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The times of Napoleon and
the First Empire seem to be more than a lifetime away from us; and
yet it was in that day that Victor Hugo lived as a child in the old
convent of the Feuillantines so graphically described in "Les
Misérables." Here he and his two brothers lived with their mother
in the strictest seclusion, while the father, General Hugo, a
soldier of the Empire, was off with the Grand Army at some distant
point, either in garrison or in the field. The child, who was
afterwards to hold Napoleon the Little up to the execration of the
world, felt his earliest emotions of patriotism stirred by the
glorious conquests of Napoleon the Great. General Hugo was one of
the most gallant soldiers of the day, and placed in many positions
of trust and of responsibility, as well as of danger, by Napoleon.
He it was who conducted the terrible retreat from Spain just before
the fall of Napoleon. His soldiers were the only protection to the
lives of twenty thousand French fugitives, who were fleeing from
Madrid wild with terror; for the pursuing Spaniards would not have
hesitated to massacre the helpless multitude, had they found it in
their power to do so. From every bush projected the muzzle of a
gun, charged with the death of an invader; every pass concealed an
ambush; every height bristled with guns in the hands of the
patriots. But General Hugo conducted the fugitives through in
safety, and proceeded to take command of the fortress at
Thionville, soon to be besieged.



He defended this outpost of the
Empire with great gallantry, and it was the last citadel over which
the tri-color waved. But at last General Hugo was forced to
surrender it to the Allies, and the star of Napoleon had set
forever. Madame Hugo had been a royalist always, although she had
not been allowed to influence the minds of the children in that
direction; but after the fall of the Emperor she openly proclaimed
her sympathy with the Bourbons, and was so demonstrative in her
enthusiasm that it led to a complete estrangement between herself
and her husband. Victor as a boy sided with his mother, and was
royalist to the core [...]
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