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The Death of The Prince Imperial. 
 

Napoléon Eugène Louis Jean Joseph Bonaparte, Prince Impérial, known as Louis-
Napoléon Bonaparte, was the only child of the French Emperor Napoleon III, also 
known as Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte and the Empress Eugénie de Montijo, and 

was born on 16th March, 1856. 
Emperor Napoleon III was the son of Hortense de Beauharnais, one-time Queen 

of Holland and step daughter of Napoleon I, and Louis Bonaparte, younger brother 
of Napoleon and King of Holland, until 1814.  Thus, the Emperor Napoleon III was 
the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte. 

The Prince Imperial’s Mother, Empress Eugenie was the daughter of Don Cipiano 
de  Palafox y Portocarrero, whose titles included 8th Count of Ablitas, 9th Count 

of Montijo, 15th Count of Teba, 8th Count of Fuentidueña, 14th Marquess of 
Ardales, 17th Marquess of Moya and 13th Marquess of la Algaba and his half-
Scottish, quarter-Belgian, quarter-Spanish wife María Manuela Enriqueta 

Kirkpatrick de Closbourn y de Grevigné.  Her father was an ardent supporter of 
the Emperor Napoleon I, and Eugenie came to admire the Napoleonic regime from 

the family home in Granada.  It is therefore no surprise that the aristocratic young 
Spanish lady came to marry the future Napoleon III in 1853.    

The year 1848 witnessed violent political upheaval in all the major countries of 
Europe including the Chartist Movement here in Great Britain, and France was no 
exception.  Revolution forced the abdication of King Louis Phillippe, whereupon 

the instigators declared the formation of the Second Republic, and at the elections 
to the National Assembly held in April, 1848 three members of the Bonaparte 

family were elected.  The Republic decided to appoint a President of the Republic 
to hold wide ranging executive powers, and at the elections held on the 10th and 
11th December, 1848 by universal male suffrage Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, one 

of five candidates, won with 74.2 of the votes cast in his favour.  
To avoid having to stand down as president after four years the now Prince 

President staged a coup d’état on 2nd December, 1851, the anniversary of the 
Battle of Austerlitz and also of the Coronation of his uncle Napoleon I.  With 
military assistance and swift action to repress uprisings the coup was successful. 

In 1852 the Second Empire was declared and the Prince President became 
Emperor Napoleon III. It was thus that the infant Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte was 

born to the Imperial family and was granted the title of Prince Imperial.  However, 
at the age of 15 years his world was shattered by defeat in the Franco Prussian 
War of 1870, and the Imperial Family were fortunate to escape the murderous 

and rampaging mob in Paris to the quiet and peaceful tranquillity of Chislehurst in 
Kent where the Emperor died on the 9th January, 1873. 

The Prince Imperial was then proclaimed Napoleon IV by the French Bonapartist 
faction, although he stayed here in England and on his 18th birthday, a large 
crowd gathered to cheer him at Camden Place. He attended elementary lectures 

in physics at Kings College in London and in 1872, he applied and was accepted 
by the Royal Military Academy at Woolwich where he finished seventh in his class 

of thirty-four, and came top in riding and fencing. He then served for a time with 
the Royal Artillery at Aldershot.  
There was a realistic possibility during the 1870’s of marriage between Louis 

Napoleon and Princess Beatrice, Her Majesties’ youngest daughter which may 
have helped secure the future peace and possibly averted the catastrophe of 1914.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eug%C3%A9nie_de_Montijo


On the outbreak of the Zulu War in 1879, the Prince Imperial, with the rank of 
lieutenant, persuaded the military to allow him to take an active part.  He was 

however only allowed to go to South Africa by special pleading of his mother, and 
by the intervention of Queen Victoria herself. He was dispatched as an observer, 

attached to the staff of Lieutenant General Frederic Thesiger, 2nd Baron 
Chelmsford, the commander in South Africa, who was admonished to take care of 
him. Louis Napoleon accompanied Lord Chelmsford on his march into Zululand 

being keen to see action, and full of enthusiasm. He was warned by Lieutenant 
Arthur Brigge, a close friend, “not to do anything rash and to avoid running 

unnecessary risks.” As he later confirmed “I reminded him of the Empress at home 
and his party in France.” 
The Prince was attached to the staff of Colonel Richard Harrison of the Royal 

Engineers, where it was felt he could be active but safe. Colonel Harrison was 
responsible for the column's transport and for reconnaissance of the forward route 

on the way to Ulundi, the Zulu capital. He welcomed the presence of Louis 
Napoleon, and was instructed by Lord Chelmsford to ensure that the Prince was 
accompanied at all times by a strong escort. Lieutenant Jahleel Brenton Carey who 

was fluent in French, was given particular charge of the Prince who participated in 
several reconnaissance missions, though his eagerness for action almost led him 

into an early ambush, when he exceeded orders in a party led by Colonel Redvers 
Buller. Despite this, on the evening of 31st May 1879, Colonel Harrison agreed to 

allow Louis to scout in a forward party scheduled to leave in the morning, in the 
mistaken belief that the path ahead was free of Zulu skirmishers.  
The following morning the troop set out, earlier than intended, and without the 

full escort, largely owing to Louis's impatience. Led by Lieutenant Carey, the party 
rode deep into Zululand but without Colonels Harrison or Buller present to restrain 

him, the Prince took command even though Carey had seniority.  The troop halted 
at noon at a temporarily deserted kraal while Louis and Carey made some 
sketches of the terrain, and used part of the thatch to make a fire all without 

posting a lookout. When preparing to leave they were attacked by about forty 
Zulus and the Prince's horse dashed off before he could mount and he fell beneath 

his horse and his right arm was trampled. He leapt up, drawing his revolver with 
his left hand, and started to run—but the Zulus ran faster. 
The Prince was speared in the thigh but pulled the assegai from his wound. As he 

turned and fired on his pursuers, another assegai struck his left shoulder. The 
Prince tried to fight on, using the assegai he had pulled from his leg, but, 

weakened by his wounds, he sank to the ground and was overwhelmed. When 
recovered, his body had eighteen assegai wounds. Two of the escort were killed 
and another missing. Lieutenant Carey and the four remaining soldiers halted 

returned to the main encampment. Following intervention by the Empress Eugénie 
and Queen Victoria, Lieutenant Carey was allowed to return to his regiment 

although he died in Bombay in 1883.  
Louis Napoleon's death caused an international sensation. Rumours spread in 
France that the Prince had been intentionally "disposed of" by the British. 

Alternatively, the French republicans or the Freemasons were blamed. The Zulus 
later claimed that they would not have killed him if they had known who he was. 

Empress Eugénie later visited Sobuza's kraal, where her son had died. The Prince, 
who had begged to be allowed to go to war (taking the sword carried by Napoleon 
I at the Battle of Austerlitz with him) and who had worried his commanders by his 

dash and daring, was described by Field Marshall Garnet Joseph Wolseley as "a 
plucky young man, and he died a soldier's death. What on earth could he have 

done better?" 



His badly decomposed body was brought back to Woolwich Arsenal, on board the 
troopship HMS Orontes and lay in state in the western octagonal guardhouse by 

the riverfront. The funeral procession, including Queen Victoria, went from there 
to Chislehurst, where he was buried. On 9 January 1888, his body was transferred 

to a special mausoleum constructed by his mother as the Imperial Crypt at Saint 
Michael's Abbey, in Farnborough Hampshire to lie next to his late father.  
During the time that London Telephone Exchanges were named, dialling the first 

three letters of the name followed by a four-digit number, the exchange that 
served Chislehurst was renamed 'IMPerial' because it would have clashed with 

CHIswick. In 1966 the names were converted to numbers. 
Thus, by a combination of youthful exuberance, the action of a few Zulu warriors 
and the unfortunate failure of local command ended the dynasty inaugurated by 

the Prince Imperial’s great uncle Napoleon I, whose memory was cherished by 
many Frenchmen and condemned as the Great Disturber by other nations. 

It is also unfortunate that the revolution in Paris which established the Paris 
Commune in 1870 also destroyed any hope of the continuation of Napoleon III’s 
rule as it is quite possible that Prince Otto von Bismarck, who only wanted to 

establish the unification of Germany and the reduction of French military power, 
with pressure from London would have agreed to the continuation of the Second 

Empire a possibility which may have averted the Great War. 
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