Talk by Sir Brian Unwin on 23rd November at the Cercle Munster on the subject of “Napoleon at St Helena”.

The day started inauspiciously. It was foggy in London and Sir Brian’s morning flight was cancelled. The information, which was passed to Luxair to the effect that Sir Brian, former chairman of the European Investment Bank, was to give a speech to an audience invited by the Oxford University Society, may have helped to get Sir Brian priority booking on a later flight. He arrived straight from the airport in the company of your chairman and, although short of breath, went straight to the podium to deliver a speech of immense vigour and infectious enthusiasm. His talk was based on the material of his published work on the subject.

After Waterloo, Napoleon was wise to surrender to the British and not to entrust his fate to his country’s other enemies. He nevertheless harboured the delusion that he might retire to the life of a gentleman on an English country estate. He failed to grasp that he could not escape from the consequences of the magic that his name and memory carried and could not see that he would inevitably be a magnet for attempts to restore him to the throne of France, to wreak revenge on his foes and unleash new slaughter. To his chagrin, and over the objections of the Whigs in parliament, the British sent him to St Helena, the remote island possession of the Crown in the South Atlantic. There are few more isolated spots on the Earth. Even today, the bleak volcanic outcrop lacks a harbour for ocean vessels. One reluctant lady companion of Napoleon in his exile, the wife of a faithful officer, had strong words to describe the ugliness of the first sight of this rock.

The island did not much improve on further acquaintance. The exiled emperor enjoyed an early, happy and playful interlude with a young lady and learnt some English. Very soon, irreconcilable differences between him and the British Governor of the island, acting on strict instructions, precluded easy relations. The Governor, who had once served in Corsica, commanded two thousand officers and men detailed to guard the former emperor. Napoleon had insisted on retaining the title and dignity of Emperor but the British would accord him only the title of General Bonaparte. Relations immediately collapsed and remained to the end at a minimum, formal level.

Life was never going to be easy at Lockwood, the house to which the British assigned Napoleon and his entourage. Internal animosities and rivalries, and the declining health of the emperor, no doubt exacerbated both by the ignorance of his own appointed medical adviser and by the prisoner’s sulky refusal to accept the imposed conditions for his outings on physical exercise and other constraints, made for tension and depression. The Emperor in due course even gave up dictating his memoirs.

Sir Brian gave a unique talk based on his literary and on-the-spot researches. He brought poignancy to the story and painted many vivid scenes of Napoleon’s domestic life. He gave us examples of the magnetic force of the great man’s personality and memory. The audience, which overflowed the lecture space, and in which were as many guests as members of the society, was entranced, without regard to whether they admired or despised the emperor’s achievements.

