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Testamentary Preface

Sicut nubes ... quasi naves ... velut umbra (JOB)
Paris, 1 December 1833

As it is impossible for me to foresee the date of my death, and as at my
age the days granted to man are only days of grace, or rather of hardship,
I intend, for fear of being taken by surprise, to explain the nature of a
work destined to beguile for me the boredom of those last, lonely hours
which nobody wants and which one does not know how to employ.

The Memoirs at whose head this preface is to be placed span or will span
the entire course of my life; they were begun as far back as 1811 and have
been continued down to the present day. I recount in what has been
completed, and will recount in what has so far only been sketched out, my
childhood, my education, my youth, my entry into the service, my arrival
in Paris, my presentation to Louis XV, the initial scenes of the Revolution,
my travels in America, my return to Europe, my emigration to Germany
and England, my return to France under the Consulate, my pursuits and
works under the Restoration, and finally the complete history of that
Restoration and its fall.

I have met nearly all the men who in my time have played a great or
small part in my own or other countries, from Washington to Napoleon,
from Louis XVIII to Alexander, from Pius VII to Gregory XVI, from Fox,
Burke, Pitt, Sheridan, Londonderry, and Capo-d’Istrias to Malesherbes,
Mirabeau, etc; from Nelson, Bolivar, and Mehemet Ali, Pasha of Egypt, to
Suffren, Bougainville, La Pérouse, Moreau, etc. I have formed part of a
triumvirate without precedent: three poets of different interests and
nationalities who, almost at the same time, found themselves Foreign
Ministers, myself of France, Mr Canning of England, and Sefior Martinez
de la Rosa of Spain. I have traversed in succession the empty years of my
youth and the full years of the Republican era, of the splendours of
Bonaparte and of the reign of the Legitimacy.

I have explored the seas of the Old World and the New, and trodden
the soil of the four quarters of the globe. After sleeping in the cabins of
Iroquois and the tents of Arabs, in the wigwams of Hurons and the
remains of Athens, Jerusalem, Memphis, Carthage, and Granada, in the
homes of Greeks, Turks, and Moors and among forests and ruins; after
wearing the bearskin cloak of the savage and the silk caftan of the
Mameluke, and after enduring poverty, hunger, thirst, and exile, I have



taken my place, as a minister and ambassador, trimmed with gold lace
and plastered with ribbons and decorations, at the table of kings, at the
festivities of princes and princesses, only to fall once more into indigence
and to taste prison life.

I have had dealings with hundreds of notabilities in the armed services,
the Church, politics, the judiciary, the sciences, and the arts. I possess
enormous quantities of material, over four thousand private letters, the
diplomatic correspondences of my various embassies and those of my
period at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, including documents which are
my private concern, unique and unknown to others. I have carried the
soldier’s musket, the traveller’s stick, the pilgrim’s staff: as a sailor, my
destinies have had the inconstancy of the winds, and like a kingfisher 1
have made my nest on the waves.

I have had a hand in the making of peace and war; I have signed
treaties and conventions and in the meantime published numerous works
of my own. | have been initiated in the secrets of parties, court, and state; I
have seen from close at hand the rarest misfortunes, the greatest
successes, the highest reputations. I have been present at sieges, at
congresses, at conclaves, at the restoration and demolition of thrones. I
have made history and had the opportunity to write it. And my lonely,
reflective, poetic life passed through this world of realities, catastrophes,
noise, and tumult, with the sons of my dreams, Chactas, René, Eudore,
Aben-Hamet, and the daughters of my reveries, Atala, Amélie, Blanca,
Velléda, Cymodocée. Living within and beside my times, I may have
exerted upon them, without wishing or trying to do so, a triple influence:
religious, political, and literary.

I have now only four or five contemporaries of long-standing fame
around me. Alfieri, Canova, and Monti have disappeared; of its great
days, Italy retains only Pindemonte and Manzoni; Pellico has spent his
best years in the dungeons of the Spielberg; the talents of Dante’s
homeland are condemned to silence or forced to languish on foreign soil.
Lord Byron and Mr Canning have died young; Walter Scott has gone;
Goethe has left us, loaded with glory and years. France has almost
nothing left of her rich past and is entering on a new era; I remain to bury
my times, like the old priest who, in the sack of Béziers, had to go on
ringing the bell until he himself fell, after the last citizen had died.

When death rings down the curtain between me and the world, it will
be found that my life’s drama is divided into three acts.

From my early youth until 1800, I was a soldier and traveller; from 1800
until 1814, under the Consulate and the Empire, my life was devoted to
literature; from the Restoration down to the present day, my life has been
political.



In each of my three successive careers I have set myself a great task: as a
traveller, I have endeavoured to open up the polar regions; as a writer, I
have tried to rebuild religion on its own ruins; as a statesman, I have
striven to give the nations the true system of constitutional monarchy with
its various freedoms: I have at least helped to win that freedom which is
equal to all others, can take their place, and can stand instead of any
constitution - the freedom of the Press. If I have often failed in my
enterprises that has been the fault of destiny. Foreigners who have
succeeded in their projects have been helped by good fortune: they had
powerful friends behind them and a peaceful homeland. I have not had
that advantage.

Of the modern French writers of my time, I am almost the only one
whose life resembles his works: a traveller, soldier, poet, and publicist, it
was in the forest that I sang of the forests, on board ship that I depicted
the sea, in camp that I spoke of war, in exile that I learnt the lessons of
exile, at court, in assemblies, or in public affairs that I studied princes,
politics, law, and history. The orators of Greece and Rome were
implicated in public life and shared its destiny. In the Italy and Spain of
the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the great geniuses of literature
and the arts took part in the evolution of society. How stormy and
beautiful were the lives of Dante, Tasso, Camoéns, Ercilla, and Cervantes!

In France our ancient poets and historians sang and wrote in the midst
of pilgrimages and battles; Thibault, Comte de Champagne,
Villehardouin, and Joinville owe the felicities of their style to the
adventures they lived through; Froissart went looking for history on the
high road, and learnt it from the knights and priests whom he
encountered and with whom he rode along. But as from the reign of
Francois I, our writers have been isolated individuals whose talents might
be the expression of the spirit, but not the events, of their period. If I were
destined to survive, I should represent in my person, as depicted in my
memoirs, the principles, the ideas, the events, the catastrophes, the epic of
my time, all the more so in that I have seen the beginning and the end of a
world, and that the opposite characteristics of that end and that beginning
are combined in my opinions. I have found myself between two centuries
as at the junction between two rivers; 1 have plunged into their troubled
waters, regretfully leaving behind the ancient strand where I was born
and swimming hopefully towards the unknown shores where the new
generations will land.

The Memoirs, divided into books and chapters, have been written at
different times and in different places: these divisions naturally give rise
to kinds of prologue which recall the incidents which have occurred since
the last dates, and depict the places where I pick up the thread of my
story. The varied events and the changing forms of my life thus enter into



one another: at moments of personal prosperity I may talk of times when I
was poor, and in days of tribulation I may recall days of happiness. The
various feelings of my various times of life, my youth encroaching on my
old age, the gravity of my years of maturity saddening my green years;
the rays of my sun, from its rising to its setting, crossing and merging like
the separate reflections of my existence, impart a sort of indefinable unity
to my work: my cradle has something of my grave about it, my grave
something of my cradle, my suffering becomes pleasure, my pleasure
pain, and one cannot tell whether these Memoirs are the work of a young
head or an old.

I am not saying this to justify myself, for I do not know whether this is a
good thing: I am relating the facts, recounting what has happened,
without my thinking about it, through the very inconstancy of the storms
unleashed against my craft, storms that have often left me with nothing on
which to write about certain episodes of my life but the rock on which I
have come to grief.

I have lavished a positively fatherly care on the preparation of these
Memoirs, and I wish that it were possible for me to come to life again at the
witching hour in order to correct the proofs of the finished work: the
dead, so they say, waste no time.

Several of my friends have urged me to publish part of my story now,
but I have been unable to agree to this. If I did so, in the first place I would
be bound, despite myself, to be less frank and truthful, and secondly I
have always imagined that I was writing these Memoirs in my coffin. This
has lent the work a certain religious quality which I could not subtract
from it without seriously impairing it; I would find it painful to stifle this
far-off voice from beyond the grave which can be heard throughout my
story. I trust it will not be considered strange that I should be preoccupied
with the fate of the poor orphan destined to survive me. If I have suffered
enough in this world to be a happy shade in the next, a little light from the
Elysian Fields, falling on my last picture, may help to make the painter’s
failings less obvious. Life becomes me ill; perhaps death will suit me
better.



Part One

MONARCHY AND REVOLUTION
1768-1800






One

Ancestors

La Vallée-aux-Loups, near Aulnay
4 October 1811

It is four years now since, on my return from the Holy Land, I bought a
gardener’s house, hidden among the wooded hills near the hamlet of
Aulnay, close to Sceaux and Chatenay. The sandy and uneven ground
attached to this house was just a wild orchard with a ravine and a clump
of chestnut trees at the far end. This narrow space seemed to me well
suited to the containment of my far-ranging hopes; spatio brevi spem longam
reseces. The trees which I have planted here are thriving; they are still so
small that I provide them with shade when I stand between them and the
sun. One day, giving this shade back to me, they will protect my old age
as I have protected their youth. I have chosen them as far as possible from
the various climes in which I have wandered; they remind me of my
travels and nourish other illusions in the depths of my heart.

If ever the Bourbons return to the throne, all that I shall ask of them as a
reward for my loyalty is to make me rich enough to join to my property
the skirt of the surrounding woods: ambition has taken hold of me; I
should like to extend the range of my walks by a few acres: knight-errant
though I am, I have the sedentary tastes of a monk: since living in this
retreat, I do not believe I have set foot outside my close as many as three
times. If my pines, firs, larches, and cedars keep their promises, the Vallée-
aux-Loups will become a veritable charterhouse. When Voltaire was born
at Chatenay, on 20 February 1694, what did the hillside look like to which,
in 1807, the author of Le Génie du christianisme was to retire?

Here I have written Les Martyrs, Les Abencerages, L'Itinéraire, and Moise;
what shall I do now in these autumn evenings? This 4 October 1811, my
birthday and the anniversary of my entry into Jerusalem, tempts me to
embark on the story of my life. The man who today gives the mastery of
the world to France only to trample her underfoot, the man whose genius
I admire and whose despotism I abhor, envelops me in his tyranny as in
another solitude; but though he dominates the present, the past defies
him, and I retain my liberty in all that has preceded his glory.



Most of my feelings have remained in the depths of my soul, or have
been revealed in my works only as applied to imaginary beings. Now that
I hanker after my chimeras without pursuing them, I want to revive the
inclinations of my best years: these Memoirs will be a mortuary temple
erected by the light of my memories.

My father’s birth and the trials he endured in his first situation
endowed him with one of the most sombre characters there have ever
been. This character influenced my ideas by terrifying my childhood,
saddening my youth, and determining the nature of my upbringing.

I was born a gentleman. In my opinion, I have profited by this accident
of the cradle, keeping that steadfast love of liberty which is the special
characteristic of an aristocracy whose last hour has struck. The aristocracy
has three successive ages: the age of superiority, the age of privilege, the
age of vanity; once it has left the first behind, it degenerates in the second
and expires in the last.

Anybody may discover the facts about my family, if the fancy takes
him, in Moréri’s dictionary, in the various histories of Brittany by
D’Argentré, Dom Lobineau, and Dom Morice, in the Histoire généalogique
de plusieurs maisons illustres de Bretagne by Pére Du Paz, in Toussaint Saint-
Luc, Le Borgne, and finally in the Histoire des grands officiers de la Couronne
by Pere Anselme.

The proofs of my lineage were established by Chérin for the admission
of my sister Lucile as a canoness to the Chapter of L’Argentiére, whence
she was to pass to that of Remiremont; they were produced for my
presentation to Louis XVI, reproduced once again for my affiliation to the
Order of Malta, and reproduced for the last time when my brother was
presented to the same unfortunate Louis XVL

My name was first written as Brien, then as Briant and Briand, as the
result of the invasion of French orthography. Guillaume le Breton gives it
as Castrum-Briani. There is not a single name in France that does not
present similar variations. What is the correct spelling of Du Guesclin?

About the beginning of the eleventh century, the Briens gave their name
to an important chateau in Brittany, and this chateau became the seat of
the barony of Chateaubriand. The Chateaubriand arms were originally
some pine-cones with the motto: Je séme ['or. Geoffroy, Baron de
Chateaubriand, travelled to the Holy Land with St Louis, was taken
prisoner at the Battle of the Massorah, but returned to France, where his
wife Sibylle died of joy and surprise on seeing him again. As a reward for
his services, St Louis granted him and his heirs, in exchange for their old
coat of arms, a shield of gules powdered with golden fleur-de-lis: Cui et
ejus haeredibus, states a cartulary in Bérée Priory, sanctus Ludovicus tum
Francorum rex, propter ejus probitatem in armis, flores liliis auri, loco pomorum
pini auri, contulit.



The Chateaubriands divided from the very beginning into three
branches: the first, known as the Barons de Chateaubriand, the stock of the
other two, begun in the year 1000 in the person of Thiern, son of Brien,
grandson of Alain III, Count of Brittany; the second, called the Seigneurs
des Roches Baritaut or the Seigneurs du Lion d’Angers; and the third, going
under the name of the Sires de Beaufort.

After my presentation to Louis XVI, my brother thought of increasing
my inheritance as the younger son of the family by providing me with
some of those ecclesiastical allowances known as simples bénéfices. There
was only one practical way of achieving this object, seeing that I was a
layman and a soldier, and that was to incorporate me in the Order of
Malta. My brother sent my proofs to Malta, and shortly afterwards
presented a petition in my name to the Chapter of the Grand Priory of
Aquitaine, in session at Poitiers, asking it to appoint commissioners who
could adjudicate upon the question as a matter of urgency. M. Pontois was
at that time archivist, genealogist, and Vice-Chancellor of the Order of
Malta at the Priory.

The President of the Chapter was Louis-Joseph des Escotais, Bailiff and
Grand Prior of Aquitaine, and he was assisted by the Bailiff of Freslon, the
Chevalier de la Laurencie, the Chevalier de Murat, the Chevalier de
Lanjamet, the Chevalier de la Bourdonnaye-Montluc, and the Chevalier
du Bouétiez. The petition was granted on 9, 10, and 11 September 1789. It
was said, in the terms of the Mémorial, that I deserved on more than one
ground the favour I was soliciting, and that considerations of the greatest
weight made me worthy of the honour to which I aspired.

And all this took place after the fall of the Bastille, on the eve of the
scenes of 6 October 1789 and the transfer of the royal family to Paris! And,
at the sitting of 7 August of the same year 1789, the National Assembly
had abolished titles! How, too, could the Chevaliers who examined my
proofs find that 1 deserved on more than one ground the favour I was
soliciting, etc, when I was nothing more than a wretched little second
lieutenant in the infantry, completely unknown, with no reputation, no
influence, and no fortune?

I would never finish if I recounted everything of which I have chosen to
give only a brief summary. I hold these trifles of little account, but even so
I find that today people go rather too far in the opposite direction; it has
become fashionable to boast that one is of peasant stock, that one has the
honour of being the son of a man of the soil. Are these boasts as
disinterested as they are philosophical? Are they not a means of siding
with the stronger party? The marquesses, counts, and barons of our times,
possessing neither land nor privileges, three-quarters of them dying of
hunger, running one another down, refusing to recognize one another,
challenging one another’s titles; these nobles, whose own names are



denied them or are granted only with reservations, are they capable of
inspiring any fear whatever? I must beg my readers’ indulgence for
having been obliged to descend to these puerile recitations, in order to
explain my father’s ruling passion, a passion which formed the crux of the
drama of my youth. For my part, I neither boast nor complain of the old or
the new social order. If, in the first, I was the Chevalier or the Vicomte de
Chateaubriand, in the second I am Frangois de Chateaubriand; I prefer my
name to my title.

My father would have been quite capable of calling God the Gentleman
up there, after the fashion of the great medieval landowners, and
describing Nicodemus (the Nicodemus of the Gospels) as a holy gentleman.
Now, passing by way of my begetter, let us go from Christophe, sovereign
Lord of La Guerrande, directly descended from the Barons of
Chateaubriand, down to myself, Francois, vassal-less, penniless Lord of
the Vallée-aux-Loups.

Going back up the line of the Chateaubriands, we find that two of the
three branches of the family died out, while the third, that of the Sires of
Beaufort, extended by a minor branch (the Chateaubriands of La
Guerrande), grew steadily poorer, as an inevitable result of the law of the
land: the elder son appropriated two thirds of the estate; the younger sons
divided among all the rest of them a mere third of the patrimonial
inheritance. The decomposition of the latter’s paltry inheritance went all
the more quickly in that they married; and as the same division in the
proportion two to one applied to their children, these younger sons of
younger sons were soon reduced to dividing up a pigeon, a rabbit, a duck-
pond, and a hunting dog, although they still remained noble knights and
powerful lords of a dove-cote, a toad-hole, and a rabbit-warren. In the old
aristocratic families one can discover a considerable number of younger
sons; one can follow their traces for two or three generations; then they
disappear, having gradually descended to the plough or been absorbed by
the working classes, without anybody knowing what has become of them.

The head of the family, in both name and arms, at the beginning of the
eighteenth century was Alexis de Chateaubriand, Lord of La Guerrande,
and the son of Michel, which Michel had a brother called Amaury.

At the same time as this head of the family in name and arms, there
lived his cousin Francois, the son of Amaury, Michel’s younger brother.
Frangois, born on 19 February 1683, possessed the little estates of Les
Touches and La Villeneuve. He had married, on 27 August 1713,
Pétronille-Claude Lamour, Dame of Lanjégu, by whom he had four sons:
Frangois-Henri, René (my father), Pierre, Lord of Le Plessis, and Joseph,
Lord of Le Parc. My grandfather, Francois, died on 28 March 1729; my
grandmother, whom I knew in my childhood, still had beautiful eyes
which smiled in the shadow of her years. At the time of her husband’s
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death she was living in the manor of La Villeneuve, in the neighbourhood
of Dinan. My grandmother’s entire fortune did not bring in more than
5,000 francs a year, of which her eldest son took two thirds, 3,333 francs:
there remained an annual income of 1,666 francs for the three younger
sons, from which sum the eldest once more deducted the major portion.

As a crowning misfortune, my grandmother’s plans were thwarted by
her sons’ temperaments. The eldest, Frangois-Henri, who had inherited
the magnificent estate of La Villeneuve, refused to marry and became a
priest; but instead of applying for the benefices which his name could
have obtained for him, he asked for nothing out of pride or indifference.
He buried himself in a country living and was successively rector of Saint-
Launeuc and of Merdrignac, in the diocese of Saint-Malo. He had a
passion for poetry; I have seen a fair amount of his verse. The jovial
character of this sort of aristocratic Rabelais and the cult of the Muses
which this Christian priest practised in a presbytery excited people’s
curiosity. He gave away all that he possessed and died insolvent.

The last of the four sons, Joseph, went to Paris and shut himself up in a
library: every year he was sent the 416 francs which were his portion as a
younger son. He went unnoticed in the world of books; he devoted
himself to historical research. During his lifetime, which was brief, he
wrote every New Year’s Day to his mother, the only sign of life he ever
gave. What a strange fate! There were my two uncles, the one a scholar
and the other a poet; my elder brother wrote quite pleasant verse; one of
my sisters, Mme de Farcy, had a real gift for poetry; another sister of mine,
the Comtesse Lucile, a canoness, deserves to be remembered for a few
admirable pages; I myself have covered a great deal of paper. My brother
died on the scaffold; my two sisters departed from a life of suffering after
languishing in prison; my two uncles did not leave enough to pay for the
four planks of their coffin; while literature has caused me joy and anguish,
and, with God’s help, I can still look forward to dying in the workhouse.

My grandmother, after wearing herself out trying to make something
out of her eldest and youngest sons, could do nothing for the other two,
René, my father, and Pierre, my uncle. This family, which had scattered
gold, in accordance with its motto, could see from its country seat the rich
abbeys which it had founded and which contained the remains of its
forebears. It had presided over the States of Brittany, as possessing one of
the nine baronies; it had given its signature to a treaty between sovereigns
and served as surety for Clisson, yet it had not enough influence to obtain
a second-lieutenant’s commission for the heir to its name.

There remained one course open to the poverty-stricken aristocracy of
Brittany: the Royal Navy. The family decided to adopt it in the case of my
father, but first of all he would have to go to Brest, live there, pay his
instructors, buy his uniform, his arms, his books, and his mathematical
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instruments: how was he to meet these expenses? The commission for
which the Minister for the Navy had been petitioned failed to arrive, for
want of a protector to demand its despatch: the lady of the manor of
Villeneuve fell ill with grief.

It was then that my father showed the first sign of that determined
character of which I later had personal experience. He was about fifteen
years old: becoming aware of his mother’s anxiety, he went up to the bed
where she was lying and said to her:

‘I do not wish to be a burden upon you any longer.’

At this, my grandmother started to cry (I have heard my father describe
this scene to me a score of times).

‘René,” she replied, “‘what do you want to do? You must till your field.”

‘It cannot provide us all with food; let me go.”

She kissed the boy, sobbing bitterly. That very evening, my father left
his mother’s farm and went to Dinan, where one of our relations gave him
a letter of recommendation for a citizen of Saint-Malo. The orphan
adventurer was signed on as a volunteer on an armed schooner which set
sail a few days later.

The little republic of Saint-Malo was at that time alone in upholding the
honour of the French flag on the high seas. The schooner joined the fleet
which Cardinal Fleury was sending to help Stanislas, besieged in Danzig
by the Russians. My father stepped ashore and found himself involved in
the memorable battle which fifteen hundred Frenchmen, led by the valiant
Breton De Bréhan, Comte de Plélo, waged on 29 May 1734 against forty
thousand Muscovites under the command of Munich. De Bréhan,
diplomat, warrior and poet, was killed and my father twice wounded. He
returned to France and signed on again. Shipwrecked on the Spanish
coast, he was attacked and stripped of all he possessed by robbers in
Galicia; he worked his passage on a boat to Bayonne and appeared once
more at home. His courage and his methodical nature had won him a
certain reputation. He went over to the West Indies, made money in the
colonies, and laid the foundations of a new fortune for his family.

My grandmother entrusted to her son René her son Pierre, M. de
Chateaubriand du Plessis, whose son, Armand de Chateaubriand, was
shot on Bonaparte’s orders on Good Friday of the year 1809. He was one
of the last French nobles to die for the monarchy. My father undertook to
look after his brother, although he had contracted, from the habit of
suffering, a certain rigidity of character which he kept all his life; the idea
that suffering teaches kindness - Virgil's Non ignara mali - is not always
true: unhappiness can engender hardness as well as tenderness.

M. de Chateaubriand was a tall, gaunt figure; he had a Roman nose,
thin, pale lips, and small, deep-set eyes which were sea-green or blue-
grey, like the eyes of lions or barbarians of old. I have never seen eyes like
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his: when anger entered into them, the gleaming pupils seemed to detach
themselves and strike one like bullets.

My father was dominated by a single passion, that of his name. His
habitual condition was a profound melancholy which old age increased
and a silence from which he emerged only to give vent to violent
outbursts of anger. Miserly in the hope of restoring its original splendour
to his family, haughty with his fellow nobles at the States of Brittany,
autocratic with his vassals at Combourg, silent, despotic, and menacing at
home, the very sight of him inspired fear. If he had lived to see the
Revolution, and if he had been younger, he would have played an
important part in history or he would have died in the defence of his
chateau. He most certainly had genius: I have no doubt that in a high
administrative or army post he would have shown extraordinary
brilliance.

It was on his return from America that he decided to take a wife. Born
on 23 September 1718, he married at thirty-five, on 3 July 1753, Apolline-
Jeanne-Suzanne de Bedée, born on 7 April 1726, the daughter of M. Ange-
Annibal, Comte de Bedée, Lord of La Bouétardais. He established himself
with her at Saint-Malo, which was some twenty miles from where both of
them had been born, so that from their house they could see the skyline
beneath which they had come into the world. My maternal grandmother,
Marie-Anne de Ravenel du Boisteilleul, Mme de Bedée, born at Rennes on
16 October 1698, had received her schooling at Saint-Cyr during the last
years of Mme de Maintenon: her education had been handed on to her
daughters.

My mother, who was endowed by nature with considerable intelligence
and a prodigious imagination, was brought up on Fénelon, Racine, and
Mme de Sévigné, and fed with anecdotes about the court of Louis XIV; she
knew the whole of Cyrus by heart. Apolline de Bedée had large features
and was dark, dainty and ugly; her elegant manners and lively
temperament contrasted with my father’s stiffness and equanimity. As
fond of society as he was of solitude, and as high-spirited and cheerful as
he was cold and unemotional, she did not have a single taste which was
not at variance with those of her husband. The constraint to which she
was submitted made a melancholy creature of a woman who had been
gay and light-hearted. Obliged to keep silent when she would have liked
to speak, she found consolation in a kind of noisy sadness broken by sighs
which formed the only interruption to the mute sadness of my father. In
matters of piety, my mother was an angel.

My mother gave birth at Saint-Malo to a boy who died in infancy and
who was called Geoffroy, like nearly all the eldest sons of my family. This
son was followed by another and by two daughters who lived only a few
months.
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These four children died of a rush of blood to the brain. Finally my
mother brought into the world a third boy who was called Jean-Baptiste: it
was he who later became the grandson-in-law of M. de Malesherbes. After
Jean-Baptiste four daughters were born: Marie-Anne, Bénigne, Julie, and
Lucile, all four of rare beauty, and of whom only the two eldest survived
the storms of the Revolution. Beauty, that serious frivolity, remains when
all the others have gone. I was the last of these ten children. It seems
probable that my four sisters owed their existence to my father’s desire to
see his name made secure by the arrival of a second boy; I tarried, having
an aversion for life.

This is my baptismal certificate:

Extract from the archives of the registry office of the Commune of Saint-Malo
for the year 1768.

Frangois-René de Chateaubriand, son of René de Chateaubriand and of
Pauline-Jeanne-Suzanne de Bedée, his wife, born on 4 September 1768,
baptized the following day by ourselves, Pierre-Henri Nouail, Vicar-General to
the Bishop of Saint-Malo. The godfather was Jean-Baptiste de Chateaubriand,
his brother, and the godmother Francoise-Gertrude de Contades, who signs
this register with the father. Signed: Contades de Plouér, Jean-Baptiste de

Chateaubriand, Brignon de Chateaubriand, De Chateaubriand and Nouail,
Vicar-General.

The house which my parents occupied at that time stands in a dark,
narrow street in Saint-Malo called the Rue des Juifs; it has now been
converted into an inn. The bedroom in which my mother was confined
overlooks an empty stretch of the city walls, and from the windows of this
room one can see the sea extending into the distance and breaking on the
reefs. My godfather, as can be seen from my baptismal certificate, was my
brother, and my godmother the Comtesse de Plouér, the daughter of the
Maréchal de Contades. I was almost dead when I came into the world.
The roar of the waves whipped up by a squall heralding the autumnal
equinox drowned my cries: these details have often been recounted to me;
the sadness of them has never left my memory. Not a day passes but,
thinking of what I have been, I picture once more the rock on which I was
born, the bedroom in which my mother inflicted life upon me, the storm
which accompanied my first sleep, and the unhappy brother who gave me
a name which I have nearly always dragged through misfortune. Heaven
seemed to have gathered together these various circumstances in order to
place in my cradle an image of my destiny.
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Two

Childhood

I had scarcely left my mother’s womb when I suffered my first exile; I was
relegated to Plancoét, a pretty little village situated between Dinan, Saint-
Malo, and Lamballe. My mother’s only brother, the Comte de Bedée, had
built the Chateau of Monchoix close to the village. My maternal
grandmother’s property in this region stretched as far as the little town of
Corseul, the Curiosolites of Caesar’s Commentaries. My grandmother, who
had been a widow for a long time, lived with her sister, Mlle de
Boisteilleul, in a hamlet separated from Plancoét by a bridge and called
L’Abbaye, on account of a Benedictine abbey dedicated to Our Lady of
Nazareth.

My wet-nurse turned out to be sterile; another poor Christian took me
to her bosom. She dedicated me to the patroness of the hamlet, Our Lady
of Nazareth, and promised her that I should wear white and blue in her
honour until I reached the age of seven. I was only a few hours old, and
the burden of time had already marked my brow. Why was I not allowed
to die? It entered into the counsels of God to grant, in return for the vow
of obscurity and innocence, the preservation of a life which a vain
reputation threatened to extinguish.

After three years I was brought back to Saint-Malo; it was already seven
years since my father had regained possession of the estate of Combourg.
He wished to retrieve the lands where his ancestors had lived; unable to
negotiate either for the seigneury of Beaufort, which had gone to the
Goyon family, or for the barony of Chateaubriand, which had passed to
the house of Condé, he turned his eyes towards Combourg, which
Froissart calls Combour: several branches of my family had possessed it
by means of marriages with the Coétquens. Combourg defended Brittany
against the Normans and the English: Junken, the Bishop of Dol, built it in
1016; the great tower dates from 1100. Marshal de Duras, who had
Combourg from his wife, Maclovie de Coétquen, the daughter of a
Chateaubriand, came to an agreement with my father. The Marquis du
Hallay, an officer in the mounted grenadiers of the Royal Guard who is
almost too well known for his courage, is the last of the Coétquen-

15



Chateaubriands: M. du Hallay has a brother. The same Marshal de Duras,
acting as our relation by marriage, later presented my brother and myself
to Louis XVI.

I was destined for the Royal Navy: disdain for Court life came naturally
to a Breton, and especially to my father. The aristocracy of our States
fortified him in this feeling.

When I was brought back to Saint-Malo, my father was at Combourg
and my brother at the school of Saint-Brieuc; my four sisters were living
with my mother.

All the latter’s affection was concentrated on her elder son; not that she
was not fond of her other children, but she showed a blind preference for
the young Comte de Combourg. It is true that as a boy, as the last-comer,
as the Chevalier (for so I was called), I enjoyed certain privileges over my
sisters; but in the final analysis I was left in the care of the servants.
Moreover my mother, being a woman of wit and virtue, was preoccupied
by the cares of society and the duties of religion. Orderly as she was, she
allowed her children to run wild; generous as she was, she gave an
impression of avarice; gentle as she was, she was for ever scolding: my
father was the terror of the servants, my mother the scourge.

These characteristics of my parents gave rise to the first feelings I can
remember. I became extremely attached to the woman who looked after
me, an excellent creature called La Villeneuve, whose name I write with
gratitude in my heart and tears in my eyes. La Villeneuve was a sort of
chief lady-in-waiting, carrying me in her arms, secretly giving me
anything she could find, wiping away my tears, kissing me, throwing me
in a corner, picking me up again, and all the time muttering: ‘“This little
fellow won’t grow up high-and-mighty! He has a good heart, he has! He
isn’t hard on poor folk! Here, my love’ - and she would fill me with wine
and sugar.

My childish affection for La Villeneuve was soon eclipsed by a worthier
friendship.

Lucile, the fourth of my sisters, was two years older than I. The
neglected youngest daughter, she was dressed in nothing but her sisters’
cast-offs. Imagine a thin little girl, too tall for her age, with ungainly arms
and a timid expression, who found it difficult to talk and impossible to
learn anything; give her a borrowed dress of a different size from her
own; imprison her chest in a boned bodice whose points chafed her sides;
encircle her neck in an iron collar trimmed with brown velvet; draw back
her hair on to the crown of her head and enclose it in a black toque; and
you will see the wretched creature who met my gaze when I returned
home. Nobody would have suspected the existence in this pitiful Lucile of
the talents and the beauty which would shine in her one day.
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She was handed over to me like a toy; I did not take advantage of my
power over her; instead of submitting her to my wishes, I became her
defender. I was taken with her every morning to the house of the
Couppart sisters, two old hunchbacks dressed in black who taught
children to read. Lucile read very badly; I read even worse. She was
scolded; I scratched the sisters: complaints were made to my mother. I
began to acquire the reputation of a waster, a rebel, a lazy scamp, and a
donkey. These ideas became firmly fixed in my parents’ minds: my father
used to say that all the Chevaliers of Chateaubriand had been idle, tipsy,
and quarrelsome. My mother would sigh and grumble at the state of my
jacket. Though I was only a child, my father’s remark roused me to
indignation; when my mother crowned her remonstrances with praise for
my brother, whom she called a Cato and a hero, I felt prepared to commit
all the mischief that seemed to be expected of me.

Saint-Malo is nothing but a rock. Standing in former times in the middle
of a salt-marsh, it became an island as a result of the tidal wave which, in
709, hollowed out the bay and placed Mont Saint-Michel in the midst of
the waves. Today, the rock of Saint-Malo is connected to the mainland
only by a causeway with the poetic name of Le Sillon, or the Furrow. Le
Sillon is assailed on one side by the open sea and washed on the other side
by the tide which turns round Saint-Malo to enter the port. A storm
almost entirely destroyed it in 1730. At low tide, the port is dry for several
hours, and on the north and east a beach of the finest sand is revealed. It is
then possible to walk right round my father’s home. Close at hand and in
the distance are scattered rocks, forts, and uninhabited islets: Fort Royal,
La Conchée, Cézembre, and Le Grand-Bé, where I am to be buried;
without knowing, I chose well, for bé, in Breton, means grave.

At the end of Le Sillon, on which a calvary has been set up, there is a
mound of sand at the edge of the open sea. This mound is called La
Hoguette and is surmounted by an old gibbet: we contended with the
birds for possession of the uprights, on which we used to play puss in the
corner. But it was never without a kind of fear that we lingered in this
spot.

There too are the Miels, dunes where sheep used to graze; on the right
there are some meadows, lying at the foot of Paramé, the road to Saint-
Servan, the new cemetery, a calvary, and some windmills on hillocks, like
those which stand on Achilles’s grave at the entrance to the Hellespont.

When I had almost attained the age of seven, my mother took me to
Plancoét to be released from my wet-nurse’s vow; we stayed with my
grandmother. If I have ever known happiness, it was certainly in that
house.
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My grandmother lived in the Rue du Hameau-de-1'Abbaye, in a house
with terraced gardens leading down to the bottom of a little valley where
there was a spring surrounded by willows. Mme de Bedée could no
longer walk, but apart from that she suffered from none of the
disadvantages of her age: she was a charming old lady, plump, white, and
neat, with a distinguished appearance and fine aristocratic manners, who
wore old-fashioned pleated dresses and a black lace cap tied under the
chin. Her wit was mannered, her conversation solemn, her temperament
serious. She was looked after by her sister, Mlle de Boisteilleul, who
resembled her in nothing but her kindness. The latter was a thin little
creature, sprightly, gay, and talkative. She had been in love with a certain
Comte de Trémignon who had promised to marry her but had broken his
promise. My aunt had found consolation in singing of her love, for she
was a poet. I remember often seeing her embroidering double cuffs for her
sister, with her spectacles perched on her nose, and singing in a nasal
voice an apologia about a sparrow-hawk which loved a warbler, which
has always struck me as a strange thing for a sparrow-hawk to do.

My grandmother relied upon her sister to run the house. She had dinner
at eleven o’clock in the morning, followed by her siesta; at one o’clock she
would wake up; she would then be carried to the bottom of the garden
terraces and installed under the willows by the spring, where she would
sit knitting, surrounded by her sister, her children, and her grandchildren.
In those days, old age was a dignity; today it is a burden. At four o’clock
my grandmother was carried back into her drawing-room; Pierre, the
servant, put out a card-table; Mlle de Boisteilleul knocked with the tongs
on the fire-back, and a few minutes later there entered three other old
maids who came from the house next-door in answer to my aunt’s
summons. These three sisters were called the Demoiselles Villedeneu; the
daughters of an impoverished noble, instead of dividing up his meagre
fortune, they had enjoyed it in common, had never separated, and had
never left their native village. Closely acquainted with my grandmother
since childhood, they lived next-door and came every day, at the agreed
signal on the fire-back, to play quadrille with their friend. The game
began; the good ladies quarrelled; this was the only event in their lives,
the only moment when the evenness of their tempers was altered. At eight
o’clock supper restored peace. Often my uncle De Bedée, with his son and
his three daughters, would join my grandmother at supper. The latter told
countless stories of the old days; my uncle in his turn recounted the Battle
of Fontenoy, in which he had taken part, and topped off his boasting with
some rather outspoken anecdotes which made the good ladies almost die
with laughter. At nine o’clock, when supper was over, the servants came
in; everybody knelt down, and Mlle de Boisteilleul said the evening
prayers aloud. At ten o’clock the whole house was asleep, except for my
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grandmother, who was read to by her maid until one o’clock in the
morning.

The Comte de Bedée’s chateau was situated two or three miles from
Plancoét, in a lofty and pleasant position. Everything about it breathed
joy: my uncle’s joviality was inexhaustible. He had three daughters,
Caroline, Marie, and Flore, and a son, the Comte de la Bouétardais, a
counsellor in the High Court, who all shared his high spirits. Monchoix
was full of cousins from all around; there was music, dancing, hunting,
and general merry-making from morning to night. My aunt, Mme de
Bedée, seeing my uncle gaily squandering his capital and his income,
would not unnaturally get angry with him; but nobody listened to her,
and her bad temper only added to her family’s good humour, especially
as my aunt herself was addicted to a good many fads and fancies: she
always had a big, fierce hunting dog lying in her lap, and a tame boar
following her around which filled the chateau with its grunting. When 1
came from my father’s house, so dark and silent, to this house of gaiety
and noise, I found myself in a veritable paradise. This contrast became
more striking when my family had settled in the country: going from
Combourg to Monchoix was like going from the desert into the world,
from the keep of a medieval baron to the villa of a Roman prince.

On Ascension Day 1775 I left my grandmother’s house for Notre-Dame
de Nazareth with my mother, my aunt De Boisteilleul, my uncle De Bedée
and his children, my wet-nurse, and my foster-brother. I was wearing a
white gown, a white hat, white shoes and gloves, and a blue silk sash. We
reached the abbey at ten o’clock in the morning. The monastery, standing
at the roadside, looked older than it was on account of a quincunx of elms
planted in the time of Jean V of Brittany. The quincunx led into the
cemetery: the Christian could not reach the church except by way of the
burial ground: it is through death that one enters into the presence of God.

The monks were already in their stalls; the altar was lit by a multitude
of tapers; lamps hung down from the various arches; in Gothic buildings
there is so to speak a succession of perspectives and horizons. The beadles
came to meet me ceremoniously at the door and led me into the choir.
There three chairs had been put out: I took my place on the middle one;
my wet-nurse sat on my left, my foster-brother on my right.

The Mass began: at the Offertory the priest turned towards me and read
out certain prayers, after which my white clothes were removed and hung
like an ex-voto below a picture of the Virgin. I was then dressed in a
purple habit. The Prior delivered a discourse on the efficacy of religious
vows; he recalled the story of the Baron de Chateaubriand who travelled
to the East with St Louis; he told me that perhaps I too would one day go
to Palestine and visit that Virgin of Nazareth to whom I owed my life
through the intercession of the prayers of the poor, which always carried
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weight with God. After listening to the Benedictine’s exhortation, I always
dreamt of the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, and in the end I made it.

I have been dedicated to religion, and the garments of my innocence
have rested on its altars; but it is not my clothes which should be hung
now in its churches, it is my sufferings.

I was brought back to Saint-Malo. It is there, on the seashore between
the Chateau and Fort Royal, that the children gathered together; it is there
that I was brought up, a companion of the waves and the winds. One of
the first pleasures I ever tasted was battling with the storms, and playing
with the waves which retreated before me or chased after me on the shore.
Another pastime was making monuments which my playmates called
fours, or cakes, out of the sand on the beach. Since that time, I have often
seen castles built to last for ever which have collapsed more quickly than
my palaces of sand.

My fate having been irrevocably decided, I was abandoned to an idle
childhood. A smattering of English, drawing, hydrography, and
mathematics seemed more than sufficient for the education of a little boy
destined in advance for the rough life of a sailor.

I grew up at home free of all control; we no longer lived in the house
where I was born: my mother occupied a large house in the Place Saint-
Vincent, almost opposite the gate leading to Le Sillon. The young urchins
of the town had become my closest friends; I filled the courtyard and the
staircases of the house with them; I resembled them in every respect; I
spoke their language; I shared their manners and behaviour; I was dressed
like them, unbuttoned and untidy like them; my shirts were in ribbons; I
never had a pair of stockings that was not full of holes; I trailed around in
old down-at-heel shoes, which came off with every step I took; I often lost
my hat and sometimes my coat. My face was dirty, scratched, and
bruised, my hands black. I looked so peculiar that my mother, in the midst
of an angry outburst, could not help laughing and exclaiming: “How ugly
he is!"

Shut up at night in their city under the same lock and key, the people of
Saint-Malo formed a single family. Their manners were so innocent that
young women who sent to Paris for ribbons and veils were regarded as
worldly creatures whose scandalized companions would have nothing
more to do with them. A marital misdemeanour was an unheard-of
occurrence; when a certain Comtesse d’Abbeville was suspected of
infidelity, a plaintive ballad was written on the subject which people sang
while crossing themselves. However the poet, faithful in spite of himself
to the traditions of the troubadours, sided against the husband, whom he
called a monster and a barbarian.

On certain days of the year, the people of the town and the countryside
came together at fairs called assemblies, which were held on the islands
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and in the forts around Saint-Malo; they went to these fairs on foot at low
tide and in boats at high tide. The crowds of sailors and peasants; the
covered wagons; the caravans of horses, donkeys, and mules; the
competition between the stallkeepers; the tents pitched on the shore; the
processions of monks and confraternities winding their way through the
crowd with their banners and crosses; the rowing-boats and sailing-boats
coming and going; the ships coming into the port or anchoring in the
roads; the artillery salvoes, the ringing of bells; all this combined to lend
these gatherings noise, movement, and variety.

I was the only witness to these fairs who did not share in the general
merriment. I went to them without any money to buy toys or cakes.
Shunning the contempt which follows in the wake of ill-fortune, I sat a
long way from the crowd, beside the pools of water which the sea
maintains and renews in the hollows of the rocks. There I amused myself
watching the auks and gulls flying past, gazing into the bluish distance,
picking up seashells, and listening to the music of the waves among the
reefs. In the evening, at home, I was not much happier; I had an intense
dislike for certain dishes, but I was forced to eat them. I used to look
imploringly at La France, who would nimbly remove my plate when my
father was looking the other way. The same strictness applied in the
matter of warmth: I was not allowed to approach the fireplace. We have
come a long way from the severe parents of that time to the fond parents
of today.

On feast-days I used to be taken with my sisters on a pilgrimage to the
various shrines of the city, to the chapel of Saint-Aaron and to the convent
of La Victoire; the sweet voices of a few women hidden from sight fell
upon my ear: the music of their canticles mingled with the roaring of the
waves. When, in winter, at the hour of evening service, the cathedral filled
with people; when old sailors on their knees and young women and
children holding little candles read from their prayer-books; when the
multitude, at the moment of benediction, recited in unison the Tantum
ergo; when, in between these songs, the Christmastide squalls battered at
the stained-glass windows of the basilica, shaking the roof of the nave
which had once echoed with the lusty voices of Jacques Cartier and
Duguay-Trouin, I experienced an extraordinary feeling of religion. I did
not need La Villeneuve to tell me to fold my hands to call upon God by all
the names my mother had taught me; I could see the heavens opening, the
angels offering up our incense and our prayers; I bent my head: it was not
yet burdened with those cares which weigh so heavily upon us that one is
tempted never to raise one’s head again once one has bowed it before an
altar.

One sailor, coming away from these services, would set sail fortified
against the night, while another would come back into port using the
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illuminated dome of the church as a guide: thus religion and danger were
always face to face, and their images presented themselves to my mind
inextricably linked together. I had scarcely been born before I heard talk of
death: in the evening, a man would go through the streets ringing a bell,
to tell the Christians to pray for one of their deceased brethren. Almost
every year, boats sank before my eyes, and while I was playing on the
beach, the sea would deposit at my feet the corpses of foreign seamen who
had died far from home. Mme de Chateaubriand used to say to me, as St
Monica said to her son: Nihil longe est a Deo: ‘Nothing is far from God.” My
education had been entrusted to Providence: it did not spare me its
lessons.

Dedicated to the Virgin, I came to know and love my protectress, whom
I confused with my guardian angel: her picture, which had cost La
Villeneuve a half-sou, was pinned to the wall above my bed. I should have
lived in the days when people used to say to Mary: ‘Sweet Lady of
Heaven and earth, mother of pity, fountain of all good, who bore Jesus
Christ in your precious womb, most sweet and beautiful Lady, I thank
and implore you.’

The first thing I ever learnt by heart was a sailor’s hymn to the Virgin
which I have since heard being sung in a shipwreck. Even today I still
repeat that paltry rhyme with as much pleasure as poetry by Homer; a
Madonna wearing a Gothic crown and a blue silk dress with a silver
fringe inspires greater devotion in me than a Raphael Virgin.

If only that peaceable Star of the Seas had been able to still the turmoil of
my life! But I was to know no rest, not even in my childhood; like the
Arab’s date-tree, my trunk had scarcely sprung from the rock before it
was battered by the wind.

I have told how my precocious rebellion against Lucile’s mistresses laid
the foundations of my evil reputation; a playmate completed it.

My uncle, M. de Chateaubriand du Plessis, who lived at Saint-Malo like
his brother, had, again like him, four daughters and two sons. Of my two
cousins, Pierre and Armand, who were my first companions, the former
became one of the Queen’s pages and the latter was sent to school as being
destined for the priesthood. Pierre, when he had served his time as a page,
entered the Navy and was drowned off the coast of Africa. Armand, after
being shut up in school for many years, left France in 1790, served
throughout the Emigration, made a score of intrepid journeys in a
longboat to the Brittany coast, and finally came and died for the King on
the Grenelle Plain on Good Friday 1809, as I have already mentioned, and
as I shall say once more when I come to recount his unhappy fate.

Deprived of the company of my two cousins, I replaced it with a new
friendship.
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The second floor of the house where we lived was occupied by a
gentleman called Gesril who had a son and two daughters. This son had
been brought up differently from myself; he was thoroughly spoilt and
everything he did was a subject for admiration: he liked nothing better
than fighting, unless it was provoking a quarrel of which he would
appoint himself arbitrator. He was always playing tricks on the maids he
met taking children out for a walk, and his pranks, magnified into
dreadful crimes, were the talk of the town. His father laughed at
everything he did, and the naughtier Joson was, the more he was loved.
Gesril became my great friend and gained an unbelievable ascendancy
over me: | learnt from this master, although my character was the exact
opposite of his. I loved playing by myself and never tried to pick a quarrel
with anybody: Gesril loved games and noise and gloried in childish
squabbles. When some street-urchin spoke to me, Gesril would ask me:
‘Why do you put up with him?" At this I imagined that my honour was
compromised and I would fly at the impudent youth, however big or
however old he might be. My friend would watch the fight and applaud
my courage, but never lifted a finger to help me. Sometimes he raised an
army from all the boys he met, dividing his conscripts into two gangs, and
we would skirmish on the beach with stones as weapons.

This tendency to push others into adventures of which he remained a
spectator might lead one to imagine that Gesril did not show much
courage in later life; yet it was he who, on a smaller stage, probably
surpassed Regulus in heroism; only Rome and Livy were wanting to
ensure his fame. He had become a naval officer and was taken prisoner in
the Quiberon landing,* when the action was over and the English went on
cannonading the Republican army, Gesril plunged into the sea, swam out
to the ships lying offshore, and told the English to cease fire, explaining
that the émigrés had surrendered. They wanted to save him, throwing
him a rope and urging him to climb on board. ‘I am a prisoner on parole,’
he shouted from the water, and he swam back to land: he was shot with
Sombreuil and his companions.

Gesril was my first friend; both of us misjudged in our childhood, we
were drawn together by the instinct of what we might become one day.

Two adventures brought this first part of my story to an end and
produced a notable change in the manner of my upbringing.

We were on the beach one Sunday, along Le Sillon beyond the Porte
Saint-Thomas, where thick stakes had been driven into the sand to protect
the walls against the sea. We were in the habit of climbing on to these
stakes to watch the first waves of the incoming tide pass beneath us. The
places were taken as usual; there were several little girls among the little
boys. Of the latter, I was the farthest out to sea, having nobody in front of
me but a pretty little thing called Hervine Magon, who was laughing with
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pleasure and crying with fright. Gesril was at the other end of the row of
stakes, nearest the shore.

The tide was coming in, the wind rising; already the maids and valets
were calling out: ‘Come down, Mademoiselle! Come down, Monsieur!”
Gesril waited for a big wave to arrive; when it swept in between the piles,
he pushed the child sitting next to him; the boy fell on to another, and he
on to the next: the whole line went over like a row of skittles, but each one
was steadied by his neighbour; there was only the little girl at the end of
the line on to whom I collapsed who, having nobody to support her, fell
into the water. The ebb swept her off her feet; there was a chorus of
shrieks, and all the maids hitched up their skirts and waded into the sea,
each one seizing her charge and boxing its ears. Hervine was rescued, and
declared that Francois had pushed her over. The maids bore down upon
me; I got away from them and ran home to barricade myself in the cellar,
with the female army hot in pursuit. Fortunately my mother and father
were out. La Villeneuve defended the door valiantly and cuffed the
enemy vanguard. The real cause of the trouble, Gesril, came to my help:
he went up to his room and with his two sisters threw jugfuls of water
and baked apples at the attacking force. They raised the siege at nightfall,
but the news spread through the town, and the Chevalier de
Chateaubriand, aged nine, passed for an evil character, a descendant of
those pirates of whom St Aaron had purged his rock.

This is the other adventure:

I was going one day with Gesril to Saint-Servan, a suburb separated
from Saint-Malo by the trading port. To get there at low tide, you cross the
water-courses on narrow bridges of flat stones which are covered when
the tide comes in. The servants accompanying us had been left a long way
behind. At the end of one of the bridges we saw two cabin-boys coming
towards us. Gesril said to me: ‘Are we going to let those ragamuffins
pass?” and promptly shouted at them: ‘Into the water with you, ducks!
They, in their capacity as cabin-boys, refused to see the joke and
continued to come forward; Gesril retreated; we stationed ourselves at the
end of the bridge and, picking up pebbles from the beach, we hurled them
at the cabin-boys. They bore down on us, forcing us to give ground,
armed themselves too with pebbles, and drove us back to our servants.
Unlike Horatius I was not wounded in the eye: a stone struck me so hard
that it practically cut off my left ear, which hung down over my shoulder.

I did not give a thought to my injury but only to my return home. When
my friend came home with a black eye and a torn coat, he was comforted,
caressed, coddled, and given a change of clothing: in similar
circumstances I was scolded and punished. The injury I had received was
a dangerous one, but nothing La France could say would persuade me to
go home, I was so frightened at the idea. I went and hid on the second
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floor of the house with Gesril, who bound my head up in a towel. This
towel put him in a merry mood: it reminded him of a mitre; he turned me
into a bishop and made me celebrate High Mass with him and his sisters
until supper-time. The pontiff was then obliged to go downstairs, his
heart beating wildly. Surprised to see my face covered with bruises and
blood, my father said nothing; my mother gave a shriek of horror; La
France explained what had happened, making excuses for me; I was
nonetheless given a good dressing-down. My ear was patched up, and M.
and Mme de Chateaubriand resolved to separate me from Gesril as soon
as possible.

I believe it was that year that the Comte d”Artois came to Saint-Malo: he
was treated to the sight of a naval battle. Looking down from the bastion
of the powder-magazine, I saw the young prince in the midst of the crowd
on the shore: in his glory and my obscurity, how great was the unknown
quantity of fate! Thus, unless my memory is at fault, Saint-Malo has seen
only two Kings of France, Charles IX and Charles X.

Such was my childhood. I do not know whether the strict upbringing I
was given is good in principle, but it was adopted by my family without
any set purpose and as a natural consequence of their temperaments.
What is certain is that it made my ideas less like those of other men; what
is even more certain is that it marked my feelings with a melancholy
character born of the habit of suffering at a time of life of weakness,
improvidence, and joy.

It may occur to some of my readers that this system of education was
likely to make me detest my parents. This was not at all the case; the
memory of their strictness is almost dear to me; I honour and esteem their
great qualities. When my father died, my comrades in the Navarre
Regiment were witnesses to my grief. As for my mother, it is to her that I
owe the consolation of my life, since it is to her that I owe my faith; I
listened to the Christian truths that came from her lips with the same
fervour as Pierre de Langres studying at night in a church, by the light of
the lamp burning before the Blessed Sacrament. Would my mind have
been better developed if I had been sent to school earlier? I doubt it: these
waves, these winds, this solitude which were my first masters were
probably better suited to my native dispositions; perhaps I have these
wild teachers to thank for certain qualities I would otherwise lack. The
fact is that no system of education is intrinsically preferable to another: do
the children of today love their parents more because they address them
familiarly and no longer fear them? Gesril was spoilt in the same house
where I was scolded: we both of us grew up decent men and affectionate
and respectful sons. Something you consider bad may bring out your
child’s talents; something you consider good may stifle those same talents.
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God’s wisdom is infinite; it is Providence which guides our footsteps
when it destines us to play a part on the stage of this world.
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Three
Youth

My mother had never relinquished her desire that I should be given a
classical education. The sailor’s life for which I was destined ‘would not
be to my taste’, she used to say; in any event she thought it advisable to
render me capable of following another career. Her piety led her to hope
that I would decide upon the Church. She therefore proposed that I
should be sent to a school where I would learn mathematics, drawing,
fencing, and English; she did not mention Greek and Latin for fear of
alarming my father, but she intended that I should be taught those
languages, secretly to begin with, and then openly when I had made
sufficient progress. My father accepted her proposal, and it was agreed
that I should enter the College of Dol. This town was chosen because it lay
on the road from Saint-Malo to Combourg.

In the course of the severe winter which preceded my scholastic
internment, the house where we were living caught fire; I was rescued by
my eldest sister, who carried me through the flames. M. de
Chateaubriand, who had retired to his chateau, sent word to his wife to
join him in the spring.

I was to accompany my sisters to Combourg: we set off in the first
fortnight of May. We left Saint-Malo at sunrise, my mother, my four
sisters, and I, in a huge old-fashioned berline with extravagantly gilded
panels, exterior footboards, and purple tassels at the four corners of the
roof. We were drawn by eight horses decked out like mules in Spain, with
bells hanging from their necks and attached to the reins, and housings and
woollen fringes in various colours. While my mother sighed and my
sisters talked without stopping, I looked and listened and marvelled at
every turn of the wheels: this was the first journey of a Wandering Jew
whose travels would never end. If a man only changed place, well and
good ... but his life and his heart change too.

Our horses were rested at a fishing village on the Cancale beach.
Afterwards we crossed the marshes and the busy town of Dol: passing the
door of the school to which I was soon to return, we turned inland.
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For ten mortal miles we saw nothing but heaths ringed with woods,
fallow land which had barely been cleared, fields of poor, short, black
corn and scanty oats. We passed charcoal-burners leading strings of
ponies with lank, tangled manes, and long-haired peasants in goatskin
tunics driving gaunt oxen along with shrill cries or walking behind heavy
ploughs, like fauns tilling the soil. Finally we came to a valley in which,
close to a pond, there rose the spire of a village church; the towers of a
feudal castle could be seen above the trees of a wood lit by the setting sun.

Coming to the foot of the hill, we forded a stream; another half-hour,
and we left the highway to drive alongside a quincunx, down an avenue
of trees whose tops mingled above our heads: I can still remember the
moment when I entered this shade and the mixture of fear and joy which I
experienced.

Leaving the darkness of the wood, we crossed a forecourt planted with
walnut-trees, adjoining the steward’s house and garden, and passed
through a gateway into a grassy courtyard known as the Green Court. On
the right were long stables and a clump of chestnut-trees; on the left
another clump of chestnut-trees. At the far end of the courtyard, which
rose gradually, the chateau stood between two groups of trees. Its bleak,
grim facade, topped by a machicolated covered gallery, linked two towers
of disparate age, material, height, and thickness, which were surmounted
by crenellations and a pointed roof, like a bonnet on top of a Gothic
crown.

There were a few barred windows here and there in the bare expanse of
wall. A wide, straight, rigid staircase of twenty-two steps, without
banisters or parapet, had been built across the filled-in moat in place of
the old drawbridge and led up to the door of the chateau in the centre of
the fagade. Over this door there could be seen the coat of arms of the
Lords of Combourg and the slits through which the arms and chains of
the drawbridge used to pass.

The coach drew up at the foot of the staircase; my father came forward
to greet us. The reunion of his family momentarily softened his temper to
such an extent that he was extremely pleasant to us. We went up the stairs
and through an echoing entrance-hall with a Gothic ceiling into a little
inner courtyard.

From this courtyard we went into the building which faced south over
the pond and linked the two little towers. The whole chateau was in the
form of a four-wheeled carriage. We found ourselves straight away in a
room formerly known as the guardroom. There was a window at each end
of this room, and two more at the sides. To make these four windows
bigger, it had been necessary to pierce walls eight to ten feet thick. Two
corridors which sloped like the corridor in the Great Pyramid led from the
outer corners of the room to the little towers. A spiral staircase inside one
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of these towers connected the guardroom with the upper storey: such was
the south building.

The building between the two big towers, looking north over the Green
Court, consisted of a sort of dark, square dormitory which was used as a
kitchen, the entrance-hall, the staircase, and a chapel. Over these rooms
there was the drawing-room known as the Salon des Archives, or the
Salon des Armoiries, or the Salon des Oiseaux, or the Salon des
Chevaliers, so called on account of a ceiling studded with coloured coats
of arms and painted birds. The recesses of the narrow, trefoiled windows
were so deep that they formed little rooms with granite benches along the
walls. Add to all this, in the various parts of the building, secret passages
and staircases, dungeons and keeps, a maze of open and covered galleries,
walled-up vaults; everywhere silence, darkness, and a face of stone: such
was the Chateau of Combourg.

A supper which was served in the guardroom and which I ate greedily
brought to an end the first happy day of my life. True happiness is not
expensive; if it costs dear, then it is of an inferior nature.

I had scarcely awoken the next morning before I went to explore the
grounds of the chateau and celebrate my new-found solitude. The
staircase faced north-west. Sitting at the head of this staircase, you had
before you the Green Court and, farther on, a kitchen garden lying
between two groves of trees: one, on the right (the quincunx along which
we had come the day before), was called the Little Mall, the other, on the
left, the Great Mall; the latter was a wood of oaks, beeches, sycamores,
elms, and chestnut-trees. Mme de Sévigné in her time spoke highly of the
shade given by these old trees; since then, one hundred and forty years
had been added to their beauty.

On the opposite side, to the south and east, the countryside presented a
very different picture; from the windows of the great hall you could see
the houses of Combourg, a pond, the causeway beside this pond which
carried the highroad to Rennes, a water-mill, and a meadow covered with
herds of cows and separated from the pond by the causeway. Alongside
this meadow there stretched a hamlet appertaining to a priory founded in
1149 by Rivallon, Lord of Combourg, where you could see a mortuary
statue of him recumbent in his knightly armour. From the pond, the land
rose gradually, forming an amphitheatre of trees from which there
projected the spires of village churches and the turrets of manor-houses.
On the far horizon, between the west and the south, the heights of
Bécherel were silhouetted against the sky. A terrace lined with great
ornamental box-trees encircled the foot of the chateau on that side, passed
behind the stables, and wound down to the garden adjoining the Great
Mall.
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My first stay at Combourg was of short duration. Scarcely a fortnight
had passed before I witnessed the arrival of the Abbé Portier, the principal
of Dol College; I was delivered into his hands, and I followed him in spite
of my tears.

I was not entirely a stranger to Dol, where my father was a canon, as the
descendant and representative of the house of Guillaume de
Chateaubriand, Sire de Beaufort, the founder in 1529 of one of the first
stalls in the cathedral choir. The Bishop of Dol was M. de Hercé, a friend
of my family and a prelate of very moderate political views, who, on his
knees and holding a crucifix, was shot with his brother the Abbé de Hercé
at Quiberon, in the Field of Martyrdom. On my arrival at the school I was
placed under the special care of M. I’Abbé Leprince, who taught rhetoric
and had a thorough knowledge of geometry: he was a handsome man
with a nice wit, who loved the arts and could paint portraits with
reasonable competence. He undertook to teach me mathematics; the Abbé
Egault, who was in charge of the fourth form, became my Latin master; I
studied mathematics in my own room, Latin in the common schoolroom.

It took some time for an owl of my sort to accustom himself to the cage
of a school and to regulate his flight by the sound of a bell. I could not win
those ready friends procured by wealth, for there was nothing to be
gained from a poor wretch who did not even have a weekly allowance;
nor did I join a clique, for I hate protectors. In the school games I did not
presume to lead others, but at the same time I refused to be led: I was not
fitted to be either a tyrant or a slave, and so I have remained.

Even so it happened that quite soon I became the centre of a set; later
on, in my regiment, I exerted the same power: ordinary ensign that I was,
the senior officers used to spend their evenings with me and preferred my
rooms to the café. I do not know why this was, unless it had something to
do with my ability to enter into the spirit and join in the way of life of
other people. I enjoyed hunting and running as much as reading and
writing. It is still a matter of indifference to me whether I chat about the
most trivial matters or discuss the most serious subjects. But I have no
liking for wit, which is wellnigh repugnant to me, although I am not
exactly a simpleton. No human failing shocks me with the exception of
mockery and conceit, which I find it hard to suffer patiently; I find that
other people are always superior to me in some respect, and if by some
chance I feel that I have an advantage over them the idea embarrasses me.

Qualities which my early upbringing had left dormant awoke in me at
school. My aptitude for work was remarkable, my memory extraordinary.
I made rapid progress in mathematics, a subject to which I brought a
clarity of conception which astonished the Abbé Leprince. At the same
time I showed a decided taste for languages. The rudiments, which are the
bane of most schoolboys, I found easy to acquire; I awaited the time for
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the Latin lesson with a sort of impatience, as a relaxation after my sums
and geometrical figures. In less than a year I reached the level of a good
second-former. By some singularity, my Latin phrases fell so naturally
into pentameters that the Abbé Egault called me the Elegist, a name by
which my schoolmates knew me for long enough.

I went to Combourg for the holidays. Chéteau life in the vicinity of Paris
can give no idea of chéteau life in a provincial backwater.

In the way of property, the estate of Combourg possessed only some
barren heaths, a few mills, and the two forests Bourgouét and Tanoérn in
a part of the country where timber is practically worthless. But Combourg
was rich in feudal rights; these rights were of various kinds: some
determined certain rents for certain concessions, or regulated customs
born of the old political order; the others seem to have been nothing but
amusements to begin with.

My father had revived some of these latter rights, in order to avert their
prescription. When the whole family was gathered together, we used to
take part in these old-fashioned entertainments: the three principal ones
were the Saut des Poissonniers, the Quintaine, and a fair called the
Angevine.* Peasants in clogs and breeches, men of a France which is now
no more, watched these games of a France which was then no more. There
was a prize for the victor, a forfeit for the vanquished.

The Quintaine maintained the tradition of the tournaments of old: it
probably had some connexion with the military service of the fiefs. The
forfeits had to be paid in old copper coinage, up to the value of two
moutons d’or a la couronne of 25 Parisian sols each.

The fair known as the Angevine was held in the pond meadow every
year on 4 September, my birthday. The vassals were obliged to parade
under arms and came to the chéateau to raise the banner of the lord of the
manor; from there they went to the fair to keep order and to enforce the
collection of a toll due to the Counts of Combourg for every head of cattle,
a sort of royalty. During this time my father kept open house. There was
dancing for three days on end: for the masters in the great hall, to the
scraping of a violin; for the vassals in the Green Court, to the nasal whine
of a bagpipe. People sang and cheered and fired arquebusades. These
noises mingled with the lowing of the cattle at the fair; the crowds
wandered through the woods and gardens, and at least once a year
Combourg saw something akin to merriment.

Thus I enjoy the singular distinction of having been present at the races
of the Quintaine and the proclamation of the Rights of Man; of having
seen the local militia of a Breton village and the National Guard of France,
the banner of the Lords of Combourg and the flag of the Revolution. I am
as it were the last surviving witness of feudal life.
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The visitors who were received at the chateau consisted of the leading
inhabitants of the village and the local aristocracy: these good people were
my first friends. The most important local inhabitant was a certain M.
Potelet, a retired sea-captain of the India Company, who used to tell
stirring tales of Pondicherry. As he recounted these stories with his
elbows on the table, my father was always tempted to throw his plate in
his face. After him came the tobacco bonder, M. Launay de la Bliardiere,
the father, like Jacob, of a family of twelve children, nine girls and three
boys, the youngest of whom, David, was a playmate of mine. This good
man took it into his head to become a nobleman in 1789; he had left it
rather late! In this household there was a great deal of happiness and a
great many debts. The seneschal Gesbert, the fiscal attorney Petit, the tax
collector Le Corvaisier, and the chaplain the Abbé Chalmel made up the
society of Combourg. I have not met people of greater distinction in
Athens.

I returned to Dol, much to my regret. The following year, plans were
made by the army for a landing on Jersey,* and a camp was established
near Saint-Malo. Troops were billeted at Combourg, and M. de
Chateaubriand, out of courtesy, put up in succession the colonels of the
Touraine and Conti Regiments: one was the Duc de Saint-Simon and the
other the Marquis de Causans. A score of officers were invited to my
father’s table every day. The pleasantries of these strangers offended me;
their walks disturbed the peace of my woods. It was through seeing the
lieutenant-colonel of the Conti Regiment, the Marquis de Wignacourt,
galloping beneath the trees that the idea of travel first entered my head.

When I heard our guests talking about Paris and the Court I fell into a
state of melancholy; I tried to guess what society was like; I gained a
vague, confused impression, but soon lost my bearings. Looking at the
world from the quiet realms of innocence, I felt giddy, as one does when
looking down at the ground from one of those towers that soar into the
sky.

One thing delighted me, however, and that was the parade. Every day
the new guard would march past, led by drummer and band, at the foot
of the staircase in the Green Court. M. de Causans suggested showing me
the camp on the coast, and my father gave his consent.

I was taken to Saint-Malo by M. de la Morandais, a gentleman of good
family, but whom poverty had reduced to being the steward of the
Combourg estates. He wore a coat of grey camlet with a little silver band
at the collar, and a grey felt cap with earflaps and a peak in front. He put
me behind him, on the crupper of his mare Isabelle. I held on to the belt of
his hunting-knife, which was fastened outside his coat: I was delighted.
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We stopped for dinner at a Benedictine abbey which, for want of a
sufficient number of monks, had just been incorporated in a more
important community of the order. We found nobody there but the
bursar, who had been given the task of disposing of the furniture and
selling the timber. He provided us with an excellent meatless dinner in
what had been the Prior’s library: we ate a considerable number of new-
laid eggs with some huge carp and pike. Through the arcade of a cloister I
could see some great sycamores bordering a pond. The axe struck at the
foot of each tree, its top trembled in the air, and it fell to make a show for
us. Carpenters from Saint-Malo were busy sawing off green branches as
one trims a young head of hair, or squaring the fallen trunks. My heart
bled at the sight of those decimated woods and that deserted monastery.
The general sack of religious houses has since reminded me of that
spoliation of an abbey which for me was a portent of things to come.

My brother was at Saint-Malo when M. de la Morandais left me there.
He said to me one evening: ‘Get your hat: I am taking you to the theatre.” I
lost my head and went straight to the cellar to look for my hat which was
in the attic. A company of strolling players had just arrived. I had already
seen puppet-shows, and I imagined that in a theatre you saw marionettes
far superior to those in the street.

My heart beating wildly, I came to a wooden building in a deserted
street, and went along some dark corridors, not without a certain feeling
of apprehension. A little door was opened, and there I was with my
brother in a box half-full of people.

The curtain had risen, the play begun: it was Diderot’s Le Pere de famille.
I saw two men walking up and down the stage and talking to each other,
with everybody looking at them. I took them for the managers of the
puppet-show who were chatting outside the home of the Old Woman
who lived in a shoe, while they waited for the audience to arrive; the only
thing that surprised me was that they should discuss their business so
loudly and that they should be listened to in silence. My astonishment
grew when other characters coming on to the stage started waving their
arms about and weeping, and everybody took to crying out of sympathy.
The curtain fell without my having understood a word of all this. My
brother went down to the foyer during the interval between the two plays.
Left in the box among strangers whose company was a torment to me in
my shyness, | would have liked nothing better than to be back at school.
Such was the first impression I obtained of the art of Sophocles and
Moliere.

The third year of my life at Dol was marked by the wedding of my two
eldest sisters: Marie-Anne married the Comte de Marigny and Bénigne the
Comte de Québriac. They accompanied their husbands to Fougeres,
giving as it were the signal for the dispersal of a family whose members
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were soon to separate. My sisters received the nuptial blessing at
Combourg on the same day, at the same time, at the same altar, in the
chateau chapel. They wept and my mother wept; I was surprised at their
sorrow: I understand it today. I never attend a christening or a wedding
without smiling bitterly or experiencing a pang. After being born, I know
no greater misfortune than that of giving birth to a human being.

That same year saw a revolution in my person as in my family. Chance
put into my hands two very different books, an unexpurgated Horace and
a history of Bad Confessions. The spiritual upheaval which these two books
brought about in me is unbelievable: a new world came into being around
me. On the one hand, I obtained insight into secrets incomprehensible to
one of my age, an existence different from mine, and charms of an
unknown nature in a sex in which I had seen only a mother and sisters; on
the other hand, ghosts dragging chains behind them and vomiting fire
spoke to me of eternal punishment for a single hidden sin. I began to lose
sleep; at night I thought I could see black hands passing in turn across my
curtains: I came to imagine that these hands were cursed by religion, and
this idea added to my terror of the infernal shades. I searched in vain in
heaven and in hell for the explanation of a double mystery. Affected both
morally and physically, I continued in my innocence to fight against the
storms of a premature passion and the terrors of superstition.

If, since that time, I have been able to depict with some degree of
verisimilitude the movements of the heart mingled with Christian
remorse, I am convinced that I owe this achievement to the chance which
introduced me at the same time to two inimical empires. The havoc which
an evil book wrought in my imagination was compensated for by the
terror which another book inspired in me, and this in turn was so to speak
modified by the pleasurable thoughts which certain unveiled pictures had
left with me.

The holidays in the course of which I entered upon my twelfth year were
sad ones; the Abbé Leprince accompanied me to Combourg. I never went
out except with my tutor; we went for long walks together. He was dying
of consumption; he was silent and melancholy; I was scarcely any merrier.
We walked for hours without saying a word. One day we lost our way in
the woods; M. Leprince turned to me and asked:

‘Which way shall we go?’

I replied without hesitation:

‘“The sun is setting; just now it is striking the window of the great tower;
let us go that way.’

That evening M. Leprince recounted this incident to my father: the
future traveller showed himself in my decision. Many a time, seeing the
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sun go down in the forests of America, | have remembered the woods of
Combourg; my memories echo one another.

The Abbé Leprince suggested that I should be given a horse; but in my
father’s opinion, the only thing a naval officer need know how to handle
was a ship. I was accordingly reduced to secretly riding two fat coach-
horses or a big piebald. The latter was not Turenne’s Pie, one of those
battle-steeds which the Romans called desultorios equos and trained to help
their masters; it was a moon-eyed Pegasus which stamped when it was
trotting and bit my legs when I set it at a ditch. I have never cared much
for horses, although I have led the life of a Tartar; and contrary to the
effect which my early training should have produced, I ride with greater
elegance than sureness.

A fever, the germs of which I had brought with me from the marshes of
Dol, rid me of M. Leprince. A quack happened to be passing through the
village; my father, who had no faith in doctors, had great faith in
charlatans: he sent for the empiric, who guaranteed to cure me in twenty-
four hours. He came back the next day in a green coat trimmed with gold
braid, a wide powdered wig, huge ruffles of dirty muslin, imitation
diamonds on his fingers, worn black satin breeches, bluey-white silk
stockings, and shoes with enormous buckles.

He opened my bed-curtains, felt my pulse, made me put out my tongue,
jabbered a few words in an Italian accent on the necessity of purging me,
and gave me a little piece of caramel to eat. My father approved of this
treatment, for he maintained that all illness was caused by indigestion,
and that for every kind of disorder you should purge a patient till he bled.

Half an hour after swallowing the caramel, I was seized with a terrible
vomiting; M. de Chateaubriand was told of this, and threatened to have
the poor devil thrown out of the tower window. The latter, utterly
terrified, took off his coat and rolled up his shirt-sleeves, making the most
grotesque gestures imaginable. With each movement, his wig turned in
every direction; he echoed my cries, adding after each: ‘Che? Monsou
Lavandier?” This M. Lavandier was the village chemist, who had been
called in to help. I did not know, in the midst of my pain, whether I
should die from taking the man’s medicaments or from roaring with
laughter at his behaviour.

The effects of this overdose of emetic were countered and I was set on
my feet again. The whole of our life is spent wandering round our grave;
our various illnesses are so many puffs of wind which bring us a little or a
great deal nearer port. The first dead person I ever saw was a canon of
Saint-Malo; he lay lifeless on his bed, his face distorted by the final
convulsions. Death is beautiful, and she is our friend; yet we do not
recognize her, because she appears to us in a mask and her mask terrifies
us.
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I was sent back to school at the end of autumn.

Mathematics, Greek, and Latin occupied the whole of my winter at school.
What time was not devoted to study was given up to those childhood
games which are the same all over the world. The little English boy, the
little German, the little Italian, the little Spaniard, the little Iroquois, and
the little Bedouin all bowl the hoop and throw the ball. Brothers of one
great family, children lose their common features only when they lose
their innocence, which is the same everywhere. Then the passions,
modified by climates, governments, and customs, create different nations;
the human species ceases to speak and understand the same language;
society is the real Tower of Babel.

One morning I was engrossed in a game of prisoner’s base in the school
playground when I was told that I was wanted. I followed the servant to
the main gate. There I found a stout, red-faced man, with an abrupt,
impatient manner and a fierce voice; he was carrying a stick in his hand
and was wearing an untidy black wig, a torn cassock with the ends tucked
into the pockets, dusty shoes, and stockings with holes in the heels.

“You little scamp,” he said, ‘aren’t you the Chevalier de Chateaubriand
de Combourg?’

“Yes, Monsieur,” I replied, quite taken aback by his manner of speaking.

‘And 1, he went on, almost foaming at the mouth, ‘I am the last of the
elder branch of your family; I am the Abbé de Chateaubriand de la
Guerrande; take a good look at me.”’

The proud ecclesiastic put his hand into the fob pocket of a pair of old
plush breeches, took out a mouldy six-franc crown piece wrapped in a
piece of dirty paper, flung it at me, and stamped off, muttering his matins
with a furious air. I have since discovered that the Prince de Condé had
offered this rustic rector the post of tutor to the Duc de Bourbon. The
scandalized priest replied that the Prince, as the owner of the Barony of
Chateaubriand, ought to know that the heirs to that barony could have
tutors but could not possibly be tutors. This arrogance was the cardinal
failing of my family; in my father it was hateful; my brother pushed it to
ridiculous lengths; it has come down to a certain extent to his eldest son. I
am not sure that I myself, despite my republican inclinations, have
entirely shaken it off, although I have taken every care to conceal it.

The time drew near for making my first communion, when it was
customary in my family to decide upon the child’s future condition. This
religious ceremony took the place among young Christians of the
assumption of the foga virilis among the Romans. Mme de Chateaubriand
had come in order to be present at the first communion of a son who, after
being united to his God, would be parted from his mother.
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My piety appeared to be sincere; I edified the whole school; my eyes
glowed with religious ardour; my fasts were so frequent as to make my
masters uneasy. They feared the effects of excessive devoutness; their
enlightened piety sought to temper my fervour.

My confessor was the superior of the Eudist seminary, a man of fifty
with a stern appearance. Every time I presented myself at the
confessional, he questioned me anxiously. Surprised at the unimportance
of my sins, he did not know how to reconcile my distress with the trivial
nature of the secrets I confided to him. The nearer Easter came, the more
pressing did the priest’'s questions become. ‘Aren’t you keeping
something back?” he would ask. I replied: ‘No, father” ‘Haven't you
committed such and such a sin?” ‘No, father.” And it was always: ‘No,
father.” He dismissed me with obvious misgivings, sighing and gazing
into the depths of my soul, while I left his presence looking as pale and
shifty as a criminal.

I was to receive absolution on the Wednesday in Holy Week. I spent
Tuesday night praying and reading with terror the book of Bad
Confessions. At three o’clock on the Wednesday afternoon, we set out for
the seminary, accompanied by our parents. All the vain renown which has
since attached itself to my name would not have given Mme de
Chateaubriand an iota of the pride which she felt as a Christian and a
mother at seeing her son preparing to participate in the great mystery of
our religion.

On arriving at the church, I prostrated myself before the altar and lay
there as if I had been annihilated. When I stood up to go to the sacristy,
where the superior was waiting for me, my knees trembled beneath me. I
threw myself at the priest’s feet; it was only in the most broken of voices
that I was able to say the Confiteor. “Well, have you forgotten nothing?’
asked the man of God. I remained silent. He started questioning me again,
and the inevitable ‘No, father’ came from my lips. He lapsed into
meditation, asking counsel of Him who conferred upon the Apostles the
power of binding and loosing souls. Then, making an effort, he prepared
to give me absolution.

If Heaven had shot a thunderbolt at me, it would have caused me less
dread. I cried:

‘I have not confessed everything!’

This awe-inspiring judge, this delegate of the Supreme Arbiter, whose
face filled me with such fear, became the tenderest of shepherds. He
clasped me in his arms and burst into tears.

‘Come now, dear child,” he said, ‘courage!’

I shall never experience a like moment in the whole of my life. If the
weight of a mountain had been lifted from me, I should not have felt more
relieved: I sobbed with happiness. I venture to say that it was on that day
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that I became a decent, upright man; I felt that I could never survive a
feeling of remorse: how great the remorse for a crime must be, when I
could suffer so dreadfully for concealing the minor misdemeanours of a
child! But also how divine this religion is which can thus take hold of our
best instincts! What moral precepts can ever take the place of these
Christian institutions?

The first admission made, the rest came easily: the childish offences
which I had concealed, and which would have made the world smile,
were weighed in the balance of religion. The superior was in an
embarrassing position; he would have liked to postpone my communion,
but I was about to leave Dol College to enter the Navy shortly afterwards.
With great perspicacity he discovered in the very character of my youthful
sins, insignificant though they were, the nature of my propensities; he was
the first man to fathom the secret of what I might become. He divined my
future passions; he did not conceal from me the good he thought he saw
in me, but he also predicted the evils to come.

‘After all, he said, ‘even if you have little time for your penance, you
have been cleansed of your sins by your courageous, though tardy,
confession.’

Raising his hand, he pronounced the words of absolution. On this
second occasion, the dreadful hand showered on my head nothing but the
heavenly dew; I bent my brow to receive it; my feelings partook of the joy
of the angels. Then I ran to embrace my mother, who was waiting for me
at the foot of the altar. I no longer appeared the same person to my
masters and schoolmates: I walked with a light step, my head high and a
radiant expression on my face, in all the triumph of repentance.

The next day, Maundy Thursday, I was admitted to the sublime and
moving ceremony which I have vainly endeavoured to describe in Le
Génie du christianisme. I might have felt here as elsewhere my usual little
humiliations: my nosegay and my clothes were less impressive than those
of my companions; but that day everything was of God and for God. I
know exactly what Faith is: the Real Presence of the Victim in the Blessed
Sacrament on the altar was as manifest to me as my mother’s presence by
my side. When the Host was laid on my tongue, I felt as though a light
had been kindled within me. I trembled with veneration, and the only
material thing that occupied my mind was the fear of profaning the
sacramental bread.

Three weeks after my first communion, I left Dol College. I retain
pleasant memories of that house: our childhood leaves something of itself
in the places it has embellished, just as a flower communicates a perfume
to the objects it has touched. To this day I feel moved when I think of the
dispersal of my first companions and my first masters. The Abbé
Leprince, appointed to a living near Rouen, did not survive much longer;
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the Abbé Egault obtained a rectorship in the diocese of Rennes; and I saw
the good principal, the Abbé Portier, die at the beginning of the
Revolution; he was a learned, gentle, simple-hearted man. The memory of
that obscure teacher will always be dear and venerable to me.

At Combourg I found food for my piety in a mission whose exercises I
followed. I received the sacrament of Confirmation on the manor steps,
with the peasant boys and girls, from the hand of the Bishop of Saint-
Malo. Afterwards a cross was erected; I helped to hold it steady while it
was being fixed on its base. It is still there: it stands in front of the tower in
which my father died.* For thirty years it has seen no one appear at the
windows of that tower; it is no longer saluted by the children of the
chateau; every springtime it waits for them in vain; it sees none return but
the swallows, more faithful to their nest than man to his house. How
happy I should be if my life had been spent at the foot of that mission
cross, if my hair had been whitened only by the years which have covered
the arms of that cross with lichen!

I did not wait long before leaving for Rennes, where I was to continue
my studies and complete my mathematics course, in preparation for my
examination as a Naval Guard at Brest.

Rennes seemed to me a Babylon, the school a world. The number of
masters and boys, and the size of the buildings, the garden, and the
playgrounds struck me as immense; I grew accustomed to it all, however.
For the price of a few punches, I acquired over my new schoolmates the
same ascendancy I had exercised over my old companions at Dol. Young
Bretons are quarrelsome scamps; on half-holidays we challenged each
other to fights in the shrubberies of the Benedictines” garden, which was
known as the Thabor; we used compasses fastened to the end of a
walking-stick, or else we engaged in hand-to-hand fights which were
more or less treacherous or courteous according to the gravity of the
challenge. There were umpires who decided whether a forfeit was due,
and what weapons the champions should employ. The fight did not end
until one of the two parties admitted that he was beaten. I found my old
friend Gesril here, presiding over these engagements as he had done at
Saint-Malo. He offered to act as my second in a fight I had with Saint-
Riveul, a young nobleman who became the first victim of the Revolution. I
fell under my adversary, refused to surrender, and paid dearly for my
pride. Like Jean Desmarets on his way to the scaffold, I said: ‘I cry mercy
to God alone.”’

I met at this school two men who have since become famous in different
ways: Moreau, the general, and Limoélan, the author of the infernal
machine,* who is now a priest in America. There is only one portrait of
Lucile in existence, and this poor miniature is by Limoé&lan, who turned
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portrait-painter during the revolutionary troubles. Moreau was a day-boy,
Limoélan a boarder. Rarely have such strange destinies been found
together at the same time, in the same province, in the same small town,
and at the same school.

The prefect was in the habit of going round the corridors after lights out
to see if all was well: to do this he looked through a hole which had been
made in all the doors. Limoélan, Gesril, Saint-Riveul, and I all slept in the
same room. Several times we had stopped up the hole with paper, but all
in vain; the prefect poked the paper out and caught us jumping over our
beds and breaking our chairs.

One evening Limoélan, without telling us what he intended to do,
persuaded us to go to bed and put out the lights. Soon we heard him get
up, go to the door, and then return to bed. A quarter of an hour later, the
prefect came along on tiptoe. As he not unreasonably regarded us with
suspicion, he stopped at our door, listened, looked, and failed to see any
light ...t

‘Who did that?’” he shouted, rushing into the room. Limoélan started
choking with laughter and Gesril asked in a nasal voice in his half-
innocent, half-ironical way: ‘What is it, sir?” Where upon Saint-Riveul and
I began laughing like Limoélan and hid our faces under the bedclothes.

They could get nothing out of us: we were heroic. We were all four
imprisoned in the vaults: Saint-Riveul dug his way under a door leading
into the farmyard; he put his head into this mole-hill, and a pig ran up
and made as if to eat his brains out; Gesril slipped into the school cellars
and opened up a cask of wine; Limoélan knocked down a wall, and I,
climbing up to a ventilator, stirred up the mob in the street with my
speeches. The dreadful author of the infernal machine playing this prank
on a school prefect reminds one of the young Cromwell inking the face of
another regicide who signed Charles I's death warrant after him.

Although the schooling at Rennes College was very religious, my
fervour abated: the number of my masters and schoolmates multiplied the
occasions for distraction. I made progress in the study of languages; I
became strong in mathematics, for which I have always had a pronounced
leaning: I would have made a good naval officer or sapper. I was good at
chess, billiards, shooting, and fencing; I drew tolerably well; I would have
sung well too, if my voice had been trained. All this, combined with the
way in which I was brought up and the life I have led as a soldier and
traveller, explains why I have never played the pedant or displayed the
stupid conceit, the awkwardness, and the slovenly habits of the men of
letters of former days, still less the arrogance and self-assurance, the envy
and blustering vanity of the new authors.

I spent two years at Rennes College; Gesril left eighteen months before I
did. He entered the Navy. Julie, my third sister, was married in the course
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of these two years to the Comte de Farcy, a captain in the Condé
Regiment, and settled with her husband at Fougeéres, where my two eldest
sisters, Mmes de Marigny and de Québriac, were already living. Julie’s
wedding took place at Combourg, and I was present. There I met the
Comtesse de Trojolif, who distinguished herself by her courage on the
scaffold; a cousin and close friend of the Marquis de la Rouérie, she was
involved in his conspiracy. I had not until then seen beauty except in my
own family; I was disturbed by the sight of it in the face of a strange
woman. Every step in life opened up new horizons before me; I heard the
distant and seductive voice of the passions which were coming to me; I
hurried to meet these sirens, drawn by an unfamiliar music. It so
happened that, like the High Priest of Eleusis, I had a different incense for
each divinity. But could the hymns which I sang while burning this
incense be called “perfumes’, like the poems of the hierophant?*

After Julie’s marriage, I set out for Brest. On leaving the great College of
Rennes I did not feel the same regret that I had felt on leaving the little
College of Dol; perhaps I had lost that innocence which makes everything
attractive to us; time was beginning to develop it. My guide and mentor in
my new position was one of my maternal uncles, the Comte Ravenel du
Boisteilleul, a vice-admiral, one of whose sons, a distinguished artillery
officer in Bonaparte’s armies, married the only daughter of my sister the
Comtesse de Farcy.

On my arrival at Brest I did not find my cadet’s commission waiting for
me; some accident had delayed it. I remained what was called an aspirant,
and as such was exempt from the usual studies. My uncle put me to board
in the Rue de Siam at a cadets’ hostel, and introduced me to the naval
commander, the Comte d’Hector.

Left for the first time to my own resources, instead of making friends
with my future messmates, 1 withdrew into my usual solitude. My
habitual society was confined to my masters in fencing, drawing, and
mathematics.

The sea which I was to meet with on so many coasts washed, at Brest,
the tip of the Armorican Peninsula: beyond that prominent cape there lay
nothing but a boundless ocean and unknown worlds; my imagination
revelled in this infinity. Often, sitting on some mast that had been laid
along the Quai de Recouvrance, I watched the movements of the crowd:
shipwrights, sailors, soldiers, custom-house officers, and convicts passed
to and fro before me. Passengers embarked and disembarked, pilots
conned their ships, carpenters squared blocks of wood, rope-makers lit
fires under coppers which gave out clouds of smoke and the healthy smell
of tar. Bales of merchandise and sacks of victuals were carried backwards
and forwards; artillery trains were rolled from the sea to the magazines,
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from the magazines to the sea. Here, carts backed into the water to take on
cargoes; there, garnets lifted loads, while cranes lowered stones and
dredging-machines dug up alluvium. Forts repeated signals, launches
came and went, vessels got under sail in the docks.

One day I had set off in the direction of the far end of the port, towards
the sea: it was warm; I lay down on the beach and fell asleep. Suddenly I
was awakened by an awe-inspiring din; I opened my eyes like Augustus
to see the triremes in the anchorage of Sicily after the victory over Sextus
Pompey: the reports of guns followed one after another; the roads were
crowded with ships; the great French squadron was returning after the
signing of peace.* The ships manoeuvred under sail, hoisted their lights,
showed their colours, turned their poops, bows, or broadsides to the
shore, stopped short by suddenly dropping anchor, or continued to skim
the waves. Nothing has ever given me a higher idea of the human mind;
man seemed at that moment to have borrowed something from Him who
said to the sea: “You shall go no further. Non procedes amplius.’

All Brest hurried to the port. Launches left the fleet and came alongside
the mole. The officers with which they were crowded, their faces bronzed
by the sun, had that foreign look which one brings back from another
hemisphere, and an ineffable air of gaiety, pride, and daring, as befitted
men who had just restored the honour of the national ensign. These naval
officers, so deserving and illustrious, these companions of Suffren, La
Motte-Picquet, Couédic, and D’Estaing, who had come through the
enemy’s fire unscathed, were to fall one day under the fire of their fellow
countrymen.

I was watching the gallant troop go by when one of the officers broke
away from the others and fell upon my neck: it was Gesril. He seemed
taller, but weak and ailing from a sword-thrust he had received in the
chest. He left Brest the same evening to join his family. I saw him only
once after that, shortly before his heroic death; I will explain in what
circumstances later. Gesril’s sudden appearance and departure led me to
make a resolution which changed the course of my life: it was written that
that young man should exert an absolute influence over my destiny.

It can be seen how my character was shaping, the turn my ideas were
taking, and what were the first symptoms of my genius; for I can speak of
that genius as an illness, whatever it may have been, rare or common,
worthy or unworthy of the name I give it for want of another word to
express my meaning. If I had been more like other men, I should have
been happier: anybody who, without depriving me of my intelligence,
could have killed what is called my talent would have done me a friendly
service.

When the Comte de Boisteilleul took me to see M. d'Hector, I heard
young and old sailors recounting their campaigns and talking of the
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countries they had visited: one had arrived from India, another from
America; this one was about to set off on a journey round the world, while
another was due to join the Mediterranean station, to visit the shores of
Greece. My uncle pointed out La Pérouse to me in the crowd, a new Cook,
whose fate has remained the secret of the tempests.* I listened to
everything and I looked at everything, without uttering a word; but there
was no sleep for me that night; I spent it, in imagination, fighting battles
or discovering unknown lands.

Be that as it may, seeing Gesril return to his parents, I decided that there
was nothing to prevent me from going home to my own. I should have
greatly liked serving in the Navy, if my spirit of independence had not
unfitted me for service of any kind: I am inherently incapable of
obedience. Voyages tempted me, but I felt that I should enjoy them only in
solitude, left to follow my fancy. At last, giving the first proof of my
fickleness, without telling my uncle Ravenel, without writing to my
parents, without asking anybody’s permission, and without waiting for
my cadet’s commission, I left one morning for Combourg, where I arrived
as if I had dropped from the skies.

To this day I am still astonished to think how, in view of the terror with
which my father inspired me, I could have dared to take such a step; and
what is just as astonishing is the manner in which I was received. I
expected an explosion of violent wrath, and I was given a quiet and gentle
welcome. My father merely shook his head, as if to say: ‘Here’s a pretty
kettle of fish!” My mother embraced me with all her heart, grumbling at
the same time, and my Lucile kissed me in an ecstasy of joy.
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Four

Manhood

Between the last date attached to these Memoirs, January 1814 at the
Vallée-aux-Loups, and today’s date, July 1817 at Montboissier, three years
and six months have elapsed. Did you hear the Empire fall? No: nothing
has disturbed the tranquillity of this spot. Yet the Empire has collapsed;
the immense ruin has fallen in the course of my life, like Roman remains
that have tumbled into the bed of some unknown stream. But events
matter little to one who holds them of no account; a few years escaping
from the hands of the Eternal will do justice to all these noises by means of
an endless silence.

I have recounted my return to Combourg and my reception by my father,
my mother, and my sister Lucile.

The reader will perhaps remember that my three other sisters had
married and were living on the estates of their new families, in the vicinity
of Fougeres. My brother, whose ambition was beginning to develop, was
more often in Paris than at Rennes. He first bought a post as maitre des
requétes which he sold in order to take up a military career. He entered the
Royal Cavalry Regiment; he then joined the diplomatic corps and
accompanied the Comte de la Luzerne to London, where he met André
Chénier; he was on the point of obtaining the Vienna Embassy when our
troubles broke out. He applied for the Constantinople Embassy, but found
that he had a formidable rival in the person of Mirabeau, who had been
promised this embassy as a reward for joining the Court party. My
brother had therefore more or less taken leave of Combourg by the time I
came to live there.

Entrenched in his manor, my father now never left it, not even to attend
the sittings of the States of Brittany. My mother went to Saint-Malo for six
weeks every year, at Easter; she looked forward to this time as a time of
release, for she detested Combourg. A month before the journey, it was
discussed as if it were a dangerous enterprise; preparations were made;
the horses were rested. On the eve of departure, everyone went to bed at
seven in the evening, in order to get up at two in the morning. My mother,
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to her great satisfaction, set off at three, and spent the whole day covering
thirty miles.

Lucile, who had been received as a canoness in the Chapter of
L’Argentiere, was about to be transferred to that of Remiremont: pending
this move, she remained buried in the country.

As for myself, after my escape from Brest, I declared my wish to
embrace the ecclesiastical state: the truth is that I was only trying to gain
time, for I did not know what I wanted. I was sent to Dinan College to
complete my humanities. I knew Latin better than my masters, but I began
learning Hebrew. The Abbé de Rouillac was the principal of the college,
and the Abbé Duhamel my tutor.

M. de Chateaubriand, who found it saved him money to keep me at
home, and my mother, who hoped that I would persist in my religious
vocation but who would have had scruples about bringing pressure to
bear on me, no longer insisted on my residing in college, so that I found
myself imperceptibly settling down under the paternal roof.

I should take pleasure in recalling my parents” way of life even if it were
no more to me than a touching memory; but I shall describe it all the more
readily in that the picture I shall draw will appear to have been traced
from the vignettes in medieval manuscripts: whole centuries separate the
present day from the days I am about to depict.

On my return from Brest, the masters of the Chateau of Combourg were
four: my father, my mother, my sister, and myself. A cook, a
chambermaid, two footmen, and a coachman composed the entire
domestic staff: a hunting dog and two old mares were hidden away in a
corner of the stable. These twelve living creatures were lost to sight in a
manor-house where a hundred knights with their ladies, squires and
varlets and King Dagobert’s chargers and hounds might almost have gone
unnoticed.

In the whole of the year, not a single stranger presented himself at the
chateau, except for a few gentlemen, such as the Marquis de Montlouet
and the Comte de Goyon-Beaufort, who asked to be put up on their way
to plead a cause before the High Court. They used to arrive in winter, on
horseback, with pistols at their saddle-bows and hunting-knives at their
sides, and followed by a manservant, also on horseback, with a big livery
trunk behind him.

My father, who was always very punctilious, used to receive them
bareheaded on the steps, out in the wind and rain. Once inside the
chateau, these country gentlemen would talk about their Hanovenan
campaigns, their family affairs, and their lawsuits. At night they were
shown to the north tower, to Queen Christina’s bedchamber, a guest-room
containing a bed seven foot square, hung with two sets of curtains in
green muslin and crimson silk, and supported by four gilt Cupids. The
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next morning, when I came down to the great hall and looked out of the
windows at the countryside covered with floods or frost, all that I saw
was two or three travellers on the causeway beside the pond: they were
our guests riding towards Rennes.

These strangers did not know a great deal about life; nonetheless,
through them our view was extended a few miles beyond the horizon of
our woods. As soon as they had gone we were reduced on weekdays to
conversation among ourselves and on Sundays to the company of the
village commoners and the local gentry.

On Sundays, if the weather was fine, my mother, Lucile, and I went to
the parish church across the Little Mall and along a country lane; when it
rained, we went by way of the abominable Rue de Combourg. We were
not carried, like the Abbé de Marolles, in a light chariot drawn by four
white horses captured from the Turks in Hungary. My father went to the
parish church only once a year, to perform his Easter duties; during the
rest of the year he heard Mass in the chéateau chapel. Sitting in the pew of
the lord of the manor, we received the incense and the prayers in front of
the black marble tomb of Renée de Rohan, next to the altar; a symbol of
mortal honours: a few grains of incense before a sepulchre!

The bleak tranquillity of the Chéateau of Combourg was increased by my
father’s taciturn, unsociable temperament. Instead of gathering his family
and his servants close to him, he had scattered them to the four corners of
the building. His bedroom was in the small east tower, and his study in
the small west tower. The furniture of this study consisted of three chairs
upholstered in black leather and a table covered with title-deeds and
parchments. A genealogical tree of the Chateaubriand family hung over
the chimney-piece, and in one window-recess there were all sorts of
firearms, from the pistol to the blunderbuss. My mother’s room was
situated above the great hall, between the two small towers: it had a
parquet floor and was adorned with faceted Venetian mirrors. My sister
occupied a closet adjoining my mother’s room. The chambermaid slept a
long way away, in the main building between the two great towers. As for
myself, I was tucked away in a kind of isolated cell at the top of the turret
containing the staircase which connected the inner courtyard with the
various parts of the chateau. At the foot of this staircase, my father’s valet
and the other manservant slept in vaulted cellars, while the cook was
garrisoned in the great west tower.

My father got up at four o’clock in the morning, winter and summer
alike: he went into the inner courtyard to call and wake his valet at the
entrance to the turret staircase. A cup of coffee was brought to him at five;
he then worked in his study until midday. My mother and sister
breakfasted in their separate rooms at eight o’clock. I had no fixed time
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either for rising or for breakfasting; [ was supposed to study until midday:
most of the time I did nothing.

At half past eleven, the bell rang for dinner, which was served at
midday. The great hall did duty as both dining-room and drawing-room:
we dined and supped at one end, on the east side: after the meal we went
and sat at the other end, the west side, in front of a huge fireplace. The
great hall was wainscoted, painted pale grey, and adorned with old
portraits ranging from the reign of Francois I to that of Louis XIV; among
these portraits one could recognize studies of Condé and Turenne: a
picture representing Achilles killing Hector beneath the walls of Troy
hung over the chimney-piece.

After dinner we stayed together until two o’clock. Then, if it was
summer, my father went fishing, inspected his kitchen gardens, or took a
walk round the park; if it was autumn or winter he went shooting. My
mother retired to the chapel, where she spent a few hours in prayer. This
chapel was a gloomy oratory, decorated with fine pictures by the greatest
masters such as one scarcely expected to find in a feudal castle in the
depths of Brittany. I still have in my possession a Holy Family by Albani,
painted on copper, which comes from this chapel: it is all that remains to
me of Combourg.

Once my father was out and my mother at her prayers, Lucile shut
herself up in her room and I either returned to my cell or went out to
roam the fields.

At eight o’clock the bell rang for supper. After supper, when the
weather was fine, we sat out on the steps. My father shot at the screech-
owls which flew out from the battlements at nightfall. My mother, Lucile,
and I gazed at the sky, the woods, the last rays of the sun, the first stars.
At ten o’clock we went in and retired to bed.

The autumn and winter evenings were different. When supper was
over and the four of us had moved from the table to the fireplace, my
mother sank with a sigh on to an old day-bed covered in Siam; a little
table with a candle on it was put in front of her. I sat beside the fire with
Lucile; the servants cleared the table and withdrew. My father then set off
on a walk which lasted until he went to bed. He was dressed in a white
petersham robe, or rather a kind of cloak which I have never seen on
anyone else. His half-bald head was covered with a big white bonnet
which stood upright. When, in the course of his walk, he went some
distance from the fireplace, the huge hall was so badly lighted by the one
solitary candle that he disappeared from sight; he could only be heard
walking in the darkness: then he slowly returned towards the light,
gradually emerging from the shadows like a ghost, with his white robe,
his white bonnet, his long pale face. Lucile and I exchanged a few words
in a low voice when he was at the other end of the hall; we fell silent when
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he drew near to us. He asked as he passed by: ‘What were you talking
about?” Terror-stricken, we made no answer; he continued his walk. For
the rest of the evening nothing could be heard but the measured sound of
his steps, my mother’s sighs, and the murmur of the wind.

The chateau clock struck ten; my father stopped; the same spring which
had lifted the hammer of the clock seemed to have arrested his steps. He
pulled out his watch, wound it up, took a great silver candlestick holding
a tall candle, went for a moment into the small west tower, then returned,
candle in hand, and made for his bedroom, which led off from the small
east tower. Lucile and I stood on his way; we kissed him and wished him
good night. He offered us his dry hollow cheek without replying, walked
on, and withdrew into the depths of the tower, whose doors could be
heard closing behind him.

The spell was broken: my mother, my sister, and I, turned into statues
by my father’s presence, recovered the functions of life. The first effect of
our disenchantment took the form of a torrent of words: we made silence
pay dearly for having oppressed us.

When this flow of words had ceased, I called the chambermaid and
escorted my mother and my sister to their rooms. Before I left them, they
made me look under the beds, up the chimneys, and behind the doors,
and inspect the surrounding staircases, passages, and corridors. All the
traditions of the chateau concerning robbers and ghosts returned to their
memory. The servants were convinced that a certain Comte de Combourg
with a wooden leg, who had been dead three centuries, appeared at
certain times, and that he had been seen in the great staircase in the turret;
sometimes, too, his wooden leg walked on its own, accompanied by a
black cat.

These stories took up all the time my mother and sister spent preparing
for the night; they got into bed dying with fright; I retired to the top of my
turret; the cook returned to the main tower, and the servants went down
to their vaults.

The window of my keep opened on to the inner courtyard; in the
daytime I had a view of the battlements opposite, where hart’s-tongue
flourished and a wild plum-tree grew. A few martins, which in summer
dived with shrill cries into the holes in the walls, were my sole
companions. At night I could see only a few stars. When the moon was
shining and sinking in the west, I knew it by the beams which came
through the diamond-shaped window-panes and fell on my bed. Screech-
owls, flitting from one tower to the next, passed time and again between
the moon and me, outlining on my curtains the mobile shadow of their
wings. Banished to the loneliest part of the chateau, at the entrance to the
galleries, I did not miss a single murmur of the darkness. Sometimes the
wind seemed to be running along light-footed; sometimes it uttered
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mournful plaints; all of a sudden my door was shaken violently, groans
came from the vaults, and then these sounds would die away, only to
begin once more. At four o’clock in the morning, the voice of the master of
the house, calling his valet at the entrance to the ancient cellars, echoed
round the chateau like the voice of the last phantom of the night. For me
this voice took the place of the sweet music with which Montaigne’s father
used to awaken his son.

The Comte de Chateaubriand’s unusual idea of making a child sleep by
itself at the top of a tower may have had its inconvenient side, but it
turned out to my advantage. This rough treatment left me with the
courage of a man, without robbing me of that lively imagination of which
people nowadays try to deprive the young. Instead of attempting to
persuade me that ghosts did not exist, my mother and father forced me to
stand up to them. When my father asked me, with a sarcastic smile: ‘Is the
Chevalier afraid?” he could have made me sleep with a corpse. When my
mother said to me: “My child, nothing happens without God’s permission;
you have nothing to fear from evil spirits as long as you remain a good
Christian’, I was more reassured than by all the arguments of philosophy.
My success was so complete that the night winds, in my lonely tower,
served merely as playthings for my fancies and wings for my dreams. My
imagination, kindled into flame and spreading in all directions, failed to
find adequate nourishment anywhere and could have devoured heaven
and earth. It is this moral condition which I must now endeavour to
describe. Immersed once more in my youth, I am going to try to capture
myself in the past, to depict myself such as I was, such as perhaps I wish I
were today, despite the torments I endured at the time.

I had scarcely returned from Brest to Combourg than a revolution took
place in my existence; the child vanished and the grown man appeared,
with all his passing joys and his enduring sorrows.

To begin with, everything became a passion with me, pending the
arrival of the passions themselves. When, after a silent dinner, at which I
had not dared either to speak or to eat, I succeeded in making my escape,
my delight was indescribable. I could not go down the steps straight
away: I should have flung myself down the whole flight. I was obliged to
sit on one of the steps to allow my excitement to subside; but as soon as I
had reached the Green Court and the woods, I began running, jumping,
leaping, skipping, and frolicking about until I fell down exhausted,
panting for breath, drunk with merriment and freedom.

My father took me shooting. I acquired a taste for the sport and carried
it to excess; I can still see the field where I killed my first hare. In autumn I
would often stay for four or five hours waist-deep in water, waiting for
wild duck at the edge of a pond; to this day my heart gives a leap when I
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see a dog point. However, in my initial enthusiasm for the sport there was
an element of independence; crossing ditches, tramping across fields,
marshes, and moors, finding myself with a gun in a deserted spot, strong
and lonely, all this was in my nature. On my shooting expeditions, I
would go so far that I had not the strength to walk back, and the
gamekeepers were obliged to carry me on a litter of branches.

Yet the pleasures of the chase no longer satisfied me; I was afflicted
with a longing for happiness which I could neither control nor
understand; my mind and my heart ended up by forming as it were two
empty temples, without altars or sacrifices; it was not yet known what
god was to be worshipped in them. I grew up beside my sister Lucile: our
friendship was the whole of our life.

Lucile was tall and endowed with remarkable, but solemn beauty. Her
pale features were framed in long black tresses; she often fixed her gaze
upon the sky or cast looks around her which were full of sadness or fire.
Her bearing, her voice, her smile, her face, all had something pensive and
melancholy about them.

Lucile and I were of no use to one another. When we spoke of the
world, it was of that which we carried within ourselves, a world which
bore little resemblance to the real world. She saw me as her protector,
while I saw her as my friend. She was afflicted by gloomy thoughts which
I had difficulty in dispelling: at seventeen she mourned the passing of her
youth and wanted to bury herself in a convent. Everything to her was
care, sorrow, or anguish: an expression she was looking for or an illusion
she was entertaining would torment her for months on end. I have often
seen her with one arm thrown over her head, dreaming immobile and
inanimate; the life in her, drawn towards her heart, ceased to be visible;
her breasts even no longer rose and fell. Her attitude, her melancholy, her
grace lent her the appearance of a funeral Genius. I would try at such
times to comfort her, and the next moment I myself would be plunged
into unaccountable despair.

Lucile liked reading some pious book, alone in the evening: her
favourite oratory was the junction of two country roads, marked by a
stone cross and a poplar whose long stylus rose into the sky like a pencil.
My devout mother, captivated by the sight, said that her daughter
reminded her of a Christian girl of the Early Church, praying at one of
those stations called laures.

My sister’s concentration of mind gave rise to some extraordinary
mental phenomena: in her sleep, she dreamt prophetic dreams; in her
waking hours, she seemed to read the future. On one of the landings of
the staircase in the great tower there was a clock which struck the hours in
the silence. Lucile, when she could not sleep, would go and sit on the
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stairs opposite the clock and watch its face by the light of her lamp placed
on the floor. When the two hands met at midnight and in their dreadful
conjunction engendered the hour of crimes and disturbances, Lucile heard
sounds which revealed distant deaths to her. She happened to be in Paris
a few days before the Tenth of August,* staying with my other sisters near
the Carmelite convent, and looking at a mirror, she gave a cry and said: ‘I
have just seen Death come in.” On the moors of Scotland, Lucile would
have been one of Walter Scott’s mystic women, gifted with second sight;
on the moors of Brittany, she was nothing more than a lonely creature
endowed with beauty, genius, and misfortune.

The life which my sister and I led at Combourg increased the exaltation
natural to our age and character. Our principal distraction consisted of
walking side by side in the Great Mall, in spring on a carpet of primroses,
in autumn on a bed of withered leaves, in winter on a sheet of snow
embroidered with the footprints of birds, squirrels, and stoats. Young as
the primroses, sad as the withered leaves, we were in harmony with our
recreations.

It was in the course of one of these walks that Lucile, hearing me speak
rapturously of solitude, said to me: “You ought to write that down.” This
remark revealed the Muse to me; a divine inspiration passed over me. I
began stammering out poetry, as if it had been my natural language; night
and day I sang of my pleasures, in other words of my woods and valleys; 1
composed a multitude of little idylls or pictures of Nature. I wrote in verse
long before writing in prose: M. de Fontanes used to maintain that I had
been equipped with both instruments.

Did this talent which friendship prophesied for me ever come to me?
How many things have I awaited in vain! In the Agamemnon of ZEschylus,
a slave is posted as sentry on the roof of the palace of Argos; his eyes
strain to make out the agreed signal for the return of the ships; he sings to
relieve the tedium of his vigils, but the hours pass and the stars set, and
the torch never shines. When, after many years, its tardy light appears
above the waves, the slave is bent beneath the weight of time; nothing
remains for him but to reap misfortune, and the chorus tells him that ‘an
old man is a shadow wandering in the light of day’. dvag #uspdpavrov
dAatver.

In the first flush of inspiration I invited Lucile to imitate me. We spent
days in mutual consultation, telling each other what we had done and
what we meant to do. We undertook works in common; guided by our
instincts, we translated the finest and saddest passages in Job and
Lucretius on life: the Taedet animam meam vitae meae, the Homo natus de
muliere, the Tum porro puer, ut saevis projectus ab undis navita, and so forth.
Lucile’s thoughts were nothing but feelings; they had difficulty in coming
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forth from her soul; but when she succeeded in expressing them, they
were beyond compare. She has left behind some thirty pages in
manuscript; it is impossible to read them without being profoundly
moved. The elegance, the sweetness, the dreaminess, and the passionate
feeling of these pages present a combination of the Greek genius and the
Germanic genius.

My brother sometimes accorded a few brief moments to the hermits of
Combourg. He usually brought with him a young counsellor at the High
Court of Brittany, M. de Malfilatre, a cousin of the unfortunate poet of the
same name. I believe that Lucile, unknown to herself, had conceived a
secret passion for this friend of my brother’s, and that this stifled passion
lay at the root of my sister’s melancholy. She was moreover afflicted with
Rousseau’s folly though without his pride: she thought that everybody
was in a conspiracy against her. She came to Paris in 1789, accompanied
by that sister Julie whose death she has deplored with a tenderness tinged
with the sublime. All who met her admired her, from M. de Malesherbes
to Chamfort. Thrown into the revolutionary crypts at Rennes, she came
close to being incarcerated in the Chéateau of Combourg, which had been
turned into a gaol during the Terror. After her release from prison, she
married M. de Caud,* who left her a widow a year later. On my return
from my emigration, I was reunited with the friend of my childhood: I
will tell you how she disappeared when it pleased God to afflict me.

I have returned from Montboissier, and these are the last lines that I shall
write in my hermitage;t I have to leave it, filled with the fine striplings
which in their serried ranks already hide and crown their father. I shall
never again see the magnolia which promised its blossom to the tomb of
my Floridan, the Jerusalem pine and the cedar of Lebanon consecrated to
the memory of Jerome, the Granada laurel, the Greek plane-tree, the
Armorican oak, at whose feet I depicted Blanca, sang of Cymodocée,
invented Velléda. These trees were born and grew with my dreams, of
which they were the hamadryads. They are about to pass under another’s
sway: will their new master love them as I have loved them? Perhaps he
will let them die or cut them down: it is my fate to keep nothing on this
earth. Bidding farewell to the woods of Aulnay, I shall recall the farewell
which I bade long ago to the woods of Combourg: all my days are
farewells.

The taste for poetry with which Lucile had inspired me was like fuel
added to the flames. My feelings acquired new strength; vain ideas of
glory passed through my mind; for a moment I believed in my talent, but
soon enough, recovering a proper mistrust of myself, I began to entertain
doubts about that talent, as I have continued to do ever since. I looked on
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my work as an evil temptation; I felt angry with Lucile for having aroused
a regrettable propensity within me; 1 stopped writing and took to
mourning my future glory as one might mourn a glory that was past.

Returning to my former state of idleness, I became more aware of what
was lacking in my youth: I was a mystery to myself. I could not see a
woman without feeling embarrassed; I blushed if she spoke to me. My
shyness, already excessive in anybody’s company, was so great with a
woman that I would have preferred any torture to being left alone with
her: yet no sooner had she gone than I longed for her to return. The
descriptions of Virgil, Tibullus, and Massillon, it is true, presented
themselves to my memory; but the image of my mother and my sister,
covering everything with its purity, made thicker the veils which Nature
sought to raise; filial and brotherly love deceived me with regard to any
less disinterested affection. If the loveliest slaves of a seraglio had been
handed over to me, I would not have known what to ask of them: chance
enlightened me.

A neighbour of the Combourg domain came to spend a few days at the
chateau with his wife, who was extremely pretty. Something, I forget
exactly what, happened in the village; everyone ran to one of the windows
of the great hall to look. I got there first, our fair guest followed hard on
my heels, and I turned round to give her my place. Involuntarily she
blocked my way, and I found myself pressed between her and the
window. I ceased to be conscious of what was happening around me.

At that moment I became aware that to love and be loved in a manner
which was unknown to me must be the supreme happiness. If I had done
what other men do, I should soon have come to know the pains and
pleasures of the passion whose seeds I carried within me; but everything
in me assumed an extraordinary character. The fervour of my
imagination, my shyness, and my solitude were such that, instead of
going out into society, I fell back upon myself; for want of a real object of
my love, I evoked, by the strength of my vague longings, a phantom
which never left my side. I do not know whether the history of the human
heart offers another example of this nature.

I accordingly created a woman in my imagination out of all the women
whom I had seen: she had the figure, the hair, and the smile of the guest
who had pressed me to her bosom; I gave her the eyes of one of the girls
of the village, the complexion of another. The portraits of the great ladies
of the time of Francois I, Henri IV, and Louis XIV which adorned the
drawing-room provided me with other features, and I even borrowed
certain charms from the pictures of the Virgin that hung on church walls.

This invisible charmer accompanied me wherever I went; I talked to her
as to a real person. She varied according to my mood: now Aphrodite
unveiled, now Diana dressed in dew and air, now Thalia with her

54



laughing mask, now Hebe bearing the cup of youth, she often became a
fairy who subjected Nature to my authority. I was for ever retouching my
canvas, taking one attractive feature from my beauty to replace it with
another. I also changed her finery, borrowing elements from every
country, every age, every art, every religion. Then, when I had created a
masterpiece, I scattered my lines and colours once more; my unique
woman turned into a crowd of women, in whom I idolized separately the
charms I had adored in unison.

Pygmalion was less enamoured of his statue: my trouble was how to
please mine. Recognizing in myself none of the qualities required to
arouse affection, I lavished upon myself all that I lacked. I rode like Castor
and Pollux; I played the lyre like Apollo; Mars wielded his arms with less
strength and skill; a hero of history or romance, I heaped fictitious
adventures on fiction itself! The shades of Morven’'s daughters, the
sultanas of Baghdad and Granada, the ladies of medieval castles, baths,
perfumes, dances, Asiatic delights were all evoked for me by a magic
wand.

A young queen would come to me, decked in diamonds and flowers (it
was my sylph). She sought me out at midnight, through gardens of
orange-trees, in the galleries of a palace washed by the waves of the sea,
on the balmy shore of Naples or Messina, beneath a sky of love bathed in
the light of Endymion’s star; she moved forward, a living statue by
Praxiteles, in the midst of motionless statues, pale pictures, and silent
frescoes whitened by the moonlight: the soft sound of her progress across
the marble mosaic mingled with the imperceptible murmur of the waves.
The royal jealousy surrounded us. I fell upon my knees before the
sovereign of Enna’s plains; the silken tresses from her loosened diadem
fell caressingly on my brow as she bent her sixteen-year-old head over my
face, and her hands rested on my breast, throbbing with respect and
desire.

When I emerged from these dreams and found myself once more a
poor, obscure little Breton without fame, beauty, or talents, who would
attract no one’s attention, who would go unnoticed, whom no woman
would ever love, I was seized with despair: I no longer dared look up at
the dazzling image I had created to accompany me.

This delirium lasted two whole years, during which my spiritual faculties
reached the highest pitch of exaltation. I used to speak very little, but now
I did not speak at all; I still used to study, but now I tossed my books
aside; my taste for solitude became more pronounced than ever. I
displayed all the symptoms of a violent passion; my eyes grew hollow, I
lost weight, I could not sleep, I was absent-minded, melancholy, ardent,
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and unsociable. My days passed in a manner that was wild, weird,
insensate, and yet full of delight.

In summer, on stormy days, I used to climb to the top of the great west
tower. The thunder rumbling in the garrets, the rain pounding on the
cone-shaped roofs of the towers, and the lightning furrowing the clouds
and marking the brass weathercocks with an electric flame aroused my
enthusiasm: like Ismen on the ramparts of Jerusalem, I invoked the
thunder, hoping that it would bring me Armida.

If the sky was clear, I crossed the Great Mall, around which lay
meadows divided by hedges of willow-trees. In one of these willows I had
established a seat, like a nest; there, isolated between heaven and earth, I
spent hours with the warblers; my nymph was by my side. I also
associated her image with the beauty of those spring nights that are filled
with the freshness of the dew, the sighs of the nightingale, and the
murmur of the breeze.

Heaven and earth no longer meant anything to me; I forgot the former
especially; but though I no longer prayed aloud, it listened to the voice of
my secret misery: for I suffered, and suffering is a prayer.

Bound more closely than ever to my phantom and unable to enjoy what
did not exist, I was like those mutilated men who dream of joys to which
they can never attain and conjure up fantasies whose pleasures rival the
tortures of hell. Moreover I had a presentiment of the misery of my future
destinies: skilled in the art of self-inflicted suffering, I had placed myself
between two sources of despair: sometimes I considered myself a mere
cipher, incapable of rising above the common herd; sometimes I thought
that I could feel within myself qualities which would never be
appreciated. A secret instinct warned me that as I made my way in the
world I should find nothing of what I sought.

Everything contributed to my bitterness and disgust: Lucile was
unhappy; my mother did not console me; my father made me conscious of
the horror of life. His gloominess increased with the years; old age
stiffened his soul as it did his body; he spied on me constantly in order to
scold me. When I returned from my wild excursions and saw him sitting
on the steps, I would rather have died than enter the chateau. Yet this was
only postponing my torture: obliged to appear at supper, I sat down
guiltily on the edge of my chair, my cheeks wet with rain and my hair
tangled. Under my father’s gaze I sat motionless, with sweat covering my
forehead: the last glimmer of reason left me.

I now come to a moment when I need strength to confess my weakness.
The man who tries to take his life shows not so much the vigour of his
soul as the feebleness of his nature.
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I owned a fowling-piece whose worn trigger often went off when it was
uncocked. I loaded this gun with three bullets and went to a remote part
of the Great Mall. I cocked the gun, placed the muzzle in my mouth, and
struck the butt against the ground; I did this several times, but the gun did
not go off; the appearance of a gamekeeper interrupted me. An
involuntary and unconscious fatalist, I concluded that my hour had not
come, and I postponed the execution of my plan to another day. If I had
killed myself, all that I have been would have been buried with me;
nothing would have been known of the story which had led to my
catastrophe; I should have swelled the crowd of nameless sufferers, and I
should not have induced others to follow me by leaving a trail of sorrows
as a wounded man leaves a trail of blood.

Those who might be disturbed by these descriptions and tempted to
imitate these follies, those who might attach themselves to my memory by
means of my illusions, must remember that they are listening only to a
dead man’s voice. Reader, whom I shall never know, nothing remains:
nothing is left of me but what lies in the hands of the living God who has
judged me.

An illness, the fruit of this unruly life, put an end to the torments which
brought me the first inspirations of the Muse and the first attacks of the
passions. These passions, ill-defined as yet, which taxed my soul so sorely
resembled the storms at sea which rush in from every point of the
compass: an inexperienced pilot, I did not know in which direction I
should spread my sail to the uncertain winds. My breast swelled, and a
fever took hold of me; an excellent doctor called Cheftel, whose son was
involved in the Marquis de la Rouérie affair, was called in from
Bazouches, a little town some fifteen miles from Combourg. He examined
me carefully, prescribed certain medicaments, and declared that above all
else it was essential to remove me from my present way of life.

I was in danger for six weeks. One morning my mother came and sat
down on my bed and said:

‘It is time for you to come to a decision; your brother is in a position to
obtain a benefice for you; but before going into the seminary, you must
think well, for although I would like you to embrace the ecclesiastical
state, I would rather see you a man of the world than a scandalous priest.”

Those who have read the preceding pages will be able to judge whether
my pious mother’s proposal came at a timely moment. In the major events
of my life, I have always known at once what to avoid: I am prompted by
my sense of honour. If [ became a priest, I should find myself ridiculous. If
I became a bishop, the majesty of my office would overawe me and I
should recoil respectfully from the altar. Should I, as a bishop, strive to
acquire virtues or should I content myself with concealing my vices? I felt
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too weak to adopt the first course, too honest to adopt the second. Those
who call me hypocritical and ambitious do not know me: I shall never
achieve success in this life, precisely because I lack one passion and one
vice: ambition and hypocrisy. In me the first would be at most a form of
injured pride; I might sometimes wish to be a minister or a king in order
to laugh at my enemies, but after twenty-four hours I should throw my
portfolio or my crown out of the window.

I accordingly told my mother that I did not feel a strong enough
vocation for the Church. For the second time I was changing my plans: I
had not wanted to become a sailor, and now I no longer wanted to be a
priest. There remained the Army, which tempted me; but how would I
stand the loss of my independence and the constraint of European
discipline? I hit on an absurd idea: I declared that I would go to Canada to
clear forests or to India to join the army of one of the princes of that
country.

By one of those contrasts which are to be found in all men, my father,
normally so reasonable, was never greatly shocked by an adventurous
project. He grumbled to my mother about my changes of mind, but
decided to despatch me to India. I was sent off to Saint-Malo, where a ship
was being fitted out for Pondicherry.

Two months went by: I found myself back on my native island, this time
alone; Villeneuve had just died there. When I went to weep for her beside
the poor, empty bed on which she had breathed her last, [ noticed the little
wicker go-cart in which I had learnt to stand upright in this melancholy
world. I pictured my old nurse lying in bed and fixing her feeble gaze on
that basket on wheels: this first memorial of my life facing the last
memorial of the life of my second mother, the thought of the prayers for
her charge which dear Villeneuve addressed to Heaven on leaving this
world, this proof of an attachment so constant, disinterested, and pure,
broke my heart with tenderness, gratitude, and sorrow.

There was nothing else at Saint-Malo to remind me of my past: in the
harbour I looked in vain for the ships in whose rigging I had played; they
had gone or been broken up; in the town, the house where I was born had
been turned into an inn. I was scarcely out of my cradle, and already a
whole world had disappeared. I was a stranger in my childhood haunts,
and people who met me asked me who I was, for the sole reason that my
head had risen a few inches higher above the ground towards which it
will sink again in a few years. How rapidly and how often we change our
illusions and our way of life! Friends leave us, others take their place; our
relationships alter: there is always a time when we possessed nothing of
what we now possess, and a time when we have nothing of what we once
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had. Man does not have a single, consistent life: he has several laid end to
end, and that is his misfortune.

A letter summoned me back to Combourg: I arrived, I supped with my
family, my father did not utter a word, my mother sighed, Lucile looked
dismayed; at ten o’clock we retired to bed. I questioned my sister; she
knew nothing. At eight o’clock the next morning I was sent for. I went
downstairs: my father was waiting for me in his study.

‘Chevalier,” he said, “you must renounce your follies. Your brother has
procured you a second-lieutenant’s commission in the Navarre Regiment.
You are to go first to Rennes and then to Cambrai. Here are a hundred
louis: spend them wisely. I am old and ill; I have not long to live. Conduct
yourself as a man of honour and never bring disgrace on your name.’

He kissed me. I felt that stern, wrinkled face press tenderly against
mine: it was the last paternal embrace I was to receive.

At that moment the Comte de Chateaubriand, a man usually so
formidable in my eyes, appeared to me simply as a father infinitely
worthy of my affection. I seized his emaciated hand and wept. He was
beginning to suffer from the paralysis which killed him; his left arm kept
giving a convulsive jerk which he was obliged to check with his right. It
was holding his arm in this way, after handing me his old sword, that,
without giving me time to recover my composure, he led me to the
cabriolet which was waiting for me in the Green Court. He made me get
in before him. The postilion drove off while I bade farewell to my mother
and sister, dissolved into tears on the steps.

I drove along the causeway beside the pond; I saw the reeds inhabited
by the swallows, the mill-stream and the meadow; I cast a look at the
chateau. Then, like Adam after his sin, I went forth into unknown country,
and ‘the world was all before me’.*

Since then I have seen Combourg only three times. After my father’s death
we all met there, in mourning, to divide our inheritance and take leave of
each other. On another occasion I accompanied my mother to Combourg;:
she was engaged in furnishing the castle in readiness for the arrival of my
brother, who was bringing my sister-in-law to Brittany. My brother never
came; with his young wife, he was soon to receive from the hand of the
executioner a very different pillow from that prepared by my mother’s
hand. Finally I passed through Combourg a third time on my way to
Saint-Malo to set sail for America. The chateau was empty, and I had to
put up at the steward’s lodge. When, walking along the Great Mall, I came
to the end of a dark path and caught sight of the deserted steps, the closed
door, and the shuttered windows, I fainted. I made my way back to the
village as best I could, sent for my horses, and left in the middle of the
night.
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After an absence of fifteen years, and before leaving France once more
to go to the Holy Land, I went to Fougeres to embrace what remained of
my family. I had not the heart to go on a pilgrimage to the fields with
which the most vital part of my existence is connected. It was in the
woods of Combourg that I became what I am, that I began to feel the first
attacks of that boredom which I have dragged with me through life, of
that sadness which has been my joy and my despair. There I sought for a
heart which could beat with mine; there I saw my family gather together
only to disperse. There my father dreamt of seeing his name established,
the fortunes of his house revived: another illusion which time and
revolution have dispelled. Of six children that we were, only three remain:
my brother, Julie, and Lucile are no more; my mother has died of grief,
and my father’s ashes have been snatched from his grave.

If my works survive me, if I am destined to leave behind a name,
perhaps one day, guided by these Memoirs, some traveller will come and
visit the places I have described. He will be able to recognize the chéteau,
but he will look in vain for the great wood: the cradle of my dreams has
vanished like the dreams themselves. Left standing by itself on its rock,
the ancient keep mourns for the oaks, its old companions which
surrounded it and protected it against the tempest. Isolated like that keep,
I too have seen falling around me the family which graced my days and
lent me its shelter: fortunately my life is not built on this earth as firmly as
the towers in which I spent my youth, and man offers less resistance to the
storms than the monuments raised by his hands.
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Five

Soldier and Courtier

It is a long way from Combourg to Berlin, from a young dreamer to an old
minister. In the foregoing pages I find these words: ‘In how many places
have I begun writing these Memoirs, and in what place shall I complete
them?’

Nearly four years have passed between the date on which I wrote down
the facts which I have just recounted and that on which I am resuming
these Memoirs. A thousand things have happened; a new man has
appeared in me, the politician: I do not care greatly for him. I have
defended the liberties of France, which alone can secure the continuation
of the legitimate monarchy. With the help of the Conservateur, I have put
M. Villéle into power; I have seen the Duc de Berry die and paid homage
to his memory. In order to reconcile all parties, I have left France and
accepted the Berlin Embassy.*

Yesterday I was at Potsdam, an ornate barrack, now empty of soldiers: I
studied the mock Juliant in his mock Athens. At Sans-Souci I was shown
the table at which a great German monarch turned the maxims of the
Encyclopaedists into little French verses; Voltaire’s room, decorated with
wooden monkeys and parrots; the mill which he who laid waste whole
provinces made a point of respecting; the tombs of the horse César and
the greyhounds Diane, Amourette, Biche, Superbe, and Pax. The royal
infidel took pleasure in profaning even the religion of the tomb by raising
mausoleums to his dogs; he had marked out a burial-place for himself
beside them, not so much to show his contempt for mankind as to parade
his belief in nothingness.

I was taken to see the new palace, which is already falling into decay. In
the old palace of Potsdam, they preserve the tobacco stains, the worn and
soiled armchairs, indeed every relic of the renegade prince’s
uncleanliness. This place immortalizes at once the dirtiness of the cynic,
the impudence of the atheist, the tyranny of the despot, and the glory of
the soldier.

Only one thing attracted my attention: the hands of a clock fixed at the
moment of Frederick’s death. I was deceived by the immobility of the
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picture: hours do not suspend their flight; it is not man that stops time, it
is time that stops man. What is more, it does not matter what part we have
played in life; the brilliance or obscurity of our doctrines, our wealth or
poverty, our joys or sorrows make no difference to the number of our
days. Whether the hands of the clock move over a golden or a wooden
face, whether the face is large or small, and whether it fills the bezel of a
ring or the rose-window of a cathedral, the hour has one and the same
duration.

Evenings in Berlin are long. I occupy a house belonging to the Duchess
of Dino. My secretaries leave me as soon as night falls. When there is no
entertainment at Court to celebrate the wedding of the Grand Duke and
Grand Duchess Nicholas, I stay at home. Sitting all by myself in front of a
cheerless stove, I can hear nothing but the shout of the sentry at the
Brandenburg Gate and the steps in the snow of the man who whistles the
hours. How shall I spend my time? Reading? I have scarcely any books.
What if I were to continue my Memoirs?

You left me on the road from Combourg to Rennes: I alighted in this latter
town at the house of a relative of mine. He informed me with great delight
that a lady of his acquaintance, who was going to Paris, had a seat to spare
in her carriage, and that he undertook to persuade this lady to take me
with her. I accepted, cursing my relative’s courtesy. He settled the matter
and soon afterwards presented me to my travelling-companion, a
sprightly, unselfconscious milliner, who burst out laughing when she saw
me. The horses arrived at midnight and we set off.

There I was, in a post-chaise alone with a woman in the middle of the
night. How was I, who had never looked at a woman in my life without
blushing, to make the descent from the height of my dreams to this
terrifying reality? I did not know where I was; I huddled in my corner of
the carriage for fear of touching Mme Rose’s gown. When she spoke to
me, I stammered without being able to reply. She was obliged to pay the
postilion and to see to everything, for I was incapable of raising a finger.
At daybreak she looked with fresh amazement at this great booby with
whom she regretted having saddled herself.

As soon as the scenery began to change and I ceased to recognize the
dress and accent of the Breton peasants, I fell into a profound depression,
which increased the contempt in which Mme Rose held me. I became
aware of the feeling I had inspired, and I received from this first contact
with the world an impression which time has not completely effaced. 1
was born shy but not shamefaced; I felt modesty on account of my age but
not embarrassment. When it dawned on me that I was ridiculous because
of the good side of my nature, my shyness turned into an insurmountable
timidity. I could not speak another word: I felt that I had something to
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hide, and that this something was a virtue; I made up my mind to hide
myself in order to wear my innocence in peace.

We drew nearer Paris. Coming down from Saint-Cyr, I was struck by
the width of the road and the neatness of the fields. Soon we reached
Versailles: the orangery and its marble stairs amazed me. The success of
the American War had resulted in trophies for Louis XIV’s palace; the
Queen reigned there in all the splendour of her youth and beauty; the
throne, so close to its fall, seemed to have never been more firmly
established. And I, an obscure passer-by, was destined to outlive this
pomp, to survive to see the woods of Trianon as deserted as those which I
had just left behind.

At last we entered Paris. I saw an amused expression on every face, and
thought that people looked at me to make fun of me. Mme Rose told the
postilion to drive to the Hotel de I'Europe in the Rue du Mail and lost no
time in getting rid of her simpleton. I had scarcely got out of the carriage
than she said to the porter:

‘Give this gentleman a room. Your servant,” she added, nodding her
head at me.

I never saw Mme Rose again.

A woman preceded me up a dark, steep staircase, holding a labelled key
in her hand; a Savoyard followed me with my little trunk. When she
reached the third floor, the chambermaid opened the door of a bedroom;
the Savoyard put the trunk across the arms of a chair.

‘Does Monsieur require anything?” asked the chambermaid.

‘No,” I replied.

Somebody whistled three times; the chambermaid shouted: ‘Coming!”
rushed out, shut the door, and ran downstairs with the Savoyard. When 1
found myself alone in my room, I felt such a strange pang that I came
close to taking the road back to Brittany. I remembered everything I had
heard about Paris; a score of things embarrassed me. I should have liked
to go to bed, but the bed was not made; I was hungry, but I did not know
how to set about dining. I was afraid of making a fool of myself. Ought I
to call the hotel people? Ought I to go downstairs? To whom should I
apply? I ventured to put my head out of the window: all I could see was a
small inner yard, as deep as a well, across which people came and went
who would never give a thought to the prisoner on the third floor. I went
and sat down again by the dirty recess in which I was to sleep, reduced to
studying the figures on the paper with which its walls were hung. The
sound of voices arose in the distance, grew louder, drew nearer; my door
opened, and in came my brother and one of my cousins, the son of a sister
of my mother’s who had made a rather poor marriage. Mme Rose had
taken pity on the simpleton after all, and had sent word to my brother,
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whose address she had been given at Rennes, that I had arrived in Paris.
My brother embraced me. My cousin Moreau was a big fat man, smeared
all over with snuff, who ate like an ogre, talked a great deal, was always
dashing about, puffing and choking, with his mouth half-open and his
tongue half-out, knew everybody, and spent his time in gambling-dens,
ante-rooms, and drawing-rooms.

‘Well, Chevalier,” he said, ‘here you are in Paris! I am going to take you
to Madame de Chastenay’s.’

Who was this woman whose name I had never heard before? This
proposal turned me against my cousin Moreau.

‘The Chevalier probably needs a rest,” said my brother. “We will go and
see Madame de Farcy, and then he shall come back to have dinner and go
to bed.

A feeling of joy entered my heart: the thought of my family in the midst
of an indifferent world was like balm to me. We went out. Cousin Moreau
made a fuss about the poor room I had been given, and urged my host to
install me at least one floor further down. We got into my brother’s
carriage and drove to the convent where Mme de Farcy was living.

Julie had been in Paris for some time, in order to consult the doctors.
Her charming face, her elegance, and her wit had soon made her much
sought after. I have already said that she was born with a genuine talent
for poetry. She became a saint, after having been one of the most attractive
women of her times: the Abbé Carron has written her life.

When I saw her in Paris, she was in all the pomp of worldly luxury; she
appeared covered with those flowers, adorned with those necklaces, and
veiled in those scented fabrics which St Clement forbids the early
Christian women. St Basil wishes the middle of the night to be for the
solitary what the morning is for others, so that he may profit from the
silence of Nature. The middle of the night was the hour when Julie went
to gatherings at which her verses, recited by herself with marvellous
euphony, formed the principal attraction.

Julie was infinitely lovelier than Lucile: she had tender blue eyes and
dark hair which she wore in plaits or in long waves. Her hands and arms,
which were models of whiteness and delicacy, added by their graceful
movements something even more charming to her already charming
appearance. She was radiant and lively, laughed often and unaffectedly,
and showed teeth like pearls when she laughed. Countless portraits of
women of Louis XIV’s time resembled Julie, among others those of the
three Mortemarts, but she was more elegant than Mme de Montespan.

She received me with that affection which only a sister can show. I felt
safe and protected when I was enfolded in her arms, her ribbons, her lace,
and her bouquet of roses. Nothing can take the place of a woman’'s
loyalty, delicacy, and devotion; a man is forgotten by his brothers and
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friends and misjudged by his companions, but never by his mother, his
sister, or his wife. When Harold was killed in the Battle of Hastings, his
men could not recognize him among all the dead; they had to seek the
help of a girl he loved. She came, and the unfortunate prince was found
by Edith the swan-necked: Editha Swaneshales, quod sonat collum cycni.

My brother brought me back to my hotel; he ordered my dinner and left
me. | dined alone, and went sadly to bed. I spent my first night in Paris
pining for my moors and trembling at the uncertainty of my future.

At eight o’clock the next morning my fat cousin arrived; he had already
done four or five errands.

‘Well, Chevalier, we are going to have breakfast now; we shall dine
with Pommereul, and this evening I shall take you to Madame de
Chastenay’s.’

This seemed to be my fate, and I resigned myself to it. Everything
happened as my cousin had wished. After breakfast he said that he was
going to show me Paris, and dragged me through the dirtiest streets
around the Palais-Royal, telling me about the dangers to which a young
man was exposed. We were punctual for our dinner appointment, which
was at an eating-house. Everything which was served to us seemed bad to
me. The conversation and the guests revealed a new world to me. The talk
was about the Court, the financial proposals, the Academy’s sitting, the
women and intrigues of the day, the latest play, and the successes of
actors, actresses, and authors.

There were several Bretons among the guests, including the Chevalier
de Guer and Pommereul. The latter was a good talker, who has since
written the history of some of Bonaparte’s campaigns, and whom I was
destined to meet again when he was at the head of the censorship.

After dinner my brother wanted to take me to the theatre, but my
cousin claimed me for Mme de Chastenay, and I went with him to meet
my fate.

I saw a beautiful woman, no longer in her first youth, but still capable of
inspiring love. She received me kindly, tried to put me at my ease, and
asked me about my province and my regiment. I was awkward and
embarrassed, and signalled to my cousin to cut short the visit. But he,
without so much as glancing at me, talked endlessly about my merits,
declaring that I had written poetry at my mother’s breast, and calling on
me to sing Mme de Chastenay’s charms in verse. She released me from
this embarrassing situation, apologized for being obliged to go out, and
invited me to come back and see her the next morning in so sweet a voice
that I involuntarily promised to obey.

I returned the next day alone: I found her in bed in an elegantly
furnished room. She told me that she was a little out of sorts, and that she
had the bad habit of rising late. For the first time in my life I found myself
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at the bedside of a woman who was neither my mother nor my sister. She
had noticed my shyness the day before, and conquered it so completely
that I managed to express myself with a certain volubility. I forget what I
said to her, but I can still see her look of astonishment. She held out to me
a half-bare arm and the most beautiful hand in the world, and said with a
smile:

‘We shall tame you.”

I did not even kiss that beautiful hand; I withdrew in considerable
confusion. The next day 1 left for Cambrai. Who was this Mme de
Chastenay? I have no idea: she passed through my life like a charming
shadow.

The mail-coach brought me to my garrison town. One of my brothers-in-
law, the Vicomte de Chateaubourg (he had married my sister Bénigne, the
Comte de Québriac’s widow), had given me letters of recommendation to
some of the officers in my regiment. The Chevalier de Guénan, a man of
very good breeding, introduced me to a mess in which there dined a
number of officers distinguished for their talents, MM. Achard, Des
Maillis, and La Martiniére. The Marquis de Mortemart was colonel of the
regiment, the Comte d’Andrezel major: I was placed under the particular
protection of the latter. I have met both of them in later years: one of them
became my colleague in the Chamber of Peers; the other applied to me for
certain services which I was happy to render him. There is a melancholy
pleasure in meeting people we have known at different periods of our life
and in considering the changes which have occurred in their existence and
ours. Like markers left behind us, they trace the way we have come
through the desert of the past.

Joining my regiment in mufti, I had donned military dress within
twenty-four hours, and I felt as if I had always worn it. My uniform was
blue and white, like the clothes I had worn under my vow years before: as
a young man and as a child I marched under the same colours. I was
submitted to none of the trials which the second-lieutenants were in the
habit of inflicting on newcomers: I do not know why they did not venture
to indulge in this military horseplay with me. Before I had been with the
regiment a fortnight, I was treated as an old hand. I learnt the practice and
theory of firearms with ease; I went through the ranks of corporal and
sergeant to the applause of my instructors. My room became the meeting-
place of the old captains as well as of the young second-lieutenants: the
former went over their campaigns with me, while the latter confided their
love-affairs to me.

La Martiniere used to fetch me to accompany him past the door of one
of the belles of Cambrai whom he worshipped; this happened five or six
times a day. He was extremely ugly, and his face was pitted with
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pockmarks. He would tell me of his passion while draining big glasses of
red-currant syrup, which I sometimes paid for.

Everything would have been perfect but for my passion for clothes. At
that time the army affected the stiffness of the Prussian uniform: a small
hat, little curls worn close to the head, a pig-tail tied very tightly, and a
carefully buttoned coat. I disliked this intensely; I submitted to these
shackles in the morning, but in the evening, when I hoped that none of my
superior officers would see me, I put on a bigger hat, the barber brushed
out my curls and loosened my pig-tail, and I unbuttoned and turned back
the facings of my coat. In this amorous undress I would go courting on La
Martiniere’s behalf under the cruel Fleming's windows. But one day I
came face to face with M. d’Andrezel.

‘What is the meaning of this, Monsieur?” said the terrible major.
‘Consider yourself under arrest for three days.’

I felt somewhat humiliated, but I recognized the truth of the proverb
that it is an ill wind that blows nobody good: I was delivered from my
friend’s love-affairs.

I read Télémaque again beside Fénelon’s tomb: I was not really in the
mood for the philanthropic story of the cow and the bishop.

It amuses me to recall the beginning of my career. Passing through
Cambrai with the King, after the Hundred Days, I looked for the house
where I had lived and the coffee-house I used to frequent: I could not find
them: everything had disappeared, men and monuments.

In the same year* that I was serving my military apprenticeship at
Cambrai, Frederick II died: I am now ambassador to that great king's
nephew, and I am writing this part of my Memoirs in Berlin. That
important news for the world at large was followed by sad news for me:
Lucile wrote to tell me that my father had been carried off by a stroke two
days after the Angevine Fair, one of the joys of my childhood.

Among the authentic documents which I am using as a guide I find my
parents’ death-certificates.

In the first certificate, the old society remains: M. de Chateaubriand is a
great and powerful lord, etc, the witnesses are noblemen and worthy burgesses;
among the signatories I find the Marquis de Montlouet, who used to stop
at the Chéateau of Combourg in the winter, and the Abbé Sévin, who
found it so hard to believe that I was the author of Le Génie du
Christianisme, faithful guests of my father’s, even in his last abode. But my
father did not lie for long in his shroud: he was thrown out of it when the
France of old was thrown on to the garbage-heap.

In my mother’s death-certificate, the globe turns on a different axis: a
new world, a new era: the computation of the years and even the names of
the months have changed. Mme de Chateaubriand is now just a poor
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woman who breathes her last in the house of Citizeness Gouyon; a
gardener and a day-labourer who cannot sign his name are the only
witnesses to my mother’s death; no relatives or friends; no funeral
ceremony; the only bystander, the Revolution.

I mourned the death of M. de Chateaubriand: it showed him to me
better than he was; I remembered neither his strictness nor his
weaknesses. I seemed to see him still walking in the evenings up and
down the great hall at Combourg; I was moved at the thought of those
family scenes. If my father’s affection for me was affected by the severity
of his character, it was nonetheless deep for all that. He would, I feel sure,
have mourned me sincerely if Providence had called me before him. But
would he, if we had remained on earth together, have appreciated the
fame that has come to me? A literary reputation would have wounded his
aristocratic pride; he would have seen nothing but degeneration in his
son’s gifts; even the Berlin Embassy, won by the pen, not the sword,
would have given him little satisfaction. His Breton blood, moreover,
made him a political malcontent, a great opponent of taxation, and a
violent enemy of the Court. He read the Gazette de Leyde, the Journal de
Francfort, the Mercure de France, and the Histoire philosophique des deux
Indes, whose declamatory style delighted him; he called the author, the
Abbé Raynal, a ‘master-mind’. In matters diplomatic, he was an anti-
Mussulman: he declared that forty thousand Russian rascals would march
over the Janissaries’ bellies and take Constantinople. Yet Turkophobe
though he was, my father nonetheless bore a grudge against the Russian
rascals because of his encounters with them at Danzig.

I share M. de Chateaubriand’s opinions regarding literary and other
reputations, but for different reasons. I do not know of a fame in history
that tempts me: if I had to stoop to pick up at my feet and to my profit the
greatest glory in the world, I would not take the trouble. If I had moulded
my own clay, perhaps I would have created myself a woman, out of sheer
love for them; or if I had created myself a man, I would have endowed
myself with beauty first of all; next, as a safeguard against boredom, that
bitter enemy of mine, it would have suited me quite well to be an artist of
genius, but unknown and using my talent only for the benefit of my
solitude. In life weighed by its light weight, measured by its short
measure, and stripped of all deception, there are only two things of real
value: religion married with intelligence and love married with youth,
that is to say the future and the present: the rest is not worth while.

With my father’s death, the first act of my life came to an end: the
paternal home became empty; I pitied it, as if it were capable of feeling
solitude and desertion. Henceforth I was independent and master of my
fortune: this freedom frightened me. What should I do with it? I
mistrusted my powers and shrank away from myself.
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I was given a furlough. M. d’Andrezel, appointed Lieutenant-Colonel of
the Picardy Regiment, was leaving Cambrai: I acted as his courier. I
passed through Paris, where I did not stop for so much as a quarter of an
hour: I saw the moors of my native Brittany again with more joy than that
with which the Neapolitan banished to our climes would look once more
at the shores of Portici, the fields of Sorrento. My family gathered together
at Combourg; we divided the inheritance; once that was done, we
scattered like birds leaving the paternal nest. My brother, who had come
from Paris, went back there; my mother settled at Saint-Malo; Lucile went
away with Julie; I spent some time with Mmes de Marigny, de
Chateaubourg, and de Farcy. Marigny, my eldest sister's chateau, is
pleasantly situated, seven miles from Fougeres, between two lakes, in the
midst of woods, rocks, and meadows. I stayed there quietly for a few
months; then a letter arrived from Paris to disturb my tranquillity.

Though he was on the point of entering the service and marrying Mlle
de Rosanbo, my brother had not yet abandoned the long robe; for this
reason he was not entitled to ride in the royal coaches. His eager ambition
gave him the idea of obtaining the honours of the Court for me in order to
prepare the way for his own elevation. Our proofs of nobility had been
made out for Lucile when she was admitted to the Chapter of
L’Argentiere, so that everything was ready. My brother wrote to tell me
that I was on the highroad to fortune; that I had already been granted the
rank of cavalry captain, an honorary and courtesy rank; that it would be
an easy matter to go on to secure my admission to the Order of Malta, by
means of which I should enjoy rich benefices.

This letter struck me like a thunderbolt: the idea of returning to Paris
and being presented at Court, when I all but fainted if I met three or four
strangers in a drawing-room! The idea of imbuing me with ambition,
when my only dream was to live in obscurity!

My first impulse was to reply to my brother that it was his duty, as the
eldest, to uphold his name; that, as for myself, the obscure younger son of
a Breton family, I should not resign from the service, because there was a
chance of war, but that, though the King might need a soldier in his army,
he had no need of a poor gentleman at his Court.

I lost no time in reading this romantic reply to Mme de Marigny, who
shrieked with horror; she sent for Mme de Farcy, who laughed at me;
Lucile would have supported me, but she did not dare to disagree with
her sisters. They tore my letter out of my hands, and, weak as [ always am
in matters where I am concerned, I wrote to my brother that I was ready
to go.

Go I did: I went to be presented at the first Court of Europe, to make the
most splendid of starts in life; and I looked like a man being dragged to
the galleys or on the point of being sentenced to death.

69



I entered Paris by the same road I had taken the first time; [ went to the
same hotel, in the Rue du Mail; it was the only one I knew. I was given a
room opposite my old one, but a little larger and overlooking the street.

My brother, either because he was embarrassed by my manners or
because he took pity on my shyness, did not take me into society and
introduced me to nobody. He lived in the Rue des Fossés-Montmartre; I
went there to have dinner with him every day at three o’clock; we then
separated till the next day. My fat cousin Moreau was no longer in Paris. I
walked past Mme de Chastenay’s house two or three times, without
daring to ask the porter what had become of her.

Autumn set in. 1 got up at six, went to the riding-school, and
breakfasted. Fortunately at that time I had a passion for Greek; I translated
the Odyssey and the Cyropaedia until two o’clock, interspersing my labours
with historical studies. At two o’clock I dressed and went to my brother’s
rooms; he asked me what I had been doing and what I had seen; I replied:
‘Nothing.” He shrugged his shoulders and turned his back on me.

One day there was some noise outside; my brother ran to the window
and called to me: I refused to leave the armchair in which I lay stretched
out at the back of the room. My poor brother warned me that I should die
unknown, of no use to myself or my family. At four o’clock I went back to
my hotel and sat down at my window. Two girls of fifteen or sixteen used
to come at that hour and start sketching at the window of a house
opposite. They had noticed my punctuality, as I had theirs. Now and then
they raised their heads to look at their neighbour; I was infinitely grateful
to them for this mark of attention: they were my only company in Paris.

When night fell, I went to see a play; I took pleasure in the desert of the
crowd, although it always cost me a little effort to buy my ticket at the
door and mix with other men. I revised the ideas about the theatre which I
had formed at Saint-Malo. I saw Mme de Saint-Huberti as Armida, and
decided that there had been something lacking in the sorceress of my
creating. When I did not imprison myself in the Opéra or at the Frangais, I
wandered from street to street or along the embankments until ten or
eleven at night. To this day I cannot see the row of street-lamps from the
Place Louis XV to the Barriere des Bons-Hommes without remembering
the agonies I went through when I took that road to go to Versailles for
my presentation.

The dread day arrived: I had to set out for Versailles more dead than alive.
My brother took me there the day before my presentation and introduced
me to Marshal de Duras, a worthy man with a mind so commonplace that
it cast a certain vulgarity on his fine manners; nonetheless, the good
marshal scared me terribly.
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The next morning I went by myself to the palace. One has seen nothing
if one has never seen the pomp of Versailles, even after the disbanding of
the old royal household: Louis XIV was still present.

Everything went well so long as I had only to go through the
guardrooms: military pomp has always pleased me and never awed me.
But when I entered the ante-chamber of the Great Hall and found myself
among the courtiers, my agony began. The gentlemen in waiting looked at
me; I heard them asking who I was. One has to remember the former
prestige of royalty to realize the importance of a presentation in those
days. A mysterious aura of destiny clung to the debutant; he was spared
the patronizing look of contempt which, coupled with extreme politeness,
composed the inimitable manners of the grandee. Who could tell whether
this particular debutant might not become the master’s favourite?
Everyone respected in him the future familiarity with which he might be
honoured. Nowadays we rush to the palace with even greater eagerness
than before and, curiously enough, without any illusions: a courtier
reduced to living on truths is in serious danger of dying of hunger.

When the King's levee was announced, those persons who had not been
presented withdrew; I experienced a feeling of vanity: I was not proud of
remaining, but I should have felt humiliated at leaving. The door of the
King’s bedchamber opened: I saw the King, in accordance with tradition,
complete his toilet, in other words take his hat from the hand of the first
gentleman in waiting. The King came towards me on his way to Mass; I
bowed; Marshal de Duras presented me:

‘Sire, the Chevalier de Chateaubriand.’

The King looked at me, returned my bow, hesitated, and appeared to be
on the point of stopping to speak to me. I should have replied with
complete self-assurance: my shyness had vanished. To speak to the
commander of the Army, to the head of the State, seemed a simple matter
to me, though I could not understand why. The King, whose
embarrassment was greater than mine, could not think of anything to say
to me, and passed on. The vanity of human destinies: this sovereign
whom I was seeing for the first time, this powerful monarch was Louis
XVI six years removed from the scaffold! And this new courtier at whom
he scarcely glanced, charged with separating bones from bones,* after
having been presented, upon proof of nobility, to the majesty of St Louis’s
heir, would one day be presented, upon proof of fidelity, to his dust! A
twofold mark of respect to the twofold royalty of the sceptre and the pen!
Louis XVI could have answered his judges as Christ answered the Jews:
‘Many good works I have shown you; for which of those works do you
stone me?’

We hurried to the gallery to see the Queen on her way back from the
chapel. She soon appeared with a glittering and numerous retinue; she
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made a stately curtsey to us; she seemed delighted with life. And those
beautiful hands, which bore with such grace the sceptre of so many kings,
were destined, before being bound by the executioner, to mend the rags of
the widow, a prisoner in the Conciergerie!

My brother had obtained a sacrifice from me, but it was not in his
power to make me go any further with it. It was in vain that he begged me
to stay at Versailles in order to attend the Queen’s cards in the evening.

“You will be presented to the Queen,” he said, ‘and the King will speak
to you.”

He could not have given me a better reason for running away. I lost no
time in going to hide my glory in my humble hotel, happy to have
escaped from Court, but seeing still before me the dreadful day of the
carriages, 19 February 1787.%

The Duc de Coigny informed me that I was to hunt with the King in the
forest of Saint-Germain. I set out early in the morning to meet my fate,
dressed in the uniform of a debutant, a grey coat, red jacket and breeches,
lace-topped riding-boots, a hunting-knife at my side, and a little gold-
laced French hat. There were four of us debutants at the Palace of
Versailles: myself, the two Messieurs de Saint-Marsault, and the Comte
d’Hautefeuille. The Duc de Coigny gave us our instructions: he warned us
not to cut across the hunt, as the King flew into a passion if anyone came
between him and the quarry. The Duc de Coigny bore a name fatal to the
Queen.* The meet was at Le Val, in the forest of Saint-Germain, a domain
leased by the Crown from Marshal de Beauvau. The custom was for the
horses of the first hunt in which debutants took part to be provided by the
royal stables.

The drums beat the general salute: a voice gave an order, and the guard
presented arms. There was a shout of ‘“The King!” The King came out and
entered his carriage: we rode in the carriages behind. It was a far cry from
this hunting expedition with the King of France to my hunting
expeditions on the moors of Brittany, and an even farther cry to my
hunting expeditions with the savages of America: my life was to be full of
these contrasts.

We reached the rallying-point, where a considerable number of saddle-
horses, held in hand under the trees, were showing signs of impatience.
The carriages drawn up in the forest with the guards standing by; the
groups of men and women; the packs held in with difficulty by the
huntsmen; the barking of the hounds, the neighing of the horses, and the
sound of the horns made up an extremely lively scene. The hunts of our
kings recalled both the old and new customs of the monarchy, the rude
pastimes of Clodion, Chilpéricc and Dagobert, and the elegant
amusements of Frangois I, Henri IV, and Louis XIV.
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I was too full of my reading not to see everywhere Comtesses de
Chateaubriand, Duchesses d’Etampes, Gabrielles d’Estrées, La Valliéres,
and Montespans. My imagination seized on the historic side of this hunt,
and I felt completely at ease: besides, I was in a forest, and therefore at
home.

Alighting from the carriage, I handed my ticket to the huntsmen. A
mare called L'Heureuse had been picked for me, a fast animal but hard-
mouthed, skittish, and capricious; a fair likeness of my fate, which has
always tended to set its ears back. The King mounted and rode off; the
hunt followed him, taking different roads. I was left behind, struggling
with L'Heureuse, who refused to let her new master straddle her; in the
end, however, I managed to leap on to her back: the hunt was already far
away.

At first I mastered L'Heureuse fairly well; compelled to shorten her
pace, she bent her neck, shook her bit, which was white with foam, and
bounded along sideways; but once she got near the scene of action, there
was no holding her. She pushed out her head, forcing my hand down on
the saddlebow, and galloped straight into a group of hunters, sweeping
aside everything in her way, and stopping only when she collided with
the horse of a woman whom she nearly knocked over, to the
accompaniment of roars of laughter from some and screams of terror from
others. I have tried in vain today to remember the name of this woman,
who listened politely to my apologies. Nothing else was talked of but the
debutant’s ‘adventure’.

I had not come to the end of my trials. About half an hour after my
mishap, I was riding across a long clearing in a deserted part of the wood:
there was a summerhouse at the end, and I began thinking about these
palaces scattered around the Crown forests, in memory of the long-haired
kings and their mysterious pleasures. A shot rang out; L'Heureuse turned
sharply, plunged into the thicket, and carried me to the very spot where
the roebuck had just been killed: the King appeared.

I then remembered, but too late, the Duc de Coigny’s warning words:
the wretched Heureuse had done for me. I leapt to the ground, pushing
my mare back with one hand and sweeping my hat off with the other. The
King looked and saw a debutant who had beaten him to the kill; he felt
the need to say something; instead of flying into a passion, he said in a
good-natured voice and with a loud laugh:

‘He did not hold out long.’

This was the only remark Louis XVI ever addressed to me. People came
up from every side; they were astonished to find me ‘talking’ with the
King. The debutant Chateaubriand created a sensation with his two
‘adventures’; but, as has always happened since, he did not know how to
turn either his good or his bad fortune to account.

73



The King brought three other bucks to bay. As debutants were allowed
to hunt only the first animal, I went back to Le Val with my companions to
wait for the hunt to return.

The King arrived at Le Val; he was in high spirits and talking about the
incidents of the chase. We drove back to Versailles. A fresh
disappointment lay in store for my brother; instead of going to dress in
order to be present at the unbooting, the moment of triumph and favour, I
jumped into my carriage and returned to Paris, delighted to be free of my
honours and tribulations. I told my brother that I was determined to go
back to Brittany.

Satisfied at having made his name known, and hoping one day to bring
to maturity, by means of his own presentation, what had proved abortive
in mine, he put no obstacle in the way of the departure of so eccentric a
brother.

Such was my first experience of town and Court. Society struck me as
even more odious than I had imagined it; but although it frightened me, it
did not dishearten me; I felt in some confused way that I was superior to
what I had seen. I took an invincible dislike to the Court; this dislike, or
rather this contempt, which I have been unable to conceal, will either
prevent me from succeeding or will topple me from the summit of my
career.

It should be added that if I judged the world without knowing it, the
world, for its part, knew nothing of me. Nobody guessed, when I made
my debut, what I might be capable of achieving, and when I returned to
Paris nobody guessed it any better. Since attaining my melancholy fame, I
have been told by a good many people: ‘'How promptly we should have
picked you out, if we had met you in your youth!” This obliging assurance
is nothing but an illusion produced by an established reputation.
Outwardly men look very much alike: it is no use Rousseau’s telling us
that he had a pair of small, attractive eyes: it is nonetheless certain,
witness his portraits, that he had the appearance of a schoolmaster or a
cantankerous cobbler.

To have done with the Court, I must add that after revisiting Brittany
and coming back to Paris to live with my younger sisters, Lucile and Julie,
I plunged more deeply than ever into my solitary habits. You may ask
what came of the story of my presentation. It went no further.

‘Then you never hunted with the King again?’

‘No more than I did with the Emperor of China.’

‘And you never went back to Versailles?’

‘I twice went as far as Sévres; my courage failed me, and I returned to
Paris.

‘So you derived no benefit from your position?’

‘None at all.’
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‘Then what did you do?’

‘I got bored.”

‘So you felt no ambition?’

‘Oh, yes: by dint of worry and intrigue, I achieved the glory of
publishing an idyll in the Almanach des Muses* whose appearance nearly
killed me with hope and fear. I would have given all the King’s carriages
to have written the ballad O ma tendre Musette! or De mon Berger volage.

‘Good for anything with other people, good for nothing where I am
concerned: there you have me.’
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Six

The French Revolution

Everything in the previous chapter was written in Berlin. I have returned
to Paris for the christening of the Duc de Bondeaux,* and I have resigned
my embassy out of political loyalty to M. de Villele who has left the
Cabinet. Restored to a life of leisure, let me pick up my pen again. The
more these Memoirs fill up with the years I have lived, the more they
remind me of the lower bulb of an hour-glass showing how much of my
life has fallen: when all the sand has passed through, I would not turn
over my glass timepiece, if God gave me the power to do so.

The new solitude into which I entered in Brittany, after my
presentation, was no longer that of Combourg; it was not so complete, nor
so serious, nor, to tell the truth, so obligatory: I was free to leave it, and so
it lost its value. An escutcheoned old lady and an emblazoned old baron,
watching over the last of their daughters and the last of their sons in a
feudal manor, appeared in the guise of what the English call ‘characters’:
there was nothing provincial or narrow about that life, because it was not
ordinary life.

At my sisters’ homes, the province met together in the midst of the
field: neighbours danced at one another’s houses or put on plays in which
I performed occasionally and incompetently. In winter one had to suffer,
at Fougeres, the society of a little town, with its balls, assemblies, and
dinners, and I could not live forgotten as I had in Paris.

On the other hand, I had not seen the Army and the Court without
undergoing a change in my ideas: in spite of my natural inclinations, an
indefinable force within me rebelled against obscurity and urged me to
emerge from the shadows. Julie loathed provincial life, while the instinct
of genius and beauty impelled Lucile towards a wider stage.

I consequently experienced a feeling of dissatisfaction with my
existence which told me that this existence was not my destiny.

Nonetheless, I still loved the country, and around Marigny it was
delightful. My regiment had changed its quarters: the first battalion was
stationed at Le Havre, the second at Dieppe; I joined the latter: my
presentation at Court lent me a certain distinction. I acquired a taste for
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my profession; I worked hard at my drill, and was put in charge of new
recruits whom I marched up and down the pebbly beach: the sea has
formed the background to most of the scenes in my life.

I went back to Fougeres for six months’ leave of absence. The presiding
genius there was a noble spinster called Mlle de la Belinaye, the aunt of
that Comtesse de Trojolif of whom I have already spoken. A pleasant but
ugly sister of an officer in the Condé Regiment attracted my admiration: I
did not have the courage to raise my eyes to beauty; it was only in the
presence of a woman’s imperfections that I dared to venture a respectful
tribute.

Mme de Farcy, who was always ailing, finally decided to leave Brittany.
She persuaded Lucile to accompany her; Lucile in turn overcame my
repugnance; we set off together for Paris: a sweet partnership of the three
youngest birds of the brood.

My brother was married; he lived with his father-in-law, the Président
de Rosanbo, in the Rue de Bondy. We arranged to settle near by: through
the good offices of M. Delisle de Sales, who lived in the Saint-Lazare
villas, at the top of the Faubourg Saint-Denis, we secured an apartment in
these same villas.

M. de Malesherbes had three daughters, Mmes de Rosanbo, d"Aulnay,
and de Montboissier: he loved Mme de Rosanbo best, because of the
similarity between her opinions and his. The Président de Rosanbo also
had three daughters, Mmes de Chateaubriand, d’Aulnay, and de
Tocqueville, and a son whose brilliant intelligence is combined with
perfect Christian piety. M. de Malesherbes delighted in the company of
his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. Many a time, in the
early days of the Revolution, I saw him arrive at Mme de Rosanbo’s
house, hot from some political controversy, toss his wig to one side, lie
down on the carpet of my sister-in-law’s room, and let the mob of children
crawl all over him with a tremendous din. He would have been a man of
rather vulgar manners but for a certain brusqueness which saved him
from being commonplace: at the first words which came from his lips one
recognized the scion of an old family and the great magistrate. His natural
virtues had been tainted with a little affectation by the philosophy which
he mingled with them. He was full of knowledge, courage, and integrity,
but so violent and hot-blooded that one day, talking to me about
Condorcet, he said: “That man was a friend of mine; today, I would have
no scruples about killing him like a dog.” The tide of the Revolution swept
over him, and his death brought him glory. This great man would have
remained hidden within his merits if misfortune had not revealed him to
the world. A noble Venetian lost his life just as he discovered his title-
deeds in the collapse of an old palace.
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M. de Malesherbes’s frank demeanour freed me from all constraint. He
considered me reasonably well educated; this was our first point of
contact: we discussed botany and geography, his favourite subjects of
conversation. It was through talking with him that I conceived the idea of
undertaking a journey in North America to discover the sea which first
Hearne and later Mackenzie saw. We also agreed about politics: the
idealistic feelings which lay at the bottom of our first troubles appealed to
the independence of my character; the natural antipathy which I felt for
the Court gave added force to this inclination. I was on the side of M. de
Malesherbes and Mme de Rosanbo against M. de Rosanbo and my
brother, whom we nicknamed ‘the rabid Chateaubriand’. The Revolution
would have carried me with it if only it had not begun with a series of
crimes: I saw the first head carried on the end of a pike, and I recoiled. In
my eyes murder will never be an object of admiration or an argument for
freedom; 1 know of nothing more servile, contemptible, cowardly, and
stupid than a terrorist. Have I not met in France the whole of this race of
Brutus in the service of Caesar and his police? The levellers, regenerators,
and cut-throats had turned into valets, spies, and sycophants, and even
less naturally into dukes, counts, and barons: how thoroughly medieval!

Lastly, what attached me even more to the illustrious old man was his
predilection for my sister: in spite of the Comtesse Lucile’s shyness, we
succeeded, with the aid of a little champagne, in persuading her to take
part in a little play on the occasion of M. de Malesherbes’s birthday; she
gave such a touching performance that she turned that good and great
man’s head. He was even more insistent than my brother that she should
be translated from the Chapter of L’Argentiere to that of Remiremont,
which insisted on the strict and difficult proofs of the ‘sixteen quarterings’.
Philosopher though he was, M. de Malesherbes possessed the principles
of birth to a high degree.

This picture of men and society at the time of my debut must be spread
over a period of about two years, from 25 May 1787, the date of the
closing of the first Assembly of Notables, to 5 May 1789, that of the
opening of the States General. During these two years, my sisters and I
did not live all the time in Paris, nor in the same part of Paris. I will now
regress and take my readers back to Brittany.

I should add that I was still obsessed by my illusions; although I missed
my woods, I had found a new solitude in remote times instead of places.
In old Paris, in the precincts of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, in monastery
cloisters, in the vaults of Saint-Denis, in the Sainte-Chapelle, in Notre-
Dame, in the narrow streets of the Cité, and at the humble door of Héloise,
I saw my enchantress again; but beneath the Gothic arches and among the
tombs she had assumed a deathly appearance: she was pale and looked at
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me with melancholy eyes; she was just the shadow or the spirit of the
dream which I had loved.

It was at this time that my brother, pursuing his plans, decided to obtain
my admission to the Order of Malta. In order to do this it was necessary
for me to receive the tonsure: this could be given me by M. Cortois de
Pressigny, the Bishop of Saint-Malo. I therefore went to my native city,
where my good mother had settled; she no longer had her children
around her and spent her days in church, her evenings knitting. Her
absent-mindedness was unbelievable: I met her one morning in the street,
carrying one of her slippers under her arm by way of a missal. From time
to time a few old friends would find their way to her retreat and they
would talk about the good old days. When she and I were alone, she
would improvise beautiful stories for me in verse.

As Mme de Chateaubriand was a real saint, she prevailed upon the
Bishop of Saint-Malo to give me the tonsure, although he had scruples on
the subject: to give the mark of the ecclesiastic to a soldier and a layman
seemed to him to be a profanation not far removed from simony. M.
Cortois de Pressigny, now Archbishop of Besangon and a peer of France,
is a worthy and deserving man. He was young at that time, a protégé of
the Queen’s, and on the highroad to success, which he reached later by a
better road: persecution.

Dressed in uniform, with my sword at my side, I went down on my
knees at the prelate’s feet; he cut two or three hairs from the crown of my
head; this was called the tonsure, of which I received a formal certificate.
With this certificate, it was possible for me to obtain an income of two
hundred thousand livres, once my proofs of nobility had been accepted in
Malta: an abuse, no doubt, in the ecclesiastical order, but a useful thing in
the political order of the old constitution. Was it not better for a kind of
military benefice to be attached to the sword of a soldier than to the cloak
of an abbé who would have spent the revenue of his fat living in the
streets of Paris?

The fact that I received the tonsure, which I was given for the foregoing
reasons, has led ill-informed biographers to state that I began by entering
the Church.

This happened in 1788. I had horses and rode in the country or galloped
beside the waves, the moaning friends of my youth; I would dismount
and play with them; the whole barking family of Scylla sprang up to my
knees to fondle me: Nunc vada latrantis Scyllae.* 1 have travelled far and
wide to admire the scenes of nature: I could have contented myself with
those which my native land offered me.

There is nothing more delightful than the countryside for some fifteen
miles round Saint-Malo. The banks of the Rance, from the mouth of the
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river to Dinan, are enough in themselves to deserve the traveller’s
attention, forming as they do a constant medley of rocks and greenery,
sandbanks and forests, creeks and hamlets, ancient manors of feudal
Brittany and modern dwelling-houses of trading Brittany.

Every peasant, sailor, and ploughman owns a little white cottage with a
garden: among the vegetables, the currant-bushes, the rose-trees, the
irises, and the marigolds in this garden, you will find a set of Cayenne tea,
a head of Virginia tobacco, a Chinese flower, or some such souvenir of
another shore and another sun: this is the owner’s chart and itinerary. The
tenant-farmers on the coast come from fine Norman stock; the women are
tall, slender, and agile, and wear grey woollen bodices, short petticoats of
calamanco and striped silk, and white stockings with coloured clocks.
Their foreheads are shaded by a broad head-dress in dimity or cambric,
with flaps which stand up in the form of a cap or float like a veil. A silver
chain hangs in loops at their left side. Every morning in the spring, these
daughters of the North, stepping out of their boats as if they were coming
once again to invade the country, carry to market baskets of fruit and
shells filled with curds: when, with one hand, they balance on their heads
black jars full of milk or flowers, when the pinners of their caps set off
their blue eyes, their pink faces and their fair hair beaded with dew, the
Valkyries of the Eddas, of whom the youngest is the Future, or the
Canephores of Athens, were not as graceful. Is this picture still a faithful
likeness? Those women are doubtless no longer alive; nothing remains of
them but my memories.

The year 1789, of such importance in our history and in the history of the
human race, found me on the moors of my native Brittany; indeed I was
unable to leave the province until rather late, and did not reach Paris until
after the sack of the Maison Réveillon, the opening of the States General,
the constitution of the Third Estate as a National Assembly, the Tennis
Court oath, the Royal Speech of 23 June, and the joining of the clergy and
the nobles to the commons.

There was considerable activity along the road I took: in the villages the
peasants were stopping coaches, asking to see passports, and
interrogating passengers. The nearer we came to the capital, the more the
excitement grew. Passing through Versailles, I saw troops quartered in the
orangery, artillery trains parked in the courtyards, the temporary hall of
the National Assembly erected in the Place du Palais, and deputies
coming and going among groups of sightseers, palace servants, and
soldiers.

In Paris the streets were blocked by crowds waiting outside the bakers’
shops: passers-by stood talking at street-corners; tradesmen came out of
their shops to hear and give the latest news on their doorsteps; at the
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Palais-Royal, agitators gathered together: Camille Desmoulins began to
stand out from the rest.

I had scarcely arrived, together with Mme de Farcy and Mme Lucile, at
a hotel in the Rue de Richelieu, when a riot started: the mob rushed to the
Abbaye to release some French Guards who had been arrested on their
officers’” orders. The non-commissioned officers of an artillery regiment
quartered at the Invalides joined the people. The defection of the army
was beginning.

The Court, alternately giving way and offering resistance, a mixture of
obstinacy and weakness, of bravado and fear, allowed itself to be dictated
to by Mirabeau, who demanded that the troops should be removed, and
yet did not agree to remove them: it accepted the affront but did not
remove the cause of it. In Paris a rumour spread that an army was
arriving by way of the Montmartre sewer, and that dragoons were going
to force the gates. Somebody suggested taking up the street pavements
and carrying the paving-stones up to the fifth floors of the houses, in
order to drop them on the tyrant’s satellites: everyone set to work. In the
midst of this confusion, M. Necker was ordered to resign. The new
ministry was made up of MM. de Breteuil, de la Galaisiére, de la
Vauguyon, de la Porte, Foullon, and Marshal de Broglie. They took the
places of MM. de Montmorin, de la Luzerne, de Saint-Priest, and de
Nivernais.

A Breton poet, newly arrived, had asked me to take him to Versailles.
There are people who will go to see gardens and fountains while empires
are being overthrown: scribblers in particular possess this faculty of
isolating themselves in their mania in the course of the greatest events;
their phrase or stanza is everything to them.

I took my Pindar at Mass-time into the gallery of Versailles. The Court
was radiant: M. Necker’s dismissal had raised everyone’s spirits; all felt
sure of victory; possibly Sanson and Simon* were among the crowd, and
witnessed the delight of the Royal Family.

The Queen passed by with her two children; their fair hair seemed to be
waiting for crowns. Mme la Duchesse d’Angouléme, aged eleven, drew all
eyes by her virginal dignity. The little Dauphin walked under his sister’s
protection, and M. Du Touchet followed his pupil; he noticed me and
obligingly pointed me out to the Queen. Casting a smiling glance in my
direction, she made the same gracious bow to me which she had given me
on the day of my presentation. I shall never forget that look of hers which
was so soon to be extinguished. Marie Antoinette, when she smiled,
shaped her lips so clearly that, horrible to relate, the recollection of that
smile enabled me to recognize the jaw-bone of the daughter of kings when

the head of the unfortunate woman was discovered in the exhumations of
1815.
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The counter-stroke to the blow struck in Versailles resounded in Paris.
On my return I passed a crowd carrying busts of M. Necker and M. le Duc
d’Orléans, covered with crape. They were shouting: ‘Long live Necker!
Long live the Duc d’Orléans!” and among these shouts there could be
heard another that was bolder and more unexpected: ‘Long live Louis
XVII!" Long live the child whose very name would have been forgotten in
the funeral inscription of his family, if I had not recalled it to the memory
of the Chamber of Peers! If Louis XVI had abdicated, Louis XVII been
placed on the throne, and M. le Duc d’Orléans declared Regent, what
would have happened?

In the Place Louis XV, the Prince de Lambesc, at the head of the Royal-
Allemand Regiment, drove the crowd back into the Tuileries gardens and
wounded an old man: suddenly the tocsin sounded. The sword-cutlers’
shops were broken into, and thirty thousand muskets taken from the
Invalides. The mob armed itself with pikes, staves, pitchforks, sabres, and
pistols; Saint-Lazare was sacked, the city gates burnt down. The electors of
Paris took over the government of the capital, and in a single night sixty
thousand citizens were organized, armed, and equipped as National
Guards.

On 14 July came the fall of the Bastille. I was present, as a spectator, at
this attack on a few pensioners and a timid governor: if the gates had been
kept closed, the mob could never have entered the fortress. I saw two or
three cannon-shots fired, not by the pensioners, but by French Guards
who had already climbed up to the towers. The Governor, De Launay,
was torn from his hiding-place, and after undergoing a thousand
outrages, was killed on the steps of the Hotel de Ville; Flesselles, the
provost of the merchants of Paris, had his brains blown out: this was the
sight which heartless optimists thought so fine. In the midst of these
murders, the mob indulged in wild orgies, as in the troubles in Rome
under Otho and Vitellius. The ‘victors of the Bastille’, happy drunkards
declared conquerors by their boon companions, were driven through the
streets in hackney carriages; prostitutes and sans-culottes, who were at the
beginning of their reign, acted as their escort. The passers-by took off their
hats, with a respect born of fear, before these heroes, some of whom died
of fatigue in the midst of their triumph. The keys of the Bastille
multiplied; they were sent to all the important fools in the four quarters of
the world. How many times have I missed the chance of making my
fortune! If I, a spectator, had inscribed my name on the list of the victors, I
should be in receipt of a pension today.

The experts hurried along to conduct a post-mortem examination of the
Bastille. Temporary cafés were installed under canvas; people crowded
into them as at Longchamp or the Saint-Germain fair; carriages drove
slowly past or stopped at the foot of the towers, the stones of which were
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being thrown down among clouds of dust. Elegantly dressed women and
fashionable young men, standing on different levels of the Gothic ruins,
mingled with the half-naked workmen who were demolishing the walls to
the acclamations of the crowd. At this meeting-place could be seen the
most famous orators, the best-known men of letters, the most celebrated
painters, the most renowned actors and actresses, the most popular
dancers, the most illustrious foreigners, the grandees of the Court and the
ambassadors of Europe: old France had come here to finish, new France to
begin.

Louis XVI went to the Hotel de Ville on the 17th; a hundred thousand
men, armed like the monks of the League, received him. He was
harangued by MM. Bailly, Moreau de Saint-Méry, and Lally-Tolendal,
who all wept: the last has remained prone to tears. The King gave way to
emotion in his turn; he stuck an enormous tricolour cockade in his hat,
and was declared there and then to be a good man, Father of the French, and
King of a free people, a people which, by virtue of its freedom, was
preparing to cut off the head of that good man, its father and king.

A few days after this reconciliation, I was standing at the window of my
hotel with my sisters and some Breton acquaintances when we heard
shouts of “Bolt the doors, bolt the doors!” A troop of ragamuffins appeared
at one end of the street; from the midst of this troop there rose a couple of
standards which we could not see clearly at that distance. As they came
nearer, we made out two dishevelled and disfigured heads, which Marat’s
forerunners were carrying, each at the end of a pike: they were the heads
of MM. Foullon and Bertier. The others with me all drew back from the
windows; I remained. The murderers stopped in front of me and stretched
the pikes up towards me, singing, dancing, and jumping up in order to
bring the pale effigies closer to my face. One eye in one of these heads had
started out of its socket and was hanging down on the dead man’s face;
the pike was projecting through the open mouth, the teeth of which were
biting on the iron.

‘Brigands!” I cried, filled with an indignation which I was unable to
contain. ‘Is that how you understand liberty?’

If I had had a gun, I should have fired at those wretches as at a pack of
wolves. They howled with fury, and beat at the main door in the hope of
breaking it in and adding my head to those of their victims. My sisters
fainted; the cowards in the hotel heaped reproaches on me. The
murderers, who were being pursued, did not have time to break into the
house and made off. Those heads, and others which I saw soon
afterwards, changed my political tendencies; I was horrified by these
cannibal feasts, and the idea of leaving France for some distant land began
to take root in my mind.
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The 5th of October arrived. I did not witness the events of that day.
Accounts of what had happened reached the capital early on the 6th. We
were told at the same time to expect a visit from the King. I was as bold in
public places as I was timid in drawing-rooms: I felt that I was born for
solitude or the forum. I hurried to the Champs-Elysées. First there
appeared some guns, ridden by harpies, thieves, and prostitutes making
obscene remarks and filthy gestures. Next, in the midst of a horde of
people of every age and sex, the Lifeguards came marching by; they had
exchanged hats, swords, and bandoliers with the National Guards, and
each of their horses carried two or three fishwives, dirty, drunk, and
dishevelled bacchantes. After them came the deputation from the
National Assembly, followed by the royal carriages, rolling along in a
dusty forest of pikes and bayonets. Tattered rag-pickers and butchers with
blood-stained aprons wrapped around their thighs, bare knives at their
belts and their shirtsleeves rolled up, clung to the carriage doors; other
sinister guards had climbed on to the roof; yet others hung on to the
footboard or perched on the box. They fired off muskets and pistols,
shouting:

‘Here come the baker, the baker’s wife, and the baker’s boy!’

By way of an oriflamme, held high in the air by Swiss halberds, there
were carried before the descendant of St Louis the heads of two
Lifeguards, powdered and curled by a Sevres wigmaker.

The astronomer Bailly told Louis XVI at the Hotel de Ville that the
humane, respectful, and loyal people had just conquered its King, and the
King for his part, greatly touched and highly pleased, declared that he had
come to Paris of his own free will; unworthy falsehoods born of violence
and fear which at that time dishonoured all men and all parties. Louis XVI
was not insincere: he was weak; weakness is not insincerity, but it takes its
place and fulfils its functions; the respect which the virtues and
misfortunes of the saintly, martyred King must inspire in us render any
expression of human judgement wellnigh sacrilegious.

The sittings of the National Assembly presented a sight of an interest
which the sittings of our ‘Chambers’ are far from approaching. One had to
get up early to obtain a seat in the crowded galleries. The deputies arrived
eating, talking, and gesticulating; they formed groups in various parts of
the house according to their opinions. The order of the day was read out
after that, the subject agreed upon was discussed, or else an extraordinary
motion. It was not a matter of insipid points of law; there was nearly
always some scheme of destruction on the agenda. The deputies spoke for
or against; everybody improvised as best he could. The debate grew
stormy; the galleries joined in the discussion, applauding and cheering,
hissing and booing the speakers. The president rang his bell, while the
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deputies shouted at one another from bench to bench. Mirabeau the
Younger took his opponent by the collar; Mirabeau the Elder cried:

‘Silence to the “thirty votes”!’

One day I was sitting behind the Royalist opposition; in front of me was
a noble from the Dauphiné, a swarthy little man, who jumped on to his
seat in a fury and said to his friends:

“Let us fall upon those ragamuffins, sword in hand!

He pointed to where the majority were sitting. The ladies of the Market,
knitting in the galleries, heard him, rose from their seats, and all shouted
at once, holding their stockings in their hands and foaming at the mouth:

‘To the lantern with them!”

The Vicomte de Mirabeau, Lautrec, and a few young nobles suggested
taking the galleries by assault.

Soon this din was drowned by another: some petitioners, armed with
pikes, appeared at the bar.

‘The people are starving,” they said. ‘It is time to take strong measures
against the aristocrats and to rise to the level of the situation.

The president assured these citizens of his respect for their opinions.
‘We have our eyes on the traitors,” he replied, ‘and the Assembly will see
that justice is done.’

At this a fresh tumult broke out: the deputies of the Right shouted that
they were heading for anarchy; the deputies of the Left retorted that the
people was free to express its will, that it had the right to complain of the
abetters of despotism, sitting in the very midst of the nation’s
representatives: they spoke in these terms of their colleagues to that
sovereign people which was waiting for them under the street lamps.

The evening sittings surpassed the morning sittings in violence and
scandal: people speak better and more boldly by candlelight. In the
evening the Riding-hall became a veritable playhouse, in which was
enacted one of the greatest dramas in the world. The leading characters
still belonged to the old order of things: their terrifying substitutes, hidden
behind them, spoke little or not at all. At the end of a stormy discussion, I
saw a common-looking deputy mount the tribune, a man with a grey,
impassive face and neatly dressed hair, decently clad like the steward of a
good house or a village notary who was careful of his appearance. He
read out a long and boring report, and nobody listened to him; I asked his
name: it was Robespierre. The men who wore shoes were ready to leave
the drawing-rooms, and already the clogs were kicking at the door.

When, before the Revolution, I read the history of public disturbances
among various nations, I could not understand how it was possible to live
in those times; I was surprised that Montaigne could write with such spirit
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in a chateau which he could not walk round without running the risk of
being taken prisoner by bands of Leaguers or Protestants.

The Revolution made me understand the possibility of living in such
conditions. Moments of crisis produce a reduplication of life in men. In a
society which is dissolving and reforming, the struggle of two geniuses,
the clash between past and future, and the mixture of old customs and
new form a transitory amalgam which does not leave a moment for
boredom. Passions and characters, set at liberty, display themselves with
an energy which they do not possess in the well-regulated state. The
breaches of the laws, the emancipation from duties, customs, and
proprieties, and even the dangers of everyday life all add to the interest of
this disorder. The human race perambulates the streets in holiday mood,
having got rid of its schoolmasters and returned for a moment to a state of
nature, and does not begin to feel the need for social restraint again until it
bears the yoke of the new tyrants engendered by licence.

I cannot depict the society of 1789 and 1790 better than by comparing it
with the architecture of the time of Louis XII and Francois I, when the
Greek orders began to be combined with Gothic style, or rather by
likening it to the collection of ruins and tombstones of all ages which were
heaped pell-mell, after the Terror, in the cloisters of the Petits-Augustins:
except that the ruins of which I speak were alive and constantly changing.
In every corner of Paris there were literary gatherings, political meetings
and theatrical entertainments; future celebrities wandered about
unrecognized in the crowd, like souls on the shores of Lethe before
enjoying the light. I saw Marshal Gouvion-Saint-Cyr acting in
Beaumarchais’s La Mere coupable at the Théatre du Marais. One went from
the Club des Feuillants to the Club des Jacobins, from the ballroom and
gaming-house to the meetings in the Palais-Royal, from the gallery of the
National Assembly to the gallery in the open air. The streets were full of
popular deputations, cavalry pickets, and infantry patrols passing to and
fro. Walking beside a man in a French coat, with powdered hair, a sword
at his side, a hat under his arm, pumps, and silk stockings, one could see a
man wearing his hair short and without powder, an English dress-coat,
and an American cravat. At the theatres, the actors gave out the latest
news, and the pit sang patriotic ditties. Topical plays drew packed houses:
if an abbé appeared on the stage the audience would shout: “Jack Priest!
Jack Priest!” and the abbé would reply: ‘Messieurs, long live the nation!
People flocked to hear Mandini and his wife, Viganoni, and Rovedino sing
at the Opera-Buffa after hearing the Ca ira howled in the streets; they went
to admire Mme Dugazon, Mme Saint-Aubin, Carline, little Olivier, Mlle
Contat, Molé, Fleury, and the young Talma after seeing Favras hanged.

The walks on the Boulevard du Temple and the Boulevard des Italiens,
also known as Coblentz, and the paths in the Tuileries Gardens were
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thronged with smartly dressed women: three young daughters of the
composer Grétry shone there, pink and white like their dresses: all three
died soon after. ‘She fell asleep for ever,” said Grétry, speaking of his
eldest daughter, ‘sitting on my lap, as beautiful as she was in life.” A
multitude of carriages ploughed across the muddy crossroads where the
sans-culottes splashed about, and the beautiful Mme de Buffon could be
seen sitting by herself in a phaeton belonging to the Duc d’Orléans,
waiting at the door of some club.

All that was elegant and tasteful in aristocratic society met at the Hotel
de La Rochefoucauld, at the soirées of Mmes de Poix, d'Hénin, de
Simiane, and de Vaudreuil, or in the few salons of the upper magisterial
circle that remained open. At M. Necker’s, at M. le Comte de
Montmorin’s, at the houses of the different ministers, there gathered
together (with Mme de Staél, the Duchesse d’Aiguillon, Mmes de
Beaumont and de Sérilly) all the new celebrities of France with all the
freedom of the new manners. The shoemaker knelt to measure your foot
in the uniform of an officer of the National Guard; the monk who on
Friday trailed his black or white frock along the ground appeared on
Sunday in a round hat and a lay coat; the clean-shaven Capuchin read the
paper in a tavern, and a nun sat quietly in the midst of a group of
frivolous women: a sister or an aunt who had been turned out of her
convent. The mob visited these monasteries which had been thrown open
to the world, like the travellers who, at Granada, wander through the
deserted halls of the Alhambra, or, at Tivoli, linger beneath the columns of
the Sibyl’s temple.

For the rest, many duels and love-affairs, prison liaisons, and political
friendships, mysterious meetings among ruins, under a calm sky, in the
midst of Nature’s peace and poetry; remote, silent, solitary walks, mingled
with undying oaths and indefinable affections, accompanied by the dull
roar of a vanishing world, the distant noise of a crumbling society, which
threatened to crush in its fall these joys placed at the foot of events. Those
who had lost sight of one another for twenty-four hours could not be sure
of ever meeting again. Some took the road of revolution; others made
plans for civil war; others set off for Ohio, sending on ahead plans of
country houses to be built among the savages; yet others went to join the
Princes: all this cheerfully and often without a sou in their pockets, the
Royalists declaring that the whole thing would be stopped one of these
mornings by a decree of Parliament, and the patriots, just as light-hearted
in their hopes, announcing the reign of peace, happiness, and liberty.

My regiment, which was garrisoned at Rouen, preserved its discipline
until quite a late date. It had a brush with the mob over the execution of
the actor Bordier,* who suffered the last sentence pronounced by the old
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High Court; hanged one day, he would have been a hero the next, if he
had lived another twenty-four hours. Finally, however, an insurrection
started among the soldiers of the Navarre Regiment. The Marquis de
Mortemart emigrated: his officers followed him. I had neither adopted nor
rejected the new ideas; as little disposed to attack them as I was to serve
them, I felt no desire either to emigrate or to continue my military career: I
therefore resigned my commission.

Freed from all bonds, I had, on the one hand, somewhat heated
arguments with my brother and the Président de Rosanbo, and on the
other, equally bitter discussions with Ginguené, La Harpe, and Chamfort.
Ever since my early youth, my political impartiality had pleased nobody.
What is more, I attached importance to the questions raised at that time
only in so far as they concerned such general concepts as human liberty
and dignity; personal politics bored me; my real life lay in higher regions.

One idea obsessed me, the idea of going to the United States: I needed a
useful purpose for my journey; I proposed, as I have said in these Mermoirs
and in several of my works, to discover the North-West Passage. This
project was not out of keeping with my poetic nature. Nobody took any
notice of me; like Bonaparte, I was then a mere second-lieutenant
unknown to the outside world; both of us emerged from obscurity at the
same time, I to seek fame in solitude, he to seek glory among other men. I
had not attached myself to any woman, and my sylph still dominated my
imagination. I looked forward to the blissful happiness of making my
fantastic journeys through the forests of the New World in her company.
Through the influence of another variety of nature, my flower of love, my
nameless phantom of the Armorican woods, grew into Atala in the shady
groves of Florida.

M. de Malesherbes made me positively excited about this voyage. I
used to go and see him in the morning: sitting with our noses glued to
maps, we compared the different charts of the Arctic Circle; we calculated
the distances between the Behring Straits and the other end of Hudson
Bay; we read the various narratives of English, Dutch, French, Russian,
Swedish, and Danish sailors and travellers; we inquired into the routes to
be adopted on land to reach the shores of the Polar Sea; we discussed the
difficulties to be overcome, the precautions to be taken against the rigours
of the climate, the attacks of wild animals, and the scarcity of provisions.
The great man said to me:

‘If I were young, I should go with you and spare myself the sight of all
the crime, treachery, and folly which I see around me. But at my age a
man must die where he is. Do not forget to write to me by every ship, to
keep me informed of your progress and your discoveries: I will bring
them to the notice of the ministers. It is a pity that you know no botany.’
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After these conversations, I would read Tournefort, Duhamel, Bernard
de Jussieu, Grew, Jacquin, Rousseau’s Dictionary, the elementary floras; I
ran to the Jardin du Roi, and soon I considered myself a second Linnaeus.

At last, in January 1791, I made up my mind in all seriousness. The
chaos was increasing: it was enough to bear an aristocratic name to be
exposed to persecution: the more conscientious and moderate your
opinions, the more they rendered you liable to suspicion and attack. I
therefore decided to strike my tents: I left my brother and my sisters in
Paris, and made for Brittany.

At Fougeres I met the Marquis de la Rouérie: I asked him to give me a
letter of recommendation for General Washington. ‘Colonel Armand’ (the
name by which the marquis was known in America) had distinguished
himself in the American War of Independence. He became famous in
France through the royalist conspiracy which made such touching victims
in the Désilles family. Having died while organizing this conspiracy, he
was exhumed and recognized, thus bringing about the ruin of his hosts
and his friends. The rival of La Fayette and Lauzun and the predecessor of
La Rochejaquelein, the Marquis de la Rouérie was a livelier character than
they: he had fought more than the first; he had carried off opera-singers
like the second; he would have become the comrade-in-arms of the third.
He used to scour the woods in Brittany in the company of an American
major, and with a monkey perched on his horse’s crupper. The law
students at Rennes loved him for his boldness of action and his freedom of
ideas: he had been one of the twelve Breton nobles sent to the Bastille. His
figure and his manners were elegant, his appearance smart, his features
charming, and he resembled the portraits of the young lords of the
League.

I chose Saint-Malo as my port of embarkation, so as to be able to
embrace my mother. I have told in the third chapter of these Memoirs how
I passed through Combourg and what feelings oppressed me there. I
spent two months at Saint-Malo, busying myself with preparations for my
voyage, as | had done before when I was intending to leave for India.

I struck a bargain with a captain called Dujardin, who was to carry to
Baltimore the Abbé Nagot, Superior of the Saint-Sulpice Seminary,
together with several seminarists in their principal’s care. These travelling
companions would have been more to my liking four years earlier: from
being a zealous Christian I had become a free-thinker. This change in my
religious opinions had been brought about by reading philosophical
works. I believed in all good faith that a religious mind was partly
paralysed, that there existed truths which it was unable to comprehend,
however superior it might be in other respects. This smug pride led me
astray: I inferred in the religious mind that absence of a faculty which is to
be found in fact in the philosophic mind: the limited intelligence thinks
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that it sees everything because it keeps its eyes open; the superior
intelligence consents to shut its eyes because it sees everything within.
Finally, one thing completed my misery: the groundless despair which I
carried in the depths of my heart.

A letter from my brother has fixed the date of my departure in my
memory: he wrote to my mother from Paris, informing her of Mirabeau’s
death.* Three days after the arrival of this letter, I joined my ship, which
was lying in the roads; my luggage had already been put on board. We
weighed anchor, a solemn moment for sailors. The sun was setting when
the coasting pilot left us, after putting us through the channels. The sky
was overcast, the breeze slack, and the swell beat heavily against the reefs
a few cables’ length from our ship.

My gaze remained fixed on Saint-Malo, where I had just left my mother
in tears. I could see the steeples and domes of the churches where I had
prayed with Lucile, the walls, the ramparts, the forts, the towers, the
beaches where I had spent my childhood with Gesril and my other
playmates; I was abandoning my storm-tossed country just when she had
lost a man who could never be replaced. I was going away equally
uncertain about my country’s destinies and my own: which of us was to
perish, France or I? Should I ever see France and my family again?

A calm set in at nightfall and halted us at the mouth of the roads; the
lights of the town and the beacons were kindled: these lights which
twinkled beneath my paternal roof seemed at once to smile at me and bid
me farewell, while lighting my way through the rocks, the darkness of the
night, and the blackness of the waves.

I was setting out with nothing but my youth and my illusions; I was
leaving a world whose dust I had trod and whose stars I had counted for a
world whose soil and sky was unknown to me. What was to become of
me if I attained the object of my voyage? If I had roamed the polar shores
the years of discord which have crushed so many generations with so
much din would have fallen silently over my head; society would have
changed its appearance in my absence. It is probable that I should never
have had the misfortune to become a writer; my name would have
remained unknown, or would have won only that discreet fame which is
less than glory, which is scorned by envy and left to happiness. Who can
tell whether I should have recrossed the Atlantic, or whether I should
have settled down in the solitary wastes explored and discovered at my
risk and peril, like a conqueror in the midst of his conquests?

But no, I was to return to my native land, there to change the nature of
my misfortunes, there to be something very different from what I had
been before. The sea in whose lap I was born was about to become the
cradle of my second life; she carried me on my first voyage as if at my
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nurse’s breast, in the arms of the confidant of my first tears and my first
joys.

In the absence of any wind, the ebb-tide carried us out to sea, the lights
on the shore grew gradually smaller and finally disappeared. Worn out by
reflections, vague regrets, and even vaguer hopes, I went below to my
cabin: I turned in, rocked in my hammock to the sound of the waves
caressing the side of the ship. The wind rose; the unfurled sails hanging
about the masts filled out; and when I went up on deck the next morning,
the land of France was out of sight.

Here my destinies changed. ‘Again to sea!” as Byron sang.

92



Seven

To America

Thirty-one years after embarking, as an ordinary second-lieutenant, for
America, I embarked for London with a passport worded as follows:

‘Give passage to His Lordship the Vicomte de Chateaubriand, Peer of
France, Ambassador of the King to His Britannic Majesty, etc.”

No description: my greatness was such as to make my face known
wherever I went. A steamship chartered for my special use brought me
from Calais to Dover. On setting foot on English soil, on 5 April 1822, 1
was saluted by the guns of the fort.* An officer came on behalf of the
commandant to offer me a guard of honour. When I arrived at the
Shipwright Inn, the landlord and waiters received me with bare heads
and hanging arms. The Mayoress invited me to an evening party in the
name of the fairest ladies of the town. M. Billing, attaché to my Embassy,
was waiting for me. A dinner of enormous fishes and monstrous quarters
of beef restored the vigour of M. I’Ambassadeur, who had no appetite and
was not in the least tired. The local populace, gathered beneath my
windows, filled the air with loud hurrahs. The officer returned and,
contrary to my wishes, posted sentries at my door. The next day, after
making a lavish distribution of the money of the King my master, I set off
for London, to the roar of guns, in a light carriage drawn by four fine
horses driven at a lively trot by two smart postilions. My staff followed in
other coaches; couriers dressed in my livery accompanied the cavalcade.
We drove through Canterbury, attracting the attention of John Bull and
the occupants of the other carriages we passed. At Blackheath, a common
once frequented by highwaymen, I found a newly built village. Soon I saw
before me the immense skull-cap of smoke which covers the city of
London.

Plunging into the gulf of black mist, as if into one of the mouths of
Tartarus, and crossing the whole town, whose streets I recognized, I
arrived at the Embassy in Portland Place. The chargé d’affaires, M. le
Comte Georges de Caraman, the embassy secretaries, M. le Vicomte de
Marcellus, M. le Baron E. Decazes, M. de Bourqueney, and the attachés
welcomed me with dignified politeness. All the ushers, porters, valets,
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and footmen of the house were assembled on the pavement. I was handed
the cards of the English ministers and the foreign ambassadors, who had
already been informed of my imminent arrival.

On 17 May in the year of grace 1793, I disembarked at Southampton for
the same city of London, an obscure and humble traveller from Jersey. No
mayoress noticed my arrival; the mayor of the town, William Smith, gave
me on the 18th a travel permit for London, to which was attached an
extract from the Alien Bill. My description read as follows:

‘Frangois de Chateaubriand, French officer in the emigrant army, five
feet four inches high, thin shape, brown hair, and pitted with the small
Pox.’

I humbly shared the cheapest of carriages with some sailors on leave; I
changed horses at the meanest of inns; poor, sick, and unknown, I entered
a rich and famous city over which Mr Pitt held sway; I took a lodging at
six shillings a month under the lathing of a garret which a cousin from
Brittany had found for me at the end of a little street off the Tottenham
Court Road.

Now obscurity of a different kind envelops me in London. My political
position throws my literary fame into the shade: there is not a fool in the
three kingdoms but prefers Louis XVIII's Ambassador to the author of Le
Génie du christianisme. I shall see how matters turn out after my death, or
when I have ceased to fill M. le Duc Decaze’s place at the Court of George
IV, a succession as incongruous as the rest of my life.

Since my arrival in London as French Ambassador, one of my greatest
pleasures has been to leave my carriage at the corner of some square and
to wander on foot through the back streets which I frequented in former
days, the popular suburbs where misfortune takes refuge under the
protection of a kindred suffering, the obscure shelters which I haunted
with my companions in distress, not knowing whether I should have any
bread to eat the next day, I whose table today is covered with three or four
courses. At all those narrow, humble doors which were once open to me, I
see only unfamiliar faces. I no longer meet my fellow countrymen
roaming the streets, recognizable by their gestures, their gait, and the style
and age of their clothes. I no longer come across those martyred priests
wearing the clerical collar, the big three-cornered hat, and the long, black,
threadbare frock-coat, whom the English used to greet as they passed.
Wide streets lined with palaces have been cut, bridges built, walks planted
with trees: Regent’s Park, near Portland Place, occupies the space of the
old meadows filled with herds of cows. A cemetery which formed the
view from the dormer window of one of my attic rooms has disappeared
within the precincts of a factory. When I go to see Lord Liverpool, I find it
difficult to discover the spot where Charles I's scaffold stood; new
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buildings, closing in on Charles II's statue, have encroached, like
forgetfulness itself, upon memorable events.

How much I regret, in the midst of my insipid grandeur, that world of
tribulations and tears, those times in which I mingled my sorrows with
those of a colony of fellow sufferers. It is true, then, that everything
changes, that misfortune itself comes to an end, like prosperity! What has
become of my brothers in emigration? Some are dead, while the others
have suffered various fates: like myself, they have seen their families and
friends disappear: they are less happy in their native land than they were
on foreign soil. Had we not on that soil our meetings, our amusements,
our celebrations, and above all our youth? Mothers of families and girls
starting life in adversity brought home the weekly fruit of their toil and
went to join in some dance of their country. Attachments were formed in
the course of conversations in the evening, after work, on the grass at
Hampstead or Primrose Hill. In chapels decorated by our own hands, in
old tumbledown buildings, we prayed together on 21 January and on the
anniversary of the Queen’s death,* and were moved by a funeral oration
pronounced by the emigrant curé of our village. We strolled beside the
Thames, to watch ships laden with the world’s riches entering port or to
admire the country houses at Richmond, we who were so poor and who
had lost the shelter of the paternal roof: all these things gave us true
happiness.

When I come home in 1822, instead of being received by a shivering
friend who opens the door of our attic to me, addresses me with easy
familiarity, and beds down on a pallet next to mine, covering himself with
his thin coat and using the moonlight as a lamp, I pass by the light of
torches between two rows of lackeys, ending in five or six respectful
secretaries. Riddled on the way with the words Monseigneur, Milord, Your
Excellency, Monsieur I’Ambassadeur, I come at last to a drawing-room hung
with gold and silk.

‘I beg you, gentlemen, to leave me! A truce to these Milords! What do
you want me to do with you? Go and laugh in the Chancery, as if I were
not here. Do you think you can persuade me to take this masquerade
seriously? Do you think me fool enough to imagine that I have changed
my nature because I have changed my coat? The Marquess of
Londonderry is coming, you say; the Duke of Wellington has asked for
me; Mr Canning is looking for me; Lady Jersey expects me to dinner with
Mr Brougham; Lady Gwydir hopes to see me at ten o’clock in her box at
the Opera, Lady Mansfield at midnight at Almack’s.”

Mercy! Where can I hide? Who will deliver me? Who will save me from
this persecution? Come back, happy days of poverty and loneliness!
Return to life, companions of my exile! Come, old comrades of the camp-
bed and the pallet, let us go into the country, into the little garden of some
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unfrequented tavern, and drink a cup of bad tea on a wooden bench,
while we talk of our insane hopes and our ungrateful country, discuss our
troubles, and look for ways and means of helping one another or some
relative in even worse plight than ourselves.

That is what I have been feeling and saying to myself in these first days
of my embassy in London. I can escape from the melancholy which assails
me beneath my roof only by saturating myself in a less oppressive
melancholy in Kensington Gardens. These gardens at least have not
changed; the trees alone have grown taller; here, in this still solitary place,
the birds build their nests in peace. It is no longer even the fashion to meet
here, as in the days when the loveliest of Frenchwomen, Mme Récamier,
used to walk here followed by the crowd. From the edge of the deserted
lawns of Kensington I love to watch the horses riding across Hyde Park,
and the carriages of the fashionable young men, among which figures my
empty tilbury, while I, a poor little emigrant noble once more, walk along
the path where the exiled confessor used to say his breviary.

It was in Kensington Gardens that I planned the Essai historique; that,
reading over the diary of my travels beyond the sea, I drew from it the
loves of Atala; it was here too, after wandering far and wide across the
fields beneath a lowering sky, which turned yellow as if pervaded with a
polar light, that I jotted down in pencil the first sketch of the passions of
René. At night I deposited in the Essai historique and Les Natchez the
harvest of my daydreams. The two manuscripts marched abreast,
although I often lacked the money to buy paper for them, and was
obliged, for want of thread, to fasten the pages together with nails pulled
out of the battens in my attic.

These places where I received my earliest inspirations impress me with
a sense of their power; they reflect upon the present the gentle light of my
memories; I feel in the mood to take up my pen again. So many hours are
wasted in embassies! I have just as much time here as in Berlin to continue
my Memoirs, an edifice which I am building out of dead bones and ruins.
My secretaries here in London want to go to picnics in the morning and to
balls at night: nothing could please me better! The footmen in their turn,
Peters, Valentine, Lewis, go to the ale-house, and the maids, Rose, Maria
for a walk through the streets: I am delighted. They leave me the key of
the outside door: Monsieur I’Ambassadeur is left in charge of his house; if
anybody knocks, he will open the door. Everybody has gone out; here I
am, on my own: let me set to work.

Twenty-two years ago, as I have just remarked, I sketched out Les
Natchez and Atala in London; now, in my Memoirs, I have come to the
period of my travels in America: it all fits together perfectly. Let us wipe
out those twenty-two years, as they have in fact been wiped out of my life,
and set off for the forests of the New World: the story of my embassy will
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come at its proper time, when God pleases; but provided I stay here for a
few months, I shall have time and leisure enough to go from the Niagara
Falls to the Army of the Princes in Germany, and from the Army of the
Princes to my withdrawal to England. The Ambassador of the King of
France will be able to tell the story of the French emigrant in the very
place where the latter spent his exile.

The last chapter ended with my embarkation at Saint-Malo. Soon we left
the Channel, and the huge waves coming from the west told us that we
had reached the Atlantic.

The boatswain of my ship was an old supercargo called Pierre Villeneuve,
whose very name appealed to me because of the kindly Villeneuve of my
childhood. He had served in India, under the Bailli de Suffren, and in
America under the Comte d’Estaing; he had been involved in countless
engagements. Leaning against the bows of the ship, beside the bowsprit,
like an army veteran sitting under the pergola of his little garden in the
moat of the Invalides, Pierre, chewing a plug of tobacco which filled out
his cheek like a gumboil, described to me the clearing of the decks, the
effect of the gunfire below decks, and the havoc caused by cannon-balls
ricocheting against the gun-carriages, the guns, and the timber-work. I
made him tell me about the Indians, the Negroes, and the planters. I asked
him how the trees were shaped, what was the colour of earth and sky, the
taste of the fruit; whether pineapples were better than peaches, palm-trees
more impressive than oaks. He explained all this to me with the aid of
comparisons taken from things I knew: the palm-tree was a big cabbage;
an Indian’s dress was like my grandmother’s; camels looked like
hunchbacked donkeys; all the peoples of the East, and especially the
Chinese, were cowards and thieves. Villeneuve came from Brittany, and
we never failed to end up by singing the praises of the incomparable
beauty of our native land.

The bell interrupted our conversations; it struck the watches and the
time for dressing, for the roll-call, and for meals. In the morning, at a
given signal, the crew lined up on deck, stripped off their blue shirts, and
put on others which were drying in the shrouds. The discarded shirts
were promptly washed in tubs in which this school of seals also soaped
their brown faces and their tarred paws.

At the midday and evening meals, the sailors, sitting in a circle round
the mess-can, one after the other, in an orderly fashion and without any
attempt at cheating, dipped their tin spoons into the soup which splashed
about with the rolling of the ship. Those who were not hungry sold their
ration of biscuit or salt meat to their messmates for a plug of tobacco or a
glass of brandy. The passengers took their meals in the captain’s cabin. In
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fine weather a sail was spread over the stern of the ship, and we dined
with a view of a blue sea, flecked here and there with white marks where
it was touched by the breeze.

Wrapped in my cloak, I stretched myself out at night on the deck. My
eyes contemplated the stars above me. The swollen sail sent back to me
the coolness of the breeze which rocked me beneath the dome of heaven:
half-asleep and driven onwards by the wind, I was borne along to new
skies and new dreams.

Among my fellow passengers there was a young Englishman. Francis
Tulloch had served in the artillery: he was a painter, a musician, and a
mathematician, and he spoke several languages. The Abbé Nagot, the
Superior of the Sulpicians, had met the Anglican officer and made a
Catholic of him: he was taking his neophyte to Baltimore.

I struck up a friendship with Tulloch: as I was an ardent free-thinker at
the time, I urged him to return to his parents. The sight which lay before
our eyes filled him with admiration. We used to rise at night, when the
deck was given up to the officer of the watch and a few sailors who
smoked their pipes in silence: Tuta aequora silent.*

The ship rolled at the mercy of the slow and silent waves, while sparks
of fire ran with the white foam along her sides. Thousands of stars shining
in the dark blue of the heavenly dome, a boundless sea, infinity in the sky
and on the waves! Never has God impressed me with His greatness more
than during those nights when I had immensity over my head and
immensity beneath my feet.

Westerly winds, interspersed with periods of calm, delayed our
progress. By 4 May we had got no farther than the Azores. On the 6th, at
about eight in the morning, we came in sight of the Isle of the Peak; for
long centuries this volcano commanded unnavigated seas; a useless
beacon by night, an unseen landmark by day.

We anchored in a poor roadstead, with a rocky bottom, in forty-five
fathoms of water. The island of Graciosa, before which we were moored,
displayed to us hills that were a little swollen in outline like the ellipses of
an Etruscan amphora: they were draped in the green of their cornfields
and gave off a pleasant smell of wheat peculiar to the harvests of the
Azores. In the midsts of these carpets, we could see the dividing lines of
the fields, formed by volcanic stones, half black and half white, piled one
on top of the other. On the summit of a mound there stood an abbey, a
monument of an old world on new soil; at the foot of this mound, the red
roofs of the town of Santa Cruz were mirrored in a pebbly creek. The
whole island, with its indentations of bays, capes, coves, and
promontories, duplicated its inverted landscape in the sea. As an outer
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protection it had a girdle of rocks jutting vertically from the waves. In the
background of the picture, the volcanic cone of the Peak, planted on a
cupola of clouds, pierced the aerial perspective beyond Graciosa.

It was decided that I should go ashore with Tulloch and the mate; the
longboat was lowered and rowed towards the island, which was about
two miles away. We noticed some movement on the beach; a praam put
out in our direction. As soon as she had come within earshot, we made
out a number of monks in her. They hailed us in Portuguese, Italian,
English, and French, and we replied in all four languages. The island was
in a state of alarm, for our vessel was the first big ship that had ventured
to anchor in the dangerous roadstead where we were riding the tide.
What is more, it was the first time the islanders had ever seen the tricolour
flag; they did not know whether we hailed from Tunis or Algiers:
Neptune had not recognized the standard carried so proudly by Cybele.
When they saw that we had human forms and that we understood what
was said to us, they were overjoyed. The monks helped us into their boat
and we rowed merrily towards Santa Cruz, where we had some difficulty
in landing because of the rather rough surf.

The whole island came running to meet us. Four or five alguazils,
armed with rusty pikes, took charge of us. His Majesty’s uniform attracted
the honours in my direction, and I was taken for the leading member of
the deputation. We were escorted to the Governor’s hovel, where His
Excellency, dressed in a shabby green uniform which had once been gold-
laced, granted us a solemn audience: he gave us permission to take in
fresh supplies.

Our monks took us to their monastery, a roomy and well-lighted
building provided with balconies. Tulloch had found a fellow
countryman: the principal brother, who bustled about seeing to our needs,
was a sailor from Jersey, whose ship had gone down with all hands off
Graciosa. The sole survivor of the wreck, and not lacking in intelligence,
he had become an apt pupils of the catechists; he had learnt Portuguese
and a few words of Latin; the fact of his being an Englishman had told in
his favour, and they had converted him and made a monk of him. The
Jersey sailor found it much more to his liking to be lodged, boarded, and
clothed at the altar than to climb the rigging to take in the mizzen topsail.
He had not forgotten his old trade: it was a long time since he had heard
his language spoken, and he was delighted to meet someone who knew it;
he laughed and swore like a true apprentice. He showed us over the
island.

The houses in the villages, built of wood and stone, were adorned with
outer galleries which gave a clean look to these huts, because they let in a
great deal of light. The peasants, nearly all of them vine-growers, were
half-naked and bronzed by the sun; the women, short and yellow-skinned
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like mulattoes, but sprightly and gay, took a naive pride in their
appearance, with their posies of syringa and their rosaries worn as crowns
or necklaces.

The hillsides were covered with vine-stocks, the wine from which
resembled that of Fayal. Water was scarce, but wherever a spring welled,
there grew a fig-tree and stood an oratory with a portico painted in fresco.
The arches of the portico framed views of the island and the sea. It was on
one of these fig-trees that I saw a flock of blue teal settle that were not of
the web-footed variety. The tree had no leaves, but it bore red fruit set like
crystals. When it was adorned with the cerulean birds, which drooped
their wings, its fruit appeared to be a bright purple, while the tree seemed
suddenly to have grown a blue foliage.

We were served with a good supper by the monks after our excursion,
and we spent the night drinking with our hosts. The next day about noon,
our supplies having been taken on board, we returned to the ship. The
monks promised to attend to our letters for Europe. The ship had been in
danger on account of a stiff south-easterly wind which had risen. We
weighed anchor; but it was caught in the rocks, and we lost it as expected.
We set sail: the wind continued to freshen, and soon we had left the
Azores behind.

The wind forced us to bear north, and we arrived at the Banks of
Newfoundland. Some floating icebergs were drifting around in the midst
of a pale, cold mist.

The men of the trident have games which have been handed down to
them by their predecessors: when you cross the Line, you must resign
yourself to receiving baptism; it is the same ceremony in the tropics as on
the Banks of Newfoundland, and wherever it is held, the leader of the
masquerade is always called the Old Man of the Tropics. Tropical and
dropsical are synonymous terms for the sailor, so that the Old Man of the
Tropics has an enormous paunch. He is dressed, even when he is in his
native tropics, in all the sheepskins and fur jackets the crew can muster
between them; and he squats in the maintop, giving a roar every now and
then. Everybody looks up at him: he starts clambering down the shrouds
with all the clumsiness of a bear and stumbling like Silenus. As he sets
foot on deck he utters fresh roars, gives a bound, seizes a pail, fills it with
sea-water, and empties it over the heads of those who have never crossed
the Equator or never reached the ice-line. You may flee below decks, jump
on to the hatches, or climb up the masts: the Old Man of the Tropics
comes after you. A generous tip marks the end of these games of
Amphitrite, which Homer would have extolled, just as he sang of Proteus,
if Old Oceanus had been known in his entirety in the days of Ulysses; but
at that time, only his head could be seen at the Pillars of Hercules; his
body lay hidden and covered the world.
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We steered for the islands of Saint-Pierre and Miquelon, looking for a
new port of call. When we came in sight of the former, one morning
between ten o’clock and noon, we were almost on top of it; its coast
showed like a black hump through the mist.

We anchored in front of the capital of the island: we could not see it, but
we could hear the sounds on land. The passengers lost no time in
disembarking; the Superior of Saint-Sulpice, who had been continuously
plagued by sea-sickness, was so weak that he had to be carried ashore. I
took a room apart from the rest and waited for a squall to blow away the
mist and show me the place where I was living and, so to speak, the faces
of my hosts in this land of shadows.

The port and roadstead of Saint-Pierre are situated between the east
coast of the island and a long-shaped islet called the Ile aux Chiens, or Isle
of Dogs. The port, known as the Barachois, stretches inland and ends in a
brackish pool. Some barren hills are crowded together in the centre of the
island: one or two stand apart and overhang the sea; others have at their
foot a skirt of turfy moorland which has been levelled out. The look-out
hill can be seen from the town.

The Governor’s house faces the wharf. The church, the rectory, and the
provision warehouse are to be found in the same area; next come the
houses of the naval commissioner and the harbour-master. From there, the
one street of the town runs over the pebbles along the beach.

I dined two or three times with the Governor, an extremely polite and
obliging officer. He grew a few European vegetables on a slope outside.
After dinner he showed me what he called his garden. A sweet, delicate
smell of heliotrope came from a small patch of flowering beans; it was not
wafted to us by a gentle breeze from home, but by a wild Newfoundland
wind which had no connexion with the exiled plant, no attractive element
of reminiscence or delight. In this perfume which was no longer breathed
in by beauty, purified in its breast, or diffused in its wake, in this perfume
of a changed dawn, a different culture, another world, there lingered all
the melancholy of nostalgia, absence, and youth.

From the garden we went up towards the hills, and stopped at the foot
of the flagstaff in front of the look-out. The new French flag waved over
our heads; like Virgil’'s women, we looked at the sea, flentes:* it separated
us from our native land! The Governor was uneasy: he belonged to the
defeated order; what is more, he was bored in this lonely spot, which was
suited to a dreamer like myself, but which was a thankless abode for a
man interested in public affairs and not endowed with that all-absorbing
passion which banishes the rest of the world from sight. My host inquired
after the Revolution; I asked him for news of the North-West Passage. He
was in the van of the wilderness, but he knew nothing of the Eskimos and
received nothing from Canada but partridges.
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One morning I went by myself to the Cap-a-1"Aigle to see the sun rise in
the direction of France. There, a wintry stream formed a cascade which
with its last leap reached the sea. I sat on a rocky ledge with my feet
hanging over the water foaming at the bottom of the cliff. A young fisher-
girl appeared on the upper slopes of the hill; she was bare-legged, in spite
of the cold, and was walking in the dew. Tufts of dark hair showed from
under the kerchief bound round her head; over this kerchief she wore a
hat made of the reeds that grew in the country and shaped like a boat or a
cradle. A bunch of purple heather peeped out of her bosom, which was
outlined beneath the white fabric of her shift. Now and then she bent
down to gather the leaves of an aromatic plant known in the island as
natural tea. With one hand she dropped these leaves into a basket which
she carried in the other. She saw me: without showing any alarm, she
came and sat next to me, putting her basket down beside her, and began
looking at the sun like myself, with her legs dangling over the sea.

We stayed for a few minutes without speaking; finally I proved myself
the bolder of the two and asked:

“What are you gathering there? The season for bilberries and atocas is
over.’

She raised two big dark eyes, looked at me shyly but proudly, and
answered:

‘I was picking tea.”

She showed me her basket.

‘Are you taking this tea home to your father and mother?’

‘My father is away fishing with Guillaumy.’

‘“What do you do on the island in winter?’

‘We make nets; we fish the lakes by breaking the ice; on Sundays we go
to Mass and Vespers and sing hymns; and then we play with the snow
and watch the boys hunting the polar bears.’

‘Will your father be back soon?’

‘Oh, no: the captain is taking the ship to Genoa with Guillaumy.’

‘But Guillaumy will be coming back?’

‘Oh, yes, next season, when the fishermen return. He is going to bring
me a striped silk bodice, a muslin petticoat, and a black necklace.’

‘And you will be all decked out for the wind, the mountains, and the
sea. Would you like me to send you a bodice, a petticoat, and a necklace?’

‘Oh, no!

She got to her feet, picked up her basket, and ran down a steep path
beside a fir-grove, singing a Mission hymn in a loud, clear voice. She
scattered as she ran some lovely birds, called egrets because of the tuft on
their heads; she looked as though she were one of their number. When she
got to the sea, she leapt into a boat, unfurled the sail, and sat down at the
rudder; one might have taken her for Fortune: she sailed away from me.
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After taking on stores and replacing the anchor lost at Graciosa, we left
Saint-Pierre. Sailing south, we reached the latitude of 38°, and were
becalmed a short distance from the coasts of Maryland and Virginia. The
misty sky of the northern regions had been succeeded by a clear, cloudless
sky; we could not see the land, but the scent of the pine forests was wafted
to us. Daybreak and dawn, sunrise and sunset, dusk and nightfall were all
admirable. I was never tired of gazing at Venus, whose rays seemed to
envelop me like my sylph’s tresses in the past.

One day an incident occurred which very nearly put an end to my plans
and my dreams. The heat was overpowering; the ship, lying in a dead
calm and weighed down by its masts, was rolling heavily: roasting on
deck and wearied by the motion of the vessel, I decided to have a bathe,
and although we had no boat out, I dived into the sea from the bowsprit.
All went well to begin with, and several passengers followed my example.
I swam about without looking at the ship; but when I happened to turn
my head, I saw that the current had already carried her some distance
away from me. The sailors, alarmed by the situation, had thrown a rope to
the other swimmers. Sharks appeared in the wake of the ship, and shots
were fired at them to drive them away. The swell was so heavy that it
slowed me down and exhausted my strength. There was a whirlpool
below me, and at any moment the sharks might make off with one of my
arms or legs. On board, the boatswain was trying to lower a boat, but the
tackle had to be fixed first, and all this took time.

By the greatest good fortune, an almost imperceptible breeze sprang up;
the ship, answering to the helm a little, came nearer to me; I was just able
to catch hold of the rope, but my companions in foolhardiness were
already clinging to it; when we were pulled to the ship’s side, I was at the
end of the line, and they bore on me with their whole weight. In this way
they fished us out one after another, an operation which lasted a long
time. The rolling continued; at every roll, we either plunged six or seven
feet into the water or else we were lifted as many feet up in the air, like
fish at the end of a line; at the last immersion, I felt as if I were about to
faint; one more roll, and it would have been all up with me. I was hoisted
on deck half-dead; if I had been drowned, what a good riddance that
would have been for me and the rest!

Two days after this incident, we came in sight of land. My heart beat
wildly when the captain pointed it out to me: America! It was barely
indicated by the tops of a few maple-trees above the horizon. The palm-
trees at the mouth of the Nile have since indicated the coast of Egypt to
me in the same way. A pilot came on board; we entered Chesapeake Bay.
That same evening a boat was sent ashore to obtain fresh provisions. I
joined the party, and soon I trod American soil.
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Gazing around me, I remained motionless for a few moments. This
continent, which had been unknown for possibly the whole of antiquity
and many centuries in modern times; the first wild destiny of that
continent and its second destiny after the arrival of Christopher
Columbus; the supremacy of the European monarchies shaken in this new
world; the old society ending in young America; a republic of an
unfamiliar type foreshadowing a change in the human mind; the part
which my country had played in these events; these seas and shores
owing their independence in part to the French flag and French blood; a
great man issuing from the midst of the discord and the wilderness;
Washington living in a flourishing city on the same spot where William
Penn had bought a patch of forest-land; the United States passing on to
France the revolution which France had supported with her arms; lastly,
my own fate, the virgin muse which I had come to abandon to the passion
of a new variety of nature; the discoveries which I hoped to make in the
deserts which still extended their broad kingdom behind the narrow
domain of a foreign civilization: such were the thoughts that revolved in
my mind.

We walked towards the nearest house. Woods of balsam-trees and
Virginian cedars, mocking-birds, and cardinal tanagers proclaimed by
their appearance and shade, their song and colour, that we were in a new
clime. The house, which we reached after half an hour, was a cross
between an English farm-house and a West Indian hut. Herds of
European cows were grazing in pastures surrounded by fences, on which
striped squirrels were playing. Blacks were sawing up logs of wood,
whites tending tobacco-plants. A Negress of thirteen or fourteen,
practically naked and singularly beautiful, opened the gate to us like a
young Night. We bought some cakes of Indian corn, chickens, eggs, and
milk, and returned to the ship with our demijohns and baskets. I gave my
silk handkerchief to the little African girl: it was a slave who welcomed
me to the soil of liberty.

We weighed anchor to make our way to the roads and port of
Baltimore: as we approached, the waters narrowed; they were smooth and
still;, we appeared to be sailing up a lazy river lined with avenues.
Baltimore looked as if it lay at the far end of a lake. Opposite the town
there rose a wooded hill, at the foot of which they had begun building. We
moored alongside the quay. I slept on board and did not go ashore till the
next day. I went to stay at the inn with all my luggage; the seminarists
retired to the establishment prepared for them, whence they have since
scattered all over America.

What became of Francis Tulloch? The following letter was delivered to
me in London on 12 April 1822:
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Thirty years have elapsed, my dear viscount, since our journey to Baltimore,
and it is extremely doubtful whether you will remember even so much as my
name; but if I am to judge by the feelings of my heart, which has always been
loyal and true to you, this is not the case, and I flatter myself that you would
not be displeased to see me again. Although we live almost opposite each other
(as you will see from the address on this letter), I am only too well aware how
many things separate us. But show the slightest desire to see me and I shall be
happy to prove to you, to the best of my ability, that I am still, as I have always
been, your faithful and devoted

Francis Tulloch

Friday, 12 April.

30 Portland Place.
So Tulloch was in London; he did not become a priest; he is married; his
adventures have come to an end like mine. This letter testifies to the
truthfulness of my Memoirs and the accuracy of my recollections. Who
could have given evidence of an alliance and a friendship formed thirty
years ago at sea, if the other contracting party had not come upon the
scene? But what a sad and retrogressive perspective this letter opens up to
me! In 1822 Tulloch had reappeared in the same city as myself, in the
same street as myself; the door of his house was opposite mine, just as
when we had met on the same ship, on the same deck, with his cabin
facing mine. How many other friends of mine shall I never see again!
Every night, as he lies down to rest, a man can count his losses: only his
years never leave him, although they pass one by one; when he reviews
them and calls their numbers, they reply: ‘Present!” Not a single one is
absent from the roll-call.

Baltimore, like all the other capital cities of the United States, did not have
the same dimensions then as it has today: it was a pretty little Catholic
town, neat and lively, whose customs and society bore a close
resemblance to the customs and society of Europe. I paid the captain my
passage-money and gave him a farewell dinner. I booked my seat in a
stage-coach which went three times a week to Pennsylvania. I got into it at
four o’clock in the morning and found myself rolling along the highways
of the New World.

The road we took, which had been marked out rather than made,
crossed a somewhat flat stretch of country: there were scarcely any trees, a
few farms, some thinly scattered villages. The climate was French, and
swallows flew over the rivers as they did over the pond at Combourg.

As we drew near to Philadelphia, we met peasants going to market,
public carriages, and private carriages. Philadelphia struck me as a fine
town, with wide streets, some of which were planted with trees, which
intersected each other at right angles at regular intervals from north to
south and east to west. The Delaware runs parallel to the street which
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follows its west bank. This river would be considered a large one in
Europe: nobody in America thinks it worth mentioning; its banks are low
and not particularly picturesque.

At the time of my journey (1791), Philadelphia did not yet extend as far
as the Shuylkill; the ground running in the direction of that tributary had
been divided into lots, and houses were being built on them here and
there.

Philadelphia offers a monotonous appearance. In general, what is
missing from the Protestant cities of the United States is great works of
architecture: the Reformation, young in years, and sacrificing nothing to
the imagination, has rarely erected those domes, those airy naves, those
twin towers with which the old Catholic religion has crowned Europe.
Not a single monument in Philadelphia, New York, or Boston soars above
the mass of walls and roofs: the eye is saddened by this uniform level.

Putting up at first at a hotel, I later took a room in a boarding-house
patronized by planters from San Domingo and Frenchmen who had
emigrated with other ideas than mine. A land of freedom offering asylum
to people fleeing from freedom: there could be no better proof of the
supreme value of generous institutions than this voluntary exile of the
supporters of absolute power in a pure democracy.

A man arriving like myself in the United States, full of enthusiasm for
the peoples of classical antiquity, a colonist looking everywhere for the
rigidity of early Roman life, was bound to be shocked at the luxuriousness
of the carriages, the frivolity of the conversations, the inequality of
fortunes, the immorality of the banks and gaming-houses, the noisiness of
the ballrooms and theatres. In Philadelphia I might easily have thought
myself in Liverpool or Bristol. The common people were an attractive
sight; the Quaker girls with their grey dresses, their little uniform bonnets,
and their pale faces, looked positively beautiful.

At that period of my life I had a great admiration for republics,
although I did not consider them a practical possibility at the stage of
world history which we had reached: I knew liberty as the Ancients
understood it, and liberty the daughter of the manners of a new-born
society; but I knew nothing of that liberty which is the daughter of
enlightenment and of an old civilization, that which the representative
republic has shown to be a reality: God grant that it may last! In order to
be free, a man is no longer obliged to plough his own small field, to curse
the arts and sciences, or to have hooked nails and a dirty beard.

When I arrived in Philadelphia, General Washington was not there: I
was obliged to wait for him for about a week. I saw him go past in a
carriage drawn by four prancing horses driven four-in-hand. Washington,
according to the ideas I held at that time, was necessarily Cincinnatus;
Cincinnatus in a chariot conflicted somewhat with my republic of the
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Roman year 296. Could Washington the Dictator be anything but a
peasant driving his oxen along with a goad and holding the handle of his
plough? But when I went to see him with my letter of recommendation, I
found once again the simplicity of the ancient Roman.

A little house, which looked like the other houses near by, was the
palace of the President of the United States: there were no sentries, not
even any footmen. I knocked, and a young maidservant opened the door.
I asked her if the General was at home; she replied that he was. I said that
I had a letter for him. The maid asked me my name, which is difficult to
pronounce in English and which she could not remember. She then said
quietly: “Walk in, sir’, and led the way along one of those narrow corridors
which serve as entrance-halls in English houses: she showed me into a
parlour where she asked me to wait for the General.

I felt no emotion: neither greatness of soul nor greatness of fortune
impresses me; I admire the former without being overawed by it; the
second fills me with pity rather than respect: no man’s face will ever
disturb me.

A few minutes later the General came in: tall in stature, and calm and
cold rather than noble in bearing, he resembled his portraits. I handed him
my letter in silence; he opened it, and his eyes went straight to the
signature, which he read aloud, exclaiming:

‘Colonel Armand!’

This was the name by which he knew the Marquis de la Rouérie and by
which the latter had signed himself.

We sat down. I explained to him as best as I could the purpose of my
journey. He answered in monosyllables in English and French, and
listened to me with a sort of astonishment; I noticed this, and said to him
with some spirit:

‘But it is not as difficult to discover the North-West Passage as it is to
create a nation, as you have done.’

‘Well, well, young man!” he exclaimed, giving me his hand.

He invited me to dinner the next day, and we parted.

I took good care to keep the appointment. There were only five or six
guests. The conversation turned upon the French Revolution. The General
showed us a key from the Bastille. These keys, as I have already remarked,
were silly toys which were distributed to all and sundry. Three years later,
the exporters of locksmiths” wares could have sent the President of the
United States the bolt of the prison of the monarch who gave freedom to
both France and America. If Washington had seen the victors of the Bastille
in the gutters of Paris, he would have had less respect for his relic. The
seriousness and strength of the Revolution did not spring from those
bloody orgies. At the time of the revocation of the Edict of Nantes, in 1685,
the same mob from the Faubourg Saint-Antoine demolished the
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Protestant church at Charenton with just as much zeal as when it laid
waste the church of Saint-Denis in 1793.

I left my host at ten o’clock in the evening, and never saw him again; he
went away the next day, and I continued my journey.

Such was my meeting with the soldier-citizen, the liberator of a world.
Washington went to his grave before a little fame attached itself to my
footsteps; I passed before him as the most insignificant of human beings;
he was in all his glory, I in all my obscurity; my name may not have
lingered so much as one whole day in his memory: yet I am fortunate
indeed that his gaze should have fallen upon me! I have felt warmed by it
for the rest of my life: there is virtue in the gaze of a great man.
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Eight
With the Savages

I was impatient to continue my journey. It was not the Americans that I
had come to see, but something entirely different from the men I knew,
something more in keeping with the normal order of my ideas; I longed to
throw myself into an enterprise for which I was equipped with nothing
but my imagination and my courage.

At the time when I decided to try to discover the North-West Passage, it
was not known whether North America extended towards the Pole and
joined Greenland, or whether it terminated in some sea adjoining Hudson
Bay and the Behring Straits. In 1772 Hearne had discovered the sea at the
mouth of Copper Mine River, in latitude 71° 15’ N. and longitude 119° 15'
W. of Greenwich.

On the Pacific coast, the efforts of Captain Cook and other sailors after
him had left certain doubts. In 1787 a ship was said to have entered an
inland sea of North America; according to the story told by the captain of
this ship, what had been taken for an uninterrupted coastline to the north
of California was really just a closely knit chain of islands. The British
Admiralty sent Vancouver to verify these reports, which proved to be
false. Vancouver had not yet made his second voyage.

In the United States, in 1791, people were beginning to talk about the
route taken by Mackenzie: starting from Fort Chippeway on Mountains
Lake, on 3 June 1789, he made his way down to the Arctic Ocean by the
river to which he gave his name.

This discovery might have made me change direction and head due
north; but I would have had scruples about altering the plan which M. de
Malesherbes and I had agreed upon. I decided, therefore, to travel west so
as to strike the north-west coast above the Gulf of California; from there,
following the outline of the continent, and keeping the sea in sight all the
time, I hoped to explore the Behring Straits, double the northernmost cape
of America, come down east along the shores of the Arctic Ocean, and
return to the United States by way of Hudson Bay, Labrador, and Canada.

What means did I possess to carry out this prodigious peregrination?
None whatever. Most of the French explorers have been solitary men, left
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to their own resources; only very rarely has the Government or some
company employed or assisted them. Englishmen, Americans, Germans,
Spaniards, and Portuguese have accomplished, with the support of the
national will, what in our case impoverished individuals have begun in
vain. Mackenzie and others after him have made conquests in the vast
expanse of America, for the benefit of the United States and Great Britain,
which I had dreamt of making for the aggrandizement of my native land.
If I had succeeded, I should have had the honour of bestowing French
names on hitherto unknown regions, of endowing my country with a
colony on the Pacific coast, of taking the rich fur trade away from a rival
Power, and of preventing that Power from opening up a shorter route to
the Indies by putting France herself in possession of that route. I have put
these plans on record in my Essai historique, published in London in 1796,
and the plans in question were taken from the manuscript account of my
travels written in 1791. These dates prove that in both my ideas and my
writings I was ahead of the latest explorers of the Arctic ice-fields.

I obtained no encouragement in Philadelphia. I realized then that the
purpose of this first voyage would not be achieved, and that my present
expedition was destined to be only the prelude to a second and longer
voyage. l wrote to this effect to M. de Malesherbes, and while awaiting the
future, I promised to poetry whatever should be lost to science. And
indeed, if I failed to find in America what I was looking for, the Arctic
world, it so happened that I did find there a new muse.

A stage-coach, similar to the one which had brought me from Baltimore,
took me from Philadelphia to New York, a gay, crowded, commercial city,
which was nevertheless far from being what it is today, and even farther
from what it will be in a few years’ time, for the United States grow faster
than this manuscript. I went on a pilgrimage to Boston to salute the first
battlefield of American liberty. I saw the plains of Lexington; I sought
there, as I have since sought at Sparta, the grave of those warriors who
died in obedience to the sacred laws of their country.* A notable example of
the concatenation of human affairs: a finance Bill passed by the English
Parliament in 1765 creates a new empire on this earth in 1782, and causes
one of the oldest kingdoms of Europe to disappear from the world in
1789!

I embarked at New York on the packet sailing for Albany, which is
situated in the upper reaches of the Hudson River. There were a
considerable number of passengers. Towards evening on the first day, we
were served with a collation of fruit and milk; the women sat on the
benches on deck, and the men at their feet. Conversation was not
maintained for long: at the sight of a beautiful natural picture, one
involuntarily falls silent.

110



Arriving at Albany, I went in search of a Mr Swift, for whom I had been
given a letter. This Mr Swift traded in furs with the Indian tribes enclosed
in the territory ceded by England to the United States; for the civilized
Powers, whether republican or monarchical, unceremoniously divide
among themselves land in America which does not belong to them. After
listening to what I had to say, Mr Swift raised some eminently reasonable
objections. He told me that I could not undertake a voyage of this
importance on the spur of the moment, alone, without help, without
support, and without letters of recommendation for the English,
American, and Spanish posts through which I should have to pass; that if
I had the good fortune to cross so many desolate wastes, I should come to
frozen regions where I should die of cold and hunger: he advised me to
begin by acclimatizing myself, and urged me to learn the Sioux, Iroquois,
and Eskimo languages and to spend some time living with the trappers
and the agents of the Hudson’s Bay Company. Once I had completed this
preliminary training, I could then, in four or five years’ time, and with the
assistance of the French Government, proceed on my hazardous mission.

This advice, whose justice, in my heart of hearts, I was forced to admit,
annoyed me. If I had relied on my own judgement, I should have set off
there and then for the Pole, as one would set out from Paris to Pontoise. I
concealed my annoyance from Mr Swift, and asked him to find me a
guide and some horses to take me to Niagara and Pittsburgh: from
Pittsburgh I would go down the Ohio and collect ideas which would be
useful to me in my future plans. I was still thinking of following my
original route.

Mr Swift engaged a Dutchman for me who spoke several Indian
dialects. I bought a couple of horses and left Albany.

The whole stretch of country between that town and Niagara is now
inhabited and cleared; the New York Canal crosses it; but at that time a
considerable part of this territory was unoccupied.

When, after crossing the Mohawk, I entered some woods where no trees
had been felled, I was seized with a sort of intoxication of independence: I
went from tree to tree, left and right, saying to myself:

‘Here there are no roads, no cities, no monarchies, no republics, no
presidents, no kings, no men.’

And in order to see whether I was really reinstated in my original
rights, I indulged in wild antics which infuriated my guide, who secretly
believed me to be mad.

Alas, I imagined that I was alone in that forest in which I held my head
so high! But suddenly I almost ran into the side of a shelter. Under the
roof of that shelter, my astonished eyes beheld the first savages I had ever
seen. There were a score of them, men and women, all daubed with paint
like sorcerers, with half-naked bodies, slit ears, crows’ feathers on their
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heads, and rings in their noses. A little Frenchman, his hair all curled and
powdered, wearing an apple-green coat, a drugget jacket, and a muslin
jabot and ruffles, was scraping a pocket fiddle and making those Iroquois
dance Madelon Friquet. M. Violet (for that was his name) was the savages’
dancing-master. They paid him for his lessons in beaver skins and bears’
hams. He had been a scullion in General Rochambeau’s service during the
American War. After the departure of our army, he had stayed in New
York with the intention of instructing the Americans in the fine arts.
Success had widened the scope of his ambitions, and the new Orpheus
was now carrying civilization to the savage hordes of the New World.
Speaking to me of the Indians, he always said: ‘These savage ladies and
gentlemen.” He took great pride in the nimbleness of his pupils, and
indeed I have never seen such capering. Holding his little violin between
his chest and his chin, M. Violet would tune the magic instrument and
then call out to the Iroquois:

‘Take your places!”

And the whole troop would start leaping about like a band of demons.

It was a terrible experience for a disciple of Rousseau, this introduction
to savage life through a dancing-lesson given to some Iroquois by General
Rochambeau’s sometime scullion. I was tempted to laugh, but I felt
cruelly humiliated.

I bought a complete outfit from the Indians: two bearskins, one to serve as
a demi-toga, the other as a bed. I added to my new apparel the red cap in
ribbed cloth, the cloak, the belt, the horn for calling in the dogs, and the
bandoleer of the typical trapper. My hair hung over my bare neck, and I
wore a long beard: I looked like an amalgam of savage, hunter, and
missionary. I was invited to a hunt which was to take place the next day to
track down an American badger, an animal which is now practically
extinct in Canada, like the beaver.

We set off in boats before dawn to go up a river coming out of the forest
in which the badger had been seen. There were about thirty of us,
including Indians as well as American and Canadian trappers: part of the
troop walked alongside the flotilla with the dogs, and the women carried
our provisions.

We did not find the badger, but we killed some lynxes and musk-rats.
The Indians used to go into deep mourning when they had accidentally
killed any of the latter animals, for the female of the musk-rat is, as
everybody knows, the mother of the human race. The Chinese, who are
more observant, maintain that the rat changes into a quail, the mole into
an oriole.

Our table was abundantly furnished with river birds and fish. The dogs
are trained to dive, so that when they are not hunting they go fishing: they
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plunge into the rivers and seize the fish even when they are at the bottom
of the water. The women cooked our meals over a big fire around which
we took our places. We had to lie flat, with our faces close to the ground,
to protect our eyes against the smoke, which hung in a great cloud above
our heads and preserved us after a fashion from the stings of the
mosquitoes.

M. Violet gave me letters of credence for the Onondagas, the remnant of
one of the six Iroquois nations. I came first of all to the Lake of the
Onondagas. The Dutchman picked a suitable spot in which to pitch our
camp: in the curve of a river flowing from the lake. We drove two forked
stakes into the ground, six feet apart, and hung a long pole horizontally in
the forks of these stakes. Strips of birch bark, one end resting on the
ground and the other on the transversal pole, formed the sloping roof of
our palace. Our saddles had to serve as pillows and our cloaks as blankets.
We fastened bells to our horses” necks and turned them loose in the
woods near our camp: they did not wander far.

The next day I went to pay a call on the sachem of the Onondagas; I
reached his village at ten o’clock in the morning. I was promptly
surrounded by a crowd of young savages who spoke to me in their
language, mixed with English phrases and a few French words; they were
noisy and light-hearted, like the first Turks I saw, later on, when I landed
on the soil of Greece. These Indians, enclosed in clearings made by the
whites, have houses and cattle of their own; their huts are full of utensils
bought at Quebec, Montreal, Niagara, and Detroit on the one hand, and in
the markets of the United States on the other.

The explorers of the interior of North America found in a state of
nature, among the various savage tribes, the different forms of
government known to the civilized peoples. The Iroquois belonged to a
race which seemed destined to conquer all the other Indian races, if
strangers had not come to empty his veins and arrest his genius. That
fearless creature was not overawed by firearms when they were first used
against him; he stood fast in the midst of the whistling of bullets and the
roar of gun-fire, as if he had heard these sounds all his life; he seemed to
pay no more attention to them than to a storm. As soon as he was able to
lay his hands on a musket, he made better use of it than a European. He
did not substitute it for the tomahawk, the scalping-knife, the bow and
arrow; he kept these weapons, adding to them the carbine, the dagger,
and the axe; it seemed as if he could never have enough arms to satisfy his
valour. Doubly equipped with the murderous instruments of Europe and
America, his head decked with plumes, his ears slit, his face daubed with
various colours, his arms tattooed and smeared with blood, this champion
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of the New World became as redoubtable in appearance as he was in
battle, on the shores which he defended foot by foot against the invaders.

The Onondaga sachem or chief was an old Iroquois in the fullest sense
of the word: he kept up in his person the ancient traditions of the
wilderness.

English writers never fail to call the Indian sachem the old gentleman.
Well, the old gentleman is completely naked; he wears a feather or a
fishbone stuck through his nostrils, and sometimes covers his head, which
is as smooth and round as a cheese, with a laced three-cornered hat, as a
European sign of honour. Does not the Abbé Velly depict history with the
same realism? The Frankish chieftain Chilpéric rubbed his hair with sour
butter, infundens acido comam butyro, daubed his cheeks with woad, and
wore a striped jacket or a tunic made of the skin of some animal; he is
represented by Velly as a prince magnificent to the point of ostentation in
his furniture and retinue, voluptuous to the point of debauchery, and
scarcely believing in God, whose ministers were the butt of his mockery.

The sachem of the Onondagas received me well and invited me to sit
down on a mat. He spoke English and understood French; my guide knew
Iroquois: conversation was easy. Among other things, the old man told me
that although his nation had always been at war with mine, he had always
respected it. He complained about the Americans; he considered them
greedy and unfair, and regretted that in the division of the Indian
territories his tribe had not gone to increase the lot of the English.

The women served us with a meal. Hospitality is the last virtue which
the savages have retained in the midst of European civilization; it is well
known what that hospitality was like in the past; the hearth was as sacred
as the altar.

When a tribe was driven out of its woods, or when a man came and
asked for hospitality, the stranger began what was called the dance of the
supplicant. The child touched the threshold and said: ‘Here is the
stranger.” And the chief replied: ‘Child, bring the man into the hut.” The
stranger, coming in under the child’s protection, sat down among the
ashes of the hearth. And the woman sang the song of consolation: “The
stranger has found a mother and a wife; the sun will rise and set for him
as of old.’

These customs give the impression of having been borrowed from the
Greeks: Themistocles, calling on Admetus, kisses the penates and his host’s
young son (at Megara I may have trodden on the poor woman’s
hearthstone, under which Phocion’s cinerary urn was hidden); while
Ulysses, visiting Alcinous, says to Arete: ‘Noble Arete, daughter of
Rhexenor, after suffering cruel misfortunes, I throw myself at your feet.”
And having said this, the hero goes and sits among the ashes of the hearth
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I took leave of the old sachem. He had been present at the capture of
Quebec. In the shameful years of Louis XV’s reign, the episode of the
Canadian War consoles us as if it were a page of our ancient history
discovered in the Tower of London.

Montcalm, given the task of defending Canada unaided, against forces
which are regularly replenished and four times his own in number, fights
successfully for two years, defeating Lord Loudon and General
Abercromby. At last his luck deserts him; he falls wounded beneath the
walls of Quebec, and two days later breathes his last: his grenadiers bury
him in a hole made by a bombshell, a grave worthy of the honour of our
arms! His noble enemy Wolfe dies facing him; he pays with his own life
for Montcalm’s life and for the glory of expiring on a few French flags.

My guide and I mounted our horses again. Our route became more
difficult, with nothing but a line of felled trees to indicate it. The trunks of
these trees served as bridges over the streams or as fascines in the
quagmires. The American settlers were at this time moving towards the
Genesee concessions. These concessions were sold at prices which varied
according to the richness of the soil, the quality of the trees, the course and
force of the water.

It has been observed that the settlers are often preceded in the woods by
bees: these are the vanguard of the farmers, the symbols of the industry
and civilization whose coming they herald. Strangers to America, where
they arrived in the wake of Columbus, these peaceful conquerors have
robbed a new world of flowers only of those treasures of whose use the
natives were ignorant; and they have employed those treasures to no
other effect than to enrich the soil from which they took them.

The clearings along both sides of the road I was travelling presented a
curious mixture of natural and civilized conditions. In a corner of a wood
which had never known any sound but the yells of the savage and the
belling of the stag, one came across a ploughed field; and from the same
vantage-point one could see an Indian’s wigwam and a planter’s cabin.
Some of these cabins, which had already been completed, reminded one of
the neatness and cleanliness of Dutch farm-houses; others were only half-
finished and had no roof but the sky.

I was received in these dwellings which were the result of a morning’s
work, and inside I often found a family equipped with the amenities of
European civilization: mahogany furniture, a piano, carpets, and mirrors,
a few steps from an Iroquois’s hut. In the evening, when the farm-workers
had returned from the woods with their axes and hoes, the windows were
thrown open. My host’s daughters, with their lovely fair hair dressed in
ringlets, would stand round the piano singing the duet from Paisiello’s

115



Pandolfetto, or some cantabile by Cimarosa, all this in full view of the
wilderness, and sometimes to the murmuring sound of a waterfall.

In the better districts small towns were established. The spire of a new
church shot up from the heart of an old forest. Since the English take their
customs with them wherever they go, after crossing tracts of country
containing no trace of human habitation, I would suddenly see an inn-
sign swinging from the branch of a tree. Trappers, planters, and Indians
mingled together at these caravanserais: the first time I put up at one, I
swore that it would be the last.

Entering one of these hostelries, I stood amazed at the sight of an
enormous bed built in a circle round a post: each traveller took his place in
this bed with his feet against the post in the middle and his head at the
circumference of the circle, so that the sleepers were arranged
symmetrically like the spokes of a wheel or the sticks of a fan. After some
hesitation, I got into this contraption, because I could see no one else in it.
I was beginning to doze off when I felt something sliding against me: it
was the leg of my big Dutchman: I have never experienced a more
horrible sensation in the whole of my life. I jumped out of the hospitable
bed, cordially cursing the customs of our good forefathers. I went and
slept in my cloak in the moonlight: this bedfellow at least was all
sweetness, freshness, and purity.

On the bank of the Genesee we found a ferry-boat. A troop of settlers
and Indians crossed the river with us. We pitched camp in meadows
bright with butterflies and flowers. Dressed in our varied costumes, and
sitting in different groups round our fires, with our horses tethered or
grazing, we looked like a caravan. It was there that I first made the
acquaintance of the rattlesnake, which allows itself to be bewitched by the
sound of a flute. The Greeks would have turned my Canadian into
Orpheus, the flute into a lyre, and the snake into Cerberus or perhaps
Eurydice.

We rode on towards Niagara. When we had come to within twenty
miles of our destination, we saw, in an oak-grove, the camp-fire of some
savages who had stopped for the night on the bank of a stream where we
ourselves were thinking of bivouacking. We took advantage of their
preparations: after grooming our horses and getting ready for the night,
we accosted the little band. Crossing our legs tailor-fashion, we sat down
among the Indians around the fire and started roasting our maize cakes.

The family consisted of two women, two children who had not yet been
weaned, and three braves. The conversation became general, that is to say
interspersed with a few words from me and a great many gestures; then
each one fell asleep where he was sitting. I alone stayed awake, and went
to sit by myself on a tree-root which ran along the bank of the stream.
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The moon showed above the tree-tops; a balmy breeze, which that
Queen of the Night brought with her from the East, seemed to precede her
through the forests, as if it were her cool breath. The solitary luminary
climbed higher and higher in the sky, now pursuing her course, now
crossing clusters of clouds which resembled the peaks of a chain of snow-
capped mountains. All would have been peace and silence but for the
falling of a few leaves, the passing of a sudden gust of wind, the hooting
of a brown owl; in the distance I could hear the dull roar of the Niagara
Falls, which in the still of the night echoed from wilderness to wilderness
before dying away in the lonely forests. It was during nights such as that
that an unknown muse appeared to me; I listened to the accents of her
voice and marked them down in my book, by the light of the stars, as an
ordinary musician might write down the notes dictated to him by some
great master of harmony.

The next day, the Indians armed themselves while the women collected
their baggage. I distributed a little gunpowder and vermilion among my
hosts. We parted, touching our foreheads and breasts. The braves gave the
marching-cry and set off in front; the women followed after, carrying the
children, who, slung in furs on their mothers’ backs, turned their heads to
look at us. I followed this procession with my eyes until the whole troop
had disappeared among the trees of the forest.

The Niagara Falls savages in the English dependency were entrusted
with the task of policing that side of the frontier. This weird constabulary,
armed with bows and arrows, prevented us from passing. I had to send
the Dutchman to the fort at Niagara for a permit in order to enter the
territory of the British government. This saddened me a little, for I
remembered that France had once ruled over both Upper and Lower
Canada. My guide returned with the permit: I still have it; it is signed:
Captain Gordon. Is it not strange that I should have found the same English
name on the door of my cell in Jerusalem? As I wrote in my Itinéraire:
“Thirteen pilgrims had inscribed their names on the door and walls of the
room: the first was called Charles Lombard, and he visited Jerusalem in
1669; the last was John Gordon, and the date of his stay is 1804.”

I spent two days in the Indian village, where I wrote another letter to M.
de Malesherbes. The Indian women busied themselves with various tasks;
their babies were slung in nets from the branches of a tall purple beech.
The grass was covered with dew, the wind smelt sweet as it came out of
the forest, and the cotton-plants, turning their capsules upside down,
looked like white rose-trees. The breeze rocked the aerial cradles with an
almost imperceptible movement; the mothers got up now and then to see
if their children were asleep and had not been awakened by the birds.
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The Indian village was some eight or ten miles from the Falls: it took my
guide and me nearly four hours to cover this distance. Already, six miles
away, a column of mist indicated the position of the waterfall to me. My
heart beat with joy mingled with terror as I entered the wood which
concealed from my view one of the most awe-inspiring sights that Nature
has offered to mankind.

We dismounted, and leading our horses by the bridle, we made our
way across heaths and copses until we reached the bank of the Niagara
River, seven or eight hundred paces above the Falls. As I was moving
forward, the guide caught me by the arm; he stopped me at the very edge
of the water, which was going past with the swiftness of an arrow. It did
not froth or foam, but glided in a solid mass over the sloping rock; its
silence before its fall contrasted with the roar of the fall itself. The
Scriptures often compare a nation to mighty waters: this was a dying
nation which, robbed of its voice by the agony of death, was hurling itself
into the abyss of eternity.

The guide continued to hold me back, for I felt so to speak drawn
towards the river, and I had an involuntary longing to throw myself in.
First I would look upstream at the river-banks, then downstream at the
island which divided the waters, and the spot where those waters stopped
all of a sudden, as if they had been cut off in mid-air.

After a quarter of an hour of perplexity and admiration I went on to the
Falls. The reader can find in the Essai sur les Révolutions and Atala the two
descriptions I have made of the scene. Today, great highroads lead to the
cataract; there are inns on both the American and English banks, and mills
and factories beneath the chasm.

I have seen the cascades of the Alps with their chamois and those of the
Pyrenees with their lizards; I have not been far enough up the Nile to see
its cataracts, which are mere rapids; I make no mention of the waters of
Terni and Tivoli, graceful adornments for ruins or subjects for the poet’s
song: Et praeceps Anio ac Tiburni lucus.*

Niagara eclipses everything. 1 gazed for a long time at this cataract
whose existence was revealed to the old world, not by puny travellers like
myself, but by missionaries who, seeking solitude for the love of God,
would throw themselves on their knees at the sight of some marvel of
Nature and receive martyrdom as they came to the end of their hymn of
admiration. Our priests saluted the natural splendours of America and
consecrated them with their blood; our soldiers clapped their hands at the
sight of the ruins of Thebes and presented arms to Andalusia: the whole
genius of France lies in the twin army of our camps and our altars.

I was holding my horse’s bridle twisted round my arm when a
rattlesnake started rustling in the bushes. The startled horse reared up and
backed towards the Falls. I was unable to release my arm from the reins;
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the horse, growing more terrified every moment, dragged me after it.
Already its fore-feet were off the ground; crouching on the edge of the
abyss, it maintained its position only by the strength of its loins. It was all
up with me, when the animal, itself astonished at the new danger
confronting it, swung round away from the Falls. If I had died in the
Canadian forest, would my soul have carried to the supreme tribunal the
sacrifices, the good works and virtues of Pére Jogues and Pere
Lallemand,* or empty days and futile fantasies?

This was not the only danger I encountered at Niagara. A ladder of
creepers was used by the savages to get down to the lower basin; it was
broken at this time. Wishing to see the Falls from below, I ignored my
guide’s protests and started clambering down the side of an almost
perpendicular rock. In spite of the roar of the water foaming below me, I
kept my head and got to within forty feet of the bottom. At that point,
however, the bare, vertical rock offered me no further foothold; I was left
hanging by one hand to the last root, feeling my fingers opening under the
weight of my body: few men have spent two minutes such as those I
counted then. My tired hand let go; I fell. By an incredible stroke of good
fortune, I found myself on the edge of a rock upon which I should have
been smashed into a thousand pieces, and I was not conscious of any
serious injury. I was a few inches from the abyss and I had not rolled into
it; but when the cold and damp began to penetrate my body, I saw that I
had not got off so lightly: my left arm was broken above the elbow. The
guide, who was looking down at me and to whom I made signs of
distress, ran off to fetch some savages. They hoisted me with ropes up an
otters’ path, and carried me to their village. I had only a simple fracture: a
couple of splints, a bandage, and a sling were enough to cure me.

We eventually set out for the lands known at that time by the general
name of the Floridas, and now divided into the states of Alabama,
Georgia, South Carolina, and Tennessee.

The savages of Florida tell of an island in the middle of a lake which is
inhabited by the most beautiful women in the world. The Muskhogulges
have repeatedly tried to conquer it, but this Eden flees before their canoes,
a natural symbol of those dreams which retreat before our desires. The
country also boasted a fountain of youth: who would wish to live his life
over again?

These fables came close to assuming a sort of reality in my eyes. Just
when we least expected it, we saw a flotilla of canoes, some with oars and
the others with sails, come out of a bay. They landed at the island on
which we had pitched camp. Manning them were two families of Creeks,
the one consisting of Seminoles, the other of Muskhogulges, including

119



some Cherokees and Burnt-woods. I was struck by the grace of these
savages, who in no way resembled those of Canada.

The Seminoles and Muskhogulges are fairly tall, and, by an
extraordinary contrast, their mothers, wives, and daughters are the
smallest women known in America.

The Indian women who landed near us, born of mixed Cherokee and
Castilian stock, were tall in stature. Two of them looked like Creoles from
San Domingo or Mauritius but were yellow-skinned and delicate like
women of the Ganges. These two Floridan women, who were cousins on
the father’s side, served as my models, the one for Atala, the other for
Céluta: they surpassed the portraits I painted of them only by that
variable and fugitive truth of nature, that physiognomy of race and
climate which I was unable to render. There was something indefinable in
that oval face, in that dusky complexion which one seemed to see through
a light, orange-tinted film of smoke, in that soft black hair, in those narrow
eyes, half-hidden beneath the veil of two satiny eyelids which opened
lazily; in short, in the dual charm of the Indian and the Spanish woman.

The meeting with our hosts resulted in a certain change in our
movements: our trading agents began asking questions about horses, and
it was decided that we should go and settle down near the studs.

The plain on which our camp was established was covered with bulls,
cows, horses, bisons, buffaloes, cranes, turkeys, and pelicans: these birds
mottled the green background of the savannah with white, black, and
pink streaks.

Our traders and trappers were stirred by many passions: not passions
of race, education, or prejudice, but natural passions, full-blooded and
absolute, making straight for their object, with no witnesses but a tree
fallen in the depths of an unknown forest, an uncharted valley, a nameless
river. The relations between the Spaniards and the Creek women formed
the basis of most adventures: the Burnt-woods played the principal part in
these romances. One story was famous: that of a dealer in brandy who
had been seduced and ruined by a ‘painted woman’ or courtesan. This
story, put into Seminole verse under the title of Tabamica, used to be sung
on the way through the woods. Carried off in their turn by the settlers, the
Indian women soon died neglected and forsaken in the Spanish town of
Pensacola: their misfortunes went to swell the Romanceros and to be
classed with the laments of Ximena.

The earth is a charming mother; we come forth from her womb; in
childhood, she holds us to her breasts, which are swollen with milk and
honey; in youth and manhood, she lavishes upon us her cool waters, her
harvests, and her fruits; she offers us, wherever we may go, shade, a bath,
a table, and a bed; when we die, she opens her bosom to us again and
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throws a coverlet of grass and flowers over our remains while she secretly
transforms us into her own substance to be reproduced in some new and
graceful shape. That is what I said to myself when I awoke and my first
glance fell upon the sky, the canopy of my bed.

The hunters had set out for their day’s work, and I remained behind
with the women and children. I never left the side of my two sylvan
goddesses: one was proud, the other sad. I could not understand a single
word of what they said to me; but I went to fetch water for their cup,
twigs for their fire, mosses for their bed. They wore the short skirt and the
wide, slashed sleeves of Spanish women, the bodice and cloak of Indian
women. Their bare legs were cross-gartered with birch laces. They plaited
their hair with posies of flowers or filaments of rushes: they covered their
breasts with chains and glass necklaces. Purple berries hung from their
ears, and they had a pretty talking parrot, the bird of Armida, which they
fastened on their shoulder like an emerald or carried in a hood on their
hand, as the great ladies of the tenth century carried their hawks. To
harden their breasts and arms, they rubbed themselves with the apoya or
rattan-cane. In Bengal the nautch-girls chew the betel-nut, and in the
Levant the almes suck the mastic of Chio; the Floridan women crushed
between their bluey-white teeth tears of liquid-ambar and roots of libanis,
which combined the fragrance of angelica, cedrat, and vanilla. They lived
in an atmosphere of perfumes emanating from themselves, like orange-
trees and flowers living in the pure exhalations from their leaves and
chalices. I amused myself by putting some little ornament on their heads:
they submitted, showing mild alarm; magicians themselves, they thought
that I was casting a spell over them. One of them, the “proud’ one, kept
offering up prayers; she seemed to me half-Christian. The other one sang
in a velvety voice, finishing every phrase on a note of stirring beauty.
Sometimes they spoke sharply to each other: I thought I could recognize
the accents of jealousy, but the ‘sad” one wept, and silence was restored.

A fishing party was arranged. The sun had nearly set. In the foreground
there were sassafras, tulip-trees, catalpas, and oaks from whose boughs
there hung skeins of white moss. Behind there rose the most charming of
trees, the papaw, which might have been taken for a stylus of chased
silver, surmounted by a Corinthian urn. In the background there was a
profusion of balsam-trees, magnolias, and liquidambars.

Abandoned by my companions, I rested by the edge of a clump of trees:
its darkness, glazed with light, formed the penumbra in which I sat.
Fireflies shone among the crape-coloured shrubs, disappearing from sight
when they passed through the moonbeams. I could hear the sound of the
rise and fall of the lake, the leaping of the goldfish, and the occasional cry
of the diving-bird. My eyes were fixed on the water; I gradually fell into
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that state of drowsiness which is familiar to men who travel the world’s
highways; I no longer had any clear recollections; I felt as if I were living
and vegetating with Nature in a kind of pantheism. I leant back against
the trunk of a magnolia-tree and fell asleep; my slumbers floated on a
vague surface of hope.

When I emerged from this Lethe, I found myself between two women;
the odalisks had returned; not wanting to awaken me, they had sat down
silently by my side; then, either in a pretence of sleep or because they had
really dozed off, their heads had fallen on my shoulders.

A breeze blew through the grove and deluged us with a shower of
magnolia petals. Then the younger of the Seminoles began to sing: no man
who is not sure of himself should ever expose himself to such temptation:
one cannot tell what passions may enter with melody into a man’s breast.
A harsh, jealous voice replied to the woman’s song: a Burnt-wood was
calling the two cousins, they started and rose: dawn was beginning to
break.

I have since repeated this scene, though without Aspasia, on the shores
of Greece: going up to the columns of the Parthenon with the dawn, I saw
Mount Cithaeron, Mount Hymettus, the Acropolis of Corinth, the tombs
and the ruins, bathed in a dew of golden, transparent, shimmering light,
which was reflected by the seas and wafted like a perfume by the breezes
from Salamis and Delos.

We finished on the bank our voyage without words. At noon we struck
camp to go and inspect the horses which the Creeks wished to sell and the
traders to buy. Women and children, all were summoned to act as
witnesses, as was the custom in solemn transactions. Stallions of every age
and colour, foals and mares, with bulls, cows, and heifers, started racing
and galloping around us. In the confusion I was separated from the
Creeks. A group of men and horses collected at the edge of a wood.
Suddenly I recognized my two Floridans among them; strong hands were
seating them on the cruppers of two Barbary horses ridden bareback by a
Burnt-wood and a Seminole. The mares galloped off, and the huge
squadron followed them. The horses rushed, leaped, bounded, and
neighed in the midst of the horns of the bulls and buffaloes, their hoofs
colliding in mid-air, their tails and manes flying blood-stained behind
them. A whirlwind of ravenous insects swarmed around this wild cavalry.
My Floridans disappeared from sight like Ceres” daughter, snatched away
by the god of the underworld.

That is how everything proves abortive in my life, and why nothing is
left me but pictures of what has passed me by: I shall go down to the
Elysian Fields with more shades than any man has ever taken with him.
The fault lies with my character: I am incapable of taking advantage of
any piece of good fortune; I cannot take an interest in anything whatever
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that interests others. Except in religion, I have no beliefs. Shepherd or
king, what would I have done with my sceptre or my crook? I would have
grown equally weary of glory or genius, work or leisure, prosperity or
misfortune. Everything tires me: I laboriously tow my boredom behind
me, yawning away my life wherever I go.

The devil having spirited away the Muskhogulge maidens, I was told
by the guide that a Burnt-wood who was in love with one of the two
women had been jealous of me and had arranged with a Seminole, the
brother of the other cousin, to take Atala and Céluta away from me. The
guide referred to them bluntly as ‘“painted women’, which wounded my
vanity. I felt all the more humiliated in that the Burnt-wood, my favoured
rival, was a lean, ugly, dark-skinned mosquito of a man, with all the
characteristics of the insects which, according to the Grand Lama’s
entomologists, are animals whose flesh is inside their bones. Solitude
appeared empty to me after my misadventure. I was short-tempered with
my sylph, who nobly came running to console her faithless lover, like Julie
when she forgave Saint-Preux his Parisian Floridans.* I lost no time in
leaving the wilderness, in which I have since resuscitated the drowsy
companions of my night. I cannot tell whether I gave back to them the life
they gave me: at least I made a virgin of one and a virtuous wife of the
other, by way of expiation.

We crossed the Blue Mountains again and approached the European
clearings in the vicinity of Chillicothe. On the bank of a stream I saw an
American house: a farm-house at one end and a water-mill at the other. I
went in, asked for food and shelter, and was well received.

My hostess showed me up a ladder to a room over the shaft of the
hydraulic machine. My little casement-window, festooned with ivy and
cobaeas with iris bells, overlooked the stream which flowed past, narrow
and solitary, between two thick borders of willows, elms, sassafras,
tamarinds, and Caroline poplars. The moss-covered millwheel turned in
their shade, letting fall long ribbons of water. Perch and trout leaped
about in the foam; wagtails flew from one bank to the other; and some
birds of the kingfisher family fluttered their wings above the current.

How happy I should have been there with the ‘sad” one, if only she had
remained faithful to me, sitting dreaming at her feet with my head against
her knees, listening to the noise of the weir, the turning of the wheel, the
rolling of the millstone, the sifting of the bolter, the even beating of the
clack, and breathing in the freshness of the water and the smell from the
husks of the pearl barley.

Night fell. I went down to the farm parlour. It was lighted only by
maize-straw and bean husks blazing in the hearth. The firearms of the
master of the house, lying horizontally in the gun-rack, gleamed in the
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light from the fire-place. I sat down on a stool in the chimney-nook, near a
squirrel which kept jumping from the back of a big dog to the shelf of a
spinning-wheel and back again. A kitten installed itself on my knee to
watch this game. The miller’s wife put a large stewpot on the fire, whose
flames played round the black base of the pot like a radiated crown of
gold. While I watched the potatoes boiling for my supper, I read by the
light of the fire, holding my head low down, an English newspaper which
I had found lying on the floor between my legs. Printed in large letters I
read the words: FLIGHT OF THE KING. It was the story of Louis XVI's
attempted escape and the arrest of the unfortunate monarch at Varennes.*

A sudden conversion took place in my mind. Rinaldo saw his weakness
in the mirror of honour in Armida’s gardens; I was not Tasso’s hero, but
the same looking-glass showed me my image in an American orchard.
The clash of arms and the tumult of the world resounded in my ears
beneath the thatch of a mill hidden in unfrequented woods. I said to
myself: ‘Go back to France’, and abruptly brought my travels to a close.

Thus it was that my sense of duty upset my original plans and caused
the first of those upheavals that have marked my career. The Bourbons no
more needed a younger son from Brittany to return from abroad to offer
them his obscure devotion than they have needed his services since he has
emerged from his obscurity. If I had lit my pipe with the newspaper
which changed the course of my life, and continued my journey, no one
would have noticed my absence; my life at that time was unknown and
weighed as little as the smoke from my calumet. A mild dispute between
myself and my conscience flung me on the stage of the world. I could
have done as I pleased, since I was the sole witness of the struggle; but of
all witnesses, that is the one before whom I should most fear to blush.

Why is it that the wastes of Erie and Ontario present themselves to my
mind with a charm which the splendid spectacle of the Bosphorus does
not possess in my memory? It is because, at the time of my travels in the
United States, I was full of illusions; the troubles in France began at the
same time as my adult life; nothing was settled or complete either in
myself or in my native land. Those days are dear to me because they
remind me of the innocence of feelings inspired by my family and the
pleasures of youth.

Fifteen years later, after my travels in the Levant, the Republic, swollen
with ruins and tears, had poured like a torrent from the deluge into
despotism. I no longer deluded myself with idle dreams; my recollections,
henceforth finding their source in society and human passion, were no
longer innocent and ingenuous. Disappointed in both my pilgrimages to
the West and to the East, I had failed to discover the passage to the Pole, I
had failed to win glory on the banks of the Niagara, where I had gone in
search of it, and I had left it undisturbed in the ruins of Athens.
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Setting out to be an explorer in America and returning to be a soldier in
Europe, I did not go the whole length of either of these careers: an evil
genie snatched the staff and the sword away from me, and put the pen in
my hand. Another fifteen years have elapsed since, looking at the night
sky over Sparta, I recalled the countries which had already seen my
peaceful or troubled sleep: in the woods of Germany, on the commons of
England, on the plains of Italy, on the high seas, and in the Canadian
forests I had already greeted the same stars which I saw shining over the
land of Helen and Menelaus. But what did it avail me to complain to the
stars, the immobile witnesses of my vagrant destinies? One day their gaze
will cease to tire itself by following me: in the meantime, indifferent to my
fate, I will not ask those stars to exercise a gentler influence over it, or to
restore to me that part of life which the traveller leaves behind him in the
places he visits.

Returning to Philadelphia from the wilderness, as I have already said,
having hurriedly written on the way what I have just related, like the old
man in La Fontaine, I did not find the bills of exchange I expected; this
was the beginning of the financial difficulties in which I have been
plunged ever since. Fortune and I took a dislike to each other at first sight.
According to Herodotus, certain Indian ants used to amass piles of gold;
according to Athenaeus, the sun gave Hercules a golden ship in which to
land on the island of Erythia, the home of the Hesperides: ant though I
am, I do not have the honour of belonging to the great Indian family, and
sailor though I am, I have never crossed the sea in anything but a wooden
boat. It was a vessel of this kind which brought me back to Europe from
America. The captain allowed me to make the crossing on credit. On 10
December 1791 I embarked with several of my fellow countrymen who,
for a variety of reasons, were returning like myself to France. The ship’s
destination was Le Havre.

A westerly gale caught us at the mouth of the Delaware and drove us
across the Atlantic in seventeen days. Often under bare poles, we were
scarcely able to heave to. The sun did not appear once. The ship, steered
by dead reckoning, flew before the waves. I crossed the ocean in shadow;
never before had it looked so sad. I myself, sadder still, was returning
from my first venture in life disappointed and deceived. ‘Palaces are not
built on the sea,” says the Persian poet Feryd-Eddyn. I felt a vague
heaviness of heart, as at the approach of a great misfortune. Looking out
over the waves, I asked them to tell me my destiny, or else I did some
writing, more inconvenienced by their movement than disturbed by their
threats.

Far from calming down, the tempest increased in force the nearer we
came to Europe; but it blew steadily, and the uniformity of its rage
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produced a sort of furious lull in the livid sky and the leaden sea. The
captain, having been unable to take the altitude, was uneasy; he went up
into the shrouds and scanned the horizon through a telescope. A look-out
was placed on the bowsprit, another in the fore-topsail of the mainmast.
The sea turned choppy and the water changed colour, signs that we were
approaching land: but what land?

I spent two nights walking the deck, to the accompaniment of the
slapping of the waves in the darkness, the moaning of the wind in the
rigging, and the leaping of the sea as it swept across the decks; all around
us there was a mad riot of waves. Tired out by the jerks and jolts given by
the ship, I went below early on the third night. The weather was terrible;
my hammock creaked and rocked with every blow from the sea, which,
breaking over the vessel, shook it from stem to stern. Soon I heard men
running from one end of the deck to the other and coils of rope being
thrown about: I experienced the movement one feels when a ship starts
tacking. The hatch of the between-decks ladder was opened, and a
frightened voice called for the captain: that voice, in the middle of the
night and the storm, sounded ominous. I strained my ears, and thought I
could hear some of the sailors talking about the lie of the coast. I jumped
out of my hammock; a wave burst in and flooded the captain’s cabin,
knocking over tables, mattresses, chests, and firearms, and rolling them
about pell-mell; I got up on deck half-drowned.

When I put my head out of the hatchway, a marvellous sight met my
eyes. The ship had tried to put about; but, failing in the attempt, she had
been embayed by the wind. By the light of the moon, which kept
emerging from the clouds only to plunge into them again, we could see on
both sides of the ship, through a yellow fog, a coast bristling with rocks.
The sea was throwing up mountainous waves in the channel in which we
lay trapped; now they scattered into foam and spray, now they presented
an oily, vitreous surface, mottled with black, coppery, or greenish stains,
according to the colour of the shoals over which they roared. For two or
three minutes the moaning of the deep and that of the wind would be
confused; the next moment, we could distinguish the swirling of the
currents, the hissing of the reefs, the voice of the distant surge. From the
hold of the ship there came sounds which made the hearts of the bravest
sailors beat faster. The bows of the vessel cut through the thick mass of the
waves with a hideous roar, and at the helm, torrents of water flowed
away, seething and bubbling as at the opening of a sluice. In the midst of
all this uproar, nothing was so alarming as a certain dull murmur, like
that of a vase filling with water.

Lighted by a lantern and held down by weights, portulans, charts, and
log-books lay spread out on a hen-coop. A squall of wind had put out the
binnacle-lamp. Everyone was at loggerheads about the land. We had
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entered the Channel without noticing it; the ship, shuddering under every
wave, was drifting between the islands of Guernsey and Alderney. It
seemed as if we were bound to be wrecked, and the passengers packed
their valuables to save them.

The crew included some French sailors; one of them, in the absence of a
chaplain, started singing the hymn to Our Lady of Succour which was the
first thing I had learnt as a child; I sang it again in sight of the coast of
Brittany, almost under my mother’s eyes. The American Protestant sailors
joined in the singing of their French Catholic mates; danger teaches men
how weak they are and unites them in prayer. All of us, passengers and
sailors, were on deck, clinging to the rigging, the sheathing, the capstan,
or the anchor bills to avoid being swept away by the sea or hurled
overboard by the rolling of the ship. The captain shouted for an axe to cut
away the masts; and the rudder, whose tiller had been abandoned, went
swinging from side to side with a harsh creaking sound.

One experiment remained to be tried: the lead now registered only four
fathoms on a sandbank which crossed the channel; it was just possible
that the swell might carry us over the bank and into deep water, but who
had the courage to seize the helm and take the responsibility for our
common safety? One false turn of the tiller, and we were done for.

One of those men who spring from events and who are the spontaneous
children of danger came to our rescue: a sailor from New York took the
post deserted by the steersman. I can still see him in his shirt and canvas
trousers, bare-footed and his hair tangled and wet, holding the tiller in his
strong hands while he looked back over the stern at the sea which was to
save or sink us. The great wave came towards us, stretching the whole
width of the channel, rolling high without breaking, like one sea invading
another; big white birds, flying a straight and steady course, preceded it
like birds of death. The ship touched and stuck; there was complete
silence; every face turned pale. The swell arrived: just as it touched us, the
sailor put down the helm; the ship, on the point of falling on her side,
presented her stern, and the swell, which seemed about to engulf us, lifted
her up and over. The lead was heaved; it registered twenty-seven
fathoms. A cheer rose to the heavens above, and we added a shout of
‘Long live the King!” God did not hear it for Louis XVI; it benefited none
but ourselves.

Although we were clear of the two islands, we were not out of danger;
we could not get beyond the coast of Granville. At last the ebbing tide
carried us out, and we doubled the cape of La Hougue. I experienced no
fear during this semi-shipwreck and felt no delight at being saved. It is
better to leave life while one is young than to be evicted from it by time.
The next day we entered Le Havre. The whole population had come out to
see us. Our top-masts were broken, our longboats had been swept away,
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our quarter-deck had been cut down, and we shipped water with every
pitch of the vessel. I landed on the jetty. On 2 January 1792 I once more
trod my native soil, which was soon to slip away again from under my
feet. I brought with me no Eskimos from the polar regions, but two
savages of an unknown species: Chactas and Atala.
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Nine

With the Emigrant Army

I wrote to my brother in Paris giving him details of my crossing, telling
him the reasons for my return, and asking him for the money I needed to
pay my passage. My brother replied that he had forwarded my letter to
my mother. Mme de Chateaubriand did not keep me waiting: she sent me
the wherewithal to settle my debt and leave Le Havre. She told me that
Lucile was with her, as well as my uncle Bedée and his family. This news
persuaded me to go to Saint-Malo, so that I could consult my uncle on the
subject of my proposed emigration.

On my way from Le Havre to Saint-Malo I had occasion to observe the
divisions and misfortunes of France; the country mansions had been burnt
or abandoned; the owners, to whom distaffs had been sent, had left; their
womenfolk were living in hiding in the towns. The hamlets and small
market towns were groaning under the tyranny of the clubs affiliated to
the central Club des Cordeliers, which was later amalgamated with the
Jacobins. The rival club, the Société Monarchique, or Société des
Feuillants, had ceased to exist; the ignoble nickname of sans-culotte had
become popular; the King was never referred to except as ‘Monsieur Veto’
or “‘Monsieur Capet’.

I was given an affectionate welcome by my mother and my family,
although they deplored the inopportune moment I had chosen for my
return. My uncle, the Comte de Bedée, was preparing to go to Jersey with
his wife, his son, and his daughters. The problem was how to raise
enough money to enable me to join the Princes. My American journey had
made a hole in my fortune; the property which belonged to me as the
younger son of the family had been reduced to almost nothing by the
suppression of feudal rights; the benefices which were to have accrued to
me by virtue of my affiliation to the Order of Malta had fallen, like the rest
of the clergy’s riches, into the hands of the nation. This concourse of
circumstances led to the most serious step in my life: my family married
me off in order to obtain for me the means of going to get killed in support
of a cause which I did not love.
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There lived in retirement at Saint-Malo M. de Lavigne, a Knight of
Saint-Louis and sometime Commander of Lorient. The Comte d’Artois
had stayed with him in that town when he visited Brittany: the Prince was
delighted with his host and promised to grant him any favour he might
ask for in the future.

M. de Lavigne had two sons: one of them married Mlle de la Placeliere.
The two daughters born of this marriage lost both father and mother at an
early age. The elder married the Comte du Plessix-Parscau, a captain in
the Navy, the son and grandson of admirals, and now a Knight of the
Order of St Louis and commander of the naval cadet corps at Brest; the
younger was living with her grandfather and was seventeen years old
when I arrived at Saint-Malo on my return from America. She was white-
skinned, delicate, slim, and extremely pretty: she wore her lovely fair hair,
which curled naturally, hanging down like a child’s. Her fortune was
estimated at five or six hundred thousand francs.

My sisters took it into their heads to make me marry Mlle de Lavigne,
who had become greatly attached to Lucile. The whole affair was
arranged without my knowledge. I had not seen Mlle de Lavigne more
than three or four times; I recognized her at a distance on Le Sillon by her
pink pelisse, her white dress, and her fair, wind-blown hair, when I was
on the beach abandoning myself to the caresses of my old mistress, the
sea. I felt that I possessed none of the requisite qualities of a husband. All
my illusions were alive; nothing was exhausted in me; the very energy of
my existence had doubled as a result of my travels. I was tormented by
my muse. Lucile liked Mlle de Lavigne and saw this marriage as a means
of obtaining a private fortune for me. ‘Go ahead, then!" I said. In me the
public man is inflexible; but the private man is at the mercy of whosoever
wishes to dominate him, and to avoid an hour’s wrangling I would
become a slave for a century.

The consent of Mlle de Lavigne’s grandfather, her uncle on her father’s
side, and her principal relatives was easily obtained; there remained an
uncle on her mother’s side, M. de Vauvert, to be won over; he was a great
democrat and objected to his niece’s marrying an aristocrat like myself,
who was not one at all. We thought we could ignore him, but my pious
mother insisted that the religious ceremony should be performed by a
non-juring priest, and this could only be done in secret. M. de Vauvert
knew this, and let the law loose upon us, on the grounds of rape and
breach of the law, asserting that the grandfather, M. de Lavigne, had
entered his second childhood. Mlle de Lavigne, who had become Mme de
Chateaubriand without my having had any communication with her, was
taken away in the name of the law and interned in the convent of La
Victoire at Saint-Malo pending the decision of the courts.
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There was no rape in all this, no breach of the law, no adventure, and no
love; this marriage had only the worst part of a novel about it: truth. The
case was tried and the court pronounced the marriage civilly valid. Since
the members of both families were in agreement, M. de Vauvert
abandoned his proceedings. The constitutional priest, heavily bribed,
withdrew his protest against the first nuptial blessing, and Mme de
Chateaubriand was released from the convent, where Lucile had
imprisoned herself with her.

I now had a new acquaintance to make, and it brought me all I could
wish for. I doubt whether a more acute intelligence than my wife’s has
ever existed: she guesses the thought and the word about to spring to the
brow or the lips of the person with whom she is talking; it is impossible to
deceive her. Mme de Chateaubriand has an original and cultured mind,
writes in the most piquant style, tells a story to perfection, and admires
me without ever having read two lines of my works: she would be afraid
of finding ideas in them that differ from her own, or of discovering that
people are not sufficiently enthusiastic about my merits. Although a
passionate critic, she is well-informed and a good judge.

Mme de Chateaubriand’s defects, if she has any, spring from the
superabundance of her virtues; my own defects, which cannot be denied,
result from the sterility of mine. It is easy to possess resignation, patience,
a general obligingness, and an even temper when one takes to nothing,
when one is bored by everything, and when one replies to good and ill-
fortune alike with a wearied and wearying “What does it matter?’

Mme de Chateaubriand is a better person than I am, though less easy to
get on with. Have I been blameless in my behaviour to her? Have I
accorded my companion all the attention which she deserved and which
was hers by right? Has she ever complained? What happiness has she
tasted in return for her unwavering affection? She has shared my
misfortunes; she has been plunged into the prisons of the Terror, the
persecutions of the Empire, the difficulties of the Restoration; she has not
known the joys of motherhood to counterbalance her sorrows. Deprived
of children, which she might perhaps have had in another marriage, and
which she would have loved devotedly; blessed with none of the honour
and affection which surround the mother of a family and console a
woman for the loss of her best years, she has travelled, sterile and solitary,
towards old age. Often separated from me, and prejudiced against
literature, she finds no compensation in the pride of bearing my name.
Timorous and trembling for me alone, she is robbed by her constantly
renewed anxieties of both sleep and the time to cure her ills: I am her
chronic infirmity and the cause of her relapses. Can I compare the few
signs of impatience which she has shown me with the cares which I have
caused her? Can I set my good qualities, such as they are, with her virtues
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which feed the poor and which have founded the Marie-Thérese
Infirmary* in the face of all manner of obstacles? What are my labours
beside the good works of that Christian woman? When the two of us
appear before God, it is I who will be condemned.

I was married at the end of March 1792, and on 20 April the Legislative
Assembly declared war on Francis I, who had just succeeded his father
Leopold; on the 10th of the same month, Benedict Labre had been
beatified in Rome: there you have two different worlds. The war
precipitated the rest of the aristocracy out of France. On the one hand,
persecution became more severe; on the other, no Royalist could stay at
home without being considered a coward: it was time for me to make my
way to the camp which I had come so far to seek. My uncle Bedée and his
family sailed for Jersey, and I set out for Paris with my wife and my sisters
Lucile and Julie.

Paris in 1792 no longer looked the same as in 1789 and 1790; this was no
longer the Revolution in its infancy, but a people marching drunkenly to
its destiny, across abysses and by uncertain roads. The appearance of the
people was no longer excited, curious, eager: it was threatening. In the
streets one met only frightened or ferocious faces, people hugging the
walls so as not to be seen or roaming around in search of their prey: timid
eyes were turned away from you, or else grim eyes gazed into yours in
order to fathom your secrets.

Variety in dress was a thing of the past; the old world was slipping into
the background; men had donned the uniform cloak of the new world, a
cloak which as yet was merely the last garment of the victims to come.
Already the social licence displayed at the time of France’s rejuvenation,
the liberties of 1789, those wild and whimsical liberties of a social order
which is breaking up and which has not yet turned to anarchy, were
levelling themselves out beneath the sceptre of the people; one could
sense the approach of a plebeian tyranny, fruitful, it is true, and full of
hope, but also much more formidable than the decaying despotism of the
old monarchy: for, since the sovereign people is ubiquitous, when it turns
tyrant the tyrant is ubiquitous; it is the universal presence of a universal
Tiberius.

With the Parisian population there was mingled an alien population of
cut-throats from the south; the vanguard of the Marseillais whom Danton
was bringing up for the Tenth of August and the September Massacres
could be recognized by their rags, their bronzed complexions, and their
look of cowardice and crime, but crime under a different sun: in vultu
vitium, vice in the face.

The preparations for my departure dragged on interminably. My family
had thought that they were arranging a rich marriage for me: it turned out
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that my wife’s fortune was invested in Church securities; the nation
undertook to pay them after its own fashion. What is more, Mme de
Chateaubriand had lent the scrip of a large part of these securities to her
sister, the Comtesse du Plessix-Parscau, who had emigrated. Money,
therefore, was still wanting; we had no option but to borrow.

A notary obtained ten thousand francs for us: I was taking them home
to the Cul-de-sac Férou, in the form of assignats, when I met one of my old
messmates in the Navarre Regiment, the Comte Achard, in the Rue de
Richelieu. He was a great gambler; he suggested going to the rooms of a
certain M. —where we could talk: the devil urged me on: I went upstairs, I
gambled, and I lost everything except fifteen hundred francs with which,
full of remorse and confusion, I got into the first carriage that came along.
I had never gambled before: gaming produced a sort of painful
intoxication in me; if the passion had taken hold of me, it would have
turned my brain. Half-distracted, I got out of the cab at Saint-Sulpice,
leaving behind my pocket-book, which contained the remainder of my
fortune. I ran home and said that I had left the ten thousand francs in a
hackney-carriage.

I went out again, turned down the Rue Dauphine, crossed the Pont-
Neuf, feeling tempted to throw myself into the water, and made my way
to the Place du Palais-Royal, where I had taken the fateful vehicle. I
questioned the Savoyards who watered the nags and described my
particular cab; they gave me a number at random. The police
superintendent of the district informed me that this number belonged to a
job-master living at the top of the Faubourg Saint-Denis. I went to this
man’s house and stayed all night in the stable, waiting for the cabs to
return: a considerable number arrived one after the other, but none of
them was mine; finally, at two o’clock in the morning, I saw my chariot
drive in. I had scarcely had time to recognize my two white steeds when
the poor beasts, utterly worn out, dropped all of a piece on to the straw,
their bellies distended and their legs stretched out as if they were dead.

The coachman remembered driving me. After me he had picked up a
citizen who had asked to be taken to the Jacobins; after the citizen, a lady
whom he had driven to No. 13 Rue de Cléry; after that lady, a gentleman
whom he had set down at the Recollects in the Rue Saint-Martin. I
promised the driver a tip and, as soon as the new day had dawned, I set
out to look for my fifteen hundred francs, as I had gone in search of the
North-West Passage. It seemed clear to me that the citizen of the Jacobins
had confiscated them by the right of his sovereignty. The lady of the Rue
de Cléry maintained that she had not seen anything in the coach. I reached
my third stop without any hope; the coachman gave as good a description

as he could of the gentleman he had driven. The porter exclaimed:
‘Why, that’s Pere So-and-so!
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He led me through the corridors and the deserted apartments to the
room of a Recollect who had been left behind to make an inventory of the
furniture in the monastery. Sitting on a pile of rubbish in a dusty frock-
coat, the monk listened to my story.

‘Are you,” he asked, ‘the Chevalier de Chateaubriand?’

“Yes,” I replied.

‘Here is your pocket-book,” he said. ‘I was going to bring it to you when
I'had finished: I found your address inside.”

It was this hunted and plundered monk, engaged in conscientiously
counting up the relics of his cloister for his proscribers, who restored to
me the fifteen hundred francs with which I was going to make my way
into exile. Failing this little sum, I would not have emigrated: what would
have become of me? My whole life would have been changed. I will be
hanged if I would move a single step today to recover a million.

My brother and I obtained false passports for Lille: we were a couple of
wine-merchants and members of the National Guard of Paris, whose
uniform we wore, on our way to tender for the army supplies. My
brother’s valet, Louis Poullain, known as Saint-Louis, travelled under his
own name; although he hailed from Lamballe, in Lower Brittany, he was
going to see his family in Flanders. The day of our emigration was fixed
for 15 July 1792, the day after the second Federation. We spent the 14th in
the Tivoli Gardens, with the Rosanbo family, my sisters, and my wife.
Tivoli belonged to M. Boutin, whose daughter had married M. de
Malesherbes. Towards the end of the day, we saw a goodly number of
federates wandering aimlessly around; written on their hats in chalk were
the words: ‘Pétion or death!” Tivoli, the starting-point of my exile, was to
become a place of amusement and entertainment. The fifteen hundred
francs 1 had recovered seemed to be a large enough fortune to bring me
back in triumph to Paris.

On 15 July, at six o’clock in the morning, we got into the diligence: we
had booked our seats in the cabriolet, by the driver; the valet, whom we
were not supposed to know, squeezed himself into the inside with the
other passengers. Saint-Louis walked in his sleep; in Paris he used to go
looking for his master at night, with his eyes open but fast asleep. He used
to undress my brother and put him to bed, sleeping all the time, replying
‘I know, I know” to all that was said to him during his attacks, and waking
up only when cold water was thrown in his face. He was a man of about
forty, nearly six foot high, and as ugly as he was tall. This poor fellow,
who was extremely respectful, had never served any other master than
my brother; he was quite embarrassed when he had to sit down at table
with us at supper-time. The other passengers, who were all great patriots,
kept talking of hanging the aristocrats from the lanterns, which increased
his dismay. The idea that at the end of all this he would have to pass
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through the Austrian Army, in order to fight in the Army of the Princes,
completely turned his brain. He drank heavily and climbed into the
diligence again; we went back to the coupé.

In the middle of the night we heard the passengers shouting, with their
heads out of the windows:

‘Stop, postilion, stop!”

The diligence stopped, the door was opened, and immediately male and
female voices could be heard crying:

‘Get out, citizen, get out! We can’t stand this! Get out, you swine! He's a
brigand! Get out, get out!

We got out too, and saw Saint-Louis seized and flung out of the coach,
get to his feet, look all round him with his wide-open but sleeping eyes,
and start running off in the direction of Paris, without his hat and as fast
as his legs could carry him. We were unable to acknowledge him, as that
would have given us away; we had to leave him to his fate. Caught and
put under arrest at the first village he came to, he stated that he was the
servant of M. le Comte de Chateaubriand, and that he lived in the Rue de
Bondy in Paris. The constabulary passed him on from one brigade to the
next, until he eventually arrived at the Président Rosanbo’s; the
unfortunate man’s depositions served to prove that we had emigrated,
and to send my brother and sister-in-law to the scaffold.

The next morning, when the diligence stopped for breakfast, we had to
listen to the whole story a score of times:

‘The man was out of his mind; he was dreaming out loud; he kept
saying strange things; he was probably a conspirator, a murderer fleeing
from justice.

The well-bred citizenesses blushed and waved large ‘Constitutional’
fans made of green paper. It was easy for us to recognize in these stories
the effects of somnambulism, fear, and wine.

On arrival at Lille, we went in search of the person who was to take us
across the frontier. The Emigration had its agents of deliverance who
eventually became agents of perdition. The monarchical party was still
powerful, the question undecided; the weak and cowardly worked for it
while waiting to see how things turned out.

We left Lille before the gates were closed; we waited in a remote house
and did not set off again until ten at night, when it was dark; we carried
nothing except a stick in our hands; it was no more than a year since I had
followed my Dutchman in the same way through the American forests.

We crossed cornfields through which there wound barely perceptible
paths. French and Austrian patrols were scouring the countryside: we
were liable to run into either, or to find ourselves facing a sentry’s pistol.
We saw solitary horsemen in the distance, sitting motionless, gun in hand;
we heard horses” hoofs in country lanes; putting our ears to the ground,
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we made out the regular tramp of infantry on the march. After three hours
spent alternately running and tiptoeing along, we reached a crossroads in
a wood where a few belated nightingales were singing. A company of
Uhlans concealed behind a hedge fell upon us with raised sabres. We
shouted:

‘Officers going to join the Princes!’

We asked to be taken to Tournay, saying that we were in a position to
prove our identity. The officer in command placed us between his
troopers and led us away.

When day broke, the Uhlans noticed our National Guard uniforms
under our overcoats, and insulted the colours in which France was soon to
dress a subjugated Europe ...

My brother remained in Brussels with the Baron de Montboissier, who
appointed him his aide-de-camp. I set out alone for Coblenz.

The Army of the Princes was no longer there. I crossed those empty
kingdoms, inania regna; I saw the beautiful valley of the Rhine, the Temple
of the barbarian muses, where ghostly knights would appear among the
ruins of their castles and one can hear the clash of arms at night when war
is near.

Between Coblenz and Treves, I fell in with the Prussian Army: I was
going past the column when, coming up with the guards, I noticed that
they were marching in battle order, with cannon in line; the King and the
Duke of Brunswick were in the centre of the square, which was composed
of Frederick’s old grenadiers. My white uniform caught the King’s eye: he
sent for me; he and the Duke of Brunswick took off their hats and saluted
the old French Army in my person. They asked me my name and
regiment, and where 1 was going to join the Princes. This military
welcome touched me: I replied with some emotion that, on learning in
America of the King’s misfortunes, I had returned to shed my blood in his
service. The officers and generals with Frederick William gave a murmur
of approval, and the Prussian sovereign said:

‘Monsieur, one can always recognize the sentiments of the French
aristocracy.’

He took off his hat again and stood uncovered and motionless until I
had disappeared behind the grenadiers. Nowadays people revile and
abuse the emigrants; they are ‘tigers who tore at their mother’s bosom’; at
the time of which I speak, men followed the old examples, and honour
ranked as high as country. In 1792, fidelity to one’s oath was still held to
be a duty; today, it has become so rare that it is regarded as a virtue.

The Army of the Princes was composed of gentlemen, classed by
provinces and serving as private soldiers: the aristocracy was harking
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back to its origins and the origins of the monarchy at the very moment
when both the aristocracy and the monarchy were coming to an end, just
as an old man reverts to his childhood. There were also brigades of
emigrant officers of different regiments who had likewise become privates
once more: among these were my messmates of Navarre, led by their
colonel, the Marquis de Mortemart. I was strongly tempted to enlist with
La Martiniere, even if he was still in love, but Armorican patriotism
carried the day. I enrolled in the seventh Breton company, commanded by
M. de Gouyon-Miniac. The nobles of my province had provided seven
companies; to these was added an eighth consisting of young men of the
Third Estate: the steel-grey uniform of this last company differed from
that of the seven others, which was royal blue with ermine facings. Men
attached to the same cause and exposed to the same dangers perpetuated
their political inequalities by these odious distinctions: the real heroes
were the plebeian soldiers, since there was no element of personal interest
in the sacrifices they made.

Enumeration of our little army:

Infantry of gentlemen-soldiers and officers; four companies of deserters,
dressed in the different uniforms of the regiments from which they came;
one artillery company; a few officers from the engineers, with some guns,
howitzers, and mortars of various calibres (the gunners and the engineers,
who nearly all embraced the cause of the Revolution, were responsible for
its success abroad). A very fine cavalry, consisting of German carabineers,
musketeers under the command of the old Comte de Montmorin, and
naval officers from Brest, Rochefort, and Toulon, supported our infantry.
The wholesale emigration of these last officers plunged the French Navy
back into the state of weakness from which Louis XVI had extricated it.
Never since the days of Duquesne and Tourville had our squadrons won
greater glory. My comrades were delighted, but I had tears in my eyes
when I saw those ocean dragoons go by who no longer commanded the
ships with which they had humbled the English and delivered America.
Instead of going in search of new continents to bequeath to France, these
companions of La Pérouse sank into the mud of Germany. They rode the
horse dedicated to Neptune; but they had changed their element, and the
land was not for them. It was all in vain that their commander carried at
their head the tattered ensign of the Belle-Poule, the sacred relic of the
white flag, from whose shreds honour still hung, but victory had fallen.

We had tents, but we had little else. Our muskets, made in Germany,
rubbishy weapons and incredibly heavy, broke our shoulders and were
often in no condition to be fired. I went through the whole campaign with
one of these firearms, whose hammer stubbornly refused to fall.

We stayed two days at Treves. It was a great pleasure for me to see
some Roman ruins after seeing the nameless ruins of Ohio, and to visit
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that town which was sacked so often that Salvianus said of it: ‘Fugitives
from Treves, you ask for theatres, you beg the princes once again to
provide a circus: for what state, I ask you, for what people, for what city?
Theatra igitur quaeritis, circum a principibus postulatis? Cui, quaeso, statui, cui
populo, cui civitati?’

Fugitives from France, where was the people for which we wished to
restore the monuments of St Louis?

I sat down with my musket among the ruins; I took out of my haversack
the manuscript account of my travels in America; I arranged the separate
sheets on the grass around me; I revised and corrected a description of a
forest, a passage from Atala, in the remains of a Roman amphitheatre,
getting ready in this way to conquer France. Then I put away my treasure,
the weight of which, added to that of my shirts, my cloak, my tin mess-
can, my demijohn, and my little Homer, made me spit blood. I tried
stuffing Atala into my cartridge-pouch with my useless ammunition; my
comrades laughed at me and pulled out the sheets which stuck out on
either side of the leather cover. Providence came to my rescue: one night,
after sleeping in a hay-loft, I found when I awoke that my shirts had
disappeared from my haversack; the thieves had left my papers. I gave
thanks to God: that accident assured my ‘fame” and saved my life, for the
sixty pounds that weighed upon my shoulders would have given me
consumption.

We were given orders to march on Thionville. We covered some fifteen
miles a day. The weather was terrible; we tramped along through the rain
and the mud singing: O Richard, 6 mon roil! or Pauvre Jacques! When we
arrived at the camping-ground, having no wagons or provisions, we went
with our donkeys, which followed the column like an Arab caravan, to
look for food in the farms and villages. We paid for everything
scrupulously: nevertheless I was put on a fatigue duty for absent-
mindedly taking a couple of pears from a chateau garden. A great steeple,
a great river, and a great lord are bad neighbours, says the proverb.

We pitched our tents at random, and had to keep on beating the canvas
to flatten out the threads and prevent the water coming through. We were
ten soldiers to a tent; each in turn was given the cooking to do; one went
for meat, another for bread, another for wood, another for straw. I was
good at making soup, and was highly complimented on it, especially
when I mixed milk and cabbage with the stew, in the Breton fashion. I had
learnt to put up with smoke when I was with the Iroquois, so that I bore
myself bravely in front of my fire of damp, green branches. This soldier’s
life is very amusing; I imagined myself still among the Indians. As we sat
eating our meal in our tent my comrades asked me to tell them about my

138



travels; they told me some fine stories in return; we all lied like a corporal
in a tavern with a conscript footing the bill.

An army is generally composed of soldiers of roughly the same age, the
same height, and the same strength. Ours was a very different body, a
motley collection of grown men, old men, and children fresh from their
dovecotes, jabbering Norman, Breton, Picard, Auvergnat, Gascon,
Provencal and Languedocian. A father served with his sons, a father-in-
law with his son-in-law, an uncle with his nephews, a brother with a
brother; a cousin with a cousin. This strange host, ridiculous though it
appeared, had something honourable and touching about it, because it
was animated by sincere convictions; it presented an image of the old
monarchy and provided a last glimpse of a dying world. I have seen old
noblemen, stern-faced and grey-haired, dressed in torn coats with
knapsacks on their backs and muskets slung over their shoulders,
dragging themselves along with the aid of a stick and supported under
the arm by one of their sons; I have seen young men lying wounded
under a tree while a chaplain in frock-coat and stole knelt by their side,
sending them to St Louis, whose heirs they had striven to defend. The
whole of this needy troop, which did not receive a single sou from the
Princes, made war at its own expense, while the Assembly’s decrees
finished the task of despoiling it and consigned our wives and mothers to
prison.

Near our poor and obscure camp there was another that was brilliant and
rich. At its headquarters one saw nothing but wagons full of eatables, one
met no one but cooks, valets, and aides-de-camp. Nothing could have
symbolized better the Court and the provinces, the monarchy that died at
Versailles and the monarchy that died on Du Guesclin’s heaths. We had
come to loathe the aides-de-camp; outside Thionville, we shouted:
‘Forward, the aides-de-camp!” just as the patriots used to shout: ‘Forward,
the officers!

I felt a pang when, arriving one gloomy day in sight of some woods that
lined the horizon, we were told that those woods were in France. Crossing
the frontier of my country in arms had an effect on me which I find it
impossible to convey: I had as it were a sort of revelation of the future,
particularly as I shared none of my comrades’ illusions, either with regard
to the cause they were supporting or the hope of victory with which they
deluded themselves; I was like Falkland in Charles I's army. There was
not a Knight of La Mancha, sick, lame, and wearing a nightcap under his
three-cornered beaver, but was utterly convinced of his ability, alone and
unaided, to put fifty tough young patriots to flight. This honourable and
admirable pride, a source of prodigious feats at other times, had not
infected me: I did not feel so sure of the strength of my invincible arm.
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We reached Thionville on 1 September without having suffered any
reverse, for we had met nobody on the way. The cavalry encamped on the
right and the infantry on the left of the highroad running from the town
towards Germany. The fortress was not visible from the camping-ground;
but six hundred paces farther on there was a hill-crest dominating the
Moselle Valley. The naval cavalry linked the right flank of our infantry to
the Austrian corps of the Prince of Waldeck, while the infantry’s left flank
was covered by the eighteen hundred horses of the Maison-Rouge and
Royal-Allemand Regiments. We dug a trench along our front, piling our
arms the whole length of it. The eight Breton companies occupied two
intersecting streets of the camp, and the company of the Navarre officers,
my former messmates, took up their positions below us.

Eventually the rumour spread that at last we were going to see some
action; the Prince of Waldeck was to try a frontal assault while we were to
cross the river and create a diversion by a feint attack on the place from
the direction of France.

Five Breton companies, including mine, the company of the Picardy and
Navarre officers, and the regiment of volunteers, made up of young
Lorraine peasants and deserters from various regiments, were ordered up
for duty. We were to be supported by the Royal-Allemand, the squadrons
of musketeers, and the different corps of dragoons which were covering
our left flank: my brother was in this cavalry with the Baron de
Montboissier, who had married a daughter of M. de Malesherbes, Mme de
Rosanbo’s sister and therefore my sister-in-law’s aunt. We escorted three
companies of Austrian artillery with heavy guns and a battery of three
mortars.

We started at six o’clock in the evening; at ten we crossed the Moselle
above Thionville on a copper pontoon-bridge. Dawn found us drawn up
in order of battle on the left bank, with the heavy cavalry disposed in
echelon on both flanks, and the light cavalry in front. At our second
movement, we formed up in column and set off.

About nine o’clock we heard a volley fired on our left. A carabineer
officer rode up at full speed to tell us that a detachment of Kellermann’s
army was about to join issue with us, and that fighting had already begun
between the sharpshooters. The officer’s horse had been hit by a bullet on
the forehead; it kept rearing up, with foam streaming from its mouth and
blood from its nostrils; the carabineer, sitting sword in hand on this
wounded horse, was a splendid sight. The corps which had come from
Metz was manoeuvring to take us in the flank; they had some field-guns
whose fire fell among our regiment of volunteers. I heard the
exclamations of a few recruits struck by cannon-balls; these last cries of
youths snatched from life filled me with a feeling of profound pity: I
thought of the poor mothers.
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The drums beat the charge, and we rushed headlong at the enemy. We
came so close that the smoke did not prevent us from seeing that terrible
expression assumed by a man who is prepared to shed your blood. The
patriots had not yet acquired the assurance that comes from lengthy
experience of fighting and victory; their movements were feeble and
fumbling; fifty grenadiers of the Old Guard would have sliced straight
through a heterogeneous mass of undisciplined nobles of all ages; ten to
twelve hundred infantrymen were shaken by a few shots from the
Austrian heavy artillery; they turned tail; our cavalry pursued them for
five miles or so.

A deaf-and-dumb German girl, called Libbe or Libba, had become
attached to my cousin Armand and had followed him. I found her sitting
on the grass, which was staining her dress with blood: her elbows were
propped on her upturned knees; one hand, passed through her tangled
yellow hair, supported her head. She was weeping as she looked at three
or four dead men, new deaf-mutes, lying around her. She had not heard
the claps of the thunderbolts of which she saw the effects; she could not
hear the sighs which escaped her lips when she looked at Armand; she
had never heard the voice of the man she loved, and she would not hear
the first cry of the child which she bore in her womb; if the grave
contained only silence, she would not know that she had been laid to rest
in it.

After a fairly long halt, we resumed our march and arrived at nightfall
under the walls of Thionville.

The drums were silent; orders were given in a whisper. In order to
repulse any attempted sortie, the cavalry stole along the roads and hedges
to the gate which we were to cannonade. The Austrian artillery, protected
by our infantry, took up a position fifty yards from the outworks, behind a
hurriedly constructed epaulement of gabions. At one o’clock in the
morning of 6 September, a rocket sent up from the Prince of Waldeck’s
camp on the other side of the town gave the signal for action. The Prince
opened up a brisk fire, to which the town made a vigorous reply. We
started firing at the same time.

The besieged garrison, not thinking that we might have troops on this
side and failing to foresee this assault, had left the southern ramparts
unprotected; they soon made good the omission: a couple of batteries
were mounted which penetrated our epaulements and put two of our
guns out of action. The sky was on fire; we were enveloped in clouds of
smoke. I behaved like a little Alexander: worn out with fatigue, 1 fell
sound asleep, practically under the wheels of the gun-carriage where I
was mounting guard. A shell, bursting six inches from the ground, sent a
splinter into my right thigh. The shock awoke me, but I felt no pain and
saw only from my blood that I was wounded. I bound up my thigh with
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my handkerchief. In the engagement on the plain, two bullets had struck
my haversack during a wheeling movement. Atala, like a devoted
daughter, placed herself between her father and the enemy’s lead; she still
had to withstand the fire of the Abbé Morellet.*

At four o’clock in the morning, the Prince of Waldeck ceased fire: we
thought the town had surrendered, but the gates did not open, and we
had to think about falling back. We retired to our positions after an
exhausting march lasting three days.

The Prince of Waldeck had gone right up to the edge of the ditches,
which he had tried to cross, hoping to bring about a surrender by means
of the simultaneous attack on two fronts: divisions were still supposed to
exist in the town, and we flattered ourselves with the hope that the
Royalist party would bring the keys to the Princes. The Austrians, having
fired in barbette, lost a considerable number of men; the Prince of
Waldeck had an arm shot off. While a few drops of blood were being shed
under the walls of Thionville, blood was flowing in torrents in the prisons
of Paris: my wife and sisters were in greater danger than I.

We raised the siege of Thionville and set out for Verdun, which had
surrendered to the Allies on 2 September. Longwy, the birthplace of
Frangois de Mercy, had fallen on 23 August. Everywhere, wreaths and
festoons of flowers bore witness to the passage of Frederick William.

On 16 October, at the camp near Longwy, the captain of my company,
M. de Gouyon-Miniac, handed me a perfectly honourable certificate of
leave. At Arlon, we saw a file of horses and wagons on the highroad; the
horses, some standing, others kneeling, others with their noses resting on
the ground, were all dead, and their carcasses had gone stiff between the
shafts: they might have been shades from a battlefield bivouacking on the
banks of the Styx. My old classmate Ferron de la Sigoniére asked me what
I was planning to do, and I answered:

‘If I can get as far as Ostend, I shall take a ship for Jersey where I shall
find my uncle Bedée; from there I shall be able to join the Royalists in
Brittany.’

The fever was sapping my strength; it was only with difficulty that I
could support myself on my swollen thigh. I felt a new ailment taking
hold of me. After twenty-four hours of vomiting, my face and body were
covered with an eruption: confluent smallpox declared itself; it appeared
and disappeared according as the temperature of the air varied. In this
condition I set out on foot to make a journey of five hundred miles, rich to
the extent of eighteen livres Tournois; all this for the greater glory of the
monarchy.
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I made my way by easy stages along the canals to Ostend; there I found
some Bretons, my comrades-in-arms. We chartered a decked boat and set
off down the Channel. We slept in the hold, on the shingle that served as
ballast. My physical resources were finally exhausted. I could no longer
speak; the swell of a rough sea brought me to the point of collapse. I could
only just swallow a few drops of lemon and water, and when the weather
forced us to put into Guernsey, everyone thought I was going to breathe
my last; an emigrant priest read me the prayers for the dying. The captain,
not wanting me to die on board his ship, ordered me to be put on the
quay; they sat me down in the sun, with my back against a wall and my
head turned towards the open sea, looking at that island of Alderney
where, eight months before, I had faced death in a different form.

It would appear that I was fated to arouse pity. The wife of an English
pilot happened to pass by; she was moved and called her husband, who,
with the help of two or three sailors, carried me, the friend of the waves,
into a fisherman’s house; there they laid me on a comfortable bed,
between wonderfully white sheets. The young woman took every possible
care of the stranger: I owe her my life. The next day I was taken on board
again. My hostess almost wept as she took leave of her patient: women
have a heavenly instinct for misfortune. My lovely, fair-haired guardian,
who looked like a figure in an old English print, pressed my swollen,
burning hands between her cool, long hands; I was ashamed to touch
something so beautiful with something so ugly.

We set sail and eventually reached the westernmost point of Jersey. One
of my companions, M. du Tilleul, went to St Helier to see my uncle. M. de
Bedée sent a carriage to fetch me the next morning. We drove right across
the island: though I felt as if I were dying, I was charmed with its groves;
but I talked nothing but nonsense about them, having fallen into delirium.

I lay four months between life and death. My uncle, his wife, his son,
and his three daughters took it in turns to watch by my bedside. I
occupied an apartment in one of the houses which they were beginning to
build along the port: the windows of my bedroom came down as far as
the floor, and I was able to see the sea from my bed. The doctor, M.
Delattre, had forbidden the family to talk to me of serious matters, and
especially of politics. Towards the end of January 1793, seeing my uncle
come into my room in deep mourning, I trembled, for I thought we had
lost a member of our own family: he informed me of the death of Louis
XVL I was not surprised: I had foreseen it. I asked for news of my
relatives: my sisters and my wife had returned to Brittany after the
September Massacres; they had had considerable difficulty in leaving
Paris. My brother, who had gone back to France, was living at
Malesherbes.
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I began to get up and about; the smallpox had gone, but my chest hurt
and I was left with a weakness which remained for a long time.

M. de Bouillon was the protector of the French refugees in Jersey: he
dissuaded me from my plan to cross over to Brittany, unfit as I was to
endure a life of caves and forests; he advised me to go to England, and
there to look for an opportunity to enter the regular service. My uncle,
who was very ill provided with money, began to feel the pinch with his
large family; he had found himself obliged to send his son to London to
feed himself on poverty and hope. Not wishing to be a burden to M. de
Bedée, I decided to relieve him of my presence.

Thirty louis which a Saint-Malo smuggler brought me made it possible
for me to put my plan into execution, and I booked a berth on the packet
for Southampton. I was deeply moved when the time came to leave my
uncle: he had looked after me with a father’s affection; with him were
associated the few happy moments of my childhood; he knew everything
I'loved; I found in his features a certain resemblance to my mother. I had
left that excellent mother, and I was never to see her again; I had left my
sister Julie and my brother, and I was doomed to meet them no more; I
was leaving my uncle, and his jovial countenance was never again to
gladden my eyes. A few months had been sufficient to bring about all
these losses, for the death of our friends is not to be reckoned from the
moment when they die, but from that when we cease to live with them.

The packet on which I embarked was crowded with emigrant families.
On board I made the acquaintance of M. Hingant, a former colleague of
my brother’s in the High Court of Brittany, a man of taste and intelligence
of whom I shall have a great deal to say. A naval officer was playing chess
in the captain’s cabin; he did not remember my face, I had changed so
much; but I recognized Gesril. We had not met since Brest; we were
destined to part at Southampton. I told him of my travels, he told me of
his. This young man, born near me among the waves, embraced his first
friend for the last time in the midst of the waves which were soon to
witness his glorious death.

I have already given the certificate of my landing from Jersey at
Southampton at the beginning of the seventh chapter of these Memoirs.
Here I am, then, after my travels in the forests of America and the camps
of Germany, arriving as a poor emigrant, in 1793, in that land where I am
writing all this in 1822, and where I am now a splendid ambassador.
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Ten

Exile in England

Hingant, whom I had met on the Jersey packet, had become a close friend
of mine. He was interested in literary matters, he was well informed, and
he wrote novels in secret from which he read extracts to me. He was in
lodgings not far from Baylie, at the end of a street leading into Holborn.
Every morning at ten o’clock I had breakfast with him; we talked about
politics and above all about my work. I told him how much I had built of
my nocturnal edifice, the Essai; then I returned to my day-time
occupation, translating. We met for dinner, at a shilling a head, in a
public-house; afterwards we made for the fields. Often too we would go
for walks alone, for both of us were fond of musing.

I would then wend my way towards Kensington or Westminster.
Kensington appealed to me; I used to wander about the unfrequented
part, while a splendid multitude filled the part adjacent to Hyde Park. The
contrast between my poverty and their wealth, between my isolation and
that crowd of people, amused me. I watched the young Englishmen
passing by in the distance with that sense of embarrassed desire with
which my sylph used to inspire me when, after decking her with all my
extravagances, I scarcely dared raise my eyes to look at my handiwork.
Death, which I thought I was approaching, added a certain mystery to this
vision of a world from which I had almost departed. Did anyone’s eyes
rest on the foreigner seated at the foot of a fir-tree? Did some beautiful
woman divine the unseen presence of René?

At Westminster I had a different pastime: in that maze of tombs I
thought of mine ready to open to receive me. The bust of an insignificant
person such as myself would never find a place among these illustrious
effigies. Then I came to the tombs of the monarchs: Cromwell was no
longer there and Charles I was not there at all. The ashes of a traitor,
Robert d’Artois, lay beneath the flagstones which I trod with my loyal
steps. The fate of Charles I had just been extended to Louis XVI; every day
the steel reaped its harvest in France, and the graves of my relatives were
already dug.
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The singing of the choir and the conversation of the visitors interrupted
my reflections. I could not come here often, for I was obliged to give the
guardians of those who lived no more the shilling which was necessary
for me to go on living. But then I would circle round the Abbey with the
rooks, or stop to gaze at the towers, twins of unequal height, which the
setting sun lit up with a blood-red glow against the black backdrop of the
City’s smoke.

One day, however, it so happened that, wishing to contemplate the
interior of the basilica in the twilight, I became lost in admiration of its
bold, capricious architecture. Dominated by the sentiment of the sombre
vastity of Christian churches (Montaigne), I wandered slowly about and was
overtaken by the night: the doors were closed. I tried to find a way out; I
called for the usher and beat on the doors; all this noise, spread out in the
silence, was lost; I had to resign myself to sleeping among the dead.

I amused Hingant with the story of my adventure, and we decided to
have ourselves locked in at Westminster; but our poverty summoned us to
the dead in a less poetic manner.

My funds were running out: Baylie and Deboffe had been bold enough,
in return for a written promise of reimbursement in the event of no sale, to
start printing the Essai; there their generosity ended, as was only natural;
indeed I was surprised at their courage. The translations stopped coming
in; Peltier, a man of pleasure, grew tired of for ever helping me. He would
willingly have given me what he had, if he had not preferred to squander
it; but hunting here and there for work and being helpful and patient were
beyond him. Hingant too saw his treasure diminishing; the two of us were
left with only sixty francs. We cut down our rations, as on a ship when the
journey is prolonged. Instead of a shilling a head, we spent only sixpence
on our dinner. With our morning tea, we reduced our bread by half and
suppressed the butter altogether. This abstinence preyed on my friend’s
nerves. He became absentminded; he would prick up his ears and look as
if he were listening to someone; in reply, he would either burst out
laughing or start crying. Hingant believed in magnetism, and had clouded
his brain with Swedenborg’s rubbish. He told me every morning that he
had been disturbed by noises during the night; if I suggested that he was
imagining things he lost his temper. The anxiety which he caused me
prevented me from feeling my own sufferings.

These were considerable for all that: our strict diet, combined with the
work I was doing, inflamed my diseased chest; I began to have difficulty
in walking and yet I spent my days and part of my nights out of doors, so
as not to reveal my poverty. When we came to our last shilling, my friend
and I agreed to keep it in order to make a pretence of breakfasting. We
decided that we should buy a penny roll; that we should have some hot
water and the teapot brought up as usual; that we should not put in any
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tea or eat the bread; but that we should drink the hot water with a few
grains of sugar left at the bottom of the bowl.

Five days went by in this fashion. I was consumed with hunger; I burnt
with fever; sleep had deserted me; I sucked pieces of linen which I had
soaked in water; I chewed grass and paper. When I passed a baker’s shop,
the torment I endured was unspeakable. One bitter winter’s night, I stood
for two hours outside a shop which sold dried fruit and smoked meat,
devouring everything I could see with my eyes: I could have eaten not
only the foodstuffs but the boxes and baskets in which they were packed.

On the morning of the fifth day, fainting from inanition, I dragged
myself to Hingant’s room; I knocked at the door: it was locked. I called
out; Hingant did not answer for some time; at last he got up and opened
the door. He was laughing in an odd manner; his frock-coat was buttoned
up; he sat down at the tea-table.

‘Our breakfast is coming,” he said in a strange voice.

I thought I could see some blood on his shirt; I ripped open his coat; he
had stabbed himself with a penknife in the left breast, leaving a wound
two inches deep. I shouted for help. The maidservant went to fetch a
surgeon. The wound was dangerous.

This new misfortune forced me to take action. Hingant, who was a
counsellor at the High Court of Brittany, had refused to accept the salary
which the British Government granted to French magistrates, just as I had
declined the shilling a day doled out to all emigrants: I wrote to M. de
Barentin and explained my friend’s position to him. Hingant’s relatives
hurried to his aid and took him into the country. At that very moment my
uncle Bedée sent me forty crowns, a touching gift from my persecuted
family. I seemed to see all the gold of Peru before me: the mite of the
prisoners of France supported the Frenchman in exile.

My destitution had impeded my work. As I had stopped delivering
copy, printing had been suspended. Deprived of Hingant’s company, I
decided not to keep on my room at Baylie’s at a guinea a month; I paid the
quarter that was due and left. On a lower level than the needy emigrants
who had been my first protectors in London were others even more
poverty-stricken. There are degrees among the poor as among the rich;
one can go from the man who keeps himself warm in winter by sleeping
with his dog down to the man who shivers in his tattered rags. My friends
found me a room better suited to my diminishing fortune (one is not
always at the height of prosperity); they installed me in the vicinity of
Marylebone Street, in a garret whose dormer-window overlooked a
cemetery: every night the watchman’s rattle told me that body-snatchers
had been at work.
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Those who are reading this part of my Memoirs have not noticed that I
have interrupted them twice: once to offer a banquet to the Duke of York,
the King of England’s brother, and the second time to hold a reception on
the anniversary of the King of France’s return to Paris, on 8 July. This
reception cost me forty thousand francs. Peers and peeresses of the British
Empire, ambassadors, and distinguished foreigners crowded my
splendidly decorated rooms. My tables shone with the glitter of London
crystal and the gold of Sevres porcelain. There was an abundance of the
most delicate dishes, the finest wines, the loveliest flowers. Portland Place
was filled with splendid carriages. Collinet and Almack’s orchestra
charmed the fashionable melancholy of the dandies and the dreamy
beauty of the pensively dancing ladies. The Opposition and the
Ministerial majority had called a truce, Lady Canning chatting with Lord
Londonderry, Lady Jersey with the Duke of Wellington. Monsieur, who
complimented me this year on my lavish hospitality of 1822, did not
know, in 1793, that there existed not far from him a future Minister who,
pending the arrival of fame and honours, fasted in a garret beside a
cemetery as penance for his loyalty. I congratulate myself today on having
been nearly shipwrecked, caught a glimpse of war, and shared the
sufferings of the humblest classes of society, just as I am thankful for
having met injustice and calumny in times of prosperity. I have profited
from these lessons: life, without the misfortunes which give it gravity, is a
child’s bauble.

I was the man with forty crowns; but since equality of fortune had not
yet been established and food had not grown any cheaper, there was
nothing to offset the emptying of my purse. I could not count on any
further help from my family, which was exposed in Brittany to the double
scourge of the Chouan insurrection and the Terror. I saw nothing before
me but the workhouse or the Thames.

But then the resourceful Peltier hunted me out, or rather brought me
down from my eyrie. He had read in a Yarmouth newspaper that a society
of antiquarians was preparing a history of the county of Suffolk, and that
they were looking for a Frenchman capable of deciphering some twelfth-
century French manuscripts in the Camden collection. The parson of
Beccles was in charge of the whole enterprise, and it was a question of
approaching him.

“This is just what you need,” Peltier told me. ‘Go and decipher their old
papers for them; you can go on sending the manuscript of the Essai to
Baylie; I'll make the old rogue start printing again; and you’ll come back
to London with two hundred guineas, your book finished, and ready for
anything!’

Upon reflection, the advice of my fellow countryman, a real character
out of the books by my other fellow countryman Le Sage, did not seem so
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bad to me. After three days spent making inquiries and fitting myself out
at Peltier’s tailor, I set out for Beccles with some money lent me by
Deboffe on the understanding that I was going to resume work on the
Essai. I changed my name, which no Englishman was able to pronounce,
to that of Combourg, which had been borne by my brother, and which
reminded me of the sorrows and pleasures of my early youth. I took a
room at the inn, and handed the local minister a letter from Deboffe, who
was highly thought of in the English book world. The letter recommended
me as a scholar of the first order. I was very well received, saw all the
gentlemen of the district, and met two officers of our Royal Navy who
gave French lessons in the neighbourhood.

I regained my strength; the excursions I made on horseback restored my
health to some extent. England, viewed thus in detail, was sad but
charming; wherever I went, I saw the same things under the same aspect.
M. de Combourg was invited to every party. I had my studies to thank for
the first alleviation of my lot. Cicero was right to recommend reading as
an antidote to the sorrows of existence. The women were delighted to
meet a Frenchman to talk French with.

The misfortunes of my family, which 1 learnt about from the
newspapers, and which made me known by my real name (for I was
unable to conceal my grief), increased the interest which people took in
me. The newspapers announced the death of M. de Malesherbes; of his
daughter, Mme la Présidente de Rosanbo; of his granddaughter, Mme la
Comtesse de Chateaubriand; and of his grandson-in-law, the Comte de
Chateaubriand, my brother, all executed together, on the same day, at the
same hour, on the same scaffold.* M. de Malesherbes was an object of
admiration and veneration among the English; my family connexion with
the defender of Louis XVI added to the kindness of my hosts.

My uncle Bedée informed me of the persecution suffered by the rest of
my relatives. My aged and incomparable mother had been flung into a
cart with other victims and taken from the depths of Brittany to the gaols
of Paris, in order to share the fate of the son she had loved so dearly. My
wife and my sister Lucile were awaiting sentence in the dungeons at
Rennes; there had been talk of imprisoning them in the Chateau of
Combourg, which had become a state fortress: their innocence was
accused of the crime of my emigration. What were our sorrows on foreign
soil compared with those of the French who had remained at home? And
yet how unhappy we were, in the midst of the sufferings of exile, to know
that our very exile was being made the pretext for the persecution of our
loved ones!

Two years ago my sister-in-law’s wedding ring was picked up in the
gutter of the Rue Cassette, and brought to me. It was broken; the two
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hoops of the ring had come apart and hung together like the links of a
chain; the names engraved inside were clearly legible. How had the ring
come to be found there? Where and when had it been lost? Had the
victim, imprisoned in the Luxembourg, passed along the Rue Cassette on
her way to execution? Had she dropped the ring from the tumbril? Had
the ring been torn from her finger after the execution? I was deeply
moved at the sight of this symbol, which, by its broken condition and its
inscription, reminded me of cruel events. Some mysterious fate was
attached to this ring, which my sister-in-law seemed to have sent me from
among the dead, in memory of herself and my brother. I have given it to
her son:* may it not bring him bad luck!

The 9th of Thermidor saved my mother’s life, but she was forgotten in
the Conciergerie. The Conventional commissary found her.

‘What are you doing here, citizeness?” he asked her. “‘Who are you, and
why do you stay here?’

My mother replied that, having lost her son, she took no interest in
what was happening in the outside world, and it was a matter of
indifference to her whether she died in prison or elsewhere.

‘But perhaps you have some other children?” said the commissary.

My mother mentioned my wife and sisters who were incarcerated at
Rennes. An order was sent to set them free, and my mother was
compelled to leave the prison.

Ten miles from Beccles, in a little town called Bungay, there lived an
English clergyman, the Rev. Mr Ives, a great Hellenist and mathematician.
He had a wife who was still young, of charming appearance, mind, and
manners, and an only daughter of fifteen. Introduced to this household, I
was better received there than anywhere else. We drank in the old English
fashion, and stayed at table for two hours after the ladies had withdrawn.
Mr Ives, who had been to America, liked telling of his travels, hearing the
story of my own, and talking about Newton and Homer. His daughter,
who had studied intensively in order to please her father, was an excellent
musician and sang as Mme Pasta sings today. She reappeared at tea-time
and charmed away the old parson’s infectious drowsiness. Leaning on the
piano, I listened to Miss Ives in silence.

When the music was over, the young lady questioned me about France
and about literature, asking me to draw up a plan of study for her; she
particularly wanted to know the Italian authors, and begged me to give
her some notes on the Divina Commedia and the Gerusalemme. Little by
little I began to experience the timid charm of an affection born in the soul:
I had decked out the Floridans, but I would not have dared to pick up
Miss Ives’s glove; I felt embarrassed when I tried to translate a passage
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from Tasso. I was more at ease with that chaster and more masculine
genius, Dante.

Charlotte Ives’s age and mine tallied. Into relationships formed in the
midst of one’s career there enters a certain melancholy; when two people
do not meet at the very outset, the memories of the beloved are not
mingled with that part of one’s life when one breathed without knowing
her: those days, which belong to other company, are painful to the
memory and as it were distinct from one’s existence. When there is a
disproportion of age, the drawbacks increase; the older of the two began
life before the younger was born; the younger is destined to remain alone
in his turn: one has walked in a solitude this side of a cradle, while the
other will cross a solitude that side of a tomb; the past was a desert for the
first, and the future will be a desert for the second. It is difficult to be in
love in all the circumstances that produce happiness: youth, beauty,
opportunity, taste, character, grace, and age.

Having had a fall from my horse, I stayed for some time at Mr Ives’s
house. It was winter; the dreams of my life began to flee before reality.
Miss Ives became more reserved; she stopped bringing me flowers; she
would not sing for me any more.

If I had been told that I should pass the rest of my life in obscurity with
this retiring family, I should have died of joy: love needs only permanence
to be at once an Eden before the Fall and a Hosanna without end. See to it
that beauty lasts, that youth endures, that the heart never wearies, and
you reproduce Heaven. Love is so surely the supreme happiness that it is
haunted by the illusion of perpetuity; it pronounces only irrevocable
vows; in the absence of joy, it tries to make sorrow eternal; a fallen angel,
it still speaks the language it spoke in the incorruptible abode; its hope is
that it may never die; in its twofold nature and its twofold illusion on this
earth it endeavours to perpetuate itself by immortal thought and
inexhaustible generation.

I looked forward with dismay to the time when I should be obliged to
go. On the eve of the day fixed for my departure, dinner was a gloomy
meal. To my great surprise, Mr Ives withdrew at dessert, taking his
daughter with him, and I remained alone with Mrs Ives: she was in a state
of considerable embarrassment. I thought she was going to reproach me
with an inclination which she might have discovered but which I had
never mentioned. She looked at me, lowered her eyes, and blushed;
bewitching as she was in her confusion, there was no sort of devotion that
she might not have claimed for herself. At last, overcoming with an effort
the reserve which had prevented her from speaking;:

‘Sir,” she said in English, “you have noticed my confusion: I do not know
if Charlotte pleases you, but it is impossible to deceive a mother’s eyes:
my daughter has undoubtedly conceived an attachment for you. Mr Ives
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and I have discussed the matter together: you suit us in every respect; we
believe that you will make our daughter happy. You no longer have a
country of your own; you have lost your relatives; your property has been
sold; who then could call you back to France? Until you inherit our
possesions, you will live with us.’

Of all the sorrows I had endured, this was the greatest and most
painful. I threw myself at Mrs Ives’s feet; I covered her hands with my
kisses and my tears. She thought I was weeping with happiness, and she
began to sob for joy. She stretched out her arm to pull the bell-rope; she
called her husband and daughter.

‘Stop!” I cried. ‘I am a married man!’

She fell back in a faint.

I went out and, without going back to my room, left the house on foot.
On arriving at Beccles I took the mail-coach for London, after writing a
letter to Mrs Ives of which I regret that I did not keep a copy.

I have retained the sweetest, tenderest, and most grateful recollection of
that event. Mr Ives’s family was the only one which took a kindly interest
in me and welcomed me with real affection. Poor, unknown, outlawed,
and neither handsome nor attractive, I was offered an assured future, a
country, a charming wife to draw me out of my shell, a mother of almost
equal beauty to take the place of my aged mother, and a father of
considerable learning who loved and cultivated literature to replace the
father of whom Heaven had bereaved me; what did I possess to set
against all that? No illusion could possibly enter into the choice they had
made of me; I could have no doubt that I was loved. Since that time, I
have met with only one attachment sufficiently lofty to inspire me with
the same confidence. As for the interest of which I may subsequently have
been the object, I have never been able to make out whether external
causes, the noise of fame, the prestige of officialdom, and the glamour of
high literary or political positions were not the covering which attracted
the eager attention paid to me.

I returned to London, but found no peace: I had fled from my fate like a
miscreant from his crime. How painful it must have been to a family so
worthy of my homage, respect, and gratitude to suffer a sort of rejection
by the stranger whom they had made welcome, and to whom they had
offered a new home with a simplicity, an absence of suspicion, a lack of
precaution almost patriarchal in character! I imagined Charlotte’s grief
and the just reproaches which they were entitled and bound to heap upon
me: for, after all, I had taken pleasure in yielding to an inclination of
which I knew the insuperable illegitimacy. Had I, then, made a vain
attempt at seduction, without fully realizing the heinousness of my
behaviour? But whether I stopped, as I did, in order to retain my self-
respect, or ignored all obstacles in order to satisfy an inclination already
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stigmatized by my conduct, I could only have plunged the object of that
seduction into sorrow or regret.

From these bitter reflections, I allowed my mind to turn to other
thoughts not less filled with bitterness: I cursed my marriage, which,
contracted in accordance with the false perceptions of a mind that had
been very sick at the time, had thrown me off my course and was now
robbing me of happiness. It did not occur to me that, on account of the
sickly temperament to which I was subject and the romantic notions of
freedom which I cherished, marriage with Miss Ives would have been just
as painful to me as a more independent union.

One thing within me remained pure and charming, though profoundly
sad: the image of Charlotte; and that image finally prevailed over my
feelings of rebellion against my fate. I was tempted a hundred times to
return to Bungay, not to appear before the troubled family, but to hide by
the roadside to see Charlotte pass by, to follow her to the church where
we had the same God, if not the same altar, in common, to offer that
woman, through the medium of Heaven, the inexpressible ardour of my
vows, and to pronounce, at least in thought, the prayer from the nuptial
blessing which I might have heard from a clergyman’s lips in that church.

The places where I had wandered, the times in question, and the words
which I had exchanged with Charlotte, were engraved in my memory: I
saw the smile of the wife who had been destined for me; I respectfully
touched her black tresses; I pressed her lovely arms against my breast, like
a chain of lilies which I might have worn round my neck. No sooner was I
in some secluded spot than Charlotte, with her white hands, came to sit
beside me. I divined her presence, as at night one breathes the perfume of
flowers one cannot see.

Deprived as I was of Hingant’s company, my walks, more solitary than
ever, left me free to take with me the image of Charlotte. There is not a
common, a road, or a church within thirty miles of London that I have not
visited. The most deserted places, a field of nettles, a ditch planted with
thistles, anything that was neglected by men, became favourite spots for
me, and in those spots Byron already breathed. Resting my head on my
hand, I gazed at the despised places; when their painful impression
affected me too deeply, the memory of Charlotte came to delight me: at
such moments I was like the pilgrim who, reaching a solitude within view
of the rocks of Mount Sinai, heard a nightingale singing.

In London, people were surprised at my behaviour. I never looked at
anyone, I never replied to anyone, I did not know what was said to me:
my old companions began to think that I had gone mad.

What happened at Bungay after my departure? What became of that
family to which I had brought joy and grief?
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You will not have forgotten that I am at present Ambassador to the
Court of George IV, and that I am writing in London, in 1822, of what
happened to me in London in 1795.

Some official business obliged me, a week ago, to interrupt the narrative
which I am resuming today. During this interval, my valet came and told
me one morning, between twelve and one o’clock, that a carriage had
stopped at my door and that an English lady was asking to see me. As I
have made it a rule, in my public position, never to turn anyone away, I
ordered the lady to be shown up.

I was in my study when Lady Sutton* was announced. I saw a lady in
mourning enter the room, accompanied by two handsome boys, also in
mourning: one might have been sixteen, the other fourteen years old. I
went towards the stranger; she was so moved that she could scarcely
walk. She said to me in a faltering voice:

‘My lord, do you remember me?’

Yes, I remembered Miss Ives! The years which had passed over her
head had left only their springtime behind. I took her by the hand, made
her sit down, and sat by her side. I could not speak; my eyes were full of
tears; I gazed at her in silence through those tears; I could tell that I had
loved her deeply from what I was experiencing. Finally I was able to say
in my turn:

‘And you, madam, do you remember me?”’

She raised her eyes, which she had kept lowered till then, and for sole
reply gave me a smiling and melancholy glance like a long remembrance.
Her hand was still between mine. Charlotte said to me:

‘I am in mourning for my mother; my father died some years ago. These
are my children.’

With these words, she drew away her hand and sank back into her
armchair, covering her eyes with her handkerchief. Soon she went on:

‘My lord, I am now speaking to you in the language which I used to
practise with you at Bungay. I feel ashamed: excuse me. My children are
the sons of Admiral Sutton, whom I married three years after your
departure from England. But I am not sufficiently self-possessed today to
enter into details. Permit me to come again.’

I asked her for her address, and gave her my arm to escort her to her
carriage. She trembled, and I pressed her hand against my heart.

I called on Lady Sutton the following day; I found her alone. Then there
began between us a series of those Do you remember? questions which
bring back a whole lifetime. At each Do you remember? we looked at one
another, trying to discover in each other’s faces those traces of time which
measure so cruelly the distance from the starting-point and the length of
the road that has been travelled. I said to Charlotte:

‘How did your mother tell you ... ?’
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Charlotte blushed, and hastily interrupted me:

‘I have come to London to ask if you would do something to help
Admiral Sutton’s children. The elder would like to go to Bombay. Mr
Canning, who has been appointed Governor-General of India, is your
friend; he might be willing to take my son with him. I should be most
grateful to you, and I should like to owe to you the happiness of my first
child”’

She laid a stress on these last words.

‘Ah, madam,” I replied, “‘what memories you bring back to me! What a
change of destinies! You who received a poor exile at your father’s
hospitable board: you who did not scorn his sufferings; you who perhaps
thought of raising him to a glorious and unhoped-for rank: it is you who
now ask for his support in your own country! I will see Mr Canning; your
son, however much it hurts me to give him that name, your son shall go to
India, if it only depends on me. But tell me, madam, how does my new
position affect you? In what way do you regard me at present? That title
of my lord which you use seems very harsh to me.”

Charlotte replied:

‘I don’t think you have changed, or even aged. When I spoke about you
to my parents in your absence, I always gave you the title of my lord; it
seemed to me that it was yours by right; were you not the same to me as a
husband, my lord and master?’

That lovely woman had something of Milton’s Eve about her as she
uttered these words: she was not born of another woman’s womb; her
beauty bore the imprint of the divine hand that had moulded it.

I hurried to see Mr Canning and Lord Londonderry; they made as many
difficulties about a minor position as would have been made in France,
but they promised to do what they could, as people promise at Court. I
gave Lady Sutton an account of the steps I had taken. I saw her on three
further occasions: at my fourth visit, she told me she was returning to
Bungay. This last meeting was a sad one. Charlotte talked to me once
more of the past, of our secret life, of our readings, of our walks, of music,
the flowers of the past, the hopes of bygone days.

‘When I knew you,” she said, ‘no one mentioned your name; now, who
has not heard it? Do you know that I have a work and several letters in
your handwriting? Here they are.” And she handed me a packet. ‘Do not
be offended if I choose to keep nothing of yours. She began to cry.
‘Farewell, farewell,” she said. ‘Think of my son. I shall never see you
again, for you will not come to see me at Bungay.’

‘I'will,” I cried. ‘I shall come to bring you your son’s commission.”

She shook her head unbelievingly, and withdrew.

On returning to the Embassy, I locked myself in my room and opened
the packet. It contained nothing but a few unimportant notes I had written
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and a plan of study, with remarks on the English and Italian poets. I had
hoped to find a letter from Charlotte; there was none there; but in the
margins of the manuscript I saw some notes in English, French, and Latin:
the faded ink and the youthful handwriting showed that it was a long
time since they had been entered into those margins.

That is the story of my acquaintanceship with Miss Ives. As I finish
telling it, it seems to me as if I were losing Charlotte a second time in the
same island where I had lost her the first.

A letter from Julie, which I received soon after one from Fontanes,
confirmed my feeling of growing isolation: Fontanes urged me to work and
become famous; my sister begged me to give up writing; one proposed glory
to me, the other oblivion. You have seen from my account of Mme de
Farcy’s life that she was given to such ideas: she had grown to hate
literature because she regarded it as one of the temptations of her life.

Saint-Servan, 1 July 1798

My dear, we have just lost the best of mothers: it grieves me to inform you of
this sad blow. When you cease to be the object of our solicitude, we shall have
ceased to live. If you knew how many tears your errors had caused our
venerable mother to shed; how deplorable they appear to all who think and
who profess not only piety but reason; if you knew this, perhaps it would help
to open your eyes, to induce you to give up writing; and if Heaven, moved by
our prayers, permitted us to meet again, you would find among us all the
happiness one may enjoy on earth; you would give us that happiness, for there
is none for us as long as you are not with us and we have reason to be anxious
about your fate.

Ah, why did I not follow my sister’s advice? Why did I go on writing? If
my age had gone without my writings, would anything have been
changed in the events and spirit of that age?

So I had lost my mother; so I had brought her distress in the last hours
of her life! While she was breathing her last far from the last of her sons,
and praying for him as she died, what was I doing in London? Perhaps I
was strolling in the cool of the morning while the sweat of death was
covering my mother’s forehead without having my hand there to wipe it
away!

The filial affection which I retained for Mme de Chateaubriand went
very deep. My childhood and youth were intimately linked with the
memory of my mother; everything that I knew came from her. The idea
that I had poisoned the last days of the woman who bore me in her womb
filled me with despair: I flung copies of the Essai into the fire with horror,
as the instrument of my crime; if it had been possible for me to destroy the
entire work, I should have done so without hesitation. I did not recover
from my distress until the thought occurred to me of expiating my first
work by means of a religious work: this was the origin of Le Génie du
christianisme.

156



‘My mother,” I wrote in the first preface to that work, ‘after being flung,
at the age of seventy-two, into dungeons where she saw some of her
children die, finally expired on a pallet to which her misfortunes had
reduced her. The recollection of my errors cast a great bitterness over her
last days; as she lay dying, she instructed one of my sisters to recall me to
the religion in which I was brought up. My sister acquainted me with my
mother’s last wish. When the letter reached me across the sea, my sister
herself was no more; she too had died from the effects of her
imprisonment. Those two voices from the tomb, that death which acted as
Death’s interpreter, made a powerful impression on me. I became a
Christian. 1 did not yield, I must admit, to great supernatural
enlightenment; my conviction came from the heart; I wept and I believed.’

I exaggerated my guilt: the Essai was not an impious book, but a book of
doubt and sorrow. Through the darkness of that book there glides a ray of
the Christian light that shone upon my cradle. No great effort was needed
to return from the scepticism of the Essai to the certainty of Le Génie du
christianisme.

When, after receiving the sad news of Mme de Chateaubriand’s death, I
decided suddenly to change the course of my life, the title of Le Génie du
christianisme, which I found straight away, filled me with inspiration; I set
to work, toiling away with the fervour of a son building a mausoleum to
his mother. My materials had long since been collected and rough-hewn
by my previous studies. I knew the works of the Fathers of the Church
better than they are known in our times; I had studied them in order to
dispute them, and having entered upon that road with evil intentions,
instead of leaving it as a victor, I left it vanquished.

As to history proper, I had given it special attention when composing
the Essai sur les Révolutions. The Camden manuscripts which I had recently
examined had made me familiar with the manners and institutions of the
Middle Ages. Finally, my monstrous manuscript of Les Natchez, totalling
2,393 folio pages, contained everything Le Génie du christianisme could
possibly need in the way of nature descriptions; I could draw heavily on
that source, as I had done for the Essai.

I wrote the first part of Le Génie du christianisme. MM. Dulau, who had
become the accredited booksellers of the French emigrant clergy,
undertook to publish it. The first sheets of the first volume were printed.

The work thus begun in London in 1799 was completed only in Paris in
1802: see the different prefaces to Le Génie du christianisme. A sort of fever
consumed me during the whole time of writing; no one will ever know
what it is like to carry at the same time in one’s brain, in one’s blood, and
in one’s soul, Atala and René, and to combine with the painful childbirth of
those passionate twins the difficulties attending the conception of the
other parts of Le Génie du christianisme. The memory of Charlotte
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penetrated and warmed me in my work, and if that were not enough, the
first longing for fame inflamed my exalted imagination. This longing came
to me from filial affection; I wanted to create a great stir, so that the noise
of it might rise till it reached my mother’s dwelling-place, and so that the
angels might carry her my solemn expiation.

Separated from the Continent by a long war, the English at the end of the
last century preserved their national manners and character. There was
still only one people, in whose name the sovereign power was wielded by
an aristocratic government; only two great classes existed, bound by ties
of friendship and common interest: patrons and dependants. That jealous
class called the bourgeoisie in France, which was beginning to arise in
England, was as yet unknown: there was nothing between the rich
landowners and the men who plied a trade. Everything had not yet
become machinery in the manufacturing professions, folly in the
privileged classes. Along the same pavements where one now sees dirty
faces and men in overcoats there passed little girls in white cloaks, with
straw hats fastened under the chin with a ribbon, and a basket containing
fruit or a book on their arm; all kept their eyes lowered, and all blushed
when one looked at them. ‘Britain’, says Shakespeare,* is ‘in a great pool, a
swan'’s nest’. Frock-coats without a jacket underneath were so unusual in
London in 1793 that a woman who was weeping bitterly over the death of
Louis XVI said to me:

‘But, my dear sir, is it true that the poor King was dressed in a frock-
coat when they cut off his head?’

The “gentleman farmers” had not yet sold their patrimony in order to
come and live in London; in the House of Commons they still formed that
independent fraction which, alternating between the Opposition and the
Ministry, upheld the ideas of liberty, order, and property. They hunted
the fox or shot pheasants in the autumn, ate fat geese at Christmas,
shouted “Hurrah!” for roast beef, grumbled about the present, praised the
past, cursed Pitt and the war, which sent up the price of port, and went to
bed drunk only to begin the same life all over again the next day. They
were convinced that the glory of Great Britain would never fade as long as
they sang God save the King, maintained the rotten boroughs, kept the
game laws in force, and secretly sent hares and partridges to market
under the name of ‘lions” and “ostriches’.

The Anglican clergy was learned, hospitable, and generous; it had
received the French clergy with true Christian charity. The University of
Oxford printed at its own expense and distributed gratis among the curés
a New Testament according to the Latin Vulgate, with the imprint: In
usum cleri Gallicani in Anglia exulantis. As for English high society, I, a poor
exile, saw nothing of it but the outside. When there was a reception at
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Court or at the Princess of Wales’s, ladies went by sitting side-ways in
sedan-chairs; their great hoop-petticoats protruded through the door of
the chair like altar-hangings. They themselves, on those waist-high altars,
looked like madonnas or pagodas. Those fine ladies were the daughters
whose mothers the Duc de Guiche and the Duc de Lauzun had adored;
those daughters are, in 1822, the mothers and grandmothers of the little
girls who come to my house to dance in short frocks to the music of
Collinet’s flute, swift-growing generations of flowers.

I began to turn my eyes towards my native land. A great revolution had
taken place. Bonaparte had become First Consul and was restoring order
by means of despotism; many exiles were returning; the upper Emigration
in particular was losing no time in collecting what was left of its fortune:
loyalty was dying at the head, while its heart still beat in the breasts of a
few half-naked country gentlemen. Mrs Lindsay had gone; she wrote to
MM. de Lamoignon to return; she also invited Mme d’Aguesseau, the
sister of MM. de Lamoignon, to cross the Channel. Fontanes wrote to
suggest that I should finish the printing of Le Génie du christianisme in
Paris. Though I had not forgotten my country, I felt no desire to see it
again; gods more powerful than the paternal Lares held me back; I no
longer had any home or possessions in France; my motherland had
become for me a bosom of stone, a breast without milk; I should not find
my mother there, or my brother, or my sister Julie. Lucile was still alive,
but she had married M. de Caud and no longer bore my name; my young
‘widow” knew me only through a union of a few months, through
misfortune, and through an absence of eight years.

If I had been left to myself, I do not know that I should have had the
strength to leave, but I saw my little circle breaking up; Mme d’Aguesseau
offered to take me to Paris, and I gave in. The Prussian Minister obtained
a passport for me in the name of Lassagne, an inhabitant of Neuchatel.
MM. Dulau stopped the printing of Le Génie du christianisme, and gave me
the sheets that had been set up. I detached the sketches of Atala and René
from Les Natchez; I locked the rest of the manuscript in a trunk which I
entrusted to my hosts in London, and I set out for Dover with Mme
d’Aguesseau: Mrs Lindsay was waiting for us at Calais.

That was how I left England in 1800; my heart was occupied with other
things than it is at the time of writing, in 1822. I brought nothing back
from the land of exile but dreams and regrets; today my head is full of
scenes of ambition, of politics, of splendours, and of Courts, all so ill-
suited to my nature. How many events are heaped up in my present
existence! Pass, men, pass; my turn will come. I have unfolded only a
third of my days before your eyes; if the sufferings which I have
undergone have weighed upon my vernal serenity, now, as I enter upon a
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more fruitful period of life, the germ of René will develop, and bitterness
of another kind will be blended with my narrative. What shall I not have
to say as I speak of my country; of her revolutions, whose initial stages I
have already recounted; of the Empire and the colossus whose fall 1
witnessed; of the Restoration in which I played so considerable a part, that
Restoration which is glorious today in 1822, but which nonetheless I can
see only through a kind of fateful mist?

Here I end this book, which brings me to the spring of 1800. Arriving at
the close of my first career, I see opening before me the writer’s career;
from being a private individual I am about to become a public figure; I am
leaving the virginal and silent shelter of solitude to enter the dusty and
noisy crossroads of the world; broad day is going to light up my dreaming
life, light to penetrate my kingdom of shadows. I cast a melancholy glance
at these books which contain my unremembered hours; I seem to be
bidding a last farewell to my old home; I am taking leave of the thoughts
and dreams of my youth as of sisters and sweethearts whom I am leaving
by the family hearth and whom I shall never see again.

We took four hours to cross from Dover to Calais; I slipped into my
country under the cover of a foreign name: doubly hidden beneath the
obscurity of the Swiss Lassagne and my own, I entered France with the
century.
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Part Two

CONSULATE AND EMPIRE
1800-1814
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One

Madame de Beaumont

The person who occupied the greatest place in my existence on my return
from the Emigration was Mme la Comtesse de Beaumont. She lived for
part of the year at the Chateau de Passy, near Villeneuve-sur-Yonne,
which M. Joubert inhabited during the summer. Mme de Beaumont
returned to Paris and expressed the desire to meet me.

To make a long chain of regrets of my life, Providence decreed that the
first person to treat me kindly at the outset of my public career should also
be the first to disappear. Mme de Beaumont opens the funeral procession
of those women who have passed before me. My most distant memories
rest on ashes, and they have gone on falling from coffin to coffin; like the
Indian Pandit, I recite the prayers for the dead until the flowers of my
rosary have faded.

Mme de Beaumont was the daughter of Armand-Marc de Saint-Hérem,
Comte de Montmorin, French Ambassador in Madrid, Commandant in
Brittany, member of the Assembly of Notables in 1787, and Minister of
Foreign Affairs under Louis XVI, who was very fond of him; he died on
the scaffold, where he was followed by several members of his family.

Mme de Beaumont was plain rather than attractive in appearance, and
very like the portrait of her by Mme Lebrun. Her face was thin and pale;
her eyes were almond-shaped and would perhaps have been too bright if
an extraordinary sweetness had not half-extinguished her glances and
caused them to shine languidly, as a ray of light is softened by passing
through crystal water. Her character had a sort of rigidity and impatience
which came from the strength of her feelings and the inward suffering
which she experienced. Endowed with a lofty soul and great courage, she
was born for the world, from which her spirit had withdrawn out of
choice and unhappiness; but when a friendly voice summoned that
solitary intelligence, it came forth and spoke to you in words from
Heaven. Mme de Beaumont’s extreme fragility made her slow of
expression, and this slowness was touching; I knew this sorely afflicted
woman only at the time of her flight; she was already mortally sick, and I
devoted myself to her sufferings. I had taken lodgings in the Rue Saint-
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Honoré, at the Hotel d’Etampes, near the Rue Neuve-du-Luxembourg. In
this latter street Mme de Beaumont occupied an apartment looking out
over the gardens of the Ministry of Justice. I went to see her every
evening, with her friends and mine, M. Joubert, M. de Fontanes, M. de
Bonald, M. Mol¢é, M. Pasquier, and M. de Chénedollé¢, men who have
made their mark in literature and public life.

The success of Atala having induced me to make a fresh start on Le Génie
du christianisme, two volumes of which were already in print, Mme de
Beaumont offered to give me a room in the country, in a house which she
had rented at Savigny. I spent six months in this retreat of hers, with M.
Joubert and our other friends.

The house stood at the entrance to the village, on the Paris side, near an
old highroad known in those parts as the Chemin de Henri IV: there was a
vine-covered slope behind, and in front Savigny Park, ending in a wooded
screen and crossed by the little River Orge. On the left, the plain of Viry
stretched away as far as the springs of Juvisy. There were valleys all
around, where we used to go in the evening in search of new walks.

In the morning we breakfasted together; after breakfast I withdrew to
start work; Mme de Beaumont had the goodness to copy out the
quotations which I marked for her. This noble woman offered me shelter
when I had none; without the peace which she gave me, I might never
have finished a work which I had been unable to complete during my
misfortunes.

I shall always remember certain evenings spent in this refuge of
friendship: on returning from our walks, we gathered together beside an
ornamental fresh-water pool which had been installed in the middle of a
plot of grass in the kitchen-garden. Mme Joubert, Mme de Beaumont, and
I sat on a bench; Mme Joubert’s son rolled about on the grass at our feet;
that child has already disappeared. M. Joubert walked by himself along a
gravel path; a couple of watchdogs and a cat played around us, while
pigeons cooed on the edge of the roof. What happiness this was for a man
newly returned from exile, after spending eight years in utter isolation,
except for a few days which had passed all too quickly! It was generally
during these evenings that my friends made me talk about my travels: I
have never described the wilderness of the New World as well as on these
occasions. At night, when the windows of our rustic drawing-room were
opened, Mme de Beaumont would point out certain constellations, telling
me that I should remember one day that she had taught me to know them:
since I have lost her, I have several times stood not far from her grave in
Rome, in the middle of the Campagna, and searched the sky for the stars
whose names she told me: I have seen them shining above the Sabine
Hills; the protracted rays of those stars came down and struck the surface
of the Tiber. The spot where I saw them above the woods of Savigny, and
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the places where I have seen them since, the mobility of my destinies, and
the sign that a woman had left for me in the sky to remind me of her: all
this broke my heart. By what miracle does man agree to do what he must
do on earth, he who is doomed to die?

Soon afterwards there appeared one of those souls in pain which are of
a different species from other souls and which, on their way through life,
mingle their exceptional unhappiness with the vulgar sufferings of
mankind: it was my sister Lucile.

After my arrival in France I had written to my family to inform them of
my return. Mme la Comtesse de Marigny, my eldest sister, was the first to
come to see me, went to the wrong street, and met five MM. Lassagne,*
the last of whom came up through a cobbler’s trap-door to answer to his
name. Mme de Chateaubriand came in her turn: she was charming, and
full of all the qualities calculated to give me the happiness which I have
found with her since we have been reunited. Mme la Comtesse de Caud,
Lucile, came next. M. Joubert and Mme de Beaumont were smitten with a
passionate fondness and a tender pity for her. There then began between
them a correspondence which ended only with the death of the two
women who had bent towards one another like two flowers of the same
kind on the point of fading away. Mme Lucile having stopped at
Versailles on 30 September 1802, I received this note from her:

I write to ask you to thank Madame de Beaumont on my behalf for the
invitation she has sent me to go to Savigny. I hope to have that pleasure in

about a fortnight’s time, unless there is some obstacle on Madame de
Beaumont's side.

Mme de Caud came to Savigny as she had said she would.

I have told you how, in my youth, my sister, a canoness of the Chapter
of L’Argentiére, and destined for that of Remiremont, had conceived an
attachment for M. de Malfilatre, a counsellor at the High Court of
Brittany, which, remaining locked in her breast, had increased her natural
melancholy. During the Revolution, she married M. le Comte de Caud,
and lost him after fifteen months of marriage. The death of Mme la
Comtesse de Farcy, a sister for whom she had a tender affection, added to
Mme de Caud’s sadness. She then attached herself to Mme de
Chateaubriand, my wife, and gained an ascendancy over her which had
unfortunate effects, for Lucile was violent, masterful, and unreasonable,
and Mme de Chateaubriand, pursued by her caprices, hid from her in
order to render her the services which a richer friend does to a susceptible
and less fortunate friend.

Lucile’s genius and character had almost reached the degree of madness
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau; she imagined that she was being persecuted by
secret enemies: she gave Mme de Beaumont, M. Joubert, and myself false

165



addresses at which to write to her; she examined the seals of her letters to
see whether they had been broken; she wandered from one home to
another, unable to stay with either my sisters or my wife; she had taken a
dislike to them, and Mme de Chateaubriand, after showing her a devotion
surpassing all that one could imagine, had finally broken down under the
burden of such a cruel affection.

Another blow had struck Lucile: M. de Chénedollé, who was living near
Vire, had gone to see her at Fougeéres; soon there was talk of a marriage,
but this fell through. Everything failed my sister all at once, and, thrown
back upon herself, she no longer had the strength to bear her misfortunes.
This plaintive spectre rested for a moment on a stone in the smiling
solitude of Savigny: so many hearts there had welcomed her joyfully.
They would so gladly have restored her to a life of sweet reality. But
Lucile’s heart could beat only in an atmosphere made expressly for her
and which no one else had ever breathed. She swiftly consumed the days
of the separate world in which Heaven had placed her. Why had God
created a being only to suffer? What mysterious connexion can there be
between a suffering temperament and an eternal principle?

After the adoption of the Concordat by the Legislative Body in 1802,
Lucien Bonaparte, then Minister of the Interior, gave a reception for his
brother; I was invited, as having rallied the Christian forces and led them
back to the charge. I was in the gallery when Napoleon entered; he made a
pleasant impression on me; I had never seen him before except at a
distance. His smile was gentle and beautiful; his eyes were admirable,
particularly on account of the way in which they were set beneath his
forehead and framed in his eyebrows. There was as yet no charlatanism in
his glance, nothing theatrical or affected. Le Génie du christianisme, which
was then making a considerable stir, had struck a chord in Napoleon. A
prodigious imagination animated that cold-blooded politician; he would
not have been what he was if the Muse had not been there; reason carried
out the ideas of the poet. All those men who lead great lives are a
compound of two natures, for they must be capable of both inspiration
and action: one conceives the plan, the other puts it into execution.

Bonaparte saw me and recognized me, I do not know how. When he
came towards me no one knew whom he was making for; rank after rank
opened up; each person hoped that the Consul would stop at him; he
looked as if he felt a certain impatience with those illusions. I hid behind
my neighbours; Bonaparte suddenly raised his voice and said:

‘Monsieur de Chateaubriand!’

I was then left standing by myself, for the crowd drew back and soon
gathered together again to form a circle around the two of us. Bonaparte
addressed me with simplicity; without paying me any compliments,
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without any idle questions, without any preamble, he spoke to me straight
away about Egypt and the Arabs, as if I had always been a close friend of
his and we were simply continuing a conversation we had already begun.

‘I was always greatly impressed,” he said, “when I saw the sheikhs fall
on their knees in the middle of the desert, turn towards the East, and
touch the sand with their foreheads. What was the unknown thing which
they were worshipping in the East?’

Bonaparte interrupted himself and broached another idea without any
transition:

‘Christianity! Haven’t the ideologists tried to make an astronomical
system of it? And if that should be so, do they think they can persuade me
that Christianity is a little thing? If Christianity is the allegory of the
movement of the spheres, the geometry of the stars, the free-thinkers may
say what they please: in spite of themselves, they have still left a
considerable measure of greatness to the infamous thing.”*

Suddenly Bonaparte moved away. As with Job, in my darkness, ‘a spirit
passed before me, the hair of my flesh stood up. There stood one whose
countenance I knew not, and I heard the voice, as it were, of a gentle
wind.

My days have been but a series of visions; Hell and Heaven have
continually opened up beneath my feet or above my head, without giving
me time to explore their darkness or their light. Once on the shore of each
of the two worlds, I met the man of the last century and the man of the
new century: Washington and Napoleon. I conversed for a moment with
each; both sent me back to solitude, the first through a kindly wish, the
second through a crime.*

As a result of this meeting, Bonaparte thought of me for Rome: he had
decided at a glance where and how I could be of use to him. It mattered
little to him that I had no experience of public affairs, that I was entirely
unfamiliar with practical diplomacy; he believed that some minds are
capable of understanding and have no need of apprenticeship. He was a
great discoverer of men: but he wanted them to possess talent only for
him, and even then on condition that that talent was not greatly
renowned; jealous of every reputation, he regarded it as an usurpation of
his own: there was to be no one but Napoleon in the universe.

When 1 left France, we were all greatly deluded about Mme de
Beaumont’s condition; she wept frequently, and her will has shown that
she believed her case to be hopeless. However, her friends, without
communicating their fears to one another, tried to reassure each other;
they believed in miracles performed by the waters and consolidated by
the sunshine of Italy; they separated and took different roads: their
rendezvous was Rome.
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A letter from M. Ballanche dated 30 Fructidort informed me of the
arrival of Mme de Beaumont, who had reached Lyons from Le Mont-d'Or
on her way to Italy. He told me that I need not fear the misfortune which I
dreaded, and that the sick woman’s health seemed to be improving,.

On reaching Milan, Mme de Beaumont met M. Bertin, who had been
called there on business; he had the kindness to take charge of the poor
traveller, and he accompanied her to Florence, where I had gone to meet
her. I was shocked by her appearance. She had only just enough strength
left to smile. After a few days’ rest, we left for Rome, travelling at walking
pace to avoid jolting. Mme de Beaumont was the object of assiduous
attention everywhere: this lovable woman, so ill and forlorn, had an
irresistible charm. The very maids at the inns gave way to this sweet
commiseration.

In Rome I had rented a lonely house for her near the Piazza d"Espagna,
at the foot of the Monte Pincio; it had a little garden with orange-trees
growing against the wall and a courtyard with a fig-tree in it. There I
installed my dying friend. I had had considerable difficulty in obtaining
this retreat, for there is a prejudice in Rome against diseases of the chest,
which are held to be infectious.

At that period of the revival of social distinctions, everything that had
belonged to the old monarchy was sought after. The Pope inquired after
the daughter of M. de Montmorin; Cardinal Consalvi and the members of
the Sacred College followed His Holiness’s example; Cardinal Fesch
himself showed Mme de Beaumont until the day of her death marks of
deference and respect which I would not have expected of him.

To begin with, Mme de Beaumont experienced a certain relief. The
patient herself began again to believe in her life. I had the satisfaction of
thinking that at least Mme de Beaumont would never leave me again: I
intended to take her to Naples in the spring, and from there to send in my
resignation to the Minister for Foreign Affairs. M. d"Agincourt, that true
philosopher, came to see the bird of passage, which had stopped at Rome
before going on to unknown lands; M. Boguet, already the oldest of our
painters, also called. These reinforcements of hope encouraged the sick
woman, and lulled her with an illusion which in her heart of hearts she no
longer retained.

The improvement which the air of Rome had produced in Mme de
Beaumont did not last: true, the signs of an immediate collapse
disappeared; but it seems that the last moment always lingers as if to
deceive us. Two or three times I had tried taking the patient for a drive; I
attempted to divert her thoughts by showing her the beauties of the
country and the sky: nothing interested her any more. One day I took her
to the Colosseum: it was one of those October days that are to be seen only
in Rome. She managed to get out of the carriage, and went and sat on a

168



stone facing one of the altars placed in the precincts of the building. She
raised her eyes and looked slowly round those porticoes which had
themselves been dead so many years, and which had seen so many die;
the ruins were adorned with briars and columbines yellowed by autumn
and bathed in light. The dying woman then lowered her eyes step by step,
from the sun down to the arena, fixed them on the altar cross, and said to
me:

‘Let us go:  am cold.

I took her home; she went to bed and never rose again.

The doctors, whom I had called together again after the experiment of
the drive, told me that nothing but a miracle could save Mme de
Beaumont. She was obsessed by the idea that she would not survive All
Souls” Day, 2 November; then she remembered that one of her relatives, I
do not know which, had died on 4 November. I told her that she was
letting her imagination run away with her, and that she would soon see
that her fears were groundless. She replied, to console me:

‘Oh, yes, I shall live longer than that!’

She noticed a few tears which I was trying to hide from her; she held
out her hand to me and said:

“You are a child; weren’t you expecting this?’

On the eve of her death, Thursday, 3 November, she seemed more
composed. She spoke to me about the disposal of her fortune and said,
speaking of her will, that “everything was settled, but that everything still
remained to be done, and that she would have been glad of only two
hours in which to see to it all’. In the evening, the doctor told me that he
felt obliged to warn the patient that the time had come for her to think of
putting her conscience in order: I broke down for a moment; the fear of
shortening the little time which Mme de Beaumont still had to live by the
formal preparations for death horrified me. I railed against the doctor, and
then begged him to wait at least until the following day.

I spent a restless night, with this secret locked in my heart. The patient
did not allow me to spend it in her room. I remained outside, trembling at
every sound I heard: when the door was opened a little way, I saw the
feeble glow of a dying night-light.

On Friday, 4 November, I went in, followed by the doctor. Mme de
Beaumont noticed my agitation, and said:

‘Why are you looking like that? I have had a good night.”

The doctor thereupon deliberately told me aloud that he wanted to
speak to me in the next room. I went out: when I returned, I no longer
knew whether I was alive or dead. Mme de Beaumont asked me what the
doctor had wanted to say to me. I flung myself on my knees beside her
bed and burst into tears. She lay for a moment without speaking, looked
at me, and said in a firm voice, as if she wanted to give me strength:
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‘I did not think it was going to be quite so quick: well, the time has
come to say good-bye. Send for the Abbé de Bonnevie.’

The Abbé de Bonnevie, having obtained the necessary powers, came to
see Mme de Beaumont. She told him that she had always had a profound
religious feeling at heart, but that the terrible misfortunes which had
befallen her during the Revolution had caused her for some time to doubt
the justice of Providence; that she was prepared to admit her errors and to
commend herself to the eternal mercy of God; but that she hoped that the
ills she had suffered in this world would shorten the period of her
expiation in the next. She made a sign to me to withdraw, and remained
alone with her confessor.

I saw him come back an hour later, wiping his eyes and saying that he
had never heard more beautiful language, nor seen such heroism. The
parish priest was sent for to administer the sacraments. I returned to Mme
de Beaumont’s bedside. When she saw me she asked:

‘Well, are you pleased with me?’

She spoke feelingly of what she deigned to call ‘my kindness’ to her: oh,
if at that moment I had been able to buy back a single one of her days by
the sacrifice of all my own, how gladly would I have done so! Mme de
Beaumont’s other friends, who were not present on this occasion, had at
least only once to weep for her, whereas I stood at the head of that bed of
pain in which man hears his last hour strike, with every smile of the
patient’s giving me life once more and taking it away again as it faded
from her lips. A terrible idea occurred to me: I realized that Mme de
Beaumont had not suspected until her last breath the very real attachment
I had for her: she kept showing her surprise, and seemed to be dying at
once disconsolate and delighted. She had imagined that she was a burden
to me, and had wanted to go in order to set me free.

The priest arrived at eleven o’clock: the room filled up with that crowd
of idle onlookers which cannot be prevented from following a priest
around in Rome. Mme de Beaumont faced the formidable solemnity
without the slightest sign of fear. We went down on our knees, and the
patient received both Communion and Extreme Unction. When everyone
had gone, she made me sit on the edge of her bed and spoke to me for half
an hour about my affairs and my plans with the greatest nobility of mind
and the most touching friendship; she urged me above all to live with
Mme de Chateaubriand and M. Joubert; but was M. Joubert going to go on
living?

She asked me to open the window because she felt stifled. A ray of
sunshine lit up her bed and this seemed to raise her spirits. She then
reminded me of plans for retiring to the country which we had sometimes
discussed, and she began to cry.
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Between two and three in the afternoon, Mme de Beaumont asked Mme
Saint-Germain, an old Spanish lady’s-maid who served her with an
affection worthy of so kind a mistress, to transfer her to another bed; the
doctor forbade this, fearing that Mme de Beaumont might die in the
course of the move. She then told me that she could feel the death-agony
approaching. Suddenly she flung back her blanket, held out her hand to
me, and pressed mine convulsively, her eyes wandering from side to side.
With her free hand she made signs to someone she could see standing at
the foot of her bed; then, bringing the hand back to her breast, she said:

‘It is there!’

Utterly dismayed, I asked her if she could recognize me: she smiled
faintly in the midst of her delirium, and gave me a little nod of the head:
her speech was already no longer of this world. The convulsions lasted
only a few minutes. We supported her in our arms, the doctor, the nurse,
and myself: one of my hands rested on her heart, which could be felt
against her thin bones; it was beating fast like a watch unwinding its
broken chain. Oh, moment of fear and horror, 1 felt it stop! We let down
on to her pillow the woman who had found rest; her head drooped. A few
locks of her hair fell over her forehead; her eyes were closed; eternal night
had fallen. The doctor held a mirror and a light to her mouth: the mirror
was not clouded by the breath of life, and the light remained immobile. It
was all over.

Usually those who weep are able to indulge their tears in peace, while
others take it upon themselves to see to the last rites of religion: as
representing, on behalf of France, the Cardinal Minister, who was absent
at the time, and as the only friend of M. de Montmorin’s daughter and
therefore responsible to her family, I was obliged to attend to everything; I
had to choose the place of burial, see to the depth and width of the tomb,
order the shroud, and give the carpenter the measurements of the coffin.

Two monks watched by this coffin, which was to be carried to San Luigi
dei Francesi. One of these fathers was from Auvergne and a native of
Montmorin itself. Mme de Beaumont had expressed a desire to be buried
in a piece of cloth which her brother Auguste, the only one to escape the
scaffold, had sent her from Mauritius. This cloth was not in Rome; all that
we could find was a piece of it which she always carried about with her.
Mme Saint-Germain fastened this strip around the body with a cornelian
containing a lock of M. de Montmorin’s hair. The French ecclesiastics were
invited; the Princess Borghese lent her family hearse; Cardinal Fesch had
left orders, in the event of an only too predictable accident, to send his
livery and his carriages. On Saturday, 5 November, at seven o’clock in the
evening, by the light of torches and in the midst of a great multitude,
Mme de Beaumont passed along the road which all of us have to take.
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Two

The Execution of the Duc d’Enghien

Two days before 21 March,* I dressed to go and take leave of Bonaparte at
the Tuileries; I had not seen him again since the time when he had spoken
to me at Lucien’s. The gallery in which he was receiving was full; he was
accompanied by Murat and a principal aide-de-camp; he walked along
almost without stopping. As he approached, I was struck by the alteration
in his face: his cheeks were hollow and livid, his eyes hard, his
complexion pale and blotchy, his expression gloomy and fierce. The
attraction which he had previously exerted upon me ceased; instead of
remaining in his path, I moved aside in order to avoid him. He glanced at
me as if he were trying to recognize me, took a few steps towards me, then
turned and walked away. Had I appeared to him as a warning? His aide-
de-camp noticed me: when the crowd concealed me, this aide-de-camp
tried to catch sight of me between the people standing in front of me, and
once again drew the Consul in my direction. This game went on for nearly
a quarter of an hour, I always drawing back, Napoleon always following
me without knowing it. I have never been able to account for the aide-de-
camp’s behaviour. Did he take me for a suspicious character whom he had
never seen before? Did he, if he knew who I was, want to force Bonaparte
to talk to me? Whatever the truth of the matter, Napoleon went on into
another room. Satisfied at having done my duty in presenting myself at
the Tuileries, I withdrew. From the joy which I have always felt at leaving
palaces, it is clear that I was not born to enter them.

On returning to the Hotel de France, I said to several of my friends:

‘Something strange must be happening that we know nothing about, for
Bonaparte cannot have changed to that extent, unless he is ill.”

M. Bourrienne heard about my strange forecast; he has merely confused
the dates; here is what he writes:

‘On his return from seeing the First Consul, M. de Chateaubriand told
his friends that he had noticed a great change in the First Consul and
something sinister in his expression.’

Yes, I noticed it: a superior intelligence does not bring forth evil without
pain, because that is not its natural fruit, and it ought not to bear it.
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Two days later, on 21 March, I got up early, for the sake of a memory
that was sad and dear to me. M. de Montmorin had built himself a house
at the corner of the Rue Plumet, on the new Boulevard des Invalides. In
the garden of this house, which was sold during the Revolution, Mme de
Beaumont, when little more than a child, had planted a cypress-tree, and
she had occasionally taken pleasure in showing it to me as we passed: it
was to this cypress-tree, of which I alone knew the origins and history,
that I was going to say good-bye. It still exists, but it is pining away and
scarcely rises as far as the window beneath which a hand which has
vanished loved to tend it. I can distinguish that poor tree from among
three or four others of the same species; it seems to know me and to
rejoice when I approach; melancholy breezes bend its yellowed head a
little towards me, and it murmurs at the window of the deserted room:
there is a mysterious understanding between us, which will cease when
one or the other of us falls.

After paying my pious tribute, I went down the Boulevard and the
Esplanade des Invalides, and crossed the Pont Louis XV and the Tuileries
Gardens, which I left near the Pavillon Marsan by the gate which now
opens into the Rue de Rivoli. There, between eleven o’clock and midday, I
heard a man and a woman who were shouting out some official news;
passers-by were stopping, suddenly petrified by these words:

‘Verdict of the special military commission convened at Vincennes,
sentencing to death the man known as Louis-Antoine-Henri de Bourbon, born
on the 2nd of August 1772 at Chantilly.’

This cry fell upon me like a thunderbolt; it changed my life, just as it
changed Napoleon’s. 1 returned home, and said to Mme de
Chateaubriand:

‘The Duc d’Enghien has just been shot.’

I sat down at a table and began writing my resignation. Mme de
Chateaubriand raised no objection and watched me writing with great
courage. She had no illusions about the danger which I was incurring;:
General Moreau and Georges Cadoudal were being tried; the lion had
tasted blood, and this was not the moment to irritate him.

M. Clausel de Coussergues arrived; he too had heard the sentence being
made public. He found me pen in hand: my letter, from which, out of
consideration for Mme de Chateaubriand, he made me omit certain angry
phrases, was sent off; it was addressed to the Minister for Foreign Affairs.
The wording mattered little: my opinion and my crime lay in the fact of
my resignation: Bonaparte made no mistake about that.

Long afterwards, in conversation with M. de Fontanes, he remarked
that my resignation was one of the things that had most impressed him.
M. de Talleyrand had an official letter sent to me in which he graciously
reproached me for depriving his department of my talents and services. I
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returned the expenses of my installation, and everything was apparently
finished. But by daring to leave Bonaparte, I had placed myself on his
level, and he was turned against me by all the force of his perfidy, as I was
turned against him by all the force of my loyalty. Until the day he fell, he
held the sword suspended over my head: sometimes he returned to me
from a natural inclination and tried to engulf me in his fatal prosperity;
sometimes I was drawn to him by the admiration with which he inspired
me, and by the idea that I was witnessing a transformation of society and
not a mere change of dynasty: but our respective natures, antipathetic in
so many respects, always gained the upper hand, and if he would gladly
have had me shot, I should have felt no great compunction about killing
him.

Alas, we had suffered too many different tyrannies, and our characters,
crushed by a succession of hardships and oppressions, no longer had
enough energy to allow our grief to wear mourning for young Condé for
very long: gradually the tears dried up; fear overflowed in congratulations
on the First Consul’s escape from danger; it wept with gratitude at having
been saved by such a sacred sacrifice. Nero, at Seneca’s dictation, wrote
the Senate a letter of apology for the murder of Agrippina; the delighted
Senators heaped blessings on the magnanimous son who had not
hesitated to pluck out his heart by such a salutary act of matricide. Society
soon returned to its pleasures: it was afraid of its mourning: after the
Terror, the victims who had been spared danced, tried their best to look
happy, and, fearing that they might be suspected of the crime of memory,
displayed the same gaiety as when they went to the scaffold.

I at least can rejoice that I was neither troubled by fear, nor affected by
contagion, nor carried away by evil example. The satisfaction which I feel
today at what I did then is proof to me that conscience is no illusion.
Happier than all those potentates, than all those nations which fell at the
feet of the victorious soldier, I turn again with pardonable pride to this
page which I have kept as my only possession and which I owe only to
myself. In 1807, with my heart still moved by the murder which I have
just related, I wrote the following lines; they caused the Mercure to be
suppressed, and placed my liberty in jeopardy once more:

When, in the silence of abjection, no sound can be heard save that of the chains
of the slave and the voice of the informer; when all tremble before the tyrant,
and it is as dangerous to incur his favour as to merit his displeasure, the
historian appears, entrusted with the vengeance of the nations. Nero prospers
in vain, for Tacitus has already been born within the Empire; he grows up
unknown beside the ashes of Germanicus, and already a just Providence has
delivered into the hands of an obscure child the glory of the master of the
world. If the historian’s role is a fine one, it often has its dangers; but there are
altars such as that of honour which, though deserted, demand further
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sacrifices: the god has not been annihilated because the temple is empty.
Wherever there remains a chance for fortune, there is no heroism in trying it;
magnanimous actions are those whose foreseeable result is adversity and
death. After all, what do reverses matter if our name, pronounced by posterity,
makes a single generous heart beat two thousand years after we have lived?

The death of the Duc d’Enghien, by introducing a new principle into
Bonaparte’s conduct, marred the perfection of his understanding: he was
obliged to adopt as a shield maxims of which he did not have the total
force at his disposal, for his glory and his genius constantly falsified them.
He became an object of fear and suspicion; men lost confidence in him and
his destiny; he was compelled to see, if not to seek out, men whom he
would never have seen before and who, as a result of his action,
considered that they had become his equals: the contagion of their
impurity began to overtake him. He did not dare to reproach them for
anything, for he no longer possessed the virtuous freedom to blame. His
great qualities remained the same, but his good dispositions became
impaired and no longer supported his great qualites; corrupted by that
original stain, his nature deteriorated.

Will the ashes of Bonaparte be exhumed, as those of the Duc d’Enghien
have been? If I could have had my way, this latter victim would still be
sleeping unhonoured in the moat of Vincennes Castle. This
excommunicate would have been left, like Raymond de Toulouse, in an
open coffin; no man’s hand would have dared to conceal beneath a plank
the sight of this witness to the incomprehensible judgements and anger of
God. The abandoned skeleton of the Duc d’Enghien and Napoleon’s
lonely grave on St Helena would have made a pair: there would have
been nothing more commemorative than those remains, face to face, at
opposite ends of the earth.

It is here where I am writing this, here at Chantilly, that the Duc
d’Enghien was born: Louis-Antoine-Henri de Bourbon, born on 2 August 1772
at Chantilly, says the sentence of death. It is on this lawn that he played as
a child: every trace of his footsteps has vanished. And the victor of
Freiburg, Nordlingen, Lens, and Senef,* where has he gone with his
victorious but now lifeless hands? And his descendants, the Condé of
Johannisberg and Berstheim, and his son, and his grandson, where are
they? That castle, those gardens, those fountains that were silent neither by
day nor by night, what has become of them? Mutilated statues, lions with a
claw or a jaw restored; trophies sculptured in a crumbling wall; coats of
arms with faded fleurs-de-lis; foundations of razed turrets; some marble
coursers above empty stables no longer enlivened by the neighing of the
horse of Rocroi; beside a riding-school, a high unfinished gate: that is
what is left of the memories of a heroic race; a will tied with a rope has
changed the owners of the inheritance.t
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On various occasions the whole forest has fallen under the axe. People
of bygone ages have hunted in these preserves, once so noisy, now so
silent. What was their age and what were their passions when they halted
at the foot of these oaks? What dreams occupied their minds? Obscure
men that we are, what are we beside those famous men? We shall
disappear, never to return; you, sweet-william, who lie on my table beside
this paper, and whose belated little flower I have gathered among the
heather, you will be born again; but as for us, we shall not come to life
again with the scented solitary which has diverted my thoughts.
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Three
The Death of Lucile

A new and grievous sorrow surprised me at Villeneuve. To tell you about
it, I must go back a few months before my journey to Switzerland. I was
still living in the house in the Rue Miromesnil when, in the autumn of
1804, Mme de Caud came to Paris. The death of Mme de Beaumont had
completed the derangement of my sister's mind; she came close to
refusing to believe in the reality of that death, to suspecting some mystery
in that disappearance, or to including Heaven in the number of the
enemies who made fun of her misfortunes. She had no money; I had
found an apartment in the Rue Caumartin for her, deceiving her as to the
rent and as to the arrangements which I persuaded her to make with the
keeper of an eating-house. Like a flame about to go out, her genius shed
its brightest light; she was bathed in its radiance. She would write a few
lines which she would throw into the fire, or else copy out of books some
thoughts in harmony with the disposition of her soul. She did not stay
long in the Rue Caumartin; she went to live with the Dames Saint-Michel,
in the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Jacques: Mme de Navarre was the superior
of the convent. Lucile had a little cell overlooking the garden: I noticed
that she followed with her eyes, with a sort of gloomy longing, the nuns
walking in the enclosure around the vegetable plots. One could guess that
she envied the saints and, going further, aspired to become an angel. I will
sanctify these Memoirs by depositing in them, as a relic, the following
letter from Mme de Caud, written before she took wing for her eternal
home:

My dear brother, do not grow weary of my letters or of my company;
remember that soon you will be released for ever from my importunities. My
life is casting its last light, like a lamp which has burnt out in the darkness of a
long night, and which sees the breaking of the dawn in which it is to die.
Glance back, I beg you, my dear, at the early moments of our existence;
remember that we were often seated on the same lap, and pressed together
against the same bosom; that already you added your tears to mine, that from
the earliest days of your life you protected and defended my frail existence,
that our games united us and that I shared your first studies. I will not speak to
you of our adolescence, of the innocence of our thoughts and our pleasures, nor
of the need we both felt to see each other all the time. If I recall the past, I

179



frankly confess, my dear, that it is to revive the image of myself in your heart.
When you left France for the second time, you entrusted your wife to my care,
and you made me promise never to part from her. True to this precious
engagement, I voluntarily held out my hands to be chained, and entered those
places destined only for victims condemned to death. In those dwellings I felt
no anxiety except as to your fate; I consulted the forebodings of my heart
incessantly about you. When I had recovered my freedom, in the midst of the
misfortunes which overwhelmed me, it was only the thought of our reunion
that kept me alive. Now that I have lost for ever the hope of spending my life at
your side, bear with my sorrow. I shall become resigned to my destiny, and it is
only because I am still fighting against it that I am suffering such cruel anguish;
but when I have submitted to my fate ... And what a fate! Where are my
friends, my protectors and my riches? Who cares about my life, that life
abandoned by all and weighing down entirely upon itself? O Lord, are not my
present woes enough for someone as weak as I am, without adding to them the
fear of the future? Forgive me, my dear, I will resign myself; I will fall asleep, in
a deathlike slumber, upon my destiny. But during the few days which I have to
spend in this city, let me look for my last consolation in you; let me believe that
my presence is dear to you. ...

This poignant and wholly admirable letter is the last I received; it alarmed
me on account of the added sadness of which it bears the stamp. I hurried
to the Dames Saint-Michel; my sister was walking in the garden with
Mme de Navarre; she came in when she heard that I had gone up to her
room. She made a visible effort to collect her thoughts, and now and then
her lips twitched convulsively. I begged her to be reasonable, to stop
writing such unjust and heartrending things to me, and to stop thinking
that I could ever grow weary of her. She seemed to grow a little calmer at
the words which I repeated to comfort and console her. She told me that
she believed that the convent was doing her harm, and that she would feel
better living by herself, somewhere near the Jardin des Plantes, where she
could see doctors and go for walks. I urged her to do as she wished,
adding that in order to help her maid Virginie, I would let her have old
Saint-Germain. This proposal seemed to give her considerable pleasure,
reminding her as it did of Mme de Beaumont, and she assured me that she
would start looking for her new lodgings. She asked me how I was
thinking of spending the summer; I told her that I should be going to
Vichy to join my wife, and then to M. Joubert’s at Villeneuve, returning to
Paris from there. I suggested that she might care to accompany us. She
replied that she wished to spend the summer alone, and that she was
going to send Virginie back to Fougeres. I left her; she seemed more
composed.

Mme de Chateaubriand left for Vichy, and I got ready to follow her.
Before leaving Paris I went again to see Lucile. She was affectionate; she
spoke to me about her writings. I encouraged the great poet to work hard;
she kissed me, wished me a good journey, and made me promise to come

180



back soon. She saw me to the staircase landing, leant over the banisters,
and quietly watched me go down. When I reached the bottom I stopped
and, raising my eyes, called out to the unhappy woman who was still
looking at me:

‘Good-bye, my dear sister! I shall see you soon! Take care of yourself.
Write to me at Villeneuve. I will write to you. I hope that next winter you
will agree to live with us.’

That evening 1 saw the worthy Saint-Germain; I gave him his
instructions and some money, so that he might secretly reduce the price of
anything she might require. I told him to keep me informed of everything
that happened and not to fail to call me back if he needed to see me. Three
months went by. When I arrived at Villeneuve, I found two fairly
reassuring letters about Mme de Caud’s health; but Saint-Germain forgot
to tell me about my sister’s new lodgings. I had begun to write her a long
letter when Mme de Chateaubriand suddenly fell dangerously ill: I was at
her bedside when I was brought a fresh letter from Saint-Germain; I
opened it: a single horrifying line told me of the sudden death of Lucile.

I have cared for many graves in my life: it fell to my lot and my sister’s
destiny that her ashes should be scattered to the four winds. I was not in
Paris when she died; I had no relatives there; kept at Villeneuve by my
wife’s critical condition, I was unable to go and attend to those sacred
remains; instructions sent from afar arrived too late to prevent a common
burial. Lucile knew no one and had not a single friend; she was known
only to Mme de Beaumont’s old manservant, as if he had been charged
with linking those two destinies together. He alone followed the forsaken
coffin, and he himself had died before Mme de Chateaubriand’s sufferings
allowed me to bring her back to Paris.

My sister was buried among the poor. In which cemetery was she laid
to rest? In what motionless wave of the ocean of the dead was she
engulfed? In what house did she die, after leaving the community of the
Dames de Saint-Michel? If, by making inquiries, if, by examining
municipal archives and parish registers, I should come across my sister’s
name, what would that avail me?* Would I find the same cemetery
keeper? Would I find the man who dug a grave that has remained
nameless and unrecorded? Would the rough hands that were the last to
touch that pure clay remember it? What nomenclator of the shades could
show me the obliterated grave? Might he not make a mistake? Since
Heaven has so willed it, may Lucile be lost for ever! I find in this absence
of locality a difference from the burials of my other friends. My
predecessor in this world and the next is praying to the Redeemer for me;
she is praying to Him from the midst of the pauper remains among which
her own are mingled: thus does Lucile’s mother and mine rest lost among
the preferred of Jesus Christ. God will have been able to recognize my
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sister; and she, who cared so little for this world, was bound to leave no
trace of her passage. She has left me, that saintly genius. Not a day has
passed but I have wept for her. Lucile loved to hide; I have made a
solitude for her in my heart: she shall leave it only when I have ceased to
live.

Those are the true, the only events of my real life! What did I care, when
I lost my sister, about the thousands of soldiers falling in battle, the
crumbling of thrones, and the changes taking place in the face of the
world?

Lucile’s death struck at the roots of my soul: it was my childhood in the
midst of my family, the first vestiges of my existence, that were
disappearing. Our lives resemble those fragile buildings shored up in the
sky by flying buttresses; the latter do not crumble all at once, but collapse
one after another; they go on supporting some gallery when they have
already abandoned the sacrarium and the cradle of the edifice. Mme de
Chateaubriand, still bruised by Lucile’s imperious caprices, saw only a
deliverance for the Christian woman who had attained eternal peace. Let
us be gentle if we would be regretted: great genius and superior qualities
are mourned only by the angels.
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Four

Bonaparte and the Chateaubriands

By a series of arrangements, I had become the sole proprietor of the
Mercure. By the end of June 1807, M. Alexandre de Laborde published the
account of his journey in Spain; in July I published in the Mercure the
article from which I have quoted certain passages when dealing with the
death of the Duc d’Enghien: ‘When, in the silence of abjection, etc.
Bonaparte’s successes, far from subduing me, had roused me to revolt; I
had gathered fresh energy from my feelings and the storms. It was not in
vain that my face was bronzed by the sun,* nor had I exposed myself to
the wrath of Heaven to tremble with darkened brow before the anger of a
man. If Napoleon had done with the kings, he had not done with me. My
article, falling in the midst of his successes and splendours, caused a
sensation in France: countless manuscript copies were made and
distributed; several subscribers to the Mercure cut out the article and had it
bound separately: it was read in drawing-rooms and hawked from house
to house. One has to have lived at that time to understand the effect
produced by a voice thundering all alone in the silence of the world. The
noble feelings which had been thrust down to the bottom of men’s hearts
revived. Napoleon flew into a passion: one is less irritated by reason of the
offence received than by reason of the opinion one has formed of oneself.
What was this? Someone daring to despise his very glory, to brave for the
second time the man at whose feet the world lay prostrate!

‘Does Chateaubriand think that I am an idiot, that I don’t understand
him?’ he roared. ‘I'll have him cut down on the steps of the Tuileries!

He gave orders to suppress the Mercure and to have me arrested. My
property perished; my person escaped by a miracle: Bonaparte had to
busy himself with the world; he forgot me, but I remained under a
constant threat.

My position was a deplorable one: when I felt bound to act according to
the dictates of my sense of honour, I found myself burdened with my
personal responsibility and with the worry which I caused my wife. Her
courage was great, but she suffered nonetheless for it, and these storms
which fell upon me one after the other disturbed her life. She had suffered
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so much for me during the Revolution! It was only natural that she should
long for a little peace. The more so in that Mme de Chateaubriand
admired Bonaparte unreservedly; she had no illusions about the
Legitimacy; she was for ever predicting what would happen to me on the
return of the Bourbons.

The first chapter of these Memoirs is dated 4 October 1811 at the Vallée-
aux-Loups: there I give a description of the little retreat which I bought to
hide me at that time.* Leaving our apartment at Mme de Coislin’s, we first
of all went to live in the Rue des Saints-Péres, in the Hotel de Lavalette,
which took its name from the owners of the establishment.

M. de Lavalette was a thick-set man who wore a plum-coloured coat
and carried a gold-headed cane. He became my business manager, if it can
be said that I have ever had any business. He had been buttery officer to
the King, and what I did not eat up he drank.

Towards the end of November, seeing that the repairs to my cottage
were making no progress, I decided to go and supervise them. We arrived
at the Vallée in the evening. We did not take the ordinary road, but went
in through the gate at the bottom of the garden. The soil of the drive,
soaked with rain, prevented the horses from going forward; the carriage
fell over on its side. A plaster bust of Homer, which had been placed
beside Mme de Chateaubriand, was thrown out of the window and broke
its neck: a bad omen for Les Martyrs, on which I was working at the time.

The house, full of workmen laughing, singing, and hammering away,
was warmed by burning wood-shavings and lighted by candle-ends; it
looked like a hermitage illuminated at night by pilgrims, in the woods.
Delighted to find two rooms more or less ready, in one of which the table
had been laid, we sat down to supper. The next day, awakened by the
sound of the hammers and the songs of the husbandmen, I saw the sun
rise with less anxiety than the master of the Tuileries.

I made some extensions to my cottage; I improved the appearance of its
brick wall with a portico supported by two black marble columns and two
white marble caryatids: I remembered that I had been to Athens. I
planned to add a tower to the end of the building; in the meantime I had
imitation battlements built on to the wall separating me from the road,
thus anticipating the fashion for things medieval which is all the rage at
the moment. The Vallée-aux-Loups is the only thing that I regret of all that
I have lost; it is written that nothing shall remain to me. After losing the
Vallée, I planted the Marie-Thérese Infirmary, and now I have left that
too. I defy fate now to attach me to the smallest plot of earth; henceforth
my only garden shall be those avenues, honoured with such splendid
names, around the Invalides, along which I stroll with my lame or one-
armed colleagues. Not far from these walks, Mme de Beaumont’s cypress
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raises its head; in these deserted spaces, the great and gay Duchesse de
Chatillon once leant upon my arm. Now I give my arm only to time: it is
heavy enough. ...

Armand de Chateaubriand, whom you have seen as the companion of my
childhood, and whom you met again in the Army of the Princes with the
deaf and dumb Libba, had remained in England. He married in Jersey and
was entrusted with the correspondence of the Princes. Setting sail on 25
September 1808, he was landed at eleven o’clock the same evening on the
coast of Brittany, near Saint-Cast. The boat’s crew consisted of eleven men;
only two were Frenchmen, Roussel and Quintal.

Armand went at once to the house of M. Delaunay-Boisé-Lucas the
elder, who lived in the village of Saint-Cast, where the English had once
been driven back to their ships: his host advised him to go back, but the
boat had already set off on the homeward journey to Jersey. Armand,
having come to an agreement with M. Boisé-Lucas’s son, handed him the
despatches with which he had been entrusted by M. Henry-Lariviere, the
Princes” agent.

I went to the coast on 29 September [he says in the course of one of his
interrogations], and waited there for two nights without seeing my boat. As the
moon was very bright, I withdrew, and returned on 14 or 15 October. I stayed
there until the 24th of the same month. I spent every night among the rocks,
but to no purpose; my boat did not come. During the day I went to the Boisé-
Lucas’s. The same boat with the same crew, including Roussel and Quintal,
was to have come to fetch me. As for the precautions taken in conjunction with
Boisé-Lucas the elder, there were none apart from those which I have already
described.

The dauntless Armand, landed a few steps from his home, as if on the
inhospitable shore of the Crimea, looked in vain across the waves, by the
light of the moon, in search of the boat which could have saved him. In
bygone days, when I had already left Combourg and was preparing to go
to India, I had cast my melancholy gaze across the same waves. From the
rocks of Saint-Cast where Armand lay, from the Cap de la Varde where I
had sat, a few miles of sea-water, over which our eyes have gazed in
opposite directions, have witnessed the cares and divided the destinies of
two men, joined by ties of name and blood. It was also in the midst of the
same waves that I met Gesril for the last time. Often, in my dreams, I see
Gesril and Armand washing the wounds in their foreheads in the deep,
while the sea with which we used to play in our childhood comes lapping
blood-red at my feet.

Armand succeeded in setting off in a boat bought at Saint-Malo, but,
driven back by the north-west wind, he was obliged to put in once more.
At last, on 6 January, helped by a sailor called Jean Brien, he launched a
little stranded dinghy and got hold of another which was afloat. He
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describes his voyage, which recalls my own adventures, in the following
words taken from his examination on 18 March:

From nine o’clock in the evening, when we set sail, till two o’clock in the
morning, the weather favoured us. Judging then that we were not far from the
rocks called the Mainquiers, we lay to on our anchor, intending to wait for
daylight; but the wind freshened and, fearing that it would grow even
stronger, we set off once more. A few minutes later, the sea became very rough,
and since our compass had been broken by a yardarm, we remained uncertain
as to the course we were taking. The first land that came in sight on the 7th (it
was probably about midday) was the coast of Normandy, which made us tack
about, and we returned again and lay to near some rocks called Ecreho,
situated between the Normandy coast and Jersey. The strong contrary winds
forced us to stay in that position all the rest of that day and the whole of the
8th. On the morning of the 9th, as soon as it was light, I said to Depagne that it
seemed to me that the wind had decreased, seeing that our boat was not
straining much, and I told him to look which way the wind was blowing. He
said that he could no longer see the rocks near which we had dropped anchor. I
then realized that we were adrift and that we had lost our anchor. The violence
of the storm left us no alternative but to make for the coast. As we could see no
land, I did not know how far we were from it. It was then that I threw my
papers into the sea, after taking the precaution of fastening a stone to them. We
then sailed before the wind and made the coast at about nine o’clock in the
morning, at Bretteville-sur-Ay, in Normandy.

We were met on the coast by the custom-house officers, who took me out of
my boat half-dead; my feet and legs were frostbitten. Both of us were put up at
the house of the lieutenant of the Bretteville brigade. Two days later, Depagne
was taken to the prison at Coutances, and I have not seen him since. A few
days after that, I myself was transferred to the gaol in that town; the next day I
was taken by the sergeant to Saint-L6, and stayed for eight days with the said
sergeant. I appeared once before the Prefect of the department, and on 26
January I left with the captain and the sergeant of the constabulary for Paris,
where I arrived on the 28th. They took me to the office of M. Desmarets, at the
Ministry of Police, and from there to the prison of La Grande-Force.

Armand had the winds, the waves, and the imperial police against him;
Bonaparte was in league with the storms. The gods indulged in a great
expenditure of wrath against a paltry human life.

The packet which Armand had thrown into the sea was cast up by it on
the beach at Notre-Dame-d’Alloue, near Valognes. The papers contained
in this packet were produced in evidence at the trial; there were thirty-two
of them. Quintal, returning to the beaches of Brittany with his boat to fetch
Armand, had also, by an obstinate fatality, been shipwrecked on the
Normandy coast a few days before my cousin. The crew of Quintal’s boat
had talked; the Prefect of Saint-L6 had learnt that M. de Chateaubriand
was the leader of the Princes’ enterprises. When he heard that a boat
manned by only two men had run aground, he had no doubt that Armand
was one of the two, for all the fishermen spoke of him as the most fearless
sailor that had ever been seen.
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Taken to Paris and imprisoned in La Force, Armand underwent a secret
interrogation at the military gaol of the Abbaye. General Hulin, who had
become Military Commandant of Paris, appointed Captain Bertrand of the
first demi-brigade of veterans judge-advocate of the military commission
instructed, by a decree of 25 February, to take cognizance of Armand’s
case.

The people implicated were M. de Goyon, whom Armand had sent to
Brest, and M. de Boisé-Lucas the younger, whom he had instructed to
deliver letters from Henry-Lariviére to MM. Laya and Sicard in Paris.

In a letter of 13 March addressed to Fouché, Armand wrote:

May the Emperor deign to restore to liberty men now languishing in prison for
having shown me too much kindness. In any event, may liberty be restored to
them all in like measure. I commend my unfortunate family to the Emperor’s
generosity.

This incomprehension of a man with human feelings addressing
himself to a hyena is painful to behold. Bonaparte was not the lion of
Florence: he did not give up the child at the sight of the mother’s tears. I
had written to ask Fouché for an audience; he granted me one and assured
me with all the coolness of revolutionary frivolity ‘that he had seen
Armand, that I could set my mind at rest; that Armand had told him that
he would die well, and that he did in fact look extremely resolute’. If I had
suggested to Fouché that he too should die, would he have retained that
deliberate tone and that superb insouciance with regard to himself?

I applied to Mme de Rémusat, asking her to deliver to the Empress a
letter for the Emperor containing a plea for justice or mercy. Mme la
Duchesse de Saint-Leu told me, at Arenenberg, of the fate of my letter:
Josephine gave it to the Emperor; he seemed to hesitate as he read it, then,
coming across some words which offended him, he flung it impatiently
into the fire. I had forgotten that one should show pride only on one’s
own behalf.

M. de Goyon, condemned with Armand, suffered his sentence. Yet
Mme la Baronne-Duchesse de Montmorency, Mme de Matignon’s
daughter, with whom the Goyons were connected, was induced to
intercede in his favour. A Montmorency in service should have been able
to obtain anything, if the prostitution of a name had been enough to win
over an old monarchy to a new power. Mme de Goyon, though unable to
save her husband, saved young Boisé-Lucas. Everything contributed to
this misfortune, which struck down only unknown persons; one would
have thought that it was the end of the world that was in question, what
with storms on the waves, ambushes on land, Bonaparte, the sea, Louis
XVI's murderers, and perhaps some passion, the mysterious spirit of
earthly catastrophes. No one else noticed these things; they struck me
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alone and lived on only in my memory. What did Napoleon care about
the insects crushed by his hand on his crown?

On the day of the execution,* I wanted to accompany my comrade on
his last battlefield; I could not find a carriage, and hurried on foot to the
Grenelle Plain. I arrived, drenched in sweat, a second too late: Armand
had just been shot against the outer wall of Paris. His skull was shattered;
a butcher’s dog was licking up his blood and his brains. I followed the cart
which took the bodies of Armand and his two companions, plebeian and
noble, Quintal and Goyon, to the Vaugirard Cemetery, where I had buried
M. de la Harpe. I saw my cousin for the last time without being able to
recognize him: the lead had disfigured him; he had no face left: I could not
observe the ravages of time in it, nor even see death within its shapeless,
bleeding orb; he remained young in my memory as at the time of the Siege
of Thionville. He was shot on Good Friday: Christ crucified appears to me
at the end of all my misfortunes. When I walk along the rampart of the
Grenelle Plain, I stop to look at the marks left by the shooting, which can
still be seen on the wall. If Bonaparte’s bullets had left no other traces, he
would no longer be talked about.

188



Five

Napoleon in Russia

When Bonaparte crossed the Niemen, eighty-five million, five hundred
thousand souls recognized his sovereignty or that of his family; half the
population of Christendom obeyed him; his orders were carried out over
an area of nineteen degrees latitude and thirty degrees longitude. Never
had such a gigantic expedition been seen before; never will its like be seen
again.

On 22 June, at his headquarters at Wilkowiski, Napoleon declared war:

‘Soldiers, the second Polish War has begun; the first ended at Tilsit;
Russia is carried away by Fate: her destiny must be fulfilled.”

Moscow replied to this voice which was still young through the mouth
of its Metropolitan, aged one hundred and ten:

‘The City of Moscow welcomes Alexander, its Saviour, like a mother in
the arms of her loving sons, and sings Hosanna! Blessed be he who
comes!’

Bonaparte addressed himself to Destiny, Alexander to Providence.

On 23 June 1812, Bonaparte made out the Niemen in the darkness; he
ordered three bridges to be thrown across it. The following evening, a few
sappers crossed the river in a boat; they found nobody on the other bank.
A Cossack officer in command of a patrol came up to them and asked
them who they were.

‘Frenchmen.’

‘Why have you come to Russia?’

“To fight you.”

The Cossack disappeared into the forest; three sappers fired into the
trees; there was no reply, only universal silence.

Bonaparte had spent a whole day lying on his bed, weak yet restless: he
could feel something withdrawing from him. The columns of our armies
advanced through the Forest of Pilwisky under cover of darkness, like the
Huns who were led by a doe across the Palus-Meotides. The Niemen
could not be seen; to recognize it, one had to touch its banks.

In broad daylight, instead of the Muscovite battalions or the Lithuanian
populace advancing to meet their liberators, nothing could be seen but
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bare sands and deserted forests. “Three hundred paces from the forest,
writes Ségur, ‘the Emperor’s tent stood on the loftiest eminence. Around
it, all the hills and slopes and valleys were covered with men and horses.’

The combined forces under Napoleon’s orders amounted to six
hundred and eighty thousand, three hundred infantry and one hundred
and seventy-six thousand, eight hundred and fifty cavalry. In the War of
the Succession, Louis XIV had six hundred thousand men under arms, all
of whom were French. The regular infantry, under Bonaparte’s personal
command, was divided into ten corps. These corps consisted of twenty
thousand Italians, eighty thousand men from the Confederation of the
Rhine, thirty thousand Poles, thirty thousand Austrians, twenty thousand
Prussians, and two hundred and seventy thousand Frenchmen.

The army crossed the Niemen; Bonaparte himself passed over the
fateful bridge and set foot on Russian soil. He stopped and watched his
soldiers marching by, then disappeared from sight and galloped at
random through the forest, as if summoned to a congress of spirits on the
heath. He returned; he listened; the army listened: they imagined that they
could hear the rumble of gunfire in the distance, and they rejoiced; it was
only a storm; the prospect of battle faded. Bonaparte took shelter in a
deserted monastery, a doubly peaceful refuge.

It has been said that Napoleon’s horse stumbled and that someone was
heard to murmur: ‘A bad omen; a Roman would turn back.” This is the old
story of Scipio, of William the Conqueror, of Edward III, and of
Malesherbes setting out for the revolutionary tribunal.

The troops took three days to cross the river; then they fell into line and
started to advance. Napoleon pressed forward; time called out to him:
‘March! March!” as Bossuet used to say.

At Vilna, Bonaparte received Senator Vibicki of the Diet of Warsaw: a
Russian envoy, Balaschoff, presented himself next; he declared that
negotiations were still possible, that Alexander was not the aggressor, and
that the French had invaded Russia without declaring war. Napoleon
replied that Alexander was nothing but a parade-ground general and that
he had only three generals: Kutusoff, whom he, Bonaparte, did not bother
his head about since he was a Russian; Bennigsen, who had been too old
for his job six years before and was now in his second childhood; and
Barclay, who was on the retired list. The Duc de Vicence, considering
himself insulted by something Bonaparte had said during the
conversation, broke in angrily:

‘I am a good Frenchman; I have already proved it; I will prove it again
by repeating that this war is ill-advised and dangerous, and that it will be
the ruin of the army, France, and the Emperor.’

Bonaparte had asked the Russian envoy: ‘Do you really think that I care
a rap about your Polish Jacobins?” Mme de Staél records this last remark;
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her friends in high places kept her well informed. She declares that there
existed a letter written to Romanzoff by one of Bonaparte’s ministers, who
suggested erasing the words Poland and Polish from European treaties:
overwhelming proof of Napoleon’'s contempt for his brave petitioners.

Bonaparte asked Balaschoff how many churches there were in Moscow:
on hearing the reply, he exclaimed:

‘What, as many churches as that at a time when nobody is Christian any
more?’

‘1 beg your pardon, sire, said the Muscovite, ‘the Russians and the
Spaniards still are.”

Balaschoff having been sent off with some unacceptable proposals, the
last hope of peace vanished. The bulletins said: ‘So this is the Russian
Empire, which seemed so formidable from a distance! It is nothing but a
desert. It will take Alexander longer to gather his recruits together than
Napoleon to reach Moscow.’

When he reached Vitebsk, Bonaparte was tempted for a moment to call
a halt there. Returning to his headquarters, after seeing Barclay fall back
yet again, he flung his sword on to some maps and exclaimed:

‘I am stopping here! My 1812 campaign is over: my 1813 campaign will
do the rest.’

He would have been well-advised to have kept to this resolution which
all his generals were urging upon him. He had counted on receiving new
peace proposals: seeing nothing of the sort coming his way, he became
bored; he was only twenty days from Moscow. ‘Moscow the holy city!” he
kept saying. His eyes flashed, his brow darkened: the order to advance
was given. Certain representations were made to him; he ignored them.
Questioned as to his opinion, Daru replied that “he could not see either the
purpose of such a war or the need for it". The Emperor retorted: ‘Do
people think I am mad? Do they think I fight for the fun of it?” Had they
not heard him, the Emperor, say that ‘the Spanish War and the Russian
War were two cankers eating into France’s vitals’? But it needed two to
make peace, and not a single letter had come from Alexander.

And who was responsible for these cankers? These inconsequences tend
to go unnoticed, and can even be used if need be as proof of Napoleon's
naive sincerity.

Bonaparte would have considered it degrading to admit that he had
made a mistake. His soldiers complained that they no longer saw him
except at the hour of battle, for ever sending them to their deaths, never
keeping them alive; he remained deaf to these complaints. The news of the
peace concluded between the Russians and the Turks surprised him but
did not hold him back: he hurried towards Smolensk. The proclamations
issued by the Russians declared: “He is coming with treachery in his heart
and loyalty on his lips, to put us in chains with his legions of slaves. Let us
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carry the cross in our hearts and steel in our hands; let us draw the teeth
of this lion; let us overthrow the tyrant who has overthrown the world.’

On the heights of Smolensk, Napoleon caught up with the Russian
army, which consisted of one hundred and twenty thousand men.

‘I have them!” he cried.

At dawn on 17 August, Belliard pursued a band of Cossacks and hurled
them into the Dnieper; when the curtain of troops had fallen back, the
Russian army could be seen on the road to Moscow; it was withdrawing.
Bonaparte’s dream had eluded him once again. Murat, who had played a
considerable part in the vain pursuit, felt such despair that he wanted to
die. He refused to leave one of our batteries under fire from the citadel of
Smolensk, which had not yet been evacuated. ‘Get out, all of you! Leave
me alone here!” he shouted. A terrible onslaught was launched against this
citadel: lined up on the heights which form an amphitheatre above the
town, our troops watched the battle raging below: when they saw the
assault force plunging forward through fire and grapeshot, they clapped
their hands as they had done at the sight of the ruins of Thebes.

During the night a fire attracted everyone’s attention. One of Davoust’s
non-commissioned officers scaled the walls and entered the citadel
through the smoke; the sound of voices reached him from a distance:
pistol in hand, he went in that direction and, to his great surprise, he ran
into a friendly patrol. The Russians had abandoned the town, and
Poniatowski’s Poles had occupied it.

From Smolensk, an army could be led equally well to St Petersburg and to
Moscow. Smolensk should have warned the conqueror to stop; for a
moment he thought of doing so. “The Emperor,” says M. Fain, ‘deeply
discouraged, spoke of the possibility of stopping at Smolensk.” In the
field-hospitals supplies were beginning to run out. General Gourgaud
records that General Lariboisiére was obliged to hand over the wadding
of his guns to provide dressings for the wounded. But Bonaparte was
carried away; he enjoyed watching at the two ends of Europe the two
dawns that broke over his armies on scorching plains and frozen steppes.
Orlando,* in his narrow circle of chivalry, ran after Angelica;
conquerors of the first order pursue a greater sovereign: there can be no
rest for them until they have clasped in their arms the Earth-Goddess with
her crown of towers, bride of Time, daughter of Heaven, and mother of
the gods. Obsessed by his own existence, Bonaparte had reduced
everything to the limits of his person; Napoleon had taken possession of
Napoleon; there was no longer anything in him but himself. So far he had
explored only famous places; now he was travelling a nameless road
along which Peter the Great had done little more than sketch out the
future cities of an empire that was not yet a hundred years old. If
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examples were instructive, Bonaparte might have felt anxious at the
recollection of Charles XII passing through Smolensk on his way to
Moscow. At Kolodrina there was a murderous engagement; the corpses of
the French troops had been hurriedly buried, so that Napoleon could not
judge the extent of his losses. At Dorogobouj, he encountered a Russian
with a beard of dazzling whiteness covering his chest: too old to follow
his family and left alone in his house, he had seen the marvels of the end
of Peter the Great’s reign, and now watched, in silent indignation, the
devastation of his country.

A succession of battles offered and refused brought the French to the
field of Borodino. At every bivouac, the Emperor would discuss the
situation with his generals, listening to their arguments as he sat on some
pine-branches or played with a Russian cannon-ball which he poked
about with his foot.

Barclay, the Livonian pastor who had become a general, was the author
of this system of retreats which gave autumn time to overtake him: an
intrigue at Court brought about his downfall. Old Kutusoff, who had been
beaten at Austerlitz because his allies had refused to take his advice,
which was to refuse battle until the arrival of Prince Charles, took
Barclay’s place. In Kutusoff the Russians saw a general of their own
nation, Suvuroff’s pupil, the man who had defeated the Grand Vizier in
1811, and the author of the peace with the Sublime Porte, which was so
necessary to Russia at this time. In the meantime a Muscovite officer
presented himself at Davoust’s outposts; he brought nothing but vague
proposals; his real mission seemed to be to look and to examine: he was
shown everything. The French, with their carefree, fearless curiosity,
asked him what they would find between Viasma and Moscow.

‘Pultava,”* he replied.

When he reached the heights of Borodino, Bonaparte saw that the
Russian army had finally halted and was solidly entrenched. It consisted
of one hundred and twenty thousand men and six hundred guns; the
French had a similar force on their side. After examining the left wing of
the Russian army, Marshal Davoust advised Napoleon to turn the
enemy’s flank.

‘That would take me too long,” replied the Emperor.

Davoust pressed his point; he undertook to have completed his
manoeuvre by six o’clock in the morning. Napoleon interrupted him
sharply:

‘Oh, you always want to turn the enemy’s flank.’

A great stir had been noticed in the Muscovite camp; the troops were
under arms; Kutusoff, surrounded by the popes and archimandrites, and
preceded by the emblems of religion and a sacred icon rescued from the
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ruins of Smolensk, was speaking to his soldiers about Heaven and their
native land, calling Napoleon the universal despot.

In the French camps too, in the midst of songs of battle and triumphant
choruses mingled with cries of pain, a Christian voice was heard; it stood
out from all the rest; it was the holy hymn rising by itself beneath the
vaults of time. The soldier whose voice, calm yet full of emotion, lingered
on after the others, was the aide-de-camp of the marshal in command of
the Horseguards. This aide-de-camp had been in all the battles of the
Russian campaign; he spoke of Napoleon like his greatest admirers, but he
recognized his weaknesses; he corrected lying anecdotes and declared that
the mistakes which had been committed were due to the leader’s pride
and the forgetfulness of God among his captains.

The day before the storm was extremely quiet. “The sort of wisdom,’
says M. de Baudus, ‘which goes to the preparation of such cruel follies, is
humiliating for human reason when one thinks about it in cold blood at
the age which I have attained; for in my youth I found it most impressive.’

Towards evening on 6 September, Bonaparte dictated this proclamation;
it was known to most of his troops only after the victory:

‘Soldiers, here is the battle for which you have longed so ardently.
Henceforth victory depends on you; we need it to bring us plenty and a
speedy return home. Conduct yourselves as you did at Austerlitz,
Friedland, Vitebsk, and Smolensk, and may the most remote posterity cite
your conduct on this day. May men say of you: “He was at that great
battle beneath the walls of Moscow.” ’

Bonaparte spent the night in a state of anxiety, now thinking that the
enemy was withdrawing, now worrying about the destitution of his
soldiers and the weariness of his officers. He knew what was being said
all around him: “Why have we been made to march two thousand miles to
find nothing but marshy water, famine, and bivouacs in smoking ruins?
Every year the war grows worse; fresh conquests force him to seek out
fresh enemies. Soon Europe will not be enough for him; he will hanker
after Asia.” And indeed Bonaparte had not looked with an indifferent eye
at the waters which flowed into the Volga; born for Babylon, he had
already been tempted by another route. Halted at Jaffa at the western
entrance to Asia, and halted at Moscow at the northern gateway to the
same continent, he was to go and die among the seas bordering that part
of the world where mankind and the sun were born.

In the middle of the night, Napoleon sent for one of his aides-de-camp,
who found him with his head buried in his hands.

‘What is war?” he asked. ‘A barbaric profession whose only secret
consists in being the stronger at a given point.”

He complained of the inconstancy of fortune; he asked for reports on
the enemy positions; he was told that there were the same number of fires
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burning, and just as brightly; he calmed down. At five o’clock in the
morning, Ney sent a messenger to ask for the attack formation; Bonaparte
went out and exclaimed:

‘Let us open the gates of Moscow!

Dawn broke; Napoleon pointed to the sky in the east which was
beginning to redden.

‘The sun of Austerlitz!” he cried.

Anathema to the victories which are not won in defence of the
motherland, but which serve only to feed the vanity of a conqueror!

The Guard, composed of twenty-five thousand crack troops, played no
part in the Battle of Borodino; Bonaparte refused to throw it in on various
pretexts. Contrary to his custom, he stayed away from the fighting and
could not follow the manoeuvres with his own eyes. He would sit down
or pace to and fro beside a redoubt taken the day before; when he was
told of the death of some of his generals, he made a gesture of resignation.
This impassibility on his part caused considerable surprise. Ney asked:

‘What is he doing behind the army? There, only reverses can reach him,
not successes. Since he has stopped fighting for himself, since he is no
longer a true general, and since he wants to play the emperor everywhere,
let him go back to the Tuileries and leave us to be generals in his place.”

Murat admitted that on that great day he had been unable to
distinguish any sign of Napoleon’s genius.

Uncritical admirers have attributed Napoleon’s torpor to the worsening
of the ailments from which, so they tell us, he was suffering; they maintain
that he was frequently obliged to dismount and that often he would stand
still with his forehead pressed against the barrel of a cannon. This may be
true: a temporary indisposition could have contributed at that moment to
the diminution of his energy; but in view of the fact that he recovered that
energy in the campaign in Saxony and in his famous French campaign,
one must look for another explanation of his inaction at Borodino. He
confesses in his bulletin that it would have been easy to manoeuvre in such a
way as to force the enemy to abandon his good position, but that would have
postponed the issue; yet although he has enough mental agility to condemn
thousands of our soldiers to death, he has not enough physical strength to
order his Guard so much as to go to their aid. There can be no other
explanation of this than the very nature of the man: adversity had come
upon the scene; its first touch froze his blood. Napoleon’s greatness was
not of the sort which thrives on calamity; only success left him in full
possession of his faculties: he was not made for misfortune.

Between the Moskva and Moscow, Murat joined battle outside Moshaisk.
The French entered the town to find ten thousand dead and dying; the
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dead were thrown out of the windows to make room for the living. The
Russians fell back in good order towards Moscow.

During the evening of 13 September, Kutusoff had summoned a council
of war: all the generals declared that ‘Moscow was not the motherland’.
Buturlin, the same officer that Alexander sent to join the Duc
d’Angouléme in Spain, writing in his History of the Russian Campaign, and
Barclay, in his Justificatory Memoir, give the reasons for the council’s
opinion. Kutusoff proposed a cease-fire to the King of Naples while the
Russian troops passed through the ancient capital of the Tsars. The cease-
fire was agreed to, for the French wanted to keep the city intact; only
Murat pressed the enemy rearguard hard, and our grenadiers followed on
the heels of the retreating Russian grenadiers. But Napoleon was a long
way from achieving the success which he believed to be within reach:
hiding behind Kutusoff was Rostopchin.

Count Rostopchin was the Governor of Moscow. He had laid plans for
vengeance to drop from Heaven: a huge balloon, constructed at
considerable expense, was to float above the French army, pick out the
Emperor among his thousands of troops, and fall upon him in a shower of
fire and steel. When it was tried out, the wings of the airship broke, and
the idea of a bombshell falling from the clouds had to be abandoned; but
Rostopchin kept the flares. The news of the Borodino disaster had reached
Moscow while the rest of the Empire was still rejoicing over what
Kutusoff’s bulletin called a victory. Rostopchin had issued various
proclamations in rhyming prose, in which he said:

‘Come, my friends the Muscovites, let us march into battle too! We will
gather together one hundred thousand men, we will take a picture of the
Holy Virgin and one hundred and fifty guns, and we will put an end to
everything.

He advised the inhabitants to arm themselves with nothing but a
pitchfork, a Frenchman weighing no more than a sheaf of corn.

It is known that Rostopchin later denied that he had played any part in
the burning of Moscow; it is known too that Alexander never made any
statement on the subject. Did Rostopchin wish to avoid the reproaches of
the nobles and merchants who had been ruined by the fire? Was
Alexander afraid of being called a Barbarian by the Institut? This is such a
contemptible age, and Napoleon had monopolized its splendours to such
a degree, that when something praiseworthy happened, everyone
repudiated it and disclaimed all responsibility for it.

The burning of Moscow will go down in history as a heroic deed which
saved the freedom of one nation and contributed to the liberation of
several others. Numantia* has not lost its right to the admiration of
mankind. What does it matter that Moscow was burnt; had it not been
burnt seven times already? Has it not been splendidly restored, in spite of
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Napoleon’s prophecy that ‘the burning of this capital would put the clock
back a hundred years in Russia’? ‘“The very misfortune of Moscow,” says
Mme de Staél in an admirable judgement, ‘regenerated the empire: that
holy city died like a martyr whose blood when it is shed gives new
strength to his surviving brothers.’

Where would the nations be if Bonaparte, enthroned in the Kremlin,
had covered the world with his tyranny as with a pall? The rights of the
human race are paramount. Speaking for myself, if the world were an
explosive globe, I would not hesitate to set fire to it if it were a question of
setting my country free. All the same, it needs nothing less than the
superior interests of human liberty to induce a Frenchman, his head
bowed in mourning and his eyes full of tears, to speak of a decision which
was to prove fatal to so many of his fellow countrymen.

The evacuation of Moscow had begun; the roads to Kazan were covered
with fugitives on foot or in carriages, alone or accompanied by their
servants. An omen had been observed which had raised everyone’s spirits
for a moment: a vulture had got caught in the chains supporting the cross
on the principal church; Rome, like Moscow, would have seen in this
omen Napoleon’s captivity.

At the approach of the long convoys of wounded Russian soldiers
arriving at the gates of the city, all hope vanished. Kutusoff had promised
Rostopchin to defend the city with the ninety-one thousand men that
remained to him: you have just seen how the council of war compelled
him to withdraw. Rostopchin was left alone.

Night fell: messengers went knocking mysteriously at every door,
announcing that all must leave and that Nineveh was doomed.
Inflammable matter was introduced into public buildings and bazaars,
into private houses and shops; the city’s fire-brigade apparatus was taken
away.

Then Rostopchin ordered the prisons to be opened: from the midst of a
filthy horde of prisoners a Russian and a Frenchman were brought
forward; the Russian, a member of a sect of German illuminati, was
accused of having tried to deliver his country to the enemy and of having
translated the French proclamation; his father ran up; the Governor
granted him a few moments to bless his son. ‘Me bless a traitor!” cried the
old Muscovite, and he cursed him. The prisoner was handed over to the
populace and killed.

‘As for you,” said Rostopchin to the Frenchman, ‘you were bound to
want your fellow countrymen to arrive: you are free. Go and tell your
people that Russia had only a single traitor and that he has been
punished.’

The other prisoners who were released were given, with their freedom,
instructions on setting fire to the city when the time was ripe. Rostopchin
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was the last to leave Moscow, just as a captain is the last to leave a sinking
ship.

Napoleon had joined his vanguard on horseback. One height remained
to be crossed; it overlooked Moscow as Montmartre overlooks Paris; it
was called Salvation Hill, because the Russians used to pray there within
sight of the holy city, like the pilgrims when they saw Jerusalem. Moscow
of the gilded cupolas, as the Slav poets say, shone in the sunlight with its
two hundred and ninety-five churches, its fifteen hundred castles, its
wooden houses coloured yellow, green, and pink: nothing was missing
but the cypresses and the Bosphorus. The Kremlin formed part of this
mass of buildings roofed with polished or painted iron. In the midst of
smart villas in brick and marble, the Moskva flowed through parks
planted with firs, the palm-trees of that region: Venice in the days of its
glory was not more splendid in the waves of the Adriatic. It was on 14
September, at two o’clock in the afternoon, that Bonaparte, by the light of
a sun studded with the diamonds of the Pole, saw his new conquest for
the first time. Moscow, like a European princess on the confines of his
empire, decked out in all the riches of Asia, seemed to have been brought
there to marry Napoleon.

A shout went up.

‘Moscow! Moscow!” cried our soldiers; they clapped their hands again;
in the days of our old glory, they used to shout, in victory or defeat: ‘Long
live the King!” ‘It was a wonderful moment,” says Lieutenant-Colonel de
Baudus, ‘when the magnificent panorama presented by the whole of that
huge city first opened up before my eyes. I shall always remember the
emotion that was shown among the ranks of the Polish division; it struck
me all the more in that it was revealed in an impulsive action marked by
religious feeling. On seeing Moscow, whole regiments fell on their knees
and thanked God for bringing them through victory to the capital of their
bitterest foe.’

The acclamations died away; the army made its way quietly towards
the city; no deputation came out through the gates to present the keys in a
silver bowl. The movement of life had been suspended in the great city.
Moscow fell in silence before the stranger: three days later she had
disappeared; the Circassian of the North, the beautiful fiancée, had laid
herself on her funeral pyre.

When the city was still standing, Napoleon exclaimed as he went
towards it: ‘So this is the famous city!” and he gazed at it: Moscow,
abandoned to its fate, looked like the city mourned over in the
Lamentations. Already Eugéne and Poniatowski had climbed the walls; a
few of our officers entered the city; they came back and told Napoleon:

‘Moscow is deserted!’

‘Moscow deserted? I can’t believe that. Bring me the boyars.’
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But there were no boyars left, only a few poor beggars in hiding. The
streets were empty, the windows closed: no smoke rose from the houses
from which clouds would soon be escaping. There was not the slightest
sound to be heard. Bonaparte shrugged his shoulders.

Murat, pushing on as far as the Kremlin, was greeted with howls of fury
from the prisoners who had been released in order to save their country:
the French had to blast the gates open with their guns.

Napoleon had gone to the Dorogomilow gate; he installed himself in
one of the first houses in the suburb, went riding along the Moskva, and
met no one. He returned to his quarters and appointed Marshal Mortier
governor of Moscow, General Durosnel army commandant, and M. de
Lesseps administrative officer in his capacity as quartermaster-general.
The Imperial Guard and all the troops were in full-dress uniform to
parade before a populace that was absent. Bonaparte soon learnt for
certain that the city was threatened with some calamity. At two o’clock in
the morning he was told that fire had broken out. The conqueror left the
suburb of Dorogomilow and took refuge in the Kremlin; this was on the
morning of the 15th. He experienced a moment of joy on entering the
palace of Peter the Great; in his contented pride he wrote a few words to
Alexander, by the light of the bazaar which had just started burning, just
as the defeated Alexander had written him a note from the battlefield of
Austerlitz.

In the bazaar long rows of shops were seen to be locked up. The fire
was contained at first, but during the second night it broke out again all
over the city; globes thrown into the air by rocket devices burst and fell in
sheaves of light on the palaces and churches. A strong north wind drove
the sparks before it and scattered the flakes of fire on the Kremlin: the
imperial palace contained a powder magazine; an artillery-park had been
left under Bonaparte’s very windows. Our soldiers were driven from one
district to another by the effluvia of the volcano. Gorgons and Medusas,
torch in hand, ran across the livid crossroads of this inferno; others poked
the fire with spears of tarred wood. Bonaparte, in the halls of the new
Pergamos, rushed to the windows, crying;:

‘What extraordinary determination! What men! They are Scythians!’

The rumour spread that the Kremlin was mined: servants fainted and
soldiers resigned themselves to their fate. The mouths of various fires
outside grew wider, came nearer, and met; the tower of the Arsenal, like a
tall taper, burnt in the midst of a blazing sanctuary. Soon the Kremlim
was nothing but a black island washed by the waves of a sea of fire. The
sky, reflecting the glow from the city beneath, looked as if it were dappled
by the moving lights of an aurora borealis.

The third night fell; the French could scarcely breathe in the suffocating
atmosphere; on two occasions fuses had been attached to the building
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occupied by Napoleon. How were they to make their escape? The flames
had drawn together to block the gates of the citadel. After looking
everywhere, someone found a postern opening on to the Moskva. The
conqueror and his guards slipped out through this gateway to safety. All
around him in the city, archways were collapsing with a thunderous roar,
and belfries, from which torrents of molten metal were pouring, were
leaning over, breaking away, and falling. Beams, rafters, and roofs,
cracking, sparkling, and crumbling, plunged into a Phlegethon whose
burning waves they sent splashing up in a million golden spangles.
Bonaparte made his escape over the cold embers of a district already
reduced to ashes, and went to Petrovsky, the Tsar’s villa.

From the shores of St Helena, Napoleon looked back in memory and
saw the city of the Scythians burning once more.

‘Never,” he said, ‘for all their poetry, can any of the fictional accounts of
the fire of Troy approach the reality of the burning of Moscow.’

Leaving Moscow during the night of 15 September, Napoleon returned to
the city on the 18th. On his way back, he had come across camp-fires
burning in the mud, fed with mahogany furniture and gilded panelling.
Around these fires were filthy, mud-stained soldiers, dressed in rags,
lying on silk sofas or sitting in velvet armchairs, using Kashmir shawls,
Siberian furs or golden fabrics from Persia as carpets under their feet, and
eating out of silver dishes a black paste or the bleeding flesh of grilled
horse.

Irregular looting having begun, it was put on a regular basis; each
regiment fell upon the quarry in turn. Peasants driven from their huts,
Cossacks and deserters from the enemy army roamed around the French
camps and fed on the leavings of our troops. Everything that could be
carried was taken; often, overloaded with this booty, our soldiers threw it
away, when they happened to remember that they were fifteen hundred
miles from home.

The expeditions they went on to find provisions produced some
pathetic incidents: one French patrol was bringing back a cow when a
woman came up to them, accompanied by a man who was carrying in his
arms a child a few months old; they pointed to the cow which had just
been taken from them. The mother tore the wretched clothes covering her
breasts, to show that she had no milk left; the father made a gesture as if
to break the child’s head on a stone. The officer made his men return the
cow, and adds: “The effect which this scene had on my soldiers was such
that for a long time not a single word was spoken in the ranks.’

The Kremlin contained a double throne for two brothers: Napoleon did
not share his. In one of the rooms there was the stretcher shattered by a
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cannon-ball on which the wounded Charles XII had had himself carried in
the Battle of Pultava. Always eclipsed as he was by others when it was a
question of generous feelings, did Bonaparte, when he visited the tombs
of the Tsars, remember that on feast-days they were covered with
magnificent palls; that when a subject had some favour to solicit, he laid
his petition on one of the tombs, and that only the Tsar had the right to
remove it?

These petitions of misfortune, presented by death to power and
majesty, were not to Napoleon’s taste. He was preoccupied with other
matters: partly out of a desire to deceive, and partly because it was in his
nature, he planned, as he had done on leaving Egypt, to send for actors to
come to Moscow, and he declared that an Italian singer was going to
arrive. He pillaged the churches of the Kremlin, and filled his wagons
with sacred ornaments and icons next to the crescents and horse-tails
captured from the Mohammedans. He had the huge cross on the tower of
Ivan the Great taken down: he intended to put it on the dome of the
Invalides: it would have complemented the masterpieces from the Vatican
with which he had decorated the Louvre. While this cross was being
removed, crows fluttered around, cawing loudly.

‘“What do those birds want with me?” asked Bonaparte.

The moment of decision drew near: Daru raised objections to various
plans outlined by Bonaparte.

‘What should we do then?” asked the Emperor.

‘Stay here, turn Moscow into a huge fortified camp, spend the winter
here, salt the horses that can’t be fed, and wait for spring. Our
reinforcements and the Lithuanians will come to relieve us and complete
the conquest of Russia.’

‘That’s a lion’s advice,” replied Napoleon. ‘But what would Paris say?
France would not suffer my absence.’

‘What are they saying about me in Athens?” Alexander used to say.

He gave himself up once more to uncertainty; to stay or to go? He could
not make up his mind. There followed countless deliberations. Finally an
engagement that took place at Vinkovo on 18 October persuaded him to
leave the ruins of Moscow with his army: that same day, without any fuss,
without any noise, without even looking back, wishing to avoid the direct
route to Smolensk, he took one of the two roads to Kaluga.

For thirty-five days, like those fearsome African monsters which go to
sleep when they have eaten their fill, he had forgotten himself: this was
apparently the time it took to change the lot of a man such as Napoleon.
During that period the star of his destiny sank in the heavens. At last he
awoke, pressed between the winter and a burnt-out capital; he hurried
away from the ruins; it was too late; a hundred thousand men were
doomed to die.
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Going through Gjatsk, Napoleon pressed forward to Viasma; he went on,
not having met the enemy whom he had been afraid of encountering in
that town. On 3 November he reached Slavskovo; there he learnt that a
battle had been fought behind him at Viasma; this battle with
Miloradovich’s troops was fatal to the French: our wounded soldiers and
officers, their arms in slings and their heads bandaged, threw themselves
with superhuman courage upon the enemy’s guns.

This succession of engagements in the same places, these layers of dead
added to other layers, these battles echoed by other battles, would have
immortalized these fatal fields twice over, if oblivion did not spread
rapidly over our dust. Who gives a thought to those peasants left behind
in Russia? Are those rustics happy to have been ‘at the great battle
beneath the walls of Moscow’? I am perhaps the only person who, on
autumn evenings, watching the birds from the north flying high up in the
sky, remembers that they have seen the graves of our fellow countrymen.
Industrial companies have gone out into the wilderness with their
furnaces and their cauldrons; the bones have been turned into animal-
black: whether it comes from dog or man, varnish is the same price, and it
does not shine any more brightly for being taken from obscurity or glory.
There you have the respect which we show the dead today. There you
have the sacred rites of the new religion. Diis Manibus.* Fortunate
companions of Charles XII, you were not visited by these sacrilegious
hyenas! During the winter the ermine frequents the virginal snows, and
during the summer the flowering mosses of Pultava.

On 6 November the thermometer dropped to zero: everything
disappeared under a blanket of snow. The bootless soldiers felt their feet
dying; their stiff, purple fingers dropped their muskets whose very touch
burnt; their hair bristled with hoarfrost, their beards with their frozen
breath; their pitiful rags turned into frosty cassocks. They fell, and the
snow covered them; they formed little furrows of tombs on the ground. It
was impossible to tell which way the rivers flowed; they had to break the
ice to find out which direction to take. Lost in the wilderness, the various
army corps lit fires to call one another and recognize one another, just as
ships in peril fire a distress signal. Fir-trees transformed into motionless
crystals stood here and there, serving as candelabra for these obsequies.
Crows and packs of white dogs followed this procession of corpses at a
distance.

It was galling, after a long march, to be obliged, at a deserted halting-
place, to take the precautions of a strong, well-equipped army, to post
sentries, to occupy positions, to station outpost pickets. During nights
lasting sixteen hours, battered by squalls from the north, our troops did
not know where to sit or where to lie; trees chopped down with all their
alabaster trimmings refused to catch fire; it was as much as they could do
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to melt a little snow in order to mix a spoonful of rye flour with it. They
had no sooner stretched themselves out on the bare ground than the
howling of Cossacks echoed through the woods; the light artillery of the
enemy rumbled; our soldiers” fast was saluted like a royal banquet, when
kings sit down to dinner; cannon-balls rolled like iron loaves among the
famished guests. At dawn, which was never followed by daybreak, the
beating of a drum draped in frost or the hoarse sound of a trumpet could
be heard: there could be nothing sadder than this mournful reveille,
calling to arms warriors whom it roused no more. The growing light
revealed circles of infantrymen sitting stiff and dead around extinguished
fires.

Smolensk was finally reached on 9 November. An order from Bonaparte
had forbidden anyone to be allowed to enter before the sentry-posts had
been handed over to the Imperial Guard. The soldiers outside gathered
together at the foot of the walls; the soldiers inside kept the gates shut.
The air was rent with the curses of the desperate outcasts, who were
dressed in patched greatcoats, ragged cloaks and uniforms, blankets and
horse-cloths, with their heads covered with caps, twisted kerchiefs,
battered shakos, warped and dented helmets; all this spattered with blood
or snow, riddled with bullets or scarred with sword-cuts. Haggard and
drawn, they gazed up at the ramparts with dark, flashing eyes, gnashing
their teeth and looking like those mutilated prisoners who, under Louis
the Fat, carried their amputated left hand in their right: one might have
taken them for mourners in a frenzy or for demented patients who had
escaped from a madhouse. The Guards arrived, and entered the town
which had been burnt down when we had passed through it for the first
time. There were shouts of anger directed at the privileged band: ‘Will the
army never have anything but their leavings?” The famished cohorts ran
pell-mell to the shops like an insurrection of ghosts; they were repulsed
and started fighting: the dead were left in the streets, the women, the
children, and the dying in carts. The air reeked of the corruption of a host
of old corpses; some soldiers were stricken with imbecility or madness;
some whose hair was tangled or standing on end, blaspheming or shaking
with crazy laughter, dropped dead. Bonaparte vented his anger on a poor,
incompetent contractor, none of whose orders had been carried out.

The army of a hundred thousand men, now reduced to thirty thousand,
was accompanied by a mob of fifty thousand camp-followers. There were
only eighteen hundred cavalry who still had their horses; Napoleon
placed them under the orders of M. de Latour-Maubourg. This officer,
who led the cuirrassiers in the attack on the great redoubt at Borodino,
had his head split open by sword-thrusts; later he lost a leg at Dresden.
Seeing his orderly weeping he said to him: ‘What are you complaining
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about? You will only have one boot to polish now.” This general,
remaining faithful to misfortune, has become Henri V’s tutor for the first
years of the young prince’s exile: I raise my hat when I pass him, for it is
as if I were passing honour incarnate.

At Malodeczno, on 3 December, the French found all the couriers who had
been halted there for the past three weeks. It was there that Napoleon
thought of abandoning the flag.

‘Can I remain,” he asked, “at the head of a rout?’

At Smorgoni, the King of Naples and Prince Eugene urged him to
return to France. The Duc d’Istrie acted as spokesman; at his very first
words Napoleon flew into a fury, shouting:

‘Only my worst enemy could suggest that I should leave the army in its
present situation.”

He made as if to hurl himself at the marshal, sword in hand. In the
evening he sent for the Duc d'Istrie and said to him:

‘Since you all wish it, I shall have to go.”

The scene was carefully arranged; the decision to go had already been
taken when it was acted. M. Fain tells us in fact that the Emperor had
resolved to leave the army in the course of the march ‘which took him
from Malodeczno to Biclitza’. Such was the comedy with which the great
actor brought his tragic drama to a close.

At Smorgoni the Emperor wrote his twenty-ninth bulletin. On 5
December he got on to a sledge with M. de Caulaincourt: it was ten
o’clock in the evening. He crossed Germany hidden under the name of his
companion in flight. With his disappearance everything collapsed: in a
storm, when a granite colossus buries itself in the sands of the Thebaid,
not a single shadow remains in the desert. A few soldiers in whom
nothing was left alive but their heads, ended up by eating one another in
shelters made of pine-branches. Misfortunes which had seemed incapable
of becoming any worse reached fruition: winter, which so far had been
only the autumn of those regions, descended. The Russians no longer had
the heart to fire, in the icy wastes, at the frozen shadows which Bonaparte
had left to wander after him.
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Six
The Fall of Napoleon

It needed nothing less than the calamities weighing upon France to
maintain the aversion which Napoleon inspired and at the same time to
resist the admiration which he aroused once he bestirred himself again.
He was the greatest genius of action that ever existed; his first Italian
campaign and his last French campaign (I am not speaking of Waterloo)
are his two finest campaigns: he was Condé in the first, Turenne in the
second, a great soldier in the former, a great man in the latter; but they
differed in their results: by the one he won the Empire, by the other he lost
it. His last hours of power, chaotic and destitute though they were, could
not be drawn from him, like a lion’s teeth, save by the combined efforts of
the arms of Europe. The name of Napoleon was still so awe-inspiring that
the enemy armies crossed the Rhine in terror; they kept looking over their
shoulders to make sure that they had a line of retreat open; masters of
Paris, they trembled for all that. Alexander, casting his eyes towards
Russia as he entered France, congratulated those who were able to return,
and communicated his anxieties and regrets to his mother.

On 20 March an engagement took place near Arcis-sur-Aube. During an
artillery barrage, a shell fell in front of a square of the Guards and the
square appeared to make a slight movement. Bonaparte dashed up to the
projectile, whose fuse was smoking, and made his horse sniff at it; the
shell exploded, and the Emperor came safe and sound from the midst of
the shattered thunderbolt.

The battle was to begin again the following day, but Bonaparte, yielding
to the inspiration of genius, an inspiration which was nonetheless fatal to
him, withdrew in order to bear upon the rear of the allied troops, separate
them from their stores, and swell his own army with the garrison of the
frontier forts. The foreigners were preparing to fall back upon the Rhine
when Alexander, by one of those heaven-sent impulses which change a
whole world, made up his mind to march on Paris, the road to which was
opening up. Napoleon thought he was drawing the bulk of the enemy
force after him, and he was followed by only ten thousand cavalry, whom
he took to be the vanguard of the main body of troops, when in fact they
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masked the real movement of the Prussians and Muscovites. He scattered
those ten thousand horse at Saint-Dizier and Vitry, and then perceived
that the main allied army was not behind them; that army, which was
rushing towards the capital, had nothing before it but Marshal Marmont
and Marshal Mortier with some twelve thousand conscripts.

Men’s minds were greatly agitated. The hope of seeing the end,
whatever it might cost, of a cruel war which for twenty years had been
weighing down upon a France sated with misfortune and glory, carried
the day, among the masses, over the feeling of national pride. Everyone
began thinking about the decisions he would have to make in the
approaching catastrophe. Every evening my friends came to talk at Mme
de Chateaubriand’s, where they recounted and discussed the day’s
happenings. MM. de Fontanes, de Clausel, and Joubert came along with a
host of those transient friends which events bring and events take away.
Mme la Duchesse de Lévis, beautiful, tranquil, and devoted, kept Mme de
Chateaubriand faithful company. Mme la Duchesse de Duras was also in
Paris, and I often went to see Mme la Marquise de Montcalm, the Duc de
Richelieu’s sister.

I continued to be convinced, in spite of the approach of the fighting, that
the Allies would not enter Paris and that a national uprising would put an
end to our fears. This conviction prevented me from feeling the presence
of the foreign armies as keenly as I might have done; but I could not help
thinking about the calamities which we had inflicted upon Europe, as I
saw Europe bringing them back home to us.

I went on working on my pamphlet De Bonaparte et des Bourbons; 1 was
preparing it as a remedy for the time when anarchy was going to burst
upon us. We no longer write like that nowadays, living as we do with
easy minds and nothing to fear but newspaper skirmishes: at night I
locked myself in my room; I put my papers under my pillow, and a pair of
loaded pistols on my table. I slept between these two muses.

I had nonetheless been obliged to entrust a printer with my secret; he
had agreed to take on this dangerous commission; according to the news
of the hour, he would return the half-composed proofs to me or come to
take them back, as the sound of gunfire drew nearer to or farther away
from Paris: I played pitch and toss with my life in this way for a fortnight.

The circle was tightening around the capital: every moment we heard of
some progress made by the enemy. Russian prisoners and French
wounded were carried pell-mell through the gates in carts; some of them,
half-dead, fell under the wheels, which they stained with blood.
Conscripts called up from the interior crossed the capital in a long file on
their way to join the armies. At night, artillery trains could be heard
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passing along the outer boulevards, and it was impossible to tell whether
the distant detonations announced decisive victory or final defeat.

The war finally came and installed itself outside the gates of Paris. From
the towers of Notre-Dame, one could see the heads of the Russian
columns appearing, like the first waves of the tide on a beach. I felt what a
Roman must have experienced when, from the top of the Capitol, he saw
Alaric’s soldiers* and the ancient city of the Latins at his feet, just as I
could see the Russian soldiers and, at my feet, the ancient city of the
Gauls. Farewell, then, paternal gods, hearths which preserved the
country’s traditions, roofs beneath which had breathed both Virginia, t
sacrificed by her father to modesty and liberty, and Héloise, consecrated
by love to letters and religion.

Paris had not seen the smoke of an enemy’s camp-fires for centuries,
and it was Bonaparte who, going from triumph to triumph, had brought
the Thebans within sight of the women of Sparta. Paris was the point from
which he had started to conquer the world: he returned to it leaving
behind him the immense conflagration of his useless conquests.

People rushed to the Jardin des Plantes, which in olden times the
fortified Abbey of Saint-Victor might have been able to protect: the little
world of swans and plantain-trees, to which our power had promised
eternal peace, was rudely disturbed. From the top of the maze, looking
over the great cedar, over the granaries which Bonaparte had not had time
to finish building, beyond the site of the Bastille and the keep of
Vincennes (spots which told the tale of our historical development), the
crowd watched the infantry-fire in the fighting at Belleville. Montmartre
was taken by assault: the cannon-balls fell as far as the Boulevard du
Temple. A few companies of the National Guard made a sortie and lost
three hundred men in the fields around the tomb of the ‘martyrs’. Never
did military France shine with brighter glory in the midst of her reverses:
the last heroes were the one hundred and fifty boys of the Polytechnic
School, transformed into gunners in the redoubts along the Vincennes
road. Surrounded by the enemy, they refused to surrender; they had to be
torn from their guns: the Russian grenadier seized them, blackened with
gunpowder and covered with wounds; while they struggled in his arms,
he lifted those young French palm-branches in the air with cries of
triumph and admiration, and restored them, bleeding as they were, to
their mothers.

God had pronounced one of those words which at rare intervals interrupt
the silence of eternity. Then, in the midst of the present generation, the
hammer rose to strike the hour which Paris had heard sound only once
before: on 25 December 496 Reims announced the baptism of Clovis, and
the gates of Lutetia opened to the Franks; on 30 March 1814, after the
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baptism of blood of Louis XVI, the old hammer which had remained
motionless for so long rose once more in the belfry of the ancient
monarchy: a second stroke rang out, and the Tartars entered Paris.

Bonaparte had waged an unjust war against Alexander, his admirer,
who had gone down on his knees to beg for peace; Bonaparte had ordered
the slaughter of Borodino; he had forced the Russians themselves to burn
Moscow; Bonaparte had plundered Berlin, humiliated its King, insulted its
Queen: what reprisals were we, then, to expect? You shall see.

I had wandered in the Floridas around nameless monuments,
devastated in olden days by conquerors of whom no trace remains, and I
had lived to see the Caucasian hordes encamped in the courtyard of the
Louvre. In those historic events, which, according to Montaigne, ‘are
feeble testimonies of our worth and capacity’, my tongue cleaves to my
palate: adhaeret lingua mea faucibus meis.*

The Allied Army entered Paris at midday on 31 March 1814, only ten
days after the anniversary of the death of the Duc d’Enghien, 21 March
1804. Was it worth Bonaparte’s while to commit a deed of such long
remembrance for the sake of a reign which was to last so short a time? The
Emperor of Russia and the King of Prussia rode at the head of their
troops, whom I watched marching along the boulevards. Stupefied and
amazed within myself, as if my name as a Frenchman had been torn from
me to be replaced by the number by which I was henceforth to be known
in the mines of Siberia, I felt at the same time my exasperation increase
against the man whose glory had reduced us to this shame.

However, this first invasion of the Allies has remained unparalleled in
the annals of the world: peace, order, and moderation reigned on every
hand; the shops opened again; Russian guardsmen, six foot tall, were
piloted through the streets by little French urchins who made fun of them,
calling them jumping-jacks and carnival mummers. The vanquished
might have been taken for the victors; the latter, trembling at their success,
looked as if they were apologizing for it. The National Guard alone
garrisoned the interior of Paris, except for the houses in which the foreign
kings and princes were lodged. On 31 March 1814 countless armies were
occupying France; a few months later, all these troops went back across
our frontiers, without firing a musket-shot and without shedding a drop
of blood after the return of the Bourbons. The France of old found herself
enlarged on some of her frontiers; the ships and stores of Antwerp were
shared with her; three hundred thousand prisoners, scattered over the
countries where victory or defeat had left them, were restored to her.
After twenty-five years of fighting, the sound of arms ceased from one
end of Europe to the other. Alexander departed, leaving us the
masterpieces which we had conquered and the liberty lodged in the
Charter, a liberty which we owed as much to his enlightenment as to his
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influence. The head of the two supreme authorities, an autocrat by the
sword and by religion, he alone of all the sovereigns of Europe had
understood that, at the age of civilization which France had attained, she
could be governed only by virtue of a free constitution.

In our very natural hostility to foreigners, we have tended to confuse
the invasions of 1814 and 1815, which were in no sense alike.

Alexander regarded himself simply as an instrument of Providence and
took no credit to himself. When Mme de Staél complimented him on the
good fortune which his subjects, lacking a constitution, enjoyed of being
ruled by him, he made his well-known reply:

‘I am only a happy incident.”

A young man in a Paris street expressed to him his admiration at the
affability with which he greeted the humblest citizens; he replied:

‘Are not sovereigns made for that?’

He refused to occupy the Tuileries, remembering that Bonaparte had
taken his pleasure in the palaces of Vienna, Berlin, and Moscow.

Looking at the statue of Napoleon on the column in the Place Vendéme,
he said:

‘If I were as high up as that, I should be afraid of becoming giddy.’

When he was going over the Palace of the Tuileries, he was shown the
Salon de la Paix.

‘What use,” he asked laughingly, “was this room to Bonaparte?’

On the day of Louis XVIII's entry into Paris, Alexander hid behind a
window, wearing no mark of distinction, to watch the procession go by.

He sometimes revealed considerable elegance and charm of manner.
Visiting a madhouse, he asked a woman if there were many women there
who had gone mad with love.

‘Not at present,” she replied, ‘but it is to be feared that the number will
increase as from the time of Your Majesty’s entry into Paris.”

One of Napoleon’s grand dignitaries said to the Tsar:

‘“We have been waiting and hoping for your arrival for a long time, Sire.”

‘I would have come sooner,” he replied; ‘'you must blame only French
valour for the delay.’

It is known that when crossing the Rhine he had regretted not being
able to return in peace to his family.

At the Hotel des Invalides, he found the maimed soldiers who had
defeated him at Austerlitz: they were silent and gloomy; nothing could be
heard but the sound of their wooden legs in their deserted courtyards and
their denuded church. Alexander was touched by this noise of brave men:
he gave orders that twelve Russians guns should be given back to them.

A proposal to change the name of the Pont d’ Austerlitz was put to him.

‘No,” he said, ‘it is enough for me to have crossed that bridge with my
army.’
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Alexander had something calm and sad about him. He went about
Paris, on horseback or on foot, without a suite and without affectation. He
seemed surprised at his victory; his almost tender gaze wandered over a
population whom he appeared to consider superior to himself: one gained
the impression that he thought himself a Barbarian among us, just as a
Roman felt ashamed of himself in Athens. Perhaps too he reflected that
these same Frenchmen had been in his burnt-out capital; that his soldiers
in their turn were masters of Paris, where he might have found some of
the now extinguished torches by which Moscow was liberated and
consumed. This fickle destiny, these changing fortunes, this common
distress of peoples and of kings were bound to make a profound
impression on a mind as religious as his.

But what was the victor of Borodino doing? As soon as he had heard of
Alexander’s decision, he had sent orders to Major Maillard de Lescourt of
the artillery to blow up the Grenelle powder-magazine: Rostopchin had
set fire to Moscow, but he had evacuated the inhabitants first. From
Fontainebleau, to which he had returned, Napoleon advanced as far as
Villejuif: there he looked down at Paris; foreign soldiers were guarding
the city gates; the conqueror remembered the days when his grenadiers
had kept watch on the ramparts of Berlin, Moscow, and Vienna.

Events efface other events; how paltry today seems the grief of Henri IV
learning of the death of Gabrielle at Villejuif, and returning to
Fontainebleau! Bonaparte too returned to that solitude; there nothing
awaited him but the memory of his august prisoner*: the captive of peace
had just departed from the palace in order to leave it free for the captive of
war, ‘so swiftly does misfortune fill its places’.

The Regency had retired to Blois. Bonaparte had given orders for the
Empress and the King of Rome to leave Paris, saying that he would rather
see them at the bottom of the Seine than taken to Vienna in triumph; but
at the same time he had urged Joseph to stay in the capital. His brother’s
flight made him furious, and he accused the King of Spain of ruining
everything. The ministers, the members of the Regency, Napoleon’s
brothers, his wife, and his son arrived in disorder at Blois, swept away by
the débacle; wagons, baggage-vans, carriages, everything was there; even
the King’s coaches had been brought along and were dragged through the
mud of the Beauce to Chambord, the only morsel of France left to the heir
of Louis XIV. Some of the ministers did not stop there, but went on to hide
in Brittany, while Cambacérés was carried in state in a sedan-chair
through the steep streets of Blois. Various rumours were current: there
was talk of two camps and of a general requisition. For several days they
knew nothing of what was happening in Paris; the uncertainty ceased
only with the arrival of a wagoner whose pass was signed ‘Sacken’.* Soon
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the Russian General Schouvaloff arrived at the Auberge de la Galére: he
was promptly besieged by the grandees, who were desperate to obtain
visas for their stampede. However, before leaving Blois, they all drew
upon the funds of the Regency for their travelling expenses and their
arrears of salary; they held their passports in one hand and their money in
the other, taking care at the same time to assure the Provisional
Government of their support, for they did not lose their heads. Madame
Mere and her brother, Cardinal Fesch, left for Rome. Prince Esterhazy
came on behalf of Francis II to fetch Marie-Louise and her son. Joseph and
Jerome withdrew to Switzerland, after vainly trying to compel the
Empress to accompany them. Marie-Louise hastened to join her father:
indifferently attached to Bonaparte, she found the opportunity to console
herself and rejoiced at being freed from the double tyranny of a husband
and a master. When, the following year, Bonaparte inflicted the same
confusion of flight upon the Bourbons, the latter, only recently rescued
from their long tribulations, had not enjoyed fourteen years of
unexampled prosperity in which to accustom themselves to the comfort of
a throne.

However, Napoleon was not yet dethroned; more than forty thousand of
the best soldiers in the world were still around him; he was in a position
to retire behind the Loire; the French armies which had arrived from
Spain were growling in the south; the volcanic military population might
start spreading its lava; even among the foreign leaders, there was still
talk of Napoleon or his son reigning over France: for two days Alexander
hesitated. M. de Talleyrand secretly inclined towards the policy which
favoured crowning the King of Rome, for he was afraid of the Bourbons; if
he did not unreservedly accept the plan for the Regency of Marie-Louise,
it was because, Napoleon not having died, he, the Prince de Bénévent,
feared that he would be unable to retain the control of affairs during a
minority threatened by the existence of a restless, unpredictable,
enterprising man still in the prime of life.

It was during these critical days that I published my pamphlet De
Bonaparte et des Bourbons in order to turn the scale; the effect it had is well
known. I threw myself headlong into the fray to serve as a shield to
renascent liberty against a tyranny which was still alive and whose
strength was increased threefold by despair. I spoke in the name of the
Legitimacy, in order to lend my words the authority of positive politics. I
taught France what the old royal family was; I told her how many
members of that family were alive, what their names were, and their
characters; it was as if I had drawn up a list of the children of the Emperor
of China, to so great an extent had the Republic and the Empire invaded
the present and relegated the Bourbons to the past. Louis XVIII declared
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that my pamphlet had been of greater use to him than an army of one
hundred thousand men; he might have added that it had been a certificate
of existence to him. I helped to give him the crown a second time through
the favourable issue of the Spanish War.

From the very beginning of my political career, I became unpopular
with the people, but from that time too I failed to win the favour of the
mighty. All who had been slaves under Bonaparte detested me; on the
other hand, I was an object of suspicion to all who wished to place France
in a state of vassalage. At first, of all the sovereigns, the only one whom I
had on my side was Bonaparte himself. He read my pamphlet at
Fontainebleau; the Duc de Bassano had brought it to him: he discussed it
impartially, saying:

“This is true; that is not true. I have nothing to reproach Chateaubriand
with: he opposed me when I was in power, but those swine, so-and-so ..."
and he named them.

My admiration for Bonaparte has always been great and sincere, even
when I attacked Napoleon with the greatest ferocity.

Posterity is not as fair in its judgements as is usually maintained: there
are passions, infatuations, and errors born of distance just as there are
passions and errors born of proximity. When posterity admires
unreservedly, it is shocked that the contemporaries of the man it admires
should not have had the same opinion of that man as itself. This is easy to
explain, however: the things which caused offence in that person are past;
his infirmities have died with him; all that remains of him is his
imperishable life; but the evil which he caused is nonetheless real for all
that; evil in itself and in its essence, and evil above all for those who
endured it.

It is fashionable today to magnify Bonaparte’s victories: those who
suffered by them have disappeared; we no longer hear the curses of the
victims and their cries of pain and distress; we no longer see France
exhausted, with only women to till her soil; we no longer see parents
arrested as hostages for their sons, or the inhabitants of a village punished
jointly and severally with the penalties applicable to a single deserter; we
no longer see the conscription notices pasted up at street corners, and the
passers-by gathering in a crowd in front of those huge death-warrants,
looking in consternation for the names of their children, their brothers,
their friends, their neighbours. We forget that everybody bewailed the
news of a victory; we forget that in the theatre, the slightest remark
directed against Bonaparte which had escaped the censors’ notice was
hailed with rapture; we forget that the people, the Court, the generals, the
ministers, and Napoleon’s relatives were weary of his tyranny and his
conquests, weary of that game which was always being won yet went on

212



being played, of that existence which was brought into question again
every morning because of the impossibility of peace.

The reality of our sufferings is demonstrated by the catastrophe itself: if
France had been devoted to Bonaparte, would she have abandoned him
twice, abruptly and completely, without making a last effort to keep him?
If France owed everything to Bonaparte: glory, liberty, order, prosperity,
industry, commerce, factories, monuments, literature, and fine arts; if,
before his time, the nation had done nothing itself; if the Republic, devoid
of genius and courage, had neither defended nor enlarged its territory,
then France must have been very ungrateful, very cowardly, to let
Napoleon fall into the hands of his enemies, or, at least, not to protest
against the imprisonment of so great a benefactor.

This reproach, which might justly be made against us, is not made
against us; and why? Because it is evident that, at the moment of his fall,
France did not wish to defend Napoleon, and on the contrary deliberately
abandoned him: in our bitter mortification, we no longer saw in him
anything but the author and contemner of our woes. The Allies did not
defeat us: we ourselves, choosing between two scourges, gave up
shedding our blood, which had ceased to flow for our freedom.

On 12 April, the Comte d"Artois arrived in the capacity of Lieutenant-
General of the Kingdom. The day before his arrival, Napoleon, after
fruitless negotiations with Alexander through M. de Caulaincourt, had
published his act of abdication:

‘The Allied Powers having proclaimed that the Emperor Napoleon was
the only obstacle to the restoration of peace in Europe, the Emperor
Napoleon, faithful to his oath, declares that he renounces for himself and
his heirs the thrones of France and Italy, because there is no personal
sacrifice, even that of life itself, which he is not ready to make in the
interest of the French people.’

To these resounding words the Emperor did not delay, by his return, to
give a no less resounding contradiction: he needed only the time to go to
the island of Elba. He remained at Fontainebleau until 20 April.

The 20th of April having arrived, Napoleon went down the double
flight of steps leading to the peristyle of the deserted palace of the Capets.
A few grenadiers, the remnants of the soldiers who had conquered
Europe, formed up in line in the great courtyard, as if on their last
battlefield; they were surrounded by the old trees, the mutilated
companions of Francois I and Henri IV. Bonaparte addressed the last
witnesses of his battles in these words:

‘Generals, officers, non-commissioned officers, and men of my Old
Guard, I bid you farewell; for twenty years I have been well content with
you; I have always found you on the road to glory.
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‘The Allied Powers have armed the whole of Europe against me, part of
the army has betrayed its duty, and France herself has chosen other
destinies.

‘With you and the brave men who have remained faithful to me, I could
have carried on a civil war for three years, but France would have suffered
and that was contrary to the aim which I had adopted.

‘Be faithful to the new King whom France has chosen; do not abandon
our beloved country, which has been unhappy for too long. Love her
always, that dear country of ours, and love her well.

‘Do not pity my lot; I shall always be happy if I know that you are
happy.

‘I could have died; nothing would have been easier for me; but I shall
always follow the path of honour. I have yet to write the history of all that
we have accomplished.

‘I cannot embrace you all, but I will embrace your general. ... Come
here, general ...

He clasped General Petit in his arms.

‘Bring me the eagle!’

He kissed it.

‘Dear eagle! May these kisses resound in the hearts of all my men! ...
Farewell, my lads. ... My prayers will always accompany you; do not
forget me.’

Having said this, Napoleon struck his tent, which covered the world.
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Seven

The Hundred Days

While Bonaparte, who was known to the whole world, was slipping out of
France to an accompaniment of curses, Louis XVIII, whom everyone had
forgotten, was leaving London under a canopy of white banners and
garlands. Napoleon, landing on the island of Elba, found his old strength
there. Louis XVIII, landing at Calais, might have come face to face with
Louvel;* he met General Maison, who, sixteen years later, was entrusted
with the task of putting Charles X on board ship at Cherbourg. Charles X,
apparently to render him worthy of his future mission, had given M.
Maison the baton of a marshal of France, just as a knight, before fighting,
would confer knighthood on the man of lesser rank with whom he
deigned to cross swords.

I have present in my memory, as if I could see it still, the sight which I
witnessed when Louis XVIII, entering Paris on 3 May, went to visit Notre-
Dame: in order to spare the King the sight of the foreign troops, it was a
regiment of the old Foot-guards who lined the route from the Pont-Neuf
to Notre-Dame, along the Quai des Orfévres. I do not believe that human
faces ever wore so threatening and terrible an expression. Those battle-
scarred grenadiers, the conquerors of Europe, who had seen so many
thousands of cannon-balls pass over their heads, who smelt of fire and
powder; those same men, robbed of their captain, were forced to salute an
old king, disabled by time, not war, watched as they were by an army of
Russians, Austrians, and Prussians, in Napoleon’s occupied capital. Some,
moving the skin of their foreheads, brought their great busbies down over
their eyes, as if to avoid seeing anything; others turned down the corners
of their mouths in angry contempt; others again showed their teeth
through their moustaches, like tigers. When they presented arms, it was
with a furious movement, and the sound of those arms made one tremble.
Never, it must be admitted, have men been put to so great a test and
suffered such agonizing torment. If at that moment they had been called
upon to exact vengeance, it would have been necessary to exterminate
every one of them, or they would have devoured the earth.
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At the end of the line there was a young hussar on horseback; he held a
drawn sword, and made it leap and as it were dance with a convulsive
movement of anger. His face was pale; his eyes rolled in their sockets; he
kept opening and shutting his mouth, clashing his teeth together, and
stifling cries of which one heard only the first sound. He caught sight of a
Russian officer: the look he gave him cannot be described. When the
King's carriage passed before him, he made his horse rear into the air, and
there can be no doubt that he was tempted to hurl himself at the King.

During the first year of the Restoration, I witnessed the third
transformation of society within my lifetime: I had seen the old monarchy
turn into the constitutional monarchy, and the latter into the Republic; 1
had seen the Republic change into military despotism; and now I was
seeing military despotism turning back into a free monarchy, the new
ideas and the new generations returning to the old principles and the old
men. The marshals of the Empire became marshals of France; with the
uniforms of Napoleon’s Guard there mingled the uniforms of the
Lifeguards and the Maison-Rouge, cut exactly after the old styles; the old
Duc d'Havré, with his powdered wig and his black cane, ambled along,
nodding his head, as Captain of the Lifeguards, beside Marshal Victor,
who limped in the Bonaparte manner; the Duc de Mouchy, who had never
seen a shot fired in anger, went to Mass beside Marshal Oudinot, who was
riddled with wounds; the Palace of the Tuileries, so clean and soldierly
under Napoleon, began to reek, instead of the smell of powder, with the
breakfast odours which rose on every side: under the gentlemen of the
Bedchamber, and with the officers of the Mouth and the Wardrobe,
everything resumed an air of domesticity. In the streets, one could see
decrepit emigrants wearing the airs and clothes of former times, highly
respectable men no doubt, but looking as outlandish in the modern crowd
as did the Republican captains among Napoleon’s soldiers. The ladies of
the Imperial Court brought along the dowagers of the Faubourg Saint-
Germain and taught them ‘their way around’ the palace. Deputations
arrived from Bordeaux sporting armlets, and parish captains from the
Vendée wearing La Rochejacquelein hats. All these people retained the
expression of the feelings, thoughts, habits, and manners which were
familiar to them. Liberty, which lay at the root of this period, made things
exist together which at first sight looked as if they should not exist at all;
but it was difficult to recognize that liberty, because it wore the colours of
the ancient monarchy and the imperial tyranny. Moreover nobody was
familiar with the language of the constitution: the Royalists made glaring
errors when talking Charter; the Imperialists were even less well
informed; while the Conventionals, who had become in turn counts,
barons, and senators under Napoleon and peers under Louis XVIII, would
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lapse now into the republican jargon which they had almost forgotten,
now into the absolutist idiom which they had learnt by heart. Lieutenant-
colonels were promoted to the status of royal gamekeepers. Aides-de-
camp of the last military tyrant were heard talking about the inviolable
liberty of the people, and regicides upholding the sacred dogma of the
Legitimacy.

These metamorphoses would be hateful if they did not belong in part to
the flexibility of the French genius. The people of Athens governed itself;
orators appealed to its passions in public; the sovereign crowd was
composed of sculptors, painters, and artisans, ‘who are accustomed to
looking at speeches and listening to deeds’, as Thucydides says. But when,
good or bad, a decree was delivered, who came forward to execute it from
that incoherent and inexpert mass? Socrates, Phocion, Pericles, Alcibiades.

Is it the Royalists who are “to blame” for the Restoration, as is suggested
today? Not in the least: this would imply that thirty million men stood by
in consternation while a handful of Legitimists accomplished a hated
restoration, against everyone’s wishes, by waving a few handkerchiefs
and tying a ribbon of their wives’ round their hats! The vast majority of
Frenchmen was, it is true, delighted; but that majority was not Legitimist
in the narrow sense of the word, applicable only to the rigid supporters of
the old monarchy. The majority was a mass of people comprising every
shade of opinion, happy at being delivered from tyranny, and violently
incensed against the man whom it held responsible for all its misfortunes:
hence the success of my pamphlet. How many avowed aristocrats were
there among those who proclaimed the King’s name? MM. Matthieu and
Adrien de Montmorency; MM. de Polignac, who had escaped from their
gaol; M. Alexis de Noailles; M. Sosthéne de la Rochefoucauld. Did these
seven or eight men, whom the people neither knew nor followed, lay
down the law to a whole nation?

Mme de Montcalm had sent me a purse containing twelve hundred
francs to be distributed among thoroughbred Legitimists: I sent it back to
her, having been unable to place a single crown-piece. An ignoble cord
was fastened round the neck of the statue which surmounted the column
in the Place Vendome; there were so few Royalists to be found to cock a
snook at glory and pull the rope that it was the authorities, Bonapartists to
a man, who had to lower their master’s effigy with the aid of a derrick: the
colossus was forced to bow his head; he fell at the feet of the sovereigns of
Europe, who had so often prostrated themselves before him. It was the
men of the Republic and the Empire who greeted the Restoration with the
greatest enthusiasm. The people who owed their elevation to the
Revolution behaved with abominable ingratitude to him whom they
pretend today to regret and admire.
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Imperialists and Liberals, it is you into whose hands power fell, you
who knelt down before the sons of Henri IV. It was perfectly natural that
the Royalists should be happy to recover their princes and to see the end
of the reign of a man they regarded as a usurper; but you, the creatures of
that usurper, surpassed the Royalists in the exaggeration of your feelings.
The ministers and grand dignitaries vied with one another in their
eagerness to swear loyalty to the Legitimacy; all the civil and judicial
authorities queued up to protest their hatred for the newly proscribed
dynasty and their love for the ancient family whom they had condemned
a thousand times. Who drew up those proclamations and addresses
accusing and insulting Napoleon with which France was flooded?
Royalists? No: the ministers, the generals, and the authorities chosen and
maintained in office by Bonaparte. Where was all the jobbery of the
Restoration done? At the homes of the Royalists? No: at M. de
Talleyrand’s. With whom? With M. de Pradt, chaplain to ‘the god Mars’
and mitred mountebank. Where and with whom did the Lieutenant-
General of the Kingdom dine on his arrival? At a Royalist’s house with
Royalist guests? No: at the Bishop of Autun’s, with M. de Caulaincourt.
Where were receptions given to ‘the infamous foreign princes’? At the
chateaux of the Royalists? No: at Malmaison, at the Empress Josephine’s.
To whom did Napoleon’s dearest friends, Berthier, for instance, offer their
ardent devotion? To the Legitimacy. Who spent all their time with the
autocratic Alexander, that brutal Tartar? The members of the Institut, the
scholars, the men of letters, the philosophers of philanthropy,
theophilanthropy, and so forth; they returned utterly enchanted, laden
with praise and snuff-boxes. As for us poor devils of Legitimists, we were
admitted nowhere; we counted for nothing. Now we were told in the
streets to go home to bed; now we were recommended not to shout ‘God
save the King’ too loudly, others having taken on that responsibility. So
far from forcing people to be Legitimists, those in power declared that
nobody would be obliged to change his functions or his language, that the
Bishop of Autun would be no more compelled to say Mass under the
monarchy than he had been compelled to go to Mass under the Empire. I
saw no lady of the manor, no Joan of Arc proclaim the rightful sovereign
with a falcon on her wrist or a lance in her hand; but I saw Mme de
Talleyrand, whom Bonaparte had fastened to her husband like a
signboard, driving through the streets in a barouche, singing hymns about
the pious family of the Bourbons. A few sheets hanging from the windows
of the familiars of the Imperial Court made the simple Cossacks believe
that there were as many fleurs-de-lis in the hearts of the converted
Bonapartists as white rags at their casements. Contagion is a wonderful
thing in France, and a man would cry: ‘Off with my head!” if he heard his
neighbour cry the same. The Imperialists went so far as to enter our
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houses and make us Bourbonists put out, by way of spotless flags, such
scraps of white as our linen-rooms contained. This happened at my house;
but Mme de Chateaubriand would have none of it, and valiantly
defended her muslins.

Bonaparte had refused to embark in a French ship, setting store at that
time only by the English Navy, because it was victorious; he had forgotten
his former hatred, and the calumnies and insults which he had heaped
upon perfidious Albion; he saw no one now who was worthy of his
admiration save the triumphant party, and it was the Undaunted which
took him to the place of his first exile. He was not without anxiety as to
t