
THE receipt, in French, issued by the
National Guard of Rouen 5th Battalion,

advises that the Municipal Receiver of
Monies for the town of Rouen, and treasurer
of the National Guard acknowledges re-
ceipt from a Monsieur Maille, residing at
number 17, Rue de Carmel in Rouen, the
sum of 60 francs to get out of his service in
the National Guard of the town for the sec-
ond half of 1830. Investigating the details
of this receipt has been intriguing and led
me to an understanding of the French
National Guard in the town of Rouen and
the July Revolution of 1830.

This exciting journey has meant looking
at the formation and workings of the Nat-
ional Guard, the sum of money and the
paper currency of the time, the town of
Rouen and its place in this particular era
of France, and the name on the receipt,
which I must admit is coloured by some
conjecture.

National Guard
The French Garde Nationale (National

Guard) was formed in 1789 to preserve
public order and protect private property
at the time of the French Revolution. The
Guard, under the command of the Marquis
de Lafayette, was initially created in Paris
and later militias were formed in each city
as a military force separate from the regular
army. The middle class, the “bourgeoisie,”
served in this citizens’ militia until 1827,
when King Charles X disbanded it because
of its liberal leanings. Reconstituted on the
second day of the July Revolution of 1830

with Lafayette again as its commander-in-
chief, the Guard helped ensure the acces-
sion of Louis Philippe to the throne.

With few exceptions, the law of October
14 1791 required all able-bodied male cit-
izens from 18 to 60 who paid direct taxes to
serve in the National Guard of their city.

The members of the militia paid for their
own arms and uniforms which they kept
at home, turning out for duty when summ-
oned as well as reporting as often as once
a month for guard duty. The officers of the
National Guard were elected and there
were some elite companies who dressed in
special uniforms including tall bearskins
reminiscent of Napoleon’s old guard. This
emphasis on social status led to a loss of
discipline and efficiency of the Guard.

By 1837, a new law admitted membership
of the force to the petty bourgeoisie, who
didn’t have to pay taxes and had no suffrage
even during the 1830 July Revolution. As
we shall see, the National Guard served
the regime well, putting down unrest and
insurrection in the following decade. Then
during the 1840s, discipline became lax
again and absences from duty became
common, as many believed they were above
such commonplace activities.

The lower ranks of the bourgeoisie began
to take over as officers and the social stan-
ding of the Guard dropped as the petty
bourgeoisie filled positions. The political
and military standing of the Guard of this
period is shown by the fact that the King
included the National Guard in his annual
address to the Chamber of Deputies, but

as the decade went on, this commendation
was dropped from the speech and he no
longer reviewed the Paris National Guard.

Voters for the National Assembly
The bourgeoisie and nobility were instru-

mental in the way the July Revolution,
also known as the Three Glorious Days,
developed in 1830. However, these higher
strata of the class-conscious population
were but a thin veneer of French society.
Out of a total population of 35.4 million
living in France, 27 million of them were
uneducated peasants  living a subsistence
life. Children from the age of five, often
worked from dawn to dusk, while being
beaten and abused and often starved.

The new king Louis Philippe tried to
please his subjects, but, he seriously mis-
read the mind of his people. While he
wanted peace after the revolution of 1789
and the Napoleonic Wars and sought “juste
milieu” or the ‘golden mean’ between ab-
solutism and clericalism on the one hand
and republicanism on the other, the French
saw only humiliation and lowering of the
greatness and respect for France in the
eyes of the rest of the world.

There was a change in the electoral laws
in 1831, allowing those men who paid a
property tax of not less than 2000 francs
to vote for the potential members of the
Chamber of Deputies. In addition, those
who paid a property tax of not less than
5,000 francs were allowed to stand for
election to the Chamber.  That year, 165,583
were eligible to vote, which increased to
240,938 by 1846. This was out of a popu-
lation of 35 million, so only the wealthiest
men qualified to elect and represent the
rest of the nation. Eighty percent of the
deputies won their seats in elections where
often fewer than 400 votes were cast.

This political situation caused dissatis-
fied republicans and radicals to form secret
societies and the suppression of these or-
ganisations caused the outbreak of strikes
and violence, the worst of which was in
the silk town of Lyons. 

Sixty Francs
The Bank of France was established in

1800 by Napoleon Bonaparte. He needed to
restore confidence in the national currency
in the aftermath of the Revolution and in
1803 he granted the Bank the right to
issue currency only in Paris. However, the
merchant bankers in charge of the national
bank were happy to obtain as much infor-
mation from other major financial centres
in Europe, as well as the provincial towns
and cities. In 1809 Bank representatives
were instructed to open discount offices in
Lyons, Lille and Rouen and report back to
Paris with intelligence about the comm-
erce of the towns. The assignats of the 1789
Revolution were gradually being replaced
by bills of exchange drawn by local business
houses as well as low-value “bons” issued
by traders of good financial standing. These
sight drafts were for sums of 20 Livres
and later francs and up, while the low-value
bons were  for as little as a few cents.
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