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Explanatory Note 
 

When my uncle died I discovered that he had left me his 
memoirs, and the story of his exciting life has been quite a 
revelation. Since then I have published several Papers, 
covering his various exploits during the Cold War. 

However, within the Papers I discovered a number of 
diaries written by his great-grandfather, William Fletcher, 
who was a colonel in the British Army. 

What follows are William’s recollections from his time 
spent in Mexico between 1866 and 1867, when the 
Habsburg royal, Emperor Maximilian, attempted to rule the 
country in spite of growing opposition from Liberal forces. 

I have checked the memoirs against the historical record 
and included additional notes. 
 

K.D. 
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Not guilty, M’Lud 
 

Yes, I freely admit it, it’s true. I’m a coward, a 
scoundrel, a cheat, a liar, and, when occasion demands it, a 
thief. I plead guilty to all these worthy talents since there is 
one thing I do lack – a conscience. However, in writing 
these hallowed memoirs I intend to break the habit of a 
lifetime and tell the truth, God help me, so don’t say you 
haven’t been warned. Enough said. 

This particular offering is primarily concerned with my 
sojourn in Mexico, but, if you’ll allow, let me briefly 
mention the American Civil War, as it has a bearing on my 
present tale.1  

 As you know, the spat between the Yankees and the 
Confederates turned out to be an almighty waste of time, 
but none of my business and I’d have been well out of it, if 
it hadn’t been for that interfering busybody of a lawyer, 
better known to you as President Abraham Lincoln. For 
some reason he’d convinced himself that the war couldn’t 
be won without the gallant Fletch to help things along. 

You see, President Lincoln wanted me to dispose of that 
thorn in the side of the North - one General Robert E Lee of 
the Confederate Army. I’m not saying assassination was on 
Lincoln’s mind - a fate that would befall his own unlucky 
personage soon enough. No, he just wanted the confounded 
nuisance out of the way. As he put it to me at the time: 

“We’ve got the factories but they’ve got the generals! 
Lee is a case in point. If only providence would allow an 
accident to befall him. His men would be at a loss with 
their hero incapacitated.” 

It was clear that he was expecting faithful old Fletch to 
give providence a little shove. 

Well, I could tell you how I squirmed and protested to 
no avail, and how I was sent to the Deep South ‘incognito’ 
on some hare-brained scheme to help the general fall off his 
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horse accidental-a-purpose. And I could tell you how I 
failed miserably - but I won’t. No, I’ll save that for another 
time, if I’m spared. The important point here is who was 
appointed to assist me in this honourable task – namely, 
one Prince Felix Salm-Salm. Once a serving officer in the 
Prussian Army, he was now a brigadier-general in the 
Union Army because (and you’ll hardly credit this) he’d 
absolutely offered his services, ex proprio motu. My God, it 
takes all sorts, don’t it though. 

Felix was one of those reckless adventurers we seemed 
to produce in those days like James Brooke or Wellington, 
both of whom it has been my misfortune to cross paths with 
and I was lucky to come out with a whole skin. He was 
about thirty years of age, I suppose, with dark hair and a 
light moustache on a face with a modest expression which 
didn’t betray his adventurous spirit. He had dark 
penetrating eyes, but they were obviously not up to much 
because he had to perpetually use a glass in his right - 
which only added to the look of a Prussian officer of the 
guard.  

The Yankees were all over him, of course, having only 
read about romantic princes in fairy tales, and although he 
pretended not to care, it was obvious he enjoyed all the 
attention from the daft American fillies. He’d managed to 
bag himself a right peach since he’d crossed the ocean and 
I for one am glad he did, because she probably saved my 
life and nearly altered the course of Mexican history into 
the bargain.  

 I first met Princess Agnes Salm-Salm, together with her 
husband, near the Potomac where Felix was camped with 
his 8th New York Regiment. You see, she could barely 
stand being parted from her darling prince, so she insisted 
on joining him on the battlefield.    

I went down river on a gunboat and Salm’s regiment 
was encamped in a pine grove on the slope of a hill. It was 
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a beautiful spot and I remember it was extremely mild for a 
Christmas Day. Agnes later informed me that it was also 
her birthday - and her husband’s too.2 It’s just one of those 
funny coincidences that tends to stick in the mind, even 
after all these years.  

I’ll say this for ’em - these royals know how to live in 
style, even in the field. Felix had procured a large hospital 
tent for himself, with board floors covered in carpet. The 
salon was provided with a splendid sofa which the soldiers 
had made, together with cushions made of straw and 
covered in damask. To add to the ambience, there was a 
large bedstead with a straw mattress, over which was 
spread a buffalo robe under a grand canopy. Starvation 
wasn’t a problem either, since the Salms had their own 
caterer and there were victuals of every kind. There was 
even a regular newspaper service, for God’s sake.  

The Salms spent most of the war with Felix doing his 
level best to get himself killed on the battlefield, while 
Agnes poked her nose into everything. One minute she 
spent her time travelling through the drawing rooms of 
Washington, trying to procure Felix the post of general, and 
the next she was riding troop trains to join him at the front 
as a would-be Florence Nightingale.3 

We were expecting a visit from our illustrious President 
Lincoln and while we waited we played a rubber of whist. 
Groeben, one of Felix’s relatives who’d been procured a 
captain’s commission by the prince, brewed punch and 
eggnog. Eventually the man himself deigned to join us. 

Lincoln, my acquaintance of old, had neither the figure 
nor the features of Apollo of Belvedere, but intelligence 
was still stamped on every line of his ugly face. I did detect 
something new, however, and it may be an old man’s 
fancy, but I swear his eyes betrayed a melancholic tinge. 
I’m convinced I’ve noticed it before in persons who are 
fated to die a violent death. 
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And that was when he sprang his surprise with which 
I’ve begun this memoir - but I never got to shove the 
general off his horse, I’m happy to say. 

The problem was that once the war was over, the 
Yankees had finished with me and my pockets were to let. 
Naturally there was no offer of a ticket to Southampton and 
a thank you for services rendered – the ungrateful bastards. 
So, what with questions being asked in Washington about 
my part in Lincoln’s assassination4 (not guilty, M’Lud ), I 
thought it politic to find a way out of the Land of the Free 
before it finally finished me off for good. And who should 
come to the rescue but Felix Salm. 

“If you’re at a loose end, William, why don’t you keep 
me company in Mexico? I’m sure Maximilian could use a 
good man like you,” says he out of the blue. 

“Mexico? Why the deuce are you going to Mexico?” 
I’d heard about young Maximilian’s installation as 

Emperor of the unpleasant backwater, of course. I say 
young because, at thirty-four, he was my junior by a few 
years, but from his picture he looked more like seventy-
four, what with those fearful-looking whiskers.  

I also knew that the Mexican civil war was over and that 
everything was relatively fine and dandy south of the 
border, so my interest was piqued. What I didn’t 
understand was what business my chum Prince Felix, or 
myself for that matter, had in Napoleon’s latest addition to 
the French Empire. Felix was eager to enlighten me. 

“Maximilian is trying to improve relations with the 
United States, don’t you know? So he’s encouraging 
American soldiers to migrate south - Confederates mostly, 
but there are a few of us Yankees taking up the invite too. 
What do you say, Fletch?” 

I wanted to find out more, of course, but the longer I 
thought about it, the better the idea sounded. My cautious 
nature made me hesitate, but Felix assured me I’d be 
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making money in no time on Maximilian’s staff. I had my 
reputation to think about, so I feigned an interest in the 
possibility of earning my soldier’s pay in our new billet. He 
was quick to brush away my concerns.  

“My God, Will, haven’t you seen enough action this past 
year? I doubt you’ll see much fighting where we’re going. 
Sorry, old friend.” 

He was apologising, so help me. Little did he know that 
I was flooded with blissful relief, but I tried to look suitably 
disappointed - even though my mind was now made up.  

“I suppose you can’t have everything. I tell you what, 
Felix, give me one of your cheroots and when I’ve finished 
it, why don’t we saddle up and tootle down to Mexico to 
see what’s what, eh?” 



 10 

Paper dresses 
 

I’d come round to Felix’s idea, what with my pockets 
empty and no prospect of a way to good old England, and 
there was no danger to signify - or so I thought. Rantipole’s 
Legionnaires would keep the commonality in order, while 
Felix would be treated like the royalty he was and I, as his 
close compadre, would share in the cosseting. And hey, 
when everything in the land of the sombrero was running 
on an even keel, we’d be given a hearty thanks and a paid 
cruise to home and family. 

In New York we secured a berth on the Manhattan, 
which sailed for Vera Cruz towards the end of February. 
We were joined by Captain von Groeben, who’d recently 
become attached to our charming prince and resolved to 
accompany us and try his luck in Mexico.  

When we arrived in Havana we were greeted with the 
unpleasant news that we would have to remain in 
quarantine, although goodness knows why. We’d hardly 
come from darkest Africa and there was no sickness on 
board, which was more than could be said for Vera Cruz 
when we finally landed. It was riddled with Yellow Jack 
which was deadly to us Europeans, and thousands of 
unfortunate recipients of the disease were buried all over 
the place. 

When we entered the town, the uneasy feeling only grew 
and there appeared to be more vultures in the Godforsaken 
place than people. They were protected by law, apparently, 
because they picked up the filth resulting from the 
indifferent sanitary habits of the local citizenry.  

There was nothing in the town to keep us a moment 
longer than necessary, but Felix had the bad taste to fall 
victim to the dreaded yellow fever. He assured me he 
would be all right and he was eager for me to go on ahead 
and pave the way for his arrival at the capital. Not relishing 
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the thought of getting laid up in a tropical hothouse, I 
readily agreed, and it was decided that Groeben and I 
should continue the journey without our sickly prince.  

So the next day we caught a train on the French-built 
railroad. Needless to say the Frog engineers had made a 
right hash of the whole thing, but while the journey was by 
no means comfortable, at least it was a way of passing 
through the dreary countryside as quickly as possible. 

The next morning we continued our journey in a 
Mexican diligence which is a marvellous vehicle, dragged 
along by eight mules - first two abreast, then four and then 
two again. The coachman had a confusion of reins in his 
hands and I couldn’t help but admire his skill as he 
negotiated our way through the winding roads.  

It was while we were bumping our way along the 
uneven roads that he decided to furnish us with some 
cheery news. Apparently the coaches were often attacked 
and plundered by robbers. 

“Not that you two imposing gentlemen have anything to 
fear,” says he, taking note of our sidearms. 

“There are many well-to-do rancheros living quite 
respectfully who indulge in the harmless amusement. Do 
not worry, Senors, they rarely commit murder,” says he, no 
doubt trying to reassure us. 

Apparently it was not unheard of to be asked to undress 
in case you had the temerity to hide your valuables in your 
clothes. Groeben said he could imagine how distressing this 
would be for the lady passengers, and the coachman shared 
with us the story of an American woman, the wife of a 
Southern general, who had travelled to Vera Cruz with her 
daughter. She had been so afraid of being subjected to such 
treatment, that she made ‘paper dresses’ for herself and her 
offspring. Being without value, they were of no interest to 
the robbers. 
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At long last we reached Mexico City. It was a relief to 
finally see the signs of civilisation and although the two-
storey houses all looked like plain and monotonous cubes, 
there were wide streets, churches, arenas, promenades, 
hospitals and even a theatre or two.  

I couldn’t help but notice that the women were very 
pretty, what with the richness of their black hair, their large 
black eyes and curves in all the right places. I rarely saw a 
fat Senorita and they were very graceful in their 
movements. I learned that they married very early - 
sometimes as young as fourteen or fifteen years of age - 
and generally they had a plethora of children. It wasn’t 
uncommon to see a mother walking along with a dozen or 
so of the little mites trailing behind her. 

I soon discovered that the French were taking a high 
hand with the locals and Bazaine5, the commander of the 
French, acted as if he were the Emperor himself. 
Apparently, he was becoming as rich as Croesus, having set 
up a couple of shops selling everything from groceries to 
silks - all bought and transported at the Government’s 
expense. 

So there I was in Mexico, woefully ill-informed about 
recent events, and as you may well be as puzzled as I was 
to see war-weary Confederates and Yankees making such a 
journey, I will take this opportunity to briefly enlighten 
you. However, if you would like a vade mecum, may I 
direct you to Prince Felix’s own literary effort, since I 
would rather spare you any mind-numbing details of high 
matters of state.6 
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Rising and falling more times than a whore’s drawers 
 

When the intrepid Conquistador, Hernando Cortes, 
crossed the ocean early in the sixteenth century, he 
conquered the once mighty Aztec Empire with a mere 
handful of men and took its ruler, Montezuma, prisoner - 
thus assuring the rich and glorious land of Mexico to 
Maximilian’s Habsburg ancestor, Charles V, and his 
successors on the throne of Spain for the next three hundred 
years.  

When Mexico eventually declared its independence, half 
the country was given away to the United States, so the 
place was virtually bankrupt. 

It became a story of rulers rising and falling more times 
than a whore’s drawers, until a fifty-year-old Indian, Benito 
Juarez, who was barely able to read or write, deposited his 
legs behind the presidential desk.  

And that would have been that, if Juarez hadn’t had the 
bad taste to suspend all payments on foreign loans. 

 The Spanish were all for sending out an expedition on 
their own, but John Bull and the Frogs weren’t having any 
of that and they sent along their own troops to join the 
party. Mind you, while the Spanish and the French packed 
off a few thousand of their finest Marines, Palmerston 
dispatched a token force of only a few hundred, just to 
show we didn’t want to be left out. Clever old Pam! 
Anyway, in the end Spain and Britain decided to leave the 
French to it. 

All that was left was the small matter of who would rule 
this fledgling Mexican Empire, such as it was. Napoleon’s 
Empress Eugenie suggested Archduke Maximilian and, 
egged on by his wife, Maximilian accepted.  

So there you have it. A country divided with Liberals on 
the one side and Imperialists on t’other, nominally ruled by 
an Austrian royal supported by French troops. And we 



 14 

have the gall to put unfortunates who give up and stare at 
the wall into lunatic asylums.  

The United States would only recognise Juarez’s 
government, but my old friend Abraham Lincoln declared 
there would be no more wars under his administration. So 
all would have been well, no doubt, if the old president 
hadn’t been so inconsiderate as to be shot in the back of the 
head while watching a play at his wife’s insistence.  

Maximilian was still determined to improve relations, 
however, and to that end he sent a letter to Lincoln’s 
successor in the White House, President Johnson, in which 
he raised the subject of supporters of the Confederacy 
migrating to Mexico.7  

So behold, joining this happy band, a handful of Yankee 
mercenaries, now personified by Captain Groeben and 
Colonel Will Fletcher, looking forward to a warm welcome 
from the new Emperor of Mexico. 
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Drier than an Arab’s undergarments 
 

Emperor Maximilian and his wife, the Archduchess 
Charlotte, formally known as Her Imperial Majesty 
Empress Carlota, had set up their residence at Chapultepec 
Castle on the top of a hill on the outskirts of Mexico City.  

When I arrived I was finally looking forward to washing 
off the Mexican dust and setting up a nice quiet billet while 
the Frogs did the hard work of keeping the locals in order. 
But instead of the warm welcome I’d been hoping for, I 
was greeted with the frightful news that our French allies, 
with typical Gallic loyalty, were planning to abandon the 
country as quickly as their Frog legs would carry them. If I 
hadn’t been drier than an Arab’s undergarments, I 
would’ve wept on the spot.  

 I asked the junior officer who greeted me to show us to 
our quarters, hoping that I would be able to restore my 
energies and devise a way back to England and all that 
made life worth living. Of course the Emperor of Mexico 
had other ideas. 

You see, Maximilian was in fact the younger brother of 
Franz Josef, the Emperor of Austria, and one of the Hawk’s 
Tower mob. So when he heard of the arrival of two 
Europeans, one the celebrated Fletch - hero of Afghanistan 
and the Charge of the Light Brigade - he couldn’t wait a 
moment longer and he had to meet us without delay. He 
showed never a thought for his weary guests - the selfish 
swine. 

We were led up a winding staircase to the upper floor of 
the castle and a sentry opened the door to an opulent 
chamber. Once inside, I marked out the man who greeted 
us as Maximilian straight away. You couldn’t have missed 
those whiskers if you’d tried. But what drew my attention 
and made me forget my surroundings was the sight of the 
elegant woman sitting at a large desk in the corner of the 
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room. Even in profile I could tell that here was quite a 
beauty. If I hadn’t been in such a deuce of a hurry to get 
away, I dare say I would have found time to give the 
darling some attention, Empress or not. 

Groeben was observing the formalities, clicking his 
heels with his head bowed - a German officer to the last. 

 “Captain Groeben, Your Majesty, at your service. May 
I present Colonel Fletcher?” 

I decided it would be best to toady and gave the 
Emperor my deepest of bows before standing to attention, 
very British officer. 

“How do you like our humble abode, Colonel? I have 
often thought that the surroundings here have quite the 
character of our unforgettable Lombardy, with glorious 
pastures, fine trees and abundance of water. It is indeed the 
Schonbrunn of Mexico,” says Maximilian enthusiastically. 

Empress Carlota decided to add her pennyworth.  
“We are enchanted with Chapultepec. The view is one 

of the finest in the world. Indeed, I think it surpasses 
Naples. The air here is excellent and suits us well. All this 
offers us ample compensation for the patience we have had 
to exercise in other respects.” 

She didn’t get up and continued to concentrate on her 
crochet as she spoke. My God, here’s an odd fish, thinks I. 
I didn’t know the half of it, did I? 

“It has not always been so, has it, my dear? I remember 
on our first night here we were so troubled with vermin that 
I was forced to get up and continue my slumbers on the 
billiard table,” says Maximilian, chuckling away. 

“If I recall correctly, I retired to the terrace and the 
ladies-in-waiting had to furnish me with a constant supply 
of insect powder,” adds Carlota. 

Gad, it looks as though my time in Mexico is going to be 
a right barrel of laughs if I’ve got little gems like these to 
look forward to, thinks I, but there was more. 
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“Did you know that the castle is built on the actual spot 
where Emperor Montezuma’s palace once stood?” asks 
Maximilian. 

“Really, you don’t say? Well, I’ll be. Did you hear that, 
Captain Groeben?” says I, attempting to pass on 
responsibility for the conversation to my companion, but 
the Emperor must have detected my lack of interest 
because he changed the subject. 

“I think your reputation precedes you, does it not, 
Colonel?”  

The Emperor was all smiles and affability and clearly 
impressed by my ill-gotten laurels. I was beginning to 
warm to those whiskers. 

“You’re very kind, Your Majesty. I only hope we’re 
here in time to be of service,” says I, trying to look eager to 
help.  

Of course inwardly I was praying that he’d seen sense 
and would hop back to Europe – taking me with him. 
Indeed, his next words seemed to answer my prayers. 

“I regret to say, gentlemen, that you may be too late. 
Bazaine says that he has received orders to withdraw as 
soon as possible, and Napoleon himself has urged me to 
abandon Mexico as a lost cause,” says he, looking blue. 

I tried to chivvy things along in the vain hope that 
Maximilian would abandon ship while he still could. 

“Well, I dare say Napoleon knows what he’s doing. It’s 
such a shame, Your Majesty, but what can you do?”  

“What can I do?”  
He went red in the face – well, what you could see of it 

through all the damn face-furniture – and he proceeded to 
lay out his intentions, determined to demonstrate his 
resolve to his new guests. 

“I can refuse to desert my followers, Colonel Fletcher, 
that is what I can do. I will allow only those who have been 
loyal to determine whether or not I should abdicate.” 
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Well, I could see I was being put in my place, but it was 
my life at stake, damn it, and I wasn’t going to give up that 
easily. 

“Your Majesty, those are fine sentiments, to be sure. 
Indeed, you are a man after my own heart. But then I only 
have my own safety to consider.”  

My God, the things I’ve said. I looked across at Empress 
Carlota to emphasise my point – hoping that the 
vulnerability of his wife’s position would make him change 
his mind. You see, I’d met these nobles before - willing to 
put pride before their own security. They deserved what 
they got as far I was concerned, but I was damned if they 
were going to take me with them. 

“Forgive me,” says the Emperor, changing tack, “but in 
my eagerness to apprise you of recent developments, I have 
forgotten my manners. Colonel Fletcher, Captain Groeben, 
may I present my wife, Empress Carlota.” 

Carlota stopped hacking away at her crochet and stood 
up to join her husband, patting his arm reassuringly. 

“You have nothing to apologise for, my dear, when you 
have affairs of state weighing heavily on your mind.”  

With that, she looked at him lovingly and kissed him on 
the cheek. She had clearly practiced side-stepping the 
whiskers and I made a mental note that here was another 
devoted spouse who might be immune to the Fletcher 
touch, like the infuriating Princess Salm. 

“You will soon see there is nothing to be alarmed 
about,” continues Maximilian.  “I have faithful generals 
such as Miramon, Marquez and Mejia, and they have 
vowed to raise an army that will challenge any threat from 
the Liberals - no matter what help they receive from our 
American neighbours.” 

He went on to explain that President Johnson had 
invoked the Monroe Doctrine to give diplomatic 
recognition to the Liberal forces. The new incumbent at the 
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White House had even gone so far as to instruct the 
American Army to ‘lose’ supplies destined for 
Maximilian’s army when they crossed the border. General 
Sheridan had done his duty and managed to ‘misplace’ 
30,000 muskets. Gad, don’t those Washington politicos 
make you proud. 

It was another hour before Maximilian had finished 
droning on about how he and Carlota had raised money for 
the poor houses and how one of his first acts as Emperor 
had been to restrict working hours and abolish child labour. 
He’d cancelled the arrears of huge numbers of peasants and 
he’d put an end to that charming practice where many of 
them could be bought and sold for the price of their debt. 
There was no possibility, he assured us, that the people of 
Mexico would be so ungrateful as to boot him out of the 
country. 

 This was all very well, thinks I, but an uneasy feeling 
growing in the pit of my stomach was telling me that he 
was trying to convince himself as much as anyone else.  

If I’d only known the half of it, I would have listened to 
that little voice in my head and buggered off while I had the 
chance. 
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Was her grandmother knocking on a bit? 
 

I was finally delivered to my quarters and looking 
forward to my well-earned repose, when there was a knock 
at my door. I was greeted by the sight of a smartly dressed 
servant who bowed politely.  

“Forgive me for disturbing you, Colonel, but the 
Emperor would like to speak with you alone. He apologises 
for disturbing you after your long journey, but he says it is 
a matter of some importance and he would be very grateful 
if you could come with me to his private quarters.” 

Well, this was a strange state of affairs, and I couldn’t 
help but wonder what the Emperor wanted so urgently. So 
there was nothing for it but to follow my guide like the 
dutiful soldier I was. 

 I was led to a sumptuous and spacious bedroom suite, 
and the servant directed me to a chair in the corner before 
he vacated the room. The Emperor emerged from his water 
closet dressed in a robe, clearly ready for bed, and I noted 
that the Empress was nowhere to be seen. I was to discover 
later that Maximilian and his long-suffering wife never 
slept in the same room together. Even when they were 
visiting elsewhere, the Emperor insisted on bringing his 
own camp-bed. Well, each to his own. 

“Please don’t stand, Colonel. I must apologise for 
bringing you here at this hour but there is something I wish 
to discuss with you and I’m afraid it couldn’t wait until 
morning. I hope you can forgive me for my appearance but 
I’m an early riser, what with so many affairs of state to 
concern me, and I will be retiring shortly.” 

Good for you, thinks I. Let’s get on with it so the rest of 
us can do the same. Naturally I outwardly toadied in my 
best style. 

“Not at all, Your Majesty. However can I be of 
service?” 
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“You’re very kind, Colonel. You see, we’ve recently 
received some rather sad news. The Empress’s 
grandmother, Queen Marie Amelie, has passed away.” 

Well, I’m mighty grateful to be kept informed of the 
current state of the royal family tree, thinks I, but couldn’t 
it have kept till morning? 

“I’m so sorry to hear that, Your Majesty. I trust the 
Empress is not too distressed. Was her grandmother 
knocking on a bit … er, I mean, did she suffer much?”  

Gad, I was tired, but my gaffe seemed to go unnoticed 
and the Emperor presently came to the point. 

 “I regret to say that the Empress is not handling the 
revelation at all well. She is in a near state of nervous 
collapse and the terrible headaches which have been 
troubling her this past year have returned with a vengeance. 
The doctors have forbidden her all mental activity and they 
have recommended that she recuperate in the quiet 
seclusion of our villa in Cuernavaca.” 

“Ah … I see,” says I, momentarily at a loss. 
“You ask how you can be of service to the Emperor, 

Colonel Fletcher, and my answer is quite simple. You can 
escort the Empress safely to Cuernavaca and ensure that 
she is given the opportunity to regain her strength. That is 
how you can be of service.” 

“I am very honoured, Your Majesty, but I’m afraid I 
don’t understand why you have chosen me for such a … 
delicate undertaking.”  

It all sounded most peculiar, so I let him continue to 
explain. 

“It seems, Colonel, that the Empress is quite taken with 
you. Indeed, she asked that you personally accompany her 
to our villa, La Borda. She was quite insistent and I’m sure 
you understand that in her present frame of mind, I have no 
wish to cause her further anguish by refusing her demands. 



 22 

Will you do me this honour, Colonel? I would be eternally 
in your debt if you were to accede to my request.” 

There was nothing to be done, of course. How could I 
refuse the Emperor of Mexico - the very man I’d 
supposedly travelled across the continent to serve? Besides, 
I’ve had less inviting duties to perform. It might not solve 
the immediate problem of how to get home, but at least it 
should keep me out of harm’s way for the time being, 
thinks I. And I decided that having the Emperor’s undying 
gratitude might be the answer to all my prayers. So I stood 
to attention, as I’ve done so many times before when my 
back’s to the wall, and looked him squarely in the eye. 

“It would be a pleasure, Your Majesty.” 
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Taking liberties and a handful of royal tit 
 

So the very next morning I was on the road again. But 
whereas previously my spine had been in danger of being 
left on a Mexican wayside, now it was a smooth trail and a 
well-sprung royal carriage all the way. Apparently the road 
had once been impassable, but Maximilian had insisted it 
was thoroughly repaired and made as straight as one of 
Wade’s masterpieces.  

The other welcome news was that the bandit-infested 
woods were regularly patrolled by the military.  Mind you, 
the company was a tad glum and Empress Carlota spent 
most of the journey staring off into the distance. The only 
compensation was that her lady-in-waiting was a lovely 
looking piece of Indian tumble, who kept giving me 
admiring glances when she was sure her Empress wasn’t 
looking, which was most of the time. Mexico’s not such a 
bad place after all, thinks I, but one thing at a time, eh, 
Fletch?  

Fortunately Cuernavaca was only forty odd miles from 
the capital and we were able to reach the villa La Borda 
within a day. It was set in a broad, level valley surrounded 
by a variety of mountain ranges rising one behind the other. 

The villa itself was surrounded by a luxuriant garden 
and there was a terrace running the length of the rooms, 
shaded by a veranda. Bird-song filled the air and there were 
even a couple of hammocks hanging in the shade. This 
beats a battlefield any day, thinks I, and I found myself 
praying that Carlota’s convalescence would be a long one. I 
quickly decided that I could rough it in my new quarters 
until the Imperialists and Liberals had sorted out their 
differences. 

The house itself was a small stone-built affair but 
comfortable enough, with simple furnishings consisting 
mostly of that Viennese twisted cane furniture one sees in 
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arbours and suburban villas. The garden even had a 
swimming pool, which seemed to be in good order and 
would provide a welcome respite from the heat, if my days 
spent pampering Her Highness exerted me unduly.  

Guards were posted in the garden and at the main 
entrance, but the only other staff members were Grill, the 
German valet, and his wife, who did the cooking for the 
household.  

That evening we sat down to a capital meal of Viennese 
schnitzel and Hungarian goulash and the attractive lady-in-
waiting joined us, which improved the ambience no end. I 
discovered her name was Josefa Varela, and according to 
the Empress she was directly descended from some Aztec 
poet or other. But as her foot playfully brushed against 
mine beneath the table, iambic verse was the last thing on 
my mind.  

The Empress herself was dressed in white and she 
appeared to have half the flowers from the garden pinned to 
her dress. We were alone for the first time when we finally 
adjourned for coffee on the veranda, and what followed 
was one of the strangest conversations I’ve ever had in my 
life - and I’ve discoursed with that Chinese lunatic Tien 
Wang. 

“I hope you do not mind that I requested you accompany 
me while the Emperor is busy with affairs of state, 
Colonel?” says she formally. 

“Not at all, Your Majesty. I am honoured that you and 
the Emperor have entrusted me with this important duty 
after such a short acquaintance.”  

There’s no doubt I know how to deal with royalty. 
“My husband and I have spent many happy days here 

before these … troubled times. Maximilian is a keen 
botanist and he and Professor Billimek would wander 
around the grounds with their large yellow umbrellas, 
wearing their cork helmets, and when they returned they 
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would have centipedes, scorpions, flies, grasshoppers and 
grubs in their capacious pockets.” 

“Really? Well, it’s a wonderful hobby, I’m sure, er …” 
“I would sit inside and watch the humming-birds alight 

on a branch of datura that grows outside my window and 
catch rare butterflies for Dr Billimek’s collection. Josefa is 
teaching me to play a habonera on the mandolin. Did you 
know that, William?” 

“No, but I’ve heard it’s a marvellous instrument if you 
can get the hang of it…” 

“I am going to attend a Mass for my grandmother in the 
cathedral at Cuernavaca tomorrow. Will you join me, 
William?” 

 “Nothing I’d like better, Your Majesty, to be sure, 
um…” 

“The congregation will be mostly Indians, of course, and 
they may lack crinolines, but they have more religion in 
their hearts than many a sour-faced Austrian clergyman - 
and at least they know how to pray.” 

“No doubt Your Majesty is correct. Our home-grown 
Bible-thumpers are most stuck in their ways…” 

“Come and walk with me, William.” 
She was up and off like a startled whippet, and I was so 

caught short that I spilt coffee all over my unmentionables. 
When I eventually caught up with her she was walking 
alongside a running stream which led down to a delightful 
artificial lake, illuminated by the pale blue light of the 
moon. 

“I want to swim,” says she, amazingly, and with that she 
removed her white gown and petticoats and waded out into 
the deep water, wearing nothing but her undergarments.  

“Join me, William,” says she sternly. 
Who am I to disobey a royal command, and I stripped to 

the waist before diving into the tepid waters. When I 
surfaced she was beside me and, before I’d had time to start 
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my lap, she was embracing me and crying tears against my 
manly chest. After my long journey I’d been feeling like St 
Kevin, so what was a poor soldier to do but stroke the royal 
hair and offer words of comfort. She raised her head to 
examine my caring countenance.  

 “There, there, Carlota,” says I, taking liberties and a 
handful of royal tit.  

They’re all the same these wenches. Servant, slave, 
duchess or queen - they all want the same thing under the 
skin. 

“I respect and admire my husband, William, but it pains 
me to think that the time for love and lovemaking has 
passed. I am only twenty-five but I am growing old - if not 
in the eyes of others, at least in my own. My thoughts and 
feelings are in reality very different from the semblance of 
my outward appearance.” 

She was kissing and caressing me with such ardour that 
I nearly ended up at the bottom of the lake. I was starting to 
wonder whether we were going to play things out 
underwater, when she led me to the bank and explained that 
we could retire to her ‘Indian Chalet’, away from prying 
eyes. It turned out to be a small bungalow in the nearby 
village, surrounded by dense groves of oleanders and 
banana trees. 

I’d barely had time to light a candle, for I like to see 
what I’m doing, before we were setting to partners in 
earnest. And I’m here to say there’s nothing better to 
restore the spirits of a travel-weary soldier than the love-
starved attention of a wanton duchess. If it hadn’t been for 
appearances’ sake, I dare say we’d have been there till 
doomsday. But we finally had to make our way back to the 
villa, with Fletch still eager for more - which was just as 
well as it turned out. Gad, it’s a hard life! 
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A better view of her impressive décolletage 
 

Once we had returned to the main villa, Carlota directed 
me to the bedroom reserved for the Emperor, before 
retiring to her own quarters. No doubt she hoped to prevent 
any speculation on the part of the household staff. But I 
wondered whether it was caution wasted because I’d seen a 
guard patrolling in the garden just prior to our moonlit 
swim. By then I was too tired to care and I briefly took 
stock of my comfortable surroundings before succumbing 
to a well-earned and blissful sleep. 

I awoke in the night to hear the sound of the door to the 
veranda opening, and I cursed the over-confidence I’d felt 
when retiring. Only now did I realise that my trusty Adams 
was out of reach. My alarm soon turned to excited curiosity 
as I discovered that the small, delicate figure approaching 
the bed was a woman - and a young and shapely one at that, 
from what I could make out in the moonlight. Ah, my 
beautiful lady-in-waiting can wait no longer, thinks I, but I 
was dead wrong. For this was another nymph looking for 
the services of England’s best, if I wasn’t much mistaken. I 
sat up in bed, waiting to receive my piece of good fortune, 
when she suddenly stifled a scream and made to run back 
to the door.  

“No … wait. Who are you?” 
Tired as I was, it takes more than a lack of sleep to make 

Fletch turn down a fine piece of tumble, and the urgency in 
my voice stopped my fleeing hussy in her tracks. 

“Forgive me, Senor, I thought you were someone else. 
Please excuse me for disturbing you, sir.” 

And with that she made to leave again, but by then I’d 
covered my modesty in quick-time and was at the door to 
block her escape. 
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“Senorita, don’t be frightened. Come and sit down and 
tell me what this is all about. I assure you I mean you no 
harm.” 

My mind had been working overtime during this 
exchange, and I’d already come to the inescapable 
conclusion that this filly had obviously been expecting the 
noble and happily wedded Emperor, since she’d come to 
his room. I had been formulating an idea of how this 
chance mistake could be turned to my advantage and I 
decided to strike while the iron was hot. 

“Were you expecting the Emperor, perhaps?” says I 
knowingly. 

“Oh, please don’t tell anyone, Senor. I meant no harm,” 
says she, very prettily. 

“Well, that depends, my dear. I’m responsible for the 
safety of the Empress, you see, so we must be completely 
honest with one another. Perhaps you’d better begin by 
telling me who you are.” 

With that she started sobbing, and for the second time in 
one night I found myself comforting a distraught female - 
and counting my blessings. 

“My name is Concepcion, Senor. I am the gardener’s 
wife.” 

“And what is your business with the Emperor?” 
 The tears started again and, as I reassured her with a 

fatherly arm around her shoulder, she looked up at me with 
her stunning eyes and her lips quivered most invitingly as 
she spoke. 

“The Emperor has taken a liking to me and I had no 
wish to cause offence by refusing His Majesty’s advances.” 

Well, crafty young Max had found his own Zenelophon, 
had he?  Let’s see if cunning old Fletch can be as 
persuasive without the benefit of a royal title, thinks I. 

“Is there anything I could do to dissuade you from 
telling the Empress about my arrangement with the 
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Emperor, Senor?” says she, fluttering her enticing long 
eyelashes.  
     “Well,” says I, taking my cue and kissing her bare 
shoulder to get a better view of her impressive décolletage, 
“I’m sure we can think of something.”8 
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You’re clearly a lady of very few words 
 

I can honestly say that those few weeks I spent at the 
villa La Borda were some of the happiest of my long life. 
And why not? Especially with a grateful Empress happy to 
have your correspondent fulfilling the Emperor’s nocturnal 
royal duties, in which he was woefully remiss. Fortunately 
our activities were confined to the ‘Indian Chalet’, since 
Carlota didn’t want to run the risk of being seen entering or 
leaving my room. Which was just as well because the 
gardener was clearly as lacking in his marital obligations as 
the Emperor, and little Conception had acquired a taste for 
Fletch’s manoeuvres. 

At forty-three I was getting quite worn out, I can tell 
you, and I was looking forward to a brief respite when, one 
night, Carlota had decided to visit friends for the evening. 

 I retired early and locked the door to the veranda, which 
was Concepcion’s only means of entry to her English 
admirer. You see, I’d discovered there was a narrow door 
in the garden wall, scarcely wide enough to let one person 
through, and the enterprising Emperor had cleverly 
stationed the guards so that they were unable to see a 
woman going in or out. Gad, these royals want to have their 
cake and eat it too, don’t they just.9 

I had barely dropped off when there was an unexpected 
knocking at the interior door, and who should appear, but 
she of the imposing Aztec ancestry, Josefa, the lady-in-
waiting. 

She was in the most fetching nightgown, and without 
any preamble she approached the bed, got in beside my 
weary frame, and was kissing me and making a meal of my 
ear before you could say snooks. I didn’t know whether to 
be shocked by her brazen ways or bless my sudden good 
fortune. She was a proper little Alcina, if ever I saw one. 



 31 

 Needless to say, my chances of a peaceful night’s sleep 
were out the window, but it’s amazing how a pair of well-
rounded blubber-bags rubbing your face can revive even 
the most flagging of spirits. 

“You’re clearly a lady of very few words, Josefa,” says 
I, gasping for breath under all that wonderful meat.10 

“There is no time for words, my beautiful Englishman, 
when you have wasted so many hours satisfying the needs 
of my mistress and that trollop of a servant girl,” says she 
astonishingly. 

I dare say if I’d had false teeth I’d have been spitting 
them out across the royal chamber ek dum, but what can 
you do when it seems that half the females in Mexico are 
after a piece of Fletcher beef? She might have been petite 
but she was as active as a panther, and no doubt she would 
have worn me to a frazzle if she hadn’t been forced to 
adjourn to her own quarters and await her mistress’s return. 
Much more of this and they’ll have to deliver my spent 
carcase home in a box, thinks I. 

She was back again the next night, but in this instance 
she appeared willing to share more than a handful of words 
with me between bouts. Indeed, she took great pleasure 
listening to me share the finer details of my ‘heroic’ 
exploits – which I embellished to great effect.  

Oddly enough, she seemed to take an inordinate amount 
of interest in the time I’d spent as an honorary Apache 
many years previously. For some reason she found the 
subject fascinating and I was more than happy to oblige – if 
only to give me time to regain my strength for the next 
round, so to speak. If I’d known the trouble my little 
indiscretion was going to cause me, I would’ve kept my 
damned trap firmly shut. 

 Anyway, like a consummate plate-spinner, I’m proud so 
say that I managed to keep my trio of beauties satisfied 
with never a word of complaint. 
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Champagne and sherry 
 

Why, you may ask, have I chosen to share such sordid 
details of my affairs in the boudoir? Well, while I freely 
admit that in my twilight years I feel a certain sense of 
pride at having once been able to quench the thirst of not 
two, but three avaricious females, I don’t think it is 
immodest of me to suggest that my endeavours in the 
bedroom changed not only the fortunes of the Habsburgs, 
but of Imperial Mexico itself. 

You see, the Fletcher charm had clearly worked its 
magic, and by the end of May the Empress had recovered 
sufficiently to return to the capital with a new-found 
resolve.  

The Emperor, it seemed, had been trying unsuccessfully 
to organize the Mexican Army, with the half-hearted co-
operation of Bazaine, and he was quickly becoming ill and 
over-worked. His solution had been to try and revive his 
flagging spirits with vast quantities of champagne and 
sherry and to embellish the capital with new theatres and 
roads, in spite of the fact that his finances were all but 
bankrupt.  

Upon our arrival at Chapultepec Castle, we were greeted 
with the disturbing news that the town of Hermosillo had 
been captured by dissidents and every one of the thirty-
seven French inhabitants had been brutally murdered. You 
can imagine what effect this had on the French nationals, 
who blamed Bazaine for letting these atrocities happen. 
Indeed, the reaction was so violent that for several days he 
didn’t even venture out on to the streets, and he contented 
himself with pampering to the needs of his young pregnant 
wife. 

A few weeks later Napoleon sent Maximilian an 
ultimatum effectively telling the hapless Emperor to put his 
house in order or leave Mexico for good. Abdication 
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appeared to be the only way out of a hopeless impasse. But 
barely had the word been whispered before Carlota decided 
to intervene and, roused out of her depression by the gallant 
efforts of her English knight, she made a last heroic effort 
to save the Crown - for which they had already sacrificed 
so much. In the end, the price would be her sanity. As her 
latest confidante, I was on hand for moral support when she 
put her case to the poor downtrodden Maximilian. 

“Abdication is only excusable in old men and idiots. It is 
not permissible in a young man of thirty-four, full of life 
and hope for the future. So long as there is an Emperor 
there is still an Empire.”  

If she’d only known it, she was speaking the truth. The 
Empire was nothing but the Emperor, created out of 
Maximilian’s illusions and ambitions. By appealing to his 
honour she’d managed to touch him on the raw, and he was 
still deluded enough to listen to the advice of his wife who, 
he must have realised, was half-mad. 

 And with those words Carlota won her unhappy victory 
and Maximilian allowed himself to be influenced against 
his better judgement. So he remained in Mexico while 
Carlota went to Europe to drum up much-needed support. It 
was the beginning of the end for the Empire and, as I stood 
there, witnessing a decision that was to alter the fate of 
Mexico, I couldn’t help wishing I’d resisted the charms of a 
licentious royal female, for once. If I had, I’d have been 
spared no end of trouble. 

While I’d been fornicating away and avoiding my 
military duties, Felix had finally arrived in the capital and, 
having impressed the Emperor with his soldierly skill, he’d 
already attained the official rank of colonel while fighting 
with the Belgian division. When I met up with him he was 
all fired up.  

“I’m off to Vera Cruz to meet Agnes. There’s precious 
little excitement to be had here anyway. It’s just one 
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skirmish after another with small bands of Liberals and 
outlaws. I’m itching for a stand-up fight.” 

Well, he could scratch himself without me if I was to 
have anything to say about it, the bloodthirsty little maniac. 
I’d been there before, of course. These do-or-die heroes are 
never happier to get into the fray than when the odds are 
stacked against them. But what’s disconcerting is that they 
always insist on dragging poor old Fletch along with ’em. 
Well, we’d see about that, but in the meantime I thought it 
best to continue playing the role of the brave and bluff Will 
Fletcher and express my disappointment. 

“It’s a damned shame, that’s what it is. Still, perhaps the 
Empress will meet with some success when she puts her 
case to Napoleon, and when the reinforcements arrive the 
Liberals will soon be running scared,” says I hopefully. 

“I wouldn’t count on it, Will. I reckon Napoleon will 
give our Empress short shrift and we’ll have a full scale 
war on our hands, if I’m not much mistaken.” 

And on that cheery note I left him to his reunion with 
darling Agnes, while my bowels threatened to deposit their 
cargo without benefit of instructions. 
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Will your old body be up to the task? 
 

As I walked back to my room I was feeling as glum as a 
Scottish undertaker on a rainy day. I was also starting to 
have conniptions, what with the possibility of wholesale 
bloodshed on the horizon, and now there wasn’t even the 
prospect of some prime totty coming to Fletch’s aid to 
settle his nerves.  

As if to contradict the thought, I suddenly became aware 
of a rather fetching figure loitering by my open doorway. 
I’ll say this for Mexico - at least a lecher like me didn’t 
have to go out searching for female flesh. On the contrary, 
it appeared that the national policy was to have it packaged 
and delivered right to your door. 

 I convinced myself that the delectable female who had 
magically appeared must be some sort of vision, akin to a 
man dying of thirst in the desert and crawling to the cool 
pools of water that don’t exist. But instead of evaporating 
before my eyes, the apparition proceeded to tap the 
mahogany with a slender hand and explained that she had 
been instructed to ask if there was anything I required to 
make my stay more comfortable. 

Well, thinks I, any lovely female who’s had the good 
fortune to cross paths with Fletch would know the answer 
to that, but I decided to play things cool and I thought it 
advisable to see how the land lay before showing my hand. 
So I resisted the temptation to ask her to unfasten her top 
and avail me of her devil’s dumplings, and instead I 
delicately tapped the end of the bed and asked her if she 
wouldn’t mind sitting and keeping me company for a spell. 
She easily succumbed when I gave her the Fletcher wink 
and she sat down on the edge of the bed, looking very 
demure.  

I took the opportunity to appraise the goods and I wasn’t 
disappointed. I guessed she was in her late twenties and 
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everything appeared to be in working order. She had long 
dark hair which was a little tousled, as if she had just 
returned from a passionate encounter - and the very thought 
caused my pulse to quicken unexpectedly. Her lips were 
full and the corners of her mouth were turned down 
slightly, which gave her an almost arrogant appearance. 

 I found myself admiring the smooth flawlessness of her 
coffee-coloured skin, ad unguem, which complimented her 
brown eyes admirably. The heavy eyelids added to the 
damn-you-me-lad look. As for the hourglass figure, which 
the off-the-shoulder top and tight-fitting skirt showed off to 
full advantage … well, I didn’t dare make a closer 
inspection for fear of frothing at the mouth then and there. 

 I suddenly realised that I’d been ogling her for more 
than a few seconds and I was in danger of stretching the 
bounds of polite society, so I searched for inspiration and 
decided to break the silence. 

“What is your name, Senorita? 
She turned to meet my gaze and I found those eyes so 

mesmerising, I could’ve almost forgotten I was in a war-
torn country miles from home. My God, that arse-burning 
journey suddenly seemed almost worth it. Her soft, gentle 
voice appeared at odds with the determination I’d seen in 
her face, and I found it as hypnotic as her stare - so much 
so that I almost failed to register what she was saying. 

 “My name is Maria de la Luz, Senor. I believe you are 
already acquainted with my cousin, Josefa, no?” says she, 
with a hint of a smile on her full lips. “And you are the 
famous Colonel Fletcher from England who has come to 
save the Emperor from the ungrateful Mexicans.” 

Gad, good looks and sinful bodies run in the family, 
thinks I. I tried to hide my surprise at discovering that  this 
Mexican servant girl not only knew who I was, but also 
about my recent adventures at La Borda. I found myself 
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examining her with a new-found respect and I decided to 
tread carefully. 

“You flatter me, Maria. I had no idea my name was 
known so far from home. As for saving the Emperor, he 
has assured me that he has everything in hand.” 

She gave a mirthless laugh. 
“Ha! So much in hand that even now he is making plans 

to leave the city for fear of what might befall him if he 
stays.”  

“Ah well, you’re wrong there, I’m afraid. It’s the 
Empress who is to leave for Europe, you see. I don’t know 
who’s been feeding you a line but…” 

“The Emperor told me himself. He has said nothing to 
his advisers in public, but when he joins me in my room at 
night he talks freely.” 

I jumped back in surprise and nearly fell off the bed, as 
the implication of what she was saying eventually sank in. 
My God, how many of these beauties had the Emperor got 
stashed away? Still, I couldn’t help but admire his taste and 
I was eager to know more. If dear Max had secret plans to 
abandon ship, I wanted a place in the life boat. 

“Why is the Emperor leaving?” I asked, trying to sound 
nonchalant. 

“Why? Because he is not a fool and he knows that 
Juarez and his followers gain support daily. It is just a 
matter of time before they defeat the few Imperialists loyal 
to the new monarchy.” 

Well, this little beauty was full of surprises, wasn’t she 
just? There she was, supposedly a servant in the Emperor’s 
household, and she appeared to be as sure as Solomon 
about high affairs of state. I didn’t know what to make of 
her. What had started out as a humble attempt to 
appropriate a fine-looking piece of mattress-fodder, had 
become a delicate matter of interrogation work. I was 
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determined to continue the questioning while my victim 
was still forthcoming. 

 “Forgive me for saying this, Maria, but aren’t you just a 
member of the Emperor’s household staff? I mean, how do 
you know the Emperor isn’t just spinning you a yarn?” 

“I may be just a member of staff, as you put it, but the 
Emperor is very fond of me. In his unguarded moments he 
confides in his … close companions. I have ears to hear and 
the sense to see what is obvious to anyone but a fool.”  

 Her tone was becoming more hostile and I realised a 
little delicate handling was required. 

“Maria, please forgive my clumsy use of words. I’m 
afraid it has been a while since I have spoken Spanish.”11 

So much rot, you understand. As you know, I have a gift 
for languages - and mighty useful it has turned out to be 
too. As many languages as you have, as many people you 
are, so to speak. But I wanted to repair her injured pride 
and I pressed on while the going was good. 

“You’re clearly as intelligent as you are beautiful, 
Maria.”  

I know how to deal with these uppity maidens when 
duty calls, all right. For the first time Senorita de la Luz 
smiled and it was a sight to warm your heart. 

“Tell me, Colonel Fletcher, are you using flattery 
because you want information or because you desire 
something more?”  

As she asked the question she idly ran her fingers 
through her tousled hair in a most fetching manner. Gad, 
how I didn’t just grab hold of all that wonderful Mexican 
flesh then and there is beyond me. 

“Maria, at present all I would wish for is that we become 
friends. And you would do me a great honour if you would 
call me Will,” says I, very gallant. 
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 “Friends, you say? I saw the way you looked at me 
when we first met. I would venture to say that friendship is 
not foremost in your thoughts.” 

She was still smiling, which I took as a most promising 
sign. I decided to press my advantage. 

 “I confess, Maria, I was struck by your beauty from the 
first moment I saw you. I trust you are not offended by the 
attentions of a man … a little more mature in years?” 

At this she laughed. I was heartened to note that she 
wasn’t mocking me and I detected a wanton look in her 
eye. 

“Well, that depends … Will.” 
“On what, if I may be so bold?” 
“On whether your old body will be up to the task when I 

join you in your bed tonight.” 
I have had the good fortune to know many women in my 

long life. There have been great beauties like Lola Montez, 
or the Empress of China, or indeed my own fair Elizabeth. 
There have also been those more than willing to 
demonstrate their expertise in the art of love, including 
madams and French spies, but rarely have I met such a 
tease as Maria de la Luz. 

 She’d gotten me into a right lather and no mistake. 
Indeed, I’d been so entranced by the seductive maiden that 
I’d momentarily forgotten about my precarious situation - 
and that ain’t healthy. As these conflicting thoughts ran 
through my head, she rose and left the room, shutting the 
door behind her and leaving me in a fine state of agitation. 
   Good God, thinks I, nightfall can’t come soon enough. 
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A fine figure of a man 
 

In spite of the promised pleasures to come, I was still in 
a frightful funk. There I was, miles from home with no 
visible means of escape from a country where, if I was any 
judge, another bloody war was about to erupt. I’d only just 
sidestepped being half-killed in one American debacle, and 
now it looked like I was heading for a rematch if I didn’t 
look sharp. My God, thinks I, can’t these foreigners sort 
things out without slaughtering one another? Give me a 
boat back to Blighty and they could butcher each other to 
their hearts’ content for all I cared.  

As is my usual practice when I’d finished cursing my 
bad luck and crying into my brandy, I started to concentrate 
my mind and tried to find a way out of the soup. Whether 
or not I would have succeeded is open to question, for just 
then my thoughts were interrupted by a gentle knocking on 
my door. When I opened it, the sight that greeted me 
dispelled all thoughts of escape. 

Maria stood in the doorway, wearing a nightgown barely 
large enough to make a serviceable handkerchief, and her 
breasts were threatening to reveal themselves to a willing 
public.  

“Are you going to invite me in, Colonel? I may catch a 
chill if I stand here for too long.” 

I tried to recover from the shock she had given me, and I 
picked up the shattered remains of my brandy glass which I 
had inadvertently dropped on the floor. Taking my cue, I 
beckoned her to my bed.  

It takes all sorts to populate the fairer sex, of course, and 
God bless ’em, say I. I’ve sampled more than my fair share 
in a variety of settings, from brothels to the best of English 
drawing rooms. I’ve  even crossed paths with royalty and 
very nearly laid claim to a vicar’s wife, if only I’d been a 
little quicker off the mark.  



 41 

But I have to say that Maria was a different prospect 
again. All arrogant and defensive to the extreme one 
minute, and then desperate for a roll in the hay with your 
correspondent the next. Mind you, who’s to blame the poor 
girl? And who would blame me, what with the tease 
divesting herself of the gown she’d nearly been wearing 
and slipping between the sheets without a formal invitation. 
There was still the little matter of how I was going to get 
home, but I’ve always believed in one thing at a time.  

I was pleased to discover, when we finally buckled to, 
that she wasn’t one of those strumpets who enjoy half-
killing their partners, like that mad Chinese bint who’d 
nearly finished me off during my little holiday in the 
Orient. Maria was more a woman after my own heart - 
down to business without any unnecessary preamble and 
clearly knowledgeable in the art of lovemaking. She threw 
herself into the proceedings while old Fletch tried to play 
his part without doing himself a mischief.  

When things drew to a close I was gratified to hear her 
sighs of pleasure, and took them as a sign of a job well 
done. As I drifted off into blissful oblivion, I consoled 
myself with the thought that although my immediate future 
might look bleak, I was still able to give of my best when it 
mattered. 

When I finally came to in the wee small hours, as my 
dear wife would say, I was disconcerted to find Maria 
looking at me intently while she ran her fingers through my 
manly chest hair. As I opened my eyes she whispered in my 
ear, mockingly. 

“Why, William, I do believe I have worn you out, you 
poor thing. Perhaps I had better leave and let the old soldier 
get his rest.” 

“Rest be damned!” says I, mortally offended, while I 
reached across for a handful of tit. 
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 “No, William, be patient. You have nothing to prove to 
me - not any more.”  

And with that she gave a playful tug on my Balaclava 
whiskers. I decided it might be good form to make a little 
polite conversation before the next bout. 

“Don’t get me wrong, Maria, I’ve enjoyed our little 
rendezvous, but why did you bless me with you charms this 
evening?” 

She gave a wry smile and lazily ran her fingers through 
my hair while she answered. 

“How could I resist such a fine figure of a man? Indeed, 
more of a man than I had hoped for.” 

As if to illustrate her point, she reached down under the 
sheets and touched a part of the male anatomy not usually 
spoken of at vicars’ tea parties. I’d seen a lot of brazen 
behaviour in my forty odd years and I assumed I was 
difficult to shock. But I must confess I found myself 
blushing like a guilty schoolboy. I began to stir under her 
touch, and before long we were improving Anglo-Mexican 
relations again. 

At this rate I’ll be crawling home on my hands and 
knees, thinks I. Not that I wasn’t grateful for my Mexican 
welcome, but it wasn’t solving my immediate problems, or 
so I thought. Salvation, I have found, can come in the 
strangest of guises, but even I couldn’t have foreseen the 
chance that was about to be offered me. It started with one 
of the oddest tales I have ever heard, and it came from my 
delectable Mexican housemaid who was swooning as 
Fletch proudly performed his duty for a second time. 

The sun was streaming through the window when I 
finally awoke, and my reputation was salvaged when I 
looked across and found Maria dead to the world. Her 
serenity only made her look even more beautiful, and I 
found myself wishing that Maximilian and Juarez and all 
their bloodthirsty followers would just leave us in peace. 



 43 

I was torn and no mistake. On the one hand I was eager 
to find a way out of the country before the bullets started to 
fly, and on the other, looking at that beautiful face in repose 
and those firm puppies pointing up proudly beneath the thin 
sheets … well, gad, I was looking forward to round three. 

It was Maria’s awakening that decided it for me. And 
when an inviting female pulls the linen back to reveal all 
that wonderful flesh, she’ll find Fletch all interested and 
standing smartly to attention. So it was, that another few 
hours passed by before she vacated my room and I finally 
dressed to make my toilet.  

I flatter myself that I have what some would call a 
winning way with the fairer sex, but even I was surprised to 
find Maria back at my door after a brief absence, breakfast 
in hand. I was eager to be away, now that the important 
proceedings had been concluded, but I thought it best to 
show my appreciation for the kind gesture and I’m glad that 
I did - as will become clear presently. You see, Maria 
proved to be full of surprises. 

“William, were you telling my cousin the truth after you 
made love to her?” 

Now, I wasn’t expecting social chit-chat, but I’ll freely 
admit that this damned odd enquiry nearly had me choking 
on my breakfast of orange segments. My surprise must 
have shown on my face because she smiled before she 
continued. 

“She told me about how you lived with the Apaches.” 
I decided to play my cards close to my chest. 
“Maria, I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about, 

really I don’t.” 
 I tried to sound convincing, but I was starting to get the 

jitters about where all this was heading. 
“I know your dark little secret, William.” 
I sat there, gaping, and Maria responded with a smile of 

triumph. I would have happily wiped it off her face with 
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my fist if I didn’t bar hitting women - except under 
invitation of course. 

“What on God’s green earth are you on about?” I cried.   
I was a fool to ask. As if the breakfast conversation 

wasn’t strange enough, it was about to become as odd as an 
Italian’s wardrobe. 

“You know where it’s hidden, William, don’t you?” 
“I know where what’s hidden, blast you?” 
“Montezuma’s treasure!”12 
She spoke the words with a flourish, as if they explained 

everything. 
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Adam’s arsenal 
 

You will no doubt have heard of the legendary buried 
treasure said to be located somewhere in the United States 
or in Mexico or God knows where - but what it had to do 
with me was about as clear as a Protestant’s conscience. 

“Maria, I’m afraid I still haven’t a clue what you’re 
talking about. Will you make sense, damn it.” 

I’d given up trying to maintain a veneer of politeness. I 
was getting heartily sick of the barmy bitch, but she was in 
such an agitated state that she barely noticed. Why hadn’t I 
simply taken my leave straight after the fun and games, 
instead of allowing the crazy bint to waffle on? I’m a fool 
to myself. And here was more of the same. 

“Patience, William, patience.”  
She brought a hand up to my mouth to stop my protests, 

the cheeky mare, and there was nothing for it but to subject 
myself to another helping of drivel.  

“Montezuma was an emperor of the Aztecs and when he 
was imprisoned by the Spanish conquistadors, they 
demanded a ransom in gold - but the tribes did not pay. 
Instead they hid their treasure. During the Mexican-
American War, an aristocrat named Don Joaquin enslaved 
the local Apaches and forced them to dig for the gold in the 
Sierra Estrella - and they found it, William, they actually 
found it!” 

“Well, I’m very happy for them, Maria, but I really must 
press on.”  

I started to get up but she playfully pushed me back and 
placed a gentle hand on my thigh, dangerously close to 
Adam’s arsenal. Perhaps it would be worth hearing her out 
after all, thinks I - especially if it meant we could resume 
the previous evening’s activities. I reached for her hand to 
hurry things along, but she didn’t mind me and continued 
with her pathetic tale. 
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“Joaquin and his fellow Mexicans hid the gold in a 
canyon near Montezuma’s Head, just before the Apaches 
rose up and slaughtered them. But this is the point, William 
- the Apaches discovered where the gold was buried.” 

Knowing the Apaches like I did, they had probably 
exchanged it for a box of rifles and a handful of pretty 
mirrors, but what Maria said next was the daftest part of the 
whole saga. 

“I know what you’re thinking. Surely the Apaches will 
have dug the gold up by now. But they believe it to be 
sacred, and therefore they have left it untouched. Yes, 
Montezuma’s gold is still there, where the Mexicans buried 
it.” 

My God, it’s incredible what people will believe if they 
have a mind to. But I didn’t realise that young Maria was 
saving the best for last. 

“Maria … I really have to go,” says I, dumbfounded. 
“Will you please get to the point, if indeed there is one.” 

“Josefa tells me that you were once a trusted confidante 
of the Apaches. They must have shared their secret with 
you.” 

God help me, I’d been pounding the mattress with a 
lunatic. Suddenly it all became clear. The poor creature was 
under the incredible delusion that I knew the secret 
whereabouts of this blasted Aztec treasure. She’d clearly 
added two and two together and made five. I was just about 
to knock her lunatic notions out of touch, when she started 
up again. Thank God I’d been nonplussed and hesitated, 
because what she said next put an entirely different 
complexion on the matter. 

“Colonel Fletcher,” says she, very formal, “I am part of 
a group that has been searching for the treasure for many 
years, but we have had no success. We knew of the secret 
held by important Apache chiefs, but it was clear they 
would not share it with us. But then Josefa informed us of 
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your former association with the Apaches, and we could 
not let the opportunity pass us by. So it was arranged for 
me to work here and make contact with you – which I have 
done.” 

Hadn’t she just? Unfortunately for Maria and her 
demented group, they hadn’t seen the gigantic hole in their 
plan, so I voiced what would have been patently obvious to 
a fifth former. 

“If I know where this treasure is, what makes you think I 
haven’t been there and dug it up already?” 

She had an answer, of course, and she treated me to a 
smug smile before she spoke. 

“That would be highly unlikely. Even if a foreigner like 
yourself could have found the site of the treasure alone, it is 
well buried. And it is gold, remember, which cannot easily 
be transported - even by a strong and agile man like you.”  

And with that she treated me to a knowing smile. 
She had it all off pat, but I could still see a fly in the 

ointment. Why should I help her group? Of course she had 
an answer for that too - and now I was all ears. 

“If you tell us where the treasure is we will pay you 
handsomely and,” says she, moving her hand further up my 
thigh, “I would be extremely grateful.” 

I dare say the prospect of having an appreciative Maria 
de la Luz at my beck and call helped sway my decision. 
Perhaps my desperate position had me clutching at straws, 
but this heaven-sent opportunity didn’t look half bad. But 
Fletch, I hear you ask, what were you thinking? Well, I’ll 
admit Maria and her band of treasure hunters were as mad 
as hatters, and that Montezuma’s gold could have been in 
Timbuktu for all I knew, but they didn’t need to know that.  

My mind was racing as I planned how I could use her 
offer as a way out of Mexico’s clutches.  I decided that 
Maria and I would be able to slip away from the castle in 
the middle of the night undetected, and when we met up 
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with her compatriots … well, I’m sure with a little fancy 
footwork I could convince them I really did know where 
this mountain of gold was hidden. 

The tricky part would be persuading them to advance me 
some cash up front in exchange for my invaluable 
knowledge of the treasure’s whereabouts. But once that 
was accomplished I could simply send them on a wild 
goose chase. Naturally they wouldn’t just take my word for 
it and I was sure they’d expect me to tag along on their 
pathetic treasure hunt, but they couldn’t watch me all the 
time. With a fast horse and money in my pocket, I could be 
heading for the coast and boarding a ship, homeward 
bound, before they knew what was happening. 

All these thoughts took but a few moments and I found 
myself returning Maria’s smile before I gave her my 
decision. 

“Well, Maria, we’d better get packing. Why don’t you 
start with that tiny outfit you were wearing last night?” 
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You daren’t even fart 
 

I have had to leave my hosts in the dead of night without 
saying my formal goodbyes more times than I care to 
remember. At least on this occasion I would have the 
pleasure of a beautiful female for company and, thinks I, 
we should be able to find a way to keep warm through the 
cool evenings. Travelling light wasn’t going to be a 
problem, what with being financially embarrassed at the 
time, but when Maria met me in the stables as we’d 
arranged, she had managed to bring some food and water 
for the start of our journey and she’d fed and watered our 
horses. I collected up enough fodder for a few days, 
saddled the screws, and within a few minutes we were 
heading for the main gate. 

Maria had assured me that the members of staff residing 
at the castle were allowed to come and go as they pleased, 
and that the Mexican guards on the gate wouldn’t dare 
question or detain a senior officer on the staff of the 
Emperor himself. Her confidence did initially put my mind 
at rest until, that is, I noticed the figure quietly observing 
the proceedings from the shadows of the guardhouse.  

He was wearing a uniform which I knew all too well. 
Sacred blue, thinks I, he’s a confounded officer in the 
French Foreign Legion.  

Why my concern over our Gallic onlooker, I hear you 
ask? Well, I doubt his appearance would have troubled me 
unduly, had it not been for the fact that I’d enlisted in the 
Legion during my time in North Africa.13 Unfortunately I 
had found it necessary to abscond with a healthy wad of 
French pelf and I was still wanted by the Frog peelers.  

From the moment I’d decided to visit Mexico for my 
well-earned holiday, I had weighed up the risk of crossing 
paths with the Legion and I’d decided that the Frogs 
couldn’t still be holding a grudge after all this time. 
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Suddenly, seeing the confident swagger of the tall 
Frenchman as he approached, I wasn’t so sure. 

“Colonel Fletcher, is it not?” 
Well, this wasn’t doing anything to settle my nerves. 

Somehow this busy-body knew who I was and he seemed 
intent on poking his Frog nose into my business. I noticed 
he was only a lieutenant and although I realised my rank of 
colonel would probably count for little, I took a high hand. 
I’ve often found that if you act like a nervous little 
schoolgirl your questioner grows in confidence, but if you 
bluff it out you can put your opponent on the defensive. 

“What of it?” says I. 
Unfortunately he wasn’t to be cowed, not even by a 

senior officer who was a friend of Prince Salm-Salm, the 
Emperor’s new aide-de-camp. 

“I do not wish to appear indelicate, Colonel, but I was 
wondering where you might be going in the middle of the 
night with a member of the Emperor’s staff?” 

 He pointed his gloved hand at Maria. 
“Well, not that it’s any business of yours, but I’m on a 

delicate mission for the Emperor. I’d love to stop and chat, 
but I don’t think he would appreciate me wasting my time 
answering damn-fool questions from underlings when time 
is of the essence.” 

The Frenchman scowled and for a moment I was 
worried that I’d taken things too far. He looked as if he was 
about to grab me by the throat, but he must have thought 
better of it, and to my relief we were waved through the 
gate.  

Mind you, it had been touch and go there for a while, 
and I had no doubt he would be making further enquiries 
about the nature of my mission as soon as he got the chance 
- and then the game would be up. Hopefully we would be 
long gone by then, and with that in mind I told Maria to 
ride as fast as she could. As an extra precaution I made sure 



 51 

we left the main trail as soon as we were out of sight of the 
castle. 

She was all for setting up camp, but I insisted that we 
ride for at least an hour before we retired. My nerves were 
still on edge after our encounter with Monsieur Nosey 
Arse, and I wanted as much distance as possible between us 
and the castle before we broke out the blankets and settled 
down to business in earnest.  

Eventually we found a suitable spot in a gorge where 
there was a rocky overhang that protected us from the 
elements admirably. Maria soon had a hardwood fire going 
and she searched out firm, dry ground for our bedding. I 
found myself looking at her with a new-found respect. Her 
delicate beauty evidently hid a strong and determined 
character. Not only had she maintained her composure 
when we’d bluffed our way out of the castle, but she also 
seemed quite adept at keeping house in the Mexican 
outdoors. 

As we wrapped the blankets around us to keep out the 
cold, she produced a bottle of a most welcome brew called 
mezcal. This alcoholic beverage is made from maguey 
plants and the first time I drank it I was shocked to find a 
worm sitting in the bottom of the bottle. Fortunately, on 
this occasion, I was prepared for the harmless additive and 
I avoided throwing up all over my female companion - 
which might well have drawn our romantic assignation to a 
close. As we sipped the contents I felt the warmth 
spreading through my limbs and I was soon in capital shape 
for the nocturnal activities Maria had so graciously offered 
in return for the Aztec loot.  

We were set to in no time and I found myself thinking: 
well, there might be a way to go before I’m out of the 
woods, but with this prime example of womanhood for 
company, there should be distractions along the way. 
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Horsemanship and the ability to pick up foreign tongues 
are, perhaps, two of the few skills in which you could say I 
was gifted. And although my jangling nerves might not be 
classified as a skill exactly, they have helped me to live a 
long, if not worthy life. So it was that after I’d sated myself 
with the lovely Maria and succumbed to a well-earned 
slumber, those same nerves brought me awake with a start 
and my ears strained to hear the noise I felt sure had 
disturbed my repose.  

I turned to look at Maria and she was still in a deep 
coma, no doubt worn out after Colonel Fletcher’s 
ministrations, poor girl. We had chosen a piece of level 
ground raised up from the floor of the gorge and I could 
hear the sounds of exertion as some unknown visitor tried 
to climb up to us. Now, they weren’t sneaking up on us in 
the middle of the night to discuss the weather, so I realised 
I only had seconds to react.  

Fortunately my careful nature came to the rescue again 
because, when we had chosen the location of our love-nest, 
I’d made sure there was an escape route – that is to say, a 
gap in the rocky wall to our rear that led to a steep climb 
out of the gorge.  

I’m proud to say that the thought of waking Maria and 
taking the risk of her startled gasps alerting our intruders 
never occurred to me. I grabbed my Adams and a handful 
of rounds and I was scrambling away within seconds. I was 
soon enveloped within the shadow of the rocks, but I 
fought the impulse to press headlong up the slope, realising 
that my clumsy efforts would give away my position to our 
would-be assailants. I waited until my breathing had 
slowed and tried to listen for any sign that they were giving 
chase - which proved rather difficult, what with my heart 
hammering against my ribcage 

All I could hear was silence. Surely, thinks I, they must 
have discovered the hapless Maria by now, and she should 
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be waking the dead with her cries of alarm.  It didn’t make 
any sense. It was at that moment that I suddenly felt the 
sharp edge of a knife pressed against my throat. 

You may well have heard tales from braggarts who, 
when found in similar circumstances, claim they simply 
turned to face their attacker and relieved them of their 
blade. But you can take it from me that it’s so much 
poppycock. When you have your free hand gripped behind 
your back, and your head is pulled back so that your hidden 
enemy can press cold steel against the throbbing artery in 
your neck, you daren’t even fart in case it sets his hand to 
twitching. 

 I took solace from the fact that if my attacker had 
wanted to kill me, he could have done so easily - and with 
that in mind I held my breath and closed my eyes, while I 
inwardly prayed that my assailant didn’t suddenly suffer 
from a sneezing fit and inadvertently dispatch your heroic 
correspondent. I dropped the Adams to show I meant no 
harm. 

“Please excuse my ‘damn-fool’ question, Colonel, but 
would you be the same William Fletcher wanted by the 
Legion for theft of government funds?”  

I recognised the French accent, and I didn’t need to see 
the face of the man whispering threateningly in my ear to 
know that the voice belonged to my interrogator from the 
castle - who was back again like a bad ha’penny, blast him. 
He threw me to the ground and I rolled over, looking for an 
escape route, only to be confronted by two more Frogs with 
pistols aimed squarely at my head.  

I tried to compose myself and hide the fact that he’d 
scared me witless. Fortunately I tend to go red in the face 
when my bowels are quaking, and more often than not it is 
taken as a sign of anger. I felt the situation called for 
bemused indignation. 
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“What on earth are you about, sir? Believe me, I have no 
idea what you mean. How dare you assault me when I am 
on an important mission for the Emperor,” says I, sounding 
for all the world like Obermann’s twin. 

He gave a mirthless laugh before answering. 
“Ha! We observed you on your ‘important mission’, did 

we not, gentlemen?” says he, turning to his henchmen who 
laughed knowingly, the impudent buggers. 

 “What do you mean by that, you foreign dog?” says I. 
The smile was wiped from his smug face and he spoke 

with a snarl through gritted teeth. 
“I had no idea that Emperor Maximilian was recruiting 

English officers to protect his throne by fornicating with 
Mexican peasant women.” 

“Look, I am a British officer and you have no right to 
detain me. I demand…” 

“You are in no position to demand anything!” snaps he. 
“You are William Fletcher, the infamous British colonel 
who enlisted in the Foreign Legion and left in 
dishonourable circumstances. Therefore, I arrest you in the 
name of France.” 

Before I had time to protest, they had tied my arms 
behind my back with tight leather straps and were leading 
me down to the foot of the gorge. We passed the makeshift 
camp Maria and I had cobbled together a few hours earlier, 
but of the lady herself there was no sign. What the devil 
had happened to her? I dare say that if my escorts hadn’t 
been viciously kicking me before they slung me roughly on 
to a horse, I would have been able to give the question my 
full attention, but instead my thoughts were drawn back to 
the little matter of self-preservation. 

My one remaining hope was that once we arrived back 
at the castle, Felix or Maximilian might intercede on my 
behalf. But it wasn’t long before even this last desperate 
wish was taken from my grasp, because when we 
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eventually reached the road leading to Chapultepec, we 
turned and rode in the opposite direction.  

It took a whole day to reach our destination and I was 
led to a building with thick stone walls. My hands were 
untied and I was thrown into a tiny cell that was almost 
completely in darkness, save for a shaft of sunlight that 
shone through a small opening high up and out of reach.14 

If I hadn’t been so parched after our long ride, I would 
have wept and cursed the bad luck that had brought me to 
the Godforsaken hole. There I was, imprisoned with no 
visible means of escape, in a country that was supposed to 
have offered me a way of getting home. It was so unfair 
and when I thought about all the gaols and dungeons in 
which I’d been incarcerated over the years, I could have 
despaired.  

However, as was usual in such circumstances, once I’d 
finished feeling sorry for myself I started to search for 
some cold crumbs of comfort to get me out of my funk. 
Firstly, my captors were Frenchmen and not a bunch of 
savages, whatever Palmerston might say. So there would 
have to be some sort of trial and I’d have a chance to save 
my carcase by pleading, begging, bribery and threats – all 
Fletcher specialities.  

Secondly, although it’s true I’d absconded of my own 
accord, surely Felix or Maximilian would be curious as to 
my whereabouts and the Frogs might have to own up to 
their dastardly deed.  

And on these consoling thoughts I eventually fell into a 
fitful sleep. 
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To the temple in time for tea 
 

Even in repose there was no release, because my fevered 
mind conjured up a nightmare where old Abe Lincoln was 
claiming I was just the man to hold off the army of 
Confederates, charging across the fields of my old school. 
And there was Felix, hugging Elizabeth to his manly chest, 
saying that Agnes and I had better get a move on if we 
were going to make it to the Aztec temple in time for tea. 

 In the next moment I was charging across the school 
courtyard, only to be greeted by the House Master, who 
was professing how disappointed he was that I’d left the 
Foreign Legion in such a hurry with my pockets jingling, 
and I must report to General Lee with a thousand lines. Lee 
was waiting in full fig and introducing me to Maximilian, 
sitting on a pile of gold, beckoning me over and calling: 
“Gringo, gringo.” 

I’ve lost count of the times I’ve woken up from a 
frightful nightmare, bathed in sweat, usually to find myself 
in some terrible predicament with no way out. Yet I 
couldn’t remember a moment when I’ve emerged back into 
the land of the living, only to find the words from my 
dream being screamed at me though a hole in a wall. 

“Hey, gringo! Stand back!”  
I barely had time to realise I was back in the stinking 

darkness of my Mexican prison, when my eyes were 
blinded by a sudden light in the window, as flames worked 
their way down a fuse towards a cylindrical object. My 
God, it was dynamite! 

Within seconds I was crawling to the far corner of my 
cell, and luckily I had the foresight to drag the flea-infested 
mattress I had been sleeping on to cover myself - and it was 
as well that I did. The explosion was deafening and I found 
myself coated with plaster and rubble as it was blown 
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across the cell, bruising my legs in spite of the protection 
afforded by my luxurious bedding. 

Even before the dust had cleared, I was being 
manhandled through the hole in the wall created by the 
blast. Seconds later, I was bundled into a small box hanging 
from the underside of a cart and thrown about as it sped 
away on the uneven roads.  

It had all happened so quickly I hadn’t had time to think 
about what on earth was going on. One minute I’d been 
asleep in my cell as a guest of the Frog peelers, and the 
next I was being flung from pillar to post in a tiny wooden 
crate hardly bigger than a coffin. Through a small crack I 
could see the turning wheels of the cart, and occasional 
tufts of grass poking through the surface of the trail as it 
flew by. All I could do was hang on for grim death and 
pray that whoever my would-be rescuers were, they only 
had Fletcher’s wellbeing in mind. 

The cart rattled on for what seemed like hours, but it 
was difficult to tell in the confines of my new carriage, and 
occasionally we would hit a large hole in the road and I’d 
smash my head against the roof of my portable prison. The 
bruises on my legs were damn painful and I was starting to 
wonder whether any bones were broken. I’d have been 
more comfortable as a third-class passenger on a train in 
Wales, and I found myself cursing the idiot of a driver. 
Couldn’t he steer the horses over flat ground, the infernal 
clot? 

In the end my hellish journey couldn’t have taken too 
long because, when I was finally dragged from my 
sumptuous transportation, it was still daylight and I had to 
shield my eyes from the sun. I was unable to focus clearly 
for several minutes, and all I could make out were blurred 
shapes helping me to stumble into what looked like a 
dilapidated shack. 



 58 

 Inside there was a table and a handful of chairs, and I 
was seated and given a canteen of water which I gulped 
down, causing me to have a coughing fit. Now that I’d 
regained my senses, I took my time and tried to take stock 
of my situation.  

Sitting opposite me was a large man with jet-black, 
rather greasy hair, swept back to reveal thick eyebrows. He 
sported a dark moustache which drooped down on either 
side of his mouth, and although he didn’t have a beard, he 
was unshaven - which only added to his menacing 
appearance. 

 Yet perhaps what struck me most were his large brown 
eyes, which appeared to look through me as if I weren’t 
there. It was damned disconcerting and I felt my mouth go 
dry, in spite of the copious quantities of water I’d just 
consumed. There were three other men in the room, all as 
menacing and all armed to the teeth. ‘Brown Eyes’ was the 
first to speak. 

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Carlos 
Lopez. Please forgive our hastily prepared travel 
arrangements, but we had to keep you away from prying 
eyes, so to speak. I trust you were not too uncomfortable?” 

I decided that until I found out who these people were, 
I’d better play the part of the grateful escapee and toadied 
accordingly. 

“Well, I usually leave my lodgings in less of a hurry, but 
I’m mighty grateful for your assistance, sir. I only wish 
there were some way I could repay you, but I’m afraid you 
find me rather short of funds at the moment. However, I 
assure you that I am a senior officer on the Emperor’s staff 
and he will reward you handsomely for my safe return.” 

He just continued to stare at me with those 
expressionless eyes, rot him, and he replied in the same 
calm, amiable voice. 
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“Why should we return you to the Emperor, Colonel? 
We still have unfinished business to attend to. Perhaps you 
remember our mutual acquaintance?” 

I heard the door open behind me and I was greeted by 
the beautiful and shocking sight of Maria de la Luz. 

 
*      *      * 

 
I’ve had some scares in my long life, and perhaps the 

unexpected appearance of Maria amongst that sour-looking 
crew wasn’t the most frightening sight I’ve ever struck, but 
the look on her face told me that she wasn’t there to wish 
old Fletch good luck and bon voyage. Her eyes blazed 
fiercely at me through half-closed lids, and her lips were 
pressed tight in anger. An alarming sight, you’ll allow, but 
even with all that venom aimed in my direction, I couldn’t 
help thinking what a gorgeous mount she was. I thought it 
politic to try and smooth the waters as best I could. 

“Why, Maria, thank God you’re safe. I hope to goodness 
those French devils didn’t ill-use you.” 

“Your concern is so touching,” says she through gritted 
teeth. “I’d no idea you were so worried for my safety when 
you deserted me to save your own skin.” 

By gum, this wasn’t going according to plan - but I 
persisted regardless. 

“Maria, you’re mistaken. I can explain, believe me I …” 
 “Enough!” says Carlos, holding up his hand.  
Suddenly it became clear that the quietly spoken Carlos 

was a man to be respected - as became apparent when 
everyone turned to face him and a silence fell on the room. 
We all waited patiently for his next words and when he 
finally spoke, the fear that had been growing in the back of 
my mind was suddenly realised. 

“Maria, you did well to follow the Legionnaires and find 
out where they had taken our friend here, but whether or 
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not the colonel deserted you is unimportant. No, what 
matters is this,” says he, and he turned those dark eyes on 
me. “Colonel, do you really know where Montezuma’s 
gold is buried?” 

I’d been expecting the very question that the greasy 
bandit had just posed, and my mind had been working 
overtime. I’d suspected from the moment that dear Maria 
had entered the room that in all likelihood my rescuers and 
her group of gold-hunters were one and the same.  

As you know, I’d no more idea where this supposed 
treasure was than the whereabouts of the Turin Shroud, but 
the threatening looks on the faces of Carlos and his band 
told me that going along with Maria’s ridiculous idea 
would be the only way to save my skin. I decided to play 
along until I could find a way out of their clutches. 

“Well, er … Carlos, did you say? Maria is quite right. I 
was acquainted with the daughter of an Apache chief and 
he told me all about the secret of the Aztec gold, you see.” 

Carlos leaned forward and placed his hands face down 
on the table before he spoke. 

“Where is the gold, Colonel?” 
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A Mexican Bismarck 
 

I realised that if I were to have any chance of surviving 
my current predicament, it would require some fancy 
footwork. If I just made up some fictitious location for the 
treasure, then it was conceivable that they might just do 
away with me there and then. On the other hand, they’d 
hardly just take me at my word, and I was sure they’d have 
to drag me along on their wild goose chase until the gold 
was found. I thought the situation called for an offhand 
bearing, and I hoped the apprehension I was feeling didn’t 
show in my voice. 

“I’d love to oblige, Carlos, but it ain’t that simple I’m 
afraid.” 

One of the brutes with scars across his ugly dial raised a 
revolver and pointed it at my head. I did my best to look 
nonchalant, which ain’t easy when last night’s supper is 
threatening to rise up from the back of your throat to say 
good afternoon. Somehow I managed to keep my voice 
steady. 

“No … please, let me explain. It’s not that I don’t want 
to tell you, it’s just that I can’t - not right off, leastways. 
You see, the fact is that the Apaches gave me a sort of 
mental map of the terrain where the gold is buried, but I 
wouldn’t be able to make any sense of it until I was in the 
general area, do you see?” 

No doubt you understand what I was about. I was trying 
to give the impression that I did indeed know the location 
of the bloody treasure, but at the same time I was striving 
to point out that it would be absolute folly to finish me off 
before we found the gold. The whereabouts of the loot 
would all come flooding back to me, of course, when we 
approached Sierra Estrellas. I knew it would take several 
weeks to get there, and well before then I would be riding 
for the hills at the first opportunity. 



 62 

I knew that Carlos was the chap to convince, so I 
returned his gaze (a damned difficult thing to do, let me tell 
you) and looked fruitlessly for any sign that he believed 
me. He just stared back without moving a muscle, damn 
him, which is mighty disconcerting when what you’re 
looking for are nods and: “I quite understand, dear chap.” 

“I doubt you couldn’t direct us straight to the gold now, 
if you wished - that is if you really do know where it is,” 
says he, very matter of fact. 

 I started to protest but he raised his hand again with 
another dismissive gesture and continued in the same level 
voice. 

“Save your breath, Colonel. We’ll head for the gold in 
our own good time and then we’ll find out if you’re telling 
the truth,” says he smugly. 

No doubt I would’ve continued to protest my innocence 
but I wasn’t given the chance. You see, Carlos the treasure-
hunter had a surprise up his sleeve. 

“The fact is, Colonel, we have another use for you.” 
As you can appreciate, I was a man perplexed after the 

delivery of this new titbit. On the one hand, my fevered 
mind was contemplating what sort of nightmare Carlos had 
in mind when he said he had a ‘use’ for me, but on the 
other, I felt mounting relief. It was clear they hadn’t sprung 
me from my French prison just to get hold of Fletch’s 
treasure map and slit his throat. On that consoling thought I 
sat back, waiting to hear what fiendish plan Carlos had in 
mind.  

“Our beloved Emperor has decided not to abdicate and 
instead he will bless us with his benevolent rule for a little 
longer, even while his French soldiers are running away 
like frightened children. Of course he would still like to 
have the support of his foreign friends, but instead of going 
to Europe with his begging bowl, he is sending his precious 
Empress to do his dirty work for him.” 
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“Yes, they did mention that Carlota was going on a little 
trip…” 

“Shut up. There is no time for your inane observations.” 
Well, here’s another charmer, thinks I - all the manners 

of a Mexican Bismarck if I was any judge. I tried to look 
suitably offended, but he didn‘t mind me and continued to 
apprise me of the royal itinerary. 

“The Empress and her suite will be leaving Mexico City 
in July, but what concerns us here is that His Gracious 
Majesty will be accompanying her as far as Ayutla.”15 

This was all very interesting, but what the devil it had to 
do with this mixed bag of bandoleros was about as clear as 
a London pea-souper, and I had a good mind to tell the 
idiot to get to the point. In the end I thought better of it and 
let him continue. 

“The Emperor has many powerful and wealthy friends. 
If His Majesty were ever to go … missing, let us say, then 
those friends would be willing to pay a great deal of money 
for his safe return.” 

He sat there in silence while I tried to swallow my 
disbelief. Was he seriously suggesting that his band of rag-
tag outlaws could actually kidnap the Emperor of Mexico? 
Worse still, the very fact that he was telling me this meant 
that he was intending to drag your correspondent along 
with him. Clearly I needed to knock his idiotic plan for six 
before things got out of hand. 

“Carlos, forgive me, but if you think you can somehow 
kidnap Maximilian you’re well out of court. He’s the 
Emperor, for Christ’s sake. He’ll have an escort,” says I. 

“Quite so. You are indeed correct, Colonel. 
Accompanying the royal couple will be a detachment of 
cavalry.” 

“Well, doesn’t that bear out what I’ve been saying? I’m 
sure your men are a fine bunch of fellows, but they’d be 
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coming up against regular troops. They’d never get 
anywhere near the Emperor,” says I incredulously. 

“You underestimate us, Colonel. Life in Mexico has 
been plodding along for many years before you foreign 
guests of the Emperor arrived,” says the wag. “We have 
already killed the aide-de-camp to the Count of Flanders 
and he was escorted by his own bodyguard. Believe me, 
gringo, we are not in awe of the Imperialist war 
machine.”16 

Absolutely. He looked as worked up as a whore greeting 
her last client of the day, but I wasn’t ready to throw the 
towel in just yet. 

“I’m sure that’s all very impressive, Carlos, but 
Maximilian’s bodyguard will be a much tougher prospect. 
What makes you think you can get anywhere near him?” 

Of course the madman, with his drooping moustache 
and a dusty sombrero hanging on his back, knew the 
answer. 

“Why, my English friend, we have a secret weapon. We 
have Colonel William Fletcher.” 
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Oh, he was a right jolly bastard 
 

I was to be a guest of Carlos and his disciples for 
countless weeks with devil a distraction to pass the time, 
and any thoughts of escape were dashed as soon as I caught 
sight of the bandit camp. As well as an array of tents, there 
were a number of covered wagons spread out in front of the 
mouth of a cave, opening into the foot of a sheer rock face. 
And stretching away from the rocks was a treeless 
savannah as flat as a billiard table. I was left with an 
unenviable choice. I could have the pleasure of breaking 
my neck scrambling up a vertical wall without benefit of 
block and tackle, or I could be hunted down on open 
ground where there was scarcely cover to hide a mouse in a 
sombrero.  

It wasn’t only thoughts of escape that fell by the 
wayside. You see, having abandoned Maria to our French 
amis, I’d rather queered the pitch for any further nocturnal 
engagements. There was a rather fetching filly with long 
black hair and pouting lips who gave me the eye more than 
once, but she was a regular companion of our charming 
leader, and since the last unfortunate soul to take an interest 
in her had ended up buried in the sand up to his neck, I 
thought it prudent to give the little flirt a wide berth. 

Not that any of this mattered in the least, because Carlos 
had assigned me a faithful watchdog. His name was Pedro 
and he was a hulking brute with a fat, ugly pockmarked 
face and bad breath to match - which I had the pleasure of 
experiencing first-hand, since he rarely left my side. In fact 
Carlos had threatened the hapless Pedro with all sorts of 
wonderful punishments if I happened to abscond, and this 
had so put the fear of God into him that he was my constant 
companion - even when I went to a small wood to make my 
toilet. Not very conducive to a relaxing experience, I can 
tell you. 
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To make matters worse, as spring gave way to summer, 
the heat was becoming more and more unbearable and I 
was starting to have conniptions over what Carlos had in 
store for me. With time on my hands and few distractions, I 
tried to put my mind to finding a way out of my plight, but 
to no avail. I could’ve cursed my bad luck. In the short time 
I’d been in the benighted country I’d been chased, arrested, 
and forced to take part in a gaol break. And now I was 
about to be press-ganged into some sort of half-arsed 
kidnapping.  

The only news I had of the outside world came from 
Carlos, who would often seek me out to discuss the affairs 
of the day. He was an odd character. He’d trained as a 
doctor but had somehow fallen into a life of crime, and he 
took an avid interest in Mexican affairs of state.  

His camp followers were mostly illiterate, so in the cool 
evenings by the camp fire he would seek me out to sit and 
talk about any new political developments. I remember one 
night he was particularly garrulous, and he told me all 
about Maximilian’s activities over the past few weeks. He 
was clearly keeping tabs on the Emperor before he dragged 
us all along on his ludicrous kidnap attempt. 

“The Emperor has been keeping busy in the capital, 
Colonel. He is desperately trying to organise the Mexican 
Army, but Bazaine only co-operates half-heartedly because 
he knows his men will soon be leaving Mexico. There are 
other foreigners, such as the Austrian and Belgian 
volunteers, but they are unwilling to be merged with the 
Foreign Legion and take orders from a French general,” 
says he. 

“Who’s to blame ’em,” says I. “I’m told Bazaine is not 
to be trusted. He was promising young Max there would 
soon be extra troops at his disposal when he knew full well 
that Napoleon intended to send the army back to France. 
Typical Frog duplicity if you ask me.” 
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“Ah, yes, there is no love lost between you and our 
French friends. No doubt they had their reasons for 
detaining you in one of their delightful prisons?” says he. 

I was warming to this Carlos - probably because it was a 
novelty to have a conversation that consisted of more than 
grunts and snarls, which were all my overseer Pedro 
appeared to be able to manage. But it wasn’t just that. You 
see, in spite of proving that he could be a cruel bastard if 
the occasion warranted it, he hadn’t shown me any malice 
thus far.  

In many ways we were two of a kind. Not in the courage 
department - certainly not that. But his roguish manner and 
taste for the fairer sex, meant that we could feel 
comfortable in each other’s company - once you forgot the 
small fact that I was effectively his prisoner. It might have 
been for that reason that I found myself confiding in him. 

“Let’s just say that when I completed my service as a 
Legionnaire, I decided to help myself to a little in the way 
of expense money before moving on to pastures new,” says 
I. 

He gave out a big belly laugh. 
“Ha! You are a bandolero, William, just like me. That 

explains everything. They say the Legion never forgets.” 
So ‘William’ now, was it? I joined in the laughter and 

accepted the cheroot that was offered. I also decided that 
this might be an opportune moment to find out more about 
the part I was expected to play in the forthcoming ambush 
on Maximilian’s entourage. So I dared to ask him why he 
needed me - and I wished I hadn’t, because his answer set 
my bowels to work all over again. 

“I was going to keep that as a surprise, William,” says 
he, grinning.  

Oh, he was a right jolly bastard. I returned the smile, 
trying to keep things light, and I didn’t press him for an 
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answer. It had the desired effect because he proceeded to 
lay out his plan. 

“As you surmised, the Emperor will be protected by a 
detachment of cavalry. You will probably have worked out 
for yourself during your time in our camp that we number a 
little more than thirty fighting men - hardly enough for a 
direct assault on the Emperor’s guard. Do you think we 
could devise a way to get near the Emperor without causing 
suspicion and alerting his men to imminent danger?”  

His grin broadened to show a full set of brilliant white 
teeth - an alarming sight at the best of times. The very fact 
that he was asking poor old Fletch and fixing me with those 
powerful brown eyes made me suspect the worst, and his 
next words confirmed my fears. 

“Perhaps if we had at our disposal a high-ranking and 
renowned soldier who is trusted and recognised by the 
Emperor, a plan could be put in place with a chance of 
success. Can you think of such a person, William?” 

It was clear that he could, as he continued to avail me of 
his despicable scheme. 

“I have already chosen a location for the ambush where 
my men will be able to remain concealed while they view 
the approach of the Emperor’s suite. That is when you will 
ride down to the procession. Of course the troops will 
prevent you approaching the Emperor, especially since you 
will probably not be known to them. Perhaps if you had 
been able to resist Maria’s womanly charms, you might 
have stayed at Castle Chapultepec long enough to get to 
know the household troops,” says the impudent oaf. But I 
bit my tongue and let him continue. 

“Eventually your identity will be established and you 
will explain that you need to speak immediately to the 
Emperor on a matter of life and death. When you are taken 
to him you will say that you have been on a secret mission, 
and you have discovered that bandits plan to attack the 
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Emperor near Ayutla. You will request that the detachment 
of cavalry rides ahead to foil the supposed assault. 
Certainly a few will remain to protect the Emperor, but in 
the confusion we will pounce and abduct His Majesty.”  

And with that he sat back, sporting an infernal grin 
across his smug face - looking to see how I would take this 
delightful news, no doubt. Well, of all the crazy half-
cocked schemes I’d ever struck, this took some beating. 
There were a hundred and one things that could go wrong 
and fortunately there was one gaping hole in the entire plan 
that offered me a way out of the whole mess. 

 Once I was out of the band’s demented clutches, there 
was nothing to stop me telling the troops whatever I 
wanted. It would just be a matter of riding up to the senior 
officer and pointing out where Carlos and his thugs were 
lying in wait. Then I’d be darting for the nearest cover 
while the greasy oaf and the rest of his idiots were 
promptly dispatched, leaving me to take all the credit for 
saving the Emperor of Mexico’s life. But before I could 
even begin to savour this wonderful prospect, Carlos was 
crushing my hopes before they had taken root.   

“I know what you are thinking, Colonel. Once you ride 
down to the Emperor’s cavalry, you believe you can send 
them against us. Unfortunately you will be accompanied by 
your friend, Pedro, with orders to shoot you dead if you do 
anything untoward. Undoubtedly this will result in his own 
death, but he is more than willing to take his chances,” says 
this vicious ogre.  

Before I could think of a suitable riposte befitting the 
moment, he was at it again. 

“However, I know you are a man of resource and there 
is the small but not insignificant possibility that Pedro 
might fail. So rest assured I have allowed for that 
eventuality,” says he, getting to his feet. “Follow me, 
Colonel.” 
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He led me to the cave which had been strictly out of 
bounds during my sojourn with his bandoleros, and in the 
corner there was a large tarpaulin. He untied the ropes 
holding it in place and pulled it back with a flourish, to 
reveal an old but perfectly serviceable piece of field 
artillery. It was then that he delivered his final piece of 
cheery news. 

“If all else fails, William, I will simply have to blow you 
to kingdom come.” 
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R.I.P., 1866 
  
Lacking an aegrotat, eventually the time came for me to 

ride out with my band of cut-throats and we were a sight to 
behold. The women remained at the camp, except for Maria 
and our leader’s long-haired beauty. Carlos himself led 
from the front, followed by his whole band of merry men, 
armed to the teeth. Every man Jack of them carried a rifle 
and at least two pistols in holsters slung from large belts, 
criss-crossing their chests and laden with bullets. They 
were all protected from the noon-day sun by their 
obligatory sombreros, and to complete this idyllic scene our 
horse-drawn cannon brought up the rear.  

As I’d suspected it took us two days of hard riding to 
reach the spot Carlos had picked out to launch his ambush 
on Maximilian’s unsuspecting retinue. Along the route I 
desperately searched for some means of escape, only to 
find Pedro watching my every move.  

The only incident worthy of note during the insufferable 
journey happened on the second day. I was lost in thought, 
succumbing to the mind-numbing rhythm as my horse 
negotiated the boulder-strewn track, when I suddenly 
became aware of another rider keeping pace with me. I 
looked over to find Maria examining my face as if she were 
trying to read my thoughts. 

 Somehow she contrived to maintain her beauty and 
poise, in spite of the heat and the dust, and I found my eyes 
drawn to the wonderful sight of her firm breasts bouncing 
rhythmically in time with her horse’s gait. Gad, I could’ve 
paid those some attention given half a chance. Her soft 
voice interrupted my thoughts. 

“William, why did you desert me when those French 
soldiers were after us? Didn’t I mean anything to you?” 

I realised that the chances of ever performing the love 
dance with Maria again were slim, but I decided that if I 
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could placate her and repair any damage done to our 
blossoming relationship, then it might work to my 
advantage in the future. I didn’t know the half of it, did I? 
If I’d guessed what an angel in disguise she’d turn out to 
be, I would have thrown myself at her feet and begged for 
her forgiveness then and there. As it was, I tried to rely on 
the Fletcher charm and hope for the best. 

“Maria, I know you won’t believe me, but I swear it’s 
the truth. When I realised that they were French soldiers 
chasing us, I knew they were after me. You see, there was a 
little misunderstanding when I was in the Legion.” 

“A little misunderstanding? I wouldn’t call theft a 
misunderstanding.”  

Maria’s lips threatened to curl up into a smile as she 
spoke. 

“Ah, yes … I see you’ve been talking to Carlos. 
Anyway, when I realised who they were I knew you’d be 
safe, and I tried to draw them away. But I’d left it too late, 
do you see?”  

She gave me an old-fashioned look and I won’t say she 
believed me exactly, but I took comfort from the fact that 
she treated me to another becoming smile as she rode away.  

When we finally arrived at the ambush site I decided to 
peruse my surroundings with the eye of a professional 
soldier, and I have to say that Carlos had clearly done his 
homework.  

We were on high ground above a curve in the road along 
which Maximilian and his party would be travelling. There 
were enough trees and shrubs to provide cover for our 
whole band, but the cherries on the cake were the two 
tracks leading down to the road on either side of the bend. 
The way they were positioned meant that once I’d ridden 
down one track to send Max’s troops on their false errand, 
Carlos and his gang could head down the other and 
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overcome any remaining guards before they snatched 
Maximilian.  

When Carlos had first shared his plan with me, I thought 
it was ill-conceived and bound to fail. Now, having seen 
the future crime scene for myself, I wasn’t so sure. 

To top it all, Carlos and his men were doing too good a 
job of positioning the artillery-piece for my liking. It was 
so well concealed behind a line of trees that only someone 
with a field-glass who knew what he was looking for would 
be able to spot it from below. Carlos made sure it was 
aimed squarely at the curve in the road where I was 
supposed to stop the convoy - and anyone unlucky enough 
to be in the line of fire would certainly have had his day 
ruined.  

Well, it wasn’t going to be Colonel Fletcher if I had 
anything to do with it, but for the life of me I couldn’t see a 
way out of the blasted mess. There was nothing for it but to 
go along with the plan and pray that some opportunity 
presented itself. 

Now that I’d had a chance to observe the lay of the land 
first-hand, all I needed was time to think. But damn it if the 
lookout didn’t come riding in just then, full of the joys of 
spring with news that it was time to open the batting. And 
with a shocking suddenness that struck me for six, Carlos 
was signalling that I should head off with my new chum, 
Pedro. 

As we rode along the track, I noted that my shadow was 
holding the reins of his horse with one hand while his other 
hung inches from the revolver hidden under his waistcoat, 
no doubt so as not to cause alarm as we approached Max’s 
guard. In spite of the cool wind gusting up from the valley 
below, I felt sweat trickling down the nape of my neck, as I 
contemplated the mouth of the artillery-piece pointed at my 
back. 
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Once on the road, we only had to wait a few minutes 
before Max’s guard turned the corner to be greeted by 
William Fletcher in full Mexican fig, complete with 
sombrero. Of course he was accompanied by Pedro, whose 
pathetic attempt at a smile would have given any delicate 
souls in the neighbourhood nightmares for a week. The 
timing had been perfect, and not for the first time I found 
myself impressed with how well-informed Carlos appeared 
to be. I flatter myself that I’m an intelligence officer of not 
inconsiderable experience, but I was damned if I could 
have done any better. 

The guard consisted of about twenty horsemen, and I 
was relieved to see that they were Belgian volunteers and 
not French regulars. Trying to persuade them of an 
imaginary threat to the Emperor was going to be difficult 
enough, without the added complication of being identified 
as someone on the run from the Frog peelers. 

 I picked out the officer and, speaking to him in French, 
I spun the tale born from the twisted mind of Carlos. For a 
moment I wondered if Pedro could understand what I was 
saying and I toyed with the idea of playing him false. 
Unfortunately I wasn’t sure if he was as stupid as he 
looked, so I decided to err on the side of caution and 
assumed he understood every word. 

As I’d predicted, the trooper thought I was some sort of 
wandering madman. And when I tried to explain that I was 
a British officer in Mexico at the invitation of the Emperor 
himself, he took one look at my threadbare clothing and 
Pedro’s ugly visage and practically laughed in my face. He 
pulled out his pistol and ordered me to step aside.  

Fearing that I might fail to convince the pompous oaf 
and that Pedro would put a bullet in my back for my 
trouble, I decided it was time to bluff my way into the 
Emperor’s presence. It’s often the way, you know - look 
nervous and unsure and you’ll be laughed out of court, but 
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ooze confidence and take a high hand, and more often than 
not you’ll find that underlings begin to doubt themselves 
and cave in to your demands. 

“Listen to me carefully, Lieutenant. My name is William 
Fletcher and I am a colonel in the Army of Her Britannic 
Majesty. I have been sent on a secret mission to uncover a 
plot against the Emperor. I demand that you order your 
men to fend off the attack and take me to the Emperor this 
minute. Unless, that is, you wish to take responsibility for 
the death of His Majesty.” 

I gave him my true-blue stare and you could see him 
wrestling with conflicting emotions. Should he follow his 
initial instinct and send me back to the gutter where I 
belonged, or should he take me at my word and assist in 
saving the Emperor’s life? Eventually he snapped an order 
to his sergeant, who promptly took half of the guard and 
rode ahead in search of the would-be attackers. When he 
turned to speak to me my heart leapt, because at last I saw 
the way out I’d been looking for. 

“You had better come with me, Colonel. I will take you 
to the Emperor and we will see if you are indeed who you 
say you are. But I warn you that if you make one wrong 
move, I will shoot you on the spot. Raise your hands.” 

I did as instructed and he searched me for concealed 
weapons. He told me to follow him and ordered two of his 
men to accompany us. Pedro made to join us and that was 
when the Belgian officer saved the day. Taking one look at 
the bandit, he quickly deciding he didn’t want him 
anywhere near the Emperor, and he told the hapless Pedro 
to stay where he was.  

And what could my poor compadre do? He was being 
watched by the remaining troops and if he’d made a wrong 
move, they would have cut him down before his hand had 
touched his revolver. Besides, to all intents and purposes 
old Fletch was playing his part and the plan was working. 
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So he stayed put, like the good little bandit he was, while I 
went to meet the Emperor. He knew I’d have to persuade 
Maximilian to send more of his troops ahead to give his 
fellow thieves any chance of success, and I guess he 
thought the artillery-piece on the hill was incentive enough.  

As I was escorted to the ornate carriage, I suddenly 
didn’t feel quite as sure of my ability to persuade 
Maximilian of my good intentions. I knew that as a senior 
officer in the Austrian navy and royalty to boot, the 
Emperor had taken an interest in my varied military career, 
but the only time we’d actually met face to face was at his 
precious castle. We’d hardly spoken before he’d shipped 
me off to nursemaid the troubled Carlota.  

Hold on … did he know about my little indiscretion with 
the sex-starved Empress? I decided to put all such thoughts 
from my mind, but I was still faced with the uncomfortable 
truth that I’d wasted no time jumping into the nearest life 
boat offered by my beautiful Maria and left the sinking 
ship. Hardly an auspicious beginning to a thriving working 
relationship, you’ll allow.  

Before I had time to torture my fevered mind any more, 
we were approaching the carriage window. Taking no 
chances, my two guards held my arms firmly down by my 
sides.  

“My goodness, Colonel Fletcher, it is you! I didn’t 
believe it when the lieutenant here announced your arrival 
with news of some sort of … plot?” 

 Maximilian failed to hide his surprise and I could see 
his mouth gaping behind his huge whiskers. I took a deep 
breath before launching into the speech I’d been frantically 
formulating since Pedro and I had been forced to part 
company. 

“Your Majesty, please forgive this intrusion, but I regret 
to inform you that I have uncovered a plot to abduct your 
royal personage.”  
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“I’m sure you must be mistaken, Colonel Fletcher. I am 
beloved by the people and they know I am a stabilising 
influence who brings peace to the country. Why should 
anyone wish to harm me?” 

I’ve met them before, of course. Royalty see to it that 
they’re surrounded by fawning sycophants and allow 
themselves to be convinced that everything is fine and 
dandy, when it’s plain to see their world is collapsing all 
around them, if they only looked.  

I’d seen it in China when our troops were knocking at 
the Pekin gate, and the Emperor’s generals had convinced 
him that his army was giving us a damn good thrashing. 
And then there were our own masters who said that 
everything was ticking along just fine in India - just before 
we faced a full-blown mutiny. These demented rulers will 
be the death of us all if we don’t watch out. 

I kept my voice as steady as my nerves would allow and 
tried to forget the dark eyes of Carlos watching my every 
move, with his hand twitching above the fuse of his blasted 
cannon. 

“I was able to learn about the ambush by pretending to 
join a group of bandits. They are waiting at this very 
moment on the brow of the hill behind me, but I think I 
have an idea how we might be able to thwart their plans, if 
you will permit me, Your Majesty.” 

He dithered in his usual style, and in that moment my 
heart started to pound at the thought of what would happen 
if he refused to believe me. Eventually he came to a 
decision. 

“Colonel, tell the lieutenant here what needs to be 
done.” 

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” says I, mighty relieved, and 
I turned to the Belgian officer of the guard. “Lieutenant, the 
bandits are hoping you will be persuaded to send your men 
on a wild goose chase while they sneak in from the rear of 
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your column and capture the Emperor. Clearly they have 
underestimated your eye for military tactics and didn’t 
expect you to keep so many of your guard in reserve.” 

It never hurts to flatter those you’re trying to win over, 
I’ve found, and it seemed to work because he stood up 
straight, awaiting orders. I decided to plough on while the 
going was good. 

“We will need to make the bandits believe that their plan 
is working if we are to catch them off-guard. They have an 
artillery-piece that is aimed directly at us and they are 
watching our every move, so we will have to be careful not 
to arouse suspicion.” 

He was taken aback by that, and I had his full attention 
as I laid out my plan. 

“I’m afraid you’ll have to take your men and head off in 
the direction of your other troops, leaving only a token 
force.” 

I could see he wasn’t happy with this, and he looked to 
Maximilian for reassurance, before receiving a curt nod 
from the Emperor, which was the sign for me to continue. 

“Don’t worry, Lieutenant, you only need to ensure that 
you are out of sight. Once the bandits are certain that the 
Emperor is virtually unprotected, they will ride down and 
that is when I will give you the signal to strike.” 

“What will be your signal?” 
“Here, give me your revolver,” says I. 
Again he hesitated, still unsure whether or not to trust 

me, but he relented under the watchful eye of his Emperor. 
I took the gun and checked that it was fully loaded before I 
explained. 

“I will fire two shots in quick succession … one, two.” 
I took comfort in the feel of the revolver in my hand. If 

there was one thing I wanted, it was to be armed when the 
bullets started to fly. 

“What about the artillery-piece?” asks the officer. 



 79 

That was when young Max blundered in with his 
pennyworth, rot him. 

“Fortunately, Lieutenant, we have with us the hero of 
the Light Brigade. What could be more fitting than to have 
Colonel Fletcher lead you against these outlaws?” 

He was blessed if he could think of anyone better, blast 
him. Fortunately there was something he had overlooked, 
and it gave me the perfect excuse to throw his appalling 
idea into the dirt where it belonged. 

“Of course I’d like nothing more, Your Majesty,” says I, 
God help me. “But I’m afraid that would be impossible. 
You see, the minute I left the area the bandits might suspect 
that something is amiss and that their plan has failed.” 

“I’m sorry, Colonel, I wasn’t thinking,” says he 
reluctantly. 

 “From what I’ve witnessed during our brief 
acquaintance, I am sure the lieutenant here is more than up 
to the task,” says I, trying to inspire the young lad with a 
confidence I didn’t feel.  

The officer couldn’t help but smile at the praise being 
heaped upon him, and he started giving orders to his men 
before setting off with two of his troopers, eager to take on 
Carlos and his cut-throats. Sometimes I can’t help but 
shake my head over the folly of these heroes, falling over 
themselves to get into the thick of the action. Well, good 
luck to ’em, say I.  

His plan was to sneak up on whoever was manning the 
gun on the hill, and to put them out of action before the rest 
of his troops swooped on the would-be attackers. In 
addition to the two men who would remain to protect 
Maximilian, a third man would cover Pedro who, scarcely 
more than ten yards distant, was getting more agitated as 
time went on. 

 I was concerned about the size of the detachment, but 
apparently Maximilian had already instructed Colonel 
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Lopez to take half of his cavalry all the way to Vera Cruz 
to protect Carlota. Damned irresponsible if you ask me. 

When the lieutenant and his men left, the two 
bodyguards took up station on either side of Max’s 
carriage, and that was when I felt at my most vulnerable. 
Timing was going to be paramount. As soon as we heard 
the Carlos gang approaching, I was going to have to give 
the signal and make sure the guard marking Pedro 
dispatched him in good order. 

I was just considering running for the nearest boulder to 
hide, when we heard the sound of horses thundering down 
towards us. I steeled myself and prepared to fire two shots 
into the air, when Pedro suddenly pulled the gun from his 
waistcoat and shot the trooper guarding him twice in the 
head before the poor fellow knew what was happening.  

I made a decision on the edge of an instant, and knowing 
that I would be Pedro’s next target, I considered firing my 
two warning shots into his ugly pockmarked face. But in 
the heat of battle when you can’t afford to miss, it’s always 
advisable to choose a larger target. So I aimed my weapon 
squarely at his chest. My first shot missed, but I had the 
satisfaction of seeing the second rip a hole in his body 
directly in front of his heart - as if he’d had one. 

By the time I’d ruined Pedro’s afternoon, his fellow 
bandits were nearly upon us. My two stout lads next to 
Max’s carriage were kneeling and picking their targets like 
the professionals they were. Well, good luck to you, thinks 
I, for I ain’t loiterin’. And I promptly dived for cover 
behind the rear of the carriage. 

As I sat there, my chest heaving, the Emperor’s troops 
suddenly hove into view and I waved them on in my best 
style, while I shouted encouragement, crying: “We’re going 
to give ’em what for, by Jove,” or words to that effect. 
Then, when I was sure they were all past, I resumed my 
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place in my snug billet behind the carriage while the 
fighting began in earnest. 

It was going to be a close-run thing because our fool of 
an Emperor had squandered half of his escort to protect 
Carlota. It was a shameful waste, if you ask me. If he’d 
taken time out from collecting butterflies to notice, he 
would have known that she was only headed for the funny 
farm.  

Standing behind a determined line of infantry while you 
take on natives armed with spears is one thing, but this 
debacle could go either way, thinks I. As if to confirm my 
worst fears, the sound of fighting drew ever nearer, as the 
troopers faced thirty bandoleros with the blood-lust on 
them. Well, what do you expect when you put your faith in 
a bunch of Belgians? 

I decided it was time to beat a hasty retreat and I ran off 
down the road, leaving the sounds of battle behind me. I 
was just starting to congratulate myself for getting out of 
another bloody mess unharmed, when who should come 
thundering up towards me, but the original troopers sent on 
the fool’s errand devised by Carlos. Damn, in the heat of 
battle I’d forgotten all about them.  

Having found no evidence of an imminent attack up 
ahead, they’d obviously given up and were now rushing to 
the aid of their comrades. At first I decided this presented 
no problem and I could simply cheer them on, before 
resuming my happy journey home. But the young 
lieutenant who should have been disabling Carlos and his 
gun like a good little lad, suddenly appeared. I didn’t have 
time to hide, and before I knew what was happening he was 
explaining himself between gasps and coughs. 

“Thank heavens you are here, Colonel. We tried to 
climb the gorge and catch the bandits unawares, but the 
terrain has defeated us. There is no choice but to face the 
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enemy head on,” says this idiotic madman, as he pointed to 
the trail leading up to the offending artillery-piece. 

Before I had a chance to protest and tell the crazy 
bastard to let me go, they were dismounting and dragging 
me bodily up the slope. O tempora indeed. My God, this is 
suicide, thinks I, unable to believe what was happening. 
Yet I realised our only hope was to get to the top as fast as 
possible and take the cannon-wielding bandits by surprise. 
And on that thought and against all my better instincts, I led 
the advance.  

I looked back to see if my younger charges were 
keeping up, but I needn’t have worried. There they were, 
bounding up close on my heels. Inwardly I cursed the onset 
of middle age, together with my fondness for brandy and 
cigars. 

As soon as we reached the top of the gorge I pointed out 
exactly where the artillery-piece was positioned behind the 
trees, and we raced towards it. We must have reached the 
spot in a matter of seconds, but those were some of the 
longest moments of my life, as I waited for the gun to roar 
and rip me into tiny pieces. When we finally got to the 
clearing we looked for the aforementioned gun, and blow 
me the damn thing wasn’t there! 

For an instant we stood there at a loss, and that was 
when a shot rang out. The trooper next to me shrieked and 
dropped his rifle, as a large red spot appeared in the centre 
of his chest. 

I was running for the trees before he’d even dropped to 
the ground, and the branches above my head splintered as 
more gunfire rained down on us. I heard another cry behind 
me, but then the trees started to thin out. I looked ahead to 
make sure there wasn’t a welcoming party, when my foot 
caught on a fallen branch and I rolled headlong into the 
bushes.  
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I flipped over and found myself staring into the barrel of 
a rifle, with Carlos Lopez’s finger firmly on the trigger. 
The cry I’d heard must have come from the other trooper, 
because he was lying face down on a carpet of leaves. The 
lieutenant had been disarmed and his hands were raised in 
surrender. I looked across to see him being guarded by a 
woman holding a rifle, and when she turned to face us, I 
was shocked to find that it was none other than my 
beautiful Maria. Carlos smiled as he spoke. 

“I should have realised you weren’t to be trusted, 
Colonel. You have caused me a great deal of trouble, but at 
least I will have the satisfaction of seeing you receive your 
just deserts.” 

He gripped his rifle and took aim. How I’ve lived to a 
ripe old age and had the pleasure of cradling my new-born 
grandchildren is beyond me, especially when I think back 
to the shocks I’ve had to endure. I didn’t even have time to 
grovel and beg for my life, which is my usual style when 
escape seems impossible. I closed my eyes, waiting for the 
bullet to end it all and cursed my luck. Colonel William 
Fletcher R.I.P., 1866 - killed in a Godforsaken wood in the 
middle of Mexico. It just wasn’t fair. And then the shot 
rang out.  

That’s strange, thinks I - surely getting killed hurts a 
sight more than that. I opened my eyes to see Carlos 
wincing in pain, as blood poured from his shoulder. He had 
dropped his rifle and I looked across to see Maria with a 
smoking gun in her hand. Carlos stared back at her in 
disbelief. For a moment it looked as if he was going to ask 
her what the hell she was doing, but clearly he thought 
better of it and disappeared into the forest, like the sensible 
chap he was.  

It had all happened so quickly that the lieutenant still 
had his arms raised, but he finally came to his senses and 
stepped forward in an attempt to disarm Maria. But she was 
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too quick and she sprang back, aiming her rifle directly at 
him, before stepping over to me. Oh Christ, thinks I, she 
means to kill me herself - she only got rid of Carlos so she 
could have her revenge, the cruel bitch. 

She stopped and took one last look at the lieutenant to 
make sure he wasn’t going to cause any trouble, and then 
she turned her rifle on me and smiled. But do you know, 
even when I thought she was going to do me in, I couldn’t 
help thinking what an absolute stunner she was. 

“Goodbye, Will.”  
And with that she blew me a kiss and disappeared into 

the forest. 
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As empty as a Scottish charity plate 
 

As I lay there, I was content just to let the relief wash 
over me. Finally I was rid of bandits with their madcap 
schemes and beautiful sirens aiming loaded rifles at my 
head.  

When we eventually made our way back to the 
cavalcade, I was feted as the lion of the hour, and it soon 
became clear that to outward appearances old Fletch had 
not only saved the Emperor’s life, but had single-handedly 
led the charge to see off the evil Carlos Lopez. We were 
also greeted with news that the Belgian troops had seen off 
the remaining bandoleros. Emperor Maximilian was eager 
to show his gratitude and I was happy to soak up the well-
deserved plaudits.  

“Colonel Fletcher, I am in your debt. If it were not for 
your timely warning of an imminent attack, the outcome 
may have been very different. And the lieutenant here has 
been telling me of your courage and bravery when faced 
with certain death. Yet how could we have expected 
anything less from the famous Colonel William Fletcher. 
Let me shake your hand, sir!” says he, pumping my fist like 
a good’n. 

“Join me in my carriage, Colonel. We’re off to Mexico 
City.”                   

Well, you couldn’t say fairer than that. I might have 
been heading away from the coast and a sound ship to 
deliver me home, but I would be under the protection of the 
ruler of Mexico and safe from the Legion’s traps and 
lunatic bandits. Besides, my pockets were still as empty as 
a Scottish charity plate, and I’d lost my appetite for 
venturing through the Mexican countryside at the mercy of 
all and sundry. If I’d known what lay ahead, I would’ve 
wished him well and kept running until I was in Canada. 
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But I have to say that at first everything appeared to be 
fine, and there was little indication of the trouble that lay 
ahead. Maximilian was buoyed up by his consort’s mission 
to Europe, and he felt sure she would be able to use her 
womanly charms to procure the help he needed. He 
dismissed his Cabinet and replaced it with a Conservative 
one, and he even had a number of known traitors arrested. 

But it soon became clear that I wasn’t the only one with 
a distinct lack of funds. Maximilian was giving huge sums 
of cash to the French in return for their promise of 
continued military assistance. Little did he know that 
Napoleon was just trying to squeeze as much out of the 
country as he could before he ordered his army to abandon 
ship.  

The truth finally dawned on our Emperor when Bazaine 
began to withdraw his troops from all over the shop, with 
the inevitable result that Liberal forces helped themselves 
to the spoils. 

Poor old Maximilian wasn’t in much better shape than 
his Empire. He was forever complaining of pains in his 
stomach, which he attempted to cure by drinking copious 
amounts of champagne and sherry. He also suffered several 
attacks of dysentery. I’ve had the pleasure of that lovely 
malady myself on more occasions than I care to remember, 
and I recognised the look of apathy and exhaustion on 
Max’s drawn face. 

I remember one particular day when our Emperor was 
looking under the weather, and yet he was still excited 
about a new transatlantic cable that had just been laid, 
connecting Europe to the Americas. 

“It is the greatest scientific triumph of the age, Fletcher. 
We will be able to share ideas expeditiously and all 
possibility of misunderstanding will disappear,” says he 
proudly. 
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He soon lost interest when all he got was bad news. To 
top it all, he was unintentionally giving away state secrets, 
if he’d only known. You see, the cable passed through 
United States territory, and our American cousins had no 
qualms about tapping the line and intercepting any 
messages sent or received by the Emperor.  

The Yankees had made no secret of the fact that they 
didn’t want the Frogs throwing their weight around in 
Mexico, and Maximilian’s recent appointment of 
Frenchmen to his Cabinet only served to get them flexing 
their diplomatic muscles all the more.  

Eventually Maximilian got news that Carlota’s trip to 
Napoleon had been unsuccessful. She was on a losing 
wicket to start with, but I dare say the fact that she was half 
mad and starving herself for fear of being poisoned hadn’t 
helped her case any – the mad bint.  

Napoleon finally laid his cards on the table. He refused 
to extend any further assistance and said that his troops 
would only remain in the country until the following year, 
in accordance with the Convention of Miramar.  

“Can you maintain yourself by your own strength or will 
you be forced to abdicate?” wrote Napoleon with his usual 
tact. 

So there it was, stated in plain terms. What was your 
appraisal of the situation, Fletch, I hear you ask? Well, 
perhaps you will discern my opinion by drawing your 
attention to my packed valise and a hand-picked horse, fed 
and waiting at the starting gate.  
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He is the director of the lunatic asylum 
 

What I needed was a ticket home under the protection of 
His Majesty, so I made it my indaba to persuade 
Maximilian that his only hope was abdication and a nice 
little cruise back to Trieste. Of course it would take some 
fancy footwork, but if it’s done with finesse you can have 
these royals eating out of your hand. Before you know it, 
they’ve convinced themselves that whatever you suggested 
was their idea in the first place, and they start telling 
everyone what a bloody good wheeze they’ve just had.  

Maximilian was continuing to dither in his usual style 
when he was sent the bad news about Carlota. It was 
already October when he received a telegram informing 
him that she was seriously ill. The message didn’t give any 
details, but simply stated that the patient was under the care 
of a Dr Riedel.  

I tried to look suitably distressed, feigning concern and 
muttering what a terrible business it was, to be sure, while 
secretly hiding my joy. Here’s a way out if ever I saw one, 
thinks I. He’s bound to want to head home to his beloved 
consort now, surely. Aye, I should have remembered these 
royals ain’t made of the same stuff as ordinary folk like you 
and me. 

My thoughts were interrupted when Max’s physician, Dr 
Basch, entered the room.  

“Doctor, do you know this Dr Riedel?” asks 
Maximilian. 

Basch, who had no knowledge of the contents of the 
telegram, answered innocently: 

“He is the director of the lunatic asylum.” 
Eventually the truth began to dawn on Maximilian and 

he was distraught with grief, so I picked my moment and 
urged him to join Carlota. I waited anxiously for a decision 
and that night he announced his intention to leave the 
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country. Well, it’s plain sailing now, thinks I, but the 
Emperor had a treat for his new subject. 

“I have a wonderful surprise for you, Fletcher. You are 
to be re-united with your old comrade-in-arms, Felix Salm. 
He is to be sent on a relief mission of sorts, and I have 
arranged for you to join him. You may even be lucky 
enough to get into the thick of things and put your military 
skills to good use. I can see you are overcome, Colonel, but 
I assure you there is no need to thank me.” 

 
*      *      * 

 
So before I knew what was happening, Felix and a wary 

Colonel Fletcher were on their way to relieve a detachment 
of Austrians at a place called Tulancingo. Mind you, my 
surprise was nothing to my sheer amazement at discovering 
that Agnes, my comrade’s besotted princess, was tagging 
along to join in with all the fun and games. 

As soon as we reached our destination we were alarmed 
to discover that the town had been surrounded by over six 
thousand Liberal soldiers. The city wasn’t fortified and we 
only had about fifteen hundred men, half of them Belgians 
and the rest Mexicans. Frying pans and fires sprang to 
mind. 

Our commander was Colonel Van der Smissen, and he 
sent three Indian messengers with letters hidden in 
cigarettes to Lieutenant-Colonel Pollack, who we’d just 
relieved, imploring him to return and assist in attacking the 
enemy. He and his gallant men declined the invitation, 
leaving us rather in the lurch. Now there’s a commander 
after my own heart, thinks I.  

To make matters worse, we had information that the 
men in the Mexican regiment of cavalry weren’t to be 
trusted with a bag of marbles and were in communication 
with the enemy. Luckily Felix knew his business and he 
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had some competent Belgian sergeants lay mines under the 
church where the Mexican troops were quartered, so that 
we could blow up the whole caboodle at our leisure if they 
proved to be traitors.  

A few days later we received a letter from the enemy 
requesting a meeting, and Felix and I were sent to the 
hacienda St Nicola el Grande, where we were to meet a 
Colonel Picazo. We were supposed to be unarmed, but we 
both took the precaution of carrying small revolvers in our 
pockets. There were two guards at the door, which put me 
on edge because the agreement had been that neither side 
would have an escort, and I was reminded of the treachery 
I’d witnessed outside Kabul all those years ago. However, 
there was nothing for it but to pass them without showing 
any signs of distrust, and they saluted respectfully. 

Picazo turned out to be an educated and well-mannered 
enemy officer for a change, and he calmly explained to us 
that the Emperor’s situation was hopeless and that if we 
could persuade Smissen to surrender, he would pay us 
twenty thousand piasters. Damn! If I’d been alone I could 
have returned and used my well-honed powers of 
persuasion to convince Smissen that resistance was useless, 
pocketed the money and been homeward bound. But I 
knew Felix wouldn’t take the lucre, what with being a man 
of honour, blast him. 

“I recognise that such payments are a common 
occurrence in Mexico and thus no offence is intended, but I 
feel I must decline the offer,” says he tactfully. 

“If you do not surrender within five days we will attack 
you with ten thousand men,” says Picazo, deciding to resort 
to the good old naked threat. 

 “We shall be more than happy to receive them,” says 
Felix, very cool. 

Speak for yourself, thinks I, but outwardly I gave my 
hardest of stares, while I puffed on a cheroot. When we left, 
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the colonel accompanied us to the yard, and we were joined 
by a detachment of Liberal cavalry - which rather played 
havoc with my bowel movements. But we shook hands and 
we were allowed to return to the city unmolested. 

I needn’t have fretted because a couple of weeks later 
we received orders from Bazaine to surrender the town to 
the enemy. One of the Liberal colonels explained that they 
had an ‘understanding’ with the French. It was just a pity 
that our Gallic allies had neglected to let us in on it. 

We had orders to shoot any Mexicans who tried to go 
over to the Liberals, and a few of them attempted to drag 
Goslich, our only German officer, off to the enemy. But the 
squarehead managed to escape by digging his spurs in and 
charging through the regiment of deserters, brandishing a 
sword over his head.  

Remembering the Kabul retreat, I made sure I wasn’t 
with the rearguard when we finally deserted the place, 
which was just as well because they were attacked as they 
tried to leave.  

But we managed to leave the blasted town without 
having to fight our way out, thank God. If I’d hoped it was 
a portent of things to come, I was to be disappointed all too 
soon. My luck was about to run out. 
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Come down to earth for frivolities 
 

We planned to meet up with the Emperor on his way to 
Vera Cruz. But we soon heard the disconcerting rumour 
that he’d decided not to abdicate after all and was heading 
back to the capital. Naturally this was a surprise to the 
Mexicans, who had waved him bon voyage only a few 
weeks before. 

Apparently he and his entourage had been waiting for 
further news from Castle Miramar - the family home where 
Carlota was recuperating. What ‘news’ our hapless 
Emperor had been hoping for, God only knows, but 
initially he’d assured everyone that he’d soon be continuing 
his journey to the coast. Instructions had even been sent to 
the captain of the Austrian corvette, Dandolo, to coal his 
vessel and be prepared to sail with the Emperor. 

Meanwhile Father Fischer, a Jesuit priest and one of 
Maximilian’s advisers, had decided to stick his nose in 
where it wasn’t wanted. Why these cassock-wearers can’t 
just give their opinions ad clerum is beyond me. 

The wily old devil had staged a reception at Orizaba to 
flatter Maximilian’s vanity and show him what a popular 
little emperor he was. You’d have thought that even Max 
would’ve seen through this obvious ruse, but he soaked up 
all the adulation like the good little Habsburg he was.  

Even one of our English ministers, Sir Peter Campbell-
Scarlett, had put in his pennyworth. 

“It is quite certain,” opined the buffoon, “that after the 
departure of the French, a strong party would prefer to rally 
round the Imperial flag so as to save Mexico from being 
rent asunder by civil war and its consequences.” 

But what do you expect from one of our F.O. mob? It 
only goes to show that when it comes to human nature, 
most of them don’t know their arse from their elbow. 
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 To make matters worse, Maximilian had taken root in 
Orizaba and spent his time performing such important 
Imperial duties as going for long rambles in pursuit of 
objects of naturalist interest. God only knows what effect 
the sight of their Emperor running around the countryside 
with a butterfly net had on the locals, what with the future 
of Mexico hanging in the balance.  

The upshot was that the Emperor’s cronies finally 
persuaded him to stay, and on the eve of their departure 
from Orizaba, Father Fischer and the rest of his scheming 
band had a champagne supper to celebrate their ‘victory’.  

The next day the priest felt so indisposed that he was 
unable to accompany the rest of Max’s entourage on their 
journey, and he was obliged to call in on Dr Basch for a 
pick-me-up. Our Holy Father started to have a guilty 
conscience and worried that the Emperor would discover 
his ‘immorality’. Basch tried to put the priest’s mind at rest, 
although the good doctor told me later that His Holiness 
was hardly a saint, and he had illegitimate children 
knocking about all over the shop.17 

Maximilian eventually spent a week at Xonaca outside 
Puebla, where the Bishop placed his country house at his 
disposal. There were yet more botanical expeditions and 
every day the members of his household staff were made to 
join the Imperial suite in the garden for pistol practice. I 
remember someone telling me: “The Emperor is often in 
the clouds and only comes down to earth to bother with 
frivolities.” I couldn’t have put it better myself. 

Maximilian was cheered up by a telegram he received 
from Bazaine, who promised support and supplies of arms. 
But instead of keeping his word, the general decided to get 
his eighteen-year-old wife pregnant again, and tried to sell 
everything he could lay his hands on to the Liberals – 
including the promised arms and ammunition. When the 
Juaristas turned down the offer, Bazaine gave orders for the 
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weapons to be destroyed, rather than hand them over to 
Maximilian. 

Meanwhile, Max’s Imperial generals were busy assuring 
him that if he stayed they would raise forces on his behalf. 
Our Emperor believed them and made his momentous 
announcement. 

“To abdicate power into the hands of foreigners would 
be treason and not flight. No Habsburg would do that.” 

So there were all my hopes dashed because His Majesty 
was suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling of noble 
indignation. I feared the worst and Carlota’s brother, the 
Count of Flanders, summed things up nicely. 

“I think his fall will be more violent than it would have 
been if he were to leave the country now.” 

I was tempted to ride off on my own to Vera Cruz and 
somehow find a passage back to Europe, but I knew it was 
an idle thought. I had no money of my own to speak of, and 
Carlos and his bandits were still looking to do me a 
mischief. Besides, the only thing stopping the French 
peelers from throwing me into a cosy cell was the 
protection offered by my new admirer, Maximilian. 

When Felix and I finally met up with the Emperor and 
had been informed of recent events, we soon realised why 
Max was in such a state. Against his better judgement he’d 
been bamboozled into making a decision that was bound to 
end in disaster, just when he could have been home and 
away - followed closely on his heels by Colonel William 
Fletcher.  
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A ticket to Tooting 
 

At first I thought we were heading for Mexico City, but 
Maximilian decided we should go to Chapultepec Castle - 
to recapture some happy memories, no doubt. When we 
finally arrived in January, it had been stripped of its 
furnishings because it was thought our Emperor was bound 
for Europe.  

We had to put up at a neighbouring hacienda called La 
Teja, and a poor run-down hole it was. I remember General 
Castelnau saying that he found the lodgings: “… in 
conditions so unworthy of a sovereign that it astonishes and 
distresses me that he should have accepted them”. Having 
stayed there, I can say amen to that. 

As the weeks passed at La Teja, I finally decided I had 
to pluck up some sort of courage and take matters into my 
own hands. I’d had enough of being at the mercy of His 
Majesty’s whim, and I decided that if I travelled mostly at 
night, I should be able to avoid wandering bandits and 
nosey peelers. True, I hadn’t the money for a ticket to 
Tooting, but I’d kindly liberated several valuables from the 
hacienda - and while they wouldn’t pay my way entirely, I 
reasoned that I would be able to work my passage 
somehow. 

And so you find your correspondent sneaking through 
the gardens of the hacienda, clutching his case of liberated 
household items, as he works his way to the stables and a 
fast horse. My ears strained to see if I could hear any sign 
of the police who were guarding the place, and I was 
looking back at the main building in case any curtains 
started to twitch, when I tripped over something large and 
heavy next to the shrubbery.  

The object in question stood up, cursing. Before I knew 
what was happening, I was exchanging blows with the 
mystery prowler, while a second thug came from behind 
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and wrapped his arms around my throat. I pushed 
backwards so that fourteen stone of Fletcher bone and 
muscle landed on top of my assailant. I had the satisfaction 
of hearing him cry out in pain, and I lashed out with my 
foot, hoping to hit his partner in the family jewels. I missed 
and was rewarded with a sharp kick to the ribs, at which 
point I screamed out. 

 I was suddenly aware of approaching footsteps and my 
rescuers quickly pulled me free of the intruders and pinned 
both of them down.  

The trespassers were promptly arrested and I quickly hid 
my valise before the traps returned and started asking 
awkward questions. Maximilian was informed and 
although our two uninvited guests said they were thieves, it 
was generally thought at the time that they were spies from 
the Liberal camp, sent to report what was going on at the 
Emperor’s meetings, or even to abduct him.18  

Of course Max was fawning all over me, believing that 
I’d foiled a plot against his person once again. 

“It appears I am in your debt for a second time, Colonel 
Fletcher. I have decided that you will be my aide-de-camp, 
along with your comrade-in-arms, Colonel Salm. I realise it 
is a small thing, considering the service you have 
performed, but I hope you will accept the honour in the 
spirit with which it is intended.” 

Well, I could have thrown his blasted honour in his 
hirsute face. If he’d wanted to thank me, why couldn’t he 
have just given me a purse of silver and an escort to the 
nearest harbour? But I bowed appreciatively, saying he 
flattered me and that I was only doing my duty - and damn 
it if there weren’t tears in his eyes. I responded with some 
inspired twaddle and I left, inwardly cursing the selfishness 
of royalty and still with no way to get home. 

As it turned out, the incident did have some bearing on 
my predicament, because Max decided it was no longer 
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safe to remain at the hacienda. So we all headed off to take 
up residence at the National Palace in Mexico City. 

 We’d hardly been there a few days when, on a February 
dawn, the French troops began to march out of the capital 
with Bazaine at their head. Needless to say the departure 
was greeted with silence and there were no friendly 
farewells. On their way out of the city they passed the 
palace but, as a mark of Imperial disapproval, the doors and 
windows of the building remained firmly closed, and even 
the guards were withdrawn inside the walls. 

I stood on a parapet on the roof with Maximilian, who 
wore a long grey cloak and a wide felt sombrero. After the 
troops had gone and our hopes of survival with them, he 
turned and beckoned me over. When he spoke, I couldn’t 
believe my ears. 

“At last we are free.”19 
The situation soon started to deteriorate and before long 

we learned that the Liberals were beginning to close in on 
the capital. Once again Maximilian turned to his Cabinet 
for advice and they recommended that he establish his 
headquarters in some provincial town called Queretaro, 
known to be devoted to the Imperial cause. 

I resigned myself to another futile jaunt across the 
Mexican countryside, not realising that there was a far 
worse fate awaiting me. You see, Juarez had now moved 
his government to Zacatecas, less than five hundred miles 
from the capital, and General Miramon decided to take 
advantage of this development by attempting a knock-out 
blow against the Liberal headquarters, with the aim of 
raising the Emperor’s prestige.  

Good luck with that, thinks I, and I was just looking 
forward to joining the rest of Max’s entourage to cheer the 
hot-headed general and his men on their merry way, when 
the Emperor piped up and put the fear of God in me. 
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“Although I have every confidence in General 
Miramon’s abilities, I feel sure that such a bold mission 
calls for a man of your undoubted skill and daring. I have 
therefore informed the general that he will be accompanied 
by none other than Colonel Fletcher. I must tell you that 
Miramon was thrilled at the prospect of being joined by the 
celebrated hero of the Crimea.” 

I was almost struck dumb, but clearly some less than 
gentle persuasion was required if I were to scotch this 
appalling plan before things got out of hand. 

“You honour me, Your Majesty, but having foiled two 
possible attacks on your person, I now feel I am responsible 
for your very safety and I could not contemplate 
abandoning such an important duty at this critical time.” 

I’d have thought you couldn’t say fairer than that, but 
the selfish so-and-so was having none of it. 

“I am touched by your concern for my wellbeing, 
Colonel Fletcher, but I am surrounded by men who are 
more than equal to the task of Imperial bodyguard. No, 
your special talents will be much better employed assisting 
General Miramon. I wish you every success and God’s 
speed.” 

As he walked away I just stood there, hardly able to 
believe my ears. I’d saved his life, twice, and all the thanks 
I got was a royal command to meet the enemy and most 
likely have my head blown off. After all I’d done for him - 
the ungrateful bastard.   

I was directed to meet with General Miramon before our 
departure and he was champing at the bit. Just the sort of 
chap a poltroon like me tries to avoid if he has any sense.  

“We’ll give these Liberals a taste of Imperial cold steel, 
eh, Colonel?” says Miramon. 

The tip of my cheroot fell to the ground, having been 
bitten in two. 
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For the next victim to look upon 
 

So we set off with half a division of four thousand men, 
while Miramon looked on as if he was setting out for a ride 
in the park. Once we reached Zacatecas, we managed to 
surround the town before the Juaristas knew what was 
happening.  

In spite of his earlier bravado, Miramon was one of 
those sensible commanders who gave his orders from a safe 
distance, I’m happy to say. So he and his trusted assistant - 
the big, bluff English colonel at his side - were relatively 
safe while the cut and thrust of battle took place ahead of 
us. 

Initially everything went well and our plucky soldiers 
captured a large number of prisoners, together with guns 
and some important documents. Once the fighting had all 
but finished, we rode in with Miramon’s personal 
bodyguard on our flanks and, as we approached the plaza in 
the centre of town, a carriage suddenly emerged and sped 
away up a road on the far side. One of the general’s officers 
rode up to us in a great hurry, yelling excitedly. 

“General, it is Benito Juarez! We have him! We have 
him!” 

Miramon quickly ordered his cavalry to pursue the 
carriage. They would have caught him too, if the leading 
horse hadn’t stumbled at the last minute. Even then Juarez 
might still have been captured if the town gate he was 
heading for hadn’t been blown open by our artillery during 
the fighting.  

The fate of Mexico and the Empire might have been 
very different if the capture of Juarez had succeeded. I’ve 
often maintained that history is sometimes decided by a 
random event, such as a stumbling horse, and not by grand 
gestures from statesmen of the day. 
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  Our good fortune wasn’t to last, of course, and a few 
days later things took a turn for the worse. You see, 
although the Liberal garrison had fled the previous week, 
there were still a number of skirmishes and our men were 
exhausted. Not a problem in itself, had it not been for the 
fact that General Escobedo, the Liberal commanding 
officer, was heading towards Zacatecas with a vastly 
superior force. 

 So we evacuated the town and retreated towards 
Queretaro. I was just feeling pleased with how things had 
gone, when we were attacked on both flanks by Escobedo’s 
army near a hacienda called San Jacinto. My policy of 
bringing up the rear worked against me, for once, because 
Miramon and the officers leading from the front managed 
to escape. 

 I’d been accompanying Miramon’s younger brother, 
General Don Joaquin Miramon, who was shot through the 
foot and fell from his horse at the beginning of the 
onslaught. We were surrounded before we knew what was 
happening and we had no choice but to surrender. 

They say ignorance is bliss, and that was certainly true 
for me when the Liberals encircled us. If I’d known that 
Juarez had ordered no mercy be shown to the Imperialists, I 
probably would have fainted from pure funk then and there. 

Most Europeans may never have heard of the massacre 
of San Jacinto, but I’m here to tell you that it was as 
despicable as anything I’ve witnessed - and I’ve seen some 
beauties.  

We were kept for several days in the hacienda, and at 
first we were allowed to wander around pretty much as we 
liked. Joaquin Miramon was in such a bad way that he had 
to remain in a chair, since he couldn’t put any weight on his 
foot without crying out in pain.  

I think it was the third day when our gaolers brought in 
some spirits for us to drink. I knocked mine back and the 
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warmth felt good, but it would’ve taken more than a single 
glass to calm my frayed nerves. 

A Liberal officer entered the building, together with 
twenty or so soldiers carrying strips of cloth, and I was 
suddenly overwhelmed by a terrible feeling of unease. The 
officer’s words did nothing to allay my fears. 

 “You are going to be transferred to another place, but 
you will be passing through our lines and it will be 
necessary to cover your eyes with these bandages.” 

We were marched out of the building and if you have 
ever been blindfolded, you’ll know how disconcerting it 
can be. But I can assure you that when you are surrounded 
by enemy soldiers and you dread being shot dead at any 
moment, then a ten minute stroll can seem like an eternity. 

When we came to a halt and our bandages were 
removed, the full horror of our situation became all too 
clear. As my eyes slowly adjusted to the mid-day sun, I 
realised we were standing against a wall in a courtyard. I 
turned and there, facing us, was a line of Liberal 
infantrymen – a firing squad, to you and me – and my 
bowels hit my boots.  

The officer’s voice echoed across the courtyard as we 
stood in shocked silence. 

“You have been sentenced to death by court-martial.” 
I heard the words as if in a dream, and before we could 

react, ten of our pitiful group were led to the wall and shot, 
as we looked on in horror. 

Bile started to rise in my throat, and it finally came 
home to me that before the day was over we would all be 
dead. 

I find it difficult to describe the terror I felt at that 
moment. I’ve been a prisoner more times than I care to 
remember and I’ve had countless opportunities to stare 
death in the face, but I don’t think anything compared with 
the hell of helplessly watching men being executed in cold 
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blood and knowing, with an awful certainty, that it was just 
a matter of time for my turn to come. 

 As the corpses were piled in waiting carts and the light 
began to fade, I found myself praying that they might call a 
halt to the killing. But my hopes were dashed when I 
noticed some of the infantrymen lighting candles, and soon 
they were dragging Miramon’s brother to the blood-stained 
wall. Moments later they simply shot him in the head 
where he sat. It was so dark that the Liberals couldn’t tell 
whether Joaquin was dead or alive, and I remember they 
had to light several matches for a better look, but they kept 
getting blown out by the wind.  

The general was still moving and the officers amused 
themselves by firing their revolvers into his body. They 
must have shot him thirty or forty times, and his head was 
scattered over the dirt. I could’ve cried and screamed like a 
baby, having to just stand there and await my fate. But I 
was experienced enough to know that crying doesn’t do 
any good. Staying calm and thinking clearly was my only 
hope of getting out alive.  

It was the way the prisoners just followed their gaolers 
that I couldn’t fathom. Not one of them protested. They 
simply waited to be cut down, giving the whole scene a 
nightmarish quality. Some of them even went to their death 
singing the Marseillaise, for God’s sake.  

By rights they should have been dragged to the wall, 
kicking and screaming or begging for mercy. But that was 
what made the whole thing so terrible to contemplate - 
there was no mercy. The Liberals had seen their own 
people butchered and murdered and now they wanted 
revenge. That’s what makes war such a hellish thing - it’s 
human nature to want an eye for an eye. The trouble is, if 
we all lived by that maxim, then sooner or later everyone 
would be blind. 
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The butchery had lasted for almost an hour and the 
firing party must have been getting tired or lazy, because 
one of our troopers stood totally unharmed, after the 
hopeless firing squad missed. Naturally enough he just ran 
away, but he was simply captured and added to the next 
band of victims. Incredibly they missed him again, while 
the other nine prisoners fell down dead.  

Blow me, thinks I, if there really is a God, then He’s not 
ready to meet this Frog just yet. But I spoke too soon 
because the Mexican brutes just tied him up and shot him 
dead at close range. That was the worst of it. There was 
nothing to do but watch your fate unfold with no chance of 
escape - not even if the Lord God Almighty himself tried to 
intervene on your behalf.20 

All too quickly my turn came and ten of us were led to 
the wall by candlelight, while the bodies of the previous 
consignment were simply left where they lay, as per 
Escobedo’s orders. 

 “For the next victim to look upon,” as he put it.  
When I was finally led to the wall, I saw the man next to 

me making the sign of a cross in preparation for the 
afterlife. Since I wasn’t expecting to be rewarded with a 
place in Valhalla once my brains had been splattered 
against the wall, I tried to put my mind to the more pressing 
problem of escape. 

The officer commanding the firing squad raised his 
sword arm as he gave his chilling order. 

“Take aim.” 
“Wait!” 
 I shouted the command in my best parade-ground roar, 

and it was enough to make the officer hesitate. I continued 
before he had time to recover. 

“My name is Colonel William Fletcher.” 
“I’m very happy for you, but what of it?” says the wag. 
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“I’m here on a special mission under orders from 
Andrew Johnson, the President of the United States of 
America, and he has personally asked me to convey a 
message of the utmost importance to Benito Juarez.” 

God knows how I kept my voice steady, what with the 
prospect of a bullet to the head occupying my thoughts, but 
you see what I was about. The Liberals absolutely 
depended on support from the United States and by 
mentioning Johnson by name, I hoped they wouldn’t dare 
harm his messenger. I held my breath, waiting to see the 
reaction of the Liberal officer, and at first it looked as if my 
ruse wasn’t going to work. 

“Absolute nonsense - this is just a pathetic attempt to 
escape execution,” says he. 

But I could tell from the hesitation in his voice that he 
was unsure, so I pressed on and did my best to play on his 
insecurity. 

“I can assure you, sir, I am in solemn earnest. I demand 
that you inform General Escobedo at once. He will be able 
to verify the truth of what I say. If you shoot me now, in 
front of your fellow officers who have witnessed what I 
have told you, then I leave it to you, sir, to conclude what 
the consequences will be when it is discovered that I am 
indeed working for the President of the United States.” 

There’s no doubt I know how to deal with these tinpot 
foreigners, and this one finally relented. My fellow 
prisoners scowled as I was led away, no doubt unsure 
whether I really was a traitor. Their accusing eyes followed 
me until I was out of sight, but I knew it didn’t matter and 
so did they.  

In less than an hour they were all dead. 
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She gets around, doesn’t she just? 
 

My bluff had worked, but all I had done was delay the 
inevitable. Escobedo would either refuse to believe me and 
have me executed on the spot, or he would check my story 
and when he found out I was humbugging him, he would 
have me killed anyway - or maybe worse. My only hope 
was to escape, but as I was led to a windowless room with a 
solid wooden door at which two guards were posted, I felt 
despair threatening to overwhelm me again. 

I was kept in my cell for days with nothing but my own 
filth for company and a diet of bread and water, which left 
me weak and lethargic. I almost started not to care what 
happened to me, and that ain’t healthy. I didn’t even know 
if it was day or night and when I thought I could hear music 
and laughter, I wondered if I was starting to hallucinate.  

I didn’t know it at the time, but Escobedo had ordered a 
ball in honour of the victory achieved over Miramon. 
Apparently it was to be a very grand affair and over a 
hundred ladies were invited. But the heroes of the San 
Jacinto massacre had to make do with only the dozen or so 
who deigned to turn up. 

At long last I was escorted under armed guard to 
Escobedo’s quarters, and I nearly fainted at the sight that 
greeted me. I saw the attractive figure of a woman leaving 
the general’s room and when she turned to face me, I found 
myself staring at the gorgeous full lips and beautiful brown 
eyes of Maria de la Luz.  

My first thought was: gad, she gets around though, 
doesn’t she just? She gave me a knowing smile when she 
saw me but before we could exchange pleasantries, I was 
being ushered into Escobedo’s office. He was in 
shirtsleeves and he looked in a worse state than me – worn 
to the bone after ministering to the lusty appetites of our 
lovely Maria, no doubt.  
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I was made to stand in front of the general’s desk, while 
he wiped the sweat from his face with a towel. When he 
spoke he only gave me a passing glance. 

“Do not think that you have escaped execution, Colonel 
Fletcher. You are a foreign mercenary who has come to 
Mexico to fight for the Imperialists and for that you will be 
punished. Your little deception has merely postponed the 
inevitable. Once we have proved that you are not working 
under orders from President Johnson, you will be shot.” 

“Forgive me, General, I completely understand your 
scepticism. Indeed, if I was in your position I would feel 
exactly the same way, but if you could take the time to look 
at my service record you will find that I am an intelligence 
officer,” says I, grasping at straws. 

“There is no need for me to look at your record, Colonel 
Fletcher. We Liberals are not the ignorant peasants that 
many of your countrymen take us for,” says the pompous 
oaf. 

I was about to protest but he continued. 
“You are indeed an intelligence officer, but you serve 

the interests of the British Empire and not the United States 
- and certainly not the interests of Mexico,” says he. 

This Escobedo was better informed than I’d given him 
credit for, and all of a sudden convincing him didn’t seem 
so easy - so I decided to play my trump card. 

“If I am working for the Imperialists, then why was I 
made a prisoner of the French Army as soon as I arrived in 
Mexico?” says I. 

I could see by his reaction that he was taken aback and 
he hadn’t been aware of my recent incarceration, courtesy 
of Napoleon’s Foreign Legion. Clearly he would need 
proof if I was to be believed, and by a queer chance I’d just 
been presented with a perfect way to do just that.  

“If that is true, then why are you no longer in custody? 
Why are you fighting with the Imperialist Army?” says he. 
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“I was broken out of gaol with the help of Liberal 
bandits, who include in their number a Senorita de la Luz. 
From what I have just seen, General, you too are an 
admirer of her … many talents.” 

If you’ve ever seen a vicar caught with his hands in the 
collection plate, you’ll know how Escobedo looked just 
then - and mighty satisfying it was too. After a moment he 
composed himself and when he spoke, his haughty manner 
had returned. 

“If that is true then it will be extremely easy to check. I 
hope for your sake that her story confirms what you claim, 
Colonel, or I will not even wait for news from our agents in 
Washington and I will have you shot immediately,” says 
he. 

 “She’ll confirm it, General, as she will also confirm that 
I assisted her compatriots in their attempt to abduct the 
Emperor. Indeed, when they failed, Emperor Maximilian 
was under the false impression that I had foiled the plot and 
that is how I managed to win his confidence and join the 
Imperialist ranks.” 

I could tell that Escobedo’s confidence was deserting 
him and he was starting to believe my story. And why not? 
Most of it was true. Of course my tale didn’t bear too close 
an inspection, but I hoped my humbugging had confused 
him enough to get him to postpone my execution a little 
longer. 

 But then what? I was damned if I knew, but at least I 
was still alive and not feeding the worms like those 
unfortunate Imperialist soldiers who’d had first-hand 
experience of Liberal justice. I’d survived thus far and 
when all is said and done, what else matters? 
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To think any woman would risk her life for that 
 

Surviving or not, I was still a guest of the Liberal 
military with no prospect of my gaolers handing me the key 
to the door and wishing me a safe journey. Sitting in a dark 
cell with no amusement concentrates the mind wonderfully, 
and all mine could think of was my story full of holes and 
imagine the Washington Juaristas, on being asked about my 
special mission, declaring:  

“Fletcher? Never heard of the blighter. You’d best be 
popping him against a wall and filling him with a bellyful 
of bullets.” 

When I did finally fall asleep I was roused by the noise 
of keys turning in the door, and as a shaft of light from the 
adjoining room entered mine, I had to squint for several 
moments until my eyes adjusted sufficiently to focus on the 
figure in the doorway. And what a figure it was - backlit so 
that you could see the wonderful curves of her body 
through the thin cloth of her dress.  

For a brief moment I thought I’d already been executed 
and I was being rewarded in heaven after all, and then 
Maria’s voice brought me fully awake and back down to 
Earth. 

“Quick, William, follow me.” 
I can honestly say that in that moment I’d never heard a 

voice that sounded sweeter, and I felt a lump forming in my 
throat in joyous relief that I might actually be able to 
escape my nightmare. I’m sure that if I’d had time, I would 
have spent a moment quietly contemplating this new-found 
emotion of gratitude, but I thought it might be wiser to 
simply follow instructions. 

As she led me away from my cell, I noticed my guard 
lying in the corner of the room in a state of semi-undress. 
He had a gash across his shaven head and it was bleeding 
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profusely. The remains of a broken wine bottle, its contents 
staining the floor, testified to the cause. 

 In fact I’d used a similar technique myself against a 
dangerous rogue in Bavaria with similar results. In that 
instance I’d had to gather what little courage I’d possessed 
and take him by surprise, but by the look of the smile on 
my unconscious guard’s face, Maria had clearly been able 
to distract her quarry in ways not at my disposal. 

She passed me the unfortunate soldier’s uniform and he 
must have been an extremely well-built chap because it 
fitted me perfectly. Within a few seconds we were outside 
and the cool night air suddenly filling my lungs brought me 
fully awake. There were two horses, saddled and waiting, 
and under the cover of darkness we simply rode away and 
into open countryside. It was so easy I dare say I would 
have sent up a prayer of thanks if I’d been a half-decent 
Christian. 

 In my weakened condition I wanted to rest, but Maria 
said it was no time for a siesta and insisted we rode on. I 
must say she had a point, and I dug in my heels until we 
reached a small deserted farm building where she had 
evidently made reservations for the night. 

 As I lay on the soft blankets Maria had set out for us 
and I did my damnedest not to lapse into unconsciousness, 
I remember thinking I couldn’t believe my luck. I’ve had 
some reversals of fortune in my time, but this beat them all 
to buggery.  

One minute I’d been sweating in a dark cell, forgotten 
by the world and in the depths of despair, and the next I 
was taking my ease in comfortable surroundings, with food 
and drink at the ready, provided by one of the most 
wonderful pieces of bounce you ever did see. Aye, it’s a 
strange game, life, and I blessed my lucky stars I was a 
player again. 
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With that in mind, I soon found myself in excellent 
fettle, eager to get to grips with my angel of mercy and 
show her my gratitude in the best way I know how. But I 
decided that grabbing lovely handfuls of pineapple pudding 
and roaring like a lecher in a brothel might not be in the 
best of taste, so for the moment I contented myself with 
kissing her on the cheek. 

 “How can I ever thank you enough, Maria? You’ve 
saved my life twice in so many months. I am in your debt.” 

“That is very true, William. Do you think there is some 
way you could repay me?” 

She gave me a wonderful half-smile and licked her full 
red lips in a most fetching manner. All of a sudden I found 
I’d lost all interest in a restful convalescence. Just the sight 
of her magnificent cleavage heaving with every breath was 
getting me into a right lather, and I was about to apply the 
Fletcher grip - buttock and tit in either hand - when she 
pushed me away and I found I hadn’t the strength to 
protest. 

“No, William, not that way. You must have a very high 
opinion of your manly charms if you think any woman 
would risk her life for that, no matter how … blessed you 
are.” 

With that she lowered her gaze, staring at an area of my 
anatomy that isn’t usually spoken of in polite circles. I 
don’t know when I’ve ever felt so embarrassed - and I ain’t 
exactly a monk, as you know.  

They’re all the same under the skin, these wenches. 
From a New Orleans trollop to a Danish princess, give ’em 
a taste of Fletcher’s black art and they’re gasping for more. 
This one had bare-faced cheek oozing from every pore – 
and she was getting my blood pumping and everything 
standing to attention. 

“Have you forgotten about our agreement, William?” 



 111 

After all I’d been through over the last few weeks, I 
couldn’t work out what on earth she was talking about. And 
then it all came flooding back – she was still harking on 
about Montezuma’s gold. 

 “Ah, yes, er … the Aztec treasure trove. Well, I’d love 
to help, of course, but I was rather hoping to…” 

“You will help, William, and we will become the 
wealthiest couple in South America. Just think how happy 
we will be together.” 

And with that she took advantage of my weakened 
condition. Yet what can a poor man do when faced with 
such a convincing argument but give of his best, lie back, 
and think of England. 

When I awoke I thought I was back in my cell with 
nothing but the prospect of a firing squad to brighten my 
day. But then I saw Maria’s tousled hair, illuminated by 
shafts of sunlight streaming through gaps in the barn wall, 
and I suddenly felt such a sense of wellbeing it was almost 
overwhelming. She was sleeping soundly, poor girl, and it 
was just as well because if there was ever a time when I 
needed to take stock of the situation and plan my future, it 
was then. 

You see, as pleasant as my reunion with the lovely 
Maria may have been, I was still in a Godforsaken 
backwater miles from home, filled with bloodthirsty 
Liberals, vengeful Legionnaires, and a barking mad 
Emperor. And to top it all, my well-meaning protectress 
still had a bee in her bonnet about this non-existent treasure 
which, if I read things correctly, she still expected me to 
find by traipsing across half of Mexico. 

We’d brought the screws into the barn because we 
hadn’t wanted to run the risk of them bolting in the night, 
so I knew that saddling up and making a run for it without 
waking my pretty bandolero would be nigh on impossible. 
Besides, it suddenly dawned on me that I didn’t have the 
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foggiest notion where I was, having fled in the dark of 
night with barely the strength to cling on to my horse’s 
reins. 

 So I tip-toed to the door and slipped out to take a quick 
look around, and I got the shock of my life. For there, 
barely half a mile away, was a column of troops - and by 
the looks of things they were heading our way. But who 
were they? Without a field-glass it was difficult to tell 
whether they wore Liberal or Imperial uniforms. 

I was just about to perform a smart turn-about and head 
back inside the barn, when I noticed a ladder leaning 
against the wall. I was on the roof in seconds and from my 
new vantage point I could make out individual cavalrymen 
on their screws. As I’d feared, they would soon be upon us 
- and then I spotted him. 

He was sitting, proud and erect on his white screw, 
wearing his trademark jacket with a collar of gold braid. He 
was clean shaven with short dark hair, and yes, there they 
were - the telltale grey streaks on the back of his round 
head. Oh rapture! It was Miramon, no doubt about it.  

If I’d had time to give thanks for my good fortune, I dare 
say I would’ve gotten round to it eventually, but I had the 
more pressing problem of how to break the news to Maria. 
By the time I’d crawled down the ladder she was already 
awake and wanting to know what was happening. My line 
was going to be: 

 “Sorry, old girl, thanks for risking your life to save my 
skin and all that, but I’m afraid it’s all been a frightful 
waste of time. You see, my Imperial comrades need me 
back, don’t you know.”  

That was before I saw the colt revolver nestling in her 
right hand, and in an instant I decided to change tack. It 
wouldn’t do to upset a woman as resourceful as Maria 
when she’s armed with a lethal weapon, thinks I, no matter 
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how fond she might be of a roll in the hay with her English 
knight.  

After all, she’d had no qualms about shooting Carlos in 
order to save me. So now you see brave Fletch, all concern 
for his lover’s safety and willing to risk his life to protect 
his fair maiden. 

“Maria, the Liberals have caught up with us. They’ve 
just spotted me and are heading this way!” says I. 

“What?” cries Maria in alarm, and she ran to the door to 
look through the gaps in the wooden panels.  

I was gambling on the fact that my fellow Imperialists 
were too far away for her to identify them, and I held my 
breath, waiting to see how she reacted. I could see the fear 
in her eyes, and I decided to execute my plan before she 
had time to discover the truth. 

“You must save yourself, Maria. I couldn’t bear to see 
you harmed on my account.” 

“But what will you do, William? You must come with 
me,” protests my angel of mercy. 

“I’m afraid it’s no go, old girl – it’s me they’re after. If I 
come with you I’ll be putting you in danger. I just couldn’t 
live with myself if anything happened to you. Quick, go 
now.” 

She hesitated, but I guided her to the rear of the barn and 
urged her again. 

“Please, my love, I beseech you. Don’t worry about me. 
I’ll lead them away in the opposite direction and when I’m 
sure you’re safe, I’ll give them the slip and catch up with 
you later. Go!” 

I watched her ride off until I was sure she was well out 
of view and, feeling like Odhir, I emerged from the barn in 
time to meet what was left of Miramon’s army. I was 
greeted by a sergeant gazing in shock at the sight of 
Colonel Fletcher, the British officer they believed had been 
captured by Escobedo’s butchers. 
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“Morning, Sergeant, would you be good enough to give 
my kind regards to General Miramon. Tell him Colonel 
Fletcher’s here reporting for duty, there’s a good chap.” 
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There’s an omen if ever I saw one 
 

Barely half of the original force had escaped the 
slaughter at San Jacinto, and Miramon listened in grim 
silence as I described how his wounded brother had been 
dragged to his place of execution. The general and the other 
officers wanted to know how I had escaped a similar fate, 
so I told them in my offhand way.  

I’ve always found it suits my bluff persona to underplay 
my supposed heroic deeds and allow my audience to fill in 
the rest with their own imagination. It has served me well 
for nigh on seventy years. 

“Well, before we discovered what the damn Liberals had 
in store for us, I decided it was best if I tended to Joaquin’s 
wounds.” No harm in showing my concern for Miramon’s 
ill-fated brother, I thought. “But one of Escobedo’s thugs 
pulled me away. I can’t abide it when the opposition won’t 
play fair, so I had to wrestle his rifle from him and give him 
a smart rap around the head to show him some manners.”  

I had the satisfaction of seeing the officers looking on in 
awestruck admiration, and I proceeded to serve up some 
more heroics for their delectation.   

“Needless to say my captors were none too pleased, so I 
was forced to make a hasty exit. I managed to avenge our 
men by killing a handful of my pursuers, and when the 
ammunition ran out I was forced to find some cover. I 
thought it politic to blend in, so I ‘borrowed’ this uniform 
and I finally managed to slip the net. I’m mighty relieved I 
found you so that we can get back and teach those Liberal 
butchers a lesson.” 

I could tell by the condition of the ragged column of 
survivors that a return match would be impossible, but it 
never hurts to look keen for more blood-spilling when you 
know it’s safe. Mind you, I had a scare when some of the 
heartier fellows started to cheer and looked fit to take 
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revenge for the murder of their compatriots with their bare 
hands. Fortunately Miramon kept a cool head. 

“No, Colonel, I’m afraid that will not be possible. The 
odds are against us, I’m afraid, no matter how strong our 
desire to avenge our brothers might be. Our best hope is to 
join up with the rest of the army. Indeed, we have just had 
word that the Emperor is preparing to leave the capital as 
we speak. If we hurry we should be able to combine forces 
before he reaches Queretaro.” 

This was unwelcome news, if you like. I’d been hoping 
that our beloved Emperor had seen sense and would be 
planning to head back to Vera Cruz for a jolly sail home – 
after having offered me a cordial invitation  to join him, 
naturally. I was quickly coming to the conclusion that Max 
wasn’t willing to face the disgrace of failure back home. 
Gad, it wasn’t just his wife who belonged in a lunatic 
asylum. 

My one comforting thought was that Max would still be 
able to command a sizeable army, but unbeknownst to me 
his ministers had persuaded him that his expedition should 
be a wholly native one, and that he shouldn’t take any 
foreign troops with him. That meant the Belgians and 
Austrians would be left behind in the capital - and they 
were the best we had. So our Emperor was left 
commanding a force of no more than nine thousand men.  

We finally caught up with Max’s retinue eight miles out 
of the capital at a place called Tlalnepantla. Max had 
ordered a halt for breakfast and everyone was toasting the 
success of the expedition with champagne. Exactly what 
they’d succeeded in was never explained, but the sight of 
our rag-tag band arriving unexpectedly soon wiped the 
shine off their celebrations.  

I was looking forward to a warm welcome and a pat on 
my back for my heroic deeds, but the force was suddenly 
attacked by Liberal guerrilleros. This bodes well, thinks I, 
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and it took several hours of fighting before the raiding party 
was seen off.  

The Jacinto survivors were excused duty, thank God, but 
perhaps the most shocking thing about the whole episode 
was that our foolhardy Emperor deliberately placed himself 
in the thick of the fray and seemed to take an inordinate 
pleasure in exposing himself to enemy bullets. One of his 
generals remonstrated with him, only to be shocked by 
Max’s cavalier attitude. 

“What do you want me to do, run away the first chance I 
get?” says he, as if that explained everything. 

That was when I finally knew we were doomed. This 
Habsburg royal, who I’d pinned all my hopes on to offer 
me a way back to Europe and safety, had already burned 
his bridges and would rather get killed in battle than face 
the shame of failure at home. I wouldn’t have been 
surprised if his reckless behaviour hadn’t been fuelled by 
the fact that his crazy wife was bouncing off the walls of a 
padded cell. 

As we rode on, we were met with a gruesome sight. The 
body of one of our soldiers was hanging upside down from 
a tree, and it had been hacked to pieces with machetes.  

During my long military career I’ve seen first-hand what 
our fellow men are capable of doing to one another. I’ve 
witnessed the aftermath of a raid when the Apaches have 
chosen to pay a visit, and the gruesome sight of decapitated 
women and children who had the bad taste to live in India 
during the Mutiny is with me still. But I’ll admit the way 
the Imperialist soldier had been chopped into little pieces, 
long after he would have expired, made my bowels come to 
life at the thought of ending up in enemy hands. 

 When a Liberal soldier hiding in a ditch was discovered 
by some of the women in the camp, our men wanted to 
serve him the same way. But the Emperor had different 
ideas. 
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“This might be Juarez’s way of fighting, but it is not 
mine,” declares our Emperor. 

He had the prisoner brought before him, and although he 
happily furnished any information that was asked of him, 
Marquez and the other Mexican commanders wanted to 
have him shot. But Max insisted his life should be spared 
and the prisoner grabbed the chance to draft into one of the 
cavalry regiments.  

After experiencing Liberal hospitality, I’d have been 
more than happy for them to pop a bullet in the back of his 
head, but I consoled myself with the fact that if everything 
went wrong and we ended up at the mercy of the Liberals, 
then they might take note of such acts of mercy and spare 
us an executioner’s bullet. Aye, I should’ve remembered 
Jacinto.  

As we marched on, our Emperor rode a fine piebald 
horse and he wore his general’s coat and a large Mexican 
sombrero. He was armed with a sabre and two revolvers, 
and he always held a simple field-glass, with which he 
constantly scanned the countryside ahead of him. 

It was slow going and our Mexican artillery-pieces were 
so heavy that the gun teams were compelled to stop every 
few minutes. Fortunately our flanks were ‘protected’ by an 
army of women and children who always seemed to turn 
out when there was a Mexican army to cheer on. 

Not that you could rely on our Mexican friends. The 
men were carefully watched by their officers all day long, 
and by night they were locked up in haciendas to prevent 
them from running away - which was their preferred 
method of earning their pay. 

A day or so later, when we arrived at a village and came 
across an enemy outpost, Maximilian demanded he lead the 
attack. But Felix, who’d tagged along in spite of the 
decision to leave all foreigners behind, said he would go 
instead.  
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In the meantime I was doing my level best not to be a 
target for a Liberal bullet, when I suddenly heard someone 
blubbering. I turned round to see our Hungarian cook with 
a hole in his upper lip, where a spent ball had knocked out 
his front teeth. The bullet was still in his mouth and, not 
being partial to the taste of lead, he spat it out - together 
with his ivories. Naturally it was no skin off my arse, until I 
discovered that the incident must have affected his taste 
buds, because from then on our meals were abysmal.  

We captured a number of prisoners and General 
Marquez wanted to shoot them on the spot, but Maximilian 
forbade it. Mind you, I think the general only agreed for 
appearances sake, because I was woken up in the middle of 
the night by the sound of firing, and I caught a glimpse of 
the smiling general returning to camp. Naturally that was 
the last we ever saw of the prisoners. 

 He was a cold devil, Marquez. The sinister looking 
chief-of-staff was a cruel adventurer and he was known 
throughout the country as ‘The Tiger of Tacubaya’. He’d 
earned the flattering title when he’d massacred a group of 
medical students who had tried to care for the wounded 
during the civil war. Naturally I did my level best to avoid 
him like the plague. When the Emperor wanted to speak to 
him, Marquez only deigned to hear our royal leader the 
second or third time. It was almost as if he was awakening 
from a dream, although when he did rouse himself, his face 
changed to an exaggerated friendliness.  

A day or two later the enemy attacked again, but this 
time we had more luck and not only did we take a number 
of prisoners, but we also captured a substantial dinner 
which had been prepared for the Liberals in a neighbouring 
village. Many of us hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days and 
we set to in earnest, giving full justice to the welcome 
repast. 
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Three days later we reached Queretaro and we were 
loudly cheered as we made our way through the narrow 
streets of the town. The ladies even threw flowers from the 
balconies, and before Maximilian went off to the Cathedral 
for the traditional Te Deum, everyone was shouting:  

“Viva Maximiliano! Viva la Indepedencia!”  
My spirits were lifted by this warm reception and I even 

found myself hoping that perhaps we’d seen the last of any 
fighting and would be left in peace. 

But my sudden elation wasn’t to last. When Maximilian 
entered the town and his horse stumbled, I remember 
thinking: there’s an omen if ever I saw one.  
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The largest part of his anatomy 
 

The location of Queretaro only added to my sense of 
foreboding. It was picturesque enough, being an old 
Spanish colonial town lying in a fertile valley and divided 
by the waters of the fast-flowing Rio Blanco. But what set 
my nerves on edge was the fact that it was entirely 
surrounded by hills from which every house could be 
reached by gunfire. You couldn’t have picked a worse 
location to make a stand if you’d tried.  

The only way I could see of defending the place 
effectively was by occupying the surrounding hills, but we 
hadn’t the men for that. A fine state of affairs, you’ll 
agree.21 

Even our poor choice of town might have been 
overcome if we’d had a half-decent general’s staff, but 
even that wasn’t to be. General Miramon had little talent 
for leadership, although he was brave and straightforward 
and he’d even been President of the Republic back in the 
day. But General Marquez distrusted him, saying he only 
cared for himself and his ambitious plans. So you can see 
we were a happy little band. 

In spite of the fact that the ministers had insisted on a 
purely Mexican force, it turned out that nearly a third were 
foreigners. Most of the elite brigades were French, and as 
for the rest: there were Germans, Austrians, Russians, 
Poles, ex-Legionnaires, and even failed adventurers who 
had drifted across the Rio Grande in search of Maria’s 
Aztec gold. 

As I said, we’d also been joined by my old partner-in-
crime, Felix Salm. I ventured to ask him why he’d decided 
to join us and I was a fool to ask. 

“It did not seem natural to me to be left behind when 
there is fighting to be done.” 

My God, where do they all come from? 
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I had time to take stock of some of the other Mexican 
officers on whom the Emperor’s and my own safety might 
depend. General Mejia was an ugly little Indian in his mid-
forties with remarkably yellow skin. He had an enormous 
mouth, above which there were a few black bristles that I 
suppose he thought constituted a moustache. However, 
apparently he was a reliable man who was devoted to the 
Emperor and a good general of cavalry. Felix told me he 
was also known for his personal bravery.  

General Castillo was a small, black-haired, thin man 
who was almost deaf. He’d had the misfortune to fall into 
the hands of the Liberals and they’d sent him off to some 
rocky island in the Pacific that was so barren, most 
prisoners died after a year or two. He’d survived for a year 
by making himself a cactus hut and sleeping on seaweed. 
Eventually he’d managed to escape.  

When I spoke to him it was clear he was an educated 
man, and Felix said that under fire he gave orders as calmly 
as if he were relaxing in his drawing room. “Fear is a 
stranger to him,” explained Felix, so I marked him out as 
one to be wary of.  

The senior men were invited to dine with the Emperor 
and I sat next to a Colonel Lopez. He carried on a lively 
conversation with Maximilian for most of the night and he 
seemed to have a very agreeable manner. But if only I’d 
known the trouble he was going to cause me, I probably 
would have held him face down in his soup. 

We spent the first days in the city pleasantly enough - 
dining on the main promenade, visiting the theatre, and I 
even had the opportunity to attend a bull fight. I’d seen a 
similar spectacle before, of course, and this one was a 
paltry affair, though bloody enough. Six horses were gored 
but neither the picadors nor the matadors showed any skill.  

I do have a vivid recollection, however, of two peasant 
women, rough looking but pretty enough, who tried their 
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luck against the bull. Needless to say they didn’t fare very 
well and were forced to run headlong out of the arena, to 
the accompaniment of howls of laughing and loud hissing 
from the audience.22 

All the frivolity wasn’t to last, of course, and after a few 
weeks the first real attacks began. As soon as the batteries 
on Cuesta China hill had given the signal, strong columns 
of cavalry advanced from the south. Once they were on the 
plains, Mejia attacked them with his cavalry, and I was 
heartened to see the Liberals flee in disorder after only a 
brief resistance. Our troopers pursued them all the way to 
their camp, killing over a hundred men and taking a 
number of prisoners.  

Maximilian took up residence in the casino of all places 
and, as soon as he’d reviewed his troops, he summoned all 
the staff to a council of war. The Juaristas now had a 
combined force of about twenty-seven thousand men and 
they were advancing on Queretaro from all directions. 
Miramon advocated a strong offensive before the Liberal 
armies could meet up. 

 You can imagine what I thought of this suggestion. It 
made good military sense, but I didn’t relish the idea of 
being dragged along to another Mexican battlefield, only to 
get shot against a wall for my trouble. I needn’t have 
worried because Marquez never agreed on anything with 
the younger Miramon. He said it would be better to let the 
armies meet up and then we could: “… annihilate them at a 
blow.” It was ridiculous, of course, but at least it meant I 
could stay in the relative safety of Queretaro.  

Indeed, the next few days in town were comparatively 
quiet, and the daily routine almost lulled me into a false 
sense of security.  

Maximilian habitually rose early and would deal with 
any paperwork with his secretary, Blasio. Afterwards he’d 
go about the streets dressed in civilian clothes and mingle 
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with the people, even asking passers-by for a light without 
being recognised - which never failed to amuse him for 
some reason. The rest of the day was spent in conversation 
with his staff, and after an early dinner we would often play 
billiards before he retired for the night. 

 Unfortunately, while I was partaking of all these 
wonderful pleasures of a soldier’s life, the Liberal armies 
were closing in every day. As they massed their troops 
around the town, Maximilian had us all ride out to a rocky 
hill to the west called Cerro de las Campanas – ‘The Hill of 
Bells’.  

I remember there was a dense fog, but as it gradually 
cleared and the sun came out, we could see long enemy 
columns with their bayonets gleaming. Suddenly the men 
started shouting: “Viva el Emperador!” It was clear they 
were eager to take a swipe at the enemy while the Liberals 
were still disorganised and hadn’t taken up a defensive 
position. 

 But Marquez was there again and he insisted on leaving 
the first offensive to the enemy. So nothing was done and, 
as dusk approached, the men were ordered to return to 
town. In many ways Marquez reminded me of that 
blithering idiot Elphy Bey, who’d been responsible for the 
Kabul retreat in Afghanistan. Both of them were given 
numerous opportunities to save their men from disaster and 
brilliantly ignored every single one. 

I was looking forward to getting back to the comfortable 
room I’d commandeered in a pretty hacienda near Max’s 
headquarters – together with a bottle of mezcal and a rather 
fetching Indian girl I’d exchanged pleasantries with earlier 
in the day. Unfortunately the Emperor had other ideas.  

He’d been so pleased with the vantage point the Hill of 
Bells afforded, that he had the wonderful idea of 
establishing his field headquarters there. And as his 
unofficial bodyguard he expected me to be on hand - the 
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selfish swine. We had to sleep under blankets in the open 
air each night for a week, and thoroughly miserable it was 
too.  

We ordered the soldiers to clear away the brush and 
cacti, and the people who lived nearby lent a hand by 
dragging our guns into position. The second day 
Maximilian, looking well pleased with himself, deigned to 
speak to me. 

 “Come into my office,” says he. 
Barely able to conceal his excitement, he led me into a 

hollow, cleverly concealed in the rocky side of the hill by 
bushes and brush. Each morning Blasio would arrive, and I 
have a vivid recollection of them sitting in the cramped 
hole, dealing with their correspondence - just as they had 
done at the casino when we’d first arrived. 

At least we still ate well, and at ten o’clock every 
morning a servant appeared with breakfast consisting of 
roast turkey, eggs, cold meat, cheese, bread, and a bottle of 
wine. I remember spreading out my blankets on a 
convenient rock, and after tucking into an early banquet I 
would lie back and enjoy a fine cigar. Then I would look 
down at the enemy camp and listen to the birds chirping, 
interrupted by the sound of an occasional shot in the 
distance. 

During those early days there were a few skirmishes 
when small bodies of our cavalry attacked the Liberal 
positions. Being a cavalryman, I was careful to make sure I 
was out of sight in case some idiot commander was on the 
lookout for volunteers. At the daily council of war 
Miramon would invariably advocate attacking, but he was 
as often as not overruled by Marquez, and all the while the 
Liberals were improving their positions. 

 It was at this time that we received another piece of 
disturbing news. The Liberals had succeeded in cutting the 
aqueduct which we depended on for our water supply. That 
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was when I knew beyond all doubt that we weren’t there to 
fight a war anymore - we were under siege. 

By the end of the week it appeared that the enemy forces 
were not intending to attack, so Maximilian finally decided 
to withdraw to the town and we set up the general 
headquarters in the old Spanish convent of La Cruz, a huge 
building whose thick walls made it a miniature fortress. As 
we settled in I saw that we were in the eastern part of the 
town and still in sight of the enemy lines. The first night I 
remember passing Blasio in the courtyard. 

“It is not a good omen, Colonel Fletcher. This is the 
Emperor’s unlucky day,” says he, pointing to his diary - 
and I noted that it was March 13th.  

A battalion was quartered amongst the trees on the large 
patio and the other soldiers had to occupy the corridors but, 
as an Imperial aide, I managed to purloin one of the cells in 
the convent near to Maximilian. 

 On our arrival I’d noticed there were a number of 
prominent outbuildings, including a chapel and a pantheon. 
To my trained eye I realised that if they were taken over by 
Liberal forces, we’d be sitting ducks. But when I 
mentioned it to Marquez he said there was no need to 
fortify them. 

“The enemy we are dealing with are nothing but a 
worthless rabble,” says he smugly. 

Well, even the greenest soldier knows that it never does 
to underestimate your opponent, and I was sure that 
Maximilian would overrule him and insist that the 
outbuildings were occupied. But he simply shrugged and 
let Marquez have his way.  

I went back to my cell, cursing idiot commanders and 
wondering whether it might not be time to don a suitable 
disguise. I’d done it many times before, making a run for it 
while I had the chance, but the thought of making my way 
through the Liberal Army was too much. If I’d known what 
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was to come, I dare say I would have crawled all the way to 
the Rio Grande on my hands and knees. 

Early next day Escobedo launched his first serious 
attack on the town. The main assault was directed against 
the convent and the bridge crossing the Rio Blanco to the 
north. At the same time the Liberals made a feinting 
movement against the Hill of Bells in an attempt to draw 
off some of our troops.  

From my position on the east wall of the convent I could 
see dense columns of infantry advancing, and the pantheon 
and the chapel were occupied by the enemy, as I’d foretold. 
Almost immediately soldiers were climbing on to the 
chapel roof and laying down gunfire directly at the convent.  

Of course you know what usually happens when Fletch 
witnesses the start of a battle proper. If he is serving a 
commander with common sense, he will settle down in a 
carefully selected bunker safe from stray bullets and appear 
concerned, while he offers morsels of military advice and 
generally looks frustrated at not being able to join the 
melee with the rest of the men.  

The problem was that Maximilian didn’t have any 
common sense, and he took up a position in the plaza in 
front of the convent, encouraging his forces and completely 
oblivious to the rain of projectiles we were exposed to. 

I felt duty-bound as his loyal confidante to point out 
tactfully that it might be wiser, as commander of his army, 
to retire to a less dangerous venue - not for his own safety, 
you understand, but for the good of the Imperialist cause. 

“Consider, Your Majesty, if you are killed, what will 
become of the office of the presidency?” says I, trying not 
to let panic show in my voice. 

“I thank you for your concern, Colonel, but my place is 
here. While the fighting continues, this is where I will 
remain,” says the inconsiderate fool. 
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Well, that’s what you get for trying to save the 
monarchy. I’d done my level best for him, but now it was 
time to save the Emperor’s English aide-de-camp. And on 
that thought I was just about to leave the cover of the 
wooden cart I was sheltering behind and run for the 
convent, when a Mexican officer next to me stood up to 
return fire and promptly had his head blown off for his 
trouble. I screamed as I was showered in his blood and I 
crouched on the ground, trying to avoid the splinters of 
wood erupting form the cart.  

The stalemate must have lasted for hours, but I’ve often 
found that when the heat of battle is all around and you are 
constantly in fear of the next bullet heading your way, time 
seems to lose all meaning.  

How I didn’t get hit I’ll never know. The cart was sturdy 
enough, but it was positioned in such a way that it was 
impossible to guarantee that I was completely out of sight. 

At first I contented myself with staying put behind the 
sturdiest part of my makeshift fortress. But fear is a funny 
thing. If you just lie there quaking, minutes seem like 
hours, and before you know it you’ve fainted dead away 
from terror. 

 So I did my bit, when I thought I had the opportunity 
without putting myself in harm’s way - just to keep myself 
sane more than anything else. Besides, there was nowhere 
to run, not without risking a hail of bullets, and I decided 
that for every one of the enemy I managed to stop troubling 
the world, there was one less shooting at Fletcher’s shaking 
carcase. 

 Despite my heroic efforts, we eventually had to retreat 
en masse to the patios of the convent, and I could see we 
were in imminent danger of losing the whole headquarters. 
It was then that General Mejia ordered us to charge. 

I’d been there before, of course - madmen seeing the 
odds against them and yelling to their men: “Let’s give ’em 
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what for!” I’d had the misfortune to take part in the most 
famous charge of all at Balaclava, but then I’d had no 
choice, what with a horse bolting under me. So now you 
see Colonel Fletcher looking longingly at the safety of the 
convent walls, thinking: I’ll charge, all right - I’ll charge all 
the way to my cosy cell and a bottle of mezcal if I have 
anything to do with it. 

And that’s precisely what would have happened if 
Maximilian hadn’t been there again, patting me on the back 
and wishing me luck, blast him. My goose was thoroughly 
cooked and you have the dubious pleasure of witnessing 
Fletcher heading towards the enemy instead of fleeing and 
screaming for dear mercy. 

Before I had time to think, we were running headlong 
into the fray and soon there were men all around me 
fighting hand-to-hand. I was armed with a sword and while 
I’m no sabreur, I’ve had to resort to the use of cold steel on 
more than one occasion. I still have the scars from the 
schlager wielded by a sinister chap from Bavaria. He’d 
been an expert swordsman and although I hadn’t 
necessarily been in his league, I’d still managed to serve 
him a nasty wound in return.  

However, I prefer to refrain from the cut and thrust of 
swordplay if I have a firearm to hand. So while my fellow 
Imperialists were hacking away and getting a sharp blade in 
the gut for their efforts, I was using my trusty Adams to 
pick off any likely lad who threatened to get too close to 
England’s best. 

I noticed that the chapel had a wall extending from the 
side, making a corner of sorts, and I judged it to be a 
suitable spot for me to pick off any would-be attackers. I 
reasoned that I wouldn’t have to worry about watching my 
rear and I’d get just enough warning to down anyone 
threatening my person. 
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 As soon as I reached my defensive position I turned my 
back against the wall, with a fully loaded weapon at the 
ready, waiting for my first victim. Fighting was going on 
all around and I fought the temptation to take pot shots at 
random targets, preferring to save my ammunition for 
anyone who had the temerity to turn his attention to Will 
Fletcher. 

I had five shots before I had to reload and I wanted to 
make every single one count. So I looked around feverishly 
for signs of anyone heading towards my little patch of 
Mexico. It wasn’t long before a short Indian wearing a 
Liberal uniform quickly dispatched one of Max’s heroes, 
and with his sword still covered in blood he turned to face 
me. But before he’d taken a step I shot him in the chest and 
he dropped like a stone. 

I barely had time to catch my breath before another 
Liberal was taking aim with his rifle. I turned to fire but he 
knelt down to take aim and my shot missed. I saw him pull 
the trigger and I cried out in terror – but incredibly nothing 
happened. It had been too noisy to hear the click of the 
hammer on an empty chamber, but he must have run out of 
ammunition because he was looking at his rifle and 
searching the pouch on his belt. I thought it best not to give 
him time to finish foraging and I shot him twice, the second 
bullet striking him in the neck. 

With only one shot left I thought about reloading while I 
had the chance, when I heard a sound from above. I looked 
up in time to see a fat infantryman staring down from the 
roof, trying to position his rifle so he could take a shot at 
me. But because of the angle of fire and his size, he was 
having a hell of a struggle. So I took careful aim and fed 
him my last bullet before he managed to shoot. I caught 
him in his stomach (the largest part of his anatomy) and he 
toppled forward.  
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I soon realised that instead of being killed by a bullet, I 
was in danger of being crushed to death when my 
overweight assailant landed on top of me. So I stepped 
back as close to the wall as I could get. His falling carcase 
still caught me a glancing blow and I fell over, ending up 
sprawled on the ground with his dead weight on top. 
Instinctively I tried to push his massive bulk off me, but 
then I heard more shots and I felt the blows as bullets 
pummelled into the corpse of my new protector.  

Eventually the firing stopped and whoever had been 
responsible for shooting into my fat friend had either been 
killed himself, or had found a more interesting target. 

I’d dropped my pistol when Moby Dick had landed on 
top of me, and my sword was still sheathed and trapped 
under my leg. Even if I could have found my pistol in time, 
it needed reloading - and suddenly I felt all my strength 
desert me.  

I was trying to decide whether it would be safer to push 
my inert bodyguard away and try fumbling for more 
bullets, or to just lie there and hope I was forgotten 
amongst all the confusion. As I wrestled with the dilemma, 
I noticed that the sounds of fighting were starting to recede. 

Amazingly our men were driving the Liberals away and 
they were even pursuing them out of town. So I decided to 
stay where I was until all the excitement had died down. 
When I finally extricated myself from my unwitting 
saviour, the fight was over.  

I couldn’t remember a time when I’d felt so exhausted. 
I’ve been unwillingly plunged into the mayhem of action 
before, but the relentless danger of the day was finally 
getting the better of my aging nerves. Now that the 
immediate threat was over, all I wanted to do was crawl 
into my bed and sleep.  

We were still getting pounded by shot and shell from 
China Hill, but at least it looked as if the danger of being 
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overrun had passed. Mind you, it didn’t stop our lunatic 
Emperor from standing in the middle of the Plaza, 
oblivious to the danger, and with rising alarm I suddenly 
realised he was beckoning me over. There was nothing for 
it but to abandon any idea I’d had of returning to my safe 
little billet in the convent, and I went over to find out what 
the idiot wanted.  

So there I was, with bullets flying all around, while 
Maximilian stood with his revolver in his hand, chatting as 
calmly as if he were waiting for his turn with the billiard 
cue.  

“Fletcher, I think our defence here will hold for the 
present,” says the bloody know-all.  

Amen to that, thinks I, but I held my tongue, hoping that 
he’d get to the point so I could return to the convent where 
I belonged. Of course he had other ideas. 

“I think your talents as a cavalry officer would be better 
employed assisting Colonel Salm at the bridge.” 

Weak as I was, I believe that if he hadn’t turned away at 
that moment, I would have grabbed him by the throat, 
whiskers and all, and pulled his sombrero down over his fat 
head. 
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When all is said and done 
 

After the hell I’d been through I was damned if I was 
going to get into another fight on behalf of our ungrateful 
leader with the face furniture. So I tried to take my time 
riding through the town, but with one of Max’s lieutenants 
tagging along I couldn’t hold back forever.  

Felix was commanding a regiment of Cazadores, and as 
we approached the bridge I could see that my Prussian 
prince was at the head of his men, ad gloriam, like the 
reckless hero he was. Their objective appeared to be a 
Parrot gun, halfway up a hill on the other side of the bridge, 
which was laying down fire into our ranks and causing a 
frightful nuisance.   

“Come on, Colonel, we’re in time,” cries my eager 
companion. 

I didn’t like to spoil my little blood-spiller’s fun, so I did 
the gentlemanly thing and let him go first. I was more than 
happy to bring up the rear and I judged that by the time we 
reached the gun, any action should be happily concluded - 
which just goes to show how wrong you can be. 

On the near side of the bridge were houses with flat 
roofs and an adobe wall that had been built as part of our 
defences. On the far side there was a small piece of open 
ground leading to a large building which turned out to be 
an inn.  

Great masses of infantry could be seen forming near a 
chapel higher up on the far slope and the rifled Parrot gun 
started firing at the bridge. Some shots even reached one of 
the plazas in the centre of the city where, I learned later, 
several of the town’s citizens were killed. Some of the 
shells burst close by and Felix’s Cazadores were getting 
impatient. Suddenly they were all around us, crying:  

“Lead on, Colonel, lead on! We will whip them. The 
Cazadores always go ahead!” 
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They were a bloodthirsty crew, those Cazadores. Felix 
had told me how they were always fighting amongst 
themselves, and more than once he’d had to pull one or two 
livelier sparks apart before he had a murder on his hands.  

Yet here they were, faced with a common enemy and all 
trying to outdo each other in the bravery stakes. Even the 
buglers, barely out of the schoolroom, were arming 
themselves and grabbing handfuls of cartridge to hunt for 
Chicancos. And there was Fletch, the only harbour of 
sanity in the storm of breast-beating, frantically searching 
for a way out of the asylum.  

Felix was just trying to restore calm and order, 
promising them the right moment was near at hand, when 
we received the order I’d been dreading. We were to drive 
away the troublesome Parrot gun and to occupy the inn and 
houses on the far side of the bridge. 

 Our prince even decided to give us a little pep talk, blast 
him. He’d finally mastered English but his Spanish was 
atrocious, so God knows what his little band of cut-throats 
made of it all. In short, he insisted he didn’t want to hear a 
shot fired until he ordered it and the main business was to 
be taken care of with bayonets. 

 Bugger me! If there’s one thing I like to avoid at all 
costs, it’s getting in close with the enemy when they’re 
trying to put cold steel into my quivering carcase. I prefer 
to dispatch my assailants (who in the best of all possible 
worlds are unarmed) with a calmly placed shot from a safe 
distance behind a comforting stone wall.  

The Cazadores were quivering with eagerness, like a 
pack of hounds waiting for the signal from the huntsman, 
and when the order came there was a tremendous cheer as 
they stormed the bridge, dragging a reluctant Fletch along 
with them. There was nothing for it but to keep pace with 
the rest, but I made sure I was in the middle of the pack so 
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that I was shielded from any inconvenient bullets heading 
our way. 

When we reached the other side of the bridge we 
received a shower of canister and we turned to see the 
Parrot gun right in front of us. Felix raised his sword and 
called out: 

“Viva il Emperador! A la pieza muchachos!” 
And with that we were rushing towards the gun. I 

noticed a Liberal officer fire off a shot with his revolver, 
and a little swarthy Mexican riding in front of me went 
down, screaming. As a reward for his efforts, the Liberal 
commander immediately had half a dozen bayonets buried 
into his body and the rest of the artillerymen were served 
the same way. I’d been ready to give anyone who got too 
close a bellyful of lead, but fortunately it was all over 
before I had time to empty my bowels.  

The conquered piece was sent back to the bridge, and in 
the meantime the reserves had been busy firing on the inn. 
The Liberals soon attempted to save themselves by fleeing 
through the gardens along the hillside, and I was glad to see 
the enemy infantry run panic-stricken into any empty 
houses they could find, locking the doors behind them. I’d 
have let them be, but Felix had the doors broken open with 
a few well-applied shots.  

The Cazadores couldn’t get inside quickly enough, and I 
was happy to stand well back and wish them luck. In my 
experience, the first one through the door usually gets his 
head blown off for his trouble.  

The Frogs in the Cazadores remembered San Jacinto and 
by the sound of the screams emanating from inside the 
buildings, they were taking their revenge. I didn’t venture 
too close, being heartily sick of bloodshed by then, but 
Felix later told me he’d tried to stop them torturing their 
helpless victims without much success. The soldiers who 
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made up the Gallic contingent were particularly brutal to 
their fellow Frogs who’d gone over to the enemy.  

Felix came back with his sword bloodied and he 
explained that, being the honourable chap he was, he’d had 
to use it against his own men who’d refused to obey orders 
when he told them to spare any Liberals crying for mercy.  

After this we rode on and it was gratifying to see our 
die-hards herding the enemy like a flock of sheep. Some of 
the unfortunate souls gathered at the chapel, clearly 
intending to make a stand, but we drew up and poured 
volley after volley into them and they fled over the edge of 
the hill in total disorder.  

Just then Colonel Lopez arrived at the head of the 
Empress’s regiment and Felix sent two officers with the 
request that he should pursue the enemy, but Lopez sent 
them back with his polite refusal. We rode up to him and 
my Prussian friend repeated his request, but Lopez was 
having none of it. 

“I cannot expose my regiment in such a manner. The 
ground is not fit for cavalry,” says he, which was total 
nonsense because the field was as flat as a bowling green.  

Inwardly I took my hat off to the cavalryman for some 
nifty shirking. Fortunately, since we’d only been told to 
silence the Parrot gun and we’d done that to admiration, 
Felix didn’t dare do any more without waiting for further 
orders. So I was flooded with relief when we were finally 
told to retreat. The Cazadores were furious. Clearly killing 
several hundred of the enemy was just a tasty hors d'oeuvre 
to our pack of bloodthirsty maniacs. 

I remember one particular member of the cruel band 
because he was such a queer fellow. He was a little black 
Mexican who was always hanging around Felix, to whom 
he’d shown a great attachment. He was constantly fishing 
for an approving word and he was never happier than when 
my princely friend gave him some dangerous commission. 
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He was forever crying, and during the fight I’d noticed him 
come up to Felix, blubbering to wake the dead and holding 
up what used to be the barrel of a gun. 

“Colonel,” cries he, “I have done my duty - yes, I did 
my duty. I deserve a new gun or I cannot fight any more.” 

Between the tears, Felix tried asking him what had 
happened to his weapon. 

“My bayonet broke when I spitted a Chicanco against 
the wall. I had to use my stock against another man and I 
dashed his brains out, but that broke too. I was forced to hit 
the skull of the third man with my barrel, but his bones 
proved harder than I’d expected and the barrel bent, as you 
can see.”  

And blow me if he wasn’t bawling again like a petulant 
child. Had I ever seen the like?  

We’d only lost about thirty in dead or wounded and 
when we returned to the bridge there was quite an ovation 
at the news of our success. We were met by a Mr. Clark of 
the New York Herald, and when he found out who I was, 
he became so excited that he nearly pulled me off my 
horse. He was a fellow Englishman and he was clearly 
taken aback at the sight of the hero of the Crimea popping 
up in a Mexican scrap. 

“I’ll be passing on this surprising copy to the Times and 
no mistake, Colonel,” says he amiably. 

Having won more than my fair share of undeserved 
laurels in my time I didn’t much care, but it’s politic to 
keep in with the press and it was just the sort of thing the 
papers at home would have relished. I could almost picture 
the front page in my mind’s eye. 

‘THE GALLANT COLONEL FLETCHER 
SEARCHES FOR ADVENTURE FAR FROM HOME.’ 

 So I made some suitable noises and wished him well. 
As it happened he was nearly killed a short while later 
when a cannon-ball landed in his room, but he survived the 
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day and I dare say there’s a clipping somewhere in my 
collection, describing my Mexican heroics.   

As luck would have it, it was just as well that I’d been 
sent away from our headquarters at the Cruz when I was, 
because we got news that the Liberals had retaken the 
pantheon and they’d advanced across the large courtyard to 
attack the convent itself.  

The tide turned when Colonel Rodriguez, another 
madman who didn’t know the meaning of fear, sallied out 
at the head of his battalion and not only drove the Liberals 
away, but took the pantheon and the chapel for a second 
time - even pursuing the enemy some distance out of town.  

I dare say I would’ve been dragooned into service if I’d 
been foolish enough to be on hand. Although the bridge 
escapade had been no picnic, I’d come through pretty much 
unscathed – and when all is said and done, that’s what 
matters when Fletch is filling in his diary at the end of the 
day.  
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Feeling sorry for myself 
 

The good news was that the enemy had been repulsed 
everywhere. We’d lost around six hundred men into the 
bargain but we judged that the enemy, who for the most 
part had been forced to fight in the open, counted their 
losses in the thousands. Moreover, we’d managed to take 
seven or eight hundred prisoners, of whom a good number 
joined our army. I have to say they were treated a sight 
better than they had been by their own officers, who 
flogged their troops at the drop of a hat.  

The Emperor came to pay us a visit, thanking us for a 
job well done, and the cheers from the men were deafening. 
A little later a friar came by with an image of the Holy 
Virgin hanging by a rope around his neck, and the 
Mexicans rushed up to him, crossing their chests. With 
blood still on their hands from a hard day’s butchering, 
each of them took hold of the holy image and kissed it. 
Well, one man’s sin is another man’s virtue, I suppose - 
enough said.  

At long last night came and the thunder of guns and the 
rattle of musketry were followed by an eerie stillness. The 
streets were deserted, and everyone except those manning 
the outposts was sleeping after a hard day’s work. Even the 
clocks were silent because the person responsible had 
forgotten to wind them up. Quite understandable under the 
circumstances.  

I’d had many a night disturbed by the sound of dogs 
roaming the streets, but even they were mute. When I 
enquired as to their whereabouts, I was informed that 
they’d been lured by the horrid meal we’d unexpectedly 
dished up on the fields outside the city. 

Medals were awarded the next day as a reward for the 
bravery of the troops, and I couldn’t help but look on 
amazed at the sight of the little Mexican (he of the 
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waterworks) receiving his glittering decoration. He was so 
beside himself with pleasure, he gave every one of us the 
Mexican embrazo, beating his hands against his chest and 
shedding tears all over us. 

In view of our success I was hoping for the best. You 
see, whereas a European army might not have been 
discouraged by a defeat, to a Mexican one it absolutely 
meant the end of the world - even if their force was many 
times larger than that of the enemy. It was almost 
impossible to make ’em stand and fight again. They threw 
away their guns and either ran off to their homes, or over to 
the enemy. 

 There was also the fact that now the Frogs had cleared 
out, the Imperialists held Vera Cruz. The revenue from the 
customs which Bazaine had been siphoning off would now 
pay for a large army. I dare say that if we’d pressed home 
our advantage, we might well have beaten the Liberals once 
and for all. But it wasn’t to be. Marquez wouldn’t hear of it 
and, since the Emperor was infatuated with him, that was 
that. 

The next night the Liberals tried to attack the bridge 
again under the cover of darkness but they were beaten off. 
We were regularly bombarded by cannon-balls, but luckily 
they were so badly made that the great majority of them 
didn’t explode, in spite of the fact that the enemy 
artillerymen were paid a dollar for every successful shot 
they managed to fire.  

But we were greeted by more horrendous news the 
following day. The Liberals had been reinforced, bringing 
their total strength to about forty thousand men. 
Unfortunately we were down to a tiny fraction of that.23  

To top it all, we had less than forty guns - and powder 
and ammunition were running short. Fortunately our 
artillery commander, General Arellano, was an enterprising 
soul and he confiscated all the available sulphur and 
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saltpetre and stripped the theatre and churches of their lead 
and bells, which he had melted down into shot. 

Food and water were also getting scarce, what with the 
cutting of the aqueduct. The garrison was making do with 
horse and mule flesh and I distinctly remember being 
invited to join the Emperor’s table where we had an 
indifferent meal. I was informed after the event that, to my 
horror, we’d been enjoying cat pie. I quickly tried washing 
it down with one of the few remaining bottles of burgundy 
that the Emperor had squirreled away, but I felt queasy for 
days. 

Feline pastries were not the only thing making me feel 
sick just then. Our lunatic Emperor was still showing scant 
concern for his personal safety. In the afternoons I 
witnessed the incredible sight of him taking his daily 
exercise in the square with Blasio, dictating material for a 
new edition of his work on Court Ceremonial. The result 
was that his tall figure immediately became the principal 
object of interest on the part of the Liberal artillery.  

The plaza was bombarded, but being useless the Liberals 
invariably aimed too high and the cannon-balls buried 
themselves in the brickwork of the adjoining houses. 
Eventually, in response to urgent entreaties from Miramon, 
the Emperor consented to abandon these hazardous 
afternoon strolls and his literary activities had to be 
postponed. 

 The common soldiery were all for him, of course. A lot 
of the Mexican officers ill-treated the troops under their 
command, and Maximilian would frequently visit the front 
lines and politely enquire whether the men were getting 
their pay and rations. He even frequented the hospitals to 
see the sick and wounded and he put Dr Basch in charge, 
with the result that the surgery in these institutions 
improved no end.24 
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At the end of that long month of March, I saw first-hand 
how highly Maximilian was regarded by his faithful army. 
One day he ordered his officers and men to assemble in the 
convent square. He stood under an awning which had been 
decked out with flags and flowers, and to the 
accompaniment of a military band he decorated all those 
who had distinguished themselves in the recent fighting. 
When Maximilian had finished and was about to leave, 
Miramon approached, holding the bronze medal for valour 
in his hand. 

“Your Majesty has decorated your officers and men as 
an acknowledgement of their bravery, faithfulness and 
devotion. In the name of Your Majesty’s army, I take the 
liberty of bestowing this token of valour and honour on the 
bravest of all, who has always been at our side in all 
dangers and hardships, giving us the most august and 
brilliant example - a distinction which Your Majesty 
deserves before any man.” 

With those words the general pinned the medal to the 
Emperor’s uniform and gave him the Mexican embrazo. 
The troops applauded and cheered enthusiastically as 
Maximilian, who you could see had been taken completely 
by surprise by this spontaneous act, expressed his thanks. 

 As I’ve said, I had no particular love for the Emperor of 
Mexico after what he put me through, but I’ll admit that 
even hard-hearted Fletch found himself cheering and 
clapping - and not just for form’s sake. I was alarmed to 
find I had a lump in my throat when I saw his eyes moisten 
at this unexpected tribute from his Mexican subjects. (God 
knows why - I was probably feeling sorry for myself.) He 
wore that decoration with pride for the remainder of the 
siege, by the way. 
 

*      *      * 
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The inhabitants of the city were frequently killed in the 
streets, but they became so accustomed to it that women 
could be seen having their usual afternoon promenade, or 
taking the air on their balconies. Many of them paid for it 
with their lives or lost limbs for their recklessness. 

 Even the coffee houses were crowded. If you wanted to 
catch up on the latest news from the front line, all you had 
to do was pop along to the French café and listen to the 
soldiers chatting away. 

I found myself there one night talking to an amiable 
Austrian major called Ernest Pitner. He’d been severely 
wounded in the battle of Santa Gertrudis the previous year 
and he’d fallen into the hands of the enemy. The Liberals 
had also captured several million dollars which had been 
destined for Monterey. He told me how Escobedo had 
arranged for ten thousand pounds sterling to be sent to 
England for his personal account. Clearly he was not averse 
to helping himself to the spoils of war, and I thought it was 
worth bearing in mind if I was forced to bribe my way out 
of the Godforsaken country.  

Now that my old father-in-law was facing the long 
sleep, my darling Elizabeth wouldn’t mind offering up a 
few coffers to ensure the freedom of her beloved, surely, 
thinks I. Suddenly I was overcome with a terrible doubt and 
I put the thought from my mind, deciding it didn’t bear too 
close an inspection. 

Pitner was accompanied by Felix’s aide-de-camp at the 
time - a young lad called Montecon. I mentioned to him 
that I’d noticed he always stuck close on the heels of his 
Prussian commander, and he calmly explained that it was 
his job, if Felix were ever killed, to take care of the body. I 
swear these bloody heroes were more concerned about 
what happened to them after they’d been turned into worm-
food than their own safety on the battlefield.  
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Anyway, it wasn’t long before the Emperor and his 
entourage realised that in spite of our recent successes, we 
were still effectively under siege, and a council of war was 
called. As a senior officer I was asked to attend, but I’ll not 
weary you with the boring details, of which I sincerely 
wished I could have been spared. Suffice it to say that there 
were five proposals. 

 Retreat with the whole army (it had its points); retreat 
and leave most of our materiel to facilitate a quick escape 
(my personal favourite); continue defending as we were 
(bound to end in tears); divide the army in two with one 
half continuing the defence while the other went to get help 
(no thank you, I know who’d end up staying to keep the 
shop open); or allow the army to escape and keep a small 
reserve of senior officers to protect the Emperor and attack 
the enemy - I beg your pardon? 
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I still haven’t fathomed what makes them tick 
 

After a lot of dithering and useless discussion back and 
forth, it was decided to stay where we were and carry on. I 
don’t know how long everyone thought the ridiculous state 
of affairs could continue, but I rather doubted we’d survive 
long enough to draw a pension.  

As the situation got more desperate, the Emperor 
resolved that Marquez should go to Mexico City and bring 
back all the troops he could collect, together with as much 
money as possible. He was to leave with General Vidaurri 
and over a thousand men. Shortly after midnight they 
marched over the hills and, taking the road through Tuluca, 
they arrived safely in the capital a few days later. It was so 
easy I could have wept.   

After that it didn’t take long for the Liberal attacks to 
start anew. First the batteries opened fire against the city, 
followed by a column of thousands of soldiers marching 
down the hill towards us.  

These were new recruits and they wore white linen 
trousers and jackets with patches of different coloured cloth 
to indicate the regiment to which they belonged. They 
looked uncommonly clean, and I was told later that it was 
their habit to wash their clothes before a battle. As they 
only had one suit each, this often entailed them walking 
around their camp as naked as the day Adam was born, 
while they waited for their clothes to dry. 

 We let them advance until they were barely more than a 
hundred paces away and then we opened fire, sending a 
tremendous shower of canister and bullets into them. They 
were so taken by surprise that they immediately did an 
about-face. 

 The Empress’s cavalry rushed after them to press home 
the advantage, taking prisoners and sending the rest back 
up the hill. I found myself looking at the brown acre of land 
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on the edge of the city, now littered with dead and 
wounded, and their white uniforms created a striking 
contrast with the mud-splattered mound. 

 I found out afterwards that those new recruits had been 
told by their generals that we’d be easy prey - and of course 
they’d believed their masters. There would never be 
another lover’s kiss or a beautiful sunset for those poor 
souls in their blood-stained linen. I hope it was worth it. 

Of course it takes more than a few hundred dead and 
screaming wounded to stop generals playing their war 
games, and they marched their men to another part of the 
town to renew their attack. Felix and I were ordered to 
occupy a stone barn near the road where the assault was to 
begin, and our cannon and cavalry were brought up to 
support us.  

After a brief overture from the artillery, the white linen 
brigade surged forward. There were thousands of them, but 
their betters hadn’t thought to provide protection, and our 
guns were able to pour shots into the dense mass of men as 
they courageously made their advance. The guns fired 
mercilessly, but still they came. 

A few hundred paces more and they were within range 
of our rifles, so our infantry fired volley after volley. The 
Liberals wavered, and success or failure was hanging in the 
balance. We continued to slaughter them, but they were in 
their thousands and we were completely outnumbered. 
When they began to falter, their officers jumped out in 
advance of the column to encourage them on, and they 
began to rush in, almost reaching the barn. 

“The Casa Blanca must be held under all circumstances, 
even if we should all be buried here,” bawls Felix helpfully. 
“With the occupation of this place the city will be lost.” 

Fine sentiments, I’m sure, but hardly the sort of talk I 
find encouraging. Remembering an adage by which I try to 
live: he who fights and runs away may live to fight another 
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day, I’d have been dashing all the way back to the convent, 
if it hadn’t meant abandoning the safety of our solid stone 
barn. Even Felix was breaking into a sweat, which just goes 
to show you how close we were to disaster.  

It was a critical point in the battle and that was when 
General Arellano, the commander of the artillery, saved the 
day. He jumped from his horse, pointed the leading cannon 
at the densest crowd of soldiers, and poured a lethal hail of 
canister into them. At such a short distance it inflicted 
fearful damage on the unlucky souls, and their bodies were 
blown into such tiny pieces, it was as if they’d never 
existed. Blood-curdling screams erupted all around us, and 
that was when Malburg, the cavalry major, swept around 
the barn with a detachment of horse and attacked the enemy 
on their left flank. 

This two-pronged assault was too much for the Liberals, 
who were seized with a sudden panic and fled. Not before 
time, I might add. Colonel Madrigal ordered his men to 
rush ahead from our well-defended position and they 
slaughtered what was left of the enemy with their bayonets, 
while their English comrade bravely cheered them on from 
the rear and picked off a few strays with his rifle, while a 
thick stone wall sat comfortably between him and the 
enemy. 

Malburg captured the enemy standard which damn-fool 
commanders put so much store by, and we were ordered to 
pull back when a superior force of Liberal cavalry appeared 
at the summit of the hill. 

 I looked about me now that danger was past, and there 
were so many dead and dying on the battlefield that it 
looked as if a large flock of sheep was resting on it. Barely 
a few feet in front of the barn lay a line of dead enemy 
infantrymen and officers - which just goes to show how 
close they came to overrunning the place. 
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 After a day or two the smell from the corpses became 
so intolerable, the bodies had to be piled up and burnt. The 
Liberals, suspicious as ever, fired furiously into the 
makeshift bonfires.  

Compared to the enemy our losses were small - unless 
you happened to be one of the deceased, of course. You 
see, the Liberal column had attacked us with bayonets, and 
their guns and reserves hadn’t been able to fire because the 
fighting was at such close quarters. 

 To celebrate another victory the Emperor was there 
again, congratulating us with tears in his eyes. He 
whispered something to Felix, who proceeded to kiss 
Maximilian’s hand. Why he insisted on making such a fuss 
of royalty was beyond me.  

In spite of all the time I spent with my Prussian friend, I 
never really understood him. He was never happier than 
when he was in the heart of the cut and thrust of battle, 
slaughtering his enemy, but he had a compassionate side 
which seemed at odds with his martial ardour. 

 To illustrate my point, the next morning, when he heard 
the moaning and cries of the enemy wounded in front of 
our trenches, he went out with some of his men to take in as 
many of the wretched souls as he could. When he ventured 
a little too far he was nearly captured by the enemy cavalry, 
and he had to run for his life through the prickly cacti back 
to our lines. He broke down utterly exhausted, but stone me 
if he didn’t go out again. He told me afterwards that if the 
enemy had only shown an interest in their wounded, he 
would have assisted them himself.  

One minute these heroes can’t put lead into the enemy 
quickly enough, and the next they’re behaving like Mother 
Red Cap. I’ve seen the lunatics at work all my life and I 
still haven’t fathomed what makes them tick. 

 
*      *      * 
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For the next few days there were still the usual attacks 

on the bridge, but they were repulsed, and even the houses 
on the other side of the river were destroyed by our 
artillery. Unfortunately it wasn’t all good news, and the 
Liberals managed to take small parts of the city. This meant 
you had to be damned careful walking about because our 
trenches were within range of their sharpshooters. If your 
head appeared above stairs, you were as likely as not to 
have it blown off for your carelessness.  

Apparently the snipers were mostly made up of ex-
Confederate soldiers, and I found myself wondering if they 
were the same men who’d been trying to finish off poor old 
Fletch years before. If that was the case, then there may 
well be a moral there somewhere, if I could only think what 
it is. 

It was around this time that I witnessed something which 
I feel I must share with you. It is not a tale of heroism from 
the front line or a description of the terrible slaughter that 
fighting men endure, but in its own way I found it as 
disturbing as anything I witnessed during my time in 
Mexico. 

 You see, the citizens of the city were still at the mercy 
of the unprejudiced bullet, and one day I happened to see 
an unlucky woman cut down when one passed through her 
neck. However, although shocking in its way, this was 
nothing new. 

 But there were two details which made this an incident 
apart. For one thing she was carrying a baby on her back, 
Mexican fashion, and the single bullet somehow killed the 
child too. I’ve seen more slaughter than I care to remember, 
but to watch this tragedy unfold - when mother and child 
were merely going about their business harming no one - 
was a bitter pill to swallow. But the tragedy had yet to be 
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played out to the end, and the sickening sight is with me 
still. 

You see, the slaughtered woman had just brought her 
husband’s dinner on a tray, and while he tucked into his 
welcome feast she had retired to the other side of the street 
when the bullet struck her down. 

 I was expecting her spouse to run to her side, crying 
with grief, and indeed he walked over and put his hand 
down to her bosom in such a way, that I imagined he was 
attempting to see if her heart was still beating. But instead 
he secured her money and cigarettes (which Mexican 
women always hide in that part of their dress), and he 
walked calmly back to his table to smoke and continue his 
meal. 

 As you know I’m not a religious chap and the notion of 
hell is a tale too far for me. But after witnessing the 
shameful spectacle, I found myself wishing it existed, 
together with the Devil, awaiting the bastard’s arrival with 
open arms. A stray shot had ended the life of an innocent 
mother and her baby, yet spared the life of that worthless 
brute.  

To make amends and hasten his journey to the next 
world, I wandered over and splattered his head to the four 
winds with a bullet of my own. I justified my actions with 
the thought that by rights he shouldn’t have been polluting 
humanity in the first place. Shocking behaviour on my part, 
I’m sure you’ll agree. But if the world was a fair place, 
which it ain’t, I wouldn’t have found it necessary to make 
amends, but there you are. Gad, I was in danger of getting 
soft in my old age, wasn’t I just?  
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Why always us? 
 

I think I was at my lowest ebb just then. There was no 
doubt we were killing the enemy in droves, but we were 
outnumbered by the thousands, and as far as I could see 
there was nothing to stop them from battering us into 
submission. Since Marquez had fled to Mexico City, the 
Liberals had tightened the net and any chance of escape had 
almost passed.  

To add insult to injury, Felix’s Cazadores and your 
correspondent were always the first choice when it came to 
risking life and limb. Even our Prussian prince said to me 
one day: “Why always us?” It was a good question and we 
suspected that Miramon would have been more than glad to 
see the back of us, if only to stop us disagreeing with his 
useless schemes.  

He was very fond of planning his nightly adventures was 
our Miramon, and I was heartily sick of it. On one occasion 
he’d ordered us to be ready for a ‘moonshine 
reconnaissance’, as he put it, and we’d waited till three 
o’clock, when the moon set, but he still hadn’t arrived. We 
found out later that the incompetent idiot had overslept. 
Felix had us head out anyway, the reckless fool, but we 
soon had to turn tail when we were surrounded by the 
enemy. 

All the way back to the bridge we were taking fire and I 
dug my heels in and rode, Cheyenne-style, to avoid the 
deadly onslaught. As we approached the suburbs we were 
met by more of the enemy and we were virtually cut off. So 
there was nothing for it but to rush through the town as fast 
as possible - every man for himself.  

We came to a barricade which my horse managed to 
jump, before passing a cross street where we received fire 
from both sides. Once through the barrage, I felt sure we 
must be safe, but my optimism was short-lived because 
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another barricade came into view, and from my vantage 
point I could see it was too high to clear. As we closed in I 
realised it had been constructed with a gap just wide 
enough to let one rider pass, so I kindly took the lead and 
was first through.  

I could see our reserves waiting for us a few hundred 
yards ahead and finally I made it to safety. We were 
greeted by the smiling, smug face of Miramon, welcoming 
us back. If they didn’t shoot underlings in Mexico for 
striking a senior officer, he’d have been swallowing his 
front teeth - courtesy of William Fletcher. 

Once behind the safety of our own barricades I took the 
opportunity to look back, and I saw how close we’d come 
to disaster. The bridge from where we’d just fled was 
swarming with enemy soldiers, and my final memory of 
that terrible morning was the sight of some of our dead 
attached to lassos and hanging above the river, while the 
Liberals taunted us. Gad, Mexico was a hell of a place back 
then. 

 
*      *      * 

 
A few days later we were sitting in the Emperor’s 

headquarters where Miramon was at his maps again, 
planning another damn-fool errand for Felix’s Cazadores.  

I believe Felix would have refused if the Emperor hadn’t 
stuck his nose in where it didn’t belong. He’d been pacing 
up and down, smoking a cigar, when suddenly he spoke up. 

“I regret it is one last thing we must ask of you, dear 
Felix. I trust you will not fail us now in our hour of need.” 

And that was our fate signed, sealed and delivered. I 
knew Felix only too well, and his princely pride wouldn’t 
allow him to refuse his beloved Emperor anything. So I 
was forced to bite my tongue as Miramon laid out another 
one of his confounded plans. 
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“You will leave the Cruz through the embrasure of the 
battery on the left flank and follow the road leading under 
the aqueduct. A little further on stands a house occupied by 
the enemy which you will take back. From there you will 
capture the four guns and three battalions on the hill 
behind.” 

I just gaped at the man. Felix simply said flatly that it 
would be a rather difficult task - and I was ready to agree, 
with bells on. We asked for extra infantry support but 
Miramon just shook his head, claiming he had none at his 
disposal. So for what seemed like the hundredth time we 
filed out, swords in our hands, to face thousands of Liberal 
troops - just to capture a few poxy guns and a handful of 
prisoners. Maximilian was there, leaning on the breastwork. 

“Salm,” says he, “I wish you good luck with all my 
heart, and you too, Fletcher. May God protect you!” 

I’d be happier with the protection of a few thousand 
cavalry, thinks I, but somehow I kept my thoughts to 
myself. Finally I said: 

“You can count on us, Your Majesty.”  
We’d barely left the safety of the town when the enemy 

started firing and the Cazadores refused to go any further, 
even with our prince urging them on for all he was worth.  

“Let’s encourage the men,” says Felix like a lunatic, and 
with that he charged to the fore, beckoning the gallant 
Fletch to follow him. This was getting to be desperate 
work, so I screamed and hallooed, cheering on our brave 
fellows, before contriving to trip and fall flat on my face. I 
feigned a sprained ankle before getting up and I limped as 
slowly as decently possible, dragging my ‘useless’ 
appendage along and screaming in frustration. 

As it turned out, most of the men were none too keen on 
suicide themselves, and less than a dozen of the mad crew 
followed the crazy prince up the hill. I saw them arrive at a 
little turret on the corner of a hacienda, and Major Pitner 
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was immediately shot in the head and fell to the ground, 
spattering Felix with blood. Amazingly he wasn’t killed, 
but he had to be carried back down the hill by two of the 
Cazadores.  

It was then that I noticed a gun suddenly poking through 
one of the loopholes in the wall of the hacienda, aimed 
straight at Felix. I screamed out to warn him, but he 
couldn’t hear me above all the noise of battle. Luckily the 
officer next to him did hear me and, seeing where I was 
pointing, he had the presence of mind to push Felix to the 
ground, just as the gun fired.  

At long last it was decided that we couldn’t advance 
against such a superior and well-protected force and the 
retreat was ordered. By then the ‘injury’ to my ankle had 
improved remarkably and I was heading to the blessed 
safety of a house near the aqueduct, now occupied by the 
reserves. 

 The gunfire was so fierce that two more of our officers 
were severely wounded and we were ordered to leave the 
dead where they lay. I was happy to oblige, having never 
understood why soldiers are expected to risk their precious 
lives dragging corpses, just so they can be buried in the 
ground somewhere else.  

When we returned to the Cruz, Maximilian was on hand 
to greet us. 

“I am glad that at least you returned, Felix. From the 
beginning I did not believe we could succeed.” 

Well, apart from my chagrin at being omitted from any 
royal concern, what with Felix being the teacher’s pet at the 
time, I was mighty sick of being used as cannon-fodder in 
another useless enterprise, which even our hapless Emperor 
clearly knew was doomed to fail from the start. It begged 
the question as to why he’d agreed to send us in the first 
place.  
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If he’d only shown some backbone instead of agreeing 
with everything Miramon said, Pitner wouldn’t have been 
sitting there with a leaking head, and your correspondent 
wouldn’t have found it necessary to go in search of a clean 
pair of undergarments. Just then, Felix came up to thank me 
for my timely intervention. 

“It seems I am in your debt again,” says he. “I must take 
you with me into all my battles for good luck, old friend.”25 

I simply nodded and prayed that he wasn’t being 
serious. 
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Armchair moralists 
 

Mercifully it was decided that the army would attempt to 
escape the besieged town the following day. Naturally I 
brushed off any concern shown for my sprained ankle, 
saying: 

 “Yes, it is much improved, thank you for asking.” 
We rode out slowly, when all of a sudden there was the 

sound of firing and Felix’s leg was grazed by a stray bullet. 
Instead of dashing ahead, we’d come to a halt, and our 
prince sent Malburg forward to see what the problem was. 
Eventually he came back with the unsettling news that 
directly in front of us were dense columns of infantry. 
Well, that’s it, thinks I, it’s all over - but I was dead wrong, 
and Felix had other ideas. 

“Tell Colonel Moret we must advance by all means. He 
is not to care how many might fall.” 

Not the kind of words I like to hear when I’m out in the 
open and feeling as vulnerable as a naked baby in a scrum, 
but Malburg returned again with a request from Moret that 
we join him at the front. 

We found him beside a ditch full of water, surrounded 
by enemy infantry. Naturally he was quite agitated. 

“Under the circumstances, Colonel Salm, I was 
wondering whether it would not be better to postpone the 
undertaking.” 

I couldn’t help thinking the colonel had a point. Much as 
I wanted to get out of Queretaro, I’ll freely admit I was 
rather averse to the idea of cutting my way through 
thousands of enemy soldiers.  

As if to hasten Felix’s decision, the enemy firing 
became more intense and shells started whizzing over our 
heads. So he gave the order to retreat. I’d never seen him 
looking so furious, and when he found out that our troops 
taking the lead had made it through, it didn’t help to lift his 
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mood any. He’d wanted to ride up front, but had been 
dissuaded by Maximilian. 

“Damn it, William, we could have been half way to the 
capital.” 

 Naturally I was cursing all the way back to town. If I’d 
only shown some backbone and taken the lead, I could 
have been out of the woods. Armchair moralists will  no 
doubt say I was well served. 

 
*      *      * 

 
As it turned out one more attempt at escape was 

planned, but only a select number were in on it. After our 
recent disaster it was decided that there had to be a traitor 
in the camp, and clearly I wasn’t one of the trusted few. 
Felix knew of the plan but he hadn’t shared it with me, and 
he was mortified that I might have taken offence.  

“I am so sorry, William, but I was ordered not to tell a 
soul.” 

Naturally I did my best to prick the princely conscience.  
“Don’t give it a second thought, dear chap. I expect 

when it comes to protecting the trust of a royal, friendship 
and honour have to fall by the wayside. Yes, I know I saved 
your life, but I quite understand that you couldn’t let it 
sway your decision. It’s a question of priorities, what?” 

And with that I left him biting his lower lip as he fretted 
about what he’d done – not that I gave a damn.  

To deceive the enemy, all the buglers assembled in the 
afternoon to give the signal to retire, but since the Liberals 
knew our positions better than we did ourselves, it was a 
complete waste of time. Miramon and Castillo were to 
make diversionary attacks and I was happy to be waiting 
with the Emperor and his bodyguard.  

The Liberals were so taken aback by the initial attacks 
that they fled, panic-stricken. To add to their confusion, 
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they just weren’t used to the European way of fighting. The 
cavalry fights between Mexicans were generally ridiculous 
affairs, where both parties halted a certain distance apart 
and commenced firing until one party tired and ran away 
while the others pursued them, making an unholy din. 

 So imagine their surprise when one of our officers, a 
Pole called Captain Pawlosski, had the bad taste to rush 
into them. To add to their woes, he was ill-mannered 
enough to sport a heavy regulation sabre, with which he 
proceeded to cut down seven of their number before they 
had time to recover from their astonishment. 

With scarcely any losses, our army had captured 
numerous guns and haciendas, and even a Liberal 
headquarters. The enemy had retreated and so many of 
them had deserted that there was nothing to prevent us 
leaving the city, but Miramon prevaricated and our chance 
was lost. 

 Escobedo eventually plugged the gap with his 
Supremos Poderes, armed with eight-shooters - deadly 
American Spencer rifles I’d come up against before to my 
cost. 

Of course it was when it was all too late that our witless 
Emperor finally decided to advance, taking us with him. 
The tide had turned by then, but the idiot stood on a hill, 
sabre in hand, and Felix had to practically beg him to return 
to the safety of the city, while I stayed a respectful distance 
close to the rear. Unfortunately I was near enough to see 
the Liberals kill every single one of our wounded.  

During the battle we’d noticed a woman on horseback 
wearing a sombrero, ornamented with a plume, and she’d 
carried a gun which she fired furiously at the enemy. After 
the fighting she was questioned and it turned out that her 
husband had been killed by the Liberals and she’d wanted 
to avenge him.  
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The Emperor was keen to use her as a spy, and for some 
reason he thought that I would make the ideal recruiting 
agent.  

So now you find your more-than-willing correspondent 
admiring the impressive charms of the aforementioned 
female warrior at close quarters. 

“I couldn’t help but marvel at your courage on the 
battlefield, Senora,” says I, giving her my friendliest of 
smiles. 

 For all my attempts at charm had on the hard-faced 
trout, I might as well have been spitting on her husband’s 
grave.  

“When your life is no longer worth living and you don’t 
care whether you live or die, it does not take courage to 
stand up and send those pigs to hell, where they belong,” 
says the happy widow. 

“Quite! I’m sure your husband’s murderers got nothing 
less than they deserved, Senora, but what if I could show 
you a way of avenging his death in a manner that would be 
far more hurtful to our brutal enemy?”  

She actually looked me in the eyes, as if seeing me for 
the first time, and it took all my failing willpower to cease 
my detailed appraisal of her hourglass figure. Her features 
softened and I soon realised that she was a damned 
handsome piece.  It was just a shame that, being recently 
widowed, it was highly unlikely she would be jumping at 
the chance for a roll in the hay. But with death threatening 
to raise its ugly head at any moment, I found myself hoping 
for more than just polite conversation. Her next words 
intruded on my sordid thoughts. 

“Words are cheap, gringo. How can I kill more Liberal 
pigs than I have bullets to shoot?” 

It was clear that my gun-wielding widow was going to 
be a tough nut to crack, and any hope of drawing her into a 
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warmer friendship would be a tall order. It was time for 
Fletcher’s irresistible charm to take centre stage. 

“Senora, forgive my poor manners. Allow me to 
introduce myself properly. My name is Colonel William 
Fletcher, aide-de-camp to His Majesty, at your service.”  

And with that I gave her my best bow. 
“Rosa,” says she, coolly, but I was heartened to see her 

appraising my manly figure. 
“That is a beautiful name, I must say. Well … Rosa, I 

was wondering if you might do me the honour of joining 
me for dinner so that we can discuss how you might assist 
the Emperor.” 

“Why should I?” 
My God, she wasn’t making things easy - so I dealt my 

ace. 
 “Rosa, I hope you will not take what I am about to say 

as an insult in your time of grief, but Emperor Maximilian 
has authorised me to offer you a sum of five hundred pesos 
for spying on the Liberals. I trust you will accept this in the 
spirit with which it is intended. It is not meant as a bribe, 
but as a recognition of the service you would be performing 
for His Majesty.” 

I needn’t have worried. My tip-toeing around had been 
caution wasted, and it was a pleasure to see her eyes light 
up at the thought of the generous royal offer. Her face 
betrayed the faint hint of a smile and her voice softened as 
she spoke her next words. 

 “In that case I would be delighted to join you … 
William.” 

 
*      *      * 

 
Once the victuals were dispensed with and we’d 

punished a bottle of mezcal, my greedy widow’s initial 
hostility had moderated enough for us to exchange 
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pleasantries, and I considered that a demonstration of 
touching concern for her loss wouldn’t go amiss. 

“It must be very difficult, Rosa, to have suffered such a 
loss when you are so young and in your prime.” 

“William, I have noticed you admiring me,” says she, 
giving me a knowing look. 

“Forgive me, Rosa, if I have given you the wrong 
impression. It is true that I could not help but appreciate 
your beauty and dignified demeanour, but I meant no 
disrespect.” 

“You do not have to tread so warily, William. Ramirez 
was a strong man and I feel angry because the Juaristas 
have taken him from me, but he was not a good provider. 
When he wasn’t fighting for the Emperor, he was spending 
what little we had on drink and women.” 

There was no sign of resentment as she shared her 
husband’s shortcomings, and after having resigned myself 
to the prospect of another platonic relationship a la Agnes, 
I was suddenly wondering whether my merry widow might 
not be open to a more interesting association. With that in 
mind, I felt it might be worthwhile testing the water. 

“I am sorry to hear that, Rosa. It is nothing less than a 
crime that a woman of your undoubted charms should be so 
wilfully … unattended to.” 

My grieving widow leaned forward and, as she spoke, 
her beautiful dark eyes looked incredibly striking in the 
candlelight. 

“William, do you think you could … attend to me?” 
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As vulnerable as freshly laid eggs 
 

We retired to her modest lodgings in the suburbs of the 
city and cemented our future working relationship in 
wonderful style, and I’m pleased to say that she entered 
into the proceedings as enthusiastically as I had hoped. She 
was clearly eager to make up for opportunities lost during 
her far from satisfactory marriage to the unlucky Ramirez, 
and I was more than happy to be on hand to repair any 
damage caused. Having experienced first-hand the lustful 
acrobatics of the love-starved Rosa, I’m here to tell you 
that her late husband tragically missed out on untold 
pleasures in his woefully short life. 

I dutifully reported back to Maximilian and his generals 
with the good news that, after some delicate negotiations, I 
had been able to persuade the gun-wielding Senora to spy 
on the Liberals. As I imparted the good news I could’ve 
sworn that Maximilian and General Miramon shared a 
knowing smile, and not for the first time I wondered if my 
Imperial protector was as ignorant of my nocturnal 
activities as I had assumed. It’s something about which I’ve 
never been able to make up my mind.  

Still, my job was done and admirably so. I thought no 
more about it until the very next day, when I was greeted 
by the disturbing news that the delectable Rosa would only 
agree to go behind enemy lines if her English admirer 
accompanied her. 

Well, you can imagine what effect this new turn of 
events had on my already delicate digestive system. 
Queretaro may well have been a less welcome place to 
holiday than the Outer Hebrides in January, but it was 
immeasurably preferable to arriving uninvited in the 
Liberal camp, what with the constant threat of being 
exposed as a spy at every turn.  
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I wasn’t even tempted by the prospect of a few days in 
the company of my latest love, because I suspected that any 
belly-bashing opportunities would be few and far between. 
Besides, I was sure all that wonderful flesh would still be in 
good order upon its return to the city, where your 
correspondent could administer to the widow’s needs in 
relative safety.  

I suggested that a Mexican would be better suited to the 
task, but my protestations were for nought, and I was 
handed the uniform of an American sharp-shooter who had 
recently been taken prisoner. 

 When I’d finally finished cursing my bad luck, Rosa 
and I rode our horses down to the Rio Blanca in search of a 
suitable place to ford, and I was acutely aware of the 
Imperial rifles at our back. Although I had been assured 
that our Mexican friends were under strict orders to let us 
pass unmolested, their general lack of discipline hadn’t 
exactly inspired me with confidence. 

As it turned out, nobody paid a blind bit of interest in us, 
and in no time we were ensconced in a coffee house in a 
Liberal-occupied area of the city. The talk was of nothing 
but the impending occupation of Queretaro by the Juarista 
Army, and everyone was certain that the days of the 
Imperialists were numbered. I, for one, had to agree with 
them. More alarmingly, Rosa said she’d overheard rumours 
that there was a traitor among the Emperor’s senior 
officers. 

It was then that I decided my only hope was to take my 
chances and ride to the capital. I reasoned that in spite of 
the dangers awaiting me, I would have a chance if I kept to 
myself and avoided the main roads. As the alternative was 
being bombarded into submission in a town starved of food 
and water, I felt the occasion called for independent action 
- even though the very thought of fleeing was sending my 
bowels to my boots.  
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I had already decided my chances would be much 
improved if my bloodthirsty widow and I parted company, 
and it may have been a guilty conscience, but when she 
spoke I could swear she had read my mind. 

“I thought you might desert me once we were amongst 
the enemy. Thank you for staying with me, William. It is 
comforting to have you by my side.” 

I was about to make suitable noises about how it was an 
honour and a pleasure, but she cut me off. 

“We have found out what the Emperor wanted to know, 
but if we return to the city immediately, I am afraid he will 
think our task was too easy and refuse to pay me my 
promised reward.” 

I doubted very much whether good old Max, whatever 
his faults, would have been so underhand, and I was about 
to put her right, when my shameless Rosa had a capital 
idea. 

“The coffee house has rooms to let where we might 
retire for the evening and return to the city tomorrow … 
somewhat refreshed,” says she with a knowing smile. 

The little minx clearly couldn’t get enough of Fletcher’s 
magic touch. And so it was that moments later the gorgeous 
Rosa was making her way up the stairs to our hastily 
arranged accommodation, with the eager Colonel Fletcher 
mounting the risers two at a time in anticipation of the 
delights to come.  

It was true that I was keen to head off and wend my 
weary way home, but there’s a time and a place for 
everything. Besides, the night was drawing in, and there 
was a chill in the air, and … oh, hang it, I just couldn’t 
resist - I’m too susceptible, damn it. 

I was in excellent fettle, what with the prospect of 
escape to safer climes on the horizon and, having come 
through danger unharmed once again, I could give of my 
best. The moaning and groaning of my greedy widow was 
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testament enough to that, and it seemed that at least in the 
pleasure department, Professor Fletcher was still an able 
instructor. Indeed, the volume of the ecstatic cries emerging 
from my student were such that I thought we might be in 
danger of getting thrown out of our quarters. The sound of 
footsteps approaching the door seemed to bear out what I 
feared. 

But if I was expecting a knock at the door and polite 
requests for us to keep our enthusiasm for each other’s 
company in check, I was to be sorely disappointed. Imagine 
my disbelief when the door crashed open to reveal the 
towering figure of a fair-haired soldier wearing the uniform 
of the Confederacy. 

 Judging by the way he was swaying to and fro, and the 
fact that he was carrying a half-finished bottle of strong 
spirits, I felt it safe to assume that our uninvited guest was 
thoroughly inebriated. He was red in the face and 
screaming at me before I could gather my shattered nerves 
sufficiently to form a coherent sentence. 

“Ah bin’ watchin’ yeh, feller. Yeh ain’t one o’ our boys. 
Ah seen yeh and yer whore here askin’ a lot of damn-fool 
questions down yonder. Yer spies - an’ we shoot spies like 
the vermin they are.” 

“How dare you,” cries I indignantly, “I have papers to 
prove I am on the staff of General Escobedo.” 

 And with that I was out of bed, naked as the day I was 
born, and reaching across for my loaded revolver. 
Unfortunately our intruder wasn’t quite as drunk as I’d 
hoped, and he was on me before my hand had even touched 
the butt of the gun.  

Within the confines of the tiny room we were rolling 
around, scratching and clawing at each other. And I’m here 
to tell you that if you haven’t had the misfortune to find 
yourself fighting an opponent, six feet four if he was an 
inch, while your prized possessions are exposed for all to 
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see and as vulnerable as freshly laid eggs, then you haven’t 
missed a thing.  

Not that I had time to think about my sorry plight, 
because the scoundrel had his hands securely grasped 
around my throat and was squeezing for all he was worth. 
My vision was blurring and loss of consciousness was 
threatening to assert itself unannounced. 

I heard a crash, and when blessed sight returned I was 
overjoyed to see my assailant’s eyes rolling, as he collapsed 
into a heap on the floor. I had been saved by my avenging 
widow, and the image of her standing there, naked and 
clutching an oil lamp dented in the shape of the 
Confederate’s head, was something to behold.  

What a sight she was. And I dare say that if I’d had the 
time to recover I would’ve been at her again, but after the 
commotion our unconscious friend had caused, we thought 
it advisable to leave our new lodgings post haste.  

We were dressed and heading for our mounts in a matter 
of minutes, and that was when I thought it might be best to 
show my heartfelt concern for my lover’s safety. 

“Rosa, it’s not safe for you to stay here now, you must 
go back to the city at once.” 

“But what about you?” says she touchingly. 
“Don’t worry, I’m going to stay here and draw attention 

away from you. Besides, there may well be more of our 
Confederate chums about and they’ll be looking for me. I 
don’t want to put you in any more danger, so I’ll catch up 
with you later. Go!” 

Eventually she did as she was told and I rode out, 
looking forward to the prospect of putting a healthy 
distance between me and Mexico’s answer to the Walls of 
Jericho.  

Having treated the lovely Maria the very same way as 
my amorous widow, I couldn’t help feeling I was making 
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rather a habit of deserting the loves of my life in their hour 
of need. Still, all is fair in love and war, as they say.  

Little did I know that my Imperial comrades had chosen 
that moment to make another half-hearted attempt to break 
through the Liberal lines. Colonel Rodriguez was leading 
the attack and I dug my heels in, urging my horse to get out 
of harm’s way.  

Unfortunately it was an uphill climb to get behind the 
front line of the Liberal defence, and my beast chose that 
moment to stumble and throw me head-first into an enemy 
infantryman. The momentum of our collision caused him to 
fire his rifle wildly and I turned to see two bullets strike the 
courageous Rodriguez in the head before he fell dead from 
his horse. As soon as they saw this, his men began to 
retreat. 

I only had a moment to think, and it must have been the 
hostile stares of the Liberal infantrymen all around me that 
assisted my decision. Almost before I knew what I was 
doing, I had joined my fellow Imperialists in their retreat 
and we were running for our very lives to the relative safety 
of the town walls.  

There was a terrifying moment when one of my fellow 
escapees was shot in the head, and I looked across to see 
his brains laid bare for all to see, yet somehow he kept on 
running as if nothing had happened. (I learned later that he 
died of his wounds that afternoon).  

As we reached the safety of the city we were met by the 
Emperor. And I must say I rather enjoyed the look of utter 
astonishment on his face when he was greeted with the 
sight of his English right arm, safely returned from his 
recent spying mission and surrounded by the remnants of 
his unlucky band of Imperialist soldiers. 

“My God, Fletcher, where did you spring from? Where 
is Colonel Rodriguez?” asks he. 
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“Er … oh, he was shot dead in the attack, Your Majesty 
– damned bad luck,” says I, making myself scarce. 

 Unfortunately my triumphant return was rather 
overshadowed by a soldier holding his severed arm, which 
had been torn off by a cannon-ball. He showed it to the 
Emperor who promised him a medal as a reward for his 
courageous deeds.  

I think it was then that I finally decided I didn’t care 
what anyone did or said, I wasn’t going to have anything 
more to do with the Emperor’s bloody lunatic asylum. 

 
*      *      * 

  
Rosa finally returned and explained that there was a 

traitor in our midst. For some reason they didn’t believe her 
and she was locked up in case she passed secrets on to the 
enemy. What secrets, God only knows. Much as she was 
probably an unhealthy distraction, I couldn’t help feeling 
disappointed that yet another fine piece of Mexican tumble 
was suddenly removed from my deserving grasp. 

Less than a day later I was back to praying for 
reinforcements. Maximilian refused to let Felix risk another 
attempt to break through the enemy lines and instead he 
sent out a number of messengers. The problem was that 
they were invariably captured and their bodies were 
exposed on poles over the Liberal trenches with placards 
bearing the inscription: ‘The Emperor’s Courier’. Call me 
cynical, if you like, but I had a feeling that the Emperor 
was going to have difficulty maintaining a reliable supply 
of volunteers. 

Meanwhile Escobedo sent an emissary with a flag of 
truce, declaring that if the city capitulated immediately, the 
Emperor would be free to depart unharmed.  

Well, that’s the end, thinks I. Maximilian will take his 
chance and head back to his Austrian castle and the rest of 
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us will be at the mercy of Juarez’s cut-throats. But I still 
didn’t know our loyal Emperor, did I? He refused to enter 
into any negotiations that only provided for his own 
personal safety. I’d have been off like a shot, of course, but 
his choice was made and the town’s struggle continued, as 
well as my own. 

Even the Emperor’s headquarters wasn’t safe. The 
following day a twelve-pound ball from one of the enemy 
gun emplacements entered the convent through a window 
and, after striking the opposite wall, it fell at Maximilian’s 
feet, covering all of us with fragments of plaster and 
masonry. No one was injured, but Max made a big song 
and dance about it all and I found him sitting at his desk, 
writing to the head of his household at Miramar. 

“Fletcher, would I be right in saying that the cannon-ball 
which missed our good selves split into three pieces?” says 
he. 

I had no idea what was on our mad Emperor’s mind but 
I played along in my best style. 

“If you will forgive me for saying, sir, it will take more 
then a cannon-ball to destroy an empire and its illustrious 
Emperor,” says I, toadying. 

I was trying to flatter the fool, of course, but I needn’t 
have bothered, as his next words confirmed. 

“Fletcher, would you be good enough to collect a piece 
that I might send it back as a souvenir for our museum at 
Miramar.” 

Say what you like about royalty, modesty ain’t one of 
their weaknesses.26 
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Judas and his thirty pieces of silver 
 

We were now in the third month of the siege and spirits 
were low, but Maximilian had another of his inspired ideas. 

“I think we need to raise the morale of our troops, 
Fletcher. I want all the bells in town rung to mark the 
imminent arrival of Marquez and our reinforcements.” 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He was deluding 
himself if he thought Marquez was coming anywhere near 
Queretaro. Besides, since we’d melted every bell down for 
cannon-balls, I couldn’t exactly see how we’d manage to 
have the townsfolk doing the flamenco in the town square. 

Finally, after much dithering, he came round to the view 
which most of us had been harbouring for the past month, 
and a plan was put in place to cut our way out at night with 
what remained of the army. 

 I’d seen this coming, of course, and the thought of 
being thrown into another pitched battle was losing its 
appeal. I had an idea to divert attention away from our 
escape, for that’s what it was, and I decided to put it to 
Maximilian before Miramon stuck his incompetent nose 
into the proceedings. 

“I was wondering, Your Majesty - much as I’d like to 
give these damned Liberals a bloody nose - if it might not 
be advisable to organize a diversion so that we can break 
through the enemy lines without losing any more of your 
loyal troops.” 

The secret is to show you’re concerned for the safety of 
the other men. I know these royals - they’re more worried 
about their honour than their own health, but remind them 
that they’re putting their loyal subjects in harm’s way and 
they can act all noble and take the sensible road home. 

“What do you have in mind, Colonel? How can we 
organise a diversion with the whole army abandoning the 
town?”  



 171 

“There are over three thousand inhabitants in the city, 
Your Majesty. They can be organised and armed.” 

“I will not put the townspeople in danger, Colonel,” says 
he pompously. 

“Rest assured neither would I, Your Majesty. All they 
would need to do is fire off a few rounds from time to time 
to deceive the Liberals, and when we have succeeded in 
getting through the enemy fortifications, they can simply 
throw their arms away and retire to their homes, safe and 
sound.” 

He considered my proposal for a moment and a smile 
appeared beneath his whiskers. 

“That is an excellent idea, Colonel. I will put it to 
Miramon immediately.”27 

Well, that’s torn it, thinks I. If he insists on involving his 
incompetent general it’s all bound to go tits up. My worst 
fears were confirmed on the night our sortie was to take 
place. At the last moment Miramon entered the 
headquarters in an agitated state. 

“We need a postponement of twenty-four hours, Your 
Majesty. We have collected arms for only twelve hundred 
people,” says the idiot. 

For Pete’s sake, what difference does that make, thinks 
I. But before I could think of a more tactful response, Felix 
stepped up. 

“Twelve hundred muskets and four guns are perfectly 
sufficient for masking our attack by noise,” says he. 

Miramon, of course, simply demonstrated his own 
twisted logic yet again. 

“There is still time enough and a longer delay will have 
the good effect of making the enemy more secure and 
careless.” 

Predictably His Majesty agreed to delay and decided to 
spend his time dividing the contents of the Imperial war 
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chest amongst his most senior men - including your 
correspondent.  

You see, our Emperor was worried that the whole sum 
might fall into enemy hands during our escape. As he put 
the gold coins into my eager hands, I remember thinking: 
well, I’ve got my ticket home at last. There was still the 
small matter of getting to port and staying alive long 
enough to buy the damn thing, but it was a capital boost to 
my flagging morale. 

It was while the Emperor was playing the part of St Nick 
that a strange incident occurred, and if we’d only known, it 
was a sign of trouble to come. The last person to receive his 
share of the war chest was Colonel Lopez, and because the 
Emperor had run out of gold coins, he had to pay him with 
silver instead. The colonel was incensed at this 
arrangement and he took it as a mark of mistrust.  

Since he was receiving an equal share, I couldn’t see the 
problem. Being a rogue myself it sounded like a guilty 
conscience, if you ask me. Judas and his thirty pieces of 
silver sprang to mind. I didn’t know the half of it, did I?  
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A good judge of character 
 

I couldn’t believe it was now May, and I was still stuck 
in the middle of Mexico with an Emperor who seemed to 
be totally oblivious to the fact that his days were numbered. 
The thought of whoring away with the senoritas at one of 
the coffee shops on the promenade didn’t even appeal - 
which just goes to show what an uncommon funk I was in. 
That night the city was bombarded, but since that was an 
everyday occurrence, there was nothing to single it out 
from any other. However, to me it was a clear sign that it 
was all over bar the shouting. 

The only man in Queretaro who didn’t seem to know it 
was Maximilian himself. To illustrate my point, when I 
accompanied him on his usual promenade on the Plaza de 
la Cruz, he was complaining bitterly about some of his 
generals, but he ended his grumbling with: 

 “It is only fortunate that we can break through 
whenever we like.”  

In many ways he was like that mad Chinese Emperor 
who still thought he was Lord of all creation, even when 
the Big Barbarian and his army were knocking on the Pekin 
Gate. 

Anyway, our planned escape seemed to have fallen by 
the wayside and the next day was a holiday for the Liberals, 
when they celebrated their great victory over the French in 
’62. Well, at least I’ll get some peace, thinks I, and I lay 
down on my bed for a well-earned siesta. But some of the 
bloody Mexican white-jackets obviously couldn’t hold their 
liquor and thought they’d try their luck with one of their 
artillery-pieces.  

I jumped up with fright when I heard a cannon-ball pass 
through the opposite wall, and I watched it crash through 
my bed where, only a few seconds before, I’d been happily 
dozing off and dreaming of Elizabeth’s impressive charms. 
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It’s moments like that which make you feel a little 
unwanted to say the least. 

The firing went on all night but that shot was a one-off, 
because the rest were fired into the sky as part of the 
celebrations. It was an impressive sight, as each projectile 
showed its fiery line against the dark sky, but I failed to 
enjoy it. As far as I was concerned it only went to prove 
that the Liberal’s had got ammunition to spare, while any 
shots we managed to fire were courtesy of the church bells 
we’d melted down to make ends meet.  

The Emperor’s dog, a King Charles called Baby, was 
shaking and whining because of all the noise, and he’d 
come to me for reassurance. He was the friendliest dog you 
could have wished to meet and he got on with everyone, 
but when Colonel Lopez came over to pat him, Baby 
growled and bit his arm. That blasted dog was a better 
judge of character than the Emperor. 

Some of the drunken idiots among the enemy even 
charged the bridge, but before they reached it they were 
mown down by bullets and canister, leaving hundreds of 
dead Liberal bodies strewn across the field - which just 
goes to show, drinking and war don’t mix.  

I was getting thoroughly sick of being used for target 
practice, and when some of the Mexican men in my 
Cazadores told me they knew where Escobedo’s 
headquarters was located, I asked them to point it out to 
me. It was well within range of our artillery, such as it was, 
and I took charge of a convenient battery and directed fire 
against the slope of La Cantara. 

 Escobedo must have had an aversion to cannon-balls 
because he ran into the forest, and I took great satisfaction 
in seeing his staff running around like a bunch of headless 
chickens as they tried to decamp. The commander survived, 
but at least I’d taught him a lesson for allowing his 
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drunken, ill-disciplined rabble to take pot shots at William 
Fletcher. 

Generally I was careful to make myself scarce and I left 
it to Felix to accompany the reckless Maximilian on his 
daily promenades. One day I was watching them from an 
upper-storey window in the convent. The Plaza where they 
walked was not only bombarded with shell and shot, but 
also by a lively infantry fire from the nearby houses, which 
had been occupied by the enemy.  

It was a comical spectacle and if I hadn’t been so fearful 
for my own safety, I dare say I would have found the whole 
thing amusing.  

No fewer than eight shells burst around the hapless duo. 
(I know because I counted them.) And all the while the 
brainless pair continued to amble as if they were having a 
leisurely stroll in the park, oblivious to the mayhem 
ensuing around them. Any officers who happened to be 
passing nearby, crouched down to protect themselves from 
falling plaster and dust, and they looked on in astonishment 
as the royal couple continued their turn around the Plaza. 

But it was the next day when something happened that 
changed everything. In the evening Colonel Lopez asked 
permission for Jablonski’s cavalry to relieve the infantry 
assigned to protect the Emperor. The suggestion seemed 
reasonable and permission was granted. It was just one of 
those military trivialities that occupy a soldier’s day during 
times of war, and I would’ve probably forgotten all about 
it, if it hadn’t had such an important bearing on events the 
next day. 
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Let us hope for a lucky bullet 
 

I had the most God-awful night trying to get to sleep, as 
I sweated over the prospect of another set-to with our 
Liberal friends. The Emperor didn’t help matters, choosing 
that night of all nights to be seized with a violent attack of 
colic. Well, what do you expect with a diet of burgundy 
and cat pie?  

I finally dropped off, only to be awakened by rapid 
footsteps and shouting in the corridor. When I wasn’t 
entertaining a senorita, I was in the habit of sleeping with 
all but my boots on, what with danger lurking around every 
corner, and I was out of bed and armed in a matter of 
seconds. I carefully opened my door a few inches and I was 
greeted by some unwelcome news. 

“Hurry and wake the Emperor!” said the visitor. “La 
Cruz is in the hands of the enemy. The convent is 
surrounded by Liberals!”  

I recognised the face of the intruder as Jablonski, the 
subordinate who Colonel Lopez had asked to be assigned to 
the guard. Blasio was with him, candle in hand, and they 
went off to the Emperor’s room. I wanted to find out what 
we were up against and I decided to follow them and 
headed for the Emperor’s quarters. Felix, his sword buckled 
at his side and a pistol in his belt, must have had the same 
idea and he joined us. Maximilian looked pale and ill but he 
appeared calm, and he spoke in a strange voice, very 
different from his usual easy manner. 

“We are betrayed. Go down and order the hussars and 
bodyguard to join us. We will try to get to the Hill of Bells. 
I will follow you directly.” 

We went out on to the plaza and were amazed to find it 
empty. To add to our fears, there was an uncanny silence - 
always guaranteed to have me jumping at shadows and 
seeing danger at every turn. There wasn’t a soldier to be 
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seen and the guard which had been posted in front of the 
Emperor’s door had disappeared. Even the company whose 
duty it was to guard the entrance to the convent had 
vanished and there wasn’t a sign of the Empress’s 
Regiment. 

Dawn was breaking when Felix and I reached the gates, 
and the gun placed as part of the fortifications had been 
deliberately overturned. It was then that I noticed some 
soldiers cautiously creeping through an embrasure in the 
wall. With mounting horror I realised they were wearing 
the grey uniforms of the Supremos Poderes, the crack 
Liberal regiment that formed Juarez’s personal bodyguard. 

We ran back to the Emperor and found him with Castillo 
coming down the staircase, wearing a greatcoat over his 
uniform and carrying a revolver in each hand. Felix ran up, 
grabbed the pistols, and seized him by the arm. 

“Hurry, Your Majesty, there is no time to lose,” cries he 
excitedly. 

We’d barely got out the door, when we ran into a group 
of Liberal soldiers - and who should be amongst them, but 
our own Judas of the thirty pieces of silver, Colonel Lopez. 
Unbeknownst to us, he’d crossed over to Escobedo’s camp 
and had agreed to hand over the defence of the 
headquarters in return for his freedom and a handsome 
remuneration. 

Betrayed or not, this is it, thinks I - I’m in the soup again 
with nowhere to run. But then the strangest thing happened. 
The soldiers were trying to stop us, when all of a sudden a 
young colonel amongst them cried out: 

“Let them pass, they are peaceful citizens.” 
And they did. Even Lopez did nothing to stop us. I 

couldn’t believe it. One minute it looked like it was all 
over, and the next we were making our way out of the 
convent. I had no idea at the time why the young colonel 
had given us a reprieve, but I learned later that he knew 
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Maximilian well and he was grateful for some favour or 
other that the Emperor had shown his sister. Well, I’ve 
been saved from disaster before, but never on account of 
someone’s gratitude to a friend of the family.28  

I was just feeling relief at seeing the back of the 
traitorous Lopez, when blow me if he wasn’t there again 
with what appeared to be one of the Emperor’s horses, fully 
saddled with a groom holding the reins. 

“Your Majesty, I have arranged for you to take refuge at 
the house of the banker, Don Carlos Rubio,” says he.  

Although he’d betrayed the Imperialists, he clearly 
wasn’t prepared to allow his Emperor to be captured by the 
Liberals. It was evident that Lopez was a waiter upon 
providence if I wasn’t very much mistaken. Maximilian 
just gave him a cold stare. 

“I do not hide myself,” says he with typical royal 
gratitude.  

Whether the Emperor’s companions would have been 
afforded similar assistance we never discovered, because 
Felix wasted no time leading us through the suburbs of the 
town. We managed to make it to the Hill of Bells 
unhindered and the sun had now risen. We could see enemy 
troops pouring into the city and our own men expressed 
their Imperial loyalty by throwing down their arms and 
surrendering en masse. 

We had only one battalion left to guard our hill, all the 
rest of the army having fled. It was quickly bearing in on 
me that the Mexican Imperial Army had more than its fair 
share of timid souls. Not an ideal situation when what a 
poltroon like me needs are die-hards to hide behind.  

General Mejia had managed to follow us with a few of 
his bodyguard and a small detachment of cavalry. It turned 
out that Miramon had been wounded and was hiding out at 
a doctor’s house. So there we were, an army of nine 
thousand reduced to no more than a couple of hundred 
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men, desperately trying to defend a cactus-covered rock - 
the last Imperialist citadel.  

The batteries from the surrounding hills opened fire and 
a serried mass of infantry and cavalry were gradually 
surrounding the hill. 

 “General Mejia, is there a chance of breaking through 
the enemy lines?” 

If Maximilian asked the question once he asked it a 
dozen times, and each time the answer was the same. 

“Your Majesty, we would be mown down by enemy 
guns.” 

Maximilian looked up at the sky as if searching for 
inspiration. 

“Gentlemen, let us hope for a lucky bullet.” 
A fine way for a glorious leader to boost the morale of 

his men, you’ll allow. Fortunately the bullet didn’t come 
and  Felix spoke up. 

“There is nothing to do but surrender, Your Majesty.” 
When a mad-cap adventurer like Prince Salm is willing 

to throw in the towel, you know the odds are really stacked 
against you. So once he’d ordered Blasio to destroy some 
confidential papers, Maximilian sent an officer to 
Escobedo’s headquarters bearing a white flag. 

The enemy artillery ceased firing and moments later a 
Liberal general appeared, informing Maximilian politely 
that he was his prisoner.29 A tent was hastily erected on the 
hill and when Escobedo finally arrived, Maximilian 
unbuckled his sword and handed it over to his captor. As 
we stood there in silence, you could see it dawning on the 
Emperor’s face that his brief reign of three years was 
finally at an end. 

“I trust that no more blood will be shed, but if it is 
necessary, let it be mine and mine alone,” says our Emperor 
pretentiously. 
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Noble sentiments, to be sure, but I doubted whether 
Juarez was going to be taking orders from a deposed royal 
who’d once signed up to the notorious Black Decree.30 
Escobedo said he would refer the Emperor’s requests to his 
government. 

“Until I receive contrary instructions, you and your 
adherents will be treated as prisoners of war,” says he. 

For a terrifying moment I thought it was going to be 
Jacinto all over again. They might spare the Emperor, 
thinks I, but they mean to end things for the rest of us, and I 
was mighty relieved when we were taken back to the 
convent by a roundabout route to avoid the gloating gaze of 
the victorious troops.  

When we were led away, one nasty brute shoved his 
pistol in the Emperor’s face, and he would have probably 
gone down in history if Escobedo hadn’t threatened to 
shoot anyone who took it upon himself to kill the Emperor. 
It served his purpose, just then, to keep him alive. 

Once we arrived at the convent, Maximilian was in full 
flow again. 

“I am satisfied that everything has passed off without 
bloodshed. It is better that way,” says he. 

It was news to me that he was worried about bloodshed, 
and I didn’t share his confidence that we’d seen the last of 
it.  

We arrived at the convent to find that it had been 
stripped bare by thieves. I remember Maximilian was 
particularly upset at the loss of a silver toilet set which he 
valued, but it was subsequently found, together with a 
quantity of the Emperor’s papers and other personal 
belongings, in the quarters of Colonel Lopez. Enough said. 

Streams of Liberal officers visited Maximilian’s cell to 
satisfy their curiosity about the once mighty Emperor. This 
was when we learned the full extent of Lopez’s treachery, 
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and I reckoned he’d sold us all out for less than a penny a 
head.  

Apparently he’d returned from Escobedo’s headquarters 
and made himself known to our sentries. Naturally enough 
they’d lowered their arms, only to be arrested by the 
Liberal troops accompanying the traitorous colonel.31 So, 
with Lopez’s help, the enemy had managed to penetrate 
right to the heart of the town without firing a shot. I asked 
one of the Liberal officers if they were happy to have 
Lopez on their side. 

“People like him are made use of, but afterwards you 
kick them out,” replied the major flatly. 

It seemed that gratitude was in short supply in Mexico, 
whichever side you belonged to. Having learned of Lopez’s 
duplicity, I was amazed to find Maximilian cursing 
Marquez for not returning with the promised 
reinforcements. 

“Colonel, if I had to choose between setting at liberty 
either Lopez or Marquez, I would unhesitatingly let Lopez 
go. He was a traitor through cowardice, while Marquez was 
a traitor deliberately and in cold blood.” 

Well, fair enough, thinks I, but deciding who to blame 
hardly helped to extricate us from our present situation. As 
it turned out, our Emperor did assist us in our hour of need, 
however unintentionally. 

 You see, his illness had developed to such an alarming 
extent that Dr Basch obtained permission to transfer him to 
healthier and more comfortable quarters. And so it was that 
Maximilian and his senior officers were moved to the 
Convent of Santa Teresita, from which the nuns had 
already been evicted. Despite being foreigners, Felix and I 
were allowed to join him, and it was a pleasant surprise to 
be escorted to our spacious and airy rooms - but it wasn’t to 
last.   
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We’d been relieved of our revolvers and our swords but 
I still had my knife tucked away in my boot. Not that it 
would have done me any good because by now there were 
Liberal soldiers everywhere - and a damned ill-disciplined 
rabble they were too.  

On my first night I looked down on to the courtyard to 
see two Mexican horsemen quarrelling over a few coins. 
One of them shot the other in the chest and a jet of blood 
gushed from a wound in his back as the bullet passed clear 
through his body. As he fell to the ground his killer just 
calmly walked away as if nothing had happened. It’s 
disconcerting, to say the least, when you realise you’re at 
the mercy of men for whom life is so cheap.  

Even the sentinels on the doors sent to guard us were 
thin, hungry figures, and some of them wore uniforms that 
were no better than rags. One of our officers made an ill-
judged comment and his friends started laughing at them. A 
Liberal colonel noticed what was happening and he 
marched up with his hand on his pistol as he spoke through 
gritted teeth.  

“Laugh on, gentlemen. These fellows are still good 
enough to shoot you dead.”  

Naturally this rather put a downer on their merriment. 
Whether or not the Emperor’s officers were going to be 

spared was answered when I met a General Escobar, who’d 
handed himself into the Liberals. He’d been slapped across 
the face by the traitorous Lopez when he was escorted to 
the convent, and he told us that forty of our officers were 
shot or lanced to death the day before. Apparently they’d 
simply been lined up against the wall and died to the sound 
of the laughing taunts of their executioners.  

One of the victims was Colonel Compos who, like Felix, 
had tried to help the enemy wounded. Remember that the 
next time someone preaches to you about justice. 
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Towards evening I had the fright of my life when we 
heard gunfire coming from the church where the rest of our 
officers were quartered. Being the poltroon that I am, I 
assumed the worst and spent the rest of the night waiting 
for my turn. 

 It wasn’t until the next day that we learned it had all 
been a tragic accident. A number of cartridges had been 
scattered across the floor of the church and some of them 
had been ignited by cigars which the men had carelessly 
discarded. It created such a noise that our officers ran to the 
entrance, afraid of an explosion. Believing their prisoners 
were trying to escape, the guards fired into them and 
several of our men were killed or wounded. 

Eventually the order came down from Juarez that we 
were to be tried by court-martial and we were moved to yet 
another blasted convent. I swear the country was full of 
them.  

This one wasn’t quite as grand as Teresita and my room 
was barely big enough for a bed. There were no home 
comforts, save for a crucifix on the wall. Hardly my first 
choice of adornment, and if I’d known it was customary to 
place crucifixes and candles in the cells of condemned 
prisoners, I dare say I’d have had even more trouble 
dropping off than I did. 

Mind you, when I was given the opportunity to visit 
Maximilian, I realised I had no cause for complaint. I was 
amazed to discover that he’d been given the dubious 
honour of sleeping in the damp crypt amongst the tombs. 
He shared his sumptuous lodgings with Dr Basch, who 
occupied the table on which it was customary to lay out the 
dead. 

I learned that Miramon had been severely wounded in 
the face while engaging a body of Liberals in one of the 
streets of the city, and he’d been betrayed by the doctor in 
whose house he’d sought shelter. Naturally I’d been 
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thinking of escape, but when I discovered that even the 
medicos couldn’t be trusted, I started to lose interest.  

That was when Escobedo made a proclamation that put a 
final nail in the coffin. Any Imperialist officers who did not 
present themselves at his headquarters within the next 
twenty-four hours and were subsequently apprehended 
would be shot forthwith. The upshot was that every ranking 
officer of consequence, with the exception of Mendez and 
Arellano, gave themselves up.  

Arellano managed to escape by bribing his way out, the 
wily devil, but Mendez was less lucky. I knew he’d ordered 
the execution of two Juarista generals after the passing of 
the Black Decree and I suspected that he wouldn’t be 
treated too kindly. But when he was brought to the convent, 
I was shocked to learn that he would be facing a firing 
squad in a few hours. I managed to join him as he met his 
Emperor for one last time. I wished I hadn’t. 

“You go in the vanguard, General,” says Maximilian 
pathetically. “We shall soon follow you on the same road.” 

 Wonderful sentiments, to be sure. 
Mendez asked if I’d keep him company until his 

execution. I suppose I should have been flattered and I 
couldn’t think of a reason to say no. As we walked under 
guard to his condemned cell, I asked him how he’d been 
captured. At least I might as well use the time to learn from 
his mistakes, thinks I, and he told me one of the strangest 
tales I’ve ever heard - but I swear it’s what he said. 

 “I had the misfortune to have an altercation with a 
hunchback tailor,” says he. “For some reason he thought 
I’d insulted him and I struck him across the face with my 
whip.” 

Not the most tactful way to deal with subordinates, I’m 
sure you’ll agree, but hardly a reason for the hunchback to 
follow Mendez to his hiding place and denounce him to the 
Juaristas - but that’s what happened. Which just goes to 
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show, it never pays to show underlings the back of your 
hand, even if the bastards deserve it. Mind you, even then 
Mendez might have made good his escape but for a piece 
of bad luck.  

“I chose a cellar for my concealment and I’d hidden 
myself so well that my pursuers were about to give up their 
search, when the ground suddenly gave way beneath their 
weight and they found me covered in dust and grime,” says 
he. 

A few hours later I was standing in Maximilian’s cell, 
where he’d been moved from his uncomfortable lodgings  
amongst the dead, and we watched as Mendez was led out 
to his place of execution. He’d always been a fast walker 
and he didn’t seem inclined to slow down, even when he 
had an appointment with his own death. He was smoking a 
cigar and grinning, and I swear to God he even waved 
goodbye as he passed our window. 

When he reached the bullring near the gardens where the 
firing squad was drawn up, he was made to kneel down 
with his back to the guns, which was the custom when 
shooting a supposed traitor. As the men were about to fire 
he turned round on one knee. 

“Viva Mexico!” shouts he, waving his hat. 
When the volley finally sounded, he fell forward on his 

face, but he wasn’t dead and I couldn’t believe my eyes 
when I saw him point with his forefinger to a spot behind 
his ear. A corporal obligingly stepped forward and put 
another bullet in his head.32 
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There is still a chance to live 
 

Maximilian may well have been perfectly happy to wait 
his turn for a bullet in the back of the head, but I thought 
my time would be more worthwhile spent devising a plan 
to get back to the capital. That was before we received 
another helping of bad news that made me change my mind 
- and it came from the most surprising source. 

Pretty Aggie, or Princess Agnes Salm to you, who’d 
followed her mad-cap husband across half of America 
during the Civil War, had taken it upon herself to travel the 
brigand-infested roads of Mexico. She’d ridden in an 
absurd little yellow fiacre, with only a Mexican 
businessman and an armed servant for company, to plead 
for the release of the Emperor and her husband. 

She had come from Mexico City and brought some 
disconcerting news. Apparently Marquez was now 
terrorising the city. Not only that, the Liberals were closing 
in and the people were starving, but the general continued 
to issue decrees in Maximilian’s name. He was 
disseminating false information about supposed victories 
won at Queretaro and claiming that the Emperor was 
marching at the head of his troops to relieve the city.  

Anyone foolish enough to break through the enemy lines 
and daring to tell the truth was instantly put in prison. You 
see, the fact was that the foreign troops were the only ones 
he could rely on, and they would have laid down their arms 
the moment they heard of the Emperor’s surrender. 

Aggie was still a handsome piece, and the sight of a 
young, elegantly dressed American woman had me pining 
for home and my beauteous Elizabeth. On our first meeting 
she’d been a little wary of me, having learned of my 
womanising from her town-crier of a husband, but once I’d 
assured her that I knew she was out of bounds, we treated 
each other with due respect and got along famously. So it 
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was that after doing her duty by Felix and the Emperor, she 
popped along to my cell for a jovial chat. 

“I’m afraid I have depressing news, Will,” says she. 
“There’s talk of the Emperor and his generals being 
brought before a court-martial, where the death penalty will 
be inevitable. Some regard even a trial as unnecessary.”  

Meanwhile Maximilian was still hoping that he could 
abdicate with honour. When I visited His Majesty with the 
intention of persuading him to seek help from his royal 
connections, he appeared not to take a blind bit of notice 
and I was forced to listen to his incessant daydreaming. 

“Oh, think of it, Colonel. I’ll soon be sailing on my 
beloved Adriatic or picnicking in the myrtle-scented groves 
of Lacroma. Perhaps I may even write my memoirs at 
Miramar. My dear Charlotte will have recovered and we 
need never set foot in Mexico ever again.” 

“That’s the ticket, Your Majesty,” says I diplomatically. 
“I will visit you in London, Colonel, and you and 

Elizabeth will join me in Naples and we will all go on a 
cruise on my yacht in the eastern Mediterranean.” 

Aye, a wonderful prospect to be sure, but just then I 
would’ve settled for a pit pony and a clear road. I was 
about to leave him to his musings, when I noticed him lean 
across to his bedside table and reach for his latest reading 
material. It was a copy of the History of King Charles I of 
England - cheery reading prior to settling down for the 
night, thinks I. I presumed to ask him why he’d chosen that, 
of all books. I was a fool to ask. 

“He failed through weakness, Colonel, but he had the 
opportunity if not to live well, at least to die well.” 

A fine way of thinking, you’ll agree, and just the thing 
for propping up the flagging spirits of his loyal British 
servant. I was feeling thoroughly blue by this time, since it 
seemed to me the Liberals would have to execute 
Maximilian to end any Imperial hopes once and for all - 
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and then there would be nothing to stop them from 
polishing off the rest of us. That was when Felix offered his 
crumb to a starving man, in the shape of an escape plan for 
a lucky few. 

“There is still a chance to live, Your Majesty,” says 
Felix, trying to snap the Emperor out of his melancholy. “I 
have friends among the Liberal officers and they have 
promised to help us escape. If we can reach the Sierra 
Corda, we will be in Mejia’s territory. Once there, we can 
make our way to the coast and be picked up by one of the 
Austrian battleships still cruising in the Gulf.” 

As you know, I’m the last to volunteer for a plan fraught 
with danger, but when the alternative is a Juarista firing 
squad, you find yourself clutching at straws and taking 
what’s on offer. Naturally our Emperor dithered in his 
usual style. 

“I am not sure that it would be fitting for the Emperor of 
Mexico to be ignominiously caught in flight. In any event, I 
refuse to leave without Miramon,” says he, full of 
ingratitude. 

Since Miramon was still hobbling about with his head 
swathed in bandages, it didn’t look like we’d be heading 
for the starting gate any time soon. Felix pressed ahead 
with his plans anyway and pointed out that the difficulty 
would be breaking out of the convent itself. 

“Can’t we escape using ropes, putting one hand over the 
other like sailors when they climb the rigging?” asks our 
Emperor. “You know I am good at that – I have been in the 
navy.” 

The fact that his window didn’t open on to the outside of 
the convent didn’t seem to occur to him. 

 I was thoroughly sick of these bloody Habsburgs. I 
don’t know why we bothered. 
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Has he looked in the mirror lately? 
 

Felix and I continued to work on the logistics of the plan 
and I was amazed to discover that there were no patrols in 
the streets after eleven o’clock at night. This meant that 
once we’d made it into town, the chances of escaping to the 
hills were good. I’d had occasion to skulk through darkened 
alleyways, and I knew full well that the difference between 
failure and success could hang on the quality of your 
disguise. As always the devil was in the details, and I knew 
those blasted whiskers would mark Maximilian out 
anywhere, so I urged him to shave them off. 

“No, Colonel, I refuse to cut off my beard. If I were to 
be recaptured I would look too ridiculous.” 

Sometimes there are just no words and I was left 
wondering if he’d looked in the mirror lately. My 
disappointment must have shown on my face because he 
tried to placate me. 

“I would be more than willing to wear a pair of 
spectacles if that would help, Colonel.” 

Lord help me, I give up, thinks I. 
Felix collected all the money that Maximilian had 

distributed from the Imperial war chest so that he could buy 
horses and pistols. Naturally, that was the end of my 
privately funded cruise.  

The escape was planned for the beginning of June and 
two Liberal officers agreed to help for a cash consideration. 
The only problem was going to be Colonel Palacios, whose 
duty it was to supervise the guard. He was an Indian with a 
ferocious appearance, made all the more terrifying by a 
horrible squint. Fortunately his quarters were in another 
part of the convent and we just had to hope he was in them 
when we made good our escape.  

So everything was set, and on the afternoon of our 
proposed departure I was fighting to stop my nerves from 
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getting the better of me, as I went over the plans with Felix. 
That was when our royal ditherer walked in unannounced. 

“I will not be able to make the escape attempt tonight, 
Felix. I’m afraid I forgot that I’d invited the Austrian and 
Prussian ministers, and I have just received a telegram that 
they will be arriving tomorrow. I’m terribly sorry,” says he 
incredibly. 

I thought Felix was going to erupt. 
“But …” he began, before Maximilian interrupted. 
“What would the ministers say if they arrived and did 

not find me?” asks our Emperor pitifully. 
“They would be heartily glad to see you anywhere else!” 

replied Felix, clearly stunned by this last minute blow to his 
well-laid plans, but Maximilian refused to be moved. 

“A few days more or less will be of no account,” was all 
he had to say. 

As Maximilian left the room, Felix just stood there 
shaking his head, looking to me for an answer. Finally he 
calmed down sufficiently to utter a few whispered words. 

“William, he said exactly the same thing on the fateful 
night before the betrayal and surrender of the town. I hope 
it is not a sign of things to come.” 

It was a sign all right - a sign that our beloved leader had 
finally lost his marbles, and we reaped the harvest of his 
inaction soon enough. The guards who had been in on the 
secret couldn’t resist the temptation of showing the gold 
they had received to all and sundry. Before we knew it, 
Escobedo had ordered the guard to be doubled and we were 
all moved to another building - except for the Emperor and 
his two generals, Miramon and Mejia. 

I was just wondering if I might still have a chance to get 
to the horses myself, when I discovered that Borgo, the 
officer entrusted with the money and the screws, had 
buggered off with the lot. Well, what do you expect when 
you put your trust in an Italian? 
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Our captors decided not to take any chances and we 
weren’t even allowed to have knives and forks. Not that we 
were provided with any food to eat them with. Indeed, if it 
hadn’t been for a lovely senorita bringing in meals from 
outside (amongst other things), I’d have starved to death 
weeks before. As it turned out, she wasn’t the only female 
to join me at my new lodgings. 

I was blessed with another visit from the lovely Princess 
Agnes - twenty-three years of prime womanhood and all 
out of bounds. Not that I minded, since I wanted to apply 
my energies to more pressing matters.  

As it turned out, Princess Aggie was working to a 
similar end and she had taken on the mantle of head of the 
escape committee, now that her husband was being closely 
guarded.  

“How are they treating you, William?” asks she, placing 
her hand on mine.  

By gum, Princess, thinks I, you’re lucky I’ve had the 
company of my beautiful caterer, or I’d be munching on 
those lips uninvited. 

“Well, I’ve stayed in finer hotels and the maitre d’ is 
useless.” 

She smiled at bluff Fletcher’s easy manner and presently 
came to the point of her visit. 

“Perhaps you will be able to leave your hotel without 
paying the bill, William,” says she cryptically. 

 Naturally I was eager to know more and I feigned 
concern for our Emperor’s safety for form’s sake. Once she 
knew I was interested, she laid out her plan. 

“I have managed to win the confidence of Colonel 
Villaneuva, the officer in charge of the guards in the city,” 
says she, very matter-of-fact.  

It begged the question how exactly she had won his 
confidence, but I thought it tactful not to pry and let her 
continue. 
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“Unfortunately he says that nothing can be done without 
Palacios, who controls the prison guards. But Villaneuva 
has intimated that he will play his part for a sum of 
$100,000, and he imagines that his colleague will need a 
similar sum.” 

“Jesus … I mean, goodness. Does Maximilian have 
those sort of spondulikos?” says I amazed.  

 “No, he doesn’t have any money at all, but members of 
his family in Vienna do.” 

“Well, I’m sure  Emperor Franz-Josef will be dropping 
by for tea any minute,” says I helpfully. 

“You are so cynical, William. No, I have found a more 
realistic solution. The Emperor has undertaken to let me 
have two bills for $100,000, drawn on the Imperial Family 
Treasury in Vienna.” 

It seemed to me that the papers would end up being as 
worthless as a draught on an Aldgate Pump, but I decided it 
was best to play along. 

 “Well, it sounds like you have everything in hand, 
Agnes, but what do you need from me?” 

“Once the guards are out of the way, my contact will be 
arriving with horses, money and weapons, and he has 
insisted on dealing only with you, William.” 

Well, this was a mystery and no mistake. Who on earth 
would be asking for me by name? Agnes saw the confusion 
on my face and anticipated my next question before I’d 
asked it. 

“I believe he’s an old acquaintance of yours, William. 
His name is Carlos Lopez.” 

 
*      *      * 

 
I’ve had unhappy reunions before, of course, and I 

eventually got over the shock of being greeted by 
Bismarck’s ugly dial in Bavaria. But he hadn’t been trying 
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to kill me with a cannon at close range - unlike Carlos 
during his half-arsed attempt to ambush the Emperor. So it 
begged the question why, all of a sudden, he was willing to 
risk his neck to save Max’s life? It just didn’t sit right and 
clearly I was going to have to knock Aggie’s plans for six.  

“I don’t think that would be a very good idea. You see, 
Carlos and I had a little misunderstanding and we didn’t 
leave as best of friends exactly. He’s not to be trusted, 
Aggie,” says I, and that was when I had my second shock 
in as many minutes. 

“I know about the plan to ambush and kidnap the 
Emperor,” says she amazingly. 

“Well, doesn’t that bear out what I’ve been saying? Why 
on earth is he suddenly full of concern for the Emperor’s 
safety?” 

“Carlos has only one concern and that is money. And 
with the sums at stake here, we can be assured of his 
loyalty,” says she with a confidence I didn’t share. 
    I suggested Felix would make a better choice but he was 
too heavily guarded, apparently. I wasn’t relishing the 
prospect of joining forces with the greasy bandolero but 
what could I do? I reminded myself of the alternative and 
recalled the sight of Mendez, pointing out to the firing 
squad where he wanted the fatal bullet to be placed.  

And so it was that I spent the night lying on the coconut 
mats which had replaced the beds since our failed escape 
attempt, with my ears straining to hear the comings and 
goings of our guards. That was when I knew that Aggie 
must have worked her magic. Usually I was woken up 
every thirty minutes by shouts and commands when the 
sentries made their rounds, but on this particular night there 
was nothing but silence.  

I’d already decided I wasn’t going to leave my cell even 
sans guards. The last thing I wanted was to be shot for 
trying to escape - it would have ruined my whole day. I sat 
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in the dark for over an hour, until I thought I could detect 
soft footsteps approaching, and I pressed myself against the 
corner of the room behind the door. God, I’d have given a 
pension for my Adams just then. The handle turned and the 
door slowly creaked open. It was then that I heard a 
familiar voice. 

“It is Carlos, amigo. Are you ready to leave or are you 
just going to stand there in the dark?” 
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Well, Colonel, here I am! 
 

I stepped out of the sanctuary of my cell to find Carlos 
with two of his thugs, sporting their customary bullet-laden 
belts and carrying enough weapons between them to 
furnish an armoury. 

“This way, Colonel,” ordered Carlos, indicating I should 
follow him to the corridor. 

His two henchmen tagged along behind, uncomfortably 
close, yet I had little choice but to do as I was told and 
silently hope that Agnes was right and Carlos wasn’t just 
there to get his revenge for my part in foiling his ambush.  

There wasn’t a guard to be seen, and as we crossed the 
courtyard Carlos explained that we were to meet up with 
Agnes. Then, he assured me, we would simply collect 
Maximilian and Felix, and make our way to the rest of his 
bandits who were waiting with horses at the foot of the hills 
outside the city. It all sounded too easy by half, and I 
couldn’t shake off the feeling that if our Emperor was 
involved, it was all likely to end in tears.  

As it turned out Maximilian had been organising the 
bills of exchange, and he’d even arranged for the Austrian 
minister, Baron Lago, to countersign them. Mind you, the 
timid aristocrat soon started to have second thoughts, and 
he decided to remove his moniker from the bills with a pair 
of scissors.33 It was a sign of how desperate our Emperor 
had become, but like a typical royal he’d left it to the last 
minute.  

Carlos took me to a pretty hacienda not far from the 
convent and I asked him why he’d brought me there. 

“Princess Salm’s charms were not lost on General 
Escobedo. Instead of putting her in prison, he provided her 
with this, the most comfortable hacienda in town. She is 
with Palacios as we speak, attempting to persuade him to 
allow the Emperor and her husband to escape. She will 
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meet us here later so we can execute the next stage of the 
plan.” 

I still wasn’t happy. It seemed to me that if I was 
discovered by the Liberals, they wouldn’t waste any time 
having me shot for trying to escape. This begged the 
question, how had Carlos effected my release if the bribe 
hadn’t yet been delivered to Palacios’ sweaty palms? Of 
course Carlos had all the answers, blast him. 

“The Emperor and Prince Salm are well guarded, but the 
other officers like yourself have only been allocated a token 
force. My men had little trouble disabling the sentries 
outside your quarters and Agnes wanted you here, ready to 
assist with the escape of the Emperor. For some reason, she 
appears to trust you.” 

“Do you trust me?” says I, greatly daring. 
“Fear not, Colonel, our little misunderstanding is 

forgotten. Believe me, with $100,000 at stake I would assist 
the Devil himself,” says he, no doubt trying to flatter me. 

As usual my essentials were very much caught in the 
mangle. I couldn’t go back to my cell and plead ignorance 
now that my guards had been knocked unconscious, or 
worse. Not that I could have given Carlos the slip while he 
was watching me like a hawk. Besides, I hadn’t a weapon 
to my name and where would I run to anyway? My 
thoughts were interrupted by the sound of voices 
approaching the hacienda and Carlos put his ear to the 
door.  

“I can hear a man’s voice. Quick, through here,” says 
he, guiding us into a room at the rear of the building. 

We waited cautiously, leaving the door open a few 
inches so that we could see who was entering the hacienda. 
It was a relief to see Agnes appear, but she was 
immediately followed by Palacios, sporting his habitual 
squint and looking decidedly agitated. Agnes locked the 
door and turned to face the colonel. 
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“I hope you are convinced, Colonel, that the Emperor’s 
family are serious in their wishes for his safe return to 
Europe. Emperor Maximilian has only ever had the best 
interests of Mexico at heart, after all, and he does not wish 
to be the cause of any further conflict in the country,” says 
she, clearly trying to discover the hapless officer’s 
intentions. 

“I must admit, Princess Salm, that I did formerly dislike 
Emperor Maximilian, but having seen him in captivity I 
have recently come to entertain the greatest sympathy, if 
not admiration for the prisoner,” says he tactfully.  

“Colonel, please call me Agnes. If I may come to the 
point, I have a matter of the utmost importance to 
communicate to you, but first I must have your word of 
honour that you will not divulge to anyone what I am about 
to say, even if you decide to reject my proposition.” 

“You have my word … Agnes.” 
“Thank you, Colonel. The fact is that certain 

arrangements have been made for carrying out the 
Emperor’s escape. For our plan to work, all that would be 
required is for you to … turn your back for ten minutes or 
so.” 

He made to protest but she cut him off before he had the 
chance. 

“Forgive me, Colonel, but I know you are a poor man 
with a wife and child to support. If you agree to help us, we 
can offer you a great deal of money. I have here a bill 
signed by the Emperor himself for $100,000.” 

She handed him the piece of paper and he examined it 
gingerly. He was an Indian with little or no education, and 
you could tell from the look on his face that he didn’t 
understand a few scribbles on a scrap of paper could 
provide his family with food, shelter and sombreros for the 
rest of his life. 
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“I believe it best for Mexico to let the Emperor escape, 
but this business is of such consequence that I must have 
the night to reflect on it,” says he, handing back the bill. 

“Isn’t the sum enough, Colonel?” says Agnes bluntly. 
“I have my family and my honour to consider.” 
What happened next had both Carlos and I stifling cries 

of amazement, as our beautiful young princess began to 
undress. Within moments she was standing there, 
displaying her royal assets for all to see.  

Well, I’ve met tarts who’ll get their drawers off for the 
price of a pint, but you don’t expect that sort of thing from 
royal bounce - especially when they’re supposed to be 
deeply in love with their husband. Of course that was why 
she was making such a generous offer. If I’d been the lucky 
colonel, my darling Aggie would have had to make good 
on her proposal, and Maximilian would be dying of old age 
in Austria.34 

“Well, Colonel, here I am!” says she brazenly. 
The fact that our lovely princess was presenting herself 

as an additional inducement finally dawned on the slow-
witted colonel, but it only threw him into a greater state of 
consternation. He hurried to the door to find it locked. 

“My honour is doubly at stake, Princess Salm. If you do 
not let me go I will jump out of the window into the street.” 

Agnes unlocked the door, and as Palacios rushed out she 
shouted after him. 

“Colonel, don’t forget your promise!”  
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Au naturel 
 

For a moment we were at a loss as to what to do. There 
we were, Fletch and his bandoleros, wondering whether it 
would be impolite to make our presence known to Agnes, 
who was now au naturel, or if we should spare her blushes 
and head for the nearest window. I dare say we would have 
been there all night, if one of our clumsy thugs hadn’t 
tripped over a rug and come crashing down on a table, 
taking the family cutlery with him. 

Fortunately our wanton princess had managed to dress 
herself, but she still screamed in surprise before demanding 
to know who was intruding on her privacy. I was half 
expecting red-faced cries of shame when we emerged from 
our hiding place, but I was woefully disappointed. Agnes 
stood erect, desperate to maintain her dignity. 

“No doubt you have been a witness to what just 
transpired. I make no apologies. I will do whatever it takes 
to save Felix and the Emperor from certain death,” says she 
defiantly. 

I expected to see Carlos and his partners-in-crime 
smirking at Aggie’s discomfort, but instead they were 
staring at the floor in embarrassment, like an assembly of 
clergy who have just caught the bishop emerging from a 
brothel.  

Eventually the awkward moment passed, and it was 
decided that Agnes would wait for Palacios’ decision. 
Considering the good colonel’s response to her attempts at 
bribery, both monetary and carnal, I thought it was a 
ridiculous idea, but she was insistent. So I was forced to 
accompany Carlos and his bandits in an adjoining building 
for the night. 

We were woken early the next morning by the sound of 
shouting from the princess’s hacienda, and we rushed to the 
windows in time to see her being led away by Liberal 
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troops. It became all too clear that the timid Palacios had 
been frightened off by the forthright royal, and had run 
straight to General Escobedo to warn him of the impending 
escape.  

“There goes Princess Agnes and our share of $100,000,” 
exclaims Carlos with touching concern. 

It seemed to me that anyone suspected of trying to help 
the Emperor escape - and foolish enough to be on hand - 
would be made to join Maximilian in front of the firing 
squad. My desire to run was almost overwhelming. But to 
where? The greasy bandit had other ideas of course. 

“Fortunately I still have the infamous Colonel Fletcher, 
and he will be my key to a greater reward.” 

Oh, Christ, thinks I, he wants me to go on a wild goose 
chase for his non-existent gold - but I was dead wrong. And 
when he started to share his new plan for becoming rich, I 
found myself yearning for the blasted Montezuma treasure 
map.  

“We have the proof that these rich European royals will 
pay anything to protect their own kind, and with your help 
we will save the Emperor from a Juarista firing squad and 
claim our reward. We will be the richest men in Mexico.” 

I was getting thoroughly sick of being cajoled into 
service by emperors and bandits, and I decided that if I 
could muster the courage to find my own way out of 
Queretaro, I would take my chances. In the meantime I was 
forced to listen to this bandit’s mad scheme for making his 
fortune. 

“You are going to have the chance to be a bandit again, 
Colonel. We will carefully watch events unfold and take 
our chance to deliver the Emperor to his wealthy family.” 

It was clear I needed to tread carefully. I decided the 
best policy was to appear to be a willing participant, while I 
tried to tactfully point out that my involvement was hardly 
necessary. 
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“Well, I’d love to help, Carlos, but I’m afraid I’d put 
you and your men in danger unnecessarily. I am a senior 
member of the Emperor’s staff and I could easily be 
recognised.” 

“By the time we have dressed you appropriately and you 
have grown those whiskers into a full beard, I doubt 
whether your own wife would recognise you,” says the 
wag. “You forget, Colonel, you have been a Mexican 
bandit before.” 

 And with that, he let me in on his idea - such as it was. 
“As for you being a staff officer to Emperor Maximilian, 

far from being a liability, it will be our way to gain access 
to the Emperor himself. He knows and trusts you, Colonel, 
and that will be our secret weapon. If we can’t make capital 
out of your privileged position, I am not the bandit I claim 
to be.”   

As I sat there, totally dumbfounded, I could have 
cheerfully torn his sombrero from his greasy head and 
strangled him with it. 
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Finishing off the Emperor before tiffin 
 

As our current accommodation had been provided by the 
unfortunate Agnes, Carlos thought it best we adjourn to 
safer lodgings as soon as possible. So he sent one of his 
ham-fisted thugs to get me some suitable bandolero 
apparel, while I briefly toyed with the idea of absconding. 
But Carlos and his compatriots never left my side and my 
courage failed me again. 

There were even more bandits at our next homestead 
and any thought of escape had to be shelved. That same 
night Carlos got word that the court-martial was to start the 
next day. Max had been given the news that his beloved 
wife, Carlota, had died, and consequently he was past 
caring. In fact the Empress was very much alive and 
physically hale and hearty, even if she was a candidate for 
the Hatter’s tea party.  

Attending the trial presented no problems because 
Juarez had insisted it was conducted in full view of the 
public. He chose the local theatre as the venue, and it was 
even decked out with flags and streamers, as if for a 
festival. I was shocked at the age of the officers who 
composed the court. They looked as if they were barely out 
of the schoolroom, and Carlos informed me that some of 
them couldn’t even read. Tages didn’t appear among their 
number, that was sure. 

The Judge Advocate, a ferocious looking twenty-year-
old called Escoto, read out the indictment. The main charge 
was that Maximilian had offered himself as an instrument 
of the French government, with the object of overthrowing 
the constitutional rulers of the country. In addition it was 
claimed that he had authorised: “molestations and atrocities 
of all kinds, in order to oppress the Mexican people.”  

Maximilian refused to recognise the jurisdiction of the 
court, but with typical arse-backwards Mexican logic this 
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was simply regarded as an admission of the truth of the 
charges. The law is hard, but it is the law, I suppose. 

The Emperor had chosen four of the leading lawyers in 
the country to defend him. None of them accepted any fees 
for their services, and one of them was the father of 
Palacio, a Liberal general. Not that it did Max any good, 
what with the guilty verdict being a foregone conclusion. 
As for the punishment, some members of the court voted in 
favour of banishment for life, but a young colonel by the 
name of Sanchez had the casting vote and he opted for the 
extreme penalty - under orders from Juarez, no doubt. 

The problem for Carlos was that Maximilian didn’t even 
attend the proceedings and any thought of rescue appeared 
doomed, especially now that the Liberals were intent on 
finishing off the Emperor before tiffin. But my fellow 
bandit wasn’t to be deterred so easily with God’s own 
fortune at stake, and on the proposed day of the execution 
he had his men and I dressed in Liberal uniforms. Our 
deluded leader explained that the intention was to assist in 
Maximilian’s escape when the opportunity presented itself. 

I was in a right lather at the thought of being part of a 
half-arsed rescue attempt, what with Liberal soldiers 
waiting to pounce at every turn. We waited outside the 
convent and watched as Maximilian, Miramon and Mejia 
walked down the staircase and into the street, where 
carriages and a large escort were waiting for them. I could 
see Maximilian take a few breaths of the clear morning air 
and look up at the sky, illuminated by the first rays of the 
rising sun. 

“Ah, what a beautiful day! I always wanted to die on a 
day like this,” says he cheerfully.35 

Well, it takes all sorts to make a world, and good luck to 
’em. But I couldn’t help thinking that if he hadn’t dithered 
and been so concerned about his confounded pride, he 
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could have gone on to live a life of privilege in his Austrian 
castle.   

The order had been given that the prisoners should meet 
their end on the Hill of Bells, where the Emperor had 
surrendered. And the carriages bore the hapless threesome, 
with the firing party following on behind at a respectful 
distance.  

The inhabitants of the town appeared in mourning on the 
balconies and in the doorways of their houses. People wept 
openly, and from above epithets and missiles were hurled at 
the soldiers - including us, damn them.  

I was just marvelling at how people can make such a 
fuss over their monarchs, when I saw Mejia’s wife with a 
baby at her breast, making a desperate attempt to cling on 
to his carriage. Even to my jaundiced eye it was a 
distressing sight. 

We managed to keep pace with the carriages and were in 
time to see two troopers attempt to open Maximilian’s 
door, but it refused to budge. I couldn’t help thinking at the 
time that it signified something, but I was blowed if I knew 
what it was.  

It was then that I witnessed a sight that would have 
caused me to burst out laughing, if the situation hadn’t been 
so solemn and my predicament so precarious. You see, 
Maximilian had jumped to the ground to face Father Soria, 
who was there to provide his Emperor with spiritual 
sustenance. God forbid he should be unaneled – the crazy 
lunatic. 

But the priest was in such a bad way that it looked as if 
he was about to faint, and it was left to Maximilian to 
produce a bottle of smelling salts and hold it under the 
clergyman’s nose until he revived. If anyone attending the 
execution needed spiritual fortification it was the Bible-
basher. Our beloved Emperor was as cool as a cucumber. 
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“Is there no one else here?” asks Maximilian, clearly 
disappointed with the turnout.  

Of all his personal staff, the only ones to attend were 
Tudos, his Hungarian cook, and Grill, his German valet. It 
was Grill who had once confided in me that Maximilian 
and the Empress no longer slept together. He went on to 
explain that since a trip to Vienna when young Max had 
indulged in extra-curricular activities with a prostitute, he’d 
found himself with a social disease, so to speak.  

If Max had played his cards right, he could still have 
been pleasuring himself with a Viennese trollop, instead of 
facing a bellyful of Mexican bullets. It just goes to show, in 
this life you can’t be too careful. 

Dr Basch had lost his nerve at the last minute and 
declined to join the Emperor for his final stroll in the 
Mexican countryside. Felix, of course, was still in gaol. 
And Baron Lago had fled in terror, thinking he had been 
compromised by dear Aggie’s activities. Still, what do you 
expect from a civil servant?  

At the top of the hill there must have been thousands of 
troops drawn up in ranks, forming three sides of a square 
and facing a low adobe wall, before which the three 
condemned men were led. 

 Well, good luck Carlos with rescuing the Emperor now, 
thinks I, you’ll need a miracle to save His Imperial Majesty 
this time. I could tell from the bandit’s sullen features he 
had come to the same conclusion. As if to echo our 
thoughts, an order was read out by an officer to the effect 
that anyone who tried to help any of the prisoners would be 
shot on the spot. 

Maximilian’s place of execution was pointed out to him, 
between his two generals, but he turned to Miramon and 
offered him pride of place. 
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“General, a brave soldier must be honoured by his 
monarch even in his last hour. Therefore, allow me to give 
you the place of honour.” 

Miramon took the position which was offered him, but 
whether he appreciated the gesture or not I couldn’t tell, 
since his expression appeared to be set in stone. I’ve seen 
professional card sharps give more away. 

Mejia, on the other hand, looked fit to collapse, and he 
had to be practically carried to the fatal spot. Max was 
there again offering what, for him, were words of comfort - 
although they’ve never done a damn thing for me. 

“General, what is not rewarded on earth will surely be so 
in heaven.” 

There were fifteen men in the firing party, four for each 
prisoner and three in reserve. It was then that I noticed 
Maximilian approaching those assigned to him, and we 
were confronted with the amazing sight of the condemned 
man handing over gold pieces and shaking hands with each 
of his executioners. 

“Muchachos, aim well - aim right here,” says he, 
pointing to his heart.  

Evidently he was concerned that he might not maintain 
his Imperial dignity if different parts of his face were 
thrown to the four winds. 

Presently he stepped back to his place, took off his hat, 
and wiped his forehead with his handkerchief, before 
passing them both to Tudos. 

“Take these to my mother,” says he considerately. 
Since his mother had been one of those who’d persuaded 

her son to remain in Mexico when he was contemplating 
heading for safety, I thought it more than generous. He 
looked around at the assembled troops and spectators, and 
it’s the fault of a guilty conscience no doubt, but for one 
dreadful moment I thought he was looking at me, and I 
waited for his expression of surprise. 
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 “Why, Fletcher, what on earth are you doing here 
dressed as a Liberal soldier?”  

These were the words conjured up by my fevered 
imagination. It would have been jolly awkward, to say the 
least. Fortunately the moment passed and he addressed us 
all in Spanish with a clear voice. 

“I forgive everybody. I pray that everyone may also 
forgive me and I wish that my blood which is now to be 
shed, may be for the good of the country. Long live 
Mexico! Long live Independence!” 

Miramon took out a piece of paper from his pocket from 
which he read a few lines disclaiming all charges of 
treachery. 

“My dear children, I speak to you now. You will never 
… never have cause to be ashamed of your father. Viva 
Mexico! Viva el Emperador!” 

Those last words were echoed by Mejia, but his voice 
was so faint it was almost impossible to hear. 

 I remember the valley around Queretaro looked 
beautiful in the morning sunshine. The condemned weren’t 
blindfolded and they could admire Nature’s glory for one 
last time. Maximilian actually smiled, parted his beard in 
the middle, and folded his arms. Miramon pointed to his 
heart and murmured:  

“Aqui.” 
Mejia said nothing but grasped a crucifix tightly in his 

hands, as he gazed at the men in front of him. The officer 
barked a few sharp commands and a dozen rifles were 
raised to a dozen shoulders. And then there was a deafening 
roar as the weapons fired. 

 If you have never had the pleasure of witnessing an 
execution by firing squad, you might be forgiven for 
thinking that it is a clean death, where the condemned 
simply receive their cargo of bullets and fall peacefully to 
the ground. Indeed it has been known to happen that way, 
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but as a rule it ain’t so. And that day the Hill of Bells 
witnessed a messy death. As the smoke cleared, the three 
men could be seen sprawled on the ground, crying out in 
agony. 

Maximilian lay on his face and muttered a word which I 
couldn’t make out, but it sounded like: “Hombre”. The 
officer who had given the order to fire ran up and turned 
over the Emperor’s body with his sabre, before pointing in 
silence to Maximilian’s heart. A soldier then fired a shot at 
such close range, it scorched the Emperor’s clothes. 
Miramon was already dead, but it took two more bullets to 
dispatch the unlucky Mejia. 

There was a moment’s silence before the troops began to 
march slowly back to their quarters and, at a prearranged 
signal, the church bells in the town rang out. The Mexican 
Empire was over. 



 209 

Why are you crying? 
 

After the Liberal doctors had pronounced the prisoners 
dead, the bodies of Maximilian and the two generals were 
wrapped in coarse sheets and placed in common deal 
coffins. I remember that Max’s new home was much too 
short for him and his feet protruded from one end. The 
remains of Miramon and Mejia were handed over to their 
families, but the Emperor’s body was brought back to the 
convent under the charge of Colonel Palacios and a 
detachment of infantry. 

We followed the cortege through the streets of 
Queretaro, looking for our chance to blend into the 
shadows, when I spotted a woman among the crowd crying 
and being damned noisy about it. An officer must have 
noticed her too because he ran up to her, brandishing a 
revolver. 

“Why are you crying?” asks he sternly. 
“I am weeping for my Emperor,” says she, in a manner 

which suggested the answer should have been bloody 
obvious. 

The officer caught hold of her by the arm, intending to 
arrest her. But she produced a knife out of nowhere and 
stabbed him in the stomach before escaping into the crowd. 
After that, any other mourners who expressed their grief 
too enthusiastically were soon taken into custody. 

For some reason Carlos seemed to be inordinately 
interested in the fate of the Emperor’s corpse and, before 
we made our excuses to leave, he insisted on discovering 
its temporary resting place. We chose a suitable vantage 
point and, through an embrasure in a wall, we were able to 
watch Maximilian’s lifeless form being removed from the 
coffin and placed in a chapel. 
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When we finally got back to the bandit’s camp, I 
decided to tackle him about his unexpected interest in the 
whereabouts of Maximilian’s cadaver.  

“I may not have been able to save the Emperor’s life, 
gringo, but I will not be cheated from your princess’s 
promised fortune.” 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was everybody in 
Mexico non compos mentis? 

“But the money was offered for the Emperor’s safe 
return. I don’t know if you noticed, Carlos, but the Emperor 
is not in the best of health.” 

“Colonel, do you think these high and mighty Habsburgs 
will forget about one of their own merely because he is 
dead? No, these royals put great store by their dignity and 
ceremony. They will want the Emperor’s body to be 
returned to them and they will pay handsomely for the 
privilege.” 

Unless I was mistaken, the very man who thought he 
could lay claim to this reward was sitting across the table 
from me, with a smirk across his greasy dial.  

Although Agnes had convinced me to trust Carlos and 
his bandoleros, I was still more than a little worried that I 
might have outlived my usefulness and would be forced to 
go the way of Maximilian. But this latest news appeared to 
offer a tantalising hope that I might escape a bandit’s 
bullet, and his next words seemed to bear this out. 

“Princess Salm has been sent back to the capital, but she 
is still in contact with the Emperor’s family. If I am correct, 
they will be seeking the return of Maximilian’s body very 
soon and he will need to be escorted home. Who better to 
make the necessary arrangements than his loyal 
confidante?” 

Naturally this was capital news.  A jolly sail home, all 
expenses paid, just so Maximilian’s corpse could have 
someone he knew to keep him company. It’s funny, ain’t 
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it? These Christian diplomats and royals, who barely lifted 
a finger to help poor Max when he needed them, were 
suddenly tripping over themselves to get his lifeless carcase 
back to civilisation and a decent burial - which just goes to 
show what a topsy-turvy world we live in. 

There was just one major obstacle that this fool of a 
bandit hadn’t the wit to realise. I was a wanted man. Felix, 
Castillo and the others were already going through the farce 
of a court-martial and facing a death sentence. Naturally I 
was rather reticent to point this out to my greasy friend but 
I needn’t have worried. He insisted that everything would 
be taken care of and my involvement would be handled 
discreetly. 

Needless to say I decided to play along, at least until I 
could see how the land lay, now that Maximilian had been 
forced to abdicate from his throne - and life in general. 

In the meantime Juarez was in no particular hurry to 
return the mortal remains any time soon. And so it was that 
days turned into weeks, with still no end to my ordeal in 
sight. An ever watchful eye was kept on me, but I was 
treated decently enough, and although there were no carnal 
diversions to pass the time, I whiled away the evening 
hours drinking bowl for bowl with the genial Carlos. I say 
‘genial’, but I never lost sight of the fact that if I ever 
outlived my usefulness, it might be adios to Fletch and a 
bullet for a parting gift. 

One day our leader received information that the body 
had finally been moved to a church, so that it could be 
viewed by any Liberal adherents who had a mind to, and he 
wanted us to figure a way of making off with the corpse 
undetected. Before his mad idea came to fruition, the coffin 
and its contents were transferred yet again to the quarters of 
the Governor, who was made responsible for their security. 
By now a month had gone by and through a spy Carlos had 
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placed on the Governor’s staff, we learned that the body 
was in a frightful state. 

Apparently the original embalmers had botched the job, 
either on purpose or because they couldn’t be bothered. The 
body had darkened and the glass eyes Max had been 
provided with were the wrong colour. Even the coffin 
wasn’t particularly well cared for. The velvet covering was 
dirty and spotted with candle-grease, the glass had become 
cracked, and according to our informer the whole thing 
looked like a piece of old junk.36 

Carlos became quite agitated when he heard that 
Admiral Tegethoff had arrived in Vera Cruz in an Austrian 
man-of-war. Apparently he’d submitted a demand for the 
body on behalf of the Imperial family in Vienna.  

With increasing pressure from abroad, Juarez finally 
began to realise that he couldn’t in all decency refuse to 
return the body any longer. Naturally he huffed and puffed 
in his best style. He excused his actions by claiming that 
none of the requests had been supported by official 
documentation. Of course Tegethoff hadn’t got any papers 
either, and so he had to wait for the necessary forms to 
arrive from Vienna. 

I suspected that all this time-wasting on the part of 
Juarez was just to give him a chance to do something about 
the terrible state of the Emperor’s corpse. But my main 
concern was what Carlos would do, now that his plans to 
abscond with the body seemed to have fallen by the 
wayside.  

To make matters worse, we also learned that 
arrangements had been made to transport the remains to a 
hospital in the capital. Carlos lost no time and we were 
soon making our way to Mexico City so that we would be 
in striking distance of the coffin. 

As we approached the capital, Carlos was clearly 
becoming more anxious. We had almost a dozen of his 
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bandits with us and he had procured a deserted, rat-infested 
building only a five minute walk from the hospital. I was 
forced to spend the next three nights in our sumptuous 
accommodation, while Carlos tried to find out the strength 
of the guard at the chapel. It seemed to me that any thought 
of attacking and making off with the rotting remains would 
be sheer folly, but Carlos had other ideas. 

Agnes had arranged for Carlos to receive a note for 
$20,000 if he delivered the body to Austrian agents in Vera 
Cruz, and the bandolero was not about to give up the 
chance of winning a fortune because of a few armed 
guards. Of course the money had been offered before 
Juarez had relented and agreed to hand over Maximilian’s 
body to Tegethoff, so Carlos was in a hurry, and his plan 
was to attack the chapel that night, before the body was 
handed over. 

So once again I was to be thrust into the centre of an ill-
planned raid. Well, we’d see about that, thinks I. Once we 
were making our way through the dark streets of the 
capital, I’d be disappearing down the nearest alleyway, and 
good luck to any bandolero who thought he could catch 
fourteen stone of terrified Fletch barrelling his way to 
safety. 

Carlos stood up, no doubt preparing to share words of 
encouragement with his troops, when the man he’d posted 
as a lookout entered the room to inform us we had a visitor. 
In his wake appeared a lovely vision I’d despaired of ever 
seeing again. I dare say it made a strange sight - a handful 
of desperate, unshaven outlaws and one British knight of 
the realm, not quite at his best, gaping as we were 
confronted by a vision of royal beauty in the shape of 
Princess Agnes Salm. 

“Princess Agnes, what are you doing here?” enquired 
Carlos, once he’d regained his composure. 

“I’m here to stop you doing anything silly, Carlos.” 
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“But …” Carlos started to protest, before Agnes cut him 
short. 

“I know you were promised money for delivering the 
body of the Emperor, but Juarez has already agreed to 
return it to his family. If you try to take the Emperor’s 
remains by force and fail, it will only make the Liberals go 
back on their promise. If you succeed, the Austrian minister 
has told me he will no longer pay you.” 

It seemed to me she was being damned foolish 
confronting a band of desperate and well-armed villains, 
just to tell them they weren’t getting their money. Carlos 
was clearly put out. 

“You promised us the reward,” says he, bearing his 
teeth. 

“That is why I am here. The Austrian government wants 
no further trouble, and I have been authorised to offer you 
$1000 for doing absolutely nothing,” says she, fixing him 
with her mesmerising stare. 

You could almost see the bandit’s mind working as he 
mulled over her proposition. Should he protest in an effort 
to save his honour in front of his men, or simply accept the 
offer gracefully? Even Carlos wasn’t mad enough to turn 
down a decent sum of money just to save face, but Agnes 
attempted to conclude the negotiations by appealing to his 
sense of chivalry - as if he had one. 

“As you know, I am in the process of trying to persuade 
the Liberals to pardon my husband. To that end, Carlos, I 
would deem it a personal favour if you would not 
antagonise the Juaristas any more than is necessary,” says 
she, full of feminine charm.37 

He finally relented, having been left with little choice. 
And that was when she revealed her next surprise and 
finally convinced me that she was indeed an angel sent 
down from heaven.  
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“There is one last condition. Colonel Fletcher will be 
escorting the body back to Austria.”38 

 
*      *      * 

 
Aggie and Carlos delivered me safely to Vera Cruz and 

the flagship Navora – the vessel chosen to convey the 
mummified burden to Austria. 

“This was the ship that brought Maximilian and Carlota 
to Mexico less than four years ago,” says Agnes 
thoughtfully, tears welling up in her beautiful eyes. 

I didn’t know what to say, so I tried to look sombre - 
which was damned difficult when I was feeling as happy as 
a clam at the thought of finally getting home after so long. 
Agnes introduced me to Admiral Tegethoff, and I noticed a 
lovely blonde piece of mattress-fodder sneaking aboard. 
What’s more, she was eyeing me with awestruck 
admiration. 

I dare say my time in Mexico should have brought out 
the philosopher in me and, once I was delivered to my 
cabin, I ought to have used my time to sit in quiet 
contemplation. A man of good character might have 
thought how sad it was for the well-meaning Maximilian to 
be sent home in a coffin, and for his Empress to end up in 
the nut-house.  

The fact that brave and honourable men were still 
languishing in gaol or feeding the worms while I, a self-
confessed rogue, was on his way to a loving, beautiful wife, 
might well have caused me to pause for thought. But as I 
reclined and enjoyed a glass of brandy to induce a well-
earned slumber, only one thought materialised in my 
fatigued mind. 

“Blow me to buggery, that blonde Austrian piece of 
virgin territory will be conquered by Emperor Fletch before 
journey’s end.” 
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[On which irreverent note, this packet of the Fletcher 

Papers comes to an end.]  
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Appendix I 
 

Ferdinand Maximilian (1832-1867), Emperor of Mexico 
 

Fletcher appears to deal a little harshly with Emperor 
Maximilian, who possessed a strong sense of honour and 
felt loyalty towards his Mexican Army and his subjects. It 
is unsurprising that Fletcher could not relate to such noble 
sentiments.  

Maximilian was put into an almost impossible situation 
from the start of his brief reign. He had been encouraged to 
become the Emperor of Mexico by Napoleon III, who then 
proceeded to withdraw military support in short order. He 
was under no illusions that the edifice on which he was 
working might collapse at any time, but he was devoted to 
the idea of improving the lot of the people of Mexico and 
preferred to continue his work rather than return: “to 
moulder in inactivity in old Europe,” as he put it. 

Early in his reign he issued a general amnesty to all 
political prisoners and he recommended that the prefects 
deal as leniently as possible with any of the monarch’s 
opponents. It would also seem that Maximilian and his 
Empress genuinely did not realise that the political 
elements which counted for anything in the country were 
more guided by personal interests than popular welfare. 

The Emperor clearly wanted to serve the country to the 
best of his ability. In a letter to his younger brother, Karl 
Ludwig, he stated: “I am overwhelmed with work of every 
sort, but one is glad to work when one has an end in view 
and one hopes to be useful to one’s fellow men.” 

However, he began to detect ‘abuses’ on the part of 
various officials and became convinced that: “The whole 
administration must be placed on a new footing”. He 
appointed commissions to reorganize the judicial and 
military branches of the government, which he thought 
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were corrupt and lacked a sense of honour. Nor did the 
clergy escape his criticism who he believed were: “… 
lacking in Christian charity and morality,” and he was in 
favour of complete freedom of worship. 

It appears that his hard work was not always 
appreciated. When he attempted to investigate the working 
conditions of some of his subjects, they were suspicious of 
a ruler who wanted to find out everything for himself and 
took it as a sign that he did not trust his subordinates. 

He began to be reproached on many sides for what was 
called his ‘misplaced clemency’, and in October 1865 he 
issued the notorious Black Decree, to the effect that any 
enemy of the Empire caught in arms should be executed 
after summary proceedings before a court-martial. 
Maximilian came to regret his decision and eventually had 
the decree annulled, but his initial assent was held against 
him in his final days and may well have cost him his life. 

Maximilian’s sense of honour notwithstanding, he was 
willing to abdicate and leave the country once he realised 
his position was hopeless, and it is almost certain that he 
would have done so if he had not been persuaded to stay by 
Empress Carlota. 

Fletcher’s description of the Emperor’s calm composure 
as he faced the firing squad is confirmed by other 
witnesses, and there appeared to be a genuine outpouring of 
grief amongst the citizens of Queretaro. 
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Appendix II 

 
Prince Felix Zu Salm-Salm 

 
Prince Salm-Salm appears to have been a true 

adventurer in every sense of the word. The younger son of 
one of the princely families of Germany, Felix had served 
with distinction as a cavalry officer in his own country, 
until his mounting debts forced him to leave his regiment 
and take up service in Austria. Before long he found he had 
creditors in Vienna who were just as determined. 
Consequently, his family paid his passage to America, 
where the outbreak of the Civil War gave him another 
chance to distinguish himself, and he gained the rank of 
brigadier-general. 

It was during this time that he met Fletcher, but the 
secret nature of their work may well explain why Fletcher’s 
account is not confirmed by other sources. In America 
Felix met Agnes, who later became his wife (see Appendix 
III.) The end of the war found the prince again unemployed 
and, unable to adapt to life in a small garrison town when 
there was a full-scale war going on across the border, he 
headed for Mexico, armed with introductions from the 
Prussian and Austrian ministers in Washington. 

Fletcher is correct when he says that the majority of the 
troops heading south were Confederates, but Felix’s royal 
connections meant that he predictably sided with 
Maximilian. However, Felix initially turned out to be 
persona non grata in Mexico because Maximilian’s 
entourage was predominantly made up of Austrians. His 
first months in Mexico were spent fighting with the Belgian 
division under Van der Smissen, and these two men appear 
to have become close friends. 
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He effectively became Maximilian’s bodyguard before 
his surrender, and he was instrumental in trying to engineer 
his escape - although he was clearly exasperated at the 
Emperor’s lack of co-operation. He was court-martialled 
and sentenced to death, but after repeated postponements 
and an agonizing period of suspense, his sentence was 
commuted to a prison term of seven years. Owing to the 
combined efforts of his wife and Admiral Tegethoff, he 
received a pardon from Juarez and was allowed to leave the 
country. In Europe he found himself again on active service 
in the Franco-German War, where he was killed by a 
French bullet during the battle of Gravelotte.  

 
See My Diary in Mexico in 1867 by Felix Salm-Salm. 
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Appendix III 

 
Princess Agnes Salm-Salm 

 
Princess Agnes was an American woman who appears 

to have been of French and possibly Indian extraction. At 
some time in her life she was a circus rider and a tightrope 
walker. She was clearly an intelligent woman who knew 
how to use her feminine charms to further her husband’s 
career and to protect him from the consequences of his 
reckless impulses. In her own words he was: “… just like a 
cocked pistol ready to go off,” and it was her job to: “… 
keep a restraining hand on the trigger.” 

Her courage matched her husband’s. She followed him 
to the front, working in field-hospitals throughout the Civil 
War, and she became a captain and sported a uniform.  

She took a great risk going to Escobedo’s headquarters 
to plead for the Emperor’s life, considering that her 
husband had done more damage to the Liberal army than 
any other single officer in the Imperialist garrison. 
Incredibly many sources claim she admitted that she did 
offer herself to General Palacios, as Fletcher describes. 
Unsurprisingly, this is not mentioned in her diary. 
However, when her efforts at bribery failed, she was 
arrested and placed under an armed guard. Even then she 
refused to be intimidated and faced Escobedo with angry 
defiance. Escobedo is reported to have said that he would: 
“… rather face a whole Imperialist battalion than an angry 
Princess Salm.” 

She continued to follow Felix when he served in the 
Franco-German War and worked as a Red Cross nurse, 
receiving the Prussian Medal of Honour for her services. 
When her husband was killed she considered entering a 
convent, but on being told by Pope Pius IX that she had no 
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vocation to be a nun, she resigned herself to the routine of 
German social life and married Charles Heneage, a British 
diplomat who she met in Berlin. It has been claimed that he 
used to beat her before they finally separated.  

She returned to America in 1899 to raise money for an 
ambulance corps for the Boers. She died shortly before the 
outbreak of the First World War. 

 
 

See Ten Years of My Life by Agnes Salm-Salm. 
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Appendix IV 

 
Charlotte of Belgium, Empress Carlota of Mexico(1840-

1927) 
 

In many ways Carlota is perhaps the most tragic figure 
to emerge from the events in Mexico. Charlotte was the 
fourth child and only daughter of the Belgian King and 
Queen, Leopold and Louise. She seems to have been very 
much in love with Maximilian, who she found: “… 
charming in every way.” He built her a castle called 
Miramar with views across the Gulf of Trieste and, in turn, 
Carlota bought the beautiful island of Lacroma off the 
Dalmatian coast. It seems that the royal couple could have 
lived an enviable life in these idyllic surroundings if they 
had not accepted the invitation to become Emperor and 
Empress of Mexico. 

However, the marriage does not appear to have been 
without its problems, and Carlota confirms Fletcher’s claim 
that Maximilian had been unfaithful with a prostitute. 

Observers remarked that she: “… was wearing herself 
out by her restless craving for activity because she was 
unhappy at having no children.” She confided that the 
reason for her childlessness was her husband’s impotence, 
caused by the contraction of a venereal disease from a 
Brazilian woman during his travels.  

The Empress persuaded Maximilian to stay in Mexico 
and subsequently she decided to go to Europe to plead the 
Emperor’s case in person with Napoleon and the Pope, but 
with little success. It was at this time that Carlota appears to 
have lost all self-control and frequently worked herself up 
into states of hysterical frenzy. She claimed that: “… those 
in Paris had conspired to bring about the ruin of the 
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Empire,” and she began to display symptoms suggesting 
that she had developed a persecution complex. 

Carlota would see ordinary members of the public and 
convince herself that they were assassins sent to kill her. 
Perhaps of more concern was her belief that people were 
trying to poison her - although some sources claim that she 
was indeed poisoned on a visit to the Yucatan peninsular 
during her time in Mexico. When she visited the Pope in 
his palace, she was so hungry that she dipped her fingers 
into his chocolate drink and put them to her mouth, 
exclaiming: “This at least is not poisoned. Everything they 
give me is drugged and I am starving, literally starving.” 

On her second visit to the Vatican she refused to leave 
and insisted on spending the night there. That evening, 
convinced that she was going to be poisoned, she wrote 
farewell letters and made her will. 

 On a visit to a convent she gave a lucid address to five 
hundred orphan children but later, in the kitchens, she 
plunged her hand and arm up to the elbow into a cauldron 
containing a boiling mass of meat and gravy. She pulled 
out a piece of meat and began to gnaw it voraciously. “I felt 
so hungry,” she said to the Mother Superior by way of 
explanation, “and they can’t have poisoned this morsel.” 
The sisters tried to bandage her arm, but when she saw the 
scalded flesh she shrieked and fainted away. She was taken 
by carriage to her hotel, but when she awoke she suddenly 
began to shout: “Murder! Stop the carriage! They are 
killing me!” She had to be carried kicking and screaming 
through a crowd of curious bystanders. 

According to her doctors she had become completely 
insane by the end of 1866. She convinced herself that 
Napoleon had died and that Maximilian would become 
Emperor of France, Spain and Portugal. Her brother said 
she still had a fundamental desire to be a sovereign of: 
“…it mattered not what or where.” This ambition had 
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driven her into the Mexican venture which ended in her 
own madness. 

There was also a rumour, although there is no evidence 
beyond hearsay to justify it, that she had an affair with 
Colonel Smissen and she gave birth to a child (later to 
become General Weygand) during the months in which she 
was kept in seclusion at Miramar. 
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Notes 
 

1. In other diaries Fletcher also refers to his service in 
the American Civil War. He was at Gettysburg in 
1863.  

2. Some sources put the date as December 28th, 
although the princess herself states it was Christmas 
Day. (The Prince and the Yankee, by R N White & 
Ten Years of My Life, by Agnes Salm-Salm).  

3. Felix Salm-Salm spoke very little English when he 
first arrived in America, but it seems to have 
improved considerably by the time he met Fletcher. 
Fletcher was fluent in German from his time in 
Bavaria. That Felix managed to achieve such a high 
rank was largely down to the efforts of his wife, 
Agnes, who ceaselessly fought for his promotion in 
the high social circles of Washington.  

4. According to another diary, Fletcher was with 
President Lincoln a few days before his death in 
April 1865 and was in Washington when Lincoln 
was shot.  

5. General Bazaine had in fact been guilty of outright 
duplicity. He had recently assured Maximilian that 
the country would receive reinforcements when the 
decision had already been taken in Paris to evacuate 
the French forces. The withdrawals were to begin in 
the autumn and completed in 1867. 

6. Fletcher had clearly not read Felix Salm-Salm’s 
book, ‘My Diary in Mexico in 1867’. Far from 
covering political comings and goings, it is an 
interesting record of his time at Queretaro with an 
emphasis on military details. Fletcher may be 
confused because the Emperor designated Felix as 
one of those who could write the official history of 
his reign. However, Felix could not obtain the 
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necessary material from the Imperial Family 
Archives in Vienna and he abandoned the task.  

7. On September 5, 1865, Maximilian issued a decree 
outlining a colonisation scheme. Immigrants were 
to receive a title to their land and were to live tax-
free for the first year. If they had lost everything in 
the Civil War they were even to receive free 
passage to Mexico. Confederate colonies were 
established in the states of Vera Cruz, San Luis 
Potosi, Jalisco and Chihuahua. The settlement in 
Vera Cruz was called the ‘Carlota colony’, as a 
compliment to the Empress. As one of the settlers 
put it: “We all love and admire her and we are ready 
at any moment to shed what remains of Confederate 
blood.” The settlement at the Carlota colony never 
developed beyond a few hastily improvised 
dwellings. Other schemes did not fare any better 
and either died a natural death or were broken up by 
the Liberals. (Two excellent sources covering 
Maximilian’s reign are Mexican Empire, by H M 
Hyde & Imperial Adventurer, by J Haslip).  

8. Maximilian’s affair with Concepcion Sedano y 
Leguizano is confirmed by several reliable and 
independent witnesses, including Colonel Blanchot. 
The officer on Bazaine’s staff states that 
Maximilian had succumbed to the charms of the 
pretty seventeen-year-old wife of the gardener at La 
Borda and that she willingly responded to his 
advances. It has been established that she bore the 
Emperor a son. It would be interesting to speculate 
that Fletcher might have been the father of the child, 
in light of his latest revelation, but this would 
appear to be highly unlikely. Fletcher has been 
unclear as to how long his journey to Mexico took, 
but the date of his arrival at Cuernavaca would 
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probably have been towards the end of March, 
because he did not leave the United States until 
February. Concepcion gave birth to her son on 
August 30, 1866, so it would appear that she was 
already pregnant when she met Fletcher. Some 
sources say the rumour that Carlota was pregnant 
when she left for Europe in July 1866 and that she 
gave birth to a child during the months when she 
was kept in seclusion at Miramar are too persistent 
to be ignored. If she did indeed give birth to a child, 
then it is highly unlikely that the Emperor was the 
father, considering what we know of their sleeping 
arrangements. However, this does not necessarily 
mean that Fletcher was responsible for her 
pregnancy, since it was also rumoured that she had 
an affair with a Colonel Smissen. 

9. The use of the garden gate and the stationing of the 
guards are confirmed by Grill, Maximilian’s valet.  

10. Carlota’s lady-in-waiting was indeed called Josefa. 
11. Fletcher does not make it clear if he had already 

acquired his ability to speak Spanish. Perhaps, as he 
was naturally gifted in this area, he picked it up 
during his time in the Americas.  

12. Legend has it that Montezuma’s Treasure lies in the 
Casa Grande ruins, or at some location nearby in the 
southwest of the United States, or in Mexico. One 
theory does suggest that local Apaches were used to 
dig for the gold but when they rose up, all of their 
Mexican employers were killed and the gold was 
never found. Newspapers as far back as 1895 have 
published accounts of those who have claimed to 
have found this lost treasure. In March 1981 a 
construction worker in Mexico City discovered a 
four pound chunk of gold moulded to fit inside the 
armour of a Conquistador. The gold was handed 
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over to the National Institute of Anthropology and 
was valued at $32,000. Reports at the time linked 
the find to Montezuma’s Treasure.  

13. This answers the question as to whether or not 
Fletcher enlisted in the Foreign Legion, although it 
still does not tell us when he left. 

14. Although Fletcher indicates in his other diaries that 
he spent time in a Mexican prison, it is only now 
that we know it was because he was wanted by the 
Foreign Legion. 

15. Carlota and her suite left Mexico City at four 
o’clock, on the morning of July 9, 1866. 
Maximilian did indeed accompany her as far as 
Ayutla and there they bade each other farewell for 
the last time in their lives. 

16. The ambush planned by Carlos is not mentioned in 
Maximilian’s diaries, but assaults of this sort were 
quite frequent. Indeed, only a few days later, the 
mules pulling the Empress’s carriage were driven 
off by bandits amid shouts of: “Adios! Mama 
Carlote!”  

17. Father Fischer, a Jesuit priest, was one of 
Maximilian’s most intimate advisers at the time. 
Coincidentally, he had sailed to Mexico on the same 
ship as Agnes Salm-Salm and she mentions him 
unfavourably in her diary. The priest’s 
underhandedness was certainly a contributing factor 
in Maximilian’s decision to stay in Mexico.  

18. The police did in fact find two unauthorised 
intruders in the gardens at La Teja. When they were 
arrested they maintained that they were thieves, but 
it was generally thought at the time that they were 
spies from the Liberal camp sent to abduct the 
Emperor. This not only confirms Fletcher’s account 
(apart from his unwitting contribution to their 
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arrest) but also adds credence to Fletcher’s claim 
that the Emperor was at risk of being kidnapped.  

19. Some sources confirm that when Napoleon’s troops 
finally left, Maximilian turned to an ‘aide-de-camp’, 
saying: “At last we are free.” It now appears that he 
spoke these words directly to Fletcher.  

20. The Massacre at San Jacinto has been well 
documented and the scenes of butchery were part of 
a policy of terrorism which Juarez hoped would 
have the effect of deterring the remaining adherents 
to the Empire. There was no mention of anyone 
escaping the massacre, although according to 
Fletcher his execution had only been temporarily 
postponed. The sad episode when a soldier was 
effectively executed three times is confirmed by 
Felix Salm in his diary (Volume I), although he was 
not actually present. 

21. Queretaro was indeed a strange choice of town. As 
Fletcher says, it was surrounded by hills and 
therefore virtually impossible to defend 
successfully. Even Agnes Salm, who by her own 
admission had no military background, says in her 
diary that she was immediately struck by the 
vulnerability of the location.  

22. It is not clear when Fletcher had attended a bullfight 
prior to this time, as it does not appear to be 
mentioned in any of his other diaries.  

23. The number of troops was in fact less than 7,000. 
24. Maximilian was so concerned about the welfare of 

the troops, that he offered the services of his 
personal physician, Dr Basch, appointing him 
inspector-general of all hospitals. Witnesses testify 
that many of the wounded soldiers who insisted on 
being treated by Mexican doctors often died from 
their wounds.  
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25. In his diary Felix Salm states that the name of the 
officer who saved his life was Lieutenant Alphons 
Marie, and he was decorated for his bravery by the 
Emperor the next day. Felix makes no mention of 
Fletcher’s participation.  

26. This incident where Maximilian was nearly killed is 
described in a letter he sent to the household at 
Castle Miramar, near Trieste. He says: “During the 
action on the 24th, a cannon-ball fell three paces 
away from me; I will send you a piece as a souvenir 
for our museum at Miramar. I have been entirely 
surrounded by Mexicans and there are no foreigners 
among the troops, although my opponent, Juarez, is 
richly supported by North Americans.” Clearly 
Maximilian had forgotten about Felix Salm and 
Fletcher. In addition there were about 500 
Frenchmen, chiefly deserters from Bazaine’s army, 
in the Imperialist ranks. 

27. Fletcher appears to be mistaken. It was General 
Mejia and not General Miramon who was asked to 
organise the diversion and arm the inhabitants of the 
city with muskets.  

28. The officer who let the royal party pass was Colonel 
Gallardo, who recognised Maximilian and would 
probably have known Prince Salm and Fletcher too. 
Witnesses say he turned to the sentries and said: 
“Dejalos pasar. Son paisanos.” – “Let them pass. 
They are civilians.” The Emperor later confirmed 
that he had helped the colonel’s sister in various 
ways.  

29. The officer who told Maximilian he was his 
prisoner was General Echegaray.  

30. Even when the Juaristas were occupying territories 
and wreaking vengeance on any Imperialist 
supporters, Maximilian had asked for clemency to 
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be shown to the Liberal soldiers, but he began to be 
reproached on many sides and Bazaine particularly 
urged him to deal with the Republicans more 
severely. Maximilian eventually yielded and on 
October 3rd, 1865, he issued the notorious ‘Black 
Decree’ to the effect that any enemy of the Empire 
caught in arms should be executed after summary 
proceedings before a court-martial. Bazaine 
instructed all his officers to carry out any 
punishments ruthlessly. Maximilian did eventually 
repeal the decree and proved himself repeatedly to 
be anything but ruthless. 

31. The fact that Lopez should ever have received 
Maximilian’s confidence was regarded as 
extraordinary, since the Emperor already knew that 
the colonel had been dismissed from the Mexican 
Army for treasonable conduct during the war with 
the United States in 1847. His wife refused to have 
anything to do with him for having betrayed his 
friend, the Emperor, who had stood godfather to 
their child. The Liberals also shunned him. He did 
not live long to enjoy his blood money because, 
some years later, he was bitten by a rabid dog and 
died of hydrophobia. 

32. The circumstances of Mendez’s capture as 
described by Fletcher appear to be correct, and he 
knew that he could expect no mercy because he had 
ordered the execution of the Juarista generals, 
Arteaga and Salazar, after the passing of the ‘Black 
Decree’. His last request was to see Maximilian and 
they had a touching farewell.  

33. Baron Lago, the Austrian minister who had signed 
the bill and then cut off his signature with a pair of 
scissors, had done so because he felt he had 
compromised himself. He was worried that the bills 
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would fall into Liberal hands and that he would be 
executed. When Maximilian was told this, he 
commented: “It would be a small loss if he were.”  

34. Fletcher’s description of Agnes Salm offering 
herself to Palacios is confirmed by Palacios himself. 
Although Agnes describes how she pleaded the 
Emperor’s case by showing him the bills signed by 
Maximilian, unsurprisingly she has nothing else to 
say about the episode in her diary. 

35. Several people who witnessed the execution 
describe how Maximilian appeared to be 
exceedingly calm. The choice of a theatre for the 
trial of the Emperor seems to indicate that Escobedo 
wished to stage a popular show, rather than a 
solemn legal proceeding. When the charges were 
read out to Maximilian in prison, he is said to have 
put his hand over his mouth to stop himself from 
laughing and said: “They are so silly.” He was well 
defended by his lawyers, but the prosecution did not 
recognise the validity of the points made. When he 
was sentenced to death and was told that he would 
be shot that same afternoon at three o’clock, 
Maximilian appeared quite calm and said: “I am 
ready.” Looking at his watch, he turned to Basch 
and added: “We still have more than three hours 
and can easily finish up everything.”  With the 
exception of Grill, no one else who had been close 
to the Emperor was present at the execution. Dr 
Basch intended to be there, but his courage failed 
him at the last moment. His other friends were 
either in jail or outside the country. Since Fletcher 
was disguised as a Liberal soldier, the Emperor 
would not have been aware of his presence. A 
number of other people connected in one way or 
another with the Mexican Empire either went mad 
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or met a sudden death. Soon after the executions, 
Senora Miramon went out of her mind and had to be 
kept under restraint. Colonel Sanchez, who presided 
over the court-martial, was killed by his own men. 
Cencepcion, the Emperor’s mistress, died of grief a 
year after the execution, in spite of being only 
young. Her son, probably the Emperor’s child, 
became a spy for the Germans in the First World 
War and was caught and killed by firing squad. 
Witnesses say he faced execution calmly, in a 
similar manner to Maximilian himself.  

36. Apparently the poor condition of Maximilian’s 
body was not simply down to incompetence. An 
eyewitness says that Licea, the physician who had 
betrayed Miramon when he was lying injured in his 
house, arrived to undertake the embalming. As he 
plunged a knife into the cadaver he said: “What a 
delight it is for me to wash my hands in the blood of 
the Emperor!” Palacios, who was present at the 
proceedings, pointed to a receptacle holding the 
dead man’s intestines and exclaimed: “Those ought 
to be given to the dogs.” 

37. Princess Salm appears more than anyone to have 
done her utmost to save the Emperor’s life. When 
she met with Benito Juarez, she fell on her knees, 
sobbing, and offered her own life in place of 
Maximilian’s.  

38. That Fletcher escorted the body of Maximilian to 
Trieste is not confirmed by other sources.  
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