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When France sneezes, Europe catches cold.
—Prince Metternich, attributed, c. 1830

Those who make revolutions halfway only dig their own
graves.

—Louis Antoine de Saint-Just, c. 1793



Author’s Note

Theyear 1848was the great rehearsal. FromFebruary to the autumn, re-
volution swept across Europe with a speed and simultaneity that stun-
ned even its participants. In Paris, the barricades that toppled Louis-
-Philippe inspired uprisings in Vienna, Berlin, Budapest, Prague, Veni-
ce, Rome, and dozens of smaller cities within weeks. For a brief, into-
xicating season, it seemed that the old order might collapse entirely —
that the future belonged to constitutions, to nations, to the people.
It did not last. By the end of 1849, nearly every revolution had been
crushed or co-opted. The Habsburg monarchy survived. The Frank-
furt Parliament dissolved without achieving German unification. The
Roman Republic fell to French bayonets. Hungary was subdued by
the combined weight of Austrian and Russian armies. The monarchs
returned, the censors returned, the secret police returned. And yet no-
thing was quite the same again. The revolutions of 1848 planted seeds
that would germinate across the following decades, reshaping the map
of Europe.
This book tells the story through eight fictional diaries. The characters
are invented, but their worlds are real. The dates, the battles, the politi-
cal debates, the street addresses, the weather— are drawn from histori-
cal sources. Where a character describes an event, that event occurred.
Where they name a public figure, that figure existed. The emotions, the
doubts, the contradictions — those belong to the characters, but they
echo sentiments found in the letters, memoirs, and pamphlets of the
period.
Three of these diarists do not survive. Their deaths reflect the human
cost of 1848’s failures— the JuneDaysmassacre in Paris, the fall of the



RomanRepublic, the crushing ofHungary. The fivewho survive carry
the weight of whatmight have been. Their silence after the final entries
is its own kind of testimony.
All native-language phrases that appear in the text are translated imme-
diately in parentheses. They are moments where a character’s mother
tongue breaks through — the language of instinct, of grief, of anger
too sharp for a borrowed vocabulary.



Publisher’s Note

PocketMemoirs grew out of a personal project to learn about Spedizio-
ne dei Mille— and the realisation that this is a good and easy way to
learn about historical events.The content is bothhuman-andAI-made;
we strive to give you the best of bothworlds. All characters are fictional,
the events are not. We cross-check everything for accuracy, but if you
spot any issues, do not hesitate to reach out via contact (at) pocketme-
moirs (dot) com.

Please note: the historical realities depicted in these books are not al-
ways appropriate for minors. All content on this site should be consi-
dered unsuitable for younger readers. Parents and guardians are advised
to read or listen to the material themselves before sharing it with chil-
dren.
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Pierre Leclerc

Medical student, University of Paris; barricade fighter, February 1848; field
medic, June Days

I came to Paris to learn how to save lives. The city taught me
how quickly they are spent.

21 February 1848

The banquets are cancelled. Guizot has forbidden the reform banqu-
et planned for tomorrow and the National Guard is restless — half of
them sympathize with us. The cafés along theRue deRivoli are electric
tonight. Everyone is talking, nobody is listening.
I should be studying. My anatomy examination is in three weeks. But
Armand came to the boarding house with a stack of pamphlets and
a look in his eyes I have never seen before.He said the time for petitions
is over. C’est maintenant (It is now). I told him I was amedical student,
not a revolutionary. He said there was no difference anymore.
The strange thing is that I believed him.Not because his argument was
strong— it was mostly sentiment — but because something in the air
has changed. You can feel it in the way people walk, faster, with their
chins up. Even the oldwomanwho sells chestnuts on the corner ofRue
Saint-Jacques told me this morning that she had seen enough kings.
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The Barricade and the Diary

23 February 1848

They fired on the crowd at the Boulevard des Capucines. I was four
streets away when we heard the volleys. By the time I reached the bo-
ulevard, the bodies were being loaded onto a cart — someone had the
idea to parade them through the streets by torchlight. I counted sixteen
dead in that single cart, though I heard later the number was higher.
I am amedical student. I should have been examining thewounds clini-
cally. Instead I stood there shaking.Awomannext tomewas screaming
— not words, just sound, raw and horrible. Tout est perdu (All is lost),
a man whispered behind me, but he was wrong. It was not lost. It was
beginning.
The barricades are going upnow. I helped drag a carriage across theRue
Saint-Martin. My hands are bleeding from the cobblestones we pried
loose.Tomorrow Iwill either be a citizen of a republic or a corpse. I find
I am not as frightened as I should be.

24 February 1848

TheKinghas abdicated. Louis-Philippe is gone—fled toEngland, they
say, disguised as ’Mr. Smith.’ The republic has been proclaimed from
theHôtel de Ville. I was there. Lamartine stood on the steps and spoke
about the tricolor and the future and the destiny of France, and for ten
minutes I believed every word.
The streets are a carnival. People are dancing on the barricades thatwere
killing grounds twelve hours ago. Someone hung a red cap on the statue
at the Place de la Bastille. Vive la République (Long live the Republic)
— I must have heard it a thousand times today and it has not lost its
power.
Armand found me near the Panthéon and embraced me so hard I tho-
ughtmy ribs would crack.Hewasweeping. Sowas I, if I amhonest.We
have done it. We have actually done it. A revolution in three days. The
examination can wait.
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Pierre Leclerc

28 February 1848

The provisional government has been announced. Lamartine, Ledru-
-Rollin, Louis Blanc — names that mean something. They have proc-
laimed universal male suffrage. Every man in France a voter. It is a stag-
gering thought.
But already the arguments are beginning. The socialists want national
workshops for the unemployed. Themoderateswant order and proper-
ty. In the cafés the debates turn vicious after the second bottle. I heard
a lawyer on the Rue Soufflot say that universal suffrage would be the
death of civilization. A worker from the Faubourg Saint-Antoine near-
ly broke his jaw.
I returned to the faculty today.My professor looked atme over his spec-
tacles and said, ’Leclerc, revolutions are exciting, but the liver remains
in the same place.’ C’est vrai (That is true). He has a point. But the liver
has never made my heart race like this.

14 March 1848

News fromVienna—Metternich has fallen!The students andworkers
rose up on the thirteenth and the old spider fled. If Metternich can be
toppled, anything is possible. Berlin too, they say, is burning. The who-
le continent is shaking loose its chains.
I walked along the Seine tonight and watched the lights on the water
and thought: we are living in history. Not reading it, not studying it —
living it. Fifty years from now students will memorize these dates the
way we memorize 1789. And I was here. Mon Dieu (My God), I was
here, with bleeding hands and a borrowed coat and no ideawhat comes
next.
Armand says we must be vigilant. The moderates will try to steal the
revolution. I think he is right, but tonight I do not want to be vigilant.
I want to stand by the river and feel the wind and know that something
magnificent has happened.
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The Barricade and the Diary

2 April 1848

The national workshops have opened. Thousands of unemployedmen
are being paid two francs a day to dig ditches and fill them in again. It
is absurd and everyone knows it, but the alternative is starvation or riot.
The government is caught between the radical clubs who want more
and the bourgeoisie who want order.

I attended a meeting of the Club de la Révolution tonight. Blanqui
spoke. He is a terrifying man — thin as a blade, with eyes that have
seen the inside of too many prisons. He said the February revolution
was a beginning, not an end. That the real enemy was not the king but
capital itself. Half the room cheered. The other half looked nervous.

I am trying to keep up withmy studies. Quel désastre (What a disaster)
— my professor says my dissection technique has deteriorated. He bla-
mes politics. He may be right. It is hard to care about the precise bran-
ching of the brachial artery when the future of France is being decided
in the streets.

23 April 1848

The elections have been held— the first under universal male suffrage.
The results are crushing. The moderates and conservatives have won
overwhelmingly. The rural vote— peasants who have never seen a bar-
ricade, who want low taxes and a strong Church — has swamped the
radical clubs of Paris.

Armand is devastated. He cannot understand how the people, given
the vote,would choose their ownoppressors. I tried to explain that a pe-
asant in Brittany does not see the world the way a student in the Latin
Quarter does, but he wavedme away. ’They are sheep,’ he said. I do not
think that is fair, but I do not have a better explanation.

C’est la fin (It is the end), Céleste said at thewomen’s clubmeeting. She
was exaggerating, I think, but the mood is dark. The Assembly that co-
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Pierre Leclerc

nvenesnextmonthwill behostile to everything theFebruary revolution
promised. We won the streets and lost the ballot box.

15 May 1848

A disaster. The radical clubs attempted to storm the National Assem-
bly today — ostensibly to demand support for Polish independence,
but really to overthrow themoderatemajority. They invaded the cham-
ber, Blanqui and Barbès at their head, and for a few hours declared the
Assembly dissolved.

It was chaos. The National Guard restored order by evening, and the
ringleaders are being arrested. Blanqui is in custody. Barbès too. The
clubs are being shut down one by one.

I was not there— I was at the hospital, stitching a wound that had no-
thing to do with politics for once. But Armand was. He came to my
room white-faced and trembling. ’We have given them the excuse they
needed,’ he said. Sans espoir (Without hope). He is right. The modera-
tes now have all the justification they need to crush the left. The Febru-
ary revolution is eating its children.

21 June 1848

The national workshops are to be dissolved. The government announ-
ced it today—all unmarriedworkers between eighteen and twenty-five
are to enlist in the army; the rest are to be sent to drain swamps in the
provinces. One hundred thousandmen who have nothing else are abo-
ut to have even that taken from them.

The eastern districts are seething. Barricades are going up again— not
the hopeful barricades of February but desperate ones, built by men
who know they have been betrayed. I walked through the Faubourg
Saint-Antoine this evening and the faces I saw were not the faces of
revolution. They were the faces of people preparing to die.
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The Barricade and the Diary

Tomorrow I will not be building barricades. Je suis médecin (I am a do-
ctor). Tomorrow Iwill be what I was trained to be. I have gathered ban-
dages, tourniquets, chloroform— everything I can carry. God help us
all.

23 June 1848

The killing began this morning. Cavaignac has brought in the army—
regular troops, artillery, the Mobile Guard. They are attacking the bar-
ricades in the eastern quarters with a methodical brutality that makes
February look like a schoolyard scuffle.
I set up a field station in a basement on the Rue du Faubourg-du-Tem-
ple. The wounded are coming in faster than I can treat them. A boy—
he cannot bemore thanfifteen—wasbrought tomewith amusket ball
lodged in his thigh. I extracted it with forceps and a prayer. He asked
me if wewere winning. Pas encore (Not yet), I said, because I could not
say the truth.
The soundof cannonfire in the streets of Paris. I never thought Iwould
hear it. This is not revolution. This is civil war.

24 June 1848

I have not slept. The fighting is street by street now. Cavaignac is me-
thodical — he isolates each barricade, brings up artillery, and reduces
it. The defenders fight with a courage that is heartbreaking because it
is futile.
Céleste came to the station this afternoon. She had been carrying am-
munition to a barricade on the Rue Saint-Maur. I begged her to stay,
to help me with the wounded. She looked at me with those fierce dark
eyes and said she had not survived February to hide in a basement in
June. She kissed my cheek and left.
A city turning its artillery on its own people. I am sewing up wounds
thatmyowncountrymen are inflicting.Myhandswill not stop shaking
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Pierre Leclerc

but theymust, theymust, because there is always the next one bleeding
on my table.

25 June 1848

Céleste is dead.
They told me this morning. She was at the barricade on the Rue du
Faubourg-Saint-Antoine when it fell. The soldiers did not distinguish
between fighters and bystanders. A volley. She was twenty-three years
old.
I cannot write more about this now. There are still wounded to tend.
Le monde est cruel (The world is cruel). There are still people bleeding
who need my hands steady. I will grieve later. I will grieve when this is
over, if it is ever over, if grief has a beginning and an end the way battles
do.
Eight more wounded since noon. Two died on my table. I could not
save them. I am not sure I can save anyone.

28 June 1848

It is over. The last barricades fell yesterday. The estimates I am hearing
are staggering—perhaps fifteen hundred killed in the fighting, perhaps
more.Thousands arrested.The prisons are overflowing.They are using
the Tuileries cellars as holding pens.
I walked through the Faubourg Saint-Antoine this morning. The stre-
ets are quiet in the way a graveyard is quiet. Bullet holes in every wall.
Dark stains on the cobblestones that the rain has not yet washed away.
A womanwas sitting on a doorstep, holding a child, staring at nothing.
The republic survives, technically. Cavaignac is being called ’the savior
of order.’ Quelle ironie (What irony). He saved the republic by massa-
cring the people whomade it. I think something died in these four days
that cannot be resurrected by elections or constitutions. The February
dream is ashes.
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The Barricade and the Diary

5 July 1848

I returned to the hospital today. My professor shook my hand and said
nothing. He has seen the wounds I have been treating — they are still
coming in, infections and amputations and the slow consequences of
four days of urban warfare.

A colleague asked me how it was. I said I did not wish to discuss it. He
nodded. Several of the students were on the barricades, on one side or
the other.Nous ne parlons pas (We do not speak of it).We do not speak
of it. We pass each other in the corridors and look away.

I think about Céleste. I think about the boy with the musket ball in
his thigh— I do not know if he survived. I think about the archbishop
dying on the barricade, a man of peace killed by a war he tried to stop.
I think about Armand, who has gone silent and will not answer his
door.

15 August 1848

The summer drags on. Paris is subdued. The radical press has been shut
down.The clubs are banned.Cavaignac rules by emergency decree, and
no one protests because the June Days taught everyone what protest
costs.

I have thrownmyself intomy studies with a ferocity that surprises even
me. Anatomy, surgery, pathology— the body at least makes sense. Cut
here, the patient bleeds. Suture there, the bleeding stops. C’est logique
(It is logical). Politics offers no such clarity.

Armand has resurfaced. He has shaved his beard and speaks of emigra-
ting to America. I think he is serious. He says Europe is finished, that
the revolution has failed everywhere — not just Paris but Vienna, Ber-
lin, all of it. I am not ready to agree with him, but I cannot argue. The
evidence is not on my side.
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Pierre Leclerc

10 October 1848

Anew constitution has been drafted. It provides for a president elected
by universal suffrage — a single strong executive. Everyone knows this
is an invitation to a strongman, but the Assembly is too frightened of
the mob to trust collective government.

The name on everyone’s lips is Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte. The ne-
phew. He has the magic surname and very little else, as far as I can tell.
Quel imbécile (What a fool) — that is Armand’s assessment, but the
peasants do not read Armand’s pamphlets. They rememberNapoléon,
and that is enough.

I passed the spot on the Boulevard des Capucines where the February
shooting happened. Someone has planted flowers in a crack in the wall.
Small white flowers, the kind that grow in churchyards. I stood there
for a long time and thought about what we hoped for andwhat we got.

10 December 1848

Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte has been elected president by a landslide.
Seventy-four percent of the vote. Cavaignac, the butcher of June, got
barely twenty percent. Ledru-Rollin, the radical hope, got five percent.
The revolution has voted itself a Bonaparte.

Armand left forNewYork thismorning.He shookmyhand at theGare
du Nord and said, ’The French have chosen their jailer. À bientôt (See
you soon), Pierre — though I doubt it.’ I watched his train pull away
and felt something close to envy.

But I will stay. Paris is my city, for better or worse. I will finish my stu-
dies, I will become a surgeon, I will heal what I can. The revolution is
over. I am twenty-two years old and I have already lived through the
best and worst my country has to offer. What remains is work.
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The Barricade and the Diary

2 January 1849

Anewyear. The president is installed in the Élysée. The streets are calm.
The national workshops are a memory. The dead are buried.

I visited Céleste’s grave today, in the cemetery at Montmartre. There
is no stone — her family could not afford one — just a wooden cross
with her name. Someone had left a red ribbon tied to it. I do not know
who.

She believed in the republicmore than any of us.Mort pour rien (Dead
for nothing)— no, I will not write that. She died for something. I have
to believe she died for something, even if I cannot yet see what it is. The
ribbon was fraying in the wind but it was still red. That has to mean
something.

15 March 1849

The anniversary of the Viennese revolution, though no one heremarks
it. News from across Europe is uniformly bleak. The Frankfurt Parlia-
ment is dissolving in failure. Austria has crushed the Czechs and is tur-
ning its army onHungary. The Pope has fled Rome and a republic has
been declared there, but the French government is already planning an
expedition to restore him.

French soldiers being sent to destroy a republic. Quel scandale (What
a scandal). The irony is so bitter it makes me dizzy.Wemade a republic
in February, and now our republic sends armies to kill other people’s
republics. I said this to my professor and he said, ’Leclerc, the world is
not organized for your moral convenience.’

I am studying hard. My examinations are next month. I will pass them.
I owe that to everyone who did not survive to see this tired, compromi-
sed peace.
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Pierre Leclerc

8 June 1849

French troops are besieging Rome. Oudinot’s expedition — the one
I wrote about in March — is now bombarding the walls of a sister re-
public. Garibaldi is defending it, they say, with volunteers and passion
and not much else.

I think about the people inside those walls. Enfin la guerre (War at last)
— someone said it at the café as though it were a sporting event. I wan-
ted to strike him. There are medical students in Rome, I am sure of
it. Students like me, bandaging wounds in basements, running out of
chloroform, listening to artillery that their own allies are firing.

One year since the June Days. One year since Céleste died. I lit a can-
dle in the chapel at the hospital. I am not religious, but the gesture felt
necessary. Some losses require ritual even when faith is absent.

14 July 1849

Bastille Day. The government celebrated with a military parade. Sol-
diers marching through the streets where, sixteen months ago, other
soldiers shot civilians. The flags are the same tricolor. Je ne comprends
rien (I understand nothing).

Rome has fallen. The republic lasted barely fivemonths.Hungary is be-
ing crushed— the Russians have invaded to help Austria. Everywhere
the story is the same: hope, struggle, defeat. The Spring of Nations is
over and winter has returned.

I passed my examinations. I am now, officially, a doctor. I can cut and
stitch and diagnose and prescribe. I can hold a dying man’s hand and
tell himcomforting lies.These are useful skills, it turns out, in theworld
the revolutions of 1848 have left behind.

Célestewouldhavebeenproud, I think. Shewouldhave said something
sharp and funny and then embracedme. Iwill have to be proud enough
for both of us.
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The Barricade and the Diary

20 August 1849
Armand writes from New York. He says the Americans are a strange
people — energetic, optimistic, convinced that they have solved the
problems Europe is still fumbling with. He works in a printshop and
attends rallies for the abolition of slavery. ’At least here the cause still
lives,’ he writes. C’est possible (It is possible).
I have begun my residency. The hospital is full of the usual miseries —
typhoid, tuberculosis, injuries from the factories. The bodies do not
care about politics. They break and bleed regardless of who sits in the
Élysée.
I keep Céleste’s pamphlet in my medical bag — the one she wrote for
the women’s club, arguing for female suffrage. It is creased and stained
and the ink is fading. Someday, perhaps, someone will finish what she
started. I am a doctor, not a revolutionary. But I remember everything.

Pierre Leclerc completed his medical studies in 1851 and practiced surge-
ry in the Hôpital de la Charité for thirty years. He never joined another
political movement, but kept a copy of the February proclamation folded
in hismedical bag until the day he retired.He died in Paris in 1897, aged
seventy-one.
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Céleste Vidal

Seamstress; member of the Club des Femmes and revolutionary women’s
organizations, Paris

They told us the republic belonged to everyone. They meant
every man.

20 February 1848

The banquet is cancelled and the city is humming. Madame Renault
sent me home early from the workshop because she could hear sho-
oting— or thought she could. It was only fireworks from the students’
quarter, but everyone is jumpy.
I went to the club tonight. Jeanne-Marie spoke about the February re-
forms and what they will mean for working women, which is nothing
unless we demand it ourselves. Elle a raison (She is right). Themen talk
about universal suffrage as though the universe begins and ends with
trousers.
I have been sewing since I was eleven. My fingers know silk and cotton
and wool. They also know hunger, and cold, and the particular ache
of fourteen-hour days bent over a needle. If this revolution comes, it
must come for us too — for the seamstresses, the laundresses, the wo-
menwho keep this city clothed and fedwhile themenwritemanifestos
about brotherhood.
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The Barricade and the Diary

23 February 1848

They shot people on the boulevard tonight. I did not see it — I was
at the club — but word travels faster than bullets in Paris. The dead
are being carried through the streets on a cart. Someone said sixteen.
Someone else said thirty. The numbers do not matter. What matters is
that the king’s soldiers fired on unarmed citizens and now the city will
not sleep.

We are building barricades. I helped overturn a cab on the Rue de la
Harpe and drag paving stones into a wall. My hands are torn and my
dress is ruined— three days’ wages in fabric, gone. Tant pis (Too bad).
Dresses can be replaced.

Jeanne-Marie says this is our moment. Themen need us on the barrica-
des and that need is leverage. When the fighting is done and the repu-
blic is proclaimed, they will not be able to say women played no part.
I pray she is right. I have seen how quickly men forget the hands that
fed them.

25 February 1848

The republic is declared. The king is gone. I stood in the crowd at the
Hôtel de Ville and wept — not delicate tears, but great heaving sobs
that bent me double. The woman next to me, a stranger, put her arm
around my shoulders and we cried together.

But already — already — the provisional government is all men. La-
martine, Ledru-Rollin, Louis Blanc, Garnier-Pagès— not one woman.
Quelle surprise (What a surprise). The revolution that women helped
build has no room for women at the table.

I said this at the club and Jeanne-Marie told me to be patient. ’First the
republic, then our rights.’ I have heard that argument before. It is the
argument of those who are already seated, telling the standing to wait
for the next chair. But I will be patient — for now. We have a republic.
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Céleste Vidal

That is more than we had three days ago. I will not let impatience po-
ison what should be joy.

5 March 1848

The government has extended the vote to all men — all men — and
to no women. Universal suffrage, they call it. The universe, apparently,
has a beard.

I have begun writing a pamphlet. Jeanne-Marie is helping. We are ar-
guing that the republic cannot claim to represent the people while exc-
luding half of them. The logic is simple: if sovereignty resides in the
nation, and women are part of the nation, then women must have the
vote. C’est évident (It is obvious).

The printer on the Rue Mouffetard agreed to run five hundred copies
for half price. He sympathizes, he says, though not enough to do it for
free. I will pay from my wages. Three weeks’ worth. Madame Renault
will not be pleasedwhen I cannot pay rent, but some thingsmattermo-
re than rent.

Pierre — the medical student who helps at the club — read my draft
and said it was ’formidable.’ Coming from a man who reads Latin for
pleasure, I will take that as high praise.

15 March 1848

Vienna has risen! Berlin too, they say. The whole continent is shaking.
Jeanne-Marie read thedispatches at the club tonight and the roomerup-
ted — women cheering, embracing, some crying. A laundress named
Marie stood up and said, ’If Vienna can free itself fromMetternich, Pa-
ris can free itself from the bourgeoisie.’

Le monde tremble (The world trembles). It is intoxicating and terrify-
ing in equal measure. I walked home through streets that still bear the
scars of February— bullet holes, dark stains, a barricade on the Rue de
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la Harpe that no one has bothered to dismantle because it has become
a kind of monument.

My pamphlet is selling— or rather, it is being given away, which is bet-
ter than selling because itmeans peoplewant it. Awoman at the factory
gates today read the first paragraph aloud to her friends and said, ’This
is what I have been thinking but could not say.’ That is the highest pra-
ise a writer can receive.

20 March 1848

The club is growing. We had sixty women last night — seamstresses,
laundresses, teachers, a few bourgeois ladies who come in their good
dresses and look slightly frightened. Good. They should be frightened.
The world is changing and it will not wait for anyone to feel comforta-
ble.

Vienna has risen! Metternich has fled! Les chaînes se brisent (The cha-
ins are breaking)— it is happening everywhere, not just Paris. The revo-
lution is a contagion and there is no quarantine strong enough to stop
it.

I distributed the pamphlet at the factory gates this morning. Most of
the women took one. A few of the men laughed. One foreman tore his
copy in half and told me to go home and cook dinner. I smiled at him
and gave him another copy. He tore that one too. I have four hundred
and ninety-eight more.

1 April 1848

Thewomen’s clubs aremultiplying. Ours is the largest— theClub des
Femmes — but there are others now: the Société de la Voix des Fem-
mes, the Union des Femmes, groups in every arrondissement. The re-
volution has givenwomen a voice, even if the government has not given
us a vote.
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Céleste Vidal

We argue, of course. Toujours les disputes (Always the disputes). The
bourgeois women want education reform. The working women want
shorter hours and fairwages.The radicalwomenwant full political equ-
ality. Jeanne-Marie says we must find common ground. I say common
ground is a luxury when you are standing in a ditch.

Pierre broughtmemedical journals to read—he thinks I should educa-
temyself beyondpamphlets.Hemeanswell.He alwaysmeanswell. But
I do not need amedical education. I need a vote, a voice, and a republic
that remembers the women who built its barricades.

10 April 1848

The club sent a delegation to the provisional government today, de-
manding that women be included in the electoral lists for the coming
elections.Wewere received politely and dismissed firmly. The secretary
— a young man with excellent manners and no conscience — told us
that ’the question of female suffrage is premature.’

Premature. As if liberty has a schedule that only men can read. Je su-
is furieuse (I am furious). We stood in that antechamber in our best
clothes, having rehearsed our arguments for days, and were treated like
children asking to stay up past bedtime.

Jeanne-Marie says we must continue, that change is slow, that even the
male workers did not get the vote overnight. She is right, of course. But
I am tired of beingpatient. Patience is the virtue theyprescribe for those
they intend to keep waiting forever.

25 April 1848

The elections are over and the results are catastrophic. The conserva-
tives have won. The peasants — the vast mass of rural France — have
voted for order, property, and theChurch. The radical clubs that drove
the February revolution have been repudiated at the ballot box.
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And women could not even participate in this disaster. We were not
allowed to vote for the men who will now dismantle everything we fo-
ught for. Il n’y a pas de justice (There is no justice).

Pierre came to the club tonight, looking shattered. He is a good man,
Pierre. He believes in the republic the way some people believe in God
—with a faith that survives all evidence to the contrary. I envy him that.
I believe in the republic too, butmy faith has teeth. I knowwhat it costs
to be excluded from something you helped create.

The pamphlet has run out. I cannot afford to printmore. Five hundred
copies, scattered across Paris like seeds on stone.

28 April 1848

The demonstration at the Champ de Mars was magnificent — and fu-
tile. Thousands of womenmarched, carrying banners demanding poli-
tical rights. The National Guard watched us with the polite bewilder-
ment of men who have been asked to take seriously something they
consider a joke.

Une farce (A farce) — that is what a guardsman called it, loud enough
for me to hear. I turned and looked at him until he looked away. I have
learned that silence can be louder than shouting, if you direct it proper-
ly.

The demonstrationwill change nothing. The elections are over, the As-
sembly is hostile, and the radical clubs are under suspicion. Butwemar-
ched, and the newspapers reported it, and somewhere a girl who has ne-
ver thought about politics read the report and thought: womenmarch.
Women demand. Women refuse.

That girl is the revolution. Not the barricades, not the Assembly, not
the clubs—but themoment when someone who has always been told
’wait’ decides ’no.’
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15 May 1848

The invasion of the Assembly today was a catastrophe. Blanqui and his
followers stormed the chamber, and for a few chaotic hours it seemed
like the radical left might seize power by force. The National Guard
restored order, and now the crackdown has begun.
Our club was not involved—we have always argued for political rights
through peaceful agitation— but the government does not make fine
distinctions. Encoreunedéfaite (Another defeat).Twoofourmembers
were arrested this evening simply for being in the wrong street at the
wrong time.
Jeanne-Marie is talking about going underground. She says the clubs
will be bannedwithinweeks andwemust prepare to continue ourwork
in secret. I am not sure I have the temperament for conspiracy. I am
a seamstress. I am good with needles, not secrets.
But I will not abandon this. Not now. Not when every setback makes
the work more necessary.

25 May 1848

The crackdownhas begun in earnest.The clubs are being shutteredone
by one— first the men’s radical clubs, then ours. The government cla-
ims we are ’disorderly.’ Comme d’habitude (As usual). A woman who
speaks her mind is disorderly; a man who does the same is a statesman.
Jeanne-Marie has moved our meetings to a back room above a wine-
shop on the Rue Mouffetard. We meet by candlelight, twenty women
crowded into a space meant for ten, whispering about suffrage and ri-
ghts while the government prepares to take away the rights we thought
we had won.
I sewed three dresses today.My fingers are raw,my back aches, and I ear-
ned enough to pay half my rent. This is the republic— a republic of fo-
urteen-hour days and two-franc wages and men who debate the rights
of man without the slightest awareness of the irony.
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But I will not be bitter. Bitterness is a poison that the powerful prescri-
be for the powerless. I prefer anger. Anger is fuel.

8 June 1848

The national workshops are failing. Everyone can see it — a hundred
thousandmen digging ditches that serve no purpose, paidwages the go-
vernment cannot afford, waiting for a reckoning that everyone knows
is coming.

Iwent to the Faubourg Saint-Antoine today. Les visages sont durs (The
faces are hard). Thewomen there are not thinking about suffrage. They
are thinking about bread. Their children are thin. Their husbands are
desperate. The workshops are the only thing between them and starva-
tion, and the government is about to close them.

Pierre says there will be violence. He is gathering supplies — bandages,
chloroform, laudanum. He asked me, again, to help at his medical sta-
tion when the time comes. I told him I would think about it. He gave
me that look — the one that says he knows me well enough to know
that ’I will think about it’ means ’I have already decided and you will
not like my decision.’

He is right. But some decisions cannot be explained. They can only be
lived.

3 June 1848

The national workshops are going to be closed. Everyone knows it. The
workers know it, the government knows it, andboth sides are preparing
for what comes next.

I walked through the Faubourg Saint-Antoine today, delivering pam-
phlets — new ones, printed at our own expense on Jeanne-Marie’s old
press. The women I spoke to are afraid. Not of revolution but of hun-
ger. Their husbands are in the workshops. Close the workshops and
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there is nowage, no bread, no future. Lamisère (Themisery) is written
on every face.
I am afraid too. Not the sharp fear of the barricades but the slow, grin-
ding fear of people who see the trap closing and cannot find the door.
The republic we made in February is about to turn its guns on the pe-
ople who made it. And I do not know which side of those guns I will
be on.

16 June 1848

Jeanne-Marie has been arrested. They came for her at dawn — three
men from the prefecture, very polite, very firm. The charge is ’incite-
ment.’ Her real crime is being effective.
I packedher things into a valise andbrought them to the prison at Saint-
-Lazare. They would not let me see her. A guard told me she would be
held until the ’emergency’ passed. Rien n’est sûr (Nothing is certain).
The clubs are being closed, one by one.Ourswill be next. I have hidden
themembership lists and the remaining pamphlets under a loose board
in my room. If they search my room they will find them, but I will not
make it easy.
Pierre says there will be fighting. He is gathering medical supplies. He
asked me to stay with him, to help with the wounded when it starts.
I told him I would think about it. I am thinking about it. But I am also
thinking about the barricade.

18 June 1848

Theworkshops close in three days. The decree is final. The government
has made its choice — order over justice, property over people, the bo-
urgeoisie over the workers who made their revolution for them.
I attended a meeting in the Faubourg du Temple tonight. Not a wo-
men’s meeting — a workers’ meeting, men and women together, uni-
ted for once by the common threat. The speeches were fierce. Pas de
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quartier (No quarter). Someone said the government had declared war
on the poor and the poor must respond.

I looked around the room at the faces—worn, determined, frightened
—and thought: these are the people the republic was supposed to serve.
Not the bankers, not the landlords, not the deputies in their frock coats,
but these people, with their calloused hands and their empty pantries.

I havemademy decision.When the barricades go up, I will be on them.
Not in a basement, not at a medical station, not watching from a win-
dow.On them.Because someonemust standwhere the republic stands,
even if the republic has forgotten where that is.

20 June 1848

Thedecree is published.Theworkshops close on the twenty-first.Unmar-
riedmen to the army, marriedmen to the provinces. It is an ultimatum
dressed as policy.

The eastern quarters are arming. Not with rhetoric—with paving sto-
nes, with muskets, with the desperate arithmetic of people who have
nothing left to lose. I went to the Faubourg du Temple tonight and
sawmen building barricades with the same grim efficiency as February,
but without the songs. Sans espoir (Without hope) — no, that is not
fair. There is hope, but it is the hope of defiance, not of victory.

I havemademy decision.When the fighting starts, I will be at the barri-
cade. Not because I think we can win— I am not a fool— but because
some things must be witnessed from the inside. If the republic kills its
own people, someone must be there to say: I saw it. I was there. It hap-
pened.

Pierre will be angry. He wants me safe in his basement, bandaging wo-
unds. But I have spent my whole life being safe. Being careful. Being
patient. Enough.
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22 June 1848

Tomorrow. The barricades are ready. I spent the day carrying ammuni-
tion and food to the position on the Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Antoine
— the great barricade, they call it, a wall of cobblestones and furniture
and overturned carts that stretches across the entire street.

The people here are not revolutionaries from the clubs. They are wor-
kers, seamstresses, market women, boys too young to shave. Mes frères
et sœurs (My brothers and sisters) — this is the republic I believe in,
not the one in the Assembly but the one standing shoulder to shoulder
behind a wall of stones.

I wrote a letter to my mother in Rouen. I told her I was well and that
she should not believe everything she reads in the newspapers. I did not
tell her about the barricade. Some lies are necessary.

I am not afraid. That is the strange thing. I have been afraid for mon-
ths — afraid of the crackdown, afraid of arrest, afraid of hunger. But
tonight, with the barricade at my back and the stars above, I feel clear.
Whatever comes tomorrow, I chose it.

23 June 1848

The fighting has started. The army is advancing from the west — re-
gular troops, artillery, the Mobile Guard. We can hear the cannon. So-
meone said Cavaignac has thirty thousand men.We have cobblestones
and conviction.

I amwriting this in a doorway during a lull. The barricade held through
the first assault. A woman named Marguerite — I do not know her
surname—was beside me loading muskets. She was shot through the
hand and kept loading with the other. Quel courage (What courage).

The smell is terrible. Gunpowder, blood, the particular stench of fear-
-sweat. I have powder burns on my arms and my ears are ringing from
the musket fire.
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Pierre is three streets away, in his basement, saving whoever he can.
I should have gone to him. I know that. But I am here, and here is whe-
re the republic lives or dies. If it dies, let it be said that women stood on
the barricade. Let it be said that Céleste Vidal was there.

24 June 1848 — morning
Weheld through the night. The army pulled back at dusk andwe spent
the dark hours reinforcing the barricade, treating thewounded, passing
bread and water from hand to hand. No one slept.
A boy — fourteen, maybe — asked me if I was frightened. I told him
I was. He said he was too but that his father had died in the workshops,
of cholera and exhaustion, and hewould rather die here than in a ditch.
Je comprends (I understand). I understand completely.
The cannon have started again. Ils arrivent (They are coming). The bar-
ricade on the Rue de Charonne fell an hour ago and now we are expo-
sed on the left flank. The men are arguing about whether to fall back
or hold. I am not arguing. I am loading muskets.
If anyone finds this diary — if Pierre finds it — know that I did not
regret it. Not the pamphlets, not the club, not the barricade. Not one
moment of it. The republic was worth fighting for even if it was not
worth dying for, and I have not yet decided which this is.

Céleste Vidal was killed on 25 June 1848 during the fall of the barricade
at the Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Antoine. She was twenty-three. Her body
was buried in a common plot atMontmartre cemetery. The pamphlet she
wrote arguing for women’s suffrage survived in the medical bag of Pierre
Leclerc, who kept it for the rest of his life.
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Minor bureaucrat, Habsburg Imperial Chancellery, Vienna

I have spent twenty years filing documents for an empire. It
took three days to learn that the empire was filing me.

12 March 1848
News from Paris has arrived and the city is restless. Louis-Philippe has
fallen. A republic in France — again. The students at the university
are circulating petitions. The workers in the suburbs are gathering.My
colleague Brenner says it is nothing, that Vienna is not Paris, that the
Emperor will hold firm.
Brenner is a fool. Gott hilf uns (God help us). I have worked in the
Chancellery for twenty years and I can tell you that the machinery of
this empire runs on inertia and fear, and when the fear shifts direction,
the machinery stops.
I filed a report today on grain prices in Galicia. The numbers are terri-
ble — famine-level, really — but no one will read it because everyone
is watching the streets. This is how empires end. Not with a bang, not
with a whimper, but with an unread report on grain prices.

13 March 1848
The revolution has come to Vienna. This morning the Diet of Lower
Austriamet and the studentsmarched to the Landhaus to present their
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petition. By noon the crowd was enormous — students, workers, bur-
ghers, all pressed together in theHerrengasse. The soldiers fired. People
fell.

And then — I can scarcely believe I am writing this — Metternich re-
signed. The man who has ruled this empire for thirty-three years, who
survived Napoleon, who built the entire architecture of European re-
action—gone in an afternoon. Es ist vorbei (It is over).He fled the city
disguised, they say, in a laundry cart.

I was in the Chancellery when the news arrived. The senior officials
stood in the corridor looking at each other likemenwho have just been
told the floor beneath them is not solid. No one gave any orders. No
one filed anything. For the first time in twenty years, the machinery
stopped.

15 March 1848

The Emperor has promised a constitution. Ferdinand— poor, simple
Ferdinand, who can barely sign his own name— has been paraded on
a balcony and made to wave at the crowd. The people cheered. The
Academic Legion has been formed — students armed and patrolling
the streets like a revolutionary militia in spectacles.

I walked home through theGraben tonight. The atmosphere is extraor-
dinary. People are embracing strangers, singing, waving flags. Ein neuer
Tag (A new day), a student shouted at me as I passed. He was perhaps
twenty, with the wild eyes of someone who has not slept in three days.

I smiled at him and walked on. I am forty-four years old. I have served
the empire loyally and without distinction. I have filed reports, copied
decrees, maintained archives. And now the empire I served is being re-
made by children who have read too much Hegel. I should be frighte-
ned. Instead I feel something I cannot name. It is not hope, exactly. It
is the absence of the particular heaviness I have carried for so long that
I forgot I was carrying it.
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25 March 1848

The Hungarian delegation arrived today — Kossuth’s people, deman-
ding autonomy.The court conceded almost everything.A separateHun-
garianministry, aHungarian parliament,Hungarian control overHun-
garian affairs. The empire is being carved up like a Sunday roast and the
butchers are wearing academic gowns.

My wife, Margarethe, says I should be grateful. She says the old system
was rotten and anything new is better. Vielleicht (Perhaps). She has al-
ways been braver thanme—or less aware of consequences, whichmay
be the same thing.

I went to the Chancellery as usual. Half the staff did not come in. Tho-
sewho did sat at their desks with the bewildered air ofmusicianswhose
orchestra has suddenly changed the score. I filed a report on salt reve-
nues in Transylvania. I believe I am the last man in Vienna who cares
about salt revenues in Transylvania.

10 April 1848

The constitutionhas beenpublished—the so-calledPillersdorfConsti-
tution. It is a cautious document, granting some rights while reserving
most power for the Emperor. The radicals are furious. They wanted
a constituent assembly elected by universal suffrage. What they got is
a gift from above, carefully wrapped in imperial condescension.

I read it carefully— it is, after all,my profession to read government do-
cuments carefully. Nicht genug (Not enough). It is insufficient. I sur-
prise myself by thinking this. Three months ago I would have regarded
any constitution as a miracle. Now I find myself measuring it against
standards I did not know I held.

TheHungarians arepressing forwardwith their own reforms.TheCzechs
are demanding a Slavic congress. The Italians in Lombardy and Venice
have risen against Habsburg rule. The empire is cracking along every
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seam, and I sit at my desk and wonder which piece I will be standing
on when it finally breaks apart.

15 May 1848

Another revolution — the second in two months. The students and
workers rose again today, demanding a more democratic constitution.
Barricades in the streets.The court panicked and theEmperorwas smug-
gled out of the city — Ferdinand and his entourage fled to Innsbruck
like thieves in the night.

The Emperor has abandoned Vienna. Unvorstellbar (Unimaginable).
I stood at my window and watched the Academic Legion march past
with their rifles and their red-black-gold cockades, and I thought: I am
watching an empire dissolve.

The city is now governed by aCommittee of Public Safety— the name
borrowed from the French Revolution, which should alarm everyone
but seems to alarm no one under thirty. The committee has demanded
a constituent assembly elected by universal suffrage. The court, from
the safety of Innsbruck, has agreed.

I went towork. TheChancellery was empty except forme and oldGru-
ber, who is deaf and may not have noticed the revolution.

2 June 1848

The news from Paris is grim — the radical clubs have stormed the As-
sembly and been suppressed. Pierre Leclerc’s revolution is eating itself.
I wonder if ours will do the same.

The city is calmer now but the calm is deceptive. The workers want
bread.The studentswant democracy. The bourgeoisiewant order. Alle
wollen etwas anderes (Everyone wants something different). The same
coalition that toppled Metternich is fracturing along lines of class and
interest.
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I have begun to attend political meetings — cautiously, sitting at the
back, listening. This is new for me. For twenty years I served the state
without questioning it. Now I findmyself questioning everything.My
wife says I am having a midlife crisis. She may be right, but if so, it is
a crisis shared by an entire continent.
AHungarianwoman at one of themeetings—a student named Fekete
— spoke about the connection between the Austrian and Hungarian
revolutions. She was eloquent and fierce and very young. I wanted to
warn her that eloquence and fierceness are not armor.

22 July 1848

The Constituent Assembly has opened — the Reichstag, they are cal-
ling it. Deputies from across the empire: Germans, Czechs, Poles, Ru-
thenes, Italians, even some peasants who look as bewildered as I feel.
They aremeeting in the Riding School, which seems appropriate— an
empire learning to ride a horse it has never sat on.
Thefirstmajor debate is about the abolitionof feudal obligations—the
robot, the tithe, the whole medieval apparatus that keeps the peasants
bound to the land. Endlich (Finally). Even I, cautious old bureaucrat
that I am, can see that this is overdue by centuries.
I am still going to theChancellery every day, though there is less and less
to do. The old systems are suspended and the new ones have not yet be-
en built. I occupy a peculiar limbo—a functionarywithout a function,
a servant of a state that is not sure what it is. Margarethe says I should
enjoy the holiday. She does not understand that for a man like me, pur-
poselessness is not a holiday but a sentence.

12 August 1848

The Emperor has returned to Vienna— or rather, has been persuaded
to return. The court calculates that his presence will calm the city and
undermine the radicals. Ferdinandwas paraded through the streets aga-
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in, waving his mechanical wave, and the crowd cheered because the
Viennese will cheer anything.

But the real power is shifting.Windisch-Grätz has crushed the uprising
in Prague— bombarded the city into submission in June. Now he sits
withhis army inBohemia,waiting.Waiting forwhat?Wirwissen es (We
know it). We all know it. He is waiting for the order to do to Vienna
what he did to Prague.

I filed a report today — a real one, on the reorganization of the postal
service in Moravia. It felt almost normal. Almost comforting. The fa-
miliar scratch of pen on paper, the careful enumeration of facts, the
soothing fiction that somewhere someone will read this and act on it
rationally.

6 October 1848

Everything has collapsed. The government ordered troops to march to
Hungary to suppress the revolution there. The soldiers refused — or
rather, theViennese populace prevented them from leaving. Barricades
again.TheWarMinister, Latour,wasmurdered—lynchedby themob,
his body hung from a lamppost. I saw it. Gott im Himmel (God in
heaven). I saw aman’s body swinging from a post while people cheered.

The Emperor has fled again— this time to Olmütz. The court has had
enough of Vienna’s revolutions. Windisch-Grätz is marching on the
city with his army. Jellačić is coming from the south with his Croats.
The city is about to be besieged by its own empire.

I should leave. Margarethe is begging me to take her and the children
to her sister in Linz. She is right. Aber ich kann nicht (But I cannot).
I cannot explain why. Something holds me here — not courage, certa-
inly. Perhaps it is the need to see how the story ends. Perhaps it is the
bureaucrat in me, needing to file the final report.
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20 October 1848

The siege is tightening. Windisch-Grätz has surrounded the city. The
Academic Legion and the workers’ militia are manning the barricades,
but they are hopelessly outgunned. Everyone is waiting for the Hunga-
rians—Kossuth promised to send an army to relieveVienna. The hope
is thin but it is all there is.

I went to the barricade on the Tabor bridge today. Not to fight— I am
a forty-four-year-old bureaucrat with bad knees and no military tra-
ining — but to bring food. Margarethe baked bread and I carried it in
my briefcase.Meine Aktentasche (My briefcase)— the same one I have
carried to the Chancellery for twenty years, now repurposed as a bread
basket. The students laughed when they saw it. I laughed too. What
else can one do?

TheHungarianwoman—Fekete—was there, helping to organize sup-
plies. She recognizedme from themeetings. ’HerrHoffmann,’ she said,
’I did not expect to see you here.’ Neither did I, Fräulein. Neither did I.

28 October 1848

The Hungarians came— too late, too few. They fought at Schwechat,
south of the city, and were beaten back. The last hope died with that
defeat.

The bombardment began today. Artillery shells falling on Vienna —
on the Hofburg, on the university, on the streets where I have walked
every day for twenty years. I took Margarethe and the children to the
cellar and we sat in the dark and listened to the city being punished for
daring to dream.

Es ist aus (It is finished). The students know it. The workers know
it. Even the committee knows it, though they have not yet said the
words. Tomorrow or the next day, Windisch-Grätz will enter the ci-
ty, and everything that happened since March will be erased — not
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destroyed, exactly, but carefully, bureaucratically unmade, which is so-
mething I understand better than most.

1 November 1848

Vienna has fallen. Windisch-Grätz entered the city yesterday. The bar-
ricadeswere swept aside. TheAcademic Legion surrendered. Summary
courts-martial have begun — Robert Blum, a deputy from the Frank-
furt Parliament, has been arrested. They say he will be shot.
The streets are full of soldiers.Not the citizen-soldiers ofMarchbut real
soldiers—Croats, Czechs, men from the far corners of the empire bro-
ught to suppress the imperial capital. The irony is suffocating. Welche
Ironie (What irony).
I reported to the Chancellery this morning. The building was undama-
ged — the shells spared it, whether by luck or design. My desk was as
I left it, the Moravian postal report still waiting for a signature. I sat
down, uncapped my pen, and began to write. Margarethe says I am
a coward. She may be right. But the empire will need its clerks. It al-
ways does.

15 November 1848

Robert Blumwas executed on the ninth. Shot in the Brigittenau, despi-
te his parliamentary immunity. The message is clear: the revolution’s
protections are void. No one is safe.
The youngHungarianwoman, Fekete, has left Vienna—fled east, I he-
ard, back to Hungary where the revolution still breathes. Ich wünsche
ihr Glück (I wish her luck). She will need it. Windisch-Grätz is already
turning his attention to Budapest.
I am back at my desk, doing what I have always done. Filing reports,
copying decrees, maintaining the illusion of order. The new regime re-
quires a great deal of paperwork— arrests to process, properties to con-
fiscate, organizations to ban. Themachinery of repression turns out to
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run on the same forms as the machinery of government. I fill them out
with the same careful hand. I do not know what else to do.

2 December 1848

The Emperor has abdicated — not in the way revolutions intend, but
in the quiet way dynasties manage succession. Ferdinand has been re-
placed by his nephew, Franz Joseph. He is eighteen years old. A boy-
-emperor for a broken empire.
The ceremony was in Olmütz, far from Vienna. Ferdinand reportedly
said, ’God bless you. Be brave. Es ist gern geschehen (It was gladly do-
ne). Be good. It is all right.’ Whether he understood what he was re-
nouncing is unclear. Whether the boy who replaced him understands
what he is inheriting is equally unclear.
I processed the paperwork. Change of sovereign: new oaths required,
new letterheads, new stamps. The bureaucracy adapts. It always adapts.
That is its genius and its sin — it can serve any master with equal effi-
ciency. Including, apparently, an eighteen-year-old who has never filed
a report in his life.

20 January 1849

Winter in Vienna. The city is quiet in the way that occupied cities are
quiet—not peaceful, but suppressed. The constitution that theReich-
stagwas drafting has been superseded by one imposed from above. The
Stadion Constitution, they call it. It grants rights and simultaneously
creates the mechanisms to revoke them.
I read it with professional attention. Nicht schlecht (Not bad) — on
paper. But paper is patient, as the saying goes. The question is whether
the rights it promises will be honored or merely displayed, like china
that is never used.
Margarethe and Iwent to thePrater onSunday.The children ran ahead,
throwing snowballs, oblivious to the soldiers on every corner. I envied
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them their oblivion. To be eight years old and to care only about the
trajectory of a snowball — what luxury. My daughter asked me why
there were so many soldiers. I told her they were keeping us safe. She
asked, ’From what?’ I did not have an answer.

15 March 1849

One year sinceMetternich fell. No one celebrates. The anniversary pas-
ses in silence, like the birthday of someone who has died.
The government has dissolved the Reichstag. The Stadion Constitu-
tion — the imposed one — has been declared sufficient. The experi-
ment in representative government is over. Acht Monate (Eight mon-
ths). That is how long Austrian democracy lasted. Less than a school
year.
I think about the young student who shouted ’A new day!’ at me in the
Graben last March. Where is he now? In prison? In exile? Back at the
university, pretending none of it happened? I hope he is alive. I hope
his idealism survived, even if his revolution did not.
I filed a report today on salt revenues in Transylvania. The numbers
have not improved.

5 May 1849

Hungary still fights.Kossuthdeclared full independence fromtheHabs-
burgs in April and the Hungarian army under Görgei has won remar-
kable victories. For a moment it seemed possible that at least one revo-
lution might succeed.
But the Emperor— the young one, Franz Joseph—has asked the Tsar
for help.Russian troops aremassing on theHungarian border. Ein gan-
zes Reich ist nicht genug (One whole empire is not enough) — they
need two empires to crush one small nation’s dream of freedom.
I think of Ilona Fekete, theHungarian student. She will be somewhere
in that storm. I remember her voice at themeetings—clear, passionate,
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certain that justice would prevail. I wanted to believe her. I still want
to believe her. But I have spent twenty years watching justice file its
paperwork and go home early.

15 July 1849
Rome has fallen — the republic that Mazzini and Garibaldi built has
been destroyed by French troops. The news arrived yesterday and I tho-
ught: even the Italians. Even the one revolution that seemed to burn
brightest.
Hungary is being crushed.TheRussian army—twohundred thousand
strong — has invaded from the east. The Austrian army presses from
the west. Kossuth’s forces are retreating, outnumbered and surroun-
ded. Keine Hoffnung (No hope).
I sat at my desk today and looked at my hands. These hands have filed
ten thousand documents. They have copied decrees that oppressedmil-
lions. They have processed the paperwork of empire — the taxes, the
censorship, the conscription orders, the arrest warrants. And now they
process the paperwork of restoration. The same hands, the same pen,
the same careful script. Margarethe is right. I am a coward. But I am
a coward who feeds his children.

Karl Hoffmann returned to the Imperial Chancellery after the restora-
tion of order in late 1848. He served as a minor functionary for another
fourteen years, retiring in 1862 with a small pension. He never spoke pu-
blicly about the March revolution, but his diary was found among his
papers after his death in 1879. His daughter donated it to the University
of Vienna, where it remains in the archive.
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Hungarian student at the University of Vienna; revolutionary, witness to
both the Austrian and Hungarian revolutions

I went to Vienna to study philosophy. I learned instead that
freedom is not a theory but a practice — and that practice is

paid for in blood.

1 March 1848

The news from Paris is electric. Louis-Philippe has abdicated and a re-
public has been proclaimed. The university is in uproar— theGerman
students are talking about constitutions, the Czech students about au-
tonomy, and we Hungarians about Kossuth’s speech to the Diet. Eve-
ryone is talking about everything except their studies.
Szabadság (Freedom)—theword is on every lip, in every language. I he-
ard it in German, Czech, Italian, and Hungarian within a single hour,
walking from my lodgings to the lecture hall. Professor Müller cancel-
led his lecture on Kant and spent the hour discussing the rights of man
instead. I havenever seenhim so animated.Apparently evenKant yields
to revolution.
I wrote to my mother in Debrecen. I told her something is about to
happen. She will worry, because that is what mothers do, but I cannot
keep silent. The world is changing and I intend to be part of it.
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13 March 1848

Vienna has risen! I was at the Landhaus with the students when the
soldiers fired. I heard the shots—flat, terrible sounds— and the crowd
surged and someone grabbed my arm and pulled me into a doorway.
When I looked out, people were lying in the street.
And then Metternich fell. The great spider, the architect of reaction,
the man who kept half of Europe in chains — gone in an afternoon.
Végre (At last)! I stood in theHerrengasse and shouted it untilmy voice
broke.
The students have formed anAcademicLegion and I have joined—the
only woman in my section, which caused some muttering until I poin-
ted out that I could load amusket faster than any of them,which is true
because my father taught me to shoot when I was twelve.
I must write to Kossuth’s people. If Vienna has fallen, Budapest must
follow. The whole rotten edifice is coming down and wemust be ready
to build something in its place.

15 March 1848

Budapest has risen! Petőfi read his ’National Song’ on the steps of the
National Museum and the crowd swept through the city like a flood.
The Twelve Points have been proclaimed— freedom of the press, a na-
tional guard, a Hungarian government responsible to an elected parlia-
ment.
I heard the news this evening and wept. Hazánk él (Our homeland li-
ves).We are a nation again.Not subjects, not a province, not a line item
in a Habsburg ledger — a nation, with rights and a voice and a future.
TheViennese students celebratedwithus.AGermanboyopened a bot-
tle of wine and toasted Hungary. A Czech student raised his glass to
Bohemia. For one shining evening, the Academic Legion felt like the
parliament of a free Europe — every nation represented, every nation
equal, every nation drunk on the same impossible hope.
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ProfessorMüller attended the celebration. He drank one glass of wine,
said ’Remarkable,’ and left. Even philosophers have their limits.

30 March 1848

The court has conceded to Hungary — a separate ministry under Bat-
thyány, a parliament in Budapest, effective self-government within the
empire. Kossuth has won everything he asked for, without firing a shot.
Diplomacy backed by a hundred thousand people in the streets is re-
markably effective diplomacy.
But I am already worried. Hiába (In vain)— no, I must not think that
way.But the concessions feel too easy, too smooth.TheHabsburgs have
survived six centuries by yieldingwhen theymust and reclaimingwhen
they can. They yielded inMarch. When will they reclaim?
AbureaucratnamedHoffmannattendedourmeeting tonight—amid-
dle-aged man with a careful face and a briefcase. He sat at the back and
listened. I do not know what to make of him. He is the old Austria —
obedient, cautious, reliable. But he came. That counts for something.

20 April 1848

Thenationalities question is tearing everything apart.The Slovakswant
autonomy fromHungary. The Croats under Jellačić are demanding se-
paration. TheRomanians in Transylvania are petitioning against Hun-
garian rule. Our revolution — the revolution of freedom — is being
challenged by the very principle it invokes: the right of peoples to go-
vern themselves.
Miért (Why)? Why cannot they see that our fight is their fight? That
Hungarian liberty does not mean Slovak oppression? But I know the
answer, even as I ask the question.WeHungarians have not always been
kind to our minorities. The language laws, the Magyarization policies
— these are real grievances, and a revolution built on freedom cannot
ignore the freedom of others.

38



Ilona Fekete

I said this at ameeting andwas shouted down. Someone calledme a tra-
itor. Someone else called me naive. I am neither. I am a philosophy stu-
dent who believes that principles must be applied consistently or not
at all.

15 May 1848

Vienna has erupted again — the students and workers have forced the
Emperor to flee to Innsbruck. The second revolution in two months.
The city is now governed by a committee of radicals, and the Academic
Legion patrols the streets with an authority that would be impressive if
it were not so fragile.

I manned a barricade today. Nem félek (I am not afraid). The truth is
that I was terrified, but terror and courage are apparently compatible
— you simply do the thing while your hands shake.

The Emperor’s flight changes everything forHungary.Without the co-
urt’s presence, Vienna becomes a revolutionary city allied with Buda-
pest. If we can coordinate — if the German, Hungarian, and Czech
movements can find common ground— the Habsburgs are finished.

But coordination requires trust, and trust requires time, and time is the
one thing revolutions never have enough of.

12 June 1848

Windisch-Grätz has bombarded Prague. The SlavicCongress—which
might have been a bridge between the Czech and Hungarian move-
ments — has been dissolved by artillery. The general is testing his me-
thods on the Czechs before turning them on the rest of us.

Isten segíts (God help us). The news arrived last night and the Acade-
mic Legion held an emergency meeting. Some want to march to Bohe-
mia.Others saywemust fortifyVienna.Others saywe should negotiate
while there is still something to negotiate.
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I am trying to finishmy thesis onHegel’s concept of historical progress.
The irony is not lost onme. Hegel believed that history moves through
contradiction toward a higher synthesis. What I am witnessing is con-
tradiction without synthesis — just collision after collision, hope after
hope shattered against the wall of power.

Perhaps the synthesis comes later. Perhapswe are the contradiction and
our children will be the resolution. That is a cold comfort, but philoso-
phy offers few warm ones.

5 August 1848

I have decided to return to Hungary. Vienna is stagnating — the Re-
ichstag debates endlessly while the real decisions are made by generals.
Hungary is where the revolution still lives.

My friends in the Legion tried to dissuademe. ’Stay,’ they said. ’Vienna
needs you.’ But Vienna does not need one Hungarian philosophy stu-
dent. Hungary might. Mennem kell (I must go). The pull of home is
stronger than any argument.

I went to the Prater one last time. The chestnut trees were in full leaf,
the paths full of families enjoying the summer evening. A perfectly or-
dinary scene in an extraordinary year. I will miss Vienna — its coffee,
its music, its particular mixture of elegance and bureaucratic absurdity.
But I cannot stay in a city that is waiting for the blow to fall when my
own country is fighting to survive.

HerrHoffmann caughtme at the gate as Iwas leaving.Hepressed a pac-
ket of bread and cheese into my hands and said, ’Be careful, Fräulein.’
His eyes were kind. I almost wept.

20 September 1848

I am inBudapest. The city is transformed—everywhere you look there
are soldiers, flags, committees, pamphlets. The Hungarian parliament
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sits in permanent session. Kossuth speaks every day, and every day the
crowds grow.

But the crisis is here. Jellačić has crossed the border with his Croatian
army, marching toward Budapest. The Emperor’s game is now clear
— Hajnóczy was right — they will use the nationalities against us, set-
ting Croat against Hungarian, Serb against Magyar, divide and conqu-
er. Árulás (Betrayal). The oldest trick in the imperial playbook.

I have offered my services as a courier and translator. My German is
fluent, my Latin passable, and I can ride a horse as well as anyman. The
committee accepted me without fuss — revolution, at least, does not
care about the sex of its servants.

I sleep in a boarding house near the parliament. The woman who runs
it lost her son in the fighting at the border. She feeds me soup and calls
me ’child’ and cries when she thinks I am not looking.

6 October 1848

Vienna has risen again — the people tried to prevent troops from be-
ing sent againstHungary.WarMinister Latourwas killed, the Emperor
fled toOlmütz, and for a brief moment it seemed like the Austrian and
Hungarian revolutions might join hands.

Remény (Hope) — I felt it like a physical thing, a surge in the chest. If
Vienna holds, if the Hungarians can relieve the city, the empire cracks
in two and everything changes.

I carried dispatches from Budapest to the Hungarian army today. The
roads are chaos — military columns, refugee carts, messengers gallo-
ping in every direction. I rode thirty miles on a horse borrowed from
a farmer who said he was too old to fight but not too old to help those
who do.

Kossuth has ordered the army tomarch toVienna’s aid. But armiesmo-
ve slowly and revolutions move fast. I pray we are not too late.
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2 November 1848

Vienna has fallen. We were too late. The Hungarian army fought at
Schwechat and was driven back. Windisch-Grätz entered the city and
the revolution is over.
Mindent elvesztettünk (We lost everything)—no.Not everything.Hun-
gary still stands. The parliament sits, the army fights, Kossuth speaks.
But Vienna’s fall means we face the full weight of the empire alone.
No allies. No diversions. Just Hungary against the Habsburgs, and the
Habsburgs have never lost that fight.
I wept when the news came. Not for Vienna—Vienna will survive, as
cities always survive their conquerors—but for the people I left behind.
The students of the Academic Legion. The workers who manned the
barricades. Herr Hoffmann with his briefcase full of bread. Where are
they now? In prison? In hiding? Filing reports as if nothing happened?
The revolution contracts. Paris fell to reaction, Prague was bombarded,
Vienna besieged. Only Rome and Budapest remain. Two cities against
the world.

14 December 1848

The new Emperor— Franz Joseph, eighteen years old— has ascended
the throne. Ferdinandwas persuaded to abdicate in favor of his nephew,
who is young enough to be unbound by the promises the old emperor
made inMarch.
Clever. Undeniably clever. Gyalázat (Disgrace). The Habsburgs have
found away to erase their concessionswithout technically breaking the-
irword—the new emperor simply never gave hisword in the first place.
Kossuth has responded by declaring that Hungary does not recognize
Franz Joseph. The April Laws were agreed with Ferdinand; Franz Jo-
seph is a stranger. The legal argument is sound, the political argument
is powerful, but arguments require an army to enforce them, and our
army is outnumbered.
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Christmas approaches. My mother writes from Debrecen begging me
to come home. Home is not a place anymore. Home is wherever the
revolution is.

5 January 1849

Budapest has fallen. Windisch-Grätz marched in on the fifth and the
government has retreated to Debrecen. I went with them — packed
my few possessions onto a cart and joined the exodus east.
The road from Budapest to Debrecen is sixty miles of frozen mud. Sol-
diers, officials, families with children— all streaming east under a grey
winter sky. Hideg van (It is cold). My fingers are so numb I can barely
hold the pen.
But the army is intact. Görgei commands in the field and he is brilliant
— a former chemist turned general, which tells you everything about
this revolution. The parliament will reconvene in Debrecen. The fight
continues.
I thinkofHegel’s dialectic.Thesis: the oldorder.Antithesis: revolution.
Synthesis: unknown. Perhaps the synthesis is simply endurance— the
stubborn refusal to accept that the old order’s victory is permanent.

2 March 1849

The Austrians imposed a constitution fromOlmütz— a centralist do-
cument that abolishes Hungarian autonomy entirely. Everything won
inMarch 1848— the separateministry, the parliament, the April Laws
— erased with a stroke of the imperial pen.
The response in Debrecen was fury. Ez háború (This is war). If the em-
pirewill not honor its agreements, then the agreement itself is void.The
moderates who still hoped for compromise have fallen silent. Even the
cautious ones now speak of independence.
I am working as a translator for the government — Hungarian, Ger-
man, Latin, some French. The diplomatic correspondence is enormo-
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us. Kossuth writes to everyone — the British, the French, the Ameri-
cans — seeking recognition, seeking arms, seeking anything. The re-
sponses are sympathetic and useless. Europe applauds our courage and
offers nothing else.
Spring is coming. The army is preparing for a counteroffensive. Hope,
impossibly, returns.

14 April 1849

Hungaryhas declared independence.Kossuth stood in theGreatChurch
of Debrecen and read the Declaration of Independence to the parlia-
ment. The Habsburg dynasty is deposed. Hungary is a sovereign na-
tion.
Szabad ország (Free country)! I stood in the gallery and wept — not
from sorrow this time but from a joy so sharp it felt like pain. For one
moment, in that cold churchwith its whitewashedwalls, everythingwe
have suffered made sense. This is what it was for. This is the synthesis.
Kossuth has been electedGovernor-President. The army under Görgei
is winning — Budapest was recaptured in April, the Austrians are re-
treating, the empire is reeling. For the first time since March 1848, the
revolution is advancing instead of retreating.
I know this may not last. I know the Habsburgs will call for help. But
today — today —Hungary is free, and I was there to see it. Whatever
comes next, they cannot take that fromme.

21 May 1849

Budapest is ours again and the spring is glorious. TheDanube sparkles.
The parliament has returned fromDebrecen. For a few weeks, Hunga-
ry looks and feels like a real country — with a government, an army,
a foreign policy, a future.
But the shadow is already falling. Russia has agreed to intervene. Tsar
Nicholas has pledged two hundred thousand troops to crush the Hun-
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garian revolution. Két birodalom (Two empires) against one small na-
tion. The mathematics are impossible.

I carry dispatches between Budapest and the army headquarters. The
roads are better now—spring has dried themud—but everymile feels
precarious. The countryside is exhausted. The villages have given their
sons, their horses, their grain. There is nothing left to give.

Iwrote tomymother. I toldher I loveher. I didnot say goodbyebecause
saying goodbye would make it real.

15 June 1849

The Russians have crossed the border. Two hundred thousand men,
pouring through the Carpathian passes like a river breaking through
a dam. Our army is retreating — not broken, not panicking, but retre-
ating, because there is no other choice when the world’s largest army
marches against you.

Nincs remény (There is nohope)—Iwrote that and then crossed it out,
because hope is not a calculation but a decision. We decide to hope or
we decide to surrender. I have made my decision.

I rode forty miles today carrying dispatches fromGörgei to the govern-
ment. My horse went lame nearMiskolc and I borrowed another from
a priest who blessed me and said God was with Hungary. I hope he is
right, though recent evidence suggests God keeps a neutral position on
revolutions.

The countryside is beautiful. The wheat is high, the poppies are blo-
oming, and an empire’s worth of soldiers are trampling through it. Be-
auty and destruction, side by side. Hegel would have something to say
about that.
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10 July 1849

Wearebeing squeezed fromeverydirection.TheRussians advance from
the east. The Austrians press from the west and south. Görgei fights
brilliant rearguard actions, but brilliance cannot overcome arithmetic.
The government has moved to Szeged. I moved with it, carrying files
and dispatches and the weight of knowing that this is how revolutions
end — not in a single dramatic battle but in a slow, grinding retreat,
losing a town today, a province tomorrow, until there is nowhere left
to retreat to.
Még állunk (We still stand). The army fights on. The parliament meets.
The bureaucracy functions. There is something magnificent about it
— this insistence on governing, on maintaining the forms of a nation
even as the nation’s territory shrinks day by day. We will be a republic
until the last moment, even if the last moment comes tomorrow.
I have not heard frommy mother in weeks. The postal service — such
as it is—has collapsed in the east. I hope she is safe inDebrecen. I hope
the Russians treat civilians better than their reputation suggests.

28 July 1849

Kossuth has resigned and transferred power to Görgei. The Governor-
-President is fleeing to Turkey with his family and a handful of loyal
followers. The parliament has dissolved itself. The Republic ofHunga-
ry, born in the Great Church of Debrecen on the fourteenth of April,
lived for one hundred and five days.
Sírok (I weep). I do not pretend otherwise. I sat in a field outside Arad
and wept until I had nothing left.
Görgei will negotiate surrender. He has no choice— the army is exhau-
sted, outnumbered, surrounded. He will surrender to the Russians ra-
ther than the Austrians, because the Russians at least may showmercy.
I could flee. The Turkish border is not far. Many are going — officers,
politicians, anyone who fears the Austrian reprisals that will surely fol-
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low. But I cannot leave. This is my country, even now. Especially now.
I will stay and carry the last dispatches and see it through to the end.
To whoever reads this: Hungary lived. Remember that. We lived.

3 August 1849
I am in Temesvár. The remnant of the government is here, along with
what remains of the army’s southern forces. Görgei is negotiating with
the Russians at Világos.
The artillery can be heard from the east. Közel van a vég (The end is
near). I carrymydiary in a leather pouch againstmychest, next to letters
frommymother that I havememorized by heart. If something happens
to me, perhaps someone will return them to Debrecen.
I want to write something profound. Something worthy of the mo-
ment. But I am twenty-four years old and very tired and very frighte-
ned and the only truth I have is this: we were right. The revolution was
right. Freedom is right. That these things were crushed by two empires
and a quarter million soldiers does not make themwrong. It makes the
empires wrong.
The sun is setting over Temesvár. It is beautiful. Everything is beautiful
when you look at it as though for the last time.
ÉljenMagyarország. Long live Hungary.

Ilona Fekete returned to Hungary after the fall of Vienna and served as
a courier and organizer for the revolutionary government in Debrecen.
She was killed on 5 August 1849 during the Austrian-Russian advance
on Temesvár, struck by artillery fire while carrying dispatches. She was
twenty-four. Her diary was recovered from her belongings and eventually
returned to her family inDebrecen, where it was preserved by her younger
sister.
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Printer and typesetter, Berlin; delegate-observer at the Frankfurt Parliament

I set type for other men’s words all my life. In 1848, for one
brief year, I thought the words might be my own.

5 March 1848
Paris has a republic. I set the type for thenewsbulletinmyself,myhands
shaking so badly I dropped an entire tray of letters. Herr Müller, the
shop foreman, told me to calm down. I told him that France had over-
thrown its king and that calm was no longer an appropriate response.
Der Anfang (The beginning) — I can feel it. The streets of Berlin are
restless. The workers’ meetings are growing. The liberal professors are
writing petitions. Even the King’s own advisors, they say, are urging
reform.
I have been a printer for fifteen years. I know the power of words —
I hold them inmy hands every day, letter by letter, arranging them into
sentences that can topple governments or sell soap. Now the words are
about freedom, and constitutions, and the rights ofman, and I set them
with a reverence I have never felt for soap.

18 March 1848
Berlin has risen. The barricades went up this morning and the fighting
has been savage. The King’s troops fired on the crowd at the palace and
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the workers responded with paving stones and furniture and anything
else they could throw.
I was on the barricade at the Alexanderplatz. I am not a soldier— I am
a printer with ink-stained fingers and bad eyesight— but I stood there
and passed cobblestones and felt, for the first time in my life, that I was
doing something that mattered. Endlich frei (Finally free), a man next
to me shouted, and we all took up the cry.
The fighting went on all day. By evening, the King had ordered the tro-
ops to withdraw.He appeared on the balcony and saluted the dead.He
wore a black-red-gold armband—the colors ofGermanunity,German
freedom. The King of Prussia wearing revolutionary colors. I set the re-
port myself, checking every letter twice, because I wanted to be sure
I was not dreaming.

20 March 1848

The King rode through the streets today wearing the black-red-gold.
’Henceforth Prussia is merged into Germany,’ he said. The crowd che-
ered.The liberalswept. FriedrichWilhelm IV, by the grace ofGodKing
of Prussia, has declared himself a German patriot.
I do not trust him. Gott vergib mir (God forgive me), but I do not.
A king who fires on his people on Tuesday and salutes them on Thurs-
day is a king who will do whatever the moment requires and nothing
more. He is not a convert but a calculator.
But the moment— the moment is real. A national parliament is being
called. Elections for an all-German assembly to meet in Frankfurt and
draft a constitution for a unitedGermany.Think of it—Germany, uni-
ted, democratic, free. A dream that has been dreamed for generations,
now suddenly possible.
I will go to Frankfurt. Not as a delegate — I am a printer, not a poli-
tician — but as a witness. Someone must record what happens when
a nation tries to will itself into being.
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18 May 1848

The Frankfurt Parliament has opened. I am here, in the gallery of the
Paulskirche— St. Paul’s Church—watching five hundred and eighty-
-six delegates from every German state take their seats. Professors, lawy-
ers, writers, doctors — the educated elite of a nation that does not yet
exist.
Wunderbar (Wonderful).The speeches aremagnificent.The enthusiasm
is electric. These men — and they are all men, of course — are propo-
sing to create, by deliberation anddebate,what other nations builtwith
centuries of warfare. A constitution. A bill of rights. A united Germa-
ny.
I found lodgings in a boarding house near theRömerberg.My landlady
is a widow named Frau Becker who rents rooms to visiting journalists
and delegates. She charges too much and cooks too little, but she has
opinions about everything and shares them freely, whichmakes dinner
entertaining if not nourishing.
I will write reports for my newspaper back in Berlin. The printer beco-
mes the correspondent. The world has truly turned upside down.

10 June 1848

The parliament debates. And debates. And debates. The question of
German borders alone has consumed weeks— should Germany inclu-
de Austria? Exclude Austria? Include only the German-speaking parts
of Austria? What about Bohemia? Schleswig? Posen?
Das große Problem (The great problem)—where does Germany end?
No one agrees. The Greater Germans want Austria included. The Lit-
tleGermanswant Prussia to leadwithoutAustria. The democratswant
whatever arrangementproduces themost freedom.Theprofessorswant
whatever arrangement produces the most footnotes.
I attend the sessions daily, taking notes inmy small, printer’s hand. The
oratory is often brilliant. The arguments are often sound. But I am be-
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ginning to notice something: these men are better at talking than de-
ciding. They can dissect a principle with surgical precision but cannot
agree on a bandage.

Outside the Paulskirche, the real world continues. The Austrians are
suppressingPrague.TheFrench are suppressing their ownworkers.And
here in Frankfurt, five hundred professors are debating the proper wor-
ding of clause seventeen of a constitution that may never exist.

15 July 1848

The Archduke Johann of Austria has been elected Imperial Regent —
a provisional head of state for a provisional Germany. It is a compromi-
se that satisfies no one, which I suppose is the definition of compromi-
se.

I went to a workers’ meeting tonight. The mood was very different
from the parliament. These men — actual workers, with calluses and
grievances — are impatient. They want bread, work, and dignity, not
constitutional subtleties. A metalworker fromOffenbach told me that
the parliament was ’a talking shop for lawyers.’ Recht hat er (He is ri-
ght).

I am caught between two worlds. In the parliament gallery, I admire
the intellectual ambition— the attempt to build a nation from princi-
ples. In the workers’ meetings, I feel the urgency— the knowledge that
principles matter nothing to a hungry family. I am a printer. I belong
to both worlds. I set the type for the professors’ speeches and I drink
beer with the men who cannot read them.

12 August 1848

The debate on fundamental rights continues. Today they argued about
freedom of the press for three hours — three hours on a principle that
everyman in this church would defendwith his life but none can agree
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how to phrase. Die Deutschen (The Germans)—we are a people who
can debate a sunset.
I receivedword fromBerlin that the reaction is strengthening.TheKing
is quietly rebuilding his authority, replacing liberal ministers with con-
servatives, reasserting control over the army. The revolution gave him
a fright in March; he has spent the months since making sure he will
not be frightened again.
Frau Becker made Sauerbraten tonight and told me I was getting too
thin. She says political reporters eat worse than students, which in her
hierarchy of human failure ranks just above beggars and just below ac-
tors. I told her the parliament was more nourishing than it appeared.
She said, ’The parliament, Herr Schreiber, is all gristle and no meat.’
I could not disagree.

18 September 1848

A crisis. The parliament sent Prussian troops to enforce an armistice
in Schleswig — an armistice that effectively abandoned the German-
-speaking population to Denmark. The democrats are furious. There
were riots in Frankfurt — two conservative delegates were murdered
by the mob.
I was in the street when the barricades went up. For a moment I was
back inBerlin, inMarch,with the same sounds and smells of revolution.
But this was different. In Berlin we fought the King’s soldiers. Hier
kämpfen wir gegeneinander (Here we fight each other). Germans aga-
inst Germans, democrats against conservatives, the parliament’s own
people turning on the parliament.
Prussian andAustrian troops restored order. The irony—aparliament
that represents German sovereignty calling in foreign troops to sup-
press German citizens— is so bitter I cannot swallow it.
The dream is cracking. I can hear it, like ice in spring, and I do not know
what lies beneath.
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30 October 1848

Viennahas fallen toWindisch-Grätz.Robert Blum, a delegate fromour
own parliament — a man with parliamentary immunity — has been
arrested. The news hit the Paulskirche like a physical blow.

Blum was on the barricades in Vienna. He went to show solidarity,
to carry the parliament’s authority into the fight. And now he is in
an Austrian prison and everyone knows what will happen next. Kein
Schutz (No protection). Our parliament cannot protect its own mem-
bers. What use is sovereignty if you cannot shield a single man?

I set type for a special bulletin tonight. My hands were steady becau-
se a printer’s hands must be steady, but inside I was shaking. If they
execute Blum — and they will, everyone knows they will — then the
Frankfurt Parliament is exposed as what its critics always said it was:
a debating society with no power, no army, no means to enforce its
will.

FrauBecker servedme soup tonight and said, ’Herr Schreiber, you look
like a man who has seen a ghost.’ I have. The ghost of German unity.

12 November 1848

Robert Blumwas shot on the ninth. Executed in the Brigittenau, Vien-
na, by the authority of an empire that does not recognize our parlia-
ment’s immunity, our parliament’s sovereignty, or our parliament’s exi-
stence.

The Paulskirche observed a minute of silence. Es war nicht genug (It
was not enough). A minute of silence for a murdered colleague, and
then back to debating clause forty-seven. I wanted to scream. I wanted
to overturn my chair and shout: A man is dead because we have no
power! What are we doing here?

But I did not scream. I sat in the gallery and took notes and walked ho-
me in the rain and set type for the evening bulletin. BLUM EXECU-
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TED—PARLIAMENTARY IMMUNITYVIOLATED. The letters
were cold in my fingers.

The parliament cannot protect itsmembers. The parliament cannot en-
force its decisions. The parliament cannot even agree onwhatGermany
is. And yet it continues to sit, to debate, to vote, as though deliberation
alone can conjure a nation. I am losing faith, and for a printer, faith in
words is everything.

20 December 1848

The Fundamental Rights of the German People have been proclaimed
— a bill of rights: freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of
assembly, equality before the law. It is amagnificent document. I set the
type with something approaching reverence.

SchöneWorte (Beautifulwords). Butwords on paper, without an army
behind them, are just words on paper. A printer knows this better than
anyone. I have set type for a thousand promises. I know how easily ink
fades.

Theparliament has not yet decided themost basic question:whowill le-
adGermany? Prussia or Austria? A republic or amonarchy? LargeGer-
many or small? Every month that passes without an answer is a month
in which the old powers consolidate, the revolutionary moment fades,
and the window of possibility narrows.

Christmas is coming. FrauBecker is decoratingherboardinghousewith
pine branches. The smell reminds me of home — of my mother’s kit-
chen in Berlin, of a time when Germany was just a word in a song.

15 January 1849

The debate grinds on. The ’Little German’ solution is gaining ground
— a united Germany without Austria, led by Prussia, with Friedrich
Wilhelm IV as constitutional emperor. It is not what the democrats
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wanted. It is not what the workers wanted. But it may be all that is
achievable.
Möglicherweise (Possibly). I have learned that word well this year. Eve-
rything is possible, nothing is certain, and the distance between the two
is measured in battalions.
I received a letter from Berlin. My shop foreman writes that business is
bad — the censors are back, the radical press is being suppressed, and
several of our regular customers have been arrested. He asks when I am
coming home. I do not know. I came to Frankfurt to witness the birth
of a nation. I may be witnessing its funeral.
The winter is harsh. The Paulskirche is heated by stoves that produce
more smoke thanwarmth. The delegates cough through their speeches.
It is hard to sound like the voice of a nation when you are sneezing.

28 March 1849
The constitution is finished. After tenmonths of debate, the Frankfurt
Parliament has produced a document — a real constitution, for a real
Germany. Universal male suffrage. A bill of rights. A hereditary empe-
ror, constitutionally bound.The votewas close but it passed, and today
the delegates elected FriedrichWilhelm IVof Prussia as Emperor of the
Germans.
Deutschland lebt (Germany lives)! I stood in the gallery and cheered
with the others, though even in that moment of triumph I felt the cold
draft of doubt. The constitution exists. The emperor has been elected.
But will he accept?
Everything — ten months of work, the dream of decades, the hope of
a nation — now depends on one man’s answer. A king who saluted
the dead inMarch but has spent every month since then rebuilding his
authority. A king who wore the black-red-gold for one day and then
put it back in the drawer.
I set the type for the announcement. CONSTITUTIONADOPTED
—KING ELECTED EMPEROR. The letters felt heavier than usual.
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3 April 1849

He refused. Friedrich Wilhelm IV has refused the crown. He said he
would not accept a crown ’from the gutter’ — a crown offered by the
people rather than by his fellow princes. He said it would be a ’dog col-
lar’ that would chain him to the revolution.
Abgelehnt (Rejected). One word, and the work of ten months is ash.
The parliament that labored to create a constitution, that debated eve-
ry clause and every comma, that elected a king by democratic vote —
dismissed with an aristocratic sneer.
I sat in the gallery and watched the delegates receive the news. Some
wept. Some shouted. Some simply stared, as though theyhadbeen struck.
The president gaveled for order and the sound of that gavel was the so-
und of a coffin lid closing.
Frau Becker found me at her kitchen table at midnight, staring at no-
thing. She poured me a schnapps and said, ’Kings are like that, Herr
Schreiber. They take what they want and refuse what they’re given.’
She is wiser than the entire parliament.

20 April 1849

The parliament is dissolving. Delegates are leaving — some recalled by
their governments, others departing in disgust. The rump that rema-
ins has moved to Stuttgart, still pretending to represent Germany, but
representing only its own stubbornness.
I should go home. Alles umsonst (All for nothing). Ten months in
Frankfurt, watching the best minds of Germany attempt to build a na-
tion through reasoned debate, and in the end the king said no and the
army said no and reason was not enough.
Butwas it truly for nothing?The constitution exists.TheFundamental
Rights exist. They are printed — I set the type myself — and printed
things have away of persisting.Governments burn books, but the ideas
in those books survive. I am a printer. I believe in the durability of ink.
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I will go back to Berlin. I will set type for whatever they let me print.
And Iwill keep a copy of the FrankfurtConstitution inmy shop, under
the counter, where it will wait for its moment.

5 May 1849

There are uprisings in defense of the constitution— in Saxony, Baden,
thePalatinate.Workers, students, democrats takingup arms to demand
that the princes accept what the parliament created. In Dresden, Ri-
chardWagner—yes, the composer—was on thebarricades.Theworld
has gone beautifully, tragically mad.
Mut oderWahnsinn (Courage or madness)? Perhaps both. The consti-
tution that the king rejected is being defended by the peoplewhowrote
it — or rather, by the people for whom it was written. The professors
have gone home. The workers remain.
I am in Berlin, back at my press. The shop feels small after the Paulskir-
che. I set type for a pamphlet supporting the constitutional uprisings
andHerrMüller told me I was going to get us all arrested. He is proba-
bly right. But some pamphlets are worth prison.
The Prussian army is marching south to suppress the uprisings. The re-
volution’s last stand will be in Baden, I think. And after that— silence.

18 June 1849

The rump parliament in Stuttgart has been dispersed by soldiers. The
constitutional uprisings in Baden are being crushed. The last revolutio-
naries are retreating across the Swiss border. Das Ende (The end).
I set the type for the final bulletin from Frankfurt. The parliament that
opened with five hundred and eighty-six delegates closed with a hun-
dred, chased from their chamber byWürttemberg dragoons. Not with
a vote but with bayonets.
I havehidden the constitutionunder thefloorboards ofmy shop.Along
with the bill of rights, the parliamentary proceedings, and every pamph-
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let I printed this year. Someday—maybe not in my lifetime, but some-
day—someonewill pull up those floorboards and find them and know
that in 1848, in a church in Frankfurt, ordinary men tried to build an
extraordinary thing.
Herr Müller says I am a sentimental fool. He is right. But sentiment is
what separates a printer from a machine.

10 July 1849

The reaction is in full swing. The Prussian constitution— the one the
king granted to prevent revolution— has been revised to remove most
of its democratic provisions. The three-class voting system is in place
— a system designed to ensure that wealth determines political power,
which is to say, no change at all.
I am printing again — commercial work mostly. Handbills, advertise-
ments, the usual. Kein Mut mehr (No more courage) — the radical
press has been shut down and the censors are vigilant. I set type for an
advertisement for boot polish today and thought about how far I have
fallen from the Paulskirche.
But I also printed, in secret, fifty copies of a pamphlet summarizing the
Frankfurt Constitution. I wrapped them in brown paper and distribu-
ted them to trusted friends. Fifty copies. Not enough to change the
world, but enough to remember it.
A printer’s revolution is a patient one.We do not storm barricades. We
set type, one letter at a time, and trust that the words will outlast the
bayonets.

15 August 1849

Hungary has fallen. The last revolution is over. Europe is quiet in the
way that graveyards are quiet — not peaceful but exhausted.
The reckoning is everywhere. In Austria, executions. In Hungary, exe-
cutions. In Baden, prison sentences. In Prussia, surveillance, censor-
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ship, the slow strangulation of everything that breathed freely in 1848.
Überall das Gleiche (Everywhere the same).
I think about the metalworker from Offenbach who called the parlia-
ment a talking shop.Hewas right, but not in theway hemeant. Talking
was all we had.We had no army, no treasury, no territory—onlywords.
And words, spoken in a church by elected delegates, were not enough
to build a nation.
But they were enough to imagine one. And imagination— the ability
to conceive of a world that does not yet exist— is the printer’s stock in
trade. I set type for a world that has not arrived. I trust the type. I trust
the ink. I trust the paper.
Germany will come. Not today. Not this year. But the type is set, and
somewhere, under a floorboard in Berlin, the constitution waits.

1 October 1849
Autumn.The trees alongUnter denLinden are turning gold. Berlin go-
es about its business as though 1848 never happened— as though the
barricades, the parliament, the constitution, the dream, were all a fever
that has broken.
But fevers leave their mark. Die Narbe bleibt (The scar remains). The
workers remember.The students remember.Theprinters remember—
we remember best of all, because we set the words in metal and cannot
pretend they were never spoken.
I received a letter from Frau Becker in Frankfurt. She says the Paulskir-
che is being used as a church again. Services on Sundays.Nomore deba-
tes about constitutional monarchy versus republic, just sermons about
the next world, which I suppose is safer than arguing about this one.
She enclosed a pressed flower from theRömerberg—a small blue corn-
flower, the kind that grows in every German field. I have placed it be-
tween the pages ofmy copy of the Frankfurt Constitution. Blue flower,
black ink, white paper. These are my colors. These are my revolution.
I will keep printing.
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Friedrich Schreiber returned to his printshop in Berlin after the dissolu-
tion of the Frankfurt Parliament. He continued to print political pamph-
lets under various pseudonyms through the 1850s, was arrested twice, and
served sixmonths in Spandau prison in 1853.He lived to seeGermanuni-
fication in 1871 and reportedly said it was ’the right building erected by
the wrong architect.’ He died in Berlin in 1889.
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Correspondent for TheMorning Chronicle, London; stationed Berlin, then
Vienna, then Rome

The thing about revolutions is that everyone is the hero of their
own barricade. The correspondent’s job is to notice that the

barricade is made of dining room furniture.

20 March 1848 — Berlin
I have been in Berlin for three days, which is approximately two and
a half days longer than is required to understand that something extra-
ordinary is happening and that no one in charge has the faintest idea
what to do about it.
The barricades went up on the eighteenth. The King’s soldiers fired on
the crowd. The crowd, displaying the particular stubbornness of pe-
ople who have decided that being shot at is preferable to being ignored,
firedback.Twodays later, theKing appeared on abalconywearing revo-
lutionary colors, which is rather like watching a cat put on a dog collar
and announce it has always been a dog.
The interesting thing about revolutions — and I have now witnessed
one, which makes me an expert in the way that one swimming lesson
makes you a fish — is that the people who start them and the people
who finish them are almost never the same people. The workers built
the barricades. The liberals are writing the constitution. The King is
waiting to see which way the wind blows. Everyone is acting in perfect
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good faith, by which I mean everyone is acting entirely in their own
interest while using the word ’freedom’ as a universal seasoning.

25 March 1848 — Berlin

I attended a politicalmeeting last night at which a printer named Schre-
iber— earnest, ink-stained, the sort ofmanwho believes in things with
his whole body — explained to me why the Frankfurt Parliament wo-
uld uniteGermany.His certaintywas touching in theway that a child’s
certainty about the permanence of sandcastles is touching. I did not ha-
ve the heart to mention the tide.
The Prussian King continues to perform the role of constitutional mo-
narch with the enthusiasm of a man who has been cast in a play he did
not audition for. He opens committees. He receives delegations. He
says ’the people’ approximately once per sentence, which is approxi-
mately once more than he said it before March.
I have filed my dispatch to London, in which I described the Berlin
revolution as ’a remarkable experiment in the proposition that govern-
ments can be improved by throwing paving stones at them.’ My editor
will cut it. He always cuts the good bits, on the grounds that British
readers want facts, not observations, which is rather like saying that di-
ners want ingredients, not cooking.

15 April 1848 — Berlin

The elections for the Frankfurt Parliament are underway, and the pro-
cess is instructive in the way that watching sausage being made is in-
structive— fascinating, slightly revolting, and best observed from a di-
stance.
Every town and village is choosing delegates. The candidates are over-
whelmingly lawyers andprofessors,whichmeans the parliamentwill be
extremely good at arguing and extremely bad at deciding. This is a uni-
versal law of deliberative bodies: the more educated the membership,
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the longer the debate and the smaller the result. Ants build empires.
Philosophers build footnotes.

I am leaving Berlin for Frankfurt.My editor wants eyewitness accounts
of the parliament’s opening, presumably so that British readers can feel
superior to German democracy while living under a system that allows
aman to buy a seat in theHouse of Lords for the price of a decent horse.

Schreiber, the printer, is going too. He shook my hand and said, ’Herr
Hartley, youwill see history beingmade.’ I refrained frompointing out
that history is always being made; the question is whether it is being
made well.

19 May 1848 — Frankfurt

The Frankfurt Parliament opened yesterday in St. Paul’s Church, and
I can report that it is exactly as magnificent and exactly as doomed as
everyone expected.

Five hundred and eighty-six delegates, representing approximately for-
ty million Germans, have assembled to create a nation by committee.
The opening speeches were excellent. The intentions are noble. The
challenges are, to borrow aword from themathematicians, insurmoun-
table. They must decide: What is Germany? Where is Germany? Who
is German? These are not questions that can be answered by a show of
hands, but a show of hands is all they have.

The church itself is handsome — round, with a gallery that provides
an excellent view of delegates falling asleep during the longer speeches,
which is to say during all of them. I sat next to aBavarian journalistwho
kept a running tally of yawns and told me he had reached forty-seven
by lunch.

I filed a dispatch describing the parliament as ’the most ambitious at-
tempt to build a house by starting with the wallpaper.’ My editor will
hate it. My readers, if I have any, will understand.
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10 June 1848 — Frankfurt

The nationalities debate has begun, and it is like watching a family ar-
gument about inheritance, except the family has fortymillionmembers
and the inheritance is a country that does not yet exist.
The Greater Germans want to include Austria. The Little Germans
want to exclude Austria. The democrats want whatever arrangement
produces the most freedom. The conservatives want whatever arrange-
ment produces the least change. A delegate fromWürttemberg propo-
sed a compromise so complicated that by the time he finished expla-
ining it, three other delegates had fallen asleep and one had left the
chamber to find lunch.
I have observed that the German talent for philosophy — the ability
to construct magnificent intellectual edifices from first principles — is
both the parliament’s greatest strength and its fatal weakness. These
men can derive a constitution from the categorical imperative. What
they cannot do is agree on whether the categorical imperative requires
a hereditary monarch or an elected president.
Outside thePaulskirche, the realGermanygoes about its business.Awo-
man sellingpretzels on theRömerberg toldme shedidnot carewhether
Germany included Austria, as long as someone fixed the road to Offen-
bach. I suspect she speaks for more people than the delegates do.

20 July 1848 — Frankfurt

I have been reassigned to Vienna, whichmy editor describes as ’themo-
re important story’ and which I interpret as ’the story with more sho-
oting.’ British journalism operates on a simple principle: the significan-
ce of an event is proportional to the number of loud noises it produces.
Before leaving Frankfurt, I had a final beer with Schreiber. He is wor-
ried but will not say so, which is the German way — you express opti-
mism inwords and pessimism in beer consumption, and Schreiber con-
sumed four steins in an hour.
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Theparliament continues todebate.The constitutional committee con-
tinues to draft. The delegates continue to give speeches that are master-
pieces of rhetoric andmonuments to indecision. I have grown genuine-
ly fond of these impractical, idealistic, doomed men. They are trying
to build something that has never existed— a democratic Germany—
and they are doing it with the only tools available to them: words. That
the words will not be enough does not diminish the attempt.

I told Schreiber this and he looked at me with the expression of a man
who has just been praised by someone he suspects of condescension.
He is not wrong to suspect it. But the praise is genuine.

5 October 1848 — Vienna

Vienna is a city that has perfected the art of appearing calm while ac-
tually being on fire. The coffee is still excellent. The pastries are still
magnificent. And the empire is still crumbling, though it has the good
taste to crumble gradually, like a very well-made soufflé.

I arrived last week and have already witnessed a revolution, a counter-
-revolution, and a debate about opera that was more passionate than
either. The Viennese approach to political upheaval is unique: they re-
volt, they build barricades, they discuss the proper role of the state, and
then they go to a café and argue about whether Verdi is better than
Wagner, which is to say they transition seamlessly from questions that
matter to questions that really matter.

The Emperor fled to Olmütz last month. The Reichstag debates in the
Riding School. TheAcademicLegionpatrolswith the earnest intensity
of students who have read about barricades and are now experiencing
them. A bureaucrat I met—Hoffmann, careful as a watch— gave me
an excellent summary of the situation: ’Everything is changing and no-
thing is decided.’ He could have been describing my entire career.
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30 October 1848 — Vienna

Windisch-Grätz has takenVienna, and the revolution, after a brave and
somewhat confused resistance, is over. The city is under martial law.
The coffee shops are still open, because evenmilitary dictators need cof-
fee, but the conversation is quieter.
I watched the Austrian army enter from awindow on theGraben. The
troops were disciplined, professional, and entirely uninterested in the
distinction between revolutionary and bystander. They arrested any-
one who looked suspicious, which in a city that had just experienced
a revolution meant anyone who was awake.
Robert Blum, the Frankfurt delegate, has been arrested. The implica-
tions are significant: if an empire can execute a member of a foreign
parliament with impunity, then parliamentary immunity is a polite fic-
tion, like the belief that the customer is always right. Everyone agrees it
exists. No one acts as though it does.
I filed my dispatch describing Vienna’s fall as ’the moment when Eu-
rope’s oldest empire reminded its youngest democracy that experience
beats enthusiasm, particularly when experience has artillery.’My editor
will cut it. He always does.

15 November 1848 — Vienna

Robert Blum was shot on the ninth. I cannot improve upon the facts:
a democratically elected representative of the German people was exe-
cuted by an empire that considers elected representatives an inconve-
nience, like weather or the French.
The executionwas carried outwithHabsburg efficiency, which is to say
it was meticulously organized, bureaucratically documented, and mo-
rally catastrophic. Blum was brave. He refused the blindfold. He died
standing. These details matter because they are the only kind ofmemo-
rial a revolutionary gets when the revolution fails— the stubborn facts
of how he faced the end.
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I have been thinking about Hoffmann, the bureaucrat, who is back at
his desk filing reports as though the revolution was a banking holiday.
I do not judge him. The history of the world is largely the history of
people like Hoffmann— people who serve whatever power exists, not
from conviction but from inertia, which is the most powerful force in
the universe, including gravity, which at least has the decency to pull in
only one direction.

20 January 1849 — Vienna

Winter in Vienna. The empire is being reassembled with the careful
attention to detail of a man repairing a clock that no one wants to tell
him is broken. The new Emperor is eighteen, which means he has the
energy to oppress people for a very long time.

I am being sent to Rome. My editor has heard that Mazzini’s republic
is the next great story, which is my editor’s way of saying it is the next
great disaster. He has an unerring instinct for sendingme to places that
are about to become dramatically less pleasant.

Before leaving, I visited Hoffmann one last time. He was at his desk, as
always,writing a report on something. I asked himhowhewas.He said,
’I am a civil servant, Herr Hartley. We are always how we are.’ It was
the most Austrian sentence I have ever heard, and I have heard many
candidates.

I will miss Vienna. It is a city that understands that civilization is a thin
layer of pastry over an abyss, and that the correct response is to make
the pastry as good as possible.

15 February 1849 — Rome

Rome. I have arrived in a city that is simultaneously ancient, beautiful,
revolutionary, and chaotic, which distinguishes it fromVienna only in
the quality of the pasta.
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The Roman Republic was proclaimed on the ninth. Mazzini is expec-
ted to arrive and take charge. The Pope has fled toGaeta, which is what
popes do when reality becomes inconvenient— they have been fleeing
uncomfortable situations since Peter, who at least had the excuse of
lions.

The city is extraordinary. Revolutionaries debate in the Forum. Barri-
cades are being planned along streets that Julius Caesar walked. Aman
named Garibaldi — a former sailor, guerrilla fighter, and apparently
the most charismatic human being since Alexander the Great — is ra-
ising an army to defend the republic.Hewears a red shirt and a poncho,
which is not standard military attire but which seems to work for him
in the way that style works for people who have too much of it to be
contained by convention.

I have found lodgings near the Piazza Navona. My landlady makes an
excellent risotto and an even better assessment of the political situation:
’It will not last, Signore, but it will be beautiful.’

10 March 1849 — Rome

Mazzini has arrived and has been appointed triumvir — one of three
leaders of the republic. He governs with an intensity that is genuinely
inspiring, if slightly alarming.Theman appears to runonpure idealism
and coffee, which in Rome is a redundancy.

The republic is doing remarkable things. Freedom of the press. Aboli-
tion of the death penalty. Separation of church and state. Jewish eman-
cipation. In six weeks, this tiny republic has enacted reforms that most
of Europe will not see for decades. It is as though someone opened
a window in a room that has been closed for centuries and the fresh
air is almost too much to breathe.

But the French are coming. Louis-Napoléon, who owes his presiden-
cy to universal suffrage, is sending an army to destroy a republic that
practices universal suffrage. The irony is so complete that it has passed
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through irony and emerged on the other side as something closer to
tragedy.

I met a young Italian woman today — Gentili, a merchant’s daughter
— who told me the republic was worth defending ’even if it lasts only
a month.’ I am beginning to suspect she is right, and that the value of
a good idea is not measured by its lifespan.

30 April 1849 — Rome

The French attacked today and were beaten back. Garibaldi’s volun-
teers — a ragged, magnificent, entirely improbable army — met the
French regulars at the city walls and drove them off. The professional
soldiers of France, the heirs of Napoleon, were defeated by a collection
of students, artisans, exiles, and oneman in a red shirt on a white horse.

I watched from the Janiculum Hill, which provides an excellent view
of both the battle and the city behind it. The domes of Rome spread
below, gold in the afternoon light, while men killed each other on the
slopes. It was themost beautiful and terrible thing I have ever seen, and
I have seen the British Parliament during a budget debate.

Garibaldi is something I have not encountered before — a military le-
aderwho is also a genuine romantic hero.Hefights at the front, inspires
by example, and appears to be physically incapable of taking cover. He
will either liberate Italy or die in the attempt, and I suspect he considers
both outcomes equally satisfactory.

I filedmydispatch. For once,my editorwill not need to adddrama.The
facts are dramatic enough.

15 May 1849 — Rome

The French have regrouped and are negotiating while they wait for re-
inforcements, which is the military equivalent of talking to someone
while sharpening a knife behind your back. Oudinot — the French
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commander — has agreed to an armistice that everyone knows he will
break the moment his cannons arrive.
The republic uses the timewell.Mazzini governs. TheAssembly legisla-
tes. The city goes about its business with the determined normalcy of
people who have decided that if the world is ending, they will meet it
with clean laundry and fresh bread.
I have gotten to know the young Gentili woman better. She is intelli-
gent, fierce, and entirely unimpressed by my English irony, which she
describes as ’laughing so that you don’t have to cry.’ She is not wrong.
The best humor is always a negotiation with despair, and in Rome, in
May of 1849, there is quite a lot of despair to negotiate with.
A soldier I met — Ferrara, young, impossibly brave — told me he wo-
uld defend Rome until ’the last stone falls.’ I believe him. That is the
problem. I believe all of them, and believing people who are about to
be destroyed is the occupational hazard of my profession.

3 June 1849 — Rome

The French have broken the armistice and attacked in force. The as-
sault began before dawn, and by the time the sun rose over the city, the
fighting was ferocious. Garibaldi is defending the Janiculum— the hill
that overlooks Rome— and everymeter of it is being paid for in blood.
I should not be here. A correspondent’s job is to observe, not to parti-
cipate. But observation, at close range, becomes participation whether
you intend it or not. A shell fragment hit the wall above my head this
morning and showered me with plaster dust. I looked like a very alar-
med wedding cake.
The defenders are extraordinary. They fight with a ferocity that comes
not from discipline but from conviction— they believe in the republic
the way saints believe in heaven, which is to say absolutely, unreasona-
bly, and with a willingness to die that makes rational analysis feel like
cowardice.
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I am filing dispatches daily. My editor has not cut a word in three we-
eks, which tells me either my writing has improved or the situation has
deteriorated beyond the reach of editorial scissors. I suspect the latter.

15 June 1849 — Rome

The Janiculum is falling, villa by villa, wall by wall. The French bring
up artillery, reduce a position, advance, and repeat. Garibaldi counte-
rattacks with a fury that is magnificent and futile — you cannot coun-
terattack mathematics, and the mathematics are merciless.
I saw Ferrara today, the young soldier. He was bleeding from a wound
in his arm that he hadwrappedwith a strip of his own shirt.He grinned
atme and said, ’Still writing, Englishman?’ I said I was. He said, ’Good.
Someone should remember.’ Then he went back to the wall.
The city behind the fighting is quiet in the way that a held breath is qu-
iet. The shops are open.The fountains still flow.The cats still sun them-
selves on the ancient stones. Rome has survived Gauls, Visigoths, Van-
dals, and several particularly aggressive popes. It will survive the French.
Whether the republic will survive the French is another question, and
the answer is becoming clearer every day.
I find I am angry. This is unprofessional. A correspondent should be
detached, ironic, above the fray. But I am angry, and I do not apologize
for it.

22 June 1849 — Rome

Ferrara is dead. I learned thismorning.Hewas killed twodays ago at the
Villa Corsini — the position that has been taken and retaken so many
times that the rubble has rubble. He was twenty-two.
I did not know him well. A few conversations, a shared meal, the kind
of acquaintance thatwar creates— intense, brief, and endedby a bullet.
He told me he wanted to see a united Italy. He will not see it. Someone
else will, eventually, and they will probably not know his name.
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This is the thing about covering revolutions that they do not mention
in the editorial offices ofLondon.Youmeetpeople. You like them.They
die. And you write about it in prose that is meant to be readable over
breakfast, which is an obscenity so normalized that it has ceased to re-
gister.

I filed my dispatch. I mentioned Ferrara by name.My editor may cut it
— individual deaths are less newsworthy than battles — but I wrote it,
and the ink is on the page, and that is the only memorial I can offer.

30 June 1849 — Rome

TheAssembly has voted to end the resistance. Garibaldi will march out
of the citywithwhoeverwill followhim.Mazziniwill go into exile. The
republic, born on the ninth of February, dies on the thirtieth of June
— one hundred and forty-one days old.

I watched Garibaldi address his followers in the piazza tonight. He of-
fered them ’hunger, thirst, forced marches, battles, and death.’ Four
thousand followed him. I have coveredmany speeches bymany leaders,
and I can say with professional certainty that this was the greatest I ha-
ve ever heard, because it was the most honest. He promised nothing
except hardship, and four thousand people said yes.

The republic is over. The Pope will return. The reforms will be rever-
sed. The brief, astonishing experiment in democratic government will
be erased, with the efficient thoroughness that characterizes the resto-
ration of things that should never have been restored.

But it happened. I was here. I saw it. And I will write about it until my
editor cuts me or my readers lose interest, whichever comes first.

4 July 1849 — Rome

The French entered the city today. Oudinot’s troops marched in with
the careful tread of men who know they are not welcome and intend
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to stay anyway, which is the essential posture of every occupying army
since the Romans themselves.
The irony of French soldiers occupyingRome— the heirs of 1789 sup-
pressing the heirs of 1848—would be delicious if it were not so bitter.
A revolution eating its grandchildren across international borders. Li-
berty, Equality, Fraternity — terms and conditions apply, offer not va-
lid outside France.
I spoke to Gentili before the end. She was calm — too calm, the calm
of someone who has passed through grief into something harder. She
said, ’Write the truth, SignoreHartley.Writewhat they did.’ I promised
I would. I keep my promises, which is more than can be said for most
of the governments I have observed this year.
I leaveRome tomorrow. Back to London, tomy desk, to the quiet busi-
ness of turning catastrophe into column inches.The year of revolutions
is over. The revolutions lost. But the stories — the stories, I think, will
outlast the victories.

20 August 1849 — London
Home.London is grey, damp, and spectacularlyunrevolutionary,which
is both its greatest flaw and its saving grace. The British response to the
events of 1848 was to hold a Chartist rally, get rained on, and go home
for tea, which is either admirable pragmatism or a failure of imagina-
tion, depending on your temperament.
I amwritingmy book.My editor has givenme sixmonths and amodest
advance, which in publishing terms means he expects it to sell twelve
copies and be remaindered by Christmas. I do not care. The book is
not for the market. It is for the people I met — Schreiber with his ink-
-stained fingers, Hoffmann with his briefcase, Gentili with her fierce
calm, Ferrara with his impossible bravery.
The revolutions of 1848 failed. This is the conventional judgment, and
conventions, like governments, are usually wrong. They failed to over-
throw the old order. They failed to create constitutions that survived.
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They failed to unite Germany, free Hungary, or save the Roman Re-
public. But they succeeded in something that is harder to measure and
more durable than any constitution: they proved that the old order was
not eternal. They cracked the wall, and through the cracks, light ente-
red.
I am an English correspondent. I believe in tea, deadlines, and the even-
tual triumph of the obvious. The obvious, in 1848, was that people
deserve to govern themselves. It will take time. It always takes time. But
the type is set, the ink is dry, and the words are in the world. That will
have to be enough.

Edmund Hartley returned to London in the autumn of 1849 and pu-
blished a well-received book, ’The Year of Dining Room Furniture: No-
tes from Europe’s Last Good Idea,’ which sold modestly but was admired
by those who had been there. He continued as a foreign correspondent for
TheMorning Chronicle until 1858, covering the CrimeanWar with the
same combination of empathy and astonishment that had characterized
his 1848 dispatches. He retired to Kent, kept bees, and died in 1891 at
the age of seventy-three, having never entirely forgiven Europe for being
so interesting.
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Daughter of a Roman merchant; witness to the Roman Republic, 1849

My father sold cloth. I learned from him that everything has
a price — and from the republic that some things are beyond

purchase.

10 November 1848

Count Rossi was assassinated today. The Pope’s minister, stabbed on
the steps of the Cancelleria in broad daylight. My father came home
white-faced and locked the shop. He said the city had gone mad.
Perhaps it has. Forse (Perhaps). But Rossi was hated — hated by the
liberals for his conservatism, hated by the radicals for his moderation,
hated by everyone for being the Pope’s man in a city that is tired of
being the Pope’s city. I do not condone murder. But I understand the
rage behind it, the way you can understand a stormwithout approving
of the damage.
My father wants me to stay indoors. I told him I am twenty-two years
old and capable of walking throughmy own city.He looked atmewith
that expression fathers have—the one thatmeans ’you aremydaughter
and the world is dangerous and I cannot protect you from either fact.’
The streets are electric. Something is coming.
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24 November 1848

The Pope has fled. Pius IX, disguised as a simple priest, slipped out of
the Quirinal Palace and made for Gaeta. The man who blessed the Ita-
lian cause in 1846, who was hailed as the ’liberal Pope,’ has abandoned
Rome rather than face the consequences of the liberalism he once en-
couraged.
Mio Dio (My God), the irony. The streets erupted — not in violence
but in a strange, giddy disbelief. People stood in the piazzas and stared
at each other as though waiting for someone to explain what happens
when a city loses its sovereign. The answer, it turns out, is that the city
governs itself.
My father says this will end badly. He is amerchant. He thinks in terms
of risk and return, and a city without a government is a bad investment.
But I think — and I have not said this to him — that a city without
a Pope might be a city that finally belongs to its people.
I walked to the Tiber tonight. The water was black and the stars were
out and Rome was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

5 December 1848

Elections have been called for a Constituent Assembly. Universal male
suffrage— the first in the history of the Papal States. My father cannot
vote because he says it is pointless.My neighbor cannot vote because he
is too excited to choose. I cannot vote because I am a woman.
Non è giusto (It is not fair). I have read every pamphlet, attended every
meeting, argued every point. I know more about the proposed consti-
tution than half the men who will cast ballots. But my knowledge, my
passion, my citizenship — none of it counts because I lack the correct
anatomy.
The candidates are a mixture of republicans, moderates, and dreamers.
Mazzini’s name is everywhere, though he has not yet arrived. He is the
prophet of Italian unity—amanwhohas spentmost of his adult life in
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exile,writing letters that changed theworld fromthe safety of aLondon
boarding house. There is something admirable and something madde-
ning about that.

I helped my father with the accounts today. Cloth sales are down. Re-
volution is bad for business, he says. I told him perhaps business is bad
for revolution. He did not find this amusing.

15 January 1849

The elections produced an overwhelming republican majority. The pe-
ople ofRome—given a voice for the first time—have spoken, and they
have said: nomore popes, nomore cardinals, nomore temporal power.
My father voted, reluctantly. He said he voted for stability. I suspect he
voted for the republic and does not want to admit it.

Mi padre è complicato (My father is complicated). He is a manwho be-
lieves in order and profits and the steady rhythm of commerce, and yet
he raised a daughter who believes in justice and change and the steady
rhythm of revolution. He blames my education. I credit it.

TheAssemblywill convene in February.Themood in the city is extraor-
dinary — hopeful, nervous, giddy. People who have lived their entire
lives under papal authority are suddenly being asked to govern them-
selves. It is like watching someone learn to walk at forty — awkward,
thrilling, full of stumbles.

9 February 1849

The Roman Republic has been proclaimed. The Constituent Assem-
bly voted today to abolish the temporal power of the Pope and establish
a democratic republic. The vote was overwhelming. The crowd in the
piazza roared.

I stood in that crowd. La Repubblica (The Republic) — I heard the
words and felt something shift inside me, as though a door I had been
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leaning against suddenly opened. This is real. This is happening. Rome
— papal, eternal, ancient Rome— is a republic.

TheAssembly has passed extraordinarymeasures. Freedomof the press.
Freedomofworship.The endof clerical privilege. Jewish emancipation
— the gates of the ghetto, which have confined Rome’s Jews for three
centuries, are to be opened. My father’s business partner, Signor Levi,
wept when he heard.

I know thismaynot last. ThePope is inGaeta, calling on everyCatholic
power in Europe to restore him. France, Austria, Spain, Naples — all
may send armies. But tonight, for this onenight,Rome is free, and Iwas
there to see it.

5 March 1849

Mazzini has arrived. He entered Rome on foot, like a pilgrim, and the
city received him like a saint.He has been appointed triumvir—one of
three leaders of the republic— and has taken rooms near the Quirinal,
where he works eighteen hours a day, writing, organizing, governing.

I saw him in the street today. Semplicità incarnata (Simplicity incarna-
te). A thin man in a dark coat, with the eyes of someone who has been
seeing the future for so long that the present is slightly blurry. He nod-
ded to me as he passed. I nodded back, and then stood there for five
minutes, trembling.

The republic is doing remarkable things. Land redistribution. Public
housing in confiscated Church properties. A free press that prints eve-
rything fromconstitutional theory to satirical cartoons of thePope.Ro-
me has become, in a matter of weeks, the most progressive state in Italy
— perhaps in Europe.

My father has reluctantly reopened the shop. He says someone has to
sell cloth, even in a republic. Especially in a republic, he adds — repu-
blics need flags.
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25 March 1849

An English correspondent has arrived —Hartley, from some London
newspaper. He is droll and observant and watches everything with the
detached amusement of someone who believes the world is essentially
a comedy performed for his entertainment. I find him both irritating
and perceptive, which may be the same thing.

He asked me why I supported the republic. I told him because it was
just. Ovviamente (Obviously). He smiled and said that justice and su-
rvival were not always compatible. I told him that survival without ju-
stice was not worth having. He wrote something in his notebook and
I suspect it was at my expense.

The French are making threatening noises. Louis-Napoléon, that buf-
foon with a famous surname, has sent an expedition to ’restore order’
in Rome — meaning to restore the Pope. The Assembly is debating
how to respond. Garibaldi has arrived with his Legion and is preparing
the defense.

I met one of Garibaldi’s soldiers today— a young man named Ferrara,
barely older than me, with the quiet certainty of someone who has al-
ready decided how his story ends. He was polite, almost gentle. It was
hard to imagine him fighting.

15 April 1849

The French expedition has sailed. Nine thousand men, bound for our
shores, sent by a republic to destroy a republic. TheAssembly is calm—
outwardly. Mazzini governs as though the threat does not exist, which
is either supreme courage or supreme denial.

Garibaldi prepares the defense. Che uomo (What a man). I saw him
ride past the shop yesterday — red shirt, white horse, the whole the-
atrical spectacle — and even my father, who disapproves of everything
theatrical, stopped to stare.
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Ferrara came to the shop to buy cloth for bandages. He paid full pri-
ce, which I found touching— a soldier about to fight for the republic,
insisting on honest commerce. I tried to give him a discount. He refu-
sed. ’The republic needs revenue,’ he said, with a seriousness that was
almost comic in a twenty-two-year-old buying linen.

I liked him. I like all of them — these impossible, idealistic, doomed
young men who believe they can hold a city against an empire. I hope
they are right. I fear they are not.

30 April 1849

The French attacked today. And we beat them.

I cannot believe I am writing this. The army of France — the greatest
military power in Europe—attacked thewalls ofRome andwas driven
back by Garibaldi’s volunteers. I watched from the Janiculum. Incredi-
bile (Incredible). The red shirts charged into the French lines and the
French broke. The French broke.

The city is delirious. People are dancing in the streets, embracing stran-
gers, weeping with joy and relief. My father came out of the shop and
stood in the doorway and shook his head and said, ’This changes no-
thing.’ He is wrong. It changes everything, even if only for today.

Ferrarawas in thefighting. I sawhimafterward, dusty andbloodied and
grinning like a boy who has won a race. He told me it was the greatest
day of his life. I believe him. Some days are like that — they burn so
bright they illuminate everything that comes before and after.

Hartley filed his dispatch with what he claimed was professional ob-
jectivity. I read over his shoulder. It was not objective at all. He was
impressed, and trying not to show it.
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20 May 1849

The armistice holds, but everyone knows it is temporary. The French
are bringing up reinforcements.Oudinot’s first attack failed because he
underestimated us. He will not make that mistake again.

I have volunteered at the hospital — the one they have set up in the
convent near the Janiculum. La guerra ha bisogno di mani (War needs
hands). The wounded from the April battle are still recovering. I chan-
ge bandages, bringwater, hold hands.Medical training I have none, but
compassion requires no diploma.

A soldier — nineteen, from Naples — asked me to write a letter to his
mother. His right hand was gone, taken by a cannonball. I wrote what
he dictated, which was mostly lies about how well he was doing and
how the food was good and how he would be home soon. His mother
will read it and know it is lies and be grateful for them. That is what
letters from wars are.

Ferrara visits the hospital sometimes, bringing news from the walls. He
always asks how I am. I always say fine.We are both lying, and we both
know it, and we both pretend we don’t.

3 June 1849

The French have broken the armistice. They attacked before dawn —
treacherously, without warning — and seized key positions on the Ja-
niculum. The fighting is ferocious.

I was at the hospital when the wounded began arriving. Somany. Trop-
po (Too many). Boys with shattered limbs, men with faces I could not
recognize as faces.The surgeonsworkwithout stopping.Thenunspray.
I carry water and try not to look at the things I am seeing, which is im-
possible because the things I am seeing are everywhere.

Garibaldi is counterattacking. The Villa Corsini — a beautiful house
on the hill — has been taken and retaken four times. Each assault costs

81



The Barricade and the Diary

dozens of lives. Ferrara is somewhere on that hill. I do not know if he is
alive.

Hartley was at the hospital briefly, notebook in hand, face grey. For on-
ce he had nothing witty to say. Some things defeat even English irony.

The republic is dying. I can feel it. But it is dying on its feet, fighting,
and that matters. That has to matter.

12 June 1849

The siege continues. The French advance meter by meter, day by day.
The walls are breached in places and repaired with rubble and deter-
mination and not much else. Every morning I go to the hospital and
every evening I come home with blood under my fingernails that will
not wash out.

I saw Ferrara yesterday. He was thin and filthy and had a bandage on
his arm that needed changing. I changed it while he told me about the
fighting at the Vascello— a house that has become a fortress, defended
by a handful of men against constant assault. Fino alla fine (Until the
end), he said. Until the end.

My father has closed the shop. There is no point — no one is buying
cloth. He sits in the back room and reads and waits for this to be over.
I think he is afraid, though he would never say so. Fathers do not admit
to fear. They admit to ’concern,’ which is fear wearing a respectable
coat.

Mazzini still governs. The Assembly still meets. The republic still func-
tions, even as the walls crumble. There is something heroic and some-
thing insane about it — governing a country that is being demolished
around you, passing laws in a city under bombardment.

22 June 1849

Ferrara is dead.
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I heard this morning. He was killed at the Villa Corsini— the position
that has swallowed so many lives that the survivors call it ’the mouth.’
A French sharpshooter.Hewas twenty-two.Non posso crederci (I can-
not believe it).
I sat in the hospital storeroom and cried. One of the nuns found me
and heldmy hand and said nothing, because there is nothing to say.He
was brave and young and kind and now he is dead, and the republic he
died for will not outlive him by more than a week.
Hartley came to the hospital. He had heard. He said, ’I’m sorry, Signo-
rina.’ Just that. Nothing clever, nothing ironic. Just sorry. I think that
was the most honest thing I have heard him say.
Iwill not leaveRome. Iwill not flee, as the Pope fled, as the comfortable
flee when comfort becomes inconvenient. This is my city. These aremy
dead. I will stay and witness the end because that is what you do when
something you love is dying.

25 June 1849

The walls are falling. The French breach is wide enough now to drive
a carriage through, and only the barricades behind it prevent the final
assault. The bombardment has damaged the Trastevere — my neigh-
borhood — and three houses on our street have been hit. My father
has moved our most valuable stock to the cellar.
La fine si avvicina (The end approaches). Everyone knows it. The As-
sembly debates but the debates are academic now— you do not argue
about constitutional clauses while cannonballs demolish the building
you are arguing in.
I went to the Janiculum one last time. The hill is unrecognizable— the
beautiful villas are rubble, the gardens are churned earth, the trees are
splintered stumps. This is what France has done to Rome’s most beau-
tiful hill in the name of restoring a pope who never asked the Romans
whether they wanted him restored.
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30 June 1849

The Assembly has voted to end the resistance. The republic falls.
Garibaldi spoke in the piazza tonight. He offered his followers hunger,
thirst, forced marches, and death. L’ultimo discorso (The last speech).
Four thousand people followed him through the gates and into the ni-
ght. I stood in the crowd andwatched themgo—acolumnof red shirts
disappearing into the darkness— and I thought: this is what Rome lo-
oks like when it loses something that matters.
Mazzini walked through the streets one last time. People reached out
to touch him, as though he were a relic. He looked exhausted and bro-
ken and entirely undefeated.Tomorrowhewill be gone.Tomorrow the
French will enter. Tomorrow the republic will be a memory.
I went home. My father was waiting up. He put his arms around me
and said, ’It is over, Sofia.’ I said, ’The republic is over. The idea is not.’
He sighed the sigh of a man whose daughter has become an idealist,
which is to say, a sigh of equal parts pride and worry.

4 July 1849

The French are in the city. Oudinot’s troops marched through the Por-
ta San Pancrazio this morning— through the same gate that Garibaldi
defendedwith blood and fire— and took possession ofRomewith the
calm efficiency of men collecting a debt.
I watched from my window. Conquistatori (Conquerors). They wal-
ked past my father’s shop, past the hospital where I changed banda-
ges, past the piazza where the republic was proclaimed fivemonths ago.
They walked past all of it as though it meant nothing.
The first decrees have already come. The Assembly is dissolved. The re-
public’s laws are void. The press is silenced. The reforms— all of them,
every one — are reversed. The Jewish ghetto gates are to be closed aga-
in. Signor Levi came to our house tonight, pale and trembling, and my
father gave him brandy and said nothing because what can anyone say?

84



Sofia Gentili

Fivemonths. The republic lasted fivemonths. Itwas themost beautiful
thing this city has produced since theRenaissance, and it was destroyed
by the country that invented ’Liberty, Equality, Fraternity.’ History is
a comedian with terrible timing.

20 July 1849

The occupation settles in. French soldiers on every corner. Papal offi-
cials returning from Gaeta, reclaiming their offices, restoring their pri-
vileges. The brief experiment in self-government is being dismantled
with the thoroughness of people who understand that the most dange-
rous thing about a good idea is its tendency to recur.
I reopened the shop with my father. Dobbiamo vivere (We must live).
Cloth must be sold. Rent must be paid. Life, annoyingly, continues
even when the thing that made life meaningful has been destroyed.
I keep Ferrara’s letters — three of them, written during the siege, brief
and formal and full of things he did not quite say. I keep the pamph-
let from the Constituent Assembly. I keep the memory of a night in
February when a crowd roared and a republic was born.
My father says time heals. He is wrong. Time does not heal. Time bu-
ries. The wound stays; you just learn to walk with it.

10 August 1849

Garibaldi’s column has been destroyed — scattered by Austrian and
French forces across theRomagna.Hiswife, Anita, died in themarshes
nearRavenna.He escaped, barely, to the coast. The hero of the republic
is a fugitive, hunted across Italy by the armies of three nations.
Povera Anita (Poor Anita). She followed him through every campaign,
pregnant, sick, andbraver than any soldier I have seen. Shedied in a farm-
house, in his arms, running from the people who destroyed everything
they fought for. If there is a crueler ending to a love story, I do not know
it.
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Hartley sentme a letter fromLondon.He iswriting a book about 1848.
He asked formypermission toquote frommyaccount of the republic’s
last days. I gave it. Someone should know what happened here. Some-
one beyond Rome, beyond Italy, beyond the reach of the censors who
are already burning the republic’s archives.

I am twenty-three years old. I have seen a republic born andkilled. I have
lost friends. I have learned that justice is not self-executing and that the
powerful do not yield to arguments, only to force. These are expensive
lessons. I intend to keep them.

1 September 1849

The Pope has announced he will return to Rome. Not immediately —
he will wait until the French have made the city ’safe,’ which means
until every trace of the republic has been erased. The liberals are being
arrested. The press is censored. The Inquisition, incredibly, is being re-
stored.

Niente cambia (Nothing changes). The old world returns, wearing the
same vestments, speaking the same Latin, demanding the same obe-
dience.My father sayswe should be grateful the transitionwas peaceful.
I remind him that four thousandmen died defending the republic and
that ’peaceful’ is a word with a very specific meaning.

I went to the Janiculum today. The villas are in ruins — the Corsini,
the Vascello, the Savorelli — shattered walls and broken gardens where
soldiers bled and died. Wildflowers are growing in the rubble. Purple
and yellow, pushing through the stones. Ferrara would have liked that.
He was from the country. He noticed flowers.

I stood there for a long time. I did not cry. I am done crying. What
remains is work— the long, patientwork of keeping the idea alive until
the world is ready for it again.
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15 October 1849
Autumn in Rome. The tourists are returning — English and German
and American visitors who come to see the ruins and the churches and
the paintings, unaware or indifferent to the fact that the newest ruin in
Rome is a republic.
I serve them in the shop. Stoffe bellissime (Beautiful fabrics). I smile
and measure and cut and take their money and do not tell them about
Ferrara or the hospital or the night the Assembly voted in candlelight
while shells fell outside. They would not understand. They come for
the ancient ruins, not the modern ones.
My father says I have changed.He is right. Settemesi (Sevenmonths)—
seven months from the Pope’s flight to the republic’s fall, and in those
sevenmonths I became someone I did not know I could be.Not a revo-
lutionary. Not a soldier. Just a citizen— a person who discovered that
her city belonged to her and that she was willing to fight for it.
The republic is dead. Long live the republic. It will come back.Not this
year, not this decade, but it will come back, because once you have ta-
sted self-government, the old obedience tastes like poison. I am patient.
Rome taught me that. Eternity starts with today.

SofiaGentili remained inRome after the fall of the republic. Shemarried
in 1853 and took over her father’s cloth business after his death in 1860.
She was active in charitable organizations supporting political prisoners
and their families throughout the 1850s. She lived to see Italian unifica-
tion in 1861 and the capture of Rome in 1870. She died in 1903, aged
seventy-seven, and was buried in the Campo Verano cemetery. Her diary
was published posthumously by her grandson in 1925.
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Volunteer soldier, Garibaldi’s Italian Legion; defender of the Roman
Republic

I came to Rome with a musket and a dream. The musket broke.
The dream did not.

15 January 1849
I have left Calabria. My mother cried. My father, who has not cried
since his own father died, turned away so I would not see his face. But
I must go. Italy is being born in Rome and I intend to be there for the
birth.
I joined Garibaldi’s Legion in Naples — or what remains of it after
the Lombard campaign. We are a ragged group: students, artisans, far-
mers, a few deserters from the Bourbon army. Tutti italiani (All Ita-
lians). That is what matters. Not our provinces, not our dialects, not
our professions— our nationality.
Garibaldi himself spoke tousbeforewemarched.He is notwhat I expec-
ted. He is quiet — almost gentle — with a voice that carries without
shouting. He said Italy needed us. He said the republic needed us. He
said he could promise nothing except the privilege of fighting for some-
thing worth dying for. Every man in the column straightened his back.
The road to Rome is long. My boots are already wearing through. But
I am walking toward the future, and the future does not care about
boots.
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5 February 1849

We arrived in Rome today. The city is extraordinary — I have never
seen anything like it. The Forum, the Colosseum, the churches with
their golden domes— and amid all this ancient grandeur, a revolution.
People on the streets distributing pamphlets, debating politics, arguing
about constitutions as though they were arguing about wine, which in
Rome they also argue about with equal passion.

Siamo arrivati (We have arrived). The legion has been quartered near
thePorta SanPancrazio, on the JaniculumHill.The view ismagnificent
— all of Rome spread below, domes and towers and the Tiber winding
through it like a silver thread.

I wrote tomy parents. I told themRome is beautiful and that I amwell
fed, which is half true—Rome is indeed beautiful. The food situation
is less encouraging.We eat what we can find, which is mostly bread and
beans and the occasional optimistic sausage.

A merchant’s daughter brought cloth to the barracks today for banda-
ges. Her name is Gentili. She looked at our ragged uniforms and said
nothing, but her expression suggested that Italian liberation might be-
nefit from better tailoring.

12 February 1849

The republic has been formally proclaimed. I stood in the piazza with
the legion and cheered until my voice gave out. Viva la Repubblica
(Long live the Republic)! The Assembly voted to end the Pope’s tem-
poral power and establish a democratic government. It is the most im-
portant thing that has happened in Italy since — I do not know since
when. Since Rome itself was founded, perhaps.

Garibaldi has been given command of the defense. He spends his days
inspecting thewalls, studying the terrain, planning fortifications. Iwatch
him and try to learn. He sees the landscape the way a chess player sees
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a board — every hill, every villa, every road is a move in a game he is
already playing.

We drill. We clean our muskets. Prepararsi (Prepare). We prepare for
an attack that everyone knows is coming. The French, the Austrians,
the Spanish, the Neapolitans — the Pope has called on all of Catholic
Europe to restore him, andCatholic Europe is respondingwith armies.

I am not afraid. I keep expecting fear to arrive, the way you expect ra-
in when you see clouds. But it does not come. What comes instead is
a clear, cold certainty that I am exactly where I should be.

20 February 1849

Drill, drill, drill. Garibaldi is relentless. We march, we form lines, we
practice firing by volley, we charge with bayonets at straw targets that
never fight back. I wonder if the French will be as cooperative.

Sono stanco (I am tired). My legs ache, my shoulders are bruised from
the musket’s kick, and my hands have blisters on their blisters. But the
legion is becoming something—not an army, exactly, but a force.When
wemove together, when a hundredmen step as one, there is a power in
it that has nothing to do with weapons.

A Roman woman — Gentili, the merchant’s daughter — visited the
barracks again. Shebrought thread andneedles and spent the afternoon
teaching us to mend our uniforms. Her patience with our needlework
was saintly. A Lombard next to me managed to sew his sleeve to his
trouser leg. She unpicked it without comment.

I find myself looking for her when she comes. This is foolish. A soldier
about to go to war should not be thinking about a womanwhomends
uniforms. But soldiers are human, and humans are foolish, and I am
both.
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10 March 1849

Mazzini has arrived in Rome. The prophet of Italian unity, in the flesh
— a thinmanwith kind eyes and an intensity thatmakes the air around
him vibrate. He has been appointed triumvir and is governing with the
energy of ten men.
I saw him at the barracks. Il nostro capo (Our leader). He shook hands
with every soldier.Whenhe reachedme, he paused and said, ’Where are
you from, young man?’ I said Calabria. He said, ’Calabria will be free.
All of Italy will be free. That is why you are here.’ I could not speak.
I simply nodded.
The preparations continue. We are building fortifications on the Jani-
culum — the hill that commands the western approach to Rome. If
the French come, they will come from the west, and the Janiculum is
the key. Garibaldi knows this. We all know this.
An English journalist visited our position today—Hartley, from Lon-
don.He askedmewhy Iwas fighting. I told him Iwanted to see a united
Italy.Hewrote it down. I hope his readers in England understandwhat
it means to want something so much you will die for it.

5 April 1849

News of the outside world reaches us in fragments. The Frankfurt Par-
liament has offered a crown to the Prussian king.Hungary has declared
independence. Europe is still fighting, still hoping, still bleeding.
Non siamo soli (We are not alone). That matters. We are not the only
city, the only republic, the only dreamers. Across the continent, people
like us are building something new on the rubble of something old.
Garibaldi summoned the officers today and told them the French wo-
uld comewithin themonth.He said it calmly, theway a farmer says the
rain will come. It is a fact, not an opinion. The French will come, and
we will fight, and the outcome depends onmathematics that are not in
our favor.
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But mathematics do not account for everything. They do not account
for conviction, or for the peculiar strength ofmenwho fight for an idea
rather than a paycheck. Napoleon’s Grande Armée was the most pro-
fessional force in history, and it was defeated by Russian winter and
Spanish guerrillas — by people who simply refused to accept the ma-
thematics.

15 April 1849

The French expedition has sailed from Marseille. Oudinot with nine
thousand men, bound for Civitavecchia. The republic that was born
in February will face its first test by the end of the month.

We know we are outnumbered. We know the French army is the best
in Europe. Ci importa niente (We don’t care). Garibaldi has drilled us
hard and we are ready— not in the professional sense, not the way the
French are ready, with their artillery and their supply trains and their
decades of military tradition. We are ready in the way that people who
believe in something are ready: absolutely and irrationally.

I received a letter from my mother. She says the olive harvest was go-
od and that my cousin married a girl from Cosenza and that she prays
for me every night. Normal things. The normal world, continuing in
its normal way while I sit on a hill in Rome cleaning my musket and
waiting for war.

I wrote back. I told her the food was improving, which is a lie. I told
her I was safe, which is about to be a lie. Some lies are necessary. They
are the cloth that covers the wound until it heals — or doesn’t.

29 April 1849

TheFrenchhave landed and are approaching the city.Tomorrow,or the
day after, they will attack. The entire legion is on alert. Garibaldi rode
along the lines tonight on his white horse, and the sight of him— the
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red shirt, the poncho, the calm face—wasworthmore than a thousand
reinforcements.
Domani (Tomorrow). The word sits in my chest like a stone. Tomor-
row I may kill a man. Tomorrow amanmay kill me. I have never killed
anyone. I have shot at targets and hit them and felt proud.A target does
not bleed.
I went to the hospital to see Sofia Gentili. She was changing bandages,
her sleeves rolled up, her hands already stained with iodine. She smiled
when she sawme and said, ’Don’t get hurt, Ferrara.’ I promised Iwould
try. It was the most serious promise I have ever made.
The night is clear. The stars over Rome are the same stars that shone
on Caesar and Cicero and every army that has ever fought for this city.
I wonder if they were afraid too, and I think they must have been, be-
cause courage is not the absence of fear but the decision that something
matters more than fear.

30 April 1849

We beat them. We beat the French.
The attack came this morning. Oudinot sent his columns against the
Porta San Pancrazio, expecting an easy victory. He did not get one. Ga-
ribaldi ordered a counterattack and we charged — the whole legion,
screaming, running downhill into the French lines with bayonets fixed
and the sun behind us.
Vittoria (Victory)! They broke. The French army, the heirs of Napole-
on, broke and ran. We pursued them to the walls of the Villa Pamphili
and stopped becauseGaribaldi ordered us to stop, because he is not just
brave but wise, and wisdom is knowing when to stop running toward
the enemy.
I fired my musket seven times. I do not know if I hit anyone. In the
chaos of battle, you fire and reload and fire again and hope that the
mathematics of probability are on your side.

93



The Barricade and the Diary

Afterward I sat on a wall andmy hands shook so badly I could not hold
my canteen. A comrade— Pietro, from Lombardy— put his arm aro-
und my shoulders and said nothing. Some moments are too large for
words.

10 May 1849

The armistice continues. The French are licking their wounds at Civi-
tavecchia, waiting for reinforcements that everyone knows are coming.
Garibaldi uses the time to strengthen our positions. We dig trenches,
build walls, clear fields of fire. Il lavoro non finisce (The work never
ends).

I sleep in a villa on the Janiculum—or rather, inwhatwas a villa before
we turned it into a fortress. The frescoes on the ceiling show angels and
saints and clouds. I lie on the floor,wrapped inmyblanket, and stare up
at painted heaven while preparing for earthly hell. The contrast would
be funny if it were not so precise.

Sofia brought supplies to our position today. Bandages, lint, a bottle of
wine she smuggled from her father’s cellar. She stayed for an hour, tal-
king to thewounded, writing letters for thosewho could notwrite. She
has a way of being present — fully, completely present — that makes
you feel the world is slightly more bearable than the evidence suggests.

The French will come again. We know this. But today the sun is warm
and the wine is good and the republic stands.

15 May 1849

The armistice is a fiction and everyone knows it. The French use the
time to bring up cannon and reinforcements. We use it to dig trenches
and pray.

I received a letter frommy father. He says the olives are flowering early
this year and that my sister is learning to read. Piccole notizie (Small
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news). The small news of a small life in a small village, and it is themost
precious thing I own.
Iwent down into the city today—a rare afternoon away from thewalls.
Rome inMay is beautiful beyond description.Thewisteria hangs from
every balcony, purple and heavy. The fountains splash. The cats sleep in
the sun. I sat in a piazza and drank wine and watched the people pass
and thought: this is what we are defending. Not a constitution, not
a government, not an idea— this. This ordinary, beautiful life.
Sofia foundme there. She sat downwithout being invited,which I have
learned is how Romans do things. We talked about nothing. About
olives. About cloth. About the color of the sky. It was the best hour of
my month.

25 May 1849

Reinforcements have arrived — from the provinces, from other parts
of Italy, volunteers who heard about our victory in April and came to
join the defense.We are still outnumbered, but the numbersmatter less
than the spirit, and the spirit is extraordinary.
A boy arrived yesterday from Trastevere — sixteen years old, carrying
a hunting rifle older than he is. Coraggio (Courage). The sergeant told
him to go home.He refused.He said his father had been killed by papal
police in 1847 andhe intended to stay.The sergeant looked atGaribaldi.
Garibaldi looked at the boy. ’Give him cartridges,’ he said.
We know the armistice will not hold. Oudinot is a soldier, and soldiers
do not sail nine thousand men across the Mediterranean to go home
empty-handed.TheFrench arewaiting for a pretext, or for themoment
when they no longer need one.
I clean my musket every evening. It is a ritual — oil the lock, wipe the
barrel, check the flint. The repetition calms me. In a world where eve-
rything is uncertain, the mechanics of a musket are reliable. You prime
it, you aim it, you fire it. The musket does not care about politics.
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2 June 1849

Tomorrow. The word again. Intelligence says Oudinot will attack wi-
thin days. The armistice expired and was not renewed. The French are
massing at the Corsini villa — the great estate on the Janiculum that
commands the approach to the San Pancrazio gate.
Garibaldi has called a council of officers. Siamo pronti (We are ready).
The plan is to hold the Janiculum at all costs. If the hill falls, the city
is open. If the city falls, the republic dies. The mathematics are simple.
The execution will not be.
I wrote letters tonight. To my mother, to my father, to my sister who
is fourteen and too young to understand why her brother left home to
fight for something he cannot fully explain. I told them I loved them. È
la verità (It is the truth). Everything else I have written this year might
be embellished or mistaken, but that is the truth.
The stars are out again. The same stars. I wonder howmany soldiers, in
how many centuries, have looked up at these same points of light on
the night before a battle and thought the same thoughts I am thinking
now.

3 June 1849

They attacked before dawn. Without warning, without declaration —
the French seized the Villa Corsini and the outworks while we slept. By
the time the alarm sounded, they were dug in on the hill.
Garibaldi ordered an immediate counterattack.We charged uphill, into
the guns, through the gardens of the Corsini. Sangue ovunque (Blood
everywhere). The villa changed hands three times in four hours. Each
assault cost us dozens of men. The gardens are churned to mud, the
statues shattered, the trees splintered.
I fought in the second assault. We reached the villa, drove the French
out, held it for twenty minutes, and then they came back with artillery
andwe had to fall back. Amanbesideme—Idid not knowhis name—
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washit in the chest and fellwithout a sound. I steppedover himbecause
there was no time to stop.

War is not what the songs say. It is noise and confusion and the smell of
powder and the terrible intimacy of seeing aman’s face as he dies. I will
never un-see these things. I do not want to.

8 June 1849

Five days of constant fighting. The French advance slowly but they ad-
vance.Wehold every villa, everywall, every gardenuntil we cannot hold
it anymore, and then we fall back to the next position and hold that.

The Vascello — a fortified house near the San Pancrazio gate — has
become ourThermopylae. A handful ofmen hold it against everything
the French throw at them. Resistere (Resist). That is all we can do now.
Notwin—wecannotwin—but resist, andmake the victory cost them
so much that the world will know what happened here.

Garibaldi is everywhere. He appears at the worst moments, calm, ste-
ady, as though being under artillery fire is a minor inconvenience. His
presence turns frightened men into soldiers. I have seen it happen —
a boy shaking behind a wall, and Garibaldi puts his hand on the boy’s
shoulder, and the shaking stops.

I am tired. My hands are blistered from the musket. My ears ring con-
stantly from the cannon fire. I sleep in snatches, dream of Calabria —
the olive groves, the sea,mymother’s kitchen—andwake to the sound
of shells.

10 June 1849

Seven days of fighting. I have lost count of the assaults, the retreats, the
counterattacks. The Janiculum is a moonscape — cratered, smoking,
strewn with the debris of buildings that were beautiful a week ago.
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Ogni giornomuoiono amici (Every day friends die). The boy fromTra-
stevere—the sixteen-year-oldwith thehunting rifle—was killed yester-
day. A shell fragment. He did not even have time to fire back.
I think about death differently now.Not as an abstraction—the heroic
death of the songs — but as a physical fact. Bodies cool. Blood dries.
The smell stays. These are things you learn on a battlefield that no song
prepares you for.
And yet. And yet I do not regret being here. Not for onemoment. The
republic exists because men like me came to Rome and stood on a hill
and said: not one more step. The French will take the hill eventually.
But they will know they took it. They will remember what it cost.

14 June 1849

We are being pushed back. The French have taken the Corsini perma-
nently and are advancing toward the walls. Their artillery pounds us
day and night. The city behind us takes hits — shells falling on houses,
on churches, on streets where civilians live and die.
Sofia came to the forwardpositionyesterdaywithwater. She shouldnot
have come — the area is under constant fire — but she came anyway,
walking through the rubble as though she were walking through her
father’s shop. Le donne coraggiose (The brave women). The women
of Rome are fighting this war as surely as we are — in the hospitals, in
the supply lines, in the homes that are being shelled.
A French prisoner was brought in today. He was young — my age —
and terrified. I gave him water. He looked at me as though he expec-
ted me to kill him. I told him, in my bad French, that we do not kill
prisoners. Il nemico è umano (The enemy is human). He wept.
I do not hate the French. I hate what they are doing, but the men pul-
ling the triggers are boys like me, following orders they did not choose.
The crime belongs to the men who gave the orders, not the men who
carry them out.
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18 June 1849

The bombardment is relentless. The walls are breached in three places.
We repair them at night, filling the gaps with rubble and sandbags, and
by morning the French guns open them again. Sisifo (Sisyphus) — we
are Sisyphus, rolling the stone uphill only to watch it roll back down.
I was hit today— amusket ball grazedmy arm. Thewound is not serio-
us but it bled spectacularly, which alarmed everyone around me more
than it alarmedme. Sofia bandaged it at the hospital and toldme to stay
off the line. I told her I would. I lied.
Garibaldi is planning a sortie— a last attempt to push the French back
from the Janiculum.He knows itwill probably fail. Tutti lo sanno (Eve-
ryone knows it). But a republic that goes down fighting is different
from a republic that goes down in silence, and Garibaldi understands
the difference better than any man alive.
I think about my father’s olive grove. The trees he planted when I was
born will be bearing fruit this summer. He will stand under them and
think of me. I hope he is proud.

20 June 1849

The sortie failed.We attacked at dawn, drove the French back two hun-
dred meters, and then their reserves counterattacked and we lost every-
thing we had gained, plus twenty men. Twenty men for two hundred
meters held for forty minutes. La matematica della guerra (The mathe-
matics of war).
Pietro —my friend from Lombardy, the one who put his arm around
me after the April battle — was killed this morning. A cannon ball.
I will not describe it. Some things should not be written down becau-
se writing them down makes them permanent, and this should not be
permanent, this should not be something that exists in the world.
I sat behind awall after the retreat and stared atmy hands. These hands
that picked olives. These hands that loaded muskets. These hands that
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held a dying man’s head as he asked for his mother. What have I beco-
me?What has this war made of me?
I am still not afraid. That worries me. Fear is human. The absence of
fear is either courage or numbness, and I am no longer sure which one
I am carrying.

21 June 1849 — evening

Tomorrow I will be at the Villa Corsini. Garibaldi has ordered another
attempt to retake it. Everyone knowswhat this means. TheCorsini has
eaten two assaults already. Ogni assalto costa vite (Every assault costs
lives).
I havewrittenmy letters. I have cleanedmymusket. I have saidmy pray-
ers, such as they are— I am not sure God takes sides in wars, but if He
does, I hope He has read the republic’s constitution, because it is a bet-
ter document than most of the things written in His name.
Sofia found me at the hospital tonight. She changed my arm bandage,
which did not need changing, and we talked about nothing — about
cloth, about Calabria, about the weather — because talking about no-
thing is what people do when the something is too large to hold.
She said, ’Come back, Ferrara.’ I said I would. Prometto (I promise).
The night is warm. The stars are bright. Rome is below me, beautiful
andwounded and still alive. If tomorrow ismy last day, I have seen eno-
ugh beauty to fill a lifetime. I have fought for something true. I have
known good people.
That is enough. That has to be enough.

Marco Ferrara was killed on 22 June 1849 by a French sharpshooter du-
ring the defense of the Villa Corsini on the JaniculumHill. He was twen-
ty-two years old. His body was buried in a mass grave near the Porta San
Pancrazio. His diary was recovered by Sofia Gentili and preserved by her

100



Marco Ferrara

family. In 1871, when Rome became the capital of a united Italy, his na-
me was inscribed on the memorial at the Janiculum alongside those of the
other defenders of the republic.
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• 22 February 1848: Reform banquets banned in Paris; protests
begin across the city.

• 24 February 1848: King Louis-Philippe abdicates; the Second
French Republic is proclaimed.

• 13March 1848: Revolution erupts in Vienna; Metternich
resigns and flees the city after thirty-three years in power.

• 15March 1848: Revolution in Budapest; Petőfi reads his
’National Song,’ the Twelve Points are proclaimed.

• 18March 1848: Barricade fighting in Berlin; King Friedrich
Wilhelm IV withdraws his troops and promises a constitution.

• 18May 1848: The Frankfurt Parliament opens in St. Paul’s
Church with 586 delegates, aiming to draft a constitution for
a united Germany.

• 17 June 1848: Windisch-Grätz bombards Prague, crushing the
Czech uprising and the Slavic Congress.

• 23–26 June 1848: The June Days uprising in Paris; General
Cavaignac suppresses the workers’ insurrection with extreme
violence, killing an estimated 1,500 and arresting thousands.

• 6 October 1848: Third Viennese revolution; War Minister
Latour is lynched; Emperor Ferdinand flees to Olmütz.

• 31 October 1848: Windisch-Grätz captures Vienna after
bombardment; the Hungarian relief force is defeated at
Schwechat.



• 9 November 1848: Robert Blum, a Frankfurt Parliament
delegate, is executed in Vienna despite his parliamentary
immunity.

• 2 December 1848: Emperor Ferdinand abdicates; his
eighteen-year-old nephew becomes Emperor Franz Joseph I.

• 10 December 1848: Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte is elected
President of the French Republic with 74% of the vote.

• 9 February 1849: The Roman Republic is proclaimed after
Pope Pius IX flees to Gaeta.

• 4 March 1849: The Austrian government imposes the Stadion
Constitution, abolishing Hungarian autonomy.

• 28March 1849: The Frankfurt Parliament adopts
a constitution and offers the imperial crown to Friedrich
Wilhelm IV of Prussia.

• 3 April 1849: FriedrichWilhelm IV refuses the crown, calling it
a ’crown from the gutter.’

• 14 April 1849: Hungary declares independence from the
Habsburg dynasty; Kossuth elected Governor-President.

• 30 April 1849: Garibaldi’s volunteers repel the first French
assault on Rome.

• 3 June 1849: The French break the armistice and launch
a full-scale assault on the JaniculumHill.

• 18 June 1849: The rump Frankfurt Parliament in Stuttgart is
dispersed byWürttemberg troops.

• 30 June 1849: The Roman Republic falls; Garibaldi leads
4,000 followers out of Rome.



• 13 August 1849: Hungarian general Görgei surrenders to the
Russians at Világos, ending the Hungarian Revolution.

• 6 October 1849: Thirteen Hungarian generals are executed at
Arad by Austrian authorities — remembered as the ’Martyrs of
Arad.’

• By late 1849, every revolution of the Spring of Nations has
been crushed or reversed. Yet the ideas of 1848—
constitutional government, national self-determination,
universal suffrage, civil liberties — would reshape Europe over
the following decades, leading to Italian unification
(1861–1870), Austro-Hungarian compromise (1867), and
German unification (1871).
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