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Temper & Temperance

Napoléon Buonaparte, of Casa Buonaparte, in Ajaccio, Corsica, was a man of such seriousness of character that, once he had decided that Corsica did not belong to the French, he could not rest until he had himself taken possession of it. 

The inhabitants of Corsica are well known for their tempers, which sometimes erupt into that particular Mediterranean code of honor known as the vendetta. It is widely agreed that if only the inhabitants of that island could agree to end their disputes, they are of such a particularly assured and inflexible character as to be able to conquer the world. But, as the people of Corsica like to say, no-one can hate a Corsican like another Corsican, and the feuds that might have conquered Europe are instead a source of grief for the mothers, wives, and families of those noble souls over-afflicted by their own honor.

Therefore Buonaparte, not having a disciplined army of Corsicans with which to expel the French, turned to the British in order to obtain one. The British had already put off answering the Corsican Question, as it was called, during the French invasion in 1769 (which also happened to be the year of Buonaparte’s birth), and found themselves similarly unable to resolve it when first Buonaparte began to ask it again during the years of 1789 to 1792. 

For if the character of a Corsican is marked by his temper, then the character of the Briton shall be known by his reluctance to have one, and to remain untouched by questions of justice and injustice, until such a time as it must be answered upon his own soil, whether in Britain or her colonies.

The British, as led by Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger, almost began to think of taking it upon themselves to answer the Corsican Question in 1792 after the Battle of Valmy, in which the Prussians narrowly defeated the French. But we had soon once again resolved not to be too hasty, having only had twenty-three years in which to debate whether or not to assist the Corsicans in throwing off their French masters.

The French, in honor of their narrow defeat in Valmy, began to reverse or at least reconsider some of the changes wrought by their Revolution. Many of the worst excesses of the Ancien Regime had been ameliorated and the Third Estate had taken control of the government, and so Louis Capet, much like a badger that has dug itself under the foundations of a house, was left at Montmédy, well-watched by the dogs, that is, the regular French army.

Meanwhile we Britons, shocked by the intemperate treatment of the French royalty by the French, finally began to wonder if the French Question should be addressed, and rather sooner than later. Mr. Pitt’s government resoundingly vowed to hedge their bets and undermine the most radical and violent elements of the French Revolution by supporting those who would resist them, at least in sending them whatever aid should be determined to be as clandestine and as cheap as possible. Of course, by the time the funds were applied, the main concern was no longer the French and their cries of Liberté, égalité, fraternité!  but the Prussians and their push to annex all of Europe and parts of Russia as “traditional provinces of the Holy Roman Empire,” while denying Rome and unifying the Protestant churches in the lands so taken.

Once again, Napoléon began to press for an answer to the Corsican Question, this time promising to send such Corsicans who had proven themselves skilled at the vendetta into lands controlled by the Prussians to cause trouble there. 

Thus it was in September 1795 that Mr. Pitt asked his cousin Lord Grenville, the Foreign Secretary, to have a word with Mr. William Wickham, a commissioner of the bankrupts, to place a certain suggestion into the ear of Buonaparte, that if he were to present himself on a certain date in December of 1795 in the town of Basingstoke, Hampshire, at the home of Edmund Fry, a type-founder to the Prince of Wales, then he should be almost certainly assured of the practical details of his plans reaching the ear of the Prime Minister, sooner or later.

In order to prevent any suspicion of collusion between the Corsicans and the British, Mr. Buonaparte, who was the son of a well-off family in Corsica, took a house in Basingstoke in order to see whether he liked the area and the shooting. He firmly denied any intentions of finding an English wife, which meant it quickly became established fact that he intended to take one. 

The inhabitants of Hampshire, being firmly convinced of the superiority of the views, the comfort of the house that Mr. Buonaparte had taken, and the fine appearance and temperament of their daughters, accepted Mr. Buonaparte into the community under the unspoken condition that he choose from among them a sensible and pretty young wife.

· · ·

Mr. Buonaparte had taken the Chisholm House of Winterbourne, in Hampshire, a distance of fifteen miles from Basingstoke and the foundry of Edmund Fry, at the recommendation of Mr. Wickham, who was familiar with the area. It was put about that Mr. Buonaparte was looking at purchasing a share of the foundry, but not in favor of living in Basingstoke, which sentiment most of the residents of the area were in agreement with, especially if one were in such a position as to be able to take Chisholm House instead. 

Chisholm House had been built in the sixteenth century, and since the middle of the present century, was known for the gardens that its owner, Parson Marcus Mabey, had cultivated there, as well as being a generally pleasing house, to which many improvements had been made. Parson’s Mabey’s heir, a distant cousin from Yorkshire, had come into the property eight years previously, and had made a brief residence in the area. However, he was generally agreed to be unpleasant in all respects, and soon left again, the disregard between Mr. Mabey’s heir and the Winterbourne neighborhood being rather more mutual than otherwise. A new resident, who would allow the resumption of visits to the gardens by the public, was to be anticipated, even if he was from Corsica. 

It was the talk of all of Hampshire, as to whether Mr. Buonaparte would engage in vendetta in England, and if so, with whom. The person most able to answer that question was not consulted in the matter, and Mr. Buonaparte quickly became accustomed to the looks that the English would give him. However, because it did not affect his negotiations with the government in the slightest, he tried to pay it little mind.

Mr. Buonaparte and Mr. Fry were in the habit of traveling back and forth between Winterbourne and Basingstoke, and then spending several days each at the other’s home, while discussing Mr. Buonaparte’s plans to send certain men into Prussia to disrupt the progress of war—it must be admitted that the plans of King Frederick William the Second amounted to nothing more and nothing less—against the rest of Europe.

Which men should be selected, and to whom they should be sent, and under what cover, and when, were the subjects of those conversations, which involved dozens of maps, the weighting of one man’s character against another, and careful admission that some aid may be forthcoming from Britain, although it would be denied if any suggestion that it had occurred reached the Prussians’ ears.

In short it was tense, tricky work, performed under the guise of a business matter, and casual hunting-parties, balls, and other entertainments. Combined with the uncomfortable glances that the English gave him continuously, for fear of offending him and thus provoking a vendetta, he was often left in an ill temper, especially when Mr. Fry would not agree to his plans.

Added to his irritation was that he had agreed to Mr. Fry’s plan of allowing public visitors onto the property of Chisholm House, to visit the gardens and certain areas of the house itself. The visitors paid 2s. 6d. per head, which funds were to be added to Napoléon Buonaparte’s accounts. 

“Mr. Pitt will attempt to fund the invasion of Prussia by my Corsican agents entirely by visits to Chisholm House,” Buonaparte said to himself one day while looking out the window of his study, and watching the promenade of visitors along the paths of his gardens. “And he shall lay the blame for any shortages upon my shoulders, for not having attracted enough business.”

Out on the lawn, one of the young men, fashionably dressed, stretched out his neck and looked around, as if to make sure that he was not being watched. Rather than disabuse him of that notion, Napoléon chose to keep silent behind the glass and watch what conspired.

The young man had wandered amongst a patch of bulbs. He took out a small shovel and began to dig among the flowers, with intention of absconding with some of the root-stock.

Napoléon, had he been asked politely, would have given his assent to the young man, but not having been asked made all the difference, and he left the study in a rush, with a soft, nearly insensible growl in the back of his throat, much like that of a panther who has spotted prey.

The shortest route would take him through the public areas of the house, including several galleries of paintings, a sort of private museum of local antiquities collected from Roman times, and a greenhouse. A slightly longer one would take him through several corridors, and then down the servants’ stair to a door almost immediately behind the young man.

Choosing the latter route, he swept through the house.

He had almost reached the servants’ stair when a young woman appeared in front of him. She had not the slightest idea that he was present, for she had in front of her a novel and was reading it with such intentness that she did not notice that she was about to walk down the stair. 

She was well-dressed in a white skirt and blue-and-white striped coat over it, and a few curls of her hair had slipped out of the back of her blue bonnet to lie against her neck. 

It was too late to halt, or to change direction; in a moment she would go tumbling
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