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About the Book

‘In the summer of 1809, Eugene-Francois, future spy, private eye and presidential candidate, was between a rock and a hard place. He had been on the run from the convict ship at Brest for nearly nine years and was now being threatened and blackmailed not only by his former colleagues, but by his in-laws.

The only option left was to try and arrange a bargain with the police. He went unannounced to the rue de Jerusalem, a small road on the darkly mysterious Ile de la Cite, to see Jean Henry, head of the criminal department, known to Parisian criminals as the Bad Angel, and put to him an unusual proposition . . .’

A GLORIOUSLY ENJOYABLE HISTORCAL ROMP THROUGH THE EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY, IN THE COMPANY OF A MAN OF MANY TALENTS – JEWEL THIEF, SWORDSMAN, SPY, POLICEMAN AND THE WORLD’S VERY FIRST PRIVATE DETECTIVE.


Chapter 1

VIDOCQ AGAINST HIS PARENTS


In which our hero is born and worries the midwife – steals from his parents – runs away – thinks of a naval career but instead joins a circus and then the army – deserts – fights at the Battle of Jemmapes – returns home – and witnesses an execution



IN JANUARY 1809 Sir John Moore was killed at Corunna in the Peninsular War to liberate Spain from the French, who had occupied the country in 1808. Later in the year, William Pitt’s elder brother failed to capture Antwerp and Lord Castlereagh and the Foreign Secretary, George Canning, fought a duel over the fiasco. Thomas Paine, author of Rights of Man, died in poverty in New York; Spenser Percival, the only British Prime Minister to be assassinated, took office when the Duke of Portland resigned through ill health. Gladstone, Darwin and Tennyson were born. At the end of July, Sir Arthur Wellesley won the Battle of Talavera and so brought an end to the Peninsular War.

In Paris during the summer of that year Eugène-François Vidocq, future presidential candidate, already a thief, forger, suspected murderer, swordsman, womaniser and escaped convict – not necessarily in that order – found himself caught between a rock and a hard place. At the time living in the stews of the Marais, the slum district a hundred metres from the right bank of the Seine, he had been on the run from the convict ship at Brest for nearly four years and now he was being threatened and blackmailed not only by his former colleagues, on whose friends he had informed, but by his in-laws. A return to the bagne was perhaps the least dangerous option. He was likely to be drawn again into serious crime, possibly murder or to be killed himself. All that seemed to be left to him was to try to do a deal with the police. Accordingly, he went unannounced to the rue de Jérusalem, a small road on the Ile de la Cité, to see Jean Henry, the head of the criminal department (known to the Paris criminals of the time as the Bad Angel), to put a propofsition to him. Almost twenty years later some of what Vidocq told Henry formed the early part of his Mémoires.

Vidocq’s birth was not quite in the same class as that of Rabelais’ Gargantua, a giant who emerges from the womb calling for bread and wine, but his memoirs begin with a good bit of hearsay when he says he was born during a night-time thunderstorm on 23 July 1775 at the family home, 222 rue du Mirroir-de-Venise in Arras.1 It was near the birthplace of the town’s perhaps more famous son, Maximilien-Marie-Isidore Robespierre, born 16 years earlier. On 2 September 1765 his father, Nicholas-François-Joseph Vidocq, who owned a bakery and shop, had married Henriette-Françoise-Josèphe Dion, who was then twenty-one. Vidocq’s mother’s midwife, a Mlle Lenoramand, predicted the child would have a stormy career. Never one to hide his light under a bushel he claimed that from the moment of his birth he looked like a two-year-old.

Vidocq was one-year-old when the American War of Independence began in 1776 and with it France saw a chance to get its own back on its long-standing enemy, England. However, that same year there were grain riots in northern France and when, two years later, the French entered the war, the country went into economic recession. England was duly defeated by the Americans but remained relatively undamaged, while there were disastrous financial consequences for France. So Vidocq’s early life took place against a background of increasing unrest in the country.

M. Vidocq’s bakery was in the place d’Armes, then one of the less salubrious spots in Arras, and Vidocq maintained it was there that he learned to fight. His victims or their parents would complain to Vidocq’s but, he implies, his own admired his black eyes and torn ears. What the tormented cats and dogs of the neighbourhood had to say goes unrecorded, however, for Vidocq claims he terrorised them as well as the children. At thirteen he was more than useful with a foil and by now he was spending far too much time with the soldiers from the local garrison.2 As a way of diverting him, his father had him prepared to receive his first communion, but religious instruction was a failure. It was then time to teach him the bakery trade, the hope being that, even though Vidocq had an elder brother, François-Ghislain-Joseph,3 the young Eugène-François would take over his father’s business. Apprenticeship consisted of delivering the bread and, given that the army was one of the bakery’s best customers, Vidocq spent his time in the fencing rooms. When his father complained, his son was defended by the cooks who spoke of his politeness and punctuality. What his parents did not yet know about was his second career – stealing from the till along with his elder brother. It was, however, the brother who was caught in flagrante and packed off to a baker’s in Lille.

For Vidocq there was a double downside to this. First, his father now wanted more speed on the round and he expected his son to be home on time. Second, the drawer which he and his brother had been plundering was suddenly locked, money being posted through a small hole in the counter instead. Vidocq explained this to his friend, a youth named Poyant, who taught him how to use glue on a feather. Vidocq was disappointed with the result; he could only pick up a few lightweight coins using this method, so it was off to another friend whose father was a blacksmith. A key was made and the money taken was spent in a bar with the local roustabouts.

It did not require his father to be brain of Arras to work out where the takings were going and Vidocq, duly caught with his key in the lock, was soundly thrashed. Accepting there was no more money forthcoming, he started taking the bread itself. Now he realised the first rule of theft – that the receiver will only pay a fraction of the full price – and to keep himself in the style to which he was rapidly becoming accustomed Vidocq started to help himself to his mother’s provisions. This came to an end when, instead of wringing the necks of two chickens he had stolen, he put them in his trouser pockets concealed by his apron. Unfortunately they gave him away when they began to cackle. For this he received a cuffing from his mother, who sent him to bed supperless.

Moving on to the bigger things, in return he decided he would steal the family plate, the one drawback being that it was all engraved with the family name. But that did not stop him, or Poyant, who took him to a pawnbroker, and Vidocq netted 150 francs, which he spent within twenty-four hours. He stayed away from home for three days before he was arrested and taken to the Baudets,4 the local remand, short-stay prison and asylum in rue Briquet-Taillander between rue Emile-Legreue and rue Gambetta. He stayed there ten days before he was informed that he had been imprisoned at the instigation of his father, from which he correctly deduced that he would be out soon and his mother would come to see him the following day. Four days later he was released more or less on a promise of good conduct.

His parents seem to have tried their best with him. If father left the shop counter, mother would take over but Vidocq was chafing at the bit and it was Poyant who suggested the way out. Why not do things properly and burgle his parents? After all, they had to be worth a thousand crowns or more. So, one evening when Vidocq’s mother was known to be on her own, Poyant went round to see her with the bad news that her son was in full debauch with a group of girls. He was fighting anyone who remonstrated with him and likely to break up the tavern which, inconveniently, was the other side of Arras. The poor woman dropped her knitting immediately and went off to find her errant lamb. Vidocq had already stolen a key, which got them into the house, but they found the till locked. A crowbar was used to jemmy the drawer and around 2,000 francs was taken and split between the pair. Vidocq, on the road to Lille within half an hour, tired at Lens and picked up a carriage to Dunkirk which – like W. C. Fields on a visit to Philadelphia – he found closed. It was on to Calais. The ultimate destination seems to have been America but the ships’ captains in Calais wanted too much for his passage and so it was back along the coast to Ostend where he met his first master.

It is difficult to understand Vidocq’s behaviour at this point in his life. He appears to have acted without any regard for his parents or their feelings. His life seems to have been happy enough: his father does not appear to have been unduly harsh and his mother clearly doted on him. Perhaps the best that can be said of Vidocq is that he was simply displaying the rebellious nature of a young man of his age and that he was easily influenced by his slightly older contemporaries. That said, so far as his circumstances permitted, throughout his life he would continue to do exactly as he wanted. When it comes to it he was something of a sociopath.

In Ostend, a stranger, who told him he was a ship broker, suggested they could dine together in Blakemberg and possibly with female company. Vidocq is more reticent than Casanova about the details of his early, or indeed later, loves:


. . . some very agreeable ladies welcomed us with all that ancient hospitality which did not confine itself only to feasting. At midnight, probably – I say probably, for we took no account of hours – my head became heavy, and my legs would no longer support me; there was around me a complete chaos and things whirled in such a manner, that without perceiving that they had undressed me, I thought I was stripped to my shirt in the same bed as one of the Blakembergian nymphs; it might be true, but all I know that is, that I soon fell soundly asleep.5



He woke up half-naked on the docks, penniless except for a few coins which he used to settle the bill at the inn. He had returned to collect his clothes, and for his money he also received a short homily about how lucky he had been not to be stripped of everything.

For a few hours he thought that perhaps a life at sea was indeed for him; until, that is, he heard the sound of a trumpet and saw a paillasse, or clown, announcing a show. In a flash all thoughts of naval honours were gone. He would ask for a job in the circus.

It is not entirely clear whose travelling show Vidocq joined. He gives the name of the owner as the magician Comus who was, he says, at the time travelling with the naturalist Garnier. Unfortunately, since there were two Comuses touring as magicians more or less at the same time, it is difficult to tell which one Vidocq attached himself to.

The first, and better known, was Nicolas-Philippe Ledru, known as Cotte-Comus, born in 1731 which, assuming Vidocq to be fourteen, would put the magician in his late fifties. He had travelled to England in the spring of 1765 when he played for several weeks at a room in Panton Street in the West End, earning a reputed £5,000. He had originally only intended to stay for a fortnight. He returned to England for further seasons in 1766 – when the star of his show was the ‘Learned Mermaid, the Siren of Paris’ – and 1770, and also travelled extensively throughout Europe, acquiring a huge reputation and appearing before the Emperor Franz Joseph in 1779. One of his tricks was an artificial hand which wrote the thoughts of the spectators; another was the Magic Well. Apart from running a magic act he devised a new system for nautical maps and ‘an application of electricity for therapeutic purposes for illness of the nervous system’ or, simply translated, epilepsy. Louis XV, who appointed him his physician, gave him the title Professeur de Physique des Enfants de France. Later he opened his own theatre in the boulevard du Temple in Paris. He was imprisoned during the Terror but survived the guillotine. He died in 1807 a wealthy man, leaving his fortune to his only daughter. It is most unlikely that, at this stage of his career, Ledru was touring with a sideshow in northern France when Vidocq claims to have met Comus.

The second Comus, who is much the more likely of the pair with whom Vidocq joined up, began travelling in the 1790s. He also went to England, probably to avoid the Terror, and after a provincial tour played in a room at 28 Haymarket for two years. After the Revolution he returned to France and in November 1805 could be found setting up his tent at the allée de Tournay, Bordeaux, where one of the advertised acts was the shooting by a member of the company at Mme Comus, who would deflect the bullet with a foil, a trick of Comus’ devising. Another of his more interesting tricks was the transfer of a guinea piece from ‘the hands of a Lady to the innermost of seven sealed envelopes, enclosed in seven locked iron caskets’. In the latter part of his career he was challenged by a younger magician calling himself Conus and, worsted in the competition, retired and died in obscurity and poverty in 1830.6

Vidocq claims that, on meeting him, he bought the clown a half-pint of gin with his last shilling to get an introduction to the menagerie owner whom he thought might give him work. Asked by Comus what he could do, he replied nothing, at which he was told that, since he had a neat appearance, he would be trained. He would be offered a two-year contract and for the first six months would receive board and lodging and clothing; after that, if he was doing well, he would get one-sixteenth of the profits and the following year he would – if he was bright – get a share in the company with the others.

Vidocq was never going to last out his apprenticeship. He disliked sharing the straw mattress with the clown and, while it was one thing to clean the wooden furniture and the lamps, it was quite another to clean out the menagerie. He seems to have been particularly nervous of the monkeys who, he believed, were simply waiting for the opportunity to attack him. On his first day ten o’clock came and went with no sign of breakfast. When it arrived, it was a piece of hard brown bread which, since he could not break it with his teeth, he threw to the animals. He was due to light the lamps in the evening and when he did not do this correctly he received a beating; the same happened on the second and subsequent days. After a month he was hungry, the monkeys had torn his clothes and he was entertaining home thoughts from the countryside.

However, he must have been displaying some application because Comus put him in the charge of the acrobat Balmate with instructions to turn him into a vaulter. He seems to have made some progress and learned some of the more simple jumps, but when he tried the chair leap and the grand fling he broke his nose. He complained to Comus who, after listening to him in silence, gave him a sound thrashing. It was back to looking after the lamps and monkeys.

He was next handed over to Gamier, the naturalist, who, along with Comus, thrashed him regularly. Vidocq was to be turned into what, in later fairground parlance, would be called a geek. Given a club and dressed in a tiger skin, he was to be a cannibal from the South Seas who ate live chickens. When Vidocq refused, Garnier gave him a clip around the ear and when he retaliated the rest of the company joined in to give the newcomer a thorough beating.

Shortly afterwards he was offered a position by a puppeteer who ran a Punch and Judy show under the title Théâtre des Variétés Amusantes. He, or more likely his wife, had taken pity on him. The man was an ugly thirty-five-year-old, and Eliza, his wife, a mere sixteen:


one of those smart brunettes with long eyelashes whose hearts are of most inflammable material, which deserve a better destiny than to light a fire of straw.



Vidocq would come in useful. All three worked in the booth with Vidocq handing the puppets to Eliza and her husband and after the show he would collect the puppets while Eliza took round the hat before the audience pushed off without paying. At the end of three days she claimed she was in love with Vidocq.

One evening, with the performance in full flow, the puppeteer called for the removal of the Sergeant of the Watch whom Punch had finished beating. Unfortunately his wife and Vidocq were locked in an embrace and she did not hear. A fight broke out between them and the booth was overturned.7

Vidocq may not, as he said, have been as badly made as he was clothed but clothes made the man and as he felt there was no hope of finding respectability, he decided to take the road home to Arras. He met a pedlar who was going to Lille to sell powders, and elixirs, and to cut corns and pull teeth. He was, he said, called Father Godard and was getting old: if Vidocq would carry his pack, he could join him.

Vidocq seems to have had little luck with animals in general, because when they arrived at a village inn whose other guests included assorted pedlars, tinkers and quacks, he was asked if he was Godard’s mountebank, or Merry Andrew, and after being given a plate of stew was sent to spend the night in the company of a camel, two muzzled bears and a crowd of ‘learned dogs’.

Resuming their journey, they reached Lille at lunchtime on market day and set up in the square. The idea was that Vidocq should then parade Father Godard’s wares, but with a full stomach, Vidocq rebelled. It was all very well sharing his quarters with a camel and carrying the pack but he wasn’t going to expose himself to ridicule so near home. So he decamped.

Fortunately for Vidocq his father was out when, ever the prodigal, he returned to the bakery where his mother, poor duped woman, fed and reclothed him. There was still the problem of Vidocq père and, sending her son out of the way for the occasion, she engaged a priest to intercede. He turned the trick, the fatted calf was metaphorically killed and Vidocq jumped for joy when he learned of his reinstatement. It was accompanied by a sermon on the lines of the Prodigal Son but Vidocq maintained he never remembered a word of it.

His adventures had gained him something of a reputation with the local women, including two milliners in their shop on the rue des Trois Visages and a married actress then appearing in the town. Soon the actress demanded exclusivity and, disguised as a girl, Vidocq turned up regularly at her house. Then, according to Vidocq, he went on tour with the actress, her husband and a pretty maid who passed Vidocq off as her sister. For once Vidocq does not seem to have taken advantage of his patronne. He was only dismissed when the money ran out and then it was back home again to Arras where he told his father he wanted to join the army. He was, after all, an expert swordsman.

On 10 March 1791 Vidocq appeared in the uniform of the Bourbon infantry regiment and shortly after, when some soldiers took exception to his behaviour, he sent two of them to hospital. He soon joined them in the infirmary when he found one of their colleagues even more adroit than he with the foil. He was given the name Reckless and, apparently the butt of the regiment’s collective wit, fought a series of fifteen duels over the next six months, killing two men. That not withstanding, he seems to have enjoyed himself. His father, no doubt pleased he had settled down, gave him an allowance, his mother kept him supplied with the niceties of life and he could be found protecting local shopkeepers and particularly their daughters. He ran up credit but was rarely in trouble with the officers.

In fact he served only a fortnight’s imprisonment under one of the bastions. One of his cellmates was a soldier in his regiment who had confessed to a series of robberies, an act which could see him dismissed from the regiment and would also bring dishonour to his family. He wavered between escape and suicide with Vidocq counselling the former, with the latter a last resort. With the help of one of Vidocq’s visitors two of the bars to the prison were cut through and the man was taken to the ramparts from which he refused to jump. Vidocq told him to ‘jump or hang’ and when the man suggested he might return to his cell and take his punishment after all, Vidocq and his friend threw him over.

The story has a moral. It seems that although the soldier was lame for the rest of his life, he escaped and lived the life of an honest man. As for Vidocq, when he returned to his straw he ‘tasted the repose which the consciousness of a good deed always brings’.

The trouble with being a soldier is that sometimes you have to fight. The next step for Vidocq was indeed war which had been declared on Austria on 20 April. He was at the rout of Marquain after which General Dillon was killed at Lille on 28 April 1792.8 The regiment was then ordered to attack the Austrian camp at Maulde and then at de la Lune against the army under the command of Kellerman, and Vidocq fought at the Battle of Valmy against the Prussians on 20 September that year. The next day the Republic was declared.

War is rarely glorious for the troops on the ground. Christopher Hibbert describes the French army of 1792:


. . . with a strength of less than 140,000 [it] was in no state to fight the combined forces of those enemies. Over 3,000 officers had left their regiments since a new oath of loyalty omitting the King’s name had been required of them after the flight of the royal family to Varennes [on 13 June 1791]. Many of those who remained exercised little authority over their men. Mutinies were common, equipment defective, ammunition in short supply. The troops and insubordinate volunteers marched towards the enemy in their wooden sabots and blue jackets without enthusiasm or confidence, and were soon retreating in confusion, throwing away their arms, and crying out, ‘We are betrayed! Sauve qui peut!’9



It is hardly surprising that, for much of the time, Vidocq came and went more or less as he pleased. For the present, however, he was transferred and promoted corporal of the grenadiers on 1 November, taking the opportunity when celebrating to quarrel with the sergeant major of his previous regiment. Vidocq wanted a duel and pressed strongly for it. The man refused to fight on the grounds that Vidocq was of an inferior rank and so both Vidocq and his second were arrested. Two days later, on being told they would be courtmartialled, they decided to desert. Enlisting, deserting and re-enlisting in another regiment or even on the other side, often for a bounty, was a common practice in continental armies of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. (Given that soldiers of the period were often mercenaries, there was a continual switching of sides and paymasters. The novelist William Makepeace Thackeray could well have been thinking of Vidocq when he wrote The Memoirs of Barry Lyndon Esq. in which the eponymous soldier-hero changes side with near-impunity.)10 And so, with his second wearing a waistcoat rather than full uniform and looking like a soldier undergoing punishment, and Vidocq dressed in a cap and carrying a musket, knapsack and with a packet inscribed ‘To the Citizen commandant of the quarters at Vitry-le-Français’, they made it to that town, which was flyposted with placards urging the citizenry to join up and defend France. They bought clothes from a Jewish dealer and as civilians enlisted in the 11th chasseurs and were sent to Philippeville.

At Chalons they met up with a soldier from the Beaujolais region who had somehow acquired a portfolio of assignats, the currency in use during the Revolution.11 He did not understand their significance but was willing to split them. Vidocq, never one to turn down a profit or fail to benefit from a fool, left him with the majority of the comparatively worthless papers, retaining the valuable ones for himself.

The two men lived well enough on the proceeds and, reaching Philippeville, still had money left over. There they were taught riding and were assigned to a squadron before being sent to join the army in time for the Battle of Jemmapes, which took place on 6 November 1792.

Vidocq’s version of affairs is an heroic one. Learning that he had been identified as a deserter, with all that it entailed, he headed for the Austrian lines and was enlisted in the cuirassiers of Kinski. He was, he claimed, desperate to avoid fighting the French and so, feigning illness, stayed behind at the garrison of Louvain. There he gave fencing lessons and, doing his part for France, disabled a number of German soldiers. Unfortunately he did too convincing a job on a brigadier who, unsportingly, had him given twenty lashes with the cat. When Vidocq declined to give further lessons he was ordered to be flogged again.

Learning next that a lieutenant was going to join the army under General Schroeder, he asked to accompany him as his servant. He promptly left the officer in the lurch at Quesnoy and went to Landrecies, where he passed for a Belgian deserter from the Austrian army. He then joined the army of the Sambre-et-Meuse and ended up back at Rocroi with the 11th chasseurs where he was once more reinstated with the help of his old captain.

As with many who elaborate their memoirs, such embellishments are very often the most vague in detail. In Vidocq’s case, despite all the duelling and excitement running to pages and pages of derringdo, among the most fictious and contradictory parts of his autobiography are those in which he describes his army service.

The reason, so says Vidocq’s biographer Eric Perrin – and it is difficult to disagree with him – has nothing to do with his previous fictitious desertion but rather that Vidocq had backed the wrong horse and so had to invent. After Jemmapes, General Dumouriez had made a fine speech to his men but had, on the whole, failed to convince many that the path to success was to defect to the Austrian camp. His intention was to march on Paris, release the Queen and place the Dauphin on the throne.12 Vidocq was one of the few who listened to the siren trumpet and Valance, duc de Chartres, the future Louis-Philippe I, was unsurprisingly another. On 5 April 1793 an amnesty allowed Vidocq and the others to rejoin their regiments.13

Throughout the parts of his memoirs dealing with his life in the army, Vidocq and his ghostwriters railed against fortune which had, they claimed, denied him his rightful place in the history of the Napoleonic wars, which would have allowed him to take his place in the pantheon of heroes. Later he modestly accepted some of the blame for this omission:


If instead of foolishly throwing myself like a horse galloping into an abyss I had taken the place for which I was destined by intelligence and energy given me by heaven, I would have reached to heights of Kléber, Murat and the others. Heart and head I equalled them and I ought to have been like them. Theatre (posterity) failed me.14



However, according to the memoirs – for there had been no sex for some pages – now restored to the bosoms of his forgiving and understanding companions Vidocq, aged seventeen, became involved with Manon, a woman twice his age and the housekeeper of a gentleman. She gave him a watch and some jewellery and he never thought to speculate, let alone ask, how she could possibly have come into possession of them honestly. Manon was accused of robbery and:


. . . confessed the fact, but at the same time, to assure herself that after her sentence I should not pass into another’s arms, she pointed me out as her accomplice, and even asserted that I had proposed the theft to her. It had the appearance of probability and I was consequently implicated.



Not surprisingly, some may think; but he was in luck. After being kept on remand at Stenay letters written by Manon turned up which exonerated him and, ‘pure as the driven snow’, it was back to the army, to the rejoicing of his captain and the contempt of his colleagues. He fought six duels in as many days and, wounded in the last, went to hospital where he remained for a month. The good captain then gave him six weeks’ leave and it was home to Arras.

There, to his astonishment, he found his father had been appointed to supervise the distribution of bread in the time of its scarcity. He was under the protection of Citizen Souhan, commandant of the 2nd battalion of Corrèze. Vidocq declined to help and rejoined his regiment at Givet at the end of his leave. It was there that he was wounded in the leg. He returned to hospital again and then had a spell at the depot where he joined the Germanic legion as a quartermaster before going off on the road to Flanders. His wound opened afresh and he was again given leave. In 1793 he returned to Arras.

Things had changed in his absence. It was now the height of the Terror, that period of executions that took place from the beginning of September 1793 to the end of July the next year. Put simplistically the reasons for the Terror were twofold. The first was to purge France of the enemies of the Revolution, the second to protect the country from foreign invasion while eliminating those who might support such a course. By 1794 the fortunes of the French army were on the upturn and, in theory, there was less need for the Terror. In July the army won a significant battle at Fleurus. Les bons temps were beginning to roules. Nevertheless, Robespierse continued with the executions, believing Rousseau’s maxim that all men are born good at heart but are corrupted by society.

For once in the early part of his memoirs Vidocq meets and treats with a recognisable historical character. His first sight in the fishmarket was the guillotine operating under the aegis of a former priest, Citizen Lebon, whose wife had been a nun at the abbey of Vivier.

The guillotine, perfected in time for the French Revolution, was highly thought of in France. There had been a German version in the thirteenth century and in Britain both Halifax and Edinburgh had ‘maidens’, the latter being reserved for erring gentry. The Edinburgh version had been introduced by the Earl of Morton who himself fell foul of it. The use of the dropping blade had fallen out of favour in the seventeenth century and it was Joseph-Ignace Guillotin, a professor of anatomy in the medical faculty in Paris, who reintroduced it. Earlier research had been carried out by Antoine Louis while a harpsicord maker, Tobias Schmidt, set up the first models. For a short period the guillotine was known as a Louison or Louisette. It was the public executioner Charles-Henri Sanson who pointed out two defects in the proposed device. The first was that the blade had to be of high quality and this would be expensive; secondly, there had to be what he called a communion of spirits between the executioner and his victim. It would only fall into place, so to speak, if everyone knew, and could be relied on to play, his or her part. No trouble with the nobility but what about the ordinary man or woman in the street? Would they display the necessary stoicism?15

The guillotine was first used, with great success, at the place de Grève on 25 April 1792 for the execution of the burglar-cum-highwayman Nicolas-Jacques Pelletier, convicted of attacking and beating to death with a cudgel a man in the rue Bourbon-Vilette and stealing a wallet containing 800 livres in assignats.

There had been some worry that the presence of a crowd might cause trouble. The Sorbonne had been closed on 5 April, followed the next day by a measure abolishing religious congregations. However, it passed off well enough but people were not altogether happy. It was all over too soon and there were complaints that there was not enough pageantry attached to the spectacle. Some sang a doggerel, ‘Give me back my wooden gibbet; give me back my forks.’ Local residents also complained that, at midnight after the execution, dogs were still lapping up the blood.16 However, one Paris newspaper commented that the device ‘in no way stained any man’s hand with the murder of his kind and the speed with which it struck is more in accordance with the spirit of the law, which may often be severe but which should never be cruel’.17 The first political victim of the guillotine came on 21 August that year.

Born in 1765, Ghislain-François Lebon (or LeBon) had been an Oratarian schoolteacher before he accepted the Constitution and became the curé of a village near Arras. In turn he became a prête jure, the mayor of Arras, a deputy to the Convention and a victim of the guillotine. His rise was rapid and, after marrying, he became the mayor of Arras in 1792. He entered the Convention following the journées of 31 May and 2 June 1793.18 From March 1794 he became a senior and violent member representing Arras and Cambrai.

Lebon is described as the représentant en mission. He was then aged twenty-nine. He travelled with his judges and the guillotine, leaving a trail of blood in his wake ‘in a kind of fever’, said his secretary. He would return home and amuse his wife with imitations of the death throes of the victims. He attended as many executions as he could, hectored spectators and victims and ordered the bands to play the ‘Ça ira’. He would also invite the executioner to dinner.19

How had Lebon, a priest, come to marry a nun? It was the later spymaster Joseph Fouché, the son of a sailor and himself a former priest, who had set himself the task of destroying and reforming the clergy which he saw as capable of leading resistance to the Revolution. Fouché was particularly hard on celibacy, believing that not only did it set the clergy apart but it also made no contribution to the need for future generations of soldiers. On 10 October 1793 he declared that there should be no religion other than universal morality. All creeds were free and equal but they could no longer be practised in public. Clerics who refused to marry were ordered to adopt or support the elderly or orphaned children.

A month before Vidocq’s arrival in Arras, one of the guillotine’s victims had been a M. de Vieux-Pont. His crime had been that he owned a parrot which had been taught to say the fatal words ‘Vive le Roï. The parrot had been spared after Mme Lebon, the former nun – and who better – undertook to convert it. This time the victim was a M. de Mongon, the old commandant of the citadel, executed as an aristocrat. It is one of the few descriptive passages in the memoirs:


An old man whom they had just tied to the fatal plank was the victim; suddenly I heard the sound of trumpets. On a high place which overlooked the orchestra was seated a man still young, clad in a Carmagnole of black and blue stripes. This person, whose appearance announced monastic rather than military habits, was leaning carelessly on a cavalry sabre, the large hilt of which represented the Cap of Liberty; a row of pistols ornamented his girdle, and his hat, turned up in the Spanish fashion, was surmounted by a large tri-coloured cockade. I recognised Joseph Lebon. At this moment his mean countenance was animated by a horrid smile; he paused from beating time with his left foot; the trumpets stopped; he made a signal and the old man was placed under the blade. A sort of clerk, half drunk, then appeared at the side of the ‘avenger of the people’ and read with a hoarse voice a bulletin of the army of the Rhine and Moselle. At each paragraph the orchestra sounded a chord; and when the reading was concluded, the head of the wretched old man was stricken off amidst shouts of ‘Vive la République’ repeated by the satellites of the ferocious Lebon.



Vidocq wrote of his surprise that in the midst of such scenes his taste for pleasure and amusement was not lost. Perhaps it was simply a question of gathering rosebuds. The women were just as accessible and he first dallied with Constance Latulipe, the only daughter of a corporal in the citadel, before moving on to the four daughters of a lawyer in the rue des Capucines.

If only he had confined himself to that. Instead, he met a woman who lived in the rue de la Justice who was already involved with a musician of the regiment. Now Vidocq’s troubles, brought about mostly by his own misconduct, really began. 



1 In 1856 the name was changed to rue des Trois Visages. It is near the town hall.

2 One unsubstantiated story is that at the age of fourteen he killed a soldier in a duel.

3François-Ghislain-Joseph Vidocq was born on 29 November 1772. There are only two references to him in the memoirs. He had died by 25 August 1800 when, on the death of Vidocq’s father, the inheritance passed to Eugène-François and his sister, Henriette-Augustine-Josephe, known as Augustine, born on 5 January 1782. As was common in France at the time there was a high infant-mortality rate in the family. Other siblings, some of whom did not survive infancy, included Nicholas, b. 19 November 1767, d. 28 December 1767; Ghislain-Joseph, b. 1 June 1781, d. 3 June 1781; Anne-Fidèle-Josèphe, b. 1 September 1777, d. 3 April 1782; Henriette-Victoire-Josèphe, b. 26 November 1779, and François-Joseph-Constant, b. 10 January 1783.

4 The Baudets was demolished in 1944.

5 E-F. Vidocq, Memoirs of Vidocq, Chapter 1.

6 In his annotation of Les Vrais Mémoires de Vidocq, Jean Savant identifies Ledru as Comus while Eric Perrin believes he is mistaken and that Ledru had stopped travelling by the time Vidocq claims to have met him. Comus was generally a popular name for magicians. Yet another Comus, this time Ernest, appeared with Alexander Herrman in London in 1870. I am very grateful to Christopher Pratt of the Magic Circle for the help he has given me in trying to sort out the confusing identities of the Comus/Conus magicians.

7 Apparently the puppeteer, whom Vidocq never named, later became the director of a provincial theatre, a post he held for some years.

8 Theobald Dillon (Chevalier de), born in Dublin in 1745, distinguished himself and was decorated in the American War of Independence in 1785. After the disastrous rout at Baisieux, when he tried to rally his troops he was stabbed, along with his aide-de-camp Dupont, and his body thrown on a bonfire. His wife, who had given birth the previous day, managed to escape with the child.

9 Christopher Hibbert, The French Revolution, p. 145.

10 During the American Civil War it was common practice for soldiers to enlist for a bounty and promptly desert, only to re-enlist under another name in a different regiment It was a dangerous game, for if a re-enlist was discovered he might well be despatched immediately to the front. Sometimes, however, bounties were paid simply on the basis that the recipient would not fight.

11 First issued in 1789, assignats were a form of paper money based on the value of confiscated Church and Crown lands. They fell steadily in value and in the autumn of 1796 they were one-thirteenth of their original value. By the end of their career they had fallen to an ignominious one-seventieth of their original value.

12 Two of the more interesting members of the Dumouriez camp were the Fernig sisters: Félicité, born in 1776, and and her sister Théophile, three years later, daughters of a non-commissioned officer. According to Lamartine, ‘Their faces veiled with gunpowder, their lips blackened by the cartridges which they had torn with their teeth made these two heroines of liberty unrecognisable even to their own father.’ When Dumouriez fell into disfavour they left the country and did not return to France until 1802. Théophile became a poet and musician and died unmarried at the age of thirty-nine. Félicité married an army officer. Their brother, Louis Joseph César, comte de Fernig, became a general, dying in August 1847, and one of their younger sisters married General Guillemniot. For a partial account of their careers, see Lamartine, Histoire des Girondins, t. 11, pp. 187–90.

13 Dumouriez had an interesting if erratic career. He was born in Cambrai in 1739 and followed his father, a commissaire des guerres, to Hanover. By then he had been made an officer and was injured at Clostercamp in 1759. By the time of his discharge from the army in 1762 he had been wounded twenty-two times. He was then given a diplomatic mission by Choiseul to the Court of Madrid and subsequent missions to Corsica, Poland and Sweden followed. Arrested on the orders of the duke of Aiguillon, he was sent to the Bastille for six months. Even after the Restoration he remained in disgrace and never returned to France, dying at Turville Park, Buckinghamshire, in 1823.

14 Charles Ledru, La Vie, la mort et les derniers moments du Vidocq après sa confession à l’heure suprême, pp. 13–14.

15 ‘Rapport de Charles-Henri Sanson au ministre de la Justice sur le mode de décapitation’, quoted by Jules Taschereau in Revue retrospective, Paris, 1835.

16 G. Lenotre, La Guillotine et les executeurs des arrêts criminels pendant la révolution, pp. 230–1.

17 See Rayner Heppenstall, French Crime in the Romantic Age.

18 The journées marked the insurrection in the Convention nationale and the overthrow of the Girondins.

19 See Christopher Hibbert, The French Revolution, p. 228. Lebon was denounced for his misdeeds after Thermidor and was guillotined on 16 October 1795 in Amiens. On the credit side, he saved Cambrai from invasion but, a disciple of Robespierre, he crushed an uprising in the north with extreme cruelty. With Robespierre’s death Lebon lost what protection he had and he followed him to the scaffold.


Chapter 2

VIDOCQ AGAINST HIS WIFE IN PARTICULAR


In which our hero goes to prison – avoids the guillotine – marries – is duped – and finds a strange man in his wife’s rooms



AS MANY SERIAL cuckolders have found to their chagrin, from time to time the horns are on the other head. Vidocq became one of their number at an early stage of his career. Just as the midde-aged Casanova was thoroughly duped and metaphorically debagged by Marie Charpillon in London so was the nineteen-year-old Vidocq by Marie-Anne-Louise Chevalier in Arras. Casanova never really recovered from the experience. Vidocq certainly did.1 Although he was known as the Casanova of Arras, Vidocq operated on an entirely different level from the celebrated Venetian. From an early age Casanova was mixing in society; he may have been a seigneur of fortune but Vidocq’s companions were very much soldiers of fortune and at a rougher end of the scale.

Instead of staying faithful to the daughters of the lawyer, Vidocq started to court a young woman from the rue de la Justice who was, at the very least, already walking out, and probably a good deal more, with a musician from his regiment. Ever the hothead, Vidocq accused the man of boasting about his conquests and a quarrel ensued. Vidocq insulted him grossly, ‘inflicting on him the most degrading humiliation’, he puts it happily, and a rendezvous was fixed for the following morning. Vidocq was punctual but so was a troop of gendarmes and police officers who disarmed him and took him to the Baudets. The day was 9 January 1794.

The jailer, Beaupré, dressed in a red cap and with two large black dogs always at his heel, kept strict order, and was wont to plunge his arms into the soup pot to search for keys and files. He also had an unhappy knack of saying to anyone who offended him or complained, ‘You are very difficult to please for the time you have left to live. How do you know that it will not be your turn tomorrow? Oh, and by the way what is your name?’ Beaupré was on close terms with Lebon who visited the prison every evening and it turned out, more often than not, that the jailer’s predictions were accurate.

Vidocq was in prison for sixteen days before Lebon came to see him. On this occasion Lebon seems to have dealt with him amicably enough. ‘Ah! Ah! It is you, François? What, you are an aristocrat – you speak ill of the sans-culottes – you regret your old Bourbon regiment, take care for I can send you to be cooked.’

Lebon arranged for Vidocq’s mother to see him and he learned that the musician had denounced him to Chevalier, a Jacobin. Once again it was Vidocq’s mother who saved him. She visited Chevalier’s sister and in turn representations were made. Vidocq was free after taking a series of oaths of fidelity and denunciation. ‘What sacrifices will not a man make to procure his freedom?’ It was a theme to which he would return over the next decades.

For now, it was back to his depot and it was from there that he sallied forth to pay his thanks to Chevalier and his large, dark-eyed sister, Marie, a woman five days older than himself:


I was polite; she construed literally some compliments which I paid her, and from the first interview she so greatly misinterpreted my sentiments as to cast her regards on me.



There was even some talk of marriage but Vidocq’s parents thought he was too young and so he returned to his regiment and to soldiering, under the command of General Vandamme.

It was the usual Vidocq story of adventures with women, learning that a good-looking man – and who might that be? – may be given change from a barmaid to whom cash has not been paid. He seems to have been with his division for about three months before it was ordered forward to Stinward. The Austrians had signalled that they were marching on Poperingue and at first Vidocq’s division defended and then fell back towards Stinward. He was wounded in a hand-to-hand sabre duel with an Austrian Hussar and two months later was sent to rejoin the battalion at Hazebrouek.

When it came to it Vidocq said little about the Revolution in his memoirs but here was an exception. He saw, for the first time, the Revolutionary army, men with pikes and red caps and a transportable guillotine which it
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