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BOOK ONE

A STORMY PRELUDE

e o






CHAPTER ONE

CHILDHOOD

Not until legend was already enclosing her life did the ageing
lady at Malmaison occasionally begin to recall the years of her child-
hood. She did this, of course, with no serious conscious search after
the actual occurrences of those early days. They were of small con-
cern to her. Long ago she had purposely turned into fairy-tales both
her own memories and those of the mulatto Marion who had wit-
nessed all the far-distant happenings; and she herself was the first to
believe her own fancies. Quite vividly and simply she called back to
mind the décor of her childhood years — for décor she had always
possessed much talent and taste — and then began to surround het-
self with the tropical plants in whose fragrance and shadow she had
wandered as a little girl.

It has been granted to only a favoured few to experience life as a
unity, to feel that the later years are in truth part of the ego which,
“ strangely silent and unfamiliar, glides out of childhood.” This
ageing lady, who bent in affected melancholy above the many for-
eign flowers sent her at great expense over hostile seas, possessed to
an amazingly small degree the sensation of being one with the
manifold forms of her identity. She was always so completely ab-
sorbed in the present that the past came back to her only through a
sort of mechanical memory, when some present purpose was to be

537908
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served by it as well. The fact that varying phases of her life may
have fashioned her found expression in vivid form, not in actual per-
ception. Through her interest, therefore, in the tropical plants, with
no other conscious aim than to fill the leisure houts that had grown
burdensome, she ultimately recalled something of her childhood.
This, however, did not occur until she was living in a present which,
hitherto completely right, had ceased to be so.

Certainly it was not difficult for her to change into a lost dream-
land the distant tropic island of her childhood which she once had
so gladly left. The poet Francis Jammes, who also was born on
one of the Antilles group, tells us in a book of recollections that dur-
ing his youth in France “ the islands ” still meant all that was
adventurous, romantic, and mysterious; and that everything danger-
ous and different surrounded those who returned from the islands
to France, where there was naturally so little geographic experience.
A hundred years earlier the peril of adventure was much more real
and the knowledge of those new colonies far less accurate — largely
acquired, as it was, from those of first-generation birth in the islands
who returned to France with fabulous riches. As their showy wealth
gave desired business security, their vague information about foreign
affairs was believed, all the more because most of the narrators them-
selves bore good old family names combining, in addition, a new
exciting passion and rather visionary wildness with great confidence
in their elegance and culture.

The lady at Malmaison, now fifty years old, had come to Paris
when quite young; yet even then the new legend and the vogue of
the Creole* was flourishing in society — a caprice of fashion.
Josephine, however, could have had no share either then in the
gaiety or earlier in the profusion of wealth. But she was a Creole,
and when she later realized the exciting vision of this fact, she made

1 By Creole is meant the whites born on the islands, not those of various admix-
tures of blood who liked to call themselves by that name, and often erroneously are
so called.
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herself so much a part of the Parisian Creole legend that memory
willingly aided imagination. She had not been one of the rich Creole
women who had introduced into Paris the airy white material from
the island and the gay silk madras head-dress; nor had she partici-
pated in the last brilliant festivity of the ancien régime, to which
the small Creole element had lent a special colourfulness; yet she
really had worn madras and mousseline on the island and was in
many other ways the Creole her memory had cherished.

A recent thinker treats memory as genius, memory for one’s own
past life presuming an identity with it, a feeling of being one with
all the circumstances of the past and the conduct of that time. He
considers the possession of such memory an eminently masculine
characteristic. In contrast with this is the extremely feminine quality
of the natural or transitory memory which one physiologist has
termed organized material. However loath one may be to formulate
distinctions of this kind, they nevertheless obtrude when a strange
atbitrary fate brings two such extremes together, as this biography
will later show.

The life of Josephine from the very beginning is shaped by this
Negroid, plantlike trait of forgetting. In the service of the present
she obscured the realities of the past, always in entire conformity
with a desire for appearances. Hence no fact which she herself tells
of her childhood s teliable. Viewing her life from its start, one 1s
forced to be satisfied with external knowledge — unless wishing to
invent from later findings. Indeed, everyone who does not find this
animal dream and human awakening to life recorded by the one who
experienced them must be content to assemble all external facts into
one complete picture.

The family of Tascher de la Pagerie, from which Josephine was
descended, is of an old, petty nobility, one of the many families of
the French provinces who for centuties were the supernumerartes of
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history, producing respectable officers, mediocre men of administra-
tion and judicature; at times, through good martiages, acquiring
wealth, which melted away in the next generation; never reaching
high rank either at court or in the few prominent positions of thetr
days.

About the middle of the nineteenth century, during the Second
Empire, the creation of Josephine’s grandson, this family of Tascher
de la Pagerie again attained prominence. One of the women began
her memoirs of the time with a genealogy of the family. From the
falsity of the memoirs and the highly dubious role which this Count-
ess Stephanie played, all her statements are open to doubt. But since
the least credulous historian of the Napoleonic era accepts them,
they may be mentioned here briefly.

The family of Tascher de la Pagerie, whose origin presumably
can be traced to the twelfth century, 1s represented as having had
landed estates between Otléans and Blois in the fifteenth century.
By the seventeenth century the family no longer owned the estate,
luck seemingly changing from then on, as was true of many French
people like them. When the mythical accounts of the wonders and
riches in the Antilles began to spread through France, the eldest
son of this impoverished family, after various failures at home, emi-
grated. Hence in 1726 Gaspard-Joseph Tascher de la Pagerie arrived
in Martinique. Reports of the enormous fortunes made on the islands
related to the generation of French pioneers; the fact was not denied
that those first settlers — besides a determination to win their for-
tune — took with them a considerable amount of money to enable
them to settle and to buy the necessary slaves. Tascher thought one
of the first conditions of fortune-hunting was fulfilled in his possess-
ing an old and noble name, so he took with him little more than
that. Thanks to it he soon married a rather wealthy gitl, but after-
wards squandered the greater part of what he had thus acquired.

In studying the lesser endowed or poorer members of the most
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privileged class of those times — namely, the nobility — one 1is
impressed with the fact that not a few of them spent their lives trying
to gather a crumb from the rich table of privilege. Where legal
regulations were so confused and uncertain, all titles were con-
sidered right; for in reality everything depended on favour, not on
justice.

The chief occupations of the average nobleman of the eighteenth
century, besides amusing himself, were secking protection, writing
supplications and requests for aid, which easily became begging let-
ters, making use of every acquaintance who rose to power, and being
comstantly on the watch for a benefice, a vacancy in the schools, an
officer’s appointment, any position, great or small. Such conditions
continued to inctease during the decades following the decline of
the monarchy. Beyond this hope of getting close to the life-giving
sun of the feudal system, or at least of being touched by its rays,
there was but one desire and one dream: a good marriage.

Neither was Gaspard-Joseph Tascher, the disappointed seeker
after fortune, spared the blessing seemingly bestowed only too gen-
erously on the petty nobility of France — an abundant issue. His
many children made quick and constant inroads upon the money
acquired through his rich wife, thus increasing the number who
begged for a place at table — while the dishes on that table began to
decrease. Hence when the Revolution tried to end existing condi-
tions, not a few revolutionists were astounded at the number of
nobles whose existence was made public only by the lists of the
proscribed and the émigrés.

Gaspard-Joseph finally succeeded in obtaining appointments for
his two sons as pages at court; this service when it ended secured
for them officers’ commissions. Much more difficult — indeed, al-
most impossible to solve — was the problem of providing a future
for his three daughters, who were nearly dowerless. So far as one of
the daughters was concerned this question was finally settled, and
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as the solution is of significance to the story we are telling, mention
of it will soon be made.

After the two sons returned to Martinique, the older one, Joseph-
Gaspard, secured a lieutenant’s commission in the coast artillery of
the island — a kind of free corps. This was not a place of exceptional
influence, nor did the pay amount to much. Just as the under-
officers’ commissions in the regular French army often ruined finan-
cially those who held them, so these situations in the militia de-
manded complete self-support of their incumbents. Young Tascher
is pictured as a fine-looking, well-built man who in his years at
court had learned a lot about cards, dice, and love; and under the
influence of the tro[;ics he i1s said to have further cultivated on his
native island the knowledge he had acquired in Paris and Versailles.
The same good fortune which aided the one daughter allowed this
son to fulfil his father’s hope for a lucky marriage, despite the pro-
miscuous tendency which he did not hide and his meagre finances.
Of this circumstance a word 1s now essential.

The Tascher family in some unknown way had gained the pro-
tection of no less a personage than the Governor-General of the
island. How 1t came to pass that there sprang up a sacrificing interest
for the whole family from the kindly disposition of a temporarily
powerful man 1s an important part of the first chapters of this biog-
raphy and will soon be related. The fortunate marriage of the young
Lieutenant probably was arranged through the intercession of the
gitl’s wealthy and highly respectable father. All that is known of the
bride, Rose-Claire Des Vergers de Sanois, 1s that she had passed her
first youth, and had a friendly and good-natured disposition —
qualities which her marriage subsequently had need of. She was a
good match only in comparison with what the bridegroom himself
represented and brought with him. Except for a modest sum, her
dowry consisted in the annual income from a capital that she was
to inherit on her father’s death — which, however, was lost during
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his lifetime in a catastrophe which devastated the island. Following
their wedding, which for that time was without pomp, young
Tascher moved to the home of his parents-in-law, in the small town-
ship of Trois-Ilets. Before he had time to give thought to marital
happiness and his own fitness for it, signals of alarm called the men
capable of bearing arms to the defence of the island. For the second
time in eight years the English attempted to take possession of the
Antilles group, this time with such force that all effort — in which
Lieutenant Tascher took part bravely to the last moment —
amounted to nothing. The English occupation was of short dura-
tion, however, and the Treaty of Paris gave the islands back to
France. Scarcely ten days after the French fleet resumed possession
of what was again French soil, the first child, a gitl, was born to the
Taschers. Stress of war, anxiety, and foreign dominion had preceded
the birth of this bit of humanity, and, seemingly in consequence,
the feeling grew in her blood that war (unheeded by her, existing
through half her life, and in the latter phases of which she died, al-
most under a foreign yoke) was the most natural and casual thing
on earth, a condition about which there was no use arguing. The
little girl, born June 23, 1763, had blue eyes like her mother and
grandmother, who were of Irish extraction; their family name was
Brown. To the Negro slave-women those blue eyes seemed a still
greater wonder than the very white skin. The child was christened
Marie-Joseph-Rose after her various grandparents. First came the
nickname Yeyette, and long afterwards Josephine.

The care of this child, as well as of two girls born subsequently,
was entrusted to slaves, especially to a mulatto named Marion.
This was customary on the islands. But soon after the horror of war
another misfortune fell upon the household of this young family.
Disasters caused by the elements are not unusual on the islands; but
the catastrophe of 1766, which laid waste Martinique, seems to have

been one of the most frightful which ever befell the Antilles. The



10 A StorMY PRELUDE
B N e D I e A e g e S N o N I s N S N S N S NS N D NN S D I DN

Sanois estate had to bear a large share of the enormous loss. Most of
the plantation was destroyed, and the house itself, which was said
to have been very lovely, was complctcly demolished. The family
sought shelter in the only building that remained standing (it for-
merly had been a sugar-refinery), and thereafter they continued to
live there. A little later old Sanois, who had been an experienced
manager, suddenly died, and to young Tascher, not yet thirty years
of age, was left the entire responsibility of the disorganized house-
hold. He had never imagined his life was to be like that. The brief
campaign from which he had received a modest royal pension for his
bravery had created within him the feeling that he was made for
something better. Instead, he must live by the side of a sorrowing
wife who had not even borne him a son, for whom all this rebuilding
might have been worth while! His parents-in-law had another estate,
presumably less important, on the island Sainte-Lucie. He became
manager there because he had contrived to be appointed captain of
the dragoons of that island. This gave him a legitimate excuse for his
absences from home, which were ever longer and more frequent.
The objective later became, not Sainte-Lucie, but Port Royal, lying
at the other end of the huge bay, where there was companionship
after his own heart — nobles who like himself fed on the brief glitter
of their service as pages or officers in Paris. There was much gam-
bling and drinking. And the Negro girls felt honoured and were
accommodating when one of lordly stock condescended to them.
His wife and mother-in-law ‘could carry out his instructions the best
they knew how. This was Josephine’s father, this the household.
A biography written on the principle of ““ how it might have been ”
says: ““ Her father, like the rich inhabitants of the island, was a
veritable sovereign on his estate. He was thc’type of nobleman who
never appeared on the plantations he owned except with sword at his
side and cane 1n hand. The estate resembled an absolute monarchy,
but the absolutism was mellowed by kindness. For a gentleman
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like Tascher de la Pagerie was more a protector than a despot,” and
so on.

According to Masson, the family owned scarcely more than fif-
teen or twenty slaves. This is far more probable than the hundreds
of slaves which the legends of Josephine’s childhood later describe.
For though Negro slaves were indispensable in a climate where they
alone could perform physical labour, a male slave at the age when
he was able to work cost about twenty-six hundred gold francs, and
a competent female slave cost scarcely any less. This market value
may perhaps have been the best protection against too barbarous
treatment by their masters. The accumulated hatred of the Negroes
against their owners, despite the presumably patriarchal relations,
was shown by the savage cruelties of their rebellion at the end of
the century.

Although the invented accounts of Josephine’s youth — written
in the style of Paul and Virginia — are correct in scarcely any de-
tail, there remains enough that is genuinely romantic about her
childhood. Little of the distress and trouble of the adult members
of the family entered her sphere of life. There was also little concern
about her education. Her senses perceived the passing of the seasons
through glowing Plants, flower and harvest; from the ocean tides
she learned the time of day. What her mother and grandmother told
her about God, the creation of the world, and God’s purpose toward
man grew quickly, sputred on by Negro talk, into illimitably
ghastly tales and the awaiting of miracles. The children, joined a
few years later by a little boy named Alexandre de Beauharnats,
spent all their days out of doors; they hunted for bright sea-shells,
ran all over the plantation, ate coconut and mango, and sat with the
slaves when rest was allowed them, through this familiarity early
enjoying the sense of mastery. When their father came home and
sometimes brought with him a friend, the conversation was always
about Paris and the court; and in Tascher’s tales of longing there
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was an undetcurrent of bitterness, as if his wife had separated him

from all the wonder of the only existence possible. And the children
listened eagerly, learning early to believe that somewhere far away
there was real life. At times this place seemed very near, as when
little Alexandre was sent to his father, who once had been the power-
ful governor of the islands and who still remained the patron of the
family. Or when a letter came from Aunt Renaudin, their fathet’s
sister, who lived in that enchanted spot.

Although Josephine, as the embellishing biographer just quoted
says, may have belonged to a family where more emphasis was
placed on the simplicity of woman than on learning, her mother re-
peatedly insisted, when the child was ten years old, that something
must be done about educating her. This necessarily meant the con-
vent, and the father at last reluctantly consented to spend the
money. The cheaper of two convents was selected: that of Les
Dames de la Providence. Scarcely anything is known of the five
years Josephine spent there. She learned without special eagerness
the things that were then being taught: to spell passably, to twang
the guitar and strum a little on the harpsichord, to sing 1n a small
voice a few languorous songs; and she gained the knowledge of
faith and Church necessary for a Catholic woman of her class. At
the same time special stress was laid upon etiquette, which, as ex-
pressed in medical instruction, was taught by manikin: on deep
curtsies as the girls bowed themselves out from the presence of a
sister (for every noblewoman’s aim in life was to be presented at
court), modes of polite conversation for all probable social occasions,
and finally, whether right or wrong, a little dancing. In these years
at the convent, time, of which she had scarcely been conscious be-
fore, gradually began to seem long; for it then dawned on the gitl
that childhood was only a state of transition, a preparation for the
real experience that was to follow. The girls talked about marriage,

which they had been led to look upon as the fulfilment of their life,
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and to this legitimate anticipation the soft whispers of the early-
maturing Creole nature forebodingly added the sexual. Stoties told
by the Negro women and accounts of their goings on were ex-
changed in hushed voices; also tales of court learned by listening to
their fathers and brothers, tales often years old, which had survived
in the families from the times of the Regency and the youth of
Lous XV.

When Josephine reached the age of fifteen, she was an unpromis-
ing mixture: the female form seemed rather out of proportion in her
bulky, roundish body; her face was too fat, so her snub nose looked
too small. She was aware of all this and hence grew more awkward
and self-conscious. When she went home, she wandered through
the house uneasily, felt its misery and neglect, and waited for the

thing to come that must. Childhood had gone.



CHAPTER TWO

DEPARTURE

J osephine made no lasting friends during her years at the convent.
Her sisters, although near her own age, were still children. Nothing
is recorded concerning any activity in the house. Josephine was much
alone. But her shyness and lack of assurance gradually disappeared.
Marion and the other Negro women told her she was beautiful —
and she was happy to believe them. Often she stood in front of the
few, too small mirrors in her home. The brook which, hidden by
shrubbery, flowed through the estate served as her best mirror. She
adored bathing, she loved her nakedness and enjoyed having the
Negro women stare at her in admiration. If not near the brook nor
on the beach, she lay in a hammock, or on a divan in a darkened
room of the house, dreaming and imagining the fulfilment of her
desires. Clothes and jewels played an important role. She possessed
less of these than any of her schoolmates at the convent. A few
home-made mousseline gowns, some silk kerchiefs, a string of glass
beads like those the Negresses wore — that was all. Otherwise
fowers had to serve as ornament, or a chain of bright-coloured ber-
ries. Soon her longing to bedeck herself increased passionately: she
had found an admirer. Tercier, a young officer lately artived from
France, had noticed her on his nides and had approached her. Jo-

sephine was Juliet’s age, but a child of more tropical clime and, de-
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spite her immature body, full of amorous curiosity. Moreover she

had freedom to go where she pleased, and a few steps from the beach
and the scattered paths there was complete seclusion. Tercier tells
us in his memoirs that the companion of this brief early idyll had
been the one great love of his life. But that was long, long after-
wards, and the astounding career of that same young girl may have
so stirred his imagination that his memory was compromised. It
may safely be assumed that, fearing being forced into an unprofit-
able marriage, he withdrew from Josephine on one pretext or an-
other without, as the saying went in those days, having altogether
imperilled the gitl’s honour and virtue. Not much time intervened
for Josephine to give way to lamentation and grief over the sudden
ruin of her hopes and joys. For from the promised land of France,
whose messenger Tercier seemed to have been, news shortly arrived
which concerned her in a most wonderful way. The sender of this
message, without whom the very name Tascher and the remem-
brance of this girl would have died away in oblivion long ago, was
the aunt who lived in Paris. A little must now be noted concerning
her and her circumstances, and the opportunity must be taken of
alluding more definitely to the patron of the Tascher family.

It has already been stated that Josephine’s paternal grandfather,
by some unknown means, had won the interest of the newly ap-
pointed Governor. This ruler of almost absolute military and civil
power was named Francois de Beauharnais. He had been appointed
under circumstances which made his position doubly responsible:
the news that England — without any declaration of war whatever
— was sending a powerful fleet to take possession of the islands.
Why Beauharnais, scarcely more than forty years of age, should
have been selected is difficult to guess. Neither had he distinguished
himself in the career of naval officer, nor did he belong to a family
whose name alone would have given him claim to so high an office.
It may even be that the family from which the new Lieutenant-
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General and Governor descended was merely reputed to be noble
because of some customary right, without being so in reality; be-
cause twenty years later when the son of this Beauharnais, who had
been made Marquis in the mean time, tried to claim one of the privi-
leges of high nobility — entrance into the King’s carriage — he
was refused several times, as not being entitled to it. Nevertheless
Frangois de Beauharnais, whose marriage had brought him riches
and who possessed an agreeable presence, amiable manners, and
brilliant conversation, must certainly have known how to make
friends at court and gain position in society. Hence this attractive
officer, of whom it was even said that he had “ du talent,” when
England threatened the most valuable colonial possession of France,
was chosen as its defender and set forth deliberately for the islands.

The first real piece of good luck for the aged Gaspard-Joseph
Tascher, after living thirty years on Martinique, was his meeting
with this man. Beauharnais must do something for the sons with
their hopeless military commissions, and above all he surely must
help provide for the growing daughters. Everything went splendidly
for the eldest, Marie-Désirée, who was beautiful, animated, and am-
bitious. Beauharnais and his wife took the girl into their home and
promised to arrange a good marriage for her. The Governor himself
was wedded to an exceedingly rich distant relative, of whom noth-
ing more can be said except that this marriage had brought her
little joy, and the lack of joy apparently had made her still more
colourless. She probably expected that the many duties connected
with her husband’s position would take him away from the Gover-
nor’s residence very often, hence she was satisfied to have the Tascher
girl for company and indeed became more and more attached to
her. But the Governor, contrary to his wife’s expectations, was ab-
sent from home very little; he soon became infatuated with the
young girl and apparently did not need to lose much time with his
wooing. While they were on the watch for a good marriage, the girl,
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under the very eyes of the unsuspecting wife, had her first taste of
marriage. Her youthful sensibilities, her cleverness, and her ambi-
tion all attracted her to this man experienced in love and deeply
enamoured of her. From what was merely intended to be an affair,
it soon became for Beauharnais one of those passionate and lasting
affections which frequently take possession of men in the afternoon
of life, when, having long played with love, the empty heart secks
after something that will endure — eternity of passion.”

So with a heavy heart the Governor resigned himself to arranging
a marriage for his beloved one before the inevitable slander made it
impossible. A young officer named Renaudin was chosen; he was
of a good old military family, was also quite wealthy, and really fell
in love with the pretty girl. Beauharnais succeeded in conquering the
opposition of the relatives against the alliance. Even before the mar-
riage had taken place, the girl obtained from the Governor every
possible privilege that he could in any way grant to the Taschers.
He was especially indulgent just then, owing to his melancholy
over their separation, which would be at least temporary.

Beauharnais was so engrossed in his love-affair and in his anxiety
to provide well for the girl that he had little time to worry about
defending the islands. Guadeloupe, the principal target of British
attack, bcggcd repcatcdly for troops and ships. But Beauharnais
dawdled and dawdled. When finally, following the girl’s marriage
to Renaudin, he decided after endless weeks to start, it was too late.
The relief army could only confirm the fact that Guadeloupe was
already gone, so he admitted the loss of the colony and hastily re-
turned to Martinique, laying the blame for the defeat on the de-
fenders, who had implored him in vain for help. Beauharnais then
court-martialled some officers of great merit and — what weighed
more heavily — of good name. This troubled him far less than what
was happening to the young Renaudins. For quite suddenly the
infatuation and the submission of the young husband ended; he
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raged, maltreated his wife, and cried out to the whole world that
the chastity of the beautiful Désirée was — well, what 1t was.
France, of course, was far away, but finally it leaked out that a
colony had been lost. However good Beauharnais connexions may
have been, the officers he had court-martialled also had their follow-
ers. Hence, as irrefutable facts had been submitted, he was finally
removed and recalled to Paris to render an account. Meanwhile the
brief married state of the Renaudins suddenly ended, and the young
husband left for France. When it was quite certain that Beauhat-
nais’s role as Governor was finished, Désirée Renaudin, who had
returned to the house of her benefactor, likewise decided to go to
France. The legal proceedings which she intended to institute
against her brutal husband served as a pretext. As for the rest, she
had now placed her affairs completely in Beauharnais’s hands and
dreaded as little as he did answering for the fact that his love for her
had cost France a rich and beautiful colony. To keep up appearances
she decided to undertake the journey in advance of the deposed
Governor. But there was still something for her to do before she left.
Madame de Beauharnais already had one son who had remained in
France; she was awaiting confinement again, and Désirée Renaudin
was to be the godmother of the expected child. After holding the
new-born babe, who was named Alexandre, over the baptismal
font, she persuaded the mother not to expose him to the perils of a
long and dangerous sea-voyage, but to leave him on the island in
care of the Tascher family. Only after receiving assurance that this
would be done, and implicitly believing that the Beauharnais were
soon to follow her, did she sail from Martinique. She never saw the
island again, but, contrary to the expectation of her family, she kept
her promise to remember those whom she left behind. It was many
months later before the Beauharnais family also set sail. The deposed
Governor, as already stated, found a bride for Madame Renaudin’s
older brother and recommended him to his successor in office. Little
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Alexandre remained in Martinique a few years longer, brought the

Taschers an annual allowance, and became the playmate of Jo-
sephine and her sisters. Later he scarcely remembered this circum-
stance, and certainly with no emotion.

Very cleverly Beauharnais had allowed enough time to elapse
before his return so that all his connexions could intercede for him.
When finally the day of accounting arrived, everything passed off
even more smoothly than he had expected. Consequently the whole
affair was soon forgiven and forgotten. Beauharnais was over-
whelmed with honours, received the title of Admiral of the Fleet,
a sumptuous pension, and finally elevation in rank — still more
desired — to the title of Marquis.

After numberless malicious attacks on both sides, Madame Re-
naudin was divorced from her husband; the court awarded her not
only maintenance but a legacy to be paid at Renaudin’s death. Of
course with these promises the matter ended. But Beauharnais was
there. According to the custom, Désirée Renaudin had retired to
a convent after the divorce. When she left it, however, she moved
to *“ her old friends, the Beauharnais,” not taking it to heart that the
Marchioness from that time on preferred to live with relatives in the
country. Madame Renaudin was determined to assert her position,
and this was not difficult. Advancing age narrows the circle of hopes
and the desires of life; whatever promises security 1s enhanced in
value. Hence Beauharnais granted to this much younger woman
more and more power over his destiny, not caring that the question-
able arrangement in his household rendered association with most
people of society difficule and finally impossible. His ambition was
fulfilled and his social needs satisfied by Désirée and a few inti-
mate friends; and so, guided by his mistress’s pretty hands, his life
followed its agreeable course. His eldest son was carefully reared,
married early, and gave the father little anxiety. After the younger
one returned from Martinique, Madame Renaudin made it her
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steadfast aim to gain influence over him; she knew how to flatter
his carly-awakened vanity, and, since the life of his sad and lonely
mother had ended, “ the dear godmother ”” became to him all a
mother could be to a son who, as seemed fitting, spent the greater
part of his formative years away from home.

Thus Madame Renaudin had made a safe place for hetself in the
world, and in exchange had staked her all. But Beauharnais was
growing old and his health was no longer good. So she thought of
the future. Not that she needed to worry much about her means
of support in years to come: the Marquis was generous and had
planned for her safety to the best of his abilicy. But the entire in-
come would at his death pass to his sons. Besides there was some-
thing else: even if she now had no position in the wotld, Beauhat-
nais’s devotion kept everything hostile away from her, and with
him she was secure. But afterwards? She was by no means inclined
ever to leave this Beauharnais circle which she had made so com-
pletely her own. In reality the affection of her god-child guaranteed
little for the future; if Alexandre were to marry, she would soon
be to him only a memory of an outlived past. So with Alexandre’s
growing up the resolve matured within her mind to anticipate this
danger by choosing a bride for him who would fic into her schemes.
Early marriages were common in those days, especially among
people of position. Alexandre was in his eighteenth year; it was
worth thinking about.

Désirée’s brother in Martinique had three girls, one of whom
must become Alexandre’s wife. The Marquis, to whom a woman
of this Tascher family had given so many good years, was quickly
persuaded to agree to the plan. And from the Tascher family
scarcely any opposition was to be expected. The second daughter,
who was about fourteen years old, was selected as being the most
suitable in age for Alexandre. So the letter to Martinique was writ-
ten. Tascher was asked to bring the gitl to France, she would be
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given a final touch of the proper education, and Aunt Renaudin

would provide the dowry. But when the letter reached Martinique,
the little girl whose fate was to be decided in this fashion had already
been removed from all earthly vicissitudes. Catherine-Désirée
Tascher had died in her fourteenth year following a brief illness of
fever.

But the two other girls were there, and this bit of worldly glitter
must be snatched for one of them, the house and plantation of
Trois-Ilets being no better off than before. The master himself,
though scarcely yet forty, had led a life which, together with the
effect of the climate, had made him old and infirm. He had become
almost domesticated. Port Royal and Sainte-Lucie had lost their
special charm; and when he forgot his daily cares, all he wanted was
a good physician, and reward for his military service, to which he
thought he was entitled and which seemed to grow more important
with each passing year. So he wrote to his sister and his noble bene-
factor that death had snatched away the daughter on whom such
honoured choice had fallen, but that he had two remaining daugh-
ters: one of course was only twelve years old, but that would allow
time to dignify preparation of the event; the other, being fifteen,
might be considered already too old, but she had a very lovely skin
and beautiful arms and wanted nothing more than to go to Paris.

In the letter proposing the marriage, something flattering had
been said of Alexandre’s appearance — he moreover had never been
consulted — and the fact was mentioned that he had an income of
forty thousand livres, which would be increased. In the reply to
Taschet’s letter little was said of Alexandre. It stated simply that
one of the Tascher daughters was desired and that, while Yeyette
might be too old, she would be considered if difficulties arose con-
cerning the younger one.

These difficulties in fact did arise in the opposition of the mother.
So it was Josephine — scarcely able to endure the long intervals be-
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tween the letters — who became the fiancée of a young officer in
France about whom, except for a few hazy recollections of their
early childhood, she knew only that he served 1n a smart regiment,
was considered good-looking, and was called Vicomte. In the time
that intervened before her departure every rumour that floated from
the great world outside, about life at court and beautiful clothes,
furnished food for her restless dreams, all pervaded by an endless
expectation of love. Tascher had written to his sister of the lack
of money for necessary travelling expenses, so after these fears had
been allayed, after lengthy preparations for the journey and weighty
deliberations concerning the choice of ship had been made, it was
finally decided that the father should accompany the girl to France.
Meanwhile Josephine had reached the age of sixteen. It 1s not known
if she left the life on the 1sland with a heavier heart than her aunt
before her. Homesickness commenced on the way, for on the sea-
voyage, which lasted several months, the sky took on the grey hue of
autumn, and the air was sharp and cold; the ailing father, ill-
humoured and racked with pain, kept to his cabin, and Josephine
had scarcely enough covers to warm her shivering body. The letters
sent in advance arrived too late, hence no one was waiting to meet
the timid gitl and her father, who was gravely ill. They landed in
Brest on a cloudy day, wet and cold, late in the autumn of 1779. In
the same year a boy from Corsica, ten years of age, for the first time
set foot on the French mainland, which impressed him as a hostile
country. His name was Napoleon Buonaparte.



CHAPTER THREE
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VICOMTESSE
DE BEAUHARNAIS

A modern author expresses the opinion that a marriage arranged
under such circumstances as the one toward which Josephine found
herself headed 1s destined in advance to a bad end. This opinion,
certainly held by many people of the present time, is contradicted by
the fact that in the days when such marriages were considered mat-
ters of course, there were really few bad marriages. Those were the
times when cohabitation stood as the symbol of a conscious and
closely knit social order, looked upon as the desire of God. The
belief that society 1s higher than the individual makes marriage a
social, not an individual, institution; thus the universal determina-
tion to allow no doubts to arise concerning individual non-essentials
was decisively important to the stability of society. More was ex-
pected of the * marriage of convenience ’ in those days than now.
Then a young man and woman from the same social stratum, with
corresponding aims 1in life, held submissive to the requirements of
soclety by position and religion, were joined together in wedlock
by parents or relatives. They were both young, and submission was
unquestioned until they had a family of their own. Then only was
the purpose of the union realized. If there were discords, some com-
promise had to be arranged, and the common interest of the couple,
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by that time also parents, naturally brought about adjustment.
After all, such disagreements were found everywhere, and no 1m-
portance was attached to them. Each individual matriage was good
because all marriages were good. Of coutse a cohesive social order
was taken for granted, as was also the will to conform to it. Where
this system weakens, where the long-established conception breaks
down and the new has not yet become generally accepted, then of
course there arises immediately the crisis of the marriage institution.
The individual makes demands that are beyond all bounds, and
the impossible is undertaken: to find a solution for two people, which
must necessarily be applied to all, as if that solution were the only
feasible one.

From the history of Josephine’s marriage the opinion is eventu-
ally deduced that, viewing all the circumstances and the character
of the two people themselves, everything had to happen as it did.
It is not an idle game with fate to say that forty years earlier a mar-
riage contracted between the same people and under the same cir-
cumstances would have been different. For in the time of Louis XV
there still existed, although weak and uncertain, that legalized
order which Louis XVI himself made doubtful when he began to

question it.

Alexandre de Beauharnais had few objections to the marriage
arranged for him. Early entrance into matrimony was part of the
good form which he held in high esteem. He would of course have
preferred the family of his fiancée to be of greater importance, but
in his 1nmost heart he must have realized how matters stood
with his own, and he moreover expected much from his personal
talents. Above all, he hoped the little Tascher gitl to whom he was
betrothed would present a good appearance and thus aid his ad-
vancement. Any objections that arose after the first meeting with
the girl had little weight, for everyone had to submit to parental
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choice. The fact that marriage would give him the right to use the
entire income from his share of the family fortune made this sub-
mission much easier.

Through no fault of his own he was delayed in arriving to meet
the Taschers. He had put on his gala uniform, the white tunic
faced with silver—grey, cut in a style which was a compromise be-
tween fashion and army regulation. He had prepared the most
graceful speeches, but he confronted a gitl from the colonies, awk-
wardly dressed, blushing, and embarrassed in her utterances. . . .
He wrote to his father: ““ Mademoiselle de la Pagerie will perhaps
not seem to you so pretty as you expect, but the modesty and
gentleness of her character surpass everything that could have been
told you.” Masson says of this letter that the girl was praised in
such a way that one would have thought the father instead of the
son were going to marry her.

Most decidedly the young Sub-Lieutenant was more the indi-
vidual than he was part of that powerful social system to which his
aspirations belonged. Above everything else he was ambitious. Not
in the old legitimate sense — to win for the family name an hon-
oured position, and for his natural talents the proper sphere of ac-
tivity. Rather was his ambition of the kind which today we should
call snobbery or the effort to arrive. He belonged to the new no-
bility. In the letter containing the marriage proposal his father gave
him the title Chevalier. But Alexandre himself used the title
Vicomte without having any legal right to it. Since the death of
Louis XV something had happened to the monarchy — lictle did 1t
concern Alexandre to find out what it was. He perceived symptoms
alone: that on the one hand it was still well to have a high-sounding
title, while on the other it no longer mattered very much. He in-
stinctively realized what was desired and what worked, and, above
all, he knew that the important thing was what men did, not what
they were. The world around him confirmed this opinion. Those
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of his class of nobility as a rule paid small heed to King and State
ot service to them, but laid great stress on taking advantage of any
source of power. Unselfish souls like Malesherbes and Turgot, who
truly longed to serve, did not belong to the time. Their speedy fall
subsequently proved this. It was worth while to represent some-
thing; and to this end education, circumstances, and his own deter-
mination had well prepared the young, handsome, and extraordi-
narily clever second son of the new Marquis.

Louis XIV embodied in the king all powers of the State that had
survived from old privileges; Louis XV during the whole of his long
reign had, of course without the genius of his predecessor, yet with
tenacity and sovereign mastery, tried to defend the royal omnipo-
tence. But he was jealous only of what he conceived to be powerful.
He had let the mind alone, which he thought impotent. Hence
there arose under the self-consuming absolutism questioners and
critics, coming largely from the realm of the third estate: those phi-
losophers who, in the joy of inquiry and the passion for clarity and
with their newly discovered idea of humanity, thought that the old
State had ended. Their influence of course went far beyond their
intentions. About 1770, as at a later time in Germany, to be a phi-
losopher became the fashion, and society glossed over the meaning
of statements when 1t should have doubted their sense. The won-
drous art of conversation which had grown out of the old social life
was practised only by eldetly people, its place being taken more and
more by rhetoric, love of fine phrasing, humanitarian monologues,
the desire to glitter, the wish to dazzle. Where, before, the clear,
keen, experienced knowledge of man in his relations to others had
been considered valuable — the practical judgment of his life, ex-
pressed concisely but gracefully, from experience — now the im-
practical mind was puffed up inordinately. Men spoke in loud
voices — borrowing the ideas of Rousseau and Raynal demanded
it — and this very drawing-room rhetoric concerning principles (the



VICOMTESSE DE BEAUHARNAIS 27
B S N N P S e N e S e S e S N S N S N S S S N S R N S D SN N SN N N SN

application thereof necessarily causing the destruction of the salon
and its attendant conditions) really seems to have been the first
practice in debating for the National Assembly.

As in Russia, from the period of the Dekabrists to the Cadets and
the Social Revolutionists, the aristocrats from time to time partict-
pated in all the games of the foes of the State, whose partners and
beneficiaries they were, from the few genuine fanatics to the many
who talked about the Revolution just to be in fashion, so it hap-
pened with the aristocrats in the last decade of the ancien régime in
France. A fastidious discontent, an unobjective love of play, caught
the 1deas of the philosophers. Juggling with them gave no real sus-
picion of their application. Education and training had kept the
young conspicuously unsophisticated concerning politics and gov-
ernment. With the decay of the system from within, no real political
arguments developed, but, thanks to the philosophers, there arose
an earnest though academic discussion of society, humanity, and
similar subjects.

The Marquis de Beauharnais noticed all this as little as the aver-
age person of his generation. Without paying very close attention,
he selected for his sons a tutor who had been recommended by dis-
tinguished families. From this Patricol, who thought himself a clever
mind, but who was simply a rhetorician after the fashion of the day,
the older son, who was the quieter, learned just what his limited
desire for knowledge was disposed to absorb; but the younger one
listened to the philosophical rumblings and rhetorical promises more
than to fundamental instruction and at once was lost in them. In
order to study a foreign language the two boys were sent to the
University of Heidelberg with their tutor and remained there two
years. According to Patricol’s idea, the task of educating young
noblemen of that period was not so much the requirement of earnest
study as the imparting of enlightened opinions supported by suffi-
cient citations, Hence both the Beauharnais sons brought home with
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them from the years spent in Heidelberg a rather jumbled and com-
plicated result. Above all, this condition was due to nibbling at the
fruit of the Storm-and-Stress poetry. With a vast treasure of quota-
tions from the literature which was mirrored in the ** In Tyrannos ™
mood, a thorough knowledge of German rulers and noble person-
ages agreed excellently.*

Soon after their return, Patricol was offered a very lucrative posi-
tion as private tutor in one of the most important families of the
French nobility; he was engaged as instructor for the two young
Rohans by their uncle, the Duc de La Rochefoucauld. He asked per-
mission to take with him his pupil Alexandre as companion to the
two youths, and the granting of this concession was of great conse-
quence to the ambitious young man. He saw and experienced the
outward life of a truly great house, the pretentiousness and noncha-
lance, the ironic arrogance; and besides all this the place was a centre
of cultivation for the intellectual fad of playing at philosophy. The
Duc de La Rochefoucauld was the perfect personification of the
critical type of the period. He would return from a court banquet
and after witty gossip would comment with malicious glee on the
approaching fall of a minister possessing great talent and pure mo-
tives; then he would talk pathetically of the Contrat social (the
book of which Burckhardt said that its appearance was a greater
event than the Seven Years’ War); next he would talk about the
fate of mankind, the emancipation of slaves, and a better future —
talk, talk; and with all this, he was a great lord, educated and un-
suspecting, not understanding the meaning of his own words at
such a time. This man became for a while the i1deal of Alexandre
Beauharnais, an ideal he tried to imitate in manners and conduct, in
ideas and the method of expressing them, without really ever notic-

1 If perhaps the reader of this book may object to there being so much said of
Beauharnais and so little of Bonaparte, may we refer to the fact that everyone knows
much of Bonaparte or can easily find it out? Very little is generally known about
Beauharnais, and in this biography he has certainly enough significance.
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ing the true dignity, kindness, and greatness of heart which made

this dilettante at all events a lovable person.

When Alexandre, through the powerful influence of the Duke,
obtained a position as sub-lieutenant in one of the most favoured
regiments, his education was really ended. In general the years of
study are from eighteen to twenty-five (not referring to the few
blessed souls who learn always). During that period what is im-
parted to the mind is taken in. We often perceive people forty or
fifty years old, when obliged in conversation to think of something
higher, readily bring forth the old equipment of mind and spirit
which they acquired during those eatly years and draw from the
books of their youth. There is no difference in the experiences of
civilization and society: most people in those same years form their
habits of conduct, their style, and their demeanour. Frequently it
seems that lives of shorter duration mature more quickly. What we
observe in the lives and works of the great who matured eatly can
also be traced in the behaviour of lesser souls. Thus Alexandre
Beauharnais’s character in his eighteenth year was already formed
just as it would have developed in later years: he was vain, reaching
out after self-knowledge without perceiving his completely unindi-
vidual bondage to the age in which he lived; yearning for public
honours without deeming it necessary to consider the risk; with
clever understanding treating ideas as ornaments, according to the
fashion. Today he would be called an intellectual fop, graceful, dap-
per, and unscrupulous, keeping style in mind above everything else.
How early this is true of him is proved by the letter written to his
father in praise of his betrothed, when he was only eighteen years
old; no less by his last letter — one of the vainest epistles ever
penned by one who was doomed to die.

One glance at a creature so completely different, together with
the peculiar sensitiveness of a young man socially ambitious, who
constantly had to bear in mind that his own position was not free
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from criticism, did not leave Alexandre long in doubt of the little
Tascher girl’s worth as a social personage. Willingly and 1in very
fine phrases he spoke of the necessity of education and the possibility
of elevating human nature. But not for a moment did he think of
being in earnest about applying these principles. He accepted the
marriage: it was desired, and there was compensation through the
freedom he thus obtained in the management of his money.

Madame Renaudin, who had brought about this betrothal, also
came to Brest to meet her brother and niece. She had seen enough
of the great world, though only from the edge, to realize how
Alexandre felt when he saw Josephine, with her impossible clothes
and her curtsies. But she knew that she herself had been just such
a girl from the colonies, so she trusted to woman’s gift of adaptive-
ness and resolved to help with all her might.

The endless journey over drenched roads, with the father com-
plaining of constant pain, with the young man to whom she was
affianced frightening her with his compliments, with the aunt carry-
ing on an incessant conversation about things unintelligible to her
— all made a miserable bridal journey for a sensitive gitl of sixteen.
Dripping snow, wretched dawns that were freezing cold, watching
over and over for one intelligible kindly word from the handsome
Alexandre. . . . If the mulatto whose chill grey hand always
reached out for hers in the carriage had not been along, Josephine
very often could not have held back her tears until she was alone in
her room at the lodging-places. But finally they said: *“ Tomorrow
we shall be in Parts, tomorrow. . . .” The rapture and longing she
had felt in all the years of her childhood every time the name of that
city had been mentioned again warmed her heart a little. She woke
from her stupor and began to whisper little thoughts to her aunt,
like the birds in the great forests of her 1sland home — many hopes
and wishes. She even tried to laugh, and laughter came so easily that
it took little to make her do it. Madame Renaudin listened and was
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less critical of the snub-nosed, rather fat little creature. But the
Lieutenant had already assumed his courteous attitude, and hence
she seemed so perfect to him that he took no notice of such small
changes.

Finally the carts and wagons on the rough road increased in
number. They had reached the outskirts of Paris. Fortifications,
miserable barracks, stretches of land covered with rubbish and all
the waste of a large city — their lovely country-houses not far away,
crowding one upon another, and finally the city gate. There was
still quite a long way through the dark, pootly lighted streets to the
hotel in the rue Thévenot near the rue Saint-Denis, which the Mar-
quis de Beauharnais had lately acquired. Josephine saw little of the
house, for they arrived at night. It was not a very large palace, but
it had resounding staircases and high ceilings; the servants, carrying
candles, led the way over carpeted halls, and the large dining-room
was illumined by two great chandeliers; everything seemed like a
real fairy castle. Here she was to be allowed to live, and outside was
Paris, with all its wondrous promise! The handsome old Marquis,
with the broad ribbon of his order, embraced her affectionately and
called her *“ my daughter ”; Aunt Renaudin was very good to her
and told her a great deal about the beautiful clothes they were going
to buy and the fine linen to be embroidered with the name and
coronet. The wedding was to take place soon; indeed, very soon.
Madame Renaudin of course did not give the reason for this haste,
which was that she did not feel sure of Alexandre or of the Beau-
harnais relatives who were raging against this marriage with all their
might.

The morning after the glamorous arrival brought painful reality:
the fairy castle stood in a narrow street shut in by high houses, and
less light came into the rooms through the windows than at home
when the shutters were closed. However, the first drive with her
aunt in the beautiful coach to the shops and the establishments of
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seamstress and milliner poured balm over her easily consoled spirits.
In the days that followed, Josephine’s heart would surely have been
broken if her youth and her natural disposition, which was satisfied
with the smallest comfort, had not helped her to overlook what was
very apparently to be her future. Alexandre most decidedly was not
affectionate, but perhaps that did not suit the time of courtship —
afterwards it would change. He was very handsome, which was
even more than she needed to be in love with him. From her dreams
of Paris, she gradually began to question her aunt. Was not the
Beauharnais family very distinguished and hence would she not be
presented at court? Would it not be soon? The answers were always
indefinite and rather confused. They would surely have a great deal
of brilliant company? Alexandre was rich, so they themselves would
be able to give banquets? Perhaps she ought to take more dancing-
lessons? Josephine did not understand that the hazy and comforting
replies meant no. On the whole she did not at all comprehend the
language of her new surroundings, so indirect and deccptive. And
how could she, with her ignorance of the customs of the great world
outside, have understood the first circumstance by which she hoped
to enter that great world: her marriage? She had expected splendour
and magnificence and pompous names; instead of this, at the sign-
ing of the marriage contract there was *“ no high-sounding signa-
ture which, according to custom, would bear witness to patronage,
connexion, and relationship, such as redound to one’s honour.”
The church ceremony took place on the 13th of September in
Notsy-le-Grand, where the country-house which Madame Renaudin
had given her niece as a wedding-gift was located. Any child of
respected family would have refused to have a marriage celebrated
in a village church like that and would never have forgiven her
parents-in-law if the day of honour had not attained its splendour
by the attendance of a suitable number of highly esteemed men and
women. Josephine did not understand, and her father submitted,
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after his sister had made 1t clear to him that the whole Beauharnais
kinship had absented itself, and that the entire affair could not have
been arranged otherwise.

Madame Renaudin advised her niece above all else that the newly
wedded wife was to secure for herself, before everything, mastery
over the sensitive faculties of her husband. Wondrous advice for a
seventeen-year-old girl! Madame Renaudin of course forgot that
she herself had been much older and in full maturity when she be-
came the mistress of the Marquis — and that he had been a man
of expertence in love-affairs, not a twenty-year-old youth. Josephine
was more than willing to follow her aunt’s advice. Her whole life
seemed to her to have been a preparation for that which had now
begun and which gave promise of greater and greater delight. She
still thought herself shy and foolish in her desire and longing,
for all she really wished was to learn how to give and receive
happiness. . . .

But every creature arrives at an age when everything that has ever
occutred seems as if it were on the way to something else. There are
women whose lives seem complete at twenty, yet who, rather girlish
and eternally young, keep on smiling through the later years; and
there are matrons whose personality never develops until maturity
and who only in this later period are able to impart the charm of
their existence. Josephine, whose name even today is synonymous
in France with the word * alluring,” was really a woman of thirty
yeats. She was a swan developing at last from an ugly duckling.
But Alexandre Beauharnais thought only of the latter. To him this
wife who had been chosen for him was simply an institution to
which he submitted until he had made something more of himself.
For a time this boy of twenty years may have found pleasure in her
gitlish freshness, all the more because Josephine, unlike most of the
Frenchwomen of her time, took great care of her body — a Creole
heritage — and during her whole life laid stress on cleanliness. Civi-
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lized settlers in tropical countries learned this from the natives. But
however much Josephine may have been in love, it takes time to be-
come a wife; if tenderness and longing are to be the developing 1n-
fAuences in the first experiences, the desired embrace must be
enshrouded by privacy, just as the love-chamber 1s protccted by
surrounding walls; such an intimacy is the essential joy of existence
for the individual soul.

After all that has been said of Alexandre de Beauharnais, 1t 1s easy
to see that the role which vanity plays in the love-affairs of foppish
young men was with him most important. When the innocence of
a girl charms a young man above all else, the attraction passes as
quickly as the innocence itself. And if, engrossed solely with his
own personality, he is inflamed by the beauty of a woman, this
flame will burn as long and as brightly as it also enraptures others,
and the more so as beauty changes into elegance. If the young man,
instead of feeling always insecure, 1s anxious to link himself with
society and seeks a woman for the quality of her mind, this mind
will have the greater attraction for him just as it affects others more
brilliantly. In any case love, above all, should be a magnificent dis-
play at Vanity Fair — or it falls from that height into the social
relations of life and unavoidably becomes part of everyday existence.
Of this it 1s better not to say too much.

Josephine longed to play about like a kitten and have a never
ending honeymoon; but after only a few weeks she recetved scarcely
any response to her faint-hearted allurements. She tried all her girlish
arts of seduction, put the loveliest red and green striped madras on
her loose chestnut-brown hair, dressed herself in mousseline from
Martinique — and Alexandre thought of the duchesses and mar-
chionesses he had seen from afar! Josephine laughed readily, but the
ambitious and vain have no sense of humour. Josephine told him
many stories of home — he yawned, scarcely concealing his bore-
dom, and at once launched forth into one of his tirades on some
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subject such as people of his class heard from the philosophers of
their time, full of spiritual and cultural conceit (how astonishingly
far they had got with their phrases!). Josephine did not understand,
asked questions, began to wonder at the next incomprehensible
word which was so hard for her to grasp; and like all people who
learn things only half, and very pootly at that, Alexandre, whose
conversation and writing fairly dripped with pedagogy, grew at
once impatient. Instead of answering her and explaining, he broke
off what he was saying with the pained expression of a person who
is not understood, ot else was content to remark that Josephine still
had very much indeed to learn in order to develop her mind. How
she should set about it he never mentioned. Thus he frightened her
— darkened the source of her happy naturalness, though to drink
from it would have been good for him. He gave nothing; neither
did he know how to take. Kind words became rare, conversation a
precious occurrence; and caresses were festal gifts. But Josephine did
not reason nor bear any grudge; she waited and hoped and was
thankful for every one of the scanty favours. Alexandre began to
leave her, pleading first his duties as a nobleman and officer; soon
he stayed away longer with no excuse — and Josephine waited.
Madame Renaudin had little time for her, as her father had remained
in Paris to await the granting of the * well-merited reward,” one of
the crumbs of plenty which the kings had taken from the nobility
and now tossed back as a sign of favour. And as the unusual winter
made the sick man very miserable, his sister undertook for him the
countless errands to present requests and petitions and repeated the
usual little speeches full of conceit and bothersome begging. So
when Josephine was not sitting with the mulatto woman beside the
fire, she stood at the window looking down the gloomy street and
waiting for Alexandre. J

Thus about ten weeks of marital life passed by. To Alexandre
this seemed enough for the present. In early March of that year —
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1780 — there were a few warm days, and a little sunlight fell
through the windows of the rue Thévenot. Josephine dreamed of
driving, hoping at last to see Versailles and to ride with Alexandre.
Then came the news which he had withheld until the last moment:
he must return to his regiment at Brest. How could Josephine know
that only a word from the Duc de La Rochefoucauld would have
obtained for Alexandre any extension of his leave of absence that he
desired? And how could she suspect to be a pure invention the state-
ment that young officers were not allowed to take their young wives
with them into the garrison? She cried until her swollen red face
looked *“ utterly impossible ”” — and had to let him go. Now there
was left for her not even the waiting for him at the window.

At decorous and rather long intervals lettets arrived from him full
of well-phrased speeches, sounding like the epistles of an old,
unfeeling, eternal pedant. They informed Josephine, who never
dreamed that he was meanwhile making a name for himself in the
castles of Brittany as a good dancer, of the importance of a har-
monious development of the mind and soul toward which he was
striving fervently. For quite a long time she accepted admiringly
these protestations of a noble and aspiring mind, her only present
joy being an occasional morning walk to the rue Royale. After many
dreary months, however, she finally learned that the garrison of the
regiment had been changed, and she was enraptured at the thought
that Alexandre would be in Paris for a little while. He arrived.
Josephine’s existence perhaps had become for him an entirely ab-
stract affair. When he saw her again, he was annoyed; he nagged
at her more than ever and was in haste to shorten his stay. At meal-
time, however, he could not refrain from telling his father of mak-
ing the acquaintance of many of the most highly esteemed families
of Brittany. It was unavoidable that something should escape about
hunting, out-of-door repasts, and balls. A slight frown made Jo-
sephine’s childish brow pensive and sad. She so longed for his con-
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fidence. But, little as she knew of the great world, she had reached
the point where a woman’s instinct whispers the first warning.

In his enlarged social circle Alexandre had been observing care-
fully, and he had made a discovcry, confirmed by the inumacy he
zealously sought with the nobility living near the new garrison town
of Verdun. This observation was that, from the lax demands of
society which were of benefit to him, only too many others had
profited as well. An age of parvenus had arrived; newly acquired
wealth, or inherited prestige in middle-class society and official serv-
ice, pressed eagerly after the cheaply attained titles. Whoever was
able to buy an estate which could be considered a castle — that s,
the privileged possession of a noble family — might be certain that
the title connected with it would be transferred to him. As in our
own age during the Habsburg agony its last sovereign hoped to
make loyalty secure by the feverish distribution of prerogatives and
honours, so, in far greater measure, Louis XVI followed a similar
course as conditions grew continually more and more precatious.
With all his intelligence, Alexandre Beauharnais considered himself
above these busy upstarts,® as if he indeed were La Rochefoucauld
or Polignac; he told himself that it was important to gain a sure
footing among the hereditary nobility, to which end, in addition
to the lure of bclonging to them, his ever improving rhetoric
should be of great assistance. His learning, which he valued so
highly, consisted 1n skimming through the history of France in
order to find families whose acquaintance he desired, or in cram-
ming his memory with maxims and paradoxes so that he could talk
smartly concerning the political conditions of the time, varying his
opinion to suit the person with whom he was conversing, and re-
iterating that the situation should be changed. Besides, he tried to

1 It was the time in which the son of the watch-maker Caron called himself de
Beaumarchais, and the future husband of the beautiful Térézia Cabarrus (afterwards

Mme Tallien), Marquis de Fontenay. The people quickly grew accustomed to using
those names.
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make his mother’s relatives, who bore good old names, forget that
he was also the son of his father, who had been such a poor hus-
band, meanwhile not mentioning his own marriage at all. For this
plain little girl from the colonies, who lacked all style and who
grew more and more sentimental, was only a hindrance on his road
to success; after each new contact with one of the clever and fash-
ionable ladies of the day he became more certain. He enjoyed the
intellectual and morally unscrupulous quality of these shrewd and
skeptical women who lived to the full that type of life to which the
““ liaisons dangereuses  bore witness. He delighted to hear from a
pretty mouth the latest utterance of Rivarol, combined with a
malicious remark about some friend who perchance had just granted
her favour to a still more influential patron of her husband. Even
more highly did he value these women’s permission to let him
spread before them the variegated plumage of his rhetoric. And
when one of these pretty women in her ennui once took him to bed
with her, he was very careful that it should be whispered abroad.
For in those days discretion in love-affairs was never a thing of
honour; the opposite was the richest spice of happenings which
all too readily became monotonous through a lack of their being
individual in character. .

And now as to Josephine. . . . He wrote more of his sedate,
didactic letters. But the little gitl from Martinique was entirely too
unsophisticated to let the truth, nobility, and beauty which Alex-
andre so highly praised console her or replace what she began to
understand more definitely was meant by connubial bliss.

At first she had made an obedient attempt to read. But in the
convent she was instructed in reading no more thoroughly than in
anything else; and at home there had been few books and fewer
readers. If people had any leisure time in the colonies, they met
together and tried, in well-chosen words, to take part in the French
world of conversation. In the few books which Josephine attempted
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at that time, she found again the obscure path into which Alexan-
dre’s talk was always accustomed to lead. And as distrust began to
creep into her admiration for her husband’s higher soctety, the
torrent of unintelligible words lost its magic power and became a
part of that world which held something hostile to her, something
that threatened her love. She longed to be sweet and submissive,
she wanted to wait for his return, but something happened to her
that made the waiting more and more painful, and the comfort
from his letters much scantier: she was pregnant. Ill at ease in her
own body, waiting sad and alone, and weary in advance of her
husband’s wordy consolation, she moved from the dismal residence
in the rue Thévenot to the country-house where her wedding had
been celebrated. There she passed the summer, sitting neatly all
the time at the window, depressed and lonely, staring at the rain
that seemed as 1if it never would end. As her time drew closer, she
returned to Paris. Alexandre was notified. His wife’s approaching
confinement gave him a suitable motive for beginning the long
leave of absence which he had just obtained, as he had grown very
tired of garrison life. For Josephine, her condition was the occasion
she desired to pour out her heart to her husband and to give way to
tears and complaints. Alexandre gazed upon her distorted features;
there was no end to her scenes of wretchedness. His ready inten-
tion to consider the moment when a child should be born to him
as awe-inspiring and sublime soon changed into a feeling of puin
and vexation at his most uncomfortable environment. He had of
course seen that his acquaintances among the old established fami-
lies looked upon the birth of an heir as an event of great impor-
tance; but when he beheld the tiny creature, seemingly scarcely
human, the feeling of exaltation he had determined to expertence
did not materialize, even though the new-born babe was a boy.
Hardly had the child, hurriedly and without ceremony, been
baptized Eugene-Rose when the young father hastened to celebrate
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his return to Paris. Viewing his disdain of both the marriage and
its fruit on the one hand, and the restlessly eager ambitions of
Alexandre Beauharnais on the other, a later generation cannot re-
frain from a sad and sinister smile as it casts a glance on the fate of
this child whose path led so far above the most ambitious dreams of
his father.

Although Madame Renaudin never for a moment regretted the
arrangement of this unsuccessful marriage, she now thought, since
the presence of the child warranted it, that the time had arrived
when something should be done for Josephine. First she persuaded
the gentle old Marquis to call his son’s attention to the wretched
existence of the little wife. But, in the face of Alexandre’s oratory,
the only outlet which the father found was impotent bluster.
Madame Renaudin herself was met with a well-prepared smooth-
ness and the trick of an elaborate and magnificently delivered
answer showing how much wrong Josephine had done her hus-
band’s lofty soul with her lack of understanding, her small jeal-
oustes, and her petty habits of thought. Finally Madame Renaudin
tried to have the former well-meaning tutor Patricol act as medi-
ator. But that did not help matters. He brought back mathemati-
cally precise requirements of all Josephine must become in order
to be a suitable and worthy wife for a man like Alexandre.

While the young mother vainly brooded in her misery about a
possible way along which she might take the first steps toward
becoming such a paragon of all the contradictory virtues which
Alexandre demanded, he enjoyed untiringly the delights of a world
in which the talk of virtue easily compensated for the lack of it.
Even Madame Renaudin found it ever more difficult to get in
touch with him. He danced, played, made love, and used every
possible opportunity to pave a way for himself from good homes
to still better ones. Hence, from a supply of affection at no time
very rich, he wasted so much on trifling society friendships and
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admiring avowals that Madame Renaudin saw his attachment to
her, which had been indeed well earned, rapidly diminish. She
therefore decided that there was only one way to hold even a small
part of him for herself and her pitiful lictle niece: she cleverly used
her last atom of influence to get him away from the society for love
of which his eager and wide-awake ambition would soon destroy
every vestige of feeling for his own unimportant family. With
Patricol’s assistance she succeeded in convincing Alexandre that his
education could only be completed by a joutney to the cradle of
the Latin world of intellect. His mental vanity being thus flattered,
he consented to the voyage, apparently with reluctance. But when
scarcely started, he contrived to ennoble the unwillingness he felt
on leaving the joys of Paris into a passion, and like Ovid’s Tristia
talked of the affliction of a lonely soul striving for purification in a
foreign land. He never wrote a single word about the other French-
men travelling or living in Italy, and the fact that the same kind
of society for which he longed was to be found just as well in the
Italian cities. His melancholy at the sight of ruins, quotations from
newly learned fragments of the old poets and historians — senti-
mentally embellished with phrases about homesickness — that was
all the family learned of Alexandre’s trip to Italy. Even such senti-
ments teached Josephine chiefly in a roundabout way through her
aunt and her father-in-law.

The child was a pathetic toy, like a little animal. As was the
entire marriage, it was a tiny hold, fed by sentiment and tender-
ness, on Josephine’s illusions and dreams as life passed on. She no
longer understood how things were going with Alexandre. But
with the awakening after child-birth of a new perception of living,
fostered by spite, a sense of injury, and the dreariness of her exist-
ence, there arose stronger and sweeter than ever before the hope of
life, stitring her blood with a thousand young desires. Meanwhile
there was something fresh and happy in the decision to leave the
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dismal house in the rue Thévenot. A new residence had been
bought in the section which, then just beginning to be the vogue,
has been to our present day the centre of elegant Parisian dwellings:
a little north-west of the Faubourg Saint-Honoré, and not far from
the Church of St. Philippe du Roule. This is still the spot where
fashionable Paris celebrates the formal ceremonies publicly pro-
claiming its membership in the Church.

Besides the removal from the rue Thévenot itself, this moving,
with its breaking of routine, its consultations over new arrange-
ments, the happy confusion, the running back and forth between
the two houses, furnished that excitement and diversion in which
a childlike heart can often forget its sorrows. Besides, Josephine’s
father had been nutsing his illness a very long time and had en-
joyed the hospitality of the Marquis as well as costing his sister a
considerable amount of money. He was now sufficiently recovered
to trot rather stiffly through the streets of Paris, so he took his
daughter with him on his last, though utterly hopeless, begging
expeditions; on the way he related to her his past life from the
years when he was a page down to the very present, thus giving
Josephine a knowledge of the city where she lived so sadly in a
narrow domestic world.

In addition to the decoration procured for him, Tascher had ex-
pected an increase 1n pension. But every zealous effort was stranded
on the miserable state of government finances. Hence, as the letters
from Martinique became more and more urgent and as there was
nothing further to be hoped for in Paris, he decided to depart,
taking with him the remnant of a large loan from his sister instead
of the expected increase in pension. Although Tascher may not
have been a very devoted father, the spectacle of his daughter’s
youthful marriage had so greatly lessened his enthusiasm for the
brilliant son-in-law that he left for his home without even awaiting
Alexandre’s return from Italy.

A few months after the father-in-law’s departure Alexandre
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came home, and in a most unusual manner showed himself friendly
to Josephine: he had resolved to do this for his father’s sake and
Madame Renaudin’s. Perhaps a prettier dress opened his eyes to
the fact that Josephine was not without charm, or maybe she had
really begun to develop a little. From this affability there sprang
up during the space of a few days a bit of amorousness, and its
brief flicker enkindled Josephine completely. But the flame died as
suddenly as 1t had burst forth, and life grew sadder and harder to
bear than before. As sometimes follows such an infatuated whim,
when real aversion to a person is for the moment forgotten, there
arose in Alexandre a kind of revengeful loathing for Josephine
which drove him quickly away from her, back into society and the
company of other women. And it seems that a trifling adventure at
that time grew slightly serious, as was always true of his love-affairs:
he met a fashionable Creole woman, a worldly young widow, who
embodied what his fancy in the days of courting the far-distant
little Yeyette had imagined. He was in love, much more than ever
before. People with one aim in life seem to carry within them a
controlling characteristic, like a physical organ, which, following
the familiar Fechner-Weber law, functions because of specific re-
actions: the eye responds to every sort of optical stimulation, the
ear to the acoustic; and in the same way the quality that forms the
very centre of one’s life, like Alexandre’s ambition, responds to a
stimulus which produces ambitious energy.

In their new residence Alexandre very soon again had enough
of their old family-circle. Garrison life, after the refined society he
had enjoyed in Rome and what Paris now offered, attracted him not
in the least. But he realized that at the age of twenty-three years
he was only a captain, and that he must distinguish himself in
some way in order to gain further advancement through his bene-
factors. From this very amorous affair itself came the suggestion
of where this distinction might be gained. There was again war
with England over the colonies, but this time it was to be carried
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into the enemy’s country by the new Governor of the islands; thus
at least Alexandre was informed by his pretty Creole widow, who
had many connexions. The Governor was even now in Paris trying
to obtain the means for this tremendous undertaking. Besides, the
new friend was desirous of returning to the islands for a while and
wished to have Alexandre near her; she also was eager for his ad-
vancement and persuaded him to apply for the position of aide-de-
camp to this Governor, who was planning such important things.
Alexandre was enthusiastic; this meant all at the same time promise
of rapid promotion, absence from Josephine, and nearness to his
alluring Creole. On these same islands had not his father managed
to obtain high station with little effort and still less danger? So
Alexandre set all his widespread connexions in motion. But perhaps
the sound of the name Beauharnais was not very enticing to the
Governor, who well knew the history of Alexandre’s predecessors;
pethaps he gave up his plan of attack because of the empty State
treasury and therefore dispensed with the idea of an aide-de-camp.
At all events, the many enthusiastic letters of recommendation
brought no result, and the hasty departure of the Governor put an
end to further attempts. The 1dea of beginning his great career on
the islands, however, had taken firm hold on Alexandre; his be-
loved mistress did not wish to travel without him; and at home
there were endless arguments with his father and Madame Re-
naudin, as well as Josephine’s tears, hysterical pleas, and jealous
ragings. So he determined, without commission or place, to try
his luck on the islands, where of course war was then in progress
and where he was assured his talents would be recognized and ap-
preciated. Such a lofty purpose was the most honourable vindica-
tion of an unlimited leave of absence. Scarcely was it obtained when
Alexandre, after some last tearful palaver about the sacrifice one
must make for the future, hurried away to Brest, where his mistress
was waiting to set sail with him.
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Josephine had tried everything that an inexperienced and pas-
sionate girl could possibly do to influence a man: reasoning, un-
limited persuasion, exorcism, prayer, and rage; but his haste to
get away from it all did not allow time for even the pretence of
emotion. She understood nothing about people in general or about
herself. She knew only that this man was her husband, that she
longed to have him and keep him with her, that she had a right to
him, and that despite this right he had left her. She had never done
anything to harm him, had always been devoted, always ready to
love him. And he — Far more unbearable than the pain of miss-
ing him was the poisoned sting of thoughts that told her of other
women. In the days following Alexandre’s departure, when, ex-
hausted by the frenzy of her jealousy, she had fallen into despair,
it became evident that she was again pregnant. Even though, after
all that had happened, her affection for Alexandre may have been
consumed in her bitter tears and helpless rebellion, yet she was a
girl from the French colonies, belonged to the nobility, and had
been educated in the Catholic faith; she still believed absolutely in
the sanctity and indissolubility of marriage, as all her forbears had
been taught and believed. Perhaps by this time she had a presenti-
ment that marriage is not of necessity founded on love, and the
hope may have been enkindled within her that this child, of whose
coming she now knew, would bring Alexandre back to a realization
of his duty. In this hope, so far removed from all her natural de-
sires, she wrote to her husband and told him of her condition. The
letter reached him in Brest shortly before his departure. A few
hastily written lines came in reply: “1 felicitate myself in the
knowledge, my dear wife, that you are pregnant.” These words,
with the added wish that all should fare well with her, were written
on the 25th of September 1782. They were the last expression of
kindness which Josephine ever received in her marriage, which then

had lasted not quite three years.
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THE END AND THE
BEGINNING

Ia anyone who longs ardently for happiness and pleasure, painful
memoties never become lasting experiences. For the small joys
which life always brings prevent the past from holding sway and
the future from being darkened. As her grief and rebellion at
Alexandre’s departure gradually ebbed, Josephine did not yield
herself to brooding thoughts. If the one great joy were not present,
there would at least be an abiding friendly peace, in which hopes
always thrive. This time her pregnancy was easier to bear. Even
toward its end Josephine took long walks, gazed yearningly into
the shop-windows; and it is said she consoled herself for being un-
able to buy some of the alluring things she saw by always carrying
about with her in her purse the few bits of jewellery which were her
entire treasure, and that she often held a brooch or little chain in
her hand. No word came from Alexandre for a long time, but that
was not surprising; arrival of mail from the islands required about
two months, and besides there was war. She did not worry. Life
was pleasanter in their new home; the street was wider, and more
sunlight fell into the rooms, especially now that spring was coming.
The child was born on the 1oth of April. It was a girl and was
baptized Eugénie-Hortense. Josephine was in her twentieth year.
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She convalesced quickly, and something of the springtime’s newly
awakened joy 1n life was apparent in her letter to Alexandre in
which she told him of the birth of their daughter.

She now began to desire society, younger people with whom she
might laugh and occasionally dance a little; but just as few visitors
came to the rue Saint-Charles as had formerly frequented the rue
Thévenot. An occasional drive with the old Marquis, now troubled
with gout, and with Madame Renaudin; her walks through half
of Paris, which grew ever more and more familiar, along the quays
to the gloomy Bastille, then across the beautiful Place Royale,
where the trees were already in heavy foliage, and homeward
through the faubourg du Temple. Again a bit of country life at
Noisy-le-Grand, with the white dresses from home, and out in the
little garden the hammock which Madame Renaudin had once
brought along. Eugene was already creeping about in the warm
grass. Josephine had her guitar restrung, practised her few little
songs, and sang until Hortense interrupted her. It seemed as if
for the first time since the unending sunny days on the island her
blood again glowed in the warm sunshine.

Alexandre’s answer arrived in July. Only the reproduction of
this letter can give any conception of what broke over Josephine’s
spirit as the result. She had expected some expression of joy at the
birth of Hortense, news of her husband’s meeting with her mother,
a line about the house at Trois-Ilets, the world from which she
came. Instead Alexandre wrote:

“If in the fitst moment of my wrath I had written to you, my
pen would have scorched the paper, and in receiving all my re-
proaches you might have thought I had chosen a moment of bad
humout ot jealousy in which to write you. But 1t is three weeks and
more since I have known, at least partially, what I now wish to
impatt to you. Yet despite the despair of my soul and the rage which
is strangling me, I know how to keep myself under control. I can
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tell you coldly that in my eyes you are the lowest of all creatures,

that my residence in this region has informed me how atrociously
you conducted yourself here, that I know to the most minute detail
your behaviour with Monstieur de B. . . , an officer in the Mar-
tinique regiment, also the affair with Monsieur &’'H. . . , who
shipped aboard the César; that I am no longer in the dark about
the way in which you sought your own gratification, or the people
with whom you found the opportunity; that Brigitte was given
her freedom in order to bind her to silence; that Louis, who since
has died, was also taken into confidence. At last I understand the
purport of your letters, and I will bring back with me one of the
gifts you made here. Hence there is no longer any time to pretend;
and as not even the smallest detail 1s unknown to me, there 1s but
one thing left for you — playing the game openly. I do not look
for repentance, since you are unfit for that. A creature who during
her preparations for departure was capable of embracing her lover,
even though she knew she was destined for another, has no soul
and must be classed with all the other fast women of the world.
That you had the boldness to take advantage of your sleeping
mother and grandmother is no more astonishing than that you also
knew how to deceive your father in San Domingo. I desire to grant
justice by exonerating all these, for I consider you the only guilty
one. You alone were capable of abusing the confidence of a whole
family and thus bringing ignominy and shame upon those of whom
you wete unworthy. After so many misdeeds and outrageous acts
what conclusion must be drawn concerning all the clouds and heavy
tribulations which beset our marital state? And what will be
thought of this last child that was born eight months and a few
days after my return from Italy? I am forced to accept it, but I
swear by the heavens shining upon me that it belongs to another,
that the blood of a stranger flows through its veins. But it shall
never know my shame, and I swear stll further that neither in
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my solicitude for its education nor in my providing for its mainte-
nance shall it ever discover that it has adultery to thank for its
existence. You will understand, however, that I must consider
carefully how to prevent the same misfortune in the future. There-
fore prepare to make all your arrangements: never, never again will
I place myself in the position to be further deceived by you; since
you are capable, if we live under the same roof, of not avoiding
publicity, pray oblige me by repairing to a convent immediately
upon receipt of my letter. This 1s my final decision, and nothing in
the whole world can force me to alter it. Following my arrival in
Paris I will visit you there, once only; I shall desire to confer with
you and to deliver something to you. But this I repeat: no tears and
no supplications! I am already armed against all your endeavours
and I shall take good care to fortify myself against contemptible
oaths which are as false as they are vile. Despite all the accusations
about me which your violent rage will now set afloat, you under-
stand me, madame, and you know that I am kind and of delicate
feelings; I realize that in the depths of your heart you feel I am
right. You will persist in lies because from your earliest youth you
have accustomed yourself to falsehood; nevertheless you will be
aware in your innermost soul that you are getting only what you
deserve. In all probability you will not know the means I have
made use of to unveil so much that is hideous, and I shall confide
in only my father and your aunt. It suffices for you to know that
people are quite indiscreet, all the more if they have grounds for
complaints. Besides, you have written letters, and you have passed
"Monsieur de B. . .’s letters on to the man who succeeded him
in your favour; finally you availed yourself of the Negtoes, who
will always talk for money. Consider now the disgrace with which
you and I and also your children are covered as the divine punish-
ment which you have deserved and which your own pity and that
of all honourable souls must carry into effect upon me.
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““ Farewell, madame, I am writing this with a duplicate copy,
and these two letters will be the last which you will ever receive
from your despairing and unhappy husband.

“ PS. T'am starting today for San Domingo and expect to be 1n
Paris by September or October, if my health does not sink under
the hardships of the journey, together with these frightful circum-
stances. After this letter I no longer expect to find you in my house,
and I must call the fact to your attention that you will learn to

know me as a tyrant if you do not follow exactly what I have told
» 1

you.
Looking at the Josephine of later years, who learned the art of ad-

justing herself to everything that happened in life with as little pain
as possible, there is a great temptation to undervalue the shock of
this occurrence, and several authors have been unable to resist tt.
But all conclusions regarding a personality in a later period of life
as compared with that of eatlier years are doubtful and precarious.
However Josephine may have reacted to happenings in her later
life, when this first injustice fell upon her she was only twenty and
had not yet exhausted her response to lesser passions (the other side
of which is in reality the capacity for suffering). She had, it 1s true,
committed a small sin, pardonable in her youth — the short, half-
tender, half-sensual sport with Tercier had been no more than that.
But this accusation was not concerned with it. The man who was her
husband and the father of these two little children did not complain
of past offences. And oh, the means which he mentioned so mys-
teriously and thanks to which he had found the source of his charges!
Madame Renaudin and Josephine had grown up in Martinique just
like the person who had instigated all this prying into the past;
and they both knew what Alexandre, for all his intended mystery,
ultimately did not hide: that the Negroes for a few francs or a gold

1 This letter of Alexandre Beauharnais, as well as one written later, is translated
with the greatest possible accuracy, in order to impart some conception of their style.
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coin could be made to understand exactly what one wished them to
say, and, not troubled by any sense of truth, to apply to the case
in hand something that had been said and to embellish it with
sumptuous detail. From these blacks who continually betrayed and
abandoned one another and the next moment were making up their
differences affectionately, who flattered their masters and at the same
time did them harm wherever it was possible without danger to
themselves — from these slaves Alexandre had bought the facts on
the basis of which he was now deserting his wife! Would he have
kept silent for a moment if he had not found virgin the bride he did
not love? Then, too, were not his father and Madame Renaudin
witnesses of her blameless conduct during the married life, even
though he himself might wish to distrust her submission and affec-
tion, which he saw with his own eyes? This was more than jealousy
and the frenzied state of a husband thirsting for honour could invent
unfairly; it was cruelty coldly manufactured, an act pondered over
deliberately in order to create a few claims from a decision prejudiced
in advance. The Marquis and even Madame Renaudin, who always
shifted cleverly and attributed Alexandre’s former behaviour to Jo-
sephine’s shortcomings, were now indignant, and exerted every
effort on behalf of the totally distracted young wife. Of course the
convent was out of the question! Beauharnais wrote his son the most
emphatic letter of all his life, Madame Renaudin supplementing it
with solemn protestations and entreaties; and Josephine stayed with
the two of them. But when the Marquis spoke of his parental au-
thority without conviction, and her aunt assured her that common
sense and kindness of heart would soon bring the wayward hus-
band back to reason, Josephine discovered that she no longer wished
it after all. At first she day-dreamed a little of how this injustice
heaped upon her would be cleared away; how Alexandre would beg
for pardon and how she would forgive him generously. But such
generosity was too much for even her imagination. No, these un-
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reasonable accusations of her having had affairs with men whom 1n
fact she scarcely knew, of her having committed adultery — when
during all the time she had lived in Paris she had never been alone
for a moment with a strange man — these malictous and vengeful
charges which some evil woman must have suggested to Alexandre
had to be refuted. And then everything should end!

Beyond doubt it was Alexandre’s mistress who had instigated the
plot and had used her local knowledge of Martinique to forge
weapons, from some gossip she heard about Josephine, to attack
““a marriage in every respect unworthy of Alexandre.” With
Alexandre himself the final determination to put an end to his mar-
riage may have resulted from his first visit to Trois-Ilets, when he
realized the kind of esteem in which the Tascher family was actu-
ally held and the value of its property. To this mortification to his
social sensitiveness was soon added his annoyance at the justifiable
reproaches of his parents-in-law. When later it also was evident that
no more laurels were to be won from the war — now nearing its
end — Alexandre, with whom the climate also did not agree, fell
into a state of irritation from which his Creole friend wisely knew
how to furnish an outlet. Was it not enough that this Josephine,
homely, plain, and dull, and, as he now saw, of insignificant family
as well, had with her amorous platitudes paralysed the flight of his
ideas and by her whole personality hindered his way to success?
Had she not come to him from the arms of other men and perhaps
even defamed her marriage? This to him! Not love nor honour was
wounded the most, but the very centre of his own being, which was
the centre of the world to him: his opinion of himself. He had
stooped to this creature! He! Amid such feelings of monstrous in-
sult, every kind word he had ever given Josephine seemed like a
noble deed rewarded with treachery. His growing hatred was fed
by his ambition and, carefully nurtured by his mistress, increased
to such violence that anyone else would have become a murderer.
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But such a direct natural act was not according to his methods. He
preferred rather to deliver this base creature, whom he had tried to
raise to his own level, to the judgment of society, which should
thrust her in shame from its midst. Hence this letter was written.

. When Alexandre realized the futility of staying any longer on
the islands, he decided to return home, but in view of present condi-
tions he deemed it advisable not to travel with his mistress. She
therefore took passage on an earlier ship. This separation was really
not unwelcome to Alexandre, for his benevolent friend, after their
joint act of vengeance toward Josephine had been finished, made
it very evident that she considered Alexandre entirely her prop-
erty. After her departure he became ill and was cared for most hos-
pitably in the home of one of his acquaintances. When he began
to recover, the indignation raging within him against Josephine
abated a little, and in the mean time he made the young hostess his
mistress.

The tension of his thirst for revenge made him forget during his
passage that he was returning home from an undertaking that had
been unsuccessful. On arriving at the harbour 1n Brest letters from
his father and Madame Renaudin awaited him. He prepared him-
self for fresh tirades with relish. In a second letter to Josephine he
expressed, exactly in the same strain as the first, his astonishment
that she had not yet repaired to the convent. Then followed lines
filled with extravagant self-pity over his state of health, which had
been endangered by fever and pain resulting from this experience.
The letter ended with the assertion that his deciston was unswerv-
ing, and that any attempt to change it would be utterly useless. He
would not set foot inside his house, so he wrote, untl Josephine had
left it, adding finally that she might choose between the convent
and returning to her family.

Arriving in Paris, he did in fact take lodgings with friends, and

against all the family’s efforts at reconciliation he set up an impene-
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trable tragic mask of deep though resigned suffering and unbending
determination.

Hence Josephine was forced to leave the house, which really be-
longed for the most part to Alexandre. And as the convent was con-
sidered a suitable place for women of position to prepare themselves
for any adjustment to altered circumstances, Madame Renaudin
suggested the Abbey of Panthémont, where she herself had once
awaited the outcome of her own suit for divorce. Quite a few con-
vents of that day were adapted for receiving as residents widows
and adult orphan gitls, among whom, as in all crises of a social char-
acter, an ever increasing number of married women arrived who
were waiting to be divorced. These buildings were the kind that
serve nowadays as family pensions, sanatotiums, and similar places
for transition stages in women’s lives. Their regulations were en-
forced lightly on these transient tenants, who were only obliged to
hear mass, receive the sacrament at prescribed periods, and return
home by a certain time each evening. But as women of society were
accustomed to submitting to such demands anyway, and as they
otherwise enjoyed a freedom which Josephine had not known since
her girlhood, life in the convent had none of the severe prison disci-
pline which Alexandre had intended for Josephine. Besides, Ma-
dame Renaudin also moved into the convent in order to make the
adjustment easier for her niece, whom she had begun to love more
and more dearly. The solidarity of woman’s interests, together with
a slight feeling of guilt over her having brought about this mat-
riage herself, caused the aunt to take the niece’s part, especially
since she was now convinced, after Alexandre’s having foolishly as-
sumed such a wrong position, that Josephine would emerge from
the forthcoming inevitable separation suit fully reinstated and well
provided for. Experienced as Madame Renaudin was, she herself
soon took the first steps to institute legal proceedings for the disso-
lution of the marriage.
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No account is available of how Josephine passed her first days at
the distinguished abbey in the rue de Grenelle. It must be granted
that after the decision was once reached, a feeling of relief rose ever
higher and higher above her tearful lamentations and rebellious out-
bursts. Besides, the preparing of the defence, the necessity of ap-
pearing before celebrated lawyers as a martyr awakening pity, of-
fered the chance of giving hatred and bitterness an objective aspect.
The element of deep feeling therefore was absent from the evidence,
and the worldly-wise Aunt Renaudin did not minimize the consol-
ing promise that life would yet richly compensate her poor little
niece for all the sufferings she had endured. Of course the convent
might be only a passing phase; and nothing should be said of any
return to Martinique. The fact that Josephine had children was a
relief to Madame Renaudin, and certainly neither the Marquis nor
she herself would ever forsake the young mother.

Alexandre’s hope of humiliating Josephine did not fare well. The
depositions of the Negroes concerning the alleged adventures in her
girlhood were scarcely worthy of belief. Against these and the totally
unfounded accusations of adultery Josephine set forth convincing
arguments. The one carrying the greatest weight was a table giving
the times when she and Alexandre had lived together and when
they had been separated; it had been accurately drawn up by Jo-
sephine and her aunt. Her life with Alexandre had lasted only a
few months in all, and opposed to this stood the years of his volun-
tary absence. Josephine’s youth, the children, and finally the evi-
dence of the family completely refuted Alexandre’s charges. He
might have hoped that his role as the avenger of his honour — an
offence against which he considered proved by his mere assertion —
would be sufficient to isolate Josephine and make her submissive to
his demands. If the separation had been decreed adjudging Jo-
sephine guilty, he of course would not have forgiven her, but never-
theless he would have thrown her a few crumbs magnanimously.
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Instead he saw the unbelievable happen: the whole Beauharnais

kinship, which — chiefly because of the irregularity n the Mar-
quis’s household — was seldom even seen, with one voice took
sides against him for this mere nothing of a Josephine, and through
their testimony changed his case — safely won, as it had seemed to
him — into a hopeless procedure. This did not disconcert him for
a moment; he considered it merely as the malicious yelping of the
banal against the great. Nevertheless he saw himself compelled
through such a circumstance to give up the proud role of the de-
fender of his honour, for no injury whatever had been proved against
it. And now that the armour of his indignation was gone, it was only
a step from his obstinacy to complete submission. Alexandre con-
sented to the separation, acknowledged himself the guilty party,
and allowed Josephine the right of personal freedom, as well as a
yeatly income which the marriage contract promised her as a
widow’s pension. Nothing further was said of the contested birth
of Hortense. She was to remain with her mother all the time, and
Eugéne until he had reached the age of fifteen. After that he was
to spend his summer vacations with her. If Alexandre disobeyed
these orders, the discontinued lawsuit could again be resumed and
a judgment be obtained against the party conceded to be guilty.
The courts moved slowly in those days. So it required two years
for Alexandre to realize that the suit was no longer doubtful. Jo-
sephine had enough time to prepare herself in the comfortable con-
vent for the freedom which she foresaw. After Madame Renaudin
was convinced that Josephine was gradually bearing up under her
sorrow and preparing for her new situation in life, she had returned
to the Marquis. Josephine began to grow accustomed to the con-
vent. Heretofore she had lived unguided by much serious thought
and had considered unnecessary the commands of others who were
opposed to her wishes and instin