won in Naples. When Napoleon recalled Murat to active military service early in 1812, Caroline became the effective sole ruler.


Securing the Marches

Napoleon’s new, centralized hegemony faced dangerous borders everywhere. As with Trajan’s empire, if Napoleon’s bestrode its world, and if “every day the astonished senate received the intelligence of new names and new nations, that acknowledged his sway… and rich countries… were reduced to the state of provinces,” this seeming power brought with it fresh perils, “and it is justly to be dreaded, that so many distant nations would throw off the unaccustomed yoke, when they were no longer restrained by the powerful hand which had imposed it.”13

Each of his frontiers posed different problems for Napoleon, all of them brought into sharper relief by the rejection of the satellite kingdom as the linchpin of his system. Napoleon moved swiftly to make his new order a reality. Exactly a week after Louis’s abdication, Napoleon told Charles-François Lebrun, “… I have need of your services in Holland. Pack your bags for the trip and come to see me as soon as possible… to get your instructions. It is indispensable that you leave Paris for Amsterdam, tomorrow.”14 They were ready for him the next day, clear and detailed as promised.15 The same day, he quashed all rumors that Louis’s son, Napoleon-Louis, the Grand Duke of Berg, would succeed his father, with Napoleon as regent. Holland was to be annexed:


Make it known to the people of Holland that the (present) circumstances of Europe, their geographic position and the intentions of our common enemies make it my duty to put an end to the provisional governments which have tormented this part of the empire for sixteen years.



He then ordered a deputation of “distinguished” Dutch worthies to Paris.16 The next day, to underline the reality of centralization, he ordered Napoleon-Louis to be brought to live in Paris.17 On July 11, he began the practical steps to remove much of Hanover from Jérôme’s kingdom of Westphalia and annex it to France.18 He set to work refortifying the artillery batteries the whole length of his hegemony with particular attention paid to the newly annexed North Sea coast: “I want to know how much a company of coast guard artillery costs, and if they might be deployed in the service of better, and better organized troops,” as the existing coast guard batteries were not staffed with good personnel.19 This was work he knew. Later that day, he sanctioned a judicial commissioner for the new Illyrian Provinces, Joseph Coffinhal-Dunoyer (who was currently serving in the same capacity in Rome), and set out the levels of revenue he expected from Illyria.20 The empire was being gathered ever closer around Napoleon and his most trusted team.

Spain: The Ineradicable War

The most perilous of Napoleon’s marches was Spain, for only here did open war persist after 1809. The embers at the Austrian embassy were still smoldering as Napoleon set about dismantling his “Carolingian experiment” there. In Catalonia, his two judicial commissioners, Joseph-Marie Degerando and Bernard-François Chauvelin, were already at work, with four young auditors of the Council of State soon to follow, to become the de facto prefects of the new departments. Aragon was already under the military command of Marshal Louis-Gabriel Suchet. In the course of that summer, Suchet won a series of victories over Joaquin Blake, notably at Bechite, and secured most of Aragon and southern Catalonia. Suchet soon proved an effective ruler, keeping his troops under strict discipline, cooperating with the local authorities and persuading some Aragonese to form their own local militias to contain the guerrillas. By the time he advanced into Valencia, early in 1810, Aragon had become a secure base, and remained passive longer than any other Spanish province. His moderation as a civil governor, and his ability to use his whole corps of over twenty thousand men for policing—a dividend of the end of the war in 1809—marked him out as the most successful military governor in Spain by 1810.21 It was not without tensions, however. Napoleon raged at Suchet’s initial abandonment of his advance on Valencia—under orders from Joseph—to return to the siege of Lérida. On April 9, Napoleon exploded to Berthier:


He has compromised the honor of my arms, and contravened not only my express orders, but the first principles of war. His retreat from Valencia can only be considered (throughout) Europe as a great victory (for the Spanish) and can only revive revolt.22



Napoleon was still very nervous about this sector, but Suchet’s judgment proved correct. The way to Valencia was opened by Suchet’s seizure of several important towns in southern Catalonia, of which Lérida was one.

On July 3, 1810, Napoleon ordered a trusted aide-de-camp in several campaigns, Honoré Reille, to Navarre. Reille had recent experience of pacification in the newly annexed Tuscan departments,23 and he would have need of it. Napoleon warned him: “Things in Navarre are so badly managed that I want you to go there immediately… as soon as you get to Navarre, use all means necessary to repress brigandage.”24 The guerrilla leader Espoz y Mina commanded large swathes of the region, captured or destroyed French convoys, and engendered despondency among the French troops, not least their commander, Georges-Joseph Dufour, who “had taken to skulking in Pamplona” when he was not executing prisoners randomly at dawn in vain efforts to lift his spirits.25 Reille arrived on July 27 with eight thousand troops, and faced a daunting task. After initial humiliating defeats, Reille drove Mina out of Navarre by the autumn. By September, his forces numbered fifteen thousand men and “Mina’s men became so hard-pressed that they scarcely stopped running from August to December.”26 It was 1812 before Mina truly had the upper hand again.27

In Andalucía, Nicolas Soult showed impressive resourcefulness, adapting to mountain fighting and taking the offensive against the patriots in their strongholds, even though by the end of 1810, he only properly controlled the lowland regions. Nevertheless, he trained his troops in mountain fighting, and deployed small, collapsible field howitzers—all built locally in Seville—which could be transported across the hardest terrain, confining the Spanish in their remote holdouts.28 The successes of General Bonnet in Asturias, Leon, and Galicia were especially worrying for the British. Driven from Oviedo in March, Bonnet retook it quickly, and established a base there. By May, he was on the offensive and recovered most of Asturias and Leon, mainly in pitched battles but, like Soult, he developed effective counterinsurgency tactics. By July, he had driven into the Anglo-Spanish stronghold of Galicia, and although unable to take its western coasts or its major port, Vigo, he now occupied almost all the good agricultural land of the province, denying the allies local supplies.29 On July 6, Napoleon authorized the organization of Gendarmerie brigades for all the northern provinces.30 Freed from war elsewhere, Napoleon’s new ability to concentrate on Spain produced the high tide of French success in the peninsula by late 1810.

In every case, the military governors either co-opted Joseph’s comisarios regios dispatched from Madrid only a year before, or swept them aside.31 In Catalonia, the organs of local government were specifically ordered to ignore the comisarios regios altogether, and those who stood by them were swiftly removed.32 Military rule in Spain did not always spell a harsher regime than Joseph’s. Indeed, the most successful commanders proved remarkably effective practitioners of the core Napoleonic policies of ralliement and amalgame among the local elites. Soult, Suchet, Reille, and Bonnet all drew on the need to restore and preserve civil order with considerable success, turning many terrorized communities away from the guerrillas and the Patriot government in Cádiz, which sanctioned them. The restoration of order was the oldest weapon in Napoleon’s political arsenal, and it acquired new potency here. The military commanders approached their task with more sensitivity to regional diversity than was often displayed by French civilian officials across the empire. Jean-Marc Lafon has shown that Soult made significant progress in “rallying” important sections of Andalucían society because here, in an area of large feudal estates—the latifundi—the great noble landlords backed the guerrillas, who directed their raids on the rural bourgeoisie and the towns. Soult drew on this local knowledge and possessed enough influence to enforce those of Joseph’s policies that attracted the rural bourgeoisie, mainly through the opening of the property market to them by the sale of Church lands. Soult carried out important projects of urban renewal in the major cities and reopened the port of Malaga for trade with France. The result was collaboration widespread enough to allow the emergence of local militias that fought with the French against the irregular Spanish forces in the region.33 During his brief tenure in Aragon, Suchet proved an honest and able administrator.34 When he reentered Valencia, he found socioeconomic structures broadly similar to those confronting Soult in Andalucía, but the political allegiances of the feudal nobility and the peasantry were reversed. Suchet protected the feudal landed elites and helped them suppress peasant revolts to ensure his troops were provisioned and their properties were secured. Effectively, he practiced appeasement of the feudal nobility in the countryside, parallel to very different policies in urban areas, centered on Napoleonic reforms of taxation, property rights, and the sale of confiscated Church properties.35 In Asturias and Leon, in very a different society of small-holding peasants, Bonnet profited from the increasing ruthlessness of the Spanish resistance in its search for supplies. Peasant communities often cooperated with the French against their incursions. By early 1811, the morale of even the most determined Spanish patriots was very low.36 Reille made similar progress when he set up a civilian deputation to administer Navarre in August, which proved very efficient and relatively fair in raising revenue. However, Espoz y Mina proved a formidable opponent, and by winter, Reille was resorting increasingly to terror—marked by mass hangings along the main roads—which ensured Mina’s support would revive in time.37

The real problem was clear: the British grip on the West. Napoleon’s reach still did not extend to the western commercial entrepôts of Portugal and Galicia. If one commander could be singled out for his excellence in the Wagram campaign, it was André Masséna, and it was to him that Napoleon entrusted yet another invasion of Portugal. On April 17, Napoleon created a new Army of Portugal, composed of about sixty-five thousand men drawn from troops already in Spain, and put Masséna at its head,38 with Michel Ney and Jean-Andoche Junot—both disgruntled by this—under his command.39 Masséna reached his new army at Valladolid on May 10. The campaign began well, when on July 10, the French finally took the fortress of Ciudad Rodrigo, after a siege of over a month. A key point on the western extreme of Estremadura had been secured, and Napoleon rewarded the men Masséna singled out for valor, a sign of his pleasure.40

Napoleon saw this campaign as twofold: not only to seize Portugal, but to bring the British to the large engagement he always regarded as definitive. He knew he had a likeminded commander in Masséna, whose strategy was to inflict just such a defeat on Wellington.41 Masséna was given this task because Napoleon needed free hands elsewhere. His major preoccupation was now the enforcement of the blockade along the North Sea coast, and the growing tensions with Russia, which required massive concentrations of forces in central Europe. By spring of 1811, there were clear signs his patience could snap easily when failures occurred on what he regarded as secondary fronts. When the guerrillas in Navarre seemed to be resurgent in April, he lashed out about Reille to Berthier with his usual lack of comprehension, but with marked intensity:


… Write to Reille to let him know my displeasure at his lack of energy… Write to him with orders to arrest the relatives of the brigands and send them to France, to hit the towns which harbor brigands with taxes, to burn the houses of their relatives… It is all quite simple, for the brigands will punish any lack (of severity) they are shown: If General Reille leaves them unpunished, it all works in favor of the brigands.42



Reille already had a well-established reputation for brutality—at one point in 1809, he had threatened to decimate the entire male population of Tudela over the death of a single French sentry43—of which Napoleon seemed unaware or now deemed to be insufficient. This was not an isolated outburst. That same day, Napoleon exploded over unrest among Dutch sailors, raging at Lebrun:


This is a serious business. Send in a high ranking police official with the necessary armed force. The 500 sailors have to be arrested… and sent to France. Who is the general commanding this department? Who is the Gendarmerie commander? Why didn’t they do anything to suppress this rabble? Give the order to execute three or more of the mutineers publicly…44



When an officer in Segovia failed to carry out his orders regarding troop movements correctly, Napoleon’s response was disproportionate, to say the least. On May 1, he wrote to Berthier:


Let General Belliard know that I am most displeased that my orders were not executed, and that the next time this happens, I will have him up before a court-martial: this is the first time I have seen so formal a disobedience, when your orders were clear…45



This was the state of mind his commander was in when Masséna took the field in what had previously proved a near impossible front.

Masséna soon felt himself in so difficult position that he worried Napoleon was deliberately seeking to disgrace him out of jealousy, and that the campaign was a “setup.” In contrast to Masséna’s paranoia, the usually cynical General Paul Thiébault—known as “the nastiest tongue in the army”—said Napoleon believed Masséna could work miracles.46 In fact, Napoleon put great faith in Masséna when the campaign began, telling Berthier that Masséna was always free to “make whatever changes he judged indispensable” to his initial orders,47 investing in him the same latitude and trust he did in all his best commanders.

Transport made supply almost impossible; the terrain was rugged, the roads poor and unmapped; the British and Portuguese had, not for the first time, resorted to a ruthless scorched-earth policy. Guerrillas harassed Massena’s supply trains and when Masséna dispatched his aide-de-camp on a direct mission to Napoleon to alert him to the magnitude of taking Torres Vedras, his baggage was pillaged en route, for which Napoleon had to reimburse him six thousand francs.48 Nevertheless, the army pressed on into Portugal.

Napoleon remained stubbornly oblivious to the logistical and geographic perils of fighting anywhere in Spain, and on the border of Portugal and Estremadura, above all. No miracle was coming; no setup possible. The lessons of 1808 and 1809 had been learned by the marshals, but not by Napoleon; his personal experience of the north in 1808, or what had reached him from the front during the Talavera campaign of 1809, and even his hard-won lessons of the fighting in the equally hostile environment of Lithuania in 1807, seemed to bounce off him. Napoleon showed his complete ignorance in equal measure to his confidence in his directive to Berthier of May 29, compiled while on “honeymoon”: After Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida were taken, Masséna was not to proceed “by expedition”—that is, piecemeal, striking here and there—“but methodically” to Lisbon, which he did not want him to enter until September, “after the summer heat and above all, not until after the harvests.” Estremadura and western Portugal were barren places at the best times, without Wellington’s ruthless policy of scorched-earth, as the Talavera campaign should have taught Napoleon. Wellington’s redoubtable defensive preparations held Masséna up in any case, but Napoleon’s timetable sent his men into terrain that was daunting enough without the late summer rains. Napoleon put the Portuguese at twenty-five thousand men, and believed Wellington had a mere twenty-four thousand “assorted English and Germans.”49 His intelligence was not too wide of the mark, the Portuguese numbering twenty-six thousand regulars—not counting the local militias—while Wellington had about thirty-one thousand British troops with him.50 But Napoleon utterly failed to grasp how this army had changed since the Talavera campaign. That was for Masséna to find out. The newly made Prince of Essling was the first to learn there was a fell beast on the western march, for he, too, had a poor opinion of the British and Portuguese—until he faced Viscount Wellesley’s men.51

Masséna’s first brush with the British at Côa did little to shake his prejudices. The engagement was the result of the impetuosity of one British officer, Robert Craufurd, who was ignorant of the effectiveness of Masséna’s troops. Losses on both sides were heavy, but Craufurd was forced from his positions back to the safety of Almeida, a well-fortified, provisioned fortress built on steep, rocky ground. Masséna should have been held up, but luck favored him when a random shell hit the main powder magazine that “atomized” the castle that housed it and reduced the fort to ruins. The dazed, confused Portuguese garrison simply surrendered.52 Masséna continued his advance, which was governed less by seeking to engage the enemy than finding a route to where supplies might be found. Although his immediate goal was Coimbra, Masséna did not follow the retreating British along the main highway to Lisbon, but turned north, on a much worse road, hoping so remote an area had escaped Wellington’s scorched earth.53 His hopes were forlorn; the poor roads only delayed his supply trains further. “All our marches are across desert; not a soul to be seen anywhere; everything abandoned,” he told Berthier in mid-September.54 Wellington turned north to meet them at his well-fortified position at Serra do Buçaco, a steep, wide north-south ridge nine miles long that blocked the way to Coimbra.

Masséna knew about the ridge, but not how well it was defended: Wellington had been able to concentrate fifty-two thousand men and sixty guns on it; below, the ground was rocky, crisscrossed by gullies and scrub. It had one weak point, a very poor mountain path that joined the main road to Coimbra. Wellington was very concerned about this, knowing that he could only spare a small Portuguese force to hold it, which could not contain a concerted French advance down even such a narrow defile.55 A man imbued with a classical education would all too readily recall the fate of the Spartans at Thermopylae. Overall, however, this was too good a position for Wellington to reject battle, and he hoped he could halt the French here. He need not have feared a Thermopylae. Masséna did not even seek a way around the ridge: On September 27, he launched a full frontal attack on it and, predictably, was beaten back with heavy losses of forty-five hundred men. Not only had the British fought well, the Portuguese contingents also distinguished themselves.56 This was where Masséna got his first real lesson in the new military reality Wellington had created, in both fortifications and in men. Cut off from Spain by local Portuguese units, and in a countryside bereft of provisions, Masséna had no other choice than to break off the battle, but he did not retreat as Wellington had assumed. Instead, the French found a small mountain road to the northwest, and marched on, hoping to outflank Wellington and take Coimbra from the north. Despite his emphatic victory, Wellington had no choice save to fall back on Coimbra, his troops’ morale plummeting. However, this was not 1809. Much had changed, as Masséna now discovered.

Wellington now withdrew to well-prepared positions, with a disciplined, better supplied, and now battle-hardened army, its current mood notwithstanding. The army that fell back into Portugal after Talavera in August 1809, was bedraggled, exhausted, and riddled with sickness. If they were the victors, as Wellington claimed, with enough success to win his first title, they neither looked nor felt the part. Wellington “did not believe his own publicity,” and left the fighting to the Spanish in the months to come. He knew his army had to be rebuilt, and he did so. As soon as the news of Wagram reached him, he knew Napoleon would turn again to Spain. Although far from perfect—and there were some in the British high command who agreed with Napoleon’s assessment that a French victory was likely—Wellington and his fellow Anglo-Irishman, William Beresford, who commanded the Portuguese, spent the winter of 1809–10 in the manner Napoleon had used his enforced leisure at Boulogne, to forge a deadly weapon, unsuspected. The British, well supplied by sea and better funded than Wellington liked to admit to the government, recovered over the winter of 1809–10, their commander noting by spring that “The troops are becoming again very healthy and strong, and the army is more efficient than it has ever been.” The sick fell from almost a third of the total to less than 12 percent. Many officers were still skeptical of the whole endeavor, but they were battle-ready.57

The Portuguese, on whose effective contribution Wellington’s strategy hinged, were a different matter. Beresford had to work something akin to a cultural revolution within the Portuguese military, to transform an officer corps based on aristocratic standing to one based on merit; to instill notions of precision and strict adherence to orders among men long used to doing things in their own manner. Such indiscipline was inevitably reflected in the ranks. Beyond the regular army, throughout the winter, spring, and early summer of 1810, Beresford put tremendous effort into turning the militia regiments into effective support units for garrison duty, and the local semi-regulars, the ordenanças, into threatening guerrilla fighters. Rory Muir has attributed this metamorphosis to “… the promotion of those who showed promise; endless drill; and the growing assurance that the British would stay and fight.”58

Wellington fell back on the finest defenses imaginable, the lines of Torres Vedras, which Beresford and he had expended titanic efforts to create. The lines were not a solid wall; indeed, many of the engineers who built them did not grasp their real purpose, and felt they could be easily bypassed, because they did not see the whole project.59 Rather, the “lines” were composed of a series of 59 mutually supporting strong points and field fortifications, containing 232 cannons, which ran across the Lisbon peninsula for 22 miles, backed by a shorter line of fortifications behind them, a last line of defense. The lines were not impenetrable, but to take Lisbon, the French would “have to fight their way through the first line, defeat Wellington’s army in a position of his choice, and then repeat the process with the second line.”60 The hard, physical labor was done by six thousand Portuguese peasants and militiamen at an astonishing pace, driven by a collective desire to prevent another brutal French occupation. The expertise and money was British; its chief engineer was Lt. Col. Richard Fletcher. Begun in earnest in late 1809, the work was completed by the time of Buçaco.61

Masséna had no inkling of its existence. Now, he ran right into it. The siege of the lines of Torres Vedras lasted into the early spring of 1811, and Masséna came off worst. Having wrong-footed Wellington, he now found himself stranded. While the allies were regularly supplied by sea, the French, with their lines stretched to the breaking point, could only forage an already devastated countryside and endure the harassment of the ordenanças. Heavy rain compounded the army’s plight. Reduced to only forty thousand effectives, Masséna raised the siege on March 5, 1811, reaching Spain by March 22. His army was still formidable, but it had lost half its horses, many of its guns, and almost all its baggage train. Wellington might have finished him, had he taken the offensive, but as it stood, Masséna lived to fight another day, just not before Lisbon. Allied casualties were minimal, but the mutual damage done to much of rural Portugal by both armies was lasting; eighty thousand civilians lost their lives.62 A new military culture had emerged from nothing, but a dead zone had been created to protect it. Beresford pursued the French and laid siege to Badajoz in April, while Wellington clashed with Soult for the first but not the last time, in indecisive actions at Fuentes de Oñoro, all of which proved what formidable opponents the new Anglo-Portuguese forces had become.

Masséna felt he had been abandoned during the campaign, and that his six badly weakened divisions could not relieve the French besieged at Almeida or bring Wellington to a decisive engagement there. Nevertheless, desperately short of supplies and of the artillery he needed to break the siege, Masséna resumed the offensive on April 25, 1811.63 His divisional commanders protested that the offensive was doomed, and begged him in vain not to advance. Some, indeed, arranged transfers for themselves elsewhere as the march began.64 He had about forty-two thousand infantry, forty-five hundred cavalry, and thirty-eight guns, but they were in very poor condition—“the second corps is not in a fit state to do anything” he told a subordinate65—and many in his ranks were convalescents from the military hospitals in Salamanca, who had volunteered to help save their comrades at Almeida.66

Masséna slightly outnumbered Wellington, whose forces were stretched by the sieges of Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida, but the British were dug in very securely along a steep ridge near the village of Fuentes de Oñoro, which barred the way to Almeida. Rory Muir has rightly described Masséna’s frontal assault as a crude plan, probably based on the unlikely hope that Wellington would fall back. As late as April 28, he hoped Bessières was coming to his aid, which would have tipped the numerical balance well in his favor. However, news reached him on the 29th that Bessières had halted his advance under the assumption that Masséna himself intended to halt. Masséna reacted with incomprehension and anger: “… if the Army of Portugal meets with a reverse, you will have much to reproach yourself for… We all have the same master; all the troops in Spain are of the same family.”67 Stranded, Masséna attacked Fuentes de Oñoro on the night of May 2. His tired troops fought with great verve and briefly held the village; it took considerable British numbers to push them out.68 The spirit and leadership shown by Masséna’s troops at Wagram lived on, as witnessed by a British private:


How different the duty of the French officers from ours. They, stimulating the men by their example, the men vociferating, each chaffing each until they appear in a fury, shouting to the points of our bayonets. After the first huzza, the British officers, restraining their men, still as death, “steady, lads, steady,” is all your hear, and that in an undertone.69



They were well matched, for a truce was not called until May 4; Masséna gained little ground for the loss of over six hundred men, but had not been pushed very far back. On May 5, Masséna regrouped and struck the southern end of the British line, forcing Wellington to fall back on Fuentes de Oñoro. From a different angle, Masséna resumed his frontal assault and was bombarded by the British from their defensive positions. Nevertheless, Wellington’s army was too battered to advance, just as Masséna was now too weak to hope to relieve Almeida. As Rory Muir has put it, “Fuentes de Oñoro was a clear victory—Wellington achieved his objective and Masséna failed to achieve his—but it was not the sort of victory which left the defeated army fleeing the battlefield in panic.”70 As if to prove as much, Masséna managed to evacuate the garrison. He organized its withdrawal by blowing up the town: “At midnight, a deafening, prolonged explosion told the French army that, at last, Almeida was no more.”71 It also marked the end of Masséna’s career.

The French now withdrew behind the Agueda, and Masséna ordered his aide, Jean-Jacques Germain Pelet, to convey to Napoleon the news that Almeida had been successfully evacuated, and that Wellington could not now hope to lay siege to Ciudad Rodrigo. Masséna himself, fully aware of the weakness of his army, was proud of what had been achieved.72 He had a point. Napoleon’s assaults on western Spain and Portugal ended in costly failure, yet the Anglo-Portuguese were still confined to the defensive. A protective shield had been created on both sides.73

Masséna had not calculated on Napoleon’s frame of mind, perhaps a sign of how odd his behavior was now becoming to those who thought they knew him best. The reversal of Almeida shook Napoleon to his core. He ordered the suppression of the news of Masséna’s retreat that had been reported in British dispatches. More tellingly, it led swiftly to one of the most ruthless, unjustified, and self-defeating decisions of his military career. On April 9, he coldly ordered Berthier to make sure Masséna received a copy of the official government publication, Le Moniteur, his way of informing his oldest comrade that he was dismissed not just from his present command but, effectively, from active service.74 By doing this through Berthier, Masséna was treated in the same way as Bernadotte at Jena. The man he created a prince of the Empire and to whom he gave a rich dotation after his heroics at Wagram less than two years earlier, the same Masséna whom he urged Eugène to trust, despite all his faults, was faced with these words from Berthier:


Prince, the Emperor asks me to convey to you that he expected more energy from you, and from the opinion he had formed of you as a result of the glorious exploits in which you have so often taken part in the past.75



Masséna was ordered to Paris, where Napoleon kept him waiting for several weeks. There is no reliable account of their meeting, but it was clearly very bitter. Napoleon is said to have “welcomed” him with “Ah, Prince of Essling, you are Masséna no more, it seems.”76 If true, this was followed by a tirade against which Masséna had no chance to defend himself. Whatever the truth, Masséna’s career as a field commander was over. The general who assembled Masséna’s correspondence in the French army archives attributed Napoleon’s behavior to news reaching him from the front haphazardly, usually poisoned against Masséna by Bessières, whose reports were more useful to Napoleon, according to Berthier, who himself had disliked Masséna since they first served together in the first Italian campaign of 1796.77

The aides Masséna sent to explain the situation to Napoleon strove to make the emperor see sense, but to no avail. One of them, Pelet, warned Masséna:


The Emperor cannot believe that an army commanded by you let itself be intimidated, or that the officers and men, whatever privations they endured, were not as His Majesty has always known them, and even more so before the English, our eternal enemies.78



Nothing could have been further from the truth. Yet, Napoleon still refused to believe the Anglo-Portuguese army was a match for Masséna; he could not understand how difficult western Spain was to fight in. Napoleon’s obtuseness and the poisonous behavior of Bessières and Berthier were obviously significant in Masséna’s shocking demise, but it also fits a more worrying pattern of Napoleon’s behavior at this time.

Bessières’s poison carried a particular potency for Napoleon. Napoleon had trusted and valued Bessières implicitly since the first Italian campaign, and made it clear that when he showed an interest in his favorite sibling, Caroline, he would have much preferred Bessières for a brother-in-law to Murat. Bessières often commanded the guard cavalry, and was wounded at Wagram. On his return from Spain, Napoleon entrusted him with what he held dearest: “… go to see the King of Rome often; to see Madame de Montesquiou, and take all necessary measures for her safety. Let her know that, should anything untoward happen, she should turn to you, and you are the one she should forewarn.”79 He had known Masséna just as long, and just as well, but in a different way, and that difference had seemingly come to be decisive for Napoleon. The circle of the faithful narrowed. The confidence he had so recently placed in Masséna evaporated and turned to loathing almost out of nowhere. He had forgiven him previous reverses in western Spain, but he now needed success everywhere, and the strain told on everyone. The real casualty was Napoleon himself. The only real interest Napoleon showed in the man whom he first met—and had to impress—on the eve of the first Italian campaign—was to investigate his possible involvement in the failure of a prominent bank.80 Masséna was overlooked when Napoleon assembled his army for the Russian campaign a year later, nor did he call upon him in the campaigns of 1813 or 1814. In that respect, Almeida may have been one of the key battles of the Napoleonic Wars.

Masséna was replaced by Auguste de Marmont, who soon regrouped the exhausted army, abandoning the corps structure in favor of smaller concentrations of troops better suited to the region, and finally sent Jean-Baptiste Drouot south to reinforce Soult, who feared a British attempt to lift the siege of Cadiz, a move Napoleon had come to suspect and fear himself.81 Ultimately, when Marmont swung his entire command south, Wellington was constrained to raise the siege of Badajoz. In all this, Marmont proved himself a good strategist,82 and his boast—reminiscent of Napoleon’s in 1796 about the disheveled army he inherited in the Alps—that “A month before seemingly so disorganized, so discouraged, so incapable of taking the field, the army… has recovered its vigor, its élan, its confidence”83 was not unfounded. Nevertheless, unlike Masséna, he had not tried to crack the nut of Torres Vedras. Nor would anyone, ever again.

Napoleon’s control in Spain had very clear limits and the lines at Torres Vedras marked them out for all to see. Nonetheless, within those limits, the French commanders were tightening their grip on the Spanish march. Napoleon’s solution to Spain was unique in many ways. It was the only time he ever invested his commanders with significant civil powers, to the point that he allowed Soult to become a veritable proconsul, behavior he had reprimanded him for in Portugal only two years before. Napoleon tacitly sanctioned Suchet’s virtual protection of the kind of feudal order he was bent on destroying in most of his realms. Suchet’s ability to adapt to local circumstances—anathema to Napoleon—enabled him to be the only commander in Spain able to send funds to Paris, and to Joseph in Madrid.84 While according him powers equal to Soult’s, Suchet did not flaunt his position with the same swagger as Soult, “a haughty and imperious satrap,” who behaved as a king in his province, surrounded by pomp and a servile, well appointed court.85 Suchet kept a different if not lower profile. In keeping with the wealthy bourgeoisie from which he sprang, Suchet and his wife—the daughter of a mayor of Marseille whose presence with her husband contravened regulations—scandalized the local elite by the social equality they accorded women, but this did not dent the important levels of collaboration Suchet achieved. For all the unique character of Napoleon’s response to the conditions of Spain, it bore one hallmark of the “new order” he proclaimed at the end of 1810: Spain was now, in great part, in the hands of Frenchmen he trusted, which was neither his brother nor his Spanish ministers.

As these events unfolded, although Napoleon did not communicate directly with Joseph, Joseph continued to badger him. When he wrote to his wife, Julie, who never left Paris, that he wanted to abdicate and settle quietly on his French estates, Jean-Baptiste de Nompère de Champagny, then foreign minister, informed Julie dryly that he could not do so without permission, as he was a French commander, in charge of the Army of Centre. Napoleon calmed Julie’s nerves, telling her he would allow him “a sort of permission,” if he really wanted. It was the first of several wholly duplicitous promises he made to Joseph.86 Joseph hoped the birth of Napoleon’s son would break the deadlock. His pleas to be relieved of his throne—to follow Louis’s example voluntarily—continued while en route to Paris. From Santa María de la Nieva, he wrote:


Since I have been on the road, my health has returned, far from the ever-recurring spectacle of misery and humiliation I have had before my eyes in Madrid, this last year. I have watched my respect as a king crumble, my authority reviled or eluded by the soldiers under my orders, on the pretext of orders they get directly from Paris. I dare to hope Your Majesty will not send me back, but allow me to retreat into complete obscurity.87



Needless to say, it remained unanswered. The two brothers met at Rambouillet on May 16, when all the official ceremonies were over, and spent six amicable hours together. Or so it seemed to Joseph. Napoleon agreed to send one million francs a month to the Spanish treasury for “political and military operations,” and to confirm, without nuance, that Joseph commanded all the French armies in the peninsula. Finally, Joseph was to be allowed to appoint Spanish officials to work with the military governors general, north of the Ebro. It was all a lie: Before Joseph even left for Madrid, Berthier informed him that the agreed monthly sum was 500,000 francs; a circular was soon sent out to the military commanders to ignore Joseph. Berthier authorized them to raise their own revenue, again, without recourse to Joseph.88 Joseph learned of this last directive on his way back to Madrid, in Burgos, and wrote to Napoleon: “I am firmly convinced of success by speaking to the people (of Spain) in their own language and (by) repressing the disorders of several (bandit) chiefs. If Your Majesty does not have sufficient confidence in me… it only remains for me to ask to be allowed to live in retirement with my family.”89 Napoleon returned to his policy of silence, and kept it.

Napoleon’s grip on Spain was hardly secure. Important pockets of increasingly well-organized guerrilla resistance remained and were consolidating around Espoz y Mina in Navarre and in La Mancha, not so very distant from Madrid; a Spanish army in the far southwest under Francisco Ballesteros still harassed Soult as best it could.90 Cadiz, safe behind the British fleet—as well as the Balearic islands—were centers from which innumerable raids were made along French-held coasts and guerrilla groups were supplied, these bases likened to modern aircraft carriers, in the apt analogy of Agustín Guimera.91 Above all, the British grip on Portugal and maritime Galicia had become unshakable. Nevertheless, these centers of resistance were scattered. Napoleon’s delegation of power to “his men,” civilian and military, was yielding impressive results, epitomized by the marshal’s baton he awarded Suchet on July 8, 1811. Charles Esdaile, in his masterly survey of the Peninsular War, concludes that “it was still entirely reasonable to think in terms of a French victory” in Spring 1811.92 Napoleon certainly felt so, declaring to the Corps Législatif on June 16:


The insurgents have been beaten in a great number of open battles. England has begun to understand that this war is reaching its end, and that intrigue and gold are not enough to sustain it. It has found itself constrained to change the nature (of the war); and from being an auxiliary (in the war) it has had to become the principal (agent). All this has come about because it has had to send regular troops of the line to the peninsula: England, Scotland, Ireland are undefended… This struggle against Carthage, which seemed to have been decided on the battlefield of the Ocean or beyond the seas, will now be decided on the plains of Spain!93



He was wrong.

The Illyrian Provinces: The Perils of a Balkan Frontier

When Napoleon and the Habsburgs connived to destroy the ancient Republic of Venice in 1797, all its territories passed to the Austrians, including a long strip of the Dalmatian coast, along with the city-state of Ragusa (now Dubrovnik in modern Croatia). Napoleon stripped Austria of this area in 1806, putting it under the supervision of the Kingdom of Italy, but never actually annexing it outright. The War of 1809 saw Dalmatia transferred to direct French control but, again, without making it a formal part of the empire. He then stripped Austria of the northern Adriatic coast, around Trieste, and the Alpine provinces of Carinthia, Carniola (the core of modern Slovenia), and sections of the Tyrol, together with areas of inland Croatia comprising part of the Habsburgs’ military border with the Ottoman Empire. They were amalgamated with Dalmatia to form the “Illyrian Provinces,” a name drawn from antiquity to denote a heterogeneous, wholly artificial creation. Its highly diverse population numbered about one and half million, spread over fifty-five thousand square kilometers.94 It owed its creation to the mixture of spite and defensive pragmatism that characterized most Napoleonic imperial expansionism: The birth of “Illyria” was one of the last shockwaves of the trauma of 1809, in its goal of denying the Habsburgs of the last coastline they possessed; equally, the seizure of modern Slovenia was meant to place a direct French threat on their southern border, like the Duchy of Warsaw to the north. This was driven home when the capital of the provinces was moved from the Dalmatian coast to Ljubljana, even though Trieste was the most logical city to accommodate it.95 Illyria’s other main raison d’être was to deny the British entry to yet another portion of the European coastline, as Venetian Dalmatia had always included the Ionian islands, which were now in theory under French control. It was also hoped that by acquiring this part of the Balkans, the empire might better secure its overland trade routes with the Near East, where so much of the cotton relied on by both French and Italian industry originated, which led to extensive road building across the provinces.96

Once “on-the-ground,” however, more complex ramifications emerged. Illyria was never properly pacified, and remained a theatre of numerous local rebellions, particularly after the imposition of conscription. Dalmatia was a region traditionally known for lawlessness in the valleys of the Dinaric Alps; in contrast, the orderly society of modern Slovenia was quickly transformed into a region of endemic, collective resistance to conscription, and so a source of unease in the very area Napoleon intended to use to cow Austria.97 Its very existence began to complicate Napoleon’s cherished hopes for a Russian entente, in that henceforth he felt he had to warn the Russian tsar, Alexander, not to advance south or westward in the Balkans, to keep him away from his new march. When the tsar asserted traditional Russian interests in the Ionian islands, and in Corfu in particular, the alliance came under further strain. Relations were further aggravated by Alexander’s support for the Serbian rebellion against the Ottomans, which impinged on the Illyrian hinterland. In 1807, the British had seized the island of Vis—“the Gibraltar of the Adriatic”98—only forty kilometers from the Dalmatian coast. Direct French rule soon turned the Adriatic into a genuine nightmare for Napoleon. Its complex archipelago proved impossible to police; its islands—beyond the reach of the meager naval power the French could muster—became havens for whole mainland communities evading conscription, and bases for smuggling on a grand scale. British naval power was swift to assert itself in the Adriatic. From 1809 onward, they exploited their position ruthlessly, aiding resentment to French rule and providing a naval screen to protect the Ionian archipelago; a French attempt to retake Vis in March 1811 was easily beaten back.99 The judgment of two Croatian scholars, that “[t]he Illyrian provinces had to juggle too many roles” within the empire, appears more than valid.100 In truth, they were a liability to Napoleon.

Napoleon had intended Illyria to be a bargaining chip in his relations with Austria, initially as part of a swap for the Austrian rump of Polish Galicia. Even as late as March 1812, he dangled their return to the Habsburgs in return for support in a war with Russia.101 Yet, this deeply ancien régime realpolitik stands in sharp contrast to the manner in which he sought to rule the Illyrian provinces. “The new order of things,” the Roman template of a uniform empire under one law and one civic sphere, was to be implanted in the Balkans. This will was epitomized by the dispatch of a judicial commissioner, the redoubtable Joseph Coffinhal-Dunoyer, who had imposed the Code Napoleon on Rome, to do same in Ljubljana. It is doubtful if his mission achieved any significant results—his reports are marked by their sheer exasperation102—but the intent was clear enough. Marshal Marmont, whose tenure as governor-general had been marked by concerted efforts to integrate the local elites as provincial magistrates and administrators, was terminated. He was replaced by General Bertrand, who held the post from 1811 to 1813, and Marmont’s appointees were swiftly replaced by young French auditors of the Council of State, shipped out directly from Paris and named “Intendants,” rather than prefects, in a small nod to the temporary nature of the occupation. In April 1811, Napoleon issued a definitive “Organisational Decree” of 271 articles for the provinces, described by one scholar as “in effect their constitution,” which brought the Code Napoleon into full, official force; the Criminal Code had been decreed a year earlier, a tacit recognition of the almost ungovernable state of the region.103 The introduction of the Code had powerful implications for “Illyria,” where truly feudal conditions persisted in much of inland Croatia and the Slovenian provinces, and the principle of equality before the law was alien. If successful, these reforms promised genuine social revolution. These were regions where the first battles of the Revolution remained to be fought, and a new generation of French administrators, many from aristocratic backgrounds, showed themselves eager to wage them. The young French Intendant of a Croatian province, a scion of one of the oldest noble houses in France, castigated “the feudalism in all the severity of it origins” he found around him, while a French magistrate complained that “the feudal system still exists here, as it did in France in the fifteenth century”; they all pinned their hopes on the introduction of the Code Napoleon.104 These policies fell on stony ground, however. Illyria symbolizes the contradictions and frustrations of the wider empire created after 1810.

The Channel: The Oldest March

Napoleon always wanted war during this period of relative peace, just not the one he got in 1812. In 1810, he cultivated Alexander more assiduously than ever, often to his cost. Rather, he chose to take what passed for his “honeymoon” on the Channel coast, concentrating his thoughts on whether it was now possible to pass from the reactive methods of the Continental Blockade, to open warfare to defeat Britain. The planning began in what Nicola Todorov terms “the strategic summer” of 1810, when Napoleon sought the construction of twenty ships-of-the-line annually, when he began the systematic application of conscription for the navy, and created the new naval colleges.105

That war was projected for 1812, when Napoleon hoped to have amassed a fleet capable of invading England. In the course of three years, Napoleon sought to lift the French fleet from its paltry 37 ships-of-the-line to 104, a number he knew could not outnumber Britain’s 124, but hoped would be formidable enough to get his army across the Channel. His thinking was clear, if not necessarily feasible, but in some respects Napoleon showed more realism than in the past. He always needed 200,000 men to guard against a British invasion, as his coast now included Holland, and they were wasted on garrison duty;106 he rejected the plans of 1804 to ferry his troops across in the small briques, which he now knew to be death traps. His new plans provided for proper vessels. His strategy was “to paralyse a large part of the British naval and military forces, to enable (him) to strike at certain nerve centres.”107 To this end, he planned his invasion for the winter equinox of 1812—during the worst of the weather and the longest nights—“to confuse the enemy’s vigilance.”108 Napoleon’s senior naval commanders—the long-suffering Decrès and Ganteaume—were very skeptical, and the budget he accorded the project in 1810—200 million francs per annum—seems far from adequate.

Nevertheless, such projects are not always best judged objectively by their feasibility; chances of success do not help to explain the actions of those at the time, who calculated in different ways: Napoleon now felt that what had proved unrealistic a decade before, with lessons learned, might work in 1810.109 The British knew all about these plans—a long memorandum drawn up in 1811 for the naval building program appeared in The Times110—and they continued to take invasion seriously, particularly the threat to southern Ireland,111 that is until Napoleon’s army was destroyed in Russia, in 1812. A 235 page report in January 1811 asserted that 400,000 militiamen were still needed in case of a French landing. The reporters read Napoleon’s mind perfectly:


These considerations must be too strong upon the mind of every reflecting Man and the disasters of successful Invasion too evident to need any illustration… irresistible evidence from long experience that till Invasion has been attempted He will never be at rest.



The only calculation they got wrong was that Napoleon had only sixty to seventy thousand troops available, which “could never subjugate the Country… nothing short of five times the number… could hold the probability of even temporary success.”112 As the British scholar Roger Knight observed, the number for success was exactly the size of the Grande Armée Napoleon led into Russia in 1812. Undistracted by wars elsewhere, Napoleon might ponder his options. This all hinged on harnessing the resources of his hegemony to the task, which in turn hinged on peace with Russia.

The North Sea Coasts: From the Hansa to the Humber

Napoleon’s plans for Holland sprang into action as soon as Louis fled his throne—“[he] is in Bohemia, and it appears he has no idea what to do”113 Napoleon gleefully wrote to Josephine about the fate of the man for whom they had developed a mutual loathing for his ill treatment of Hortense, as much for his failure as a vassal.

Napoleon’s orders to Lebrun were clear and stark: “My intention is to govern this country myself. My lieutenant general (Lebrun) will be there to oversee everything, to gather information, to inform me of everything, and to receive my orders and execute them.”114 On July 10, a further note to Lebrun advised him not only to rid himself quickly of Louis’s minister of police—“[who] seems to me very bad”—but to “thank the foreign minister for his services” because he was now redundant; finally, “All maps of the country, passes, drills, marine charts, reports on the colonies and countries belonging to Holland must be brought to Paris.”115 These are the details of state-death, and the starkest manifestation of the “new order of things.”

In the middle of it all, there was also personal business. On July 8, he wrote with relief to “my friend,” Josephine:


I have reunited Holland to France; but this act has the happy effect of emancipating the Queen (Hortense), and this poor girl can now come to Paris with her son… That will make her perfectly happy. My health is good. I have come here (Rambouillet) for a few days hunting. I shall see you with pleasure this autumn. Don’t doubt my friendship. I don’t change.116



Indeed.

Napoleon’s reactions to what he found in Holland reveal the gap he felt existed between the realities of a satellite kingdom and those of his own empire, and how he intended to correct them. Initially, however, his first actions in the nine new Dutch departments drove home the importance of enforcing the Continental Blockade. Lebrun’s first task was to dispose of the foreign and colonial merchandise Louis had allowed into the country, and to appoint French customs’ officials to do so. There was to be as little Dutch involvement as possible. In the following months, his judicial commissioner for the new departments, Joseph Beyts (a Belgian who had rallied to Napoleon very soon after Brumaire), saw his lists of proposed candidates for the new customs tribunals rejected en masse because they contained Dutch nominees, even though Beyts had been careful to choose men who were known for their aversion to the British. Napoleon had come to see the Dutch elites as opposed en bloc to the blockade. Most important posts on these very busy, much detested courts went to Frenchmen. Eventually, they were dominated by Gendarmes and regular officers.117 Napoleon tackled enforcing the blockade in instinctive manner. True to his own military training, he dispatched one of his best cartographers, General Louis d’Albe, to travel the most exposed parts of the Dutch coast to map them and make careful notes about all that he saw: “These observations and reports must be made carefully, and be solid, not done in haste… (G)reat care will be taken in the course of his mission, to gather only sure and exact information, and to find the best maps….”118 No orders could have reflected his own approach to a new campaign more, harking back to his work on Liguria in the 1790s.

The imperative of making the blockade a reality accelerated the drive for centralization in the Dutch departments and exaggerated the gulf between Louis’s concept of government and Napoleon’s. The need for d’Albe’s mission pointed to a wider sense that Louis’s rule had lacked precision; that he did not know where to begin understanding the territory he ruled, because he did not appreciate regularity. Several pro-French Dutch administrants shared Napoleon’s vision of conformity to the French model of the public sphere. Cornelis van Maanen and Isaac Gogel—who were akin to the Dutch versions of Cambacérès and Lebrun, respectively—had been driven to distraction trying to work with Louis, but rallied readily to his brother. Napoleon had marked out Gogel, who Louis had badgered into resignation as minister of finances in 1809, as one of the men “best versed in the affairs of the country” during the annexation crisis.119 Now, he was recalled to help Lebrun, as was van Maanen to assist Beyts in introducing the French legal system, devoid of the nuances preferred by Louis. Two decrees of September 13 and October 18, 1810, imposed the entire French administrative and judicial order on the Dutch. The enormity of the shift from satellite kingdom to imperial departments—and, thus, the differences between Louis’s rule and his brother’s—were in the details: All variation in municipal government, which Louis had retained, was swept away, to be replaced by the single office of the maire; all towns of five thousand people or more received a police commissioner, thus abolishing local bodies; all local and provincial courts were abolished to make way for the French judicial system. Lebrun reported to Napoleon with some satisfaction that the last vestiges of the old Republic were gone by August 1811.120 Gogel and van Maanen played vital roles in this, and continued in Napoleon’s service.

With direct rule came conscription, a more ruthlessly enforced blockade, misery, and unrest. Napoleon sought to ameliorate this by making Amsterdam “the third city of the Empire,” envisioned as the financial hub of Europe. The reality for his three million Dutch subjects was different. Before the work of annexation was even finished, he felt the need to tell Lebrun to meet with the police and security services and Gogel “to deliberate about what to do to assure the peace in Amsterdam”:


There is no doubt nothing to fear from the propertied classes; but there are a huge number of indigent people. They must either be arrested or turned over to the navy, put into the poorhouses, or set to public works. These four methods, together, should rid Amsterdam and the other towns of this rabble. Another method is to create military commissions and make examples of the first one to make trouble. There are many indigent people, order must be restored.121



Direct rule did not bring about a better grip on local realities. Amsterdam collapsed, economically and socially, because of the blockade. The net result was an ever-increasing police force, headed by Frenchmen, which “… was basically designed to control the nation itself,” in the words of its historian Johan Joor.122 As a result, the Dutch were contained, but not appeased. Louis had faced collective, popular unrest from the outset—his coronation had been met by rioting—but widespread, violent tumult increased after annexation. The departure of the first Dutch conscripts, in April 1811, sparked fighting across the city; it began when a girl trying to kiss her boyfriend goodbye was brutally shoved away by a Gendarme. At least twenty serious revolts against conscription occurred over 1811 and 1812; when the regime began to falter by 1813, small, localized revolts in villages around Rotterdam spread into a chain of serious unrest, and finally engulfed the great cities.123 When the prefect of a Dutch department was manhandled by a large crowd during the conscription process, Napoleon’s response was ruthless:


My intention is that the 500 men who composed the crowd which beat up the prefect all be sent to France, to serve in my ports… (T)he prefect represents me; those who stood aside, indifferent to the bad treatment dealt out to him are guilty… The houses of those who got away must be burnt, their relatives arrested, all their properties confiscated, and those individuals condemned to death in their absence. It is essential that many of those who were present be shot… Blood and chastisements are needed to wash away this outrage to the government.124



With the return of the “Roman model” came signs of tyranny. Napoleon’s blood was up, as old demons returned in new places. The new Dutch departments were militarily secure, but the Roman model inspired the same hatred in its populace as it had among the ancient Batavians, who revolted in 69 B.C.E., crushing two legions, when Rome attempted to tighten its control over them. For all their defiance, the Dutch were now under the Napoleonic model of the state, which its future rulers retained after 1814.

The annexation of the entire North Sea coast, between the new Dutch departments and the Danish border, in December 1810, was very much of a piece with the reasoning that drove imperial expansion in its last stage. The four new imperial departments embraced three very heterogeneous regions—the coastal part of Jérôme’s Kingdom of Westphalia, which was the former British kingdom, and the then-Prussian territory of Hanover; the three great maritime, commercial city-states of Hamburg, Bremen, and Lübeck; and a collection of small principalities, the last true vestiges of the Holy Roman Empire, which formed the immediate hinterland of the Hansa ports. From Napoleon’s vantage point, they had one thing in common: they leaked like a collective sieve as far as the blockade was concerned. Following the defeat of Prussia in 1806, he imposed a harsh military occupation on them all, under the most ruthless and competent of his marshals, Davout, who lived up to his dour reputation and was hated throughout the region for his determined efforts to stamp out smuggling. Commander of all the French forces in Germany, he signaled his determination to enforce the blockade by moving his headquarters to Hamburg, in December 1810.125 He uncovered vast corruption at the very apex of the French administration. The most senior French civilian administrator in the region was Louis Antoine Fauvelet de Bourienne, a school friend of Napoleon who had been expelled to Hamburg because of his involvement in a financial scandal in 1802, in which Josephine was also implicated. It was a gross miscalculation, if exile was meant to neutralize him, for Bourienne—who Napoleon described as “a man with the eye of a magpie”—soon found himself in his element, as the Hansa ports entered a period of a clandestine prosperity, once the British seized the Danish island of Heligoland in 1807, and directed their smuggling activities from its vast wholesale depots to the Hanseatic coast. In the six months following the Berlin and Milan decrees of November 1806, 1,475 vessels without French authorization docked in Hamburg alone, leading an exasperated French official to tell Paris the next year, “Trade with English goods in the city continues as prior to the decrees.”126 The ports were only the beginning, as contraband goods spread across Europe through the small states of the hinterland; the Duchy of Oldenburg “has always been a center of smuggling for England,” Napoleon told Tsar Alexander, as he seized it in December 1810.127 The small principalities of Salm, Lauenburg, and Amberg met the same fate for the same reason.

When Napoleon confiscated the coast of the former state of Hanover, however, it was a family matter, as much as one of grand strategy, for in the first month of 1810, Napoleon transferred it from French occupation and nominal Prussian rule to Jérôme. The “model kingdom” needed a coastline, and it was intended as part compensation for the loss of revenue Jérôme suffered through the creation of the dotations in his territory, although it actually left Westphalia with indemnities payable to the empire and liable for a larger military contingent than previously.128 Nevertheless, Napoleon had now made his brother’s realm the second largest in the Confederation of the Rhine (after Saxony), with a population of 796,000 and an extent of 497,000 square kilometers.129 It did not last long. The real liability for Jérôme was direct responsibility for the maritime blockade, and his failure to stem the tide of contraband only added to Napoleon’s increasing distrust of a ruler he perceived as frivolous and irresponsible—“You make a lot of chatter about yourself from the way you have of holding women standing up when you dance. A king does not dance, even at twenty (years old).”130 In late August, Napoleon ordered in his own troops to occupy the coasts. Jérôme replied as did his older brother, in Spain: “If the French generals in my state can appropriate to themselves rights which properly belong to the state… if they can dispose of territory at their will… there is no guarantee for my subjects that they know where they belong… and every act of government will be paralyzed.”131

A few months later, when he saw the extent of the annexations Napoleon was ready to make at his expense, Jérôme told him that “I would be reduced to nothing.”132 He was not mistaken. By the end of the year, the personal and the political congealed, and Jérôme’s coastal departments went the way of Joseph’s kingdom north of the Ebro a few months before. The seizure “was reduced to the minimum of politeness required” and with the less consultation the better, to hasten the process.133 Jérôme learned of it only through his ambassador in Paris.134 He lost the most populous and potentially the most prosperous parts of his kingdom: Close to a quarter of a million of his subjects were now “French,” and he soon expressed his fears that he would go the way of Louis directly to Napoleon.135 He did not, but from that point onward, Napoleon tightened his grip not only through direct annexation but in the governance of the rump of Westphalia. “(T)he model state became a satellite,” in the succinct words of Jérôme’s biographer, Jacques-Olivier Boudon.136

The diverse composition of the territories of the new departments was reflected in their experience of direct French rule. Coastal Hanover was the “political football” of Napoleonic Europe, passed from its autocratic native rulers to the Prussians, then to Jérôme, and finally to Napoleon, in the space of a few years. The Hansa cities lost their economic prosperity and their unique form of republican liberty, ruled by their patrician elites, a political culture based on commercial interests and civic engagement by a wide spectrum of the urban populations. It was a form of liberty as alien to French revolutionaries as to enlightened absolutists, Napoleonic and non-Napoleonic alike, possible only in such localized conditions that could not long survive in an era of conflict. Napoleonic rule here was a step backward in time. In contrast, the immediate hinterland of the Hansa ports was dominated by social structures that seemed almost medieval to the French. Direct rule meant the abolition of feudalism and decided attempts by French magistrates to enforce this often won them a degree of popular support among the peasantry.137

Nevertheless, the fate of the different regions of the four new “Hanseatic departments” was dominated by the blockade. French customs officials seized contraband more effectively than before, punished smugglers with greater brutality, and publicly burned confiscated British goods from the very outset of annexation. Nocturnal raids became normal.138 There seems little doubt that, in this case, annexation worked. Large-scale contraband became too dangerous by 1812. Smuggling now became a guerrilla war against the French, but it was not a war the smugglers could hope to win, for “even black market trade could not replace steady employment for the mass of the population.”139

The entire region was crushed by this. In the judgment of a contemporary Hamburger in 1811:


This hardship is not simply felt by one area of commerce, rather all trades on land and sea are coerced, destroyed, and restricted… The merchant is not alone in his decline, those who depend on him—brokers, agents, accountants, sailors and boatmen, loaders and all kinds of laborers—have their existence threatened.140



The people of these highly sophisticated, law-abiding cities were transformed into an increasingly violent, lawless, defiant mass, impotent for the most part in its collective protests centered on the city gates.141 The French were storing up a powder keg for themselves, should their rule falter. Napoleon admitted as much in March 1811, when he asked his minister of the navy if work could be found for the mass of unemployed sailors in Hamburg—“the hundredth letter I have written to you about this”—by building small vessels to patrol the rivers: “That would be a useful way to give work to the poor and set the country in movement. These idle sailors are all going to take off for London, otherwise….”142 The occupation of the Hansa ports is a poignant example of the blockade as “Napoleon making war on his own empire,” in the resonant words of Paul Schroeder.143

Until annexation, the British believed Napoleon was losing, and with some justification. In March 1810, a British secret agent in the region wrote to his superiors:


I am far from believing that this measure, even if applied in full, will seriously damage Great Britain’s commercial interests… [T]he French government must have learned from experience that it would be difficult to find a general or commissioner in the French army who would enforce French measures or defend its interest, real or supposed… [T]his measure can only have been conceived as [a way] to furnish the generals of the French army with the means to enrich themselves…144



This view was shared in London. In July 1810, the royal speech from the throne declared with a hubris surpassing anything Napoleon ever uttered in public:


The country’s resources manifest themselves through every possible proof of prosperity… and by commerce which is expanding in every possible direction… which the enemy has tried in vain to destroy…145



Pride comes before a fall. In this case, it came before the year was out.

The blockade had been nothing but a bad joke to the British, but this was about to change dramatically. They had no inkling of the ruthlessness, loyalty to the regime, and professionalism of Lebrun and Davout. In a matter of months, they made the blockade a reality. As early as August 1810, a whole cavalry regiment under the trusted Charles Antoine Morand, who had served under Napoleon during the coup of Brumaire, now patrolled the whole German coast as far as the Baltic, while Davout was ordered pointedly to send “an intelligent officer of you[r] headquarters to reconnoiter the whole of the… coast in detail and report to you.”146 Jean Rapp, Napoleon’s own aide-de-camp, was made governor of Danzig (modern Gdansk), and tolerated no further corruption, “because everyone there is on the take,” and “taking money there is like taking it from the enemy.” Napoleon was at last catching up with Bourienne in Hamburg, “who is suspected of making a large fortune in contravention of my orders” (it is tempting to add “as opposed to under them”): “Are there large stores of colonial merchandise in Hamburg, and how much?”147 Davout was given the troops to make the blockade work, and command over all branches of the security forces—the coast guards, customs agents and police, as well as the regular army—to this end: “The two divisions I keep in the north have no other purpose than to achieve this end, and it is very important,” Napoleon told Davout in September 1810, ending, “You have to busy yourself with repressing the abuses (committed) by the customs service, make sure that the merchandise seized is confiscated and that all is done according to my intentions. I want the troops to get a share of what is taken.”148 Napoleon had long fired off such missives, but now he had direct control through men he trusted. In early October 1810, a record seizure of British cotton goods was made in Frankfurt. The success of the operation was a tribute to Davout, but what mattered more was that this time Napoleon’s order to burn it all, made on October 8, was carried out in full. Davout prevented pilfering and resale.149 The realization that such success was now possible led Napoleon to issue a new decree on October 18, authorizing that all confiscated goods either be burned or sold off for the profit of the government. When a large seizure was made in Hamburg, Napoleon entrusted the contraband “to several auditors (of the Council of State) and inspectors whose probity can be counted upon” together with gendarmes; they were to escort the goods to Cologne, and then to Paris, where they were to be sold for consumption in France, for the profit of the Treasury.150 In the wider context of the continental system, this was the sharp edge of the ever more blatant policy of “France first,” but in the particular context of the blockade, it was a practical demonstration that repression now worked.

The ruthlessness of Davout, Rapp, and Lebrun—bolstered by secret funds of six thousand francs each Napoleon put at their disposal151—soon made itself felt in Britain and, for a moment at least, it seemed as if the blockade might achieve its real aim. Napoleon was adamant to Mollien that “this fund is to remain known only to me and you.”152 As in his intervention to save the textile merchants of northern France, Napoleon had now developed a penchant for secretive financial practices.

Heligoland was soon paralyzed. In April 1810, its British naval commander reported: “In spite of our naval power, there is little traffic, because the whole coast is garrisoned by French troops”; by June, the British commercial agent made a dire assessment: “The news coming in from every part of the coast is extremely worrying… and I fear that our island may have seen its most prosperous days… The commercial prospects on the coast become more somber each day,” while a British merchant house noted gloomily, “the insurmountable difficulties which exist at present to transport (goods) on the Continent or to sell them, in consequence of the measures adopted by the enemy.”153 By July, commerce out of Heligoland had virtually ended. By November, even the spy network had ceased to operate, and the British commander admitted that the French had effectively ended commerce from the island, which was now full of four million pounds sterling worth of British goods that could not be sold. The great days of Heligoland would return, briefly, at the very end of the Napoleonic Wars,154 but from the summer of 1810 until late 1812, Napoleon’s dream of an iron grip on the coast proved real enough.

The cruel new broom that swept through the North Sea coast in 1810 coincided with an economic and financial crisis in Britain, more severe than that facing France in the same years. This reinforced the French—and Napoleon’s—view of Britain as “Carthage,” an inherently unstable society, its materialism built on sand and doomed to falter. Mollien felt Napoleon listened to bad advice about the success of the commercial war against Britain—“Bankruptcies were numerous in London, (but) people exaggerated the consequences to him”155—yet there was plenty of hard evidence for Napoleon to cling to: The pound sterling had known marked inflation from 1808–10, which at first benefited British exports, but then led to a run on specie that the Bank of England responded to with an injection of currency, causing further inflation, and a rise in the illegal export of gold out of the country. None of this, of itself, posed a grave danger to the British economy, although it was driven in part by the success of the Napoleonic Blockade. The depreciation of the pound was not felt by the public; it did not dent the government’s finances; but Napoleon thought it hampered the British war effort. Grand coalitions were, for the moment, hard to fund. “Pitt’s Gold,” so feared and loathed by all French governments since the wars began, saw its assets shaken in these years.156 For a brief moment, the new success of the blockade stirred nautical hubris in Napoleon. In March 1811, he chided Davout:


… [D]on’t speak to me any more about Heligoland… You have a good flotilla. Set yourself to threaten this important place… Can’t you find one or two good bricks (light craft) in Lübeck or Hamburg and arm them for me?157



Reality soon dawned on him when he admitted to Davout that it was useless even to build frigates in Hamburg, as clearly they could not slip past the British, and that his prospective sailors, who were deserting the flotilla in droves, had to be caught and shot.158

Napoleon’s actions were significant for his enemy’s woes, but they were not the sole or main cause of them. Nor, indeed, were Britain’s efforts to imitate him: The Orders-in-Council were first issued in January 1807, to prohibit legitimate British trade with France and subsequently to force all neutral commerce with France to pass through British ports and pay British tolls. It antagonized the Americans, in particular, and they were deeply resentful of the ruthless and efficient stop-and-search tactics of the Royal Navy, which often led to the impressment of both vessels and men into its service. This whole policy of mirroring the blockade drew ferocious opposition from free-trade and mercantilist politicians and merchants, alike. William Eden, 1st Baron Auckland—a president of the Board of Trade—raged against Napoleon’s and his own government’s tactics alike: “Such conduct could only be compared to the insanity of two maniacs… cutting each other with knives across the veins.”159 For all his fury, the grave crisis now facing Britain did not arise from either, despite the ability of the Royal Navy to police maritime commerce far more effectively than even Davout, Lebrun, or Rapp.160

The fundamental causes of the crash of 1810 were, in the words of François Crouzet, “the ransom England paid for becoming the emporium of world commerce.”161 The collapse of Spanish imperial rule in Latin America—coupled with Napoleon’s impotence at sea—opened these new markets to British commerce, which responded with overoptimistic investments in exports to a macro-region still too underdeveloped to absorb them, paired with over-importations of colonial goods. However, partly through the ruthless work of Lebrun, Davout, and Rapp, it became ever harder to reexport these goods to the continent.162 By the last months of 1810, the coffee trade had all but collapsed.163 From the summer of 1810 onward, a series of bankruptcies brought down major firms specializing in colonial trade. The government itself was threatened by the financial collapse when on September 28 “its financier of choice and its principal agent,” Abraham Goldsmid,164 died by suicide by shooting himself in the garden of his London home, threatened by creditors he could not pay and deserted by his friends. One journal reported:


Never had the death of one person unleashed such a commotion across the capital. Business all but ceased, and the Exchange and all the streets around it were full of people of all sorts, desperate to learn the details of such a fatal catastrophe…165



The government quickly took steps to rescue Goldsmid’s creditors, but confidence in lending to the government was shaken.166 The official committee of inquiry into the economic crisis determined in early 1811 that it was in no small part aggravated by the ability of “the enemy” to prevent the reexport of colonial and Latin American goods.167

The human tragedy of one man soon spread. Numerous bankruptcies and the surplus of raw materials like cotton that were now un-exportable brought manufacturing to a halt in many sectors of British industry, textiles above all. By late 1810, the commercial and industrial sectors were in crisis. This was all compounded by a bad harvest. The result was social unrest that the government interpreted as ripe for conversion into political sedition. “New sources of anger and resistance… with deep roots in society and economy, were already stirring,” in the words of the British scholar David Andress.168

The period between late 1810 and the spring of 1812 was the nadir for Britain during the Napoleonic Wars, and contemporaries knew it. The general crisis forced the pace of the erosion of the livelihoods—and whole ways of life—of the self-employed framework artisans of south Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire. The militarization of society that had begun in the 1790s gave their recourse to violence a new effectiveness and resilience: “In a country so long at war, it was unsurprising that (unrest) took on so many contours of an armed insurrection.”169 Attacks on mills were often by groups of disciplined, well-armed men, leading the Leeds Mercury to compare the current climate to the days of the English Civil War.170 By early 1812, there was revolt in the West Riding of Yorkshire “with the full panoply of… military array,” its rank and file drawn from a highly literate, long politicized artisan workforce, not afraid to make open references to the deeds of the sans culottes, threats made real in April 1812, when William Horsfall, a mill owner who had sworn to “ride up to his saddle-girths in workers’ blood,” was gunned down in a well-organized ambush. Only a few days earlier, a disciplined force of about three hundred men destroyed a mill near Wakefield. They were driven off by the owner, William Cartwright, but only with the help of regular troops.171

As if to mirror the fate of his people, George III descended into his last and longest psychological collapse in November 1810. In February, the Prince of Wales was reinstalled as Regent, but his long-standing links to the Whig Opposition made Alexander Perceval’s cabinet wary of him, and he was given only limited caretaker powers in the hopes the king might recover. Even the most inner sanctums of authority were not untouched. The British state unleashed military repression on a scale and of an intensity equal to Napoleon’s. Supported by Yeoman cavalry, three thousand troops flooded into the East Midlands in early 1812, “a larger force than had ever been found necessary in any period of our history to be employed in the quelling of a local disturbance,” declared the Home Secretary. By May, Lieutenant-General Thomas Maitland had more men serving under him—mainly regular troops—across the Midlands, Lancashire, and Yorkshire than did Wellington.172 Maitland was a tough colonial soldier, a clear sign of how seriously these revolts were taken.

The embattled British establishment had found in Perceval a most unlikely rock in the crisis. A mild mannered, deeply pious man—“… with his skeletal frame and skull-like face, he looked like something out of Golgotha”173—“the Evangelical Prime Minister” proved ruthless and calm, as the waves of rebellion broke over him. Whereas Napoleon was daunted by the specter of mass unrest and widespread bankruptcies, the British government did not yield to popular pressure. Where Napoleon resorted to public works and token bailouts to preserve jobs, the British sent in troops and took the blows.

The most prominent casualty of the crisis was Perceval himself. The only British prime minister ever to be assassinated, he was killed on May 11, 1812, in the lobby of the House of Commons by John Bellingham, a Liverpool merchant driven mad by the collapse of his livelihood. The government regrouped under Lord Liverpool, with Viscount Castlereagh as Foreign Secretary. His year as a caretaker monarch over, the Prince of Wales emerged as an unexpected supporter of Liverpool’s administration. This most steadfast but flexible of ancien régimes responded to the mounting chaos around it with its own blend of clear-eyed, stonehearted, cold-blooded, steely-nerved pragmatism. Its leaders needed all these qualities in abundance. All the signs pointed to an ever-mounting crisis. In the spring of 1812, the Whig opposition in Parliament, led by Henry Brougham, led a skillful campaign to repeal the Orders-in-Council to revive maritime commerce. In an effort to head off an outright defeat in the Commons, Liverpool rescinded them on June 26. It was too late. On June 18, the United States declared war on Britain. Nevertheless, the resolution of the center to hold fast was not dented.

Sweden: The Improbable Crown

Scandinavia stood on the periphery of Napoleon’s hegemony, but it was far from immune to the ills of the Napoleonic Wars. Denmark and Sweden were bombarded and badgered by France, Russia, and Britain from the outset, and drawn into the wider conflict. In 1809, events in Sweden took a startling turn, even by the standards of the age.

Swedish high politics had long been volatile. In 1772, a violent coup had brought the determined absolutist Gustavus III to the throne, who was succeeded by his son, Gustavus IV, a prince who showed a deep fear of the French Revolution and a personal loathing of Napoleon. He was easily persuaded into the Third Coalition of 1805, and stayed in the field until 1807, when an armistice was forced upon him by Napoleon’s entente with Tsar Alexander of Russia. He was the first victim of the free hand Napoleon offered the tsar when, without any declaration of war, Alexander invaded Finland—a Swedish possession for centuries—and swiftly conquered it. When Bernadotte’s attempt to seize Norway from the Danes also ended in defeat, Gustavus was overthrown in a military-led coup in March 1809, and imprisoned, simply to prevent what many sensed was the collapse of the kingdom. Peace with Russia was concluded by September, which entailed the definitive annexation of Finland to Russia. Sweden subsequently made peace with Denmark, by then a firm Napoleonic ally, in December—clear evidence of the effectiveness of the Franco-Russian alliance in this part of Europe.

The rebels’ choice of Gustavus’s successor was his childless, aged brother, crowned Charles XIII, but this only postponed the succession crisis. The new regime in Stockholm made it clear that the deposition of Gustavus also spelled the end of his absolutist system of government. The Swedish parliament, the Riksdag, seized back many of its traditional powers, drew up a new constitution, and made it clear that it alone would choose an heir apparent to Charles XIII. Peace with Denmark opened new possibilities for cooperation in the region, and Christian Augustus, a Danish prince, accepted the Riksdag’s offer to become Crown Prince. Forty-two and in good health, he died suddenly of a seizure while reviewing his troops on May 28, 1810. It initiated the second succession crisis in a year. What followed was remarkable by any standard.

In the words of the Danish and Norwegian historians, Rasmus Glenthøj and Morten Ottosen, by 1810, Napoleon’s power “left virtually no European government… with the courage to make a decision of this importance without (his) consent.”174 When Frederick VI of Denmark showed interest in the throne, Napoleon let it be known he did not oppose it, but nor he did endorse him, which unsettled many in the Riksdag. The most likely candidates became the older brother of Christian Augustus and the heir to the Danish throne, Christian-Frederick, who many hoped would win Napoleon’s direct support, because of the Danish alliance. Napoleon indicated that Christian-Frederick might be the better of the two,175 but expressed no clear support for anyone for fear of unsettling Tsar Alexander with any endorsement that might produce a united, more powerful Scandinavia on his borders.176 His stated priority was to “maintain harmony between Denmark and Russia,” but he warned Champagny that “I intend not to meddle directly in Swedish affairs,” even though “I would prefer it to be Prince Christian.”177 This oblique approach cost him dearly.

The original crisis was the work of the Swedish military, in response to a Russian invasion and the growing likelihood of a Danish one, supported by France. They still hoped for a reconquest of Finland, which was impossible without a firm French alliance. In recognition of the aura exerted by the Grande Armée, and with no clear lead from Napoleon, the Riksdag and Charles XIII resolved to go after one of “his men.” The ambassador to Paris, Count Möerner, went “headhunting,” and over the course of June 20–21, 1810, met with—successively—Eugène (who rebuffed him brusquely), Macdonald, Masséna, and finally Bernadotte, who was the king’s declared preference.178

Napoleon’s was not the only extraordinary life in these exceptional times. After his disastrous conduct at Jena-Auerstadt, Napoleon ordered Bernadotte on a “punishment detail,” to pursue the remnants of the Prussians in their retreat to the Baltic ports, to link with their Swedish allies. When Bernadotte entered Lübeck, he impressed the Swedes with his bearing—his nickname in the army was Serjent Belle Jambe (“Sergeant Pretty Legs”)—apparent military experience, and intellect. Bernadotte displayed an ability to “sell himself” since his political rivalry with Napoleon during the Directory. Napoleon’s attempt to chastise Bernadotte produced improbable consequences. The impression he made in 1806 had not dimmed in 1810. Bernadotte saw his chance and took it. He immediately launched what amounted to a PR campaign targeting the Riksdag deputies, using massive bribery—and assuring them, against all evidence to the contrary, that he had Napoleon’s unequivocal support and a glowing military record.179 This from a man who had been relieved of command on the field of Wagram for incompetence, then stripped of his command on the Belgian coast. Even his difficult relationship with Napoleon became an advantage, giving him more independence of action than other marshals.180 “This was, to put it mildly, a highly improbable outcome,” in the words of the election’s most recent historians.181
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