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Michael Bruce1 was born in Bombay on May 28th 1787, the first of four children. His father 

was Patrick Craufurd Bruce, an East India merchant, rich London banker and M.P., who adored 

his son and spoiled him, harbouring great political ambitions for him. The family moved back 

from India to London in 1792. 

  From 1802 to 1805 young Michael went to Eton: his father disapproved of his rowing 

there, thinking it a distraction from study. He then went to St. John’s College Cambridge, next 

door to Trinity, where Byron and Hobhouse were. In 1807, his Cambridge course incomplete, 

he embarked, with his father’s blessing and many introductions, on a tour of northern Europe, 

with Russia as his destination; but because of the war got no further than Sweden. He met John 

Hely-Hutchinson, later Lord Hutchinson, who was also a friend of Robert Wilson. In September 

1807 he witnessed the English bombardment of Copenhagen, which instilled in him a dislike 

of English foreign policy. Thwarted in his travels northwards, he went instead to Spain, where 

in an amateur capacity he joined up with the army of Sir John Moore. Moore had already 

attracted the love of Lady Hester Stanhope, grand-daughter of the great Earl of Chatham; had 

Moore not been killed on the retreat from Corunna on January 16th 1809, he and Lady Hester 

might have married. He died with her name on his lips. 

  One of Bruce’s companions was the Marquis of Sligo, later a travelling companion of 

Byron. Sligo had a poor opinion of Bruce. On September 15th 1810 he wrote to his mother: 

 
Bruce, whom you may recollect seeing one day in Grafton St is accompanying her and 

what I may be induced to do I don’t know. She intends stopping here a month and then 

proceeding on to Constantinople by way of Smyrna, <which> {this} journey she has 

pressed me much to accompany her in I suppose finding me to be useful to her, for 

Bruce is so little a man of business and I am so completely one that I do every thing for 

her: I hire her Servants for her, I <do> act the part of interpreter in short without me 

she would be cheated abominably.2 
 

                                                 
1: Much of the material for this study is from Ian Bruce, The Nun of Lebanon (Collins 1951) and Lavalette 

Bruce (Hamish Hamilton 1953). 
2: OSB MSS 74 Box 1, Folder 2, Yale, Beinecke. 
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 From Spain Bruce went to Sicily, where he found Palermo “one mass of Moral and Political 

corruption”, but where he learned to speak fluent Italian. Letters home to his father show his 

disgust with the ruling powers of England, which supported the cruel and corrupt governments 

of the countries through which he was travelling. He disliked Wellington especially. 

  In May 1810 at Malta – eight months after Byron had passed through there – Bruce met 

Lady Hester Stanhope, and pronounced her to be “a woman of very extraordinary talent”. The 

two became lovers. Lady Hester’s physician, Dr Meryon, wrote at this time that, having been 

ill, she now “really begins to look rather winning”. Both took the unusual step of writing to 

Bruce’s father announcing their liaison with pride. 

  Hobhouse was in Malta from July 27th to August 5th 1810, and met both Bruce and 

Hester. Hester was not to Hobhouse’s conservative taste. He described her as “a masculine lady 

who says she would as soon live with pack-horses as women” and as “a violent vulgar woman”. 

  The lovers moved from Malta to Greece, anchoring off Zante on August 8th, meeting 

Sligo, and Byron, who disliked Hester too, because she was female and intelligent, a 

combination he always found hard to accommodate. Then to Constantinople, where they 

arrived on October 14th 1810. Not liking Pera, the residential quarter where Byron had stayed, 

they moved to Therapia on the Bosphorus. 

  The twenty-four-year-old Bruce made a singular impact on Byron, who writes to 

Hobhouse on June 19th 1811: 

 
Bruce is gone or going to Persia, he is a singular being, on the night he left Athens 

he made me a profession of Friendship, on the extremity of the Piræus, the only one 

I ever received in my life, and certainly very unexpected, for I had done nothing to 

deserve it. – – 

Whitbread (in Peter Pindar’s visit from George Guelph) says, he is too old for a 

Knight,
3
 and I am too old for a Friend, at least a new one, tell M. I have bade adieu 

to every species of affection, and may say with Horace “Me jam nec fæmina” &c.
4
 – 

he will finish the lines. – – – Seriously I can’t think for the soul of me, what 

possessed Michael, for like the Rovers “a sudden thought struck him”
5
 we had dined 

together so I know he was not drunk, but the truth is, he is a little chivalrous & 

romantic, and is smitten with unimaginable fantasies ever since his connection with 

Lady H. Stanhope. – 
However both her Ladyship & He were very polite, and asked me to go on with 

them a 2d. time to Constantinople, but having been there once, and preferring 

philosophy at Athens, I staid in my Convent. –6 
 

  In August 1819 Byron describes Bruce as “a fine fellow” (BLJ VI 200-1). It seems 

Bruce’s was a memorable personality. Had both he and Hester been attracted to Byron? On 

December 24th 1810 Sligo writes to George Caldwell, a friend at Jesus College Cambridge: 

 
I assure you I have gained a great deal in knowledge of the world since I have been out, but more 

particularly in this last four months having derived that advantage from the society of Lady Hester 

Stanhope who was you know the companion & niece of Mr. Pitt. She is without exception the first 

woman in the world & I think very few men equal her in talent, & strength & rectitude of 

                                                 
3: Peter Pindar, Birth-Day Ode. 
4
: Hor. Od. IV, i 29-32): me nec femina nec puer / iam nec spes animi credula mutui / nec certare iuvat 

mero / nec vincire novis tempora floribus: I now no longer take delight either in woman or in boy, or in 

the trustful hope of requited love, or in drinking bouts, or in binding my head with flowers. See DJ I, 

st.197, authorial note. 
5: The Poetry of the Anti-Jacobin, pp.172-3: MATILDA: A sudden thought strikes me – Let us swear an 

eternal friendship. CECILIA: Let us agree to live together! MAT.: Willingly. CEC.: Let us embrace. 
6
: B. to Hobhouse, from the Volage frigate, at Sea, June 19th 1811: (Source: NLS Ms.43438 f.27; BLJ 

II 48-51 see also IV 215). 
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judgement. I assure you that her, Bruce & your Humble ser[van]t make quite an inseparable trio 

and it requires quite an exertion to leave such delightful society.7 
 

  Craufurd Bruce replied to the lovers’ letters, thanking Hester for her candour and 

confessing that he had always thought that when a young man of talent was making his way in 

the world, “he may derive the highest benefit and improvement from the advice and friendly 

communication of a well informed Female Mind”. The ambition to get his son into parliament, 

and the hope that Hester, with her connections, might help, are parts of his subtext. Michael 

assured his father, “I have not fallen into the hands of an artful or designing woman”. 

  Bruce now went off with Sligo to Asia, leaving Hester at home on the Bosphorus. Letters 

to Craufurd Bruce show her admiration for the Turks (“a vulgar Turk I have never yet seen”), 

and her distaste for Greeks, Jews, and Armenians. Bruce and Sligo, as Byron had, visited the 

plain of Troy. Bruce had his watch stolen. Returning, he had a grand Turkish costume made, to 

show off in when he returned – compare Byron’s famous Albanian garments. 

  On October 23rd 1811, Hester and Bruce left Constantinople for Egypt. On November 

27th, they were shipwrecked in a storm off Rhodes. The ship sprang a leak, and (unlike in Don 

Juan II) the pumps wouldn’t work. Bruce wrote to his father in a style which shows his literary 

bent: “It is more than probable that you have already heard of our eminent dangers both by sea 

and land and of our redemption thence with all our travels history” – three quotations from 

Othello in one sentence! To set a good example, the rich couple left all their clothes behind – 

but the sailors ignored this, and took into the jolly-boat everything they could carry. Hester 

wrote of Bruce “trotting about [on the sea shore] in a pair of great breeches without a short coat 

or stockings only a half little waistcoat”. She lost between two and three thousand pounds’ 

worth of possessions. Craufurd Bruce reimbursed them, and – now wearing Turkish clothes – 

they proceeded from Rhodes to Cairo. The ship which took them was the Salsette, in which 

Byron had gone to Constantinople from Smyrna the previous year: but it had a new master, 

Captain Hope. 
  They reached Cairo, but found the Nile too shallow for navigation, and so turned north, 

for Palestine, and the ruins of Palmyra in Syria, on the ancient Silk Road. At this point Bruce 

took the opportunity of telling his father that he had decided to abandon all thoughts of a 

political career (he cited “the corruption of the English government”) and to “live tranquilly in 

the bosom of a family which I adore and to perform the duties of a Son to the most affectionate 

and revered of fathers”. 

  Disguised as male Turks, the party toured Palestine. Bruce’s money (that is, his father’s, 

which was starting to run out) eased their way, together with Hester’s horsemanship, which 

impressed the Arabs greatly. She lived with the Arabs in the desert for a week. In April 1813 

they visited Palmyra. 

  Around this time relations between Bruce and Hester cooled. Bruce told his father later 

that Hester had ended the liaison. He left her in Lebanon in October 1813, crossed newly-

pacified Europe at a leisurely pace, and reached London in September 1814. While in 

Constantinople he had an affair with a girl called Théophanie Escalon. 

  Whether or not Hester had told him to go, she did not stop spending his (or his father’s) 

money, and was still running up bills in 1816, much to the Bruces’ annoyance. 

  Rumours circulated that he visited Napoleon on Elba, though we lack evidence; also that 

he was involved in plotting against the newly-restored and soon-to-be-re-ejected Bourbons. In 

Paris he was on friendly terms with Hortense de Beauharnais, Josephine’s daughter and 

erstwhile Queen of Holland, the actor Talma, and other notables, with whom Hobhouse was 

also familiar. Hortense admired his “simplicity and idealism”. Despite his involvement in such 

proto-Napoleonic circles, he managed also to get invited to a ball by the duc de Berri, nephew 

to Louis XVIII. 

  It seems to be about now that Bruce began the second most famous of his liaisons – that 

with Aglaë Auguie, Madame Ney, daughter of a chambermaid, but schoolfriend of Hortense de 

Beauharnais and Caroline Bonaparte, and wife of Marshal Ney, Napoleon’s “bravest of the 

                                                 
7: OSB MSS 74 Box 1, Folder 5, Yale, Beineceke. 



4 

 

brave”. “The fact is,” Bruce wrote to her later in 1815, “that I love you tenderly with a pure and 

respectful love”. The passion does not to have been as intense as that he had felt for Hester 

Stanhope; though Madame Ney may have felt more strongly about it: 

 
Good night [she wrote to him]; I am going to try and sleep though it is difficult to find 

rest in the midst of such torment and so many sacrifices! may you find more than I, 

and may my sad image not come to trouble it. 
 

  When Napoleon “escaped” from Elba in February 1815, Bruce, who was in Paris, 

affected disinterest at first, probably to shield his father’s conservative feelings; but it soon 

became clear that he was delighted. He joined up with Hobhouse, and together they did the 

social and political rounds, dining together often, going to see Talma in Britannicus, and 

meeting such people as Mrs Damer the sculptor, and Lord and Lady Kinnaird. On June 1st they 

see Napoleon’s spectacular but ersatz “coronation”, at the Champ de Mai. The Emperor tries 

to wear the same clothes that he had at his “real” coronation in Notre Dame, but he’s now too 

fat for them. 
  As Waterloo approaches, Bruce and Hobhouse appear to panic. They try to escape into 

Switzerland, but are prevented by drunken gendarmes who take them for royalists, and on 

discovering that they’re English, mock them in advance for what they’re confident will be 

“Vilainton’s” humiliation at the hands of their Emperor. Hobhouse’s diary entry for June 19th 

1815 gives the humiliating details: 

 
 Arriving at Pont d’Ain without exactly knowing what to do, but thinking of going 

on to Chatillon on the road towards Geneva, we were stopped to mend my carriage. 

In the interval a set of officers were talking at the posthouse door, and one a vulgar 

blackguard pasting the royalists and saying he should wish to see the Rhine red with 

their blood for sixteen days – a fellow with a gun asked for our passports – we gave 

them – he read and returned them. We then went into the house and heard the General 

whom we expected to find at Chatillon was not there. We helped the blacksmith at the 

carriage – a man whispered to me, “On va vous arrêter!” 

 I went to look for Bruce to tell him, but thought so little of it that when I found 

him talking with some officers (who were doing justice to our country) I forgot to 

mention it. In came two fellows, one in regimentals with one epaulet, another in a 

cotton jacket and trousers and a cocked hat – as blackguard as can be conceived, and 

making an obeisance, desired us to come upstairs with them – this we did. We entered 

a room – they shut the door and desired to see our passports – we showed them – they 

made a thousand ridiculous objections and insisted that after the visa of Baron 

Gaussard, we had no right to try to get to Switzerland. They questioned and talked 

and tried to make us boggle. The fellow in regimentals, commandant of the place, a 

lieutenant, was drunk – it ended in our being told to come to the mayor. We descended, 

and had the pleasure of seeing a guard of two peasants with muskets and bayonets put 

over our carriage, and were marched off with the two men through the village to the 

town house. 

 The mayor, a young man, looked at our passports, and said they were quite en 

règle, and that the commandant should visa them to go on to Lyons, or where we 

wished – the said commandant staggered out – he would not, and began to quarrel 

with the mayor, who stuck by us as also did some gentlemen who came in, one of 

whom asked if Bruce was related to the famous traveller – and said that we could not 

be confined without anything less than an order of the legislature. This made me bold, 

and, turning round, I fixed upon my man in the jacket and said “Yet he would make 

us prisoners”, when judge of my surprise on his saying, “And so I will!” and on my 

learning he was a brigadier of the gendarmerie, he civilly gave us the offer of being 

in the jail next door, or paying for the company of gendarmes at our inn. We chose 

the latter, and walked downstairs in despair, only asking as a favour that we might be 

sent off to the prefect at Bourg the same night. We went to the Brigadier’s house, 

where he dressed himself and in the interval questioned us as before, objected to my 

passport because it was English, and to Bruce’s because it was French – told us 
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repeatedly we were lying, and at last the mayor came in and we walked back with 

him, the Brigadier, the Commandant, and a guardsman, to the post-house. 
 They put us and our luggage into a room and began to search. Bruce showed his 

letter case, and the letter to Marshal Suchet – they objected to Molliens’ name not 

being on the outside – it had only “ministre du trésor imperial” upon it, and took the 

letter – they read a letter from la Marèchale Ney to him: how did they know his name 

was Bruce? They bullied us shamefully, and we succumbed as pitifully. 

 Pierre [Bruce’s valet] got in for his share – he was abused for wishing to expatriate 

– they read private letters he was carrying to Geneva – he was to be confined with us 

– they looked at my pistols – and found a sword – “Was it mine?” – “No.” – 

“Bruce’s?” – “No.” – “Whose, then?” – Pierre said it was his – he had picked it up 

near Morez. He affirmed so stoutly that I had no doubt, but the enquirers railed and 

told him he lied flat – he must have stolen the weapon, or it was English – when to 

my utter wonder Bruce stepped forwards and said it was his – I then turned upon him 

and Pierre. The brigadier, the commandant, and even the mayor looked upon all of us 

as impostors. The party took their leave with their pistols and Bruce’s sword, leaving 

us with the gendarmes, and remarking that there was nothing but the windows for us 

to get out at, and the brigadier said we should have a plus belle chambre, meaning one 

more secure. 
 We were not a little vexed, as may be imagined – but nevertheless we ordered 

supper and made the gendarme sit down with us. I did not eat much, Bruce nothing. 

The sword stuck in his throat – Pierre, who was locked up with us, said that on hearing 

Bruce deny his own sword he thought he was afraid to own it, and owned it himself 

to save his master. Bruce persistently did not recognise the sword at first – but when 

he had and when he heard Pierre accused of theft, thought it better to tell the truth. 

The brigadier carried away our passports and Mollien’s letter. Before bedtime another 

gendarme entered – this gentleman went to bed in the next room, where Bruce and I 

were in two other beds. The friendly one and Pierre slept in the other room, the door 

opening into ours – I was in a fever and a fright but laughed as well as I could.8 
 

  The two have to return to Paris, except that on June 25th they hear the news of Waterloo: 

 
… a complete defeat ensued. Cannons, carriages, all the park of artillery, and the 

material of the army was left and taken on the field of battle. The Emperor returned 

to Paris – the people at the pot-house agreed not to believe this news – we told them 

to wait for the Moniteur – “What is this Journal de Campagne?” we said – “We never 

saw it in Paris”. 
 However, the post-master said it is all true – “Il a été complètement battu.” 

 It was the impatience of the moyenne garde – certainly there could be but little 

doubt now, and yet we did not entirely believe – notwithstanding the glories of the 

English arms, we both grieved sincerely at the triumph, so decided for Castlereagh, 

so fatal for English liberty.9 
 

                                                 
8
: Edited from Berg Collection Volume 3: Broughton Holograph Diaries, Henry W. and Albert A. Berg 

Collection, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
9: Ibid. 
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 Back in Paris, Bruce made no bones 

about his opinion of the threat to liberty 

which the restored Bourbon government 

represented. He met Madame Krüdner, 

religious guru to Tsar Alexander, 

describing, in a letter to his father, her “folly 

and extravagance” and “incoherent 

rhapsody”. However, his capacity for 

dissimulation was such that he convinced 

her he was a convert, and would soon be one 

of her Godly. 

 A cause on which Bruce now wasted 

much energy was that of Marshal Ney, 

whose wife was his lover. Ney’s life was in 

serious danger because of his desertion of 

the Bourbons, to fight (without success) for 

Napoleon at Waterloo. Bruce wrote letters to 

Lord Holland pleading Ney’s cause, 

translated Madame Ney’s letters, and 

campaigned everywhere for leniency – all to 

no avail. Ney was shot for treason on 

December 7th 1815.  
 Bruce was by now regarded by the 

Bourbon administration with deep 

suspicion. 
 

 

Marshal Ney. 

 

  Late in 1815 occurred Bruce’s biggest claim to fame: the Pimpernel-like adventure of 

the springing from jail of Count Antoine Marie Chamans Lavallette, sometime Napoleon’s 

Minister of Posts: although, as a trick against the Bourbons, it was in fact an inverted Pimpernel 

adventure. It gained Bruce European fame. Lavallette was married to a cousin of Hortense de 

Beauharnais, and had been arrested in mid-1815 and sentenced to death for conspiracy. He was 

actually sprung by his wife, using the simple expedient of donning her clothes the night before 

his execution (he occupied the same cell as Ney had), and walking out. The date was December 

23rd 1815. 

  Lavallette was then – to fool searches – placed in a room in the French Foreign Office. 

But he had to be removed secretly: someone suggested that they ask “the Englishman, M. 

Bruce”. Bruce agreed, and enlisted the help of Robert Wilson, who “embraced the plan with 

the frankness and unpremeditated valour of a soldier” (as Bruce wrote to his father). They 

appealed in turn to John Hely-Hutchinson, who happened to be in Paris too, and he agreed. 

Between them they smuggled Lavallette, disguised as an English guards officer, over the border 

into Belgium by way of Valenciennes (a route reserved for the English army). He escaped to 

Bavaria. However, Wilson then ruined things by writing it all up in a letter to Earl Grey, not 

knowing that the servant to whom he entrusted the letter’s delivery was a police spy. All three 

Englishmen were arrested, on a suspicion – shared at first by Bruce’s father – that they had 

plotted in addition to overthrow the government. 

  Bruce, Wilson, and Hutchinson became famous across all of Europe. The London 

newspapers never let their readers forget their plight. Bruce took all the blame on himself, and 

his “honour” and “fineness of feeling” were commented on even by Hester Stanhope’s half-

brother, who was not normally an admirer. Aglaë Ney wrote him many long and passionate 

letters. She planned that he should on his release join her in Italy; but his duty to his father, 
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whose finances were by now in a poor state, overrode everything else, and it seems that he and 

she never met again. 

 Robert Wilson was the one whom the French suspected most, and whose interrogations 

lasted longest. The trial was in late April 1816: Byron’s last month in England, which is 

probably why Hobhouse makes no reference to Bruce’s ordeal in his diary. Bruce defended 

himself in French – his French was better than that of either of his co-defendants. All three were 

given three months; and they were made to serve it, even though they’d been in jail for three 

months already. 

 Sad to report, Madame Lavallette was driven temporarily insane by her six weeks’ 

confinement; it was many years before she was able to recognise her husband, who was 

pardoned in 1822. 

 The three Englishmen were released at the end of July 1816. 

 

  On December 12th 1816, at a booksellers’ row in Bologna, Hobhouse and his brother 

Henry buy an account of the trial. Hobhouse’s failure ever to pass comment on the trial is a sign 

of the partial record his diary is. It’s hard to believe he wasn’t a bit jealous of Bruce’s deeds 

and fame. He notes that “the translator had left out Bruce’s quotation from Algernon Sidney,” 

showing a familiarity with the event which otherwise we wouldn’t know about from his journal. 

 

  It should, I suppose, come as no surprise that early in 1817 Bruce had an affair with Lady 

Caroline Lamb. However, in 1818 he married Marianne Parker, widow of Admiral Sir Peter 

Parker, on whose death Byron, Parker’s cousin, had written two poems (“Thy days are done, 

thy fame begun”). Bruce’s father died in 1820. Bruce became a lawyer, and a politician; he was 

one of those present when “Hobby-O” was arrested and taken to Newgate on December 14th 

1819. He entered parliament for Ilchester in 1830. 

  Lady Hester Stanhope died in 1839; Aglaë Ney in 1853; and Michael Bruce in 1861. His 

trial in 1816 was declared illegal by the government of Napoleon III.
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