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Foreword: How to Read this Book

This is a book of fragments.

Those scraps are good deeds past,

Which are devoured as fast as they are made,

Forgot as soon as done.

(Troilus and Cressida, Act III, Scene 3)

History does not run in straight lines. It is made by people and by chance. The path of events and ideas does not stretch smoothly from Thucydides, through Machiavelli to Rousseau and to Kant, and thence to Perpetual Peace. This book is an attempt to think about diplomacy; the best way to do that is to focus on the concrete, on the moments when problems, people and ideas meet.

Instead of the inevitable progress that history books sometimes imply, we more often find blind alleys, random events, good intentions that go wrong and, occasionally, lucky breaks. Now and then we get glimpses of the future; but these are forgotten as the world takes another turning. Yet there is always something to learn, from success as well as from failure. The men and women who work in this world do so in the obscurity of the present, aided only by fading memories of the past, and trying to guess at the future. Sometimes, by accident or by intuition, they find a way forward; occasionally they may even half understand where it is that they are going.

This is therefore not a continuous diplomatic history. History happens in fragments; but out of these comes the world we live in. The episodes I describe are arranged more or less chronologically, but there is no reason to read them in that order. If you find Richelieu tiresome go on to Mazarin, whom I admit I like better, or to the end of the chapter – because I have the bad habit of leaving the important points to the last.

The people I have chosen to write about are those who had some insight or success. In diplomacy success is rare, and it is therefore more interesting than failure. Thus I am writing about the people that I admire: a Lives of Saints for an unsaintly world.

Whom do I, as a former diplomat, most admire? The answer may be Talleyrand. It is impossible to imagine being him – too brilliant, and the times are too different. So I include a short chapter on two lower-ranking diplomats who issued visas to Jews, going beyond the instructions from their governments, in the case of Chiune Sugihara going against them. These also are people to admire and to emulate, should the need ever come again.

Four hundred years ago, Richelieu and Mazarin inhabited a world we can hardly imagine today: the state itself was not a solid existence; its borders were subject to continuous wars and change. But this is also the beginning of modernity, and of the road to today’s Europe.

Talleyrand was born in the ancien régime; but he understood the changing nature of legitimacy, and that the success of the state came not from conquest, but from its political strength and its economic development. The Bourbons and Napoleon both systematically ignored his ideas. So he waited for the moment of crisis, when no one was in charge, and took his own advice.

The great innovation of the Congress of Vienna – assembled to put Europe back together again after Napoleon – was multilateral diplomacy. The great powers tried to continue it afterwards in what we now call the Concert of Europe. Look at the end of Chapter Three, where Metternich’s secretary, Friedrich von Gentz, reflects on what would happen if the Concert were to fail (as it does shortly after). What he gives us is an account of the origins of the First World War a century before the event.

The Congress of Vienna recognised the role of the great powers. Most writing on diplomacy, and most of this book, is about great powers. But small countries also need diplomats. In fact, they may need them more than great powers do. So among the fragments are stories of two small countries, Denmark and Finland, which against the odds survived in a world where the only guarantee of survival is strength.

Seven chapters of this book are about the people who built or rebuilt the West in the early days of the Cold War. George Kennan, one of the great diplomatic professionals, spoke truth to power; for most of his career, power was not interested. Then came men who were: George Marshall, Ernest Bevin, Dean Acheson and Harry Truman, the architects of the West. Jean Monnet, the architect of Europe, was the most creative of them all.

The high point of Cold War drama is the Cuban Missile Crisis: here we have a contrast between the open debate that Kennedy used to help him make decisions and the closed system in Moscow. Khrushchev made a colossal misjudgement, but his appeal to Kennedy was based in the end on common values. His metaphor for diplomacy – the attempt to untie the knot while the two sides are pulling at the rope – is the most powerful I know. He, for me, is, in part, a hero too.

My fantasy about Henry Kissinger is to imagine him telling Nixon, on his first day in office, that the Vietnam War is lost – he has seen that on his visits there – and that the only thing to do is to get out. Had he done that, there would have been no second day. But then imagine some more: what if Nixon had understood that this was the ultimate test of toughness and realism – and his claim was to be tough and realistic – and he had acted accordingly? He would be remembered now as a hero. He would not have won a second term, but he would not have needed one. Fantasy aside, Kissinger is the intellectual heart of the Cold War: his ideas, his successes and failures, are on a grand scale. He tried to find ways of living with enemies. That is still the most difficult task, more complicated today than ever.

The Cold War’s geographical heart was Germany. In the fifty years after the war, Germany achieved a diplomatic miracle to go with its economic (and political) miracles. The credit belongs especially to three great chancellors: Konrad Adenauer, Willy Brandt and Helmut Kohl. And to America.

I have tried to write not just about what all these men did – in the nature of things they are all men, though I have worked with and for some outstanding women diplomats – but also about how they did it. That is not always easy. Some act by instinct, some by analysis; sometimes two people are needed to bring the package together.

When I began writing this, the title in my head was in German: Sternstunden der Diplomatie, after Stefan Zweig’s Sternstunden der Menschheit. This has been translated as Decisive Moments in History, but that doesn’t capture the meaning. One translation calls it The Tide of Fortune. Better, but that misses the idea of history crystallised in a moment. What I want to convey is the drama of diplomacy.

This is hard to capture. It rarely comes at the end. It is not the signing of the treaty: that is for the cameras; nor even the moment when agreement is reached. By then everyone is tired and fed up and wants to go home.

The drama is earlier: something you don’t expect. In the negotiations at Westphalia, after eighty years of war with the Netherlands, the Spanish offer a truce. The Dutch reply, not with the usual proposals for amendments, but with a complete peace treaty. In modern times, after another eighty years of violence and enmity, Jean Monnet’s proposal to bring Germany and France together in the Coal and Steel Community was an even bigger shock. The moment of drama is less Robert Schuman’s statement in the Salon de l’Horloge at the Quai d’Orsay, opening the path to the European Union – though that is dramatic enough – than the moment when Monnet’s idea begins to crystallise or when hears from Schuman that he’ll use it: that is when the pulse begins to race.

With drama comes emotion; I invite the reader to pause now and then and imagine how the protagonists felt. The historical record does not tell us. Diplomacy is a profession in which emotions are concealed.

During the Congress of Vienna Metternich sent notes to his mistress saying that the fate of Europe depended on him. I do not think that is an exaggeration: it is how he felt. He went to the balls to relax; and his best ideas often came to him during them. That is testimony to the tensions of his work: the problems of the day never left him.

I guess at these emotions because, occasionally, I have felt them myself. Here is a small incident.

I was in Myanmar representing the European Union, the first visit by a senior official for some years. We told all the officials we met that the EU would lift sanctions if they did two things: one was to allow the National League for Democracy (Aung San Suu Kyi’s party) to participate in political life. The other was to release all political prisoners. I and my colleague, a distinguished Italian gentleman, repeated this to everyone we met. But the meetings were formal and polite, full of smiles and platitudes; and I was not sure that we were getting through. So at the end of the last meeting, as we left, I shook the foreign minister’s hand but then held on to it while I said to him that, if they really wanted to show that things had changed, they should release all political prisoners together, on one single day. That would make an impact across the world. He looked surprised, but said nothing.

In the evening, at a farewell dinner, his deputy asked me if I could repeat what I had said to his boss. I did so, explaining my rather implausible idea at greater length.

That was the end of the visit. We went back to Yangon. I bought some souvenirs, got rid of my suit and was getting ready to leave when I received a phone call on an extraordinarily bad line (the telephones were 1950s vintage). It was the deputy minister. Could I please tell him, he asked, exactly who we meant by ‘all political prisoners’. I said, of course. We would send a list the next day.

No one promised or agreed anything. There was no press statement. But for twenty years we had been calling for political prisoners to be released; we had imposed sanctions for ten years. No one had ever asked who it was we meant.

Myanmar is far from a happy ending: the army is still in power, but change takes time and this was a beginning. We don’t know what the ending will be.

History, especially diplomatic history, where the protagonists are hiding their motives and their feelings, leaves only fragments behind. My hope is that these may illuminate and inspire.


The atoms of Democritus,

And Newton’s particles of light,

Are sands upon the Red Sea shore,

Where Israel’s tents do shine so bright.



William Blake, ‘Mock on, Mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau’
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Niccolò Machiavelli

‘Sensitive, thoughtful men realised that this was a time like none other … The key to their problems they knew to be rooted in the lives and actions of men, not in universal mysteries or the attributes of God. Consequently there is an astonishing freshness about the historians and the political philosophers of the Renaissance, and, as with the painters and sculptors, the greatest by far were the Florentines, and the greatest of the Florentines was Niccolò Machiavelli.’

J. H. Plumb, The Italian Renaissance

Italy’s most famous diplomat is known not for what he did as a diplomat, but for what he wrote afterwards. His life in diplomacy, working for one state and observing others, forms the essential background to his thought and writing.

His story begins as the years of the Medici came to an end in Florence. In 1494 Charles VIII of France conquered Italy ‘with a piece of chalk’.1 Arriving in Florence, his men marked with chalk the doors of houses where troops would be billeted. No one resisted.

Charles brought with him the best artillery in the world. He made himself King of Naples. He won all his battles, including the last, at Fornovo, against the League of Venice – the pope, the emperor, Spain and Milan, as well as Venice. He left with nothing, having lost his baggage train. Two years of looting wasted!

Florence was an unwilling ally of France, forced to acquiesce in the invasion when the king expelled all Florentine merchants from France. Trade sanctions work with countries that depend on trade. With the Medici gone, Florence became a purer form of republic, with wider participation. The Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola brought extra purity. He saw Charles’s arrival as a sign from God that the city must be cleansed of ostentation, usury and the Medici. But Florence needed money; to win the Vatican’s consent for taxes on the clergy it accepted Savonarola’s excommunication. In 1498 he was arrested, tortured and executed. His body was burned in the main square.

With this, a reshaped government comes to power. Niccolò ­Machiavelli is elected second chancellor and secretary of the Dieci di Balia, the Ten of Liberty and Peace, who are responsible for security.2 This is an administrative position, not a political one. Niccolò’s family is poor, but it has a record of service in the government of Florence. He is twenty-nine years old and has a reputation as being literate and energetic; he is untainted by the divisions that marked Florentine politics in the Savonarola period.

He is a secretary, not an ambassador. He does not have powers to negotiate with states. His first work for the Dieci is to negotiate with condottieri (military leaders) on the price for mercenary soldiers. This is what many of Florence’s negotiations are about, whether the interlocutor is a military contractor or the King of France.

Niccolò is a good diplomat: he is interesting to talk to; he listens carefully, writes well, thinks ahead. His life is exciting: he deals with France, one of the great powers of the day; he sees the rise and fall of Cesare Borgia close up; he joins Pope Julius II as he conquers cities in the Romagna by force of personality. But there is not much you can achieve as a diplomat if you are working for a second-class power.

His great success is outside the field of diplomacy. When Charles VIII passed through Florence, the French encouraged Pisa to declare itself independent. Since then Florence has tried to force it to recapture Pisa, using mercenary forces. The French return to Italy in 1499, when Charles’s successor, Louis XII, claims the titles of Duke of Milan and King of Naples, but they never help Florence recover Pisa.

The Pisa campaign is the dream of any mercenary commander: a rich client and a war without end, in which very few of your men die. After yet another humiliating episode – the commanders breach the walls, but decide not to risk the lives of their men by entering Pisa – Niccolò suggests, once again, to Piero Soderini, the gonfaloniere (chief executive) of Florence, that they create their own militia in Florence. This is controversial, but the gonfaloniere tells him to start recruiting.

When, in February 1506, Niccolò has his recruits join the carnival parade in Florentine colours, they are a big popular success. Piero Soderini appoints Don Michele de Corella to train the militia. He has murdered and robbed for Cesare Borgia, but he is a professional who was loyal to the last, and he does a good job.

In 1508, Maximilian, the Holy Roman Emperor, enters Italy. Venice refuses him passage through its territory; in the conflict that follows, the emperor loses important cities including Trieste before a truce is agreed. Out of this comes the League of Cambrai: a pact between the empire and France aimed at Venice. Ferdinand of Spain joins and, at the last minute, Pope Julius II: everyone except Florence is against Venice. Louis wants to secure his hold on Milan, Maximilian to regain the cities he has lost; Ferdinand wants to recapture ports in the south that Venice has occupied, Julius to end Venice’s encroachments in ­Romagna. This is a coalition of foreign powers, plus the pope, against a single Italian state. In May 1509, at Agnadello, Venice is narrowly but decisively defeated.

Florence is absent from the League of Cambrai, but profits from it. While the big powers fight Venice, Florence deals with Pisa, which Venice is now unable to help. (It has done so in the past, hoping to extend its empire to the Tyrrhenian Sea.) Florence and the militia Niccolò has invented end the rebellion, after fifteen years and much money wasted on mercenary forces. Niccolò is one of the signatories of the peace.

Victorious coalitions turn on themselves. As this war ends, Julius starts work on a new Holy League – the papacy, Venice and Spain – to rid Italy of the barbarians: the French, that is. Now Florence is in trouble. Its nearest neighbour, the pope, is going to war with France, its protector. Florence offers to mediate: it has every interest in peace, but why should anyone listen to a weak state? Besides, Julius wants victory, not peace. To attack the pope’s authority, France calls a General Council of the Church to dismiss the pope, or to split the Church, and proposes it meet in Pisa. Having done nothing to help Florence with Pisa, France now proposes that the General Council meet there, nailing their ally to the mast. Niccolò and others scramble to keep the few dissident cardinals out of Pisa, and the meeting is moved to Milan. ­Niccolò’s friend and colleague, Biagio Buonaccorsi, quotes Livy: ‘Without favour, without honour, we shall be the prize of the victor.’ Niccolò tells the French that, as an ally, Florence will be more a burden than a support for France.

At first the war goes well for France, and Florence manages to stay out of it. Then the Swiss take sides against the French, and Spanish forces arrive from Naples. These attack Prato, a dependency of Florence. The Florentine militia, who did well against Pisa, are no match for the discipline and experience of the Spanish infantry. The militia flee; Prato is sacked; the republic and Piero Soderini are overthrown. The Medici return, backed by the pope, and Florence itself escapes being sacked. A year later Louis XII makes a last attempt to regain Milan. Now he is opposed by a multinational coalition including England and Leo X, a Medici pope. Louis departs with nothing, like Charles before him, after thirteen wasted years.

With this Niccolò Machiavelli’s time as a diplomat ends. He is imprisoned and accused of conspiracy, he is tortured but does not confess to something of which he is not guilty. None of his friends are able to help, but the election of a Medici pope is celebrated with an amnesty and Niccolò is released.

Julius II drove the French barbarians out of Italy. But, as happened with Charles VIII, he did so by inviting others in. The next French invader, Francis I, will also leave nothing behind. But the barbarians, Spanish and Habsburg, who help drive him out will stay; and the French will continue to invade Italy once or twice a century. Italy, at this moment the richest country in Europe and a great civilisation, never takes the place that its history and its people deserve.

Niccolò Machiavelli was born for politics. No longer able to practise, he writes about it. It is for this that he is remembered: above all for The Prince (1513). This is the first essay in the politics of modern Europe. It is written not as a work of philosophy, but as a practical guide by a man who believed that the destiny of men is partly in their own hands. It is a starting point for the modern world.

The Prince begins not with the Bible or theology, nor with the abstract reasoning of philosophers, but with real life: history and personal experience. ‘Having the intention to write something useful to anyone who understands, it seems to me better to concentrate on what really happens rather than on theories or speculations’ (Chapter XV). This is not political science, but it is a step in that direction.3 Machiavelli writes about the state – the central actor in the drama – at the moment when it is being shaped.

He writes for many reasons. He would like to return to the work he knows and has done well. The Prince is in part a job application. But once he starts writing he cannot help himself. The book is designed neither to flatter nor to please the Medici family. It is about princely government, but it is not difficult to guess that Machiavelli’s sympathies are republican.

The Prince is meant to shock. It tells the truth about politics. It starts prosaically, but later on it is brutal: ‘I shall set aside fantasies about rulers, then, and consider what happens in fact’ (Chapter XV). He goes on to explain that a ruler, especially a new ruler – a category to which the Medici government may belong – ‘is often forced to act treacherously, ruthlessly or inhumanly, and to disregard the precepts of religion’.

The book is for the new prince, in a new conquest, at a moment of consequence and vulnerability. He demolishes the two qualities most associated with the courtly advice in the ‘Mirror of Princes’ literature: generosity and mercy. Better for the prince to be cruel and miserly – if miserly means lower taxes, and cruel means that men fear punishment. Fear of punishment is the beginning of order. But ‘If a ruler, then, contrives to conquer, and to preserve the state, the means will always be judged to be honourable’ (Chapter XVIII).

Behind the mirror is the use of force. A good state is one that has ‘good laws and good arms’. Arms are needed for internal order and external defence. The use of force is at the heart of the state. By using it early, the prince may be able to use it less. If force is needed to secure the state it is legitimate; so is fraud; the prince may, indeed must, be ready to deceive, break his word: whatever is needed.

Machiavelli is a practical man. In philosophical terms this reasoning points to the idea of the sovereign: the person, or institution to whom rules do not apply, who may use force or break laws when the survival of the state is at risk, because they are the only source of law and security. Res publica suprema lex. ‘The survival of states is not a subject of law,’ says Dean Acheson four centuries later.

The ‘good arms’ must be the property of the state. Machiavelli has seen the weakness of mercenary forces. If the state hires or borrows arms, they are not under its control. Florence has found this out any number of times. Mercenaries are ‘useless or dangerous … weak and cowardly when confronted by determined enemies’ (Chapter XII). Their preference is to be paid, but not to risk their lives by actually fighting. This he knows from experience. Mercenaries are the root of the weakness of Italian states (Chapter XXIV). Arms must belong to the state: in a princely state, the prince must lead his forces into battle; in a republic, the soldiers must be of its people.

He will be proved right, but not in his time. Venice managed with mercenaries; but it had long-term relationships and paid on time. Mercenaries will be a factor in war until armies become professional, in Louis XIV’s France first, as part of a stronger state. Step by step, the monopoly on the use of force becomes the core attribute of the state.

If Machiavelli is cynical about the prince, he is no less so about the people. They are ‘generally ungrateful, fickle, feigners and dissemblers, avoiders of danger, eager for gain’ (Chapter XVII). Good government begins with fear of the law. But he also writes that if the prince is not hated by his people, he will not need fortresses.

He is not a democrat. This is the sixteenth century, and the word does not yet exist. If anything, Machiavelli is a republican. Early in The Prince (Chapter V) he writes, ‘In republics there is greater vitality … [T]hey do not forget, indeed cannot forget, their lost liberties.’ In discussing ‘civic principalities’, where a prince has come to power through the support of the people – the Medici in Florence might fall into this category – he says that the ruler should aim to win over the people rather than the nobles, both because there are more of them and because their aims are more honourable: ‘the latter [the nobles] want only to oppress, the former only to avoid being oppressed’ (Chapter IX).

The chapter of The Prince titled ‘What a Ruler Should Do in Order to be Thought Outstanding’ brings together several themes. As the title tells us, what matters is not being outstanding, but being thought outstanding. His example is Ferdinand of Spain, who began his reign with the war in Granada; this kept the barons occupied and trained his army, while he pursued ‘a cruel and apparently pious policy of unexampled wretchedness, that of hunting down the Moors, and driving them out of his kingdom’. Machiavelli finds the policy repugnant; but he admires the statecraft. The king ‘never failed to keep his subjects in a state of suspense and amazement’. Cesare Borgia comes to a miserable end, but Machiavelli still admires his ability to surprise and amaze his audience. As Philip Bobbitt says, ‘statecraft is stagecraft’.

In the same spirit, Machiavelli advises that, if you have harsh things to do, as is inevitable when you acquire a state by conquest, then you should do them all together, but ‘benefits should be given out one by one, so that they will be savoured more’ (Chapter VIII). This remains good political practice in the twenty-first century: after you win the election you put taxes up, hoping that by the next election people will have forgotten.

The language and the ideas of The Prince are brutal because this was an age of violence and danger. But the message of The Prince is that through politics, man can take control of the future. As a practical man, Machiavelli knows that nothing is certain. At the end of the book, he therefore asks the practical question: whether, and how far, we are in control of our destiny.

He gives a practical answer: ‘I am disposed to hold that fortune is the arbiter of half our actions, but that it lets us control roughly the other half.’ Machiavelli adds the observation – drawn from the successes and failures of the kings and popes he has seen – that there are times when it is right to be bold, and times when it is better to be cautious. But the character of men seems to be fixed. (Is this scientific? No, he would answer: politics is an art, not a science.)

Are we then doomed to fail half the time? One solution is to turn (as Philip Bobbitt does) to the Discourses (1513).4 The Prince is short and shocking, and is better known; but the ideas in the two books have much in common. In the Discourses, Machiavelli tells the story of the defeat of Hannibal, first by Quintus Fabius Maximus, who was by character cautious. But: ‘If Fabius had been King of Rome, he could easily have lost the war because he would not have known how to vary his policy as the times varied; but he was born in a republic where there were different citizens and different opinions’ (Chapter III). The Senate, sensing that a different policy was needed, chose Scipio. He was bold, matching the needs of the times, and he defeated Hannibal. Does that mean that republics, being more plural, are more likely to succeed? Possibly, though Machiavelli points out in both books that republics are also slow to make decisions. He knew this only too well from his experience of Florence.

Machiavelli is right that most people are either bold or cautious, and usually are not able to change. But there are exceptions: the American jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes said of Franklin D. Roosevelt that he had a third-class mind but a first-class temperament. A feature of that temperament was an instinct which told him when to act and when to wait. He was sure from the start that the United States would have to fight Nazism, but he campaigned in the 1940 election on a platform of keeping the US out of the war. After the election he supported ­Britain through Lend-Lease, which he presented in a folksy and entirely misleading way. At the same time, he prepared for the moment he believed was coming. When Japan bombed Pearl Harbor he was able to expand US military capacity at an undreamed-of pace, and to take the lead in the war against Germany.

Another solution to the problem of chance and character is suggested earlier in The Prince, in a chapter on how to shun flatterers. This is less about shunning flatterers (not a difficult problem) than about using advisers. Choose men, Machiavelli says, who will speak to you frankly, but privately. The prince should make sure his advisers ‘all realise that the more candidly they speak the more acceptable they will be’. And choose men, he might have added, who have a different temperament from yours. Here is a second example. When Winston Churchill became prime minister in 1940, he was old enough to know his weaknesses: he was resolute, eloquent and imaginative, but he was also impetuous, and he knew it. As his closest military adviser he chose Alan Brooke, a cool and methodical military professional, and also one of the few people he knew would stand up to him.

Machiavelli gives a good deal of space to the question of advisers. He underlines in two chapters close to the end of the book – which is where his most important messages are – that the prince is not shrewd because of what his advisers tell him: it is his choice of good people that marks him as shrewd.

The Prince offers advice on domestic and military affairs, but it says little on foreign policy except for one revealing passage where he sets out the mistakes that Louis XII made in Italy:5


	Louis allowed the pope to become too strong. Alexander VI welcomed the French intervention and saw the disruption it caused as an opportunity to extend his own power in the Papal States. Later he organised the Holy League against Louis.

	Louis overextended by taking Naples and leaving a viceroy there. Instead, he should have kept Frederick of Aragon in Naples as a tributary king, and consolidated his own position in Milan.

	To conquer Naples, Louis brought another powerful actor into Italy, namely Ferdinand of Spain. Ferdinand would later be part of the Holy League against France.

	Finally, Machiavelli says, he might have got away with these errors had he not made one more: breaking the alliance with Venice. The League of Cambrai led directly to the Holy League and to France’s expulsion.



To sum up: Louis should have been content with Milan, plus indirect rule over Naples. He should have nurtured his alliances with Venice and Florence, kept watch on the pope, and protected some of the small states that he took over. A weak pope would not have been a threat. The attack on Venice unbalanced Italy and was fatal.

This is hindsight. In 1500, when Louis’s minister, Georges ­d’Amboise, told Machiavelli that Italians knew nothing about war, he replied, rather cheekily, that France did not understand statecraft. At this point Louis had made only the first of the errors. What if Machiavelli, with perfect foresight, had warned of these risks? Would it have made a difference? Probably not: as Machiavelli suggests, each makes his own mistakes.

France is not the only guilty party. Machiavelli says that, after they had set all this in motion, ‘the Venetians were able to understand the rashness of their policy. In order to gain a couple of possessions in Lombardy, they had enabled the king [Louis] to become master of a third of Italy’ (Chapter III). Perhaps Venice learned from its mistake. It survived, the only independent Italian state, until Napoleon.

Machiavelli makes two more remarks on foreign affairs in The Prince. The first is that neutrality is a bad policy. If you do not take sides, the victor may take you as their prize. (He quotes the same sentence from Livy as Biagio Buonaccorsi did in the crisis of 1512). This may be right for his time. But after Agnadello, Venice did well as a neutral power. In a different Europe Switzerland and Finland have done so too. But in the disorderly world of his time Machiavelli has a point.

Machiavelli returns to the question of alliances (and to Florence’s problem) near the end of The Prince (Chapter XXI), writing that ‘a ruler should be careful not to ally himself with a ruler who is more powerful than himself, in order to attack other powers unless he is forced to … But if it is not possible to avoid such a commitment (as happened to the Florentines, when the pope and the king of Spain launched an attack against Lombardy), a ruler should then become involved, for the reasons previously mentioned.’ This is a reference to the attack by the Holy League on France. He goes on: ‘No government should ever believe that it is always possible to follow safe policies.’ That seems to say that, for small states, sometimes there is no escape.

That is an epitaph for Florence. In the years after Charles VIII’s invasion, Florence’s fate became tied to France. In the past it had been close to Venice, a fellow republic, with an eye on autocratic Milan and Naples. This balance was lost through the long Pisa affair.

Machiavelli says little about Pisa in The Prince, though its rebellion occupied him for ten years, and its recapture was his biggest success. In Chapter V he explains the difficulty of recapturing it as the result of Pisa having been a republic: such states ‘never forget their lost liberties and their ancient institutions, and will immediately attempt to recover them whenever they have an opportunity, as Pisa did after enduring a century of subjection to the Florentines’.

So, is there an alternative to conquest? Not in The Prince. But in the Discourses (Book II: XXI) Machiavelli writes that Pistoia came willingly under Florence’s rule, not that they valued their liberty less, but ‘with them the Florentines have always conducted themselves like brothers … And without doubt, if the Florentines, either by way of leagues or of aid, had tamed their neighbours and not made them wild, at this hour they would be lords of Tuscany. It is not to be understood by this that I think one never has to use arms, but they ought to be reserved for the last place.’ Perhaps another future might have been possible for Florence.

That is a possibility. The reality Machiavelli lived in was a zero-sum world. The state has one supreme goal: survival. Only the big survive, so you must conquer – or you will be conquered. That is the logic of foreign policy in Machiavelli’s world, and the mainstream of European politics in theory and in practice, until the Second World War.

There is no other book like The Prince. Everyone who reads it finds something different. Jacob Burckhardt said that Machiavelli and Renaissance Italy conceived of the state as a work of art. Friedrich Meinecke wrote that Machiavelli had plunged a sword into the body of the West.6 Isaiah Berlin devoted fifty pages to this puzzle in 1972.7 Since then there have been many, many more opinions.

One is Garrett Mattingly’s: ‘What happened in the almost three centuries between the time when Machiavelli was either praised as a daring rebel or denounced as an emissary of Satan, and the time when he began to be acclaimed as a prophet, was that all Europe had become what Italy in Machiavelli’s lifetime already was.’8

The remainder of this book tells how others struggled with the problem Machiavelli set. The chapter that follows is about the statesman who, of them all, most resembles Machiavelli’s prince.
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Richelieu and Mazarin: the Making of the State

‘One thing is certain. He who leaves the table loses the game.’

Cardinal de La Valette*

Lyons, 30 September 1630

The king has received the last sacrament. His mother, Marie de’ Medici, is by his bed. He has told her: ‘I have tried to be a good son. If I have not always succeeded, forgive me.’ His wife, Anne of Austria, embraces him, and they speak ‘by tears rather than by voice’, in the words of the king’s confessor.1 Cardinal Richelieu is there too, in tears. All kneel by the bedside.

Louis XIII has no son. His brother, the charming, irresponsible Gaston, Duc d’Orléans, Richelieu’s enemy, will succeed. And the queen mother, Marie de’ Medici, will be in power again.

What will happen to Richelieu? Will he be arrested, imprisoned? Cardinals are not normally executed. Whatever happens, Richelieu is done for. This is a time where ends are often violent.

Richelieu’s enemies will hold him responsible for the king’s death. It was Richelieu who led him into the Alps on a military adventure that has sucked in armies from both Spain and the Holy Roman Empire; if the two join forces France cannot win. Their armies are massive and experienced; France’s is weak and untried. Now there is plague in the mountains, and the king has returned, dying of a fever.

But it is not the plague; and the king is not dying. Richelieu writes to General Schomberg, commanding the army in the Alps: ‘I saw the most excellent prince, and the best master, in such a state that I never expected to see him alive again. God in His mercy has now been pleased to relieve us of our heavy anxiety; an abscess in the king’s body has burst, and his condition is so much improved that the doctors now believe he will recover.’2

As the king recovers, something changes. Close to death, he is once more close to his mother. Now they are again mother and son, not rival factions in the court. Louis is too sick for state business, and has no reason to see Richelieu. He is mostly alone with his mother, or with the queen. Louis tells her of his regret at their estrangement; she, quiet and feminine, says it is the cardinal’s fault that they have grown apart. The king sees Richelieu once only: to instruct him to reconcile himself with the queen mother.

Behind the personal quarrels and the court intrigues is a policy choice: war with Spain, or reform at home? The king is now well enough to travel; he begins the journey back to Paris with Richelieu. Four days on the road, and the news arrives that their ambassadors in Regensburg, Brûlart de Léon and Richelieu’s personal envoy, Father Joseph,* have reached a peace agreement with the emperor. In Lyons there is joy at this news. Marie de’ Medici and her advisers never wanted the war with Spain, nor the expedition to Italy.

Richelieu’s reaction is the opposite. Given the treaty, the cardinal, normally calm and in control, loses his temper. The ambassadors were in Regensburg to observe; they might reach an agreement on the Italian question – where Richelieu and the king have been on campaign – but on nothing more. This treaty commits France not to assist the emperor’s enemies. And that is exactly what Richelieu plans to do. He tears up the treaty.

Richelieu explains to the king; but he is not well enough for affairs of state. He wants to be back in Paris. Richelieu waits in Roanne for the rest of the court, so that the council can meet. When they arrive, Marie de’ Medici replaces the king in the chair. The majority, led by Michel de Marillac, the Keeper of the Seals and adviser to the queen mother, want peace; but Marie de’ Medici takes Richelieu’s side. This is a surprise; perhaps she does not want to make a decision in the absence of the king. On the way to Paris Marie de’ Medici and the cardinal seem the best of friends. But the cardinal is a courtier who can make himself agreeable; and she is a Florentine and can hide her thoughts. No one knows what will happen in Paris. The rumour is that the king has promised her that he will dismiss Richelieu.

In Paris, Richelieu’s prospects look poor. The king has lodgings in Rue de Tournon, close to the Luxembourg Palace and his mother. He will not see Richelieu. He is constantly with his mother. The single theme of her conversation is the need to be rid of Richelieu. The air of Paris makes the king ill. When he can, Louis escapes to his hunting lodge at Versailles. Richelieu, who is still responsible for Marie de’ Medici’s household, lives in the grounds of the Luxembourg. He is in a depression; observers say he has aged years in the last weeks.

The council meets in the Luxembourg on a cold November day. It agrees the appointment of Michel de Marillac’s brother to command the army in Italy. This is a victory for Marie de’ Medici. Then she turns on Richelieu. She dismisses him as superintendent of her household; the friends and relations he has given jobs there will go too. Afterwards the king advises Richelieu to take formal leave of his mother the next day, hoping he can reconcile with her.

Richelieu returns to the Luxembourg the next day, as instructed. He finds the doors to the queen mother’s apartments locked against him. But he has run her household for years and knows the back ways. He arrives at her private chapel. Hearing her voice inside, and the king’s, he enters unannounced: ‘Are Your Majesties talking of me?’ ‘Yes,’ she says. She orders him out of her sight, and out of Paris. Some accounts say she loses control, screaming insults at him, accusing him of treason.

Richelieu, almost fainting, is on his knees sobbing, kissing the hem of her dress, begging forgiveness, asking the king’s permission to resign. The king says little. His mother demands to know of her son: does the king prefer this lackey to his own mother?

The king leaves without speaking to Richelieu. For the courtiers it is the end of Richelieu. The rumours spread across Paris: Richelieu is disgraced. Michel de Marillac will replace him. Ambassadors send special couriers with the news to their capitals.

The king stops in his rooms in the Rue de Tournon, to recover his calm after the scene with his mother. Then he leaves for Versailles and the fresh air. He sends a message to Richelieu to follow him. This is unusual. The king’s house in Versailles is a private place, not for business. Richelieu does not know what to do. Will he be dismissed? Will he be arrested? He is in two minds whether to go – he has prepared a place of safety in Le Havre; from there he can cross the Channel if need be. He asks advice from Cardinal de La Valette, one of his few remaining friends. La Valette tells him to go to Versailles.

In the king’s modest house, Richelieu is again on his knees. He offers to resign rather than come between the king and his mother. The king will have none of this. His mother has forced him to choose. He chooses Richelieu. He sends his staff away, and they talk privately for four hours. He gives Richelieu the room directly below his own, a sign of complete trust.

Late in the evening the king calls a council meeting in Versailles, without Marie de’ Medici or Michel de Marillac. The council decides on the dismissal of de Marillac. He has guessed what is happening and is already burning his papers. He is arrested and dies in prison two years later. Word is sent to Italy for the arrest of his brother. He has played no part in these events but is a relative, and close to the queen mother. Now he is in command of an army. He is tried for embezzlement before judges hand-picked by Richelieu. There is little evidence, but he is convicted by a narrow majority and beheaded; the court records are destroyed by royal order.

This day, 11 November, is known in France as the ‘Day of the Dupes’. It establishes Richelieu’s domination of the court and of French policy. The man in the eye of the storm is the king. Jealous and weak, he shows he can be courageous too. ‘I honour my mother,’ he says, ‘but my obligations to the state are greater.’ He never sees her again. He decides for Richelieu and for Richelieu’s policy of war with Spain. The war will last thirty years. He and Richelieu will be dead before it is over.

When it ends it is France, not Spain, that dominates Europe. The aim of the war is not just to defeat Spain; it is to remake France. Europe too will be remade, in France’s image: a place of sovereign states.

The rise of Richelieu

‘By their vocation the clergy are peculiarly fitted to hold offices of State.’

Richelieu, speaking at the Estates General (1614)

Armand-Jean du Plessis de Richelieu is born in Paris in 1585. His father has served Henri III and has fought at the side of Henri IV. As the third son Richelieu is destined for a military career; accordingly he studies the art of war. But the diocese of Luçon, in the family’s gift, falls vacant. This was intended for Richelieu’s elder brother, but he has just decided to become a monk.

Luçon falls to Richelieu. His eldest brother introduces him to Henri IV, who nominates him Bishop of Luçon. Too young to be a bishop, he travels to Rome to seek a dispensation from the pope. He dazzles all, Pope Paul V included, with his intellect, charm and eloquence. He is consecrated bishop in Rome in April 1607, at the age of twenty-one.

For seven years, Richelieu sees first-hand in his diocese the weakness of France, the absence of royal authority, the ruin of the land with rebellions, the desperate peasants, the undisciplined aristocrats, the Huguenots in their fortified towns, with their private armies. The root of these ills is the weakness of the state. The king is God’s representative on earth, responsible to God to protect the public interest against those who exploit it for private ends.

Since Henri IV’s assassination in 1610, Marie de’ Medici has been queen regent. She buys off rebellious grandees. Her Florentine favourites, Concino Concini and his sister Leonora, reward themselves. Henri IV’s great minister, Sully, disgusted, leaves the court. The queen regent plans to marry her son to the Spanish Infanta to cement the alliance with Spain and ensure peace. This news brings rebellions, one by Condé, a prince of the blood but a Protestant. He demands a meeting of the Estates General. The queen regent agrees and postpones the marriage; she pays him the costs of his rebellion.

When the Estates General meets in 1614, Richelieu represents the clergy of the Poitou, and speaks for the clergy as a whole.* The misery he sees in the Poitou is reflected in the assembly. In the Auvergne men are eating grass, while the king pays millions in pensions to the nobility.

The Estates ends in spring 1615, with little by way of results. Richelieu makes the closing speech for the clergy. He praises the queen regent: ‘Happy the prince to whom God has given a mother filled with love for his person, with zeal towards his state, and with experience in the conduct of affairs.’3 She deserves to add the title ‘Mother of the Kingdom’ to the one she holds as Mother of the King.

The meeting of the Estates has been arranged to keep Condé quiet and to move the marriage plans forward. It fails in the first. Condé raises an army and incites the Huguenots against the marriage. The court, undeterred, travels to Bordeaux for the double marriage. Louis XIII, who has attained his majority (at the age of thirteen), marries Anne of Austria, daughter of Philip III of Spain. On the other side, the future Philip IV of Spain marries Louis’s sister Elisabeth. On the way to Bordeaux the court stops at Poitiers; Richelieu pays his respects to the king and to the queen regent. After the wedding, Marie de’ Medici appoints him almoner to the young queen, Anne of Austria. With this he joins the court, taking the first step on the ladder.

Richelieu’s flattery of Marie de’ Medici at the Estates was just that: flattery. Rebellions by the grandees are constant, but instead of fighting, Marie de’ Medici buys them off. She is in the hands of the Concinis, on whom she showers titles and pensions. Concino Concini is now a Marshal of France and one of the richest men in the land.

Nor is Marie de’ Medici the good mother that Richelieu has described. The Venetian ambassador writes of the fourteen-year-old king in 1615: ‘He is made to spend his time in puerilities, to devote himself to dogs, birds, and other distractions, and he can follow the hunt, his favourite sport, to his heart’s content. … The queen mother governs his suite, and chooses them for their dullness and stupidity … The young monarch lives in entire obedience and dependence’; the king has a stammer; he is neglected, awkward, ill at ease.4

The flattery helps Richelieu’s career. In November 1616 he becomes a member of the council, with responsibility for war and foreign affairs. He begins to understand how weak France is abroad. Twice he offers French mediation; and twice he is ignored.

Isolated in the court, the king finds pleasure in hunting. Out of this grows a friendship with Charles Albert, Duc de Luynes, since 1611 the Keeper of the King’s Birds. In 1615 the king makes him Governor of Amboise; in 1616, Captain of the Louvre. He sleeps in the room above Louis, a staircase giving him direct access.

This is the age of the court favourite. The king has Luynes, the queen mother the Concinis. No one notices Luynes and others gathering to discuss the position of the king and the behaviour of the Concinis.

On 24 April 1617, as Concino Concini enters the Louvre, the guards close the gate behind him before his escort can follow. The guard commander seizes Concini. He and several of the guard shoot him at point-blank range. His body is buried nearby. When the story gets out the corpse is dug up by the mob, dragged through the streets, and hung upside down under the Pont Neuf. Leonora Concini is seized on the same day; she is tortured and burnt as a witch.

By Richelieu’s account, after these events the king says that he wishes him well; and Luynes invites him to remain in the council. Another version has the king saying to Richelieu: ‘Well, Luçon, I am rid of your tyranny. Go, monsieur, go. Leave this place.’5 The second version is more plausible. Richelieu is seen as belonging to the queen mother.

Life changes for Marie de’ Medici too. After the killing she is sent to Blois, her guard replaced by the king’s men. Richelieu goes with her. Then he is sent to his diocese, and later to exile in the papal enclave of Avignon. Absence from the court is punishment; exile is disgrace.

As for the state, in the words of the Duc de Bouillon (one of the constant rebels), ‘The inn remained the same. Only the sign changed.’6 Instead of Marie de’ Medici and the Concinis, it is Louis XIII and Luynes; but the style and the triviality are the same. Wherever Richelieu is, in Blois, in the Poitou or Avignon, the king and Luynes believe he is intriguing against them.

In fact, he is waiting. Other intriguers arrange Marie de’ Medici’s escape from Blois (she climbs down a 100-foot ladder in the dark). They gather a rebel army to support her. There follow two ‘wars between mother and son’. In each, Richelieu, at the king’s request, achieves the reconciliation. He is not a man of rebellions, but he is still associated in the king’s mind with the Concinis; this and his all-too-visible ambition make Luynes his enemy.

Having tasted military success in the battles against his mother, the king goes south, defeats Protestant towns and incorporates Béarn, bloodlessly, into France. The next year he returns for more. But Luynes, in command of the army, bites off more than he can chew with Montauban, a Huguenot stronghold. His army of 20,000 is reduced by desertion and disease to 4,000 when he abandons the siege. After a further failure Luynes dies of a fever. On the journey home the military escort plays cards on his coffin.

The king’s favourite is dead and discredited. His wife is young and full of life; but he is awkward with her. His mother treats him with disdain. She has returned to the council, and presses for Richelieu to be included. Abroad, France’s reputation is so low that the Elector of Saxony enquires ironically of the French ambassador whether or not there is still a king in France. At home the pamphleteers make fun of the government. Everyone is either disloyal, like Condé, or second-rate. In the background is Richelieu, still suspect, but not second-rate. At the end of 1622, on the king’s recommendation, he becomes a cardinal: a reward for his diplomacy between mother and son. A prince of the Church outranks dukes and marquises. And will now sit nearest to the king: in an age ruled by rank nothing matters more.*

In April 1624, Richelieu joins the council, with limited responsibilities for foreign and military affairs. The limits do not matter: what does is the clarity of his mind. By August he dispels the king’s doubts, and it is natural that he heads the council.

What Richelieu wants, on the surface, is what everyone wants: order at home and reputation abroad. Only Richelieu is more single-minded and more ruthless. Like others he is devout; and these are steps to a larger goal, ‘une paix de la Chrétienté’ (peace in Christendom).7 What he means by this is specific. The peace and liberty of other states must not be threatened by the tyranny of a universal monarchy, which he believes is the goal of the Habsburg King of Spain. Others in the court, notably the queen mother, believe that the two Christian monarchs, France and Spain, should work together. For Richelieu, his king is God’s representative on earth. In serving France he is serving God.8

The European scene

At this time, 1624, two wars are under way in Europe. Spain’s struggle against the Dutch rebellion is in its fifty-sixth year. The Spanish fight on, hoping to get better terms and save their reputation, but know it is unwinnable. When it finishes it will be named the Eighty Years War. In modern memory this is eclipsed by the Thirty Years War; the Dutch revolt is as consequent. It is the first war of self-determination; it establishes a new power in Europe and a new society, based on ­Calvinism, commerce and contracts. The Dutch war is small in scale, but it defeats the greatest empire since Rome.

The Thirty Years War leaves behind memories similar to those of the First World War: a great war without a great cause, an accident that led to catastrophe, with no one knowing why. Arguments about the causes and meaning of the war are still alive today. This is not a war of aggression but one of weakness, and of poorly judged policy. Once begun, the war is difficult to stop. The interventions of Sweden and France keep it going when it might have died.

France is between the wars. To the south is Spain, the greatest power in the world. To the north is also Spain – in the shape of the Spanish Netherlands. To the east is the ‘Spanish Road’, the route that troops from Spain take to the Low Countries and their war against the Dutch. Sending troops by sea is risky because of the Dutch navy. Spanish soldiers disembark at Genoa and pass through Milan, a Spanish possession. Thereafter a number of routes are possible. In the 1620s the Spanish army usually goes go east from Lake Como along the Valtellina towards Tyrol and Vienna.

In 1623 France has agreed with Savoy and Venice jointly to take control of Valtellina. But later the same year Spain reaches an agreement with the Vatican for papal, i.e. neutral, troops to replace the Spanish garrisons and control the valley.* Now, for the first time in years, Spain has sent 7,000 men by this route to Austria.

With Richelieu heading the council in 1624, France renews its pact with Savoy to cut the Spanish road by attacking its starting point in Genoa. At the same time Venice will attack Milan, Spain’s most important possession in Italy. The operation begins with a small Franco-Swiss force taking control of Valtellina. The papal forces offer no resistance. Meanwhile an army of 30,000, one-third French and the rest funded by France, surprises Genoa in February 1625 and holds the city under siege.

In May 1625 Richelieu gives the king a memorandum that surveys the European scene. He concludes it is ‘absolutely necessary to abandon the exterior in favour of the struggles at home’.9 A state fighting rebellions and disorder at home – as France has been doing for the last twenty years – has neither the credibility nor the resources to act abroad. At this moment France can hardly sustain an army of 25,000 to deal with its domestic troubles; it cannot intervene outside its borders in a serious way.

Real life proves his point. The support promised by the English and Dutch for the blockade of Genoa does not arrive; in the autumn Spain breaks through and reinforces Genoa. Venice fails to attack Milan. And in France, Huguenot leaders see French involvement in Italy as a chance to regain ground, and launch a campaign in France.

Richelieu cuts his losses in Italy. He accepts papal mediation – not ideal, since the Vatican is angry at the way its forces in Valtellina have been treated. (But the Vatican, like the UN, lives by mediation and is always ready to try again.) Out of this comes the Treaty of Monzón (1626) with Spain. Papal forces replace French troops in Switzerland, restoring the status quo ante. This causes outrage in France, and with its allies. Richelieu disowns the negotiators but ratifies the treaty.

Most important of all, France fails at La Rochelle. La Rochelle is everything that Richelieu is against: it is Protestant, it is a state within the state, and it intrigues with foreign enemies. The king defeats the Huguenot army that has come to relieve it, but has to give up the siege; Richelieu negotiates peace with the Rochelais.

No one is happy. Michel de Marillac and the peace party in the council welcome the treaty with Spain, but think Richelieu should pursue the Huguenots more vigorously. The Rochelais are unhappy that the help promised by England never arrived. They have to dismantle forts and live with the massive Fort-Louis dominating the town. Richelieu has unfinished business abroad; but he can deal with that only when domestic affairs are settled. The peace with La Rochelle is no more than a truce. It is accompanied by sneers against Richelieu in the court.

La Rochelle

England does keep its promise, but a year late. In July 1627, the Duke of Buckingham arrives with eighty-four ships and 10,000 men to besiege the fortress of St Martin on the Île de Ré, held by the king’s men. By October the French garrison is short of food; its commander, General Thoiras, sends a message that he will have to surrender. But under cover of night and a diversionary sea battle, the French get twenty-nine boats to their fortress unnoticed by the English, landing fresh troops and food. The next day the English besiegers are dismayed to see the garrison of St Martin waving chickens and hams on pikes, while they in turn are beginning to suffer hunger.

In November an English attempt to storm the fort fails, and Buckingham decides to go home. A new French force under General Schomberg surprises him and the withdrawal becomes a rout. Buckingham loses his artillery and 1,800 men. Forty-seven English standards are displayed in Notre-Dame when a Te Deum is sung.

While this action is going on, Louis XIII is seriously ill – as he often is at moments of crisis – and Richelieu is in charge of the siege. He builds a barrier that blocks access to the harbour for English ships, imitating the strategy of Alexander the Great at the siege of Tyre. The barrier has a gap in the middle to cope with the pressure from the sea; it needs constant repairs and reinforcement. Ships occasionally get through, but stakes tipped with iron are inserted to stop this. Two English fleets arrive, but neither is able to breach Richelieu’s barrier.

La Rochelle is a Calvinist stronghold. A neat, well-kept town, it has prospered from trade with England, the Baltic and the Protestant towns of the North Sea. It has the highest, strongest walls in France. It is surrounded by salt marshes and can be resupplied by sea. La ­Rochelle survived the Wars of Religion and has never been taken by storm.

The siege ends in October 1628, after a year and four months. The barrier is maintained throughout, as is the besieging army. Unlike most armies, this one is paid regular wages (given to the men, not to their officers) – ‘a soldier’s pay is his soul and sustains his courage’,10 as Richelieu says.* By the end, the Rochelais are dying of hunger at a rate of 300 a day; those who live are too weak to bury the dead. When envoys come to surrender, they are ‘like ghosts’ – or survivors of a concentration camp – so weak they are taken by carriage to beg the king’s mercy.

The surrender is unconditional. Having defeated the rebellion, Richelieu urges Louis that ‘mildness and pity are the qualities in which kings should imitate God’. The king grants them their lives, and freedom of worship – in accordance with the Edict of Nantes. But the walls and towers, and the right of the city to govern itself (also in the Edict of Nantes) have to go. Its population has been reduced to a quarter of the 25,000 who were there as the siege began. Richelieu concludes that the task is ‘to recover from heresy by reason those who the king has recovered from rebellion by force’.11

This is a great victory. War in the seventeenth century is a spectator sport and the siege has been watched all across Europe. General Spinola, famous as the victor in the siege of Breda in the Netherlands, has stopped on his way back to Spain. ‘Es tomada la ciudad’ – ‘the city is already taken’, he tells Olivares, Philip IV’s minister, when he reaches Madrid.* The heroic resistance of the Rochelais is admired, but so is the king’s victory. It takes Richelieu to the height of his popularity with the Dévots – the pro-peace, pro-Spain Catholic faction of the queen mother and Michel de Marillac. In theory Spain is in alliance with France against England; but the reality is visible in its failure to provide assistance.

Mantua, Casale, Pinerolo – and Alais

‘Great affairs are sometimes the matter of a fleeting moment, which, if once allowed to pass, will never again return.’

Richelieu

After La Rochelle Richelieu sends an envoy, Bautru (‘he possessed the gift of giving lies the pure colour of truth’, said the Duc de Rohan),12to assure Olivares of his peaceful intentions towards Spain. He finds Olivares preoccupied; but it is not France, which he regards as weak, that troubles him. It is the treasure fleet, now some weeks overdue.*

In January 1629 Olivares tells the papal nuncio that if a French army crosses the Alps, Spain and France will be at war for thirty years. He is right, almost to the month. But it seems logistically impossible.13

At just this time Richelieu presents policy proposals at home and abroad to the king and the queen mother. His first is to follow the victory at La Rochelle by overcoming the fortified Huguenot towns in the south; strong places elsewhere will be destroyed too, unless they protect France’s borders. His second proposal is to enlarge French territory, adding Strasbourg, Lorraine and the Franche-Comté, over time. Third, France should secure ‘gateways’ on or over the frontiers, from which neighbours can be threatened or attacked.

Olivares’ remark to the papal envoy comes because of a small conflict between France and Spain, already under way in North Italy. The Duke of Mantua and Montferrat died in December 1627, naming the Duc de Nevers, from the French branch of the Gonzaga family, as his heir. Mantua is a fiefdom of the empire and the heir has to be recognised by the emperor. Nevers does not wait. His son, who married the duke’s niece three days before his death, takes possession of Mantua and of Casale, a castle dominating the valley of the upper Po.

The Spanish Governor of Milan does not want Mantua and Casale in French hands. He offers to support of Savoy, a rival claimant, taking Casale as his price. When the emperor’s envoy arrives to settle the succession, he finds that the forces of Spain and Savoy have overrun the countryside and are besieging Mantua and Casale.

For some time the question has been: La Rochelle or Casale? Which siege will end first? Even if France succeeds at La Rochelle it seems too late to get forces in Italy before Casale falls.

But it is not. The king and Richelieu lead an army across the Alps in March 1629. This high-risk strategy is opposed in the council by supporters of the queen mother, but Richelieu captures the king’s imagination. ‘The esteem of the world is gained only by great actions,’ he says. The king’s presence is a decisive factor; so are his Swiss mercenaries, who go through deep snow to get behind the Savoyard forces and rout the duke’s army. They arrive at Casale, end the siege and garrison it with 3,000 French.

In summer 1629 the king returns to France and brings the Huguenot towns in the Languedoc under his control. He offers the same terms at La Rochelle: freedom of worship, but not of fortification – nothing that looks like a state within his state. An explosion as it is being peacefully occupied leads to the destruction of the town of Privas, but the central fact is that the ‘grace of Alais’, as it is called, brings an end to seven decades of religious wars in France on terms that permit freedom of religion within the law.

At this point Spain sends its greatest soldier, General Spinola, to Milan. He thinks it a mistake. Spain should be finishing the war with the Dutch, not fighting France in Italy. But he does his duty, renewing the siege of Casale. The force inside is led by General Thoiras, who defended St Martin against Buckingham. Now Mantua is also under siege by imperial forces, arrived from Austria.

On his way back to the Alps with the king in January 1630, Richelieu meets Giulio Mazarini, now a papal envoy, for the first time. Two hours is a long time for an interview with a junior official: Richelieu must have been impressed. Papal mediation may be useful: why not make a friend of the mediator? Mazarini is dazzled: ‘I had attached myself by instinct for his genius.’ Shortly after the meeting, a French force of 22,000 crosses the Alps. Feinting towards Turin, Richelieu heads instead for Pinerolo, a fortress dominating a road from France to Italy – a ‘gateway’ and a strategic prize. He captures it in March.14

In summer the same year, the imperial army takes Mantua, half its population dead of plague or hunger, its art treasures looted. Casale is still under siege in October when a French relief force approaches. They are about to attack the Spanish besiegers when Mazarini arrives on horseback waving a paper, calling out ‘Pace, Pace’. Battle is averted: happily, for the Spanish are already decimated by plague and in no condition to fight. (Spinola dies of the plague the same month.)

The paper that Mazarini is waving is the agreement reached at Regensburg. The emperor’s concerns are about Germany; he wants to settle matters in North Italy. He will recognise Charles of Nevers as Duke of Mantua if he compensates other claimants and allows Savoy part of Montferrat; Casale will be demilitarised, but France may keep Pinerolo. This is a good settlement for France. Richelieu’s envoys, Brûlart de Léon and Father Joseph, accept it, including the standard language in imperial treaties about not assisting the emperor’s enemies.

With this the Mantuan War ends. Charles of Nevers is recognised as Duke of Mantua. He promptly agrees to France garrisoning Casale. Charles Emmanuel of Savoy cedes Pinerolo to France.

The news of the settlement arrives during the crisis of Louis XIII’s near-death and Richelieu’s near-disgrace, as described earlier. The Day of the Dupes is the last battle of the wars between mother and son. The winner is the king, and with him, Richelieu. Marie de’ Medici, de Marillac and the Catholic lobby wanted peace with Spain. Richelieu wants France to replace Spain as Europe’s foremost power. That gives France two enemies: one is Spain; the other is the empire. The reason the cardinal tears up the treaty is that he is already aiding the emperor’s enemies.

The Mantuan War is not a big event for Spain or the empire. It is easy to see why the emperor wanted it over. But both pay a price. Olivares guessed that Spain would finish the siege of Casale before France got its army there from La Rochelle. He is wrong, and Spain has to divert forces from the Low Countries. And because of Mantua the emperor cancels his instruction to Albrecht von Wallenstein, his supreme commander, to assist Spain in the United Provinces.

The empire asserts its authority in Mantua, but then gives it back – in ruins – to the man it defeats. The forces deployed at Mantua then return to Germany, but too late to join the Battle of Breitenfeld in September 1631. The imperial defeat at Breitenfeld opens the way for the Swedes, who turn Germany into a wasteland. These are the enemies of the empire that Richelieu is aiding.

Richelieu has learned from his mistakes. In 1625 unreliable allies abroad and rebellion at home undermined him. In 1629–30, he secures his position at home before going abroad and uses Swiss mercenaries. His preparations bring surprise and success. He leaves mediation to others, but makes friends with the mediator.

Six months later, Mazarini reworks the Regensburg agreement as the Peace of Cherasco, omitting the commitment not to aid the emperor’s enemies. France remains in Casale for twenty years, and in Pinerolo until 1696.

The challenges to royal authority

‘I saw that those who fight the power of a legitimate state have already lost half of the battle: their imagination makes the contest uneven, for even while they fight, they see in their mind’s eye the image of the king’s executioner.’15

Richelieu

One problem of the transition from feudalism to a stronger state and a more open society is to dealing with over-powerful aristocrats. They have a territorial base, and a local following. No one abolishes them overnight. England taxed them; Tokugawa Japan used ceremonial and
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