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In "Fire in Stubble," Baroness Orczy crafts a gripping narrative that delves into the complexities of human behavior amidst societal decay. Set against a backdrop of a declining rural aristocracy, the novel employs rich, evocative language and a subtle yet impactful tone to illuminate the stark contrasts between the nobility and the peasantry. Orczy'Äôs storytelling is distinguished by its intricate character development and a nuanced exploration of themes such as loyalty, class struggle, and the moral dilemmas individuals face during tumultuous times. This work reflects the author's keen observation of the shifting social landscape in early 20th-century England, offering both a historical context and timeless relevance. Baroness Orczy, born in Hungary and later settled in England, was a pioneer in the genre of adventure and mystery fiction, often drawing from her own experiences and observations of European society. Her unique perspective as an outsider informed her critique of aristocratic values and the human condition, and works like "Fire in Stubble" exemplify her deft blending of thrilling narratives with profound ethical inquiries. Orczy'Äôs own passion for drama and storytelling is evident, as she skillfully weaves historical elements into her fiction, creating a tapestry that is both engaging and thought-provoking. Readers seeking a compelling exploration of social dynamics and moral quandaries will find "Fire in Stubble" an enriching experience. Orczy's blend of suspense, rich characterization, and social commentary provides an astute reflection on the human experience, making this novel a must-read for those who appreciate works that resonate deeply with enduring themes. Whether you are a fan of historical fiction or simply enjoy a well-crafted story, this book is poised to captivate and challenge your perceptions.
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In "Castles in the Air," Baroness Orczy masterfully weaves a tapestry of romance and adventure against the backdrop of early 20th-century Europe. This enchanting novel reflects her signature blend of humor and vivid imagery, where characters navigate the complexities of love and societal expectations. The prose, rich with poetic undertones, captures the essence of a bygone era while addressing universal themes of aspiration and disillusionment. Orczy'Äôs storytelling is enhanced by her skillful character development, creating a juxtaposition between the characters'Äô lofty dreams and the realities they face. Baroness Orczy, a prominent figure in the literary world, gained acclaim for her innovative contributions to historical fiction and detective genres. Born in Hungary and later residing in England, her diverse cultural background deeply influenced her writing. Her most famous creation, the Scarlet Pimpernel, paved the way for heroic escapism, and "Castles in the Air" continues her exploration of human desires and societal norms, reflective of her own life experiences as a woman navigating a male-dominated literary landscape. This captivating novel is highly recommended for readers who appreciate richly drawn characters and intricate plots. Orczy's ability to balance humor with poignancy invites the reader to reflect on their own ambitions and dreams. "Castles in the Air" is a delightful reminder of the powers of imagination and resilience in the face of life's challenges.
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In "Meadowsweet," Baroness Orczy weaves a rich tapestry of post-Victorian romance infused with elements of mystery and social commentary. The narrative centers on themes of love and betrayal, vividly capturing the societal dynamics of early 20th-century England. Orczy's signature style, characterized by eloquent prose and well-delineated characters, provides insight into the psychological complexities of her protagonists, while the lush descriptions of the English countryside create an atmospheric backdrop that enhances the emotional stakes. The book serves as a reflection of its time, navigating the intersections of class and gender in a rapidly changing world. Baroness Orczy, a Hungarian-born author and playwright, rose to prominence as a pioneer of the historical novel genre. Although best known for her creation of the Scarlet Pimpernel, Orczy's literary oeuvre is extensive and varied. Her experiences living in England during a tumultuous era, coupled with her keen observations of society, undoubtedly informed her exploration of human relationships and moral dilemmas in "Meadowsweet." Her unique perspective as an immigrant also enriches her narrative voice, adding layers of complexity to her storytelling. "Meadowsweet" is a compelling read for those who appreciate literature that skillfully intertwines romance with deeper social themes. Orczy's adept storytelling invites readers to ponder the intricacies of love and human connection against the backdrop of societal expectations. For fans of classic literature and historical fiction, this novel is a noteworthy addition that promises to both entertain and enlighten.
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In "A Bride of the Plains," Baroness Orczy weaves a captivating tale set against the backdrop of the American West, where themes of love, loyalty, and cultural clash intersect. This novel embraces a rich literary style marked by vivid imagery and a melodramatic narrative that reflects Orczy's flair for character-driven storytelling. It intricately examines the lives of its protagonists as they navigate the challenges presented by their rugged environment and societal expectations, offering readers a glimpse into the intricate tapestry of frontier life and the complexities of human relationships after the tumult of the 19th-century European literary tradition. Baroness Orczy, a Hungarian-born author and playwright, became renowned for her ability to craft compelling narratives, drawing on her vivid imagination and her diverse experiences across Europe and beyond. Having witnessed cultural transformations firsthand, her background in both aristocracy and within the tumultuous political landscapes of her time undoubtedly influenced her exploration of identity and belonging in "A Bride of the Plains." Her literary contributions have often been informed by her fascination with adventure, heroism, and the intricate relationships forged in times of strife. This novel is a must-read for enthusiasts of historical fiction and those interested in the complexities of love against the landscape of societal change. Orczy'Äôs adept storytelling invites readers to immerse themselves in the richly drawn characters and their struggles, making it an engaging exploration of romance, resilience, and the indomitable spirit of the human heart in the face of adversity.
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In "Unravelled Knots," Baroness Orczy offers a captivating tapestry of interwoven narratives that delve into the complexities of love, loyalty, and betrayal. Set against the backdrop of Edwardian society, the book employs a skillful blend of wit and poignancy, with Orczy'Äôs trademark literary elegance evident throughout. The stories explore the multifaceted nature of human relationships, often revealing unexpected twists and moral dilemmas that challenge conventional norms. This collection not only reflects the social mores of its time but also serves as a commentary on the intricacies of emotional connections, making it a significant contribution to early 20th-century literature. Baroness Orczy, a Hungarian-born author raised in the cultural melting pot of London, is best known for creating the iconic character of the Scarlet Pimpernel. Her diverse background and experiences as a playwright and novelist influenced her storytelling approach in "Unravelled Knots," wherein she showcases her keen insight into the human psyche and the societal constraints faced by individuals. Whether drawing from her own relationships or the rich tapestry of life around her, Orczy'Äôs narratives echo her deep understanding of both love and conflict. Readers seeking an exploration of the intricacies of human connections will find "Unravelled Knots" a compelling and enlightening read. As Orczy deftly unravels the emotional tangles of her characters, she invites us to reflect on our own lives, making this collection not only an engaging literary experience but also a profound examination of intimacy and resilience.
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    Between a spray of fragile bluebells and the iron memory of revolution, a family tests whether love can outlast vengeance. Baroness Orczy’s A Sheaf of Bluebells sets its drama in the aftermath of seismic political upheaval in France, where private loyalties are forced to navigate public scars. The novel opens onto a world still vibrating with suspicion, pride, and loss, and it asks what kind of justice can live alongside mercy. Orczy distills the struggle between old allegiances and new realities into a tale of honor and feeling, inviting readers to consider whether tenderness can endure amid the ruins of ideology.

This book endures as a classic of popular historical fiction because it embodies the qualities that made Orczy a defining figure of the genre: clear moral tensions, swift narrative momentum, and an atmosphere rich with period color. While The Scarlet Pimpernel secured her fame, A Sheaf of Bluebells demonstrates the breadth of her historical vision beyond a single hero, focusing instead on the quiet heroism of reconciliation. Its continued appeal lies in the balance between romance and history, where the emotional stakes feel inseparable from the fate of a wounded nation. The result is a narrative both intimate and culturally resonant.

Baroness Emmuska Orczy, a Hungarian-born British novelist and playwright, composed A Sheaf of Bluebells in the early twentieth century, when she was crafting a wide array of historical romances centered on France. The novel is set after the great convulsions of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars, in a society struggling to reassemble itself. Without relying on her more famous masked avenger, Orczy turns to domestic chambers, provincial roads, and salons to dramatize the collision of principle and passion. She writes not as a chronicler of dates but as an interpreter of moods, examining how public events reshape private hearts.

At its core, the book follows members of the French gentry and their circle as they confront the hard work of living together after years of division. Estates carry the weight of confiscation and restoration, friendships falter under the strain of political memory, and love faces the test of allegiance. The narrative pivots on choices made in parlors and on doorsteps, where a word, a glance, or a silence can affirm a future or revive a feud. Orczy crafts her plot with an eye to moral consequence rather than spectacle, letting character and conscience guide the story’s increasing intensity.

Orczy’s intention here is to translate the language of national reconciliation into personal terms. She explores how forgiveness is not forgetfulness, how honor can be both rigid and humane, and how courage may consist in setting down old weapons. By placing her protagonists at the crossroads of duty and desire, she asks what kind of fidelity matters most when yesterday’s enemies must become today’s neighbors. The book offers an ethical drama rather than a political tract, presenting a world where choices echo and where generosity, if possible at all, requires the surrender of cherished grievances.

Stylistically, A Sheaf of Bluebells displays the author’s signature clarity and propulsion. Scenes turn on decisive gestures, and dialogue moves briskly, yet Orczy lingers just long enough to capture the glow of a lamp, the hush of a corridor, or the rustle of a garden at dusk. The bluebell itself functions as an emblem of delicacy and endurance, a modest flower that nonetheless returns after winter’s severity. These images frame the book’s humane confidence that beauty can survive ruins. The prose marries theatrical instinct with narrative economy, making the story accessible while preserving the gravity of its historical background.

Thematically, the novel interrogates loyalty, identity, and the interplay between justice and mercy. The characters inhabit a culture where names, titles, and uniforms once defined a life, and the question now is what remains when those insignia have been stripped or restored. Orczy portrays pride as both noble and perilous, capable of sustaining dignity or choking compassion. Love, in this world, is a discipline as much as a feeling: it requires truthfulness, patience, and the willingness to recognize virtue in a former adversary. The bluebells’ quiet persistence mirrors the book’s faith in renewal without naivety.

Within literary history, the novel illustrates how early twentieth-century popular fiction helped solidify the template for the romantic historical narrative: a precise moment of crisis, a sharply drawn moral axis, and a relationship that stands as a test case for the age. Orczy’s oeuvre popularized a blend of adventure and feeling that would shape the swashbuckling and historical romance traditions for decades. A Sheaf of Bluebells shows the mode’s versatility, exchanging capes and clandestine rescues for the subtler daring of compassion. It confirms that suspense can arise not only from pursuit but also from the risk inherent in forgiveness.

Readers and writers alike have drawn from such narratives the conviction that history becomes most vivid when refracted through private stakes. The novel models how to stage ideological conflict in parlors rather than battlefields, illuminating the social fabric that war and revolution strain. In doing so, it underscores a method adopted widely in subsequent historical fiction: anchoring broad change in a household, a courtship, or a feud. This approach preserves complexity while maintaining narrative urgency, and it invites audiences to test their own convictions alongside the characters’ evolving choices and compromises.

The reading experience of A Sheaf of Bluebells is one of restrained tension, where civility is constantly negotiating with memory. Orczy constructs her chapters around small confrontations, gestures of courtesy that threaten to break into candor, and moments of recognition that refuse to arrive too early. The tone is earnest rather than cynical, but it does not shy from the costs of its convictions. Dignity carries a price, silence has a weight, and kindness becomes a kind of courage. The book’s emotion feels earned, emerging from conflicts that are neither trivial nor easily resolved.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s relevance lies in its treatment of polarized communities learning to share a future. It speaks to times when history presses hard on everyday life, and when competing versions of justice seem irreconcilable. Orczy suggests that reconciliation is not a single gesture but a sequence of choices, often made in the unremarkable rooms where people actually live. The story invites reflection on how to honor memory without sanctifying resentment, and how to love without denying difference. Such questions remain urgent, and the book’s humane clarity gives them narrative shape and emotional substance.

A Sheaf of Bluebells ultimately offers a meditation on endurance, dignity, and the hard grace of forgiveness. Its bluebells evoke both fragility and return, a reminder that tenderness can persist after tempests. As a classic of historical romance, it endures not simply for its setting or its sentiment, but for its insistence that character is destiny when nations wobble and personal loyalties fray. Orczy’s art lies in making those loyalties feel consequential without resorting to grandiosity. That balance of scale and feeling ensures the novel’s lasting appeal, keeping it vivid for readers seeking heart, history, and hope.
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    Set in provincial France after the Revolution, A Sheaf of Bluebells follows a society still divided by loyalties to the old monarchy and the new order. The countryside has quieted, yet suspicion and pride remain alive in every drawing room and marketplace. Into this wary calm return émigré families trying to reclaim names and homes, their fortunes fragile and their conduct closely watched by officials. Among them, the ancient Cambray lineage strives for discretion and dignity. The book’s title, evoking a modest bouquet, signals a private emblem of remembrance and tradition that threads through the story as characters navigate honor, survival, and allegiance.

Crystal de Cambray emerges as the central figure, a young aristocrat reared in exile and shaped by rigorous ideals of loyalty, duty, and pride. Her family’s reappearance in their old district carries both hope and risk, for their name commands respect among Royalists and resentment from those who suffered or rose during the upheavals. Crystal’s grace and confidence make her a focal point in local society, but the discipline learned in hardship leaves her outlook severe. She sees the political landscape in clear contrasts, convinced that birth and fidelity to the Bourbons measure worth, even as the new France insists on other tests.

The district’s other power is Ronnay, a self-made magnate with warehouses, granaries, and an unassailable reputation for hard work. A Bonapartist by conviction, he embodies the practical virtues favored by the new regime: efficiency, discipline, and public usefulness. To townsfolk and laborers he is reliable; to the old families he is a reminder of overturned hierarchies. Rumor hints at buried ties to nobler blood, but his identity rests on merit and achievement. He supports order and stability, distrusts intrigue, and keeps scrupulous accounts. Where Crystal treasures inheritance and ceremony, Ronnay prizes function and results, setting the stage for a clash of principles.

Their first meeting occurs under the watchful gaze of a community attuned to slights and symbols. A small dispute over precedence, patronage, or a civic courtesy becomes a test case for two worlds. Crystal, trained to defend the dignity of her house, greets Ronnay coolly, reading in him the triumph of a turbulent age that wronged her kindred. He answers without deference, yet without vulgarity, asserting a citizen’s right rather than a noble’s privilege. The exchange reveals mutual resolve: she will not yield her standards; he will not imitate obsolete codes. The encounter plants tension and curiosity that later events gradually enlarge.

As the narrative deepens, the political undercurrent grows more intricate. Royalist sympathizers circulate messages and hopes for restoration; officials, keen to preserve stability, watch suspicious gatherings and private letters. The Cambrays, cautious but not indifferent, are drawn into currents larger than their household. A delicate mission arises, involving the safe passage of a person or information that could compromise reputations if mishandled. Crystal, motivated by duty and pride, accepts a role that requires poise and nerve. Circumstances suggest that Ronnay’s influence or resources might be useful, prompting an approach that tests both sides’ willingness to separate personal antipathy from public necessity.

Encounters between Crystal and Ronnay multiply, each revealing facets the other had not expected. He shows a consistent preference for fairness over favor, stepping in to avert needless hardship during shortages or to restrain officious zeal. She, while guarding her purpose, glimpses integrity that does not depend on lineage. Small crises—a threatened arrest, a sick villager, a dispute over food—become mirrors for character. The sheaf of bluebells appears as a private token among Royalists, at times a comfort, at times a provocation. Gradually, disdain gives way to attention, though neither abandons convictions. Their exchanges acquire weight as trust and doubt move in tandem.

The stakes rise when a misstep or betrayal exposes elements of the clandestine mission. Surveillance tightens, and the margin for error shrinks. Those around Crystal face consequences that could bring disgrace or ruin, while Ronnay confronts the demands of authority alongside the claims of conscience. A tense passage across roads and farms, with safe houses and watchers, brings their paths into close alignment. Choices, once abstract, become immediate and costly. Each must decide whether loyalty means obedience to a party or fidelity to a principle. In this crucible, alliances form not from convenience but from clearly observed deeds and carefully weighed risks.

The climax arrives as personal histories intersect with political pressure. Long-held secrets concerning birth, wealth, or past allegiance come to light, reframing motives and expectations. A decisive act, grounded in courage rather than doctrine, shifts the balance of danger and sparing some from the full force of consequence. Without detailing outcomes, the novel emphasizes responsibility accepted and debts repaid, allowing honor to be measured by sacrifice rather than rhetoric. The immediate contest of factions recedes before a more intimate reckoning, where forgiveness demands as much strength as steadfastness, and where both protagonists must recognize what their former judgments failed to see.

In the aftermath, daily life resumes under a regime still contested, yet private settlements carry the greater meaning. Reputations are neither destroyed nor uncritically restored; they are earned anew. The emblematic sheaf of bluebells, once a badge of separation, becomes a sign of memory kept without malice. A Sheaf of Bluebells concludes by affirming that integrity and compassion can bridge divides of class and party, and that true nobility is proved in conduct rather than asserted by birth. The story’s arc, moving from suspicion to understanding, leaves its characters and readers with a vision of honor tempered by humanity.
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    Baroness Orczy sets A Sheaf of Bluebells in provincial France during the Bourbon Restoration, immediately after Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo (18 June 1815). The narrative unfolds among Norman estates and market towns—regions such as Calvados and the Cotentin—where manor houses, parish churches, and seaports like Honfleur, Le Havre, and Fécamp anchor social life. The time is 1815–1818, when Louis XVIII’s restored monarchy seeks legitimacy while reconciling a population split between old-regime royalists and veterans loyal to the Empire. This setting highlights the collision of ancien régime memory with Napoleonic achievements, and the daily frictions in a countryside scarred by confiscations, emigration, conscription, and wartime blockade.

The Restoration’s legal framework—the Charter of 1814—formally recognizes civil equality and the Napoleonic Code while re-establishing a constitutional monarchy. In Normandy, the prefectural administration inherited from the Empire persists, yet local elites reassert seigneurial prestige through ritual, church patronage, and claims to honor. Across lanes and hedgerows, royalist gentry, Bonapartist officers, and rising manufacturers contend for influence. The Channel coast remains vivid in memory for its smuggling under the Continental System and for British fleets offshore. Orczy situates domestic intrigues against this political geography, using provincial salons, parishes, and harbors to stage ideological conflict between Bourbon loyalists and those still inspired by imperial meritocracy.

The French Revolution (1789–1791) destroyed feudal privileges and transformed sovereignty. The National Assembly abolished feudal dues on 4 August 1789 and issued the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen on 26 August. Parisian crowds stormed the Bastille (14 July 1789), municipalities reorganized administration, and the Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790) fractured religious life. For provincial nobles, loss of jurisdiction and tithe income was immediate. In the novel’s world, ancestral identity and honor codes are haunted by these early decrees: characters inherit estates stripped of rights and a local society reconstituted on revolutionary principles, setting the stage for restorative royalist nostalgia.

The Reign of Terror (1793–1794) radicalized politics through emergency governance, mass mobilization, and political purges. The Committee of Public Safety oversaw repression; the Revolutionary Tribunal sent thousands to the guillotine. In the west, suspicion of aristocrats and refractory clergy drove confiscations; families fled as émigrés. Though set later, the book’s households carry scars of that period: relations executed or absent, properties sold as biens nationaux, and a culture of fear that lingers in provincial memory. The Terror’s legacy explains the intensity of Restoration vengeance and the visceral mistrust between survivors who aligned, by necessity or conviction, with opposing regimes.

Royalist insurgency in the west, known as the Chouannerie (1793–1800, with echoes in 1815), spread across Brittany, Maine, Anjou, and parts of Normandy. Leaders like Jean Chouan organized guerrilla bands resisting conscription, dechristianization, and central authority. Skirmishes, reprisals, and clandestine networks embedded political violence into rural life. Even after pacification, smuggling routes and secret societies survived. The novel mirrors this heritage by evoking clandestine loyalties, coded messages, and partisanship in hedgerow country. Characters’ instinct for secrecy, local vendetta, and monarchical devotion draws on memories of a western counterrevolution whose methods and myths persisted into the Restoration.

Confiscated émigré properties—biens nationaux—were sold throughout the 1790s, reshaping landholding. Purchasers included urban notables, merchants, and prosperous peasants; sales peaked between 1790 and 1793 and continued under the Directory. Napoleon largely confirmed these transfers, anchoring a new proprietary order. Under the Restoration, dispossessed nobles sought restitution or indemnity, but governments prioritized social peace by upholding most sales. In Norman districts, that produced tense coexistence: old aristocratic houses returned to altered estates and new owners defended titles acquired at auction. The book channels these disputes into intimate conflicts—marriage alliances, neighborhood rivalries, and contested inheritances—where legality and legitimacy clash.

Napoleonic governance reshaped society through the Consulate and Empire. The Civil Code (promulgated 21 March 1804) codified property rights, paternal authority, and civil equality for men; prefects (created 1800) centralized administration; the Concordat of 1801 reestablished Catholic worship under state oversight. Merit-based advancement via the Legion of Honour (1802) and military careers redefined status. In Orczy’s Restoration Normandy, Bonapartist veterans and officials expect recognition for service and efficiency, while royalist gentry insist on birth and loyalty. The novel’s ideological debates echo these institutional legacies: centralized authority, codified norms, and the prestige of merit compete with hereditary honor.

The Continental System (Berlin Decree, 21 November 1806; Milan Decree, 1807) aimed to blockade Britain by closing European ports to British goods. Along the Norman coast—Fécamp, Honfleur, Granville—smuggling networks flourished, and local economies suffered disruptions in textiles, colonial imports, and shipbuilding. British naval patrols and French customs officers turned the Channel into a theater of surveillance and clandestine trade. In the book’s coastal backdrop, memories of blockade-era scarcity and illicit enterprise inform characters’ attitudes toward authority and foreign influence, while port towns embody a pragmatic, profit-seeking spirit that collides with the moral absolutism of ideological partisans.

Conscription and mass warfare marked a generation. The levée en masse (23 August 1793) and subsequent conscription under Napoleon drew hundreds of thousands into the Grande Armée. Battles from Austerlitz (1805) to Leipzig (1813) and the 1814 campaign devastated manpower. Veterans returned with wounds, pensions, and a strong corporate identity; families bore grief and pride. In the novel’s Restoration setting, Bonapartist loyalty lives in officers’ camaraderie and in rural households that sacrificed sons. This military social capital challenges restored aristocratic precedence, shaping marriages, patronage, and local elections, and feeding resentment when royalist authorities ostracize decorated imperial soldiers.

The First Restoration (April 1814–March 1815) brought Louis XVIII to the throne with the Charter of 1814 guaranteeing civil equality, a bicameral legislature, and protection of biens nationaux. Allied troops entered France; Talleyrand led diplomacy at Vienna. Prefects stayed in place, and the monarchy sought moderation to unify the country. In provincial Normandy, cautious optimism tempered relations between nobles and notables. Orczy’s world captures this fragile concord: salon politeness masks unresolved grievances, while royalist symbolism reappears in church processions and courtly manners, even as Napoleonic administrative habits and rising bourgeois fortunes remain entrenched.

Napoleon’s Hundred Days began with his landing at Golfe-Juan (1 March 1815) and culminated in Waterloo (18 June 1815). His swift advance split loyalties; units and officials shifted allegiance, and Bonapartists rallied in towns and regiments. After the defeat, Paris capitulated, and Louis XVIII re-entered the capital. The second abdication precipitated reckonings in the provinces. The novel reflects this whiplash reversal: characters who declared for the Emperor face suspicion, while those who remained royalist press their advantage. The sudden oscillation intensifies personal stakes—careers, marriages, and estates hinge on public declarations made across spring and summer 1815.

The Second Restoration (July 1815 onward) defined the political climate most formative for A Sheaf of Bluebells. Allied armies re-occupied France; an exceptional Chamber of Deputies—the ultraroyalist “Chambre introuvable” elected in August 1815—pursued retribution. The White Terror (summer–autumn 1815), especially violent in the south (Lyon, Nîmes, Marseille), saw assassinations and purges against Bonapartists and former Jacobins. High-profile prosecutions included Marshal Ney, executed on 7 December 1815. Government oscillated between vengeance and stabilization under the Duc de Richelieu and Interior Minister Élie Decazes, who sought to temper ultra zeal. Financially, France accepted a 700 million franc indemnity and the Allied Army of Occupation (under the Duke of Wellington) until 1818. Administratively, prefects screened officials for political reliability; National Guard units were reorganized to favor royalists; émigrés pressed for symbolic restitution while most biens nationaux remained secure. In the provinces, this translated into job dismissals, loyalty oaths, surveillance, and social ostracism. Parish pulpits revived royalist rhetoric; secret royalist societies such as the Chevaliers de la Foi influenced local mobilization. Orczy’s narrative channels these dynamics into intimate forms: provincial salons become tribunals of reputation; young men with imperial service records are judged not by valor but by their 1815 allegiance; returned nobles test the limits of clemency. The atmosphere of files, denunciations, and cautious patronage explains characters’ guarded speech and the stakes of any alliance across the royalist–Bonapartist divide. Above all, Normandy’s reputation for measured conservatism clashes with the central government’s intermittent zeal, producing a tense balance of pragmatism and revenge that structures the plot’s social conflicts.

Allied occupation and reparations shaped daily life between 1815 and 1818. The Army of Occupation, commanded by the Duke of Wellington, stationed coalition troops primarily in northeastern departments, while financial levies and requisitions affected the whole country. The 1818 Congress of Aix-la-Chapelle oversaw the evacuation after France fulfilled payments and guarantees. Even in Normandy, distant from garrison zones, tax burdens, requisition memories, and the humiliation of foreign oversight weighed heavily. The novel’s measured hostility toward external interference—tempered by pragmatic commerce with Britain—mirrors provincial ambivalence: a yearning for sovereignty coupled with reliance on cross-Channel trade.

Ultra-royalist ascendancy and its retreat defined 1815–1816. The Chambre introuvable’s zeal prompted Louis XVIII, advised by Richelieu and Decazes, to dissolve it on 5 September 1816, seeking moderation. Press constraints, police files, and prefectural reports nevertheless continued, policing opinion in salons and cafés. In Norman towns, municipal councils balanced gentry influence against professional classes. The book reflects this institutional choreography: characters navigate patronage, censorship of political speech, and the ritual of petitions. The fragility of rights promised by the Charter is dramatized as reputation, not law alone, determines who may serve in the National Guard, hold office, or marry advantageously.

Economic realignments underlie the social tensions Orczy depicts. Normandy’s textile centers—Rouen and Elbeuf—expanded woolens and cottons, while forges in the Orne and small metallurgical sites supplied tools and armaments. Merchants who prospered under imperial contracts or blockade smuggling entered local elites through land purchase and municipal office. This emergent bourgeoisie confronted restored nobles seeking to reclaim precedence. The novel’s attraction–repulsion between aristocratic lineage and industrial wealth echoes these realities: a manufacturer’s fortune competes with a marquis’s name; marriage markets arbitrate legitimacy. The tension between productivity and pedigree, accelerated by Napoleonic modernization, persists under the Restoration’s ceremonial hierarchy.

The book functions as a social critique by exposing how Restoration politics converted private life into a tribunal of loyalty. It reveals the moral hazards of victory: inquests, ostracism, and opportunism masquerade as justice. Ideological absolutism—ultra-royalist or Bonapartist—distorts virtue, while provincial honor codes enforce conformity through gossip and exclusion. By dramatizing negotiations over marriage, office, and parish standing, the narrative indicts a regime that preserves civil equality in law yet tolerates partisan gatekeeping. The friction between Charter promises and prefectural practice underscores how rights falter when reputation, not impartial institutions, governs access to status.

As political critique, the novel also interrogates class divides hardened by the Revolution and the Empire. It juxtaposes landed aristocracy’s claims of historical stewardship with the bourgeois argument for merit and economic utility. The narrative highlights injustices surrounding property seizures and the refusal of reconciliation, the silencing of veterans, and the instrumentalization of religion by party zeal. Women’s roles in policing orthodoxy within salons and families show how ideology colonizes domestic spaces. In presenting reconciliations that require humility from both camps, the book questions vengeance as policy and urges a civic ethos beyond partisanship, anticipating the Restoration’s eventual turn toward moderation.
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    Baroness Emma Orczy was a Hungarian-born, British-based novelist and playwright whose work flourished from the late Victorian era into the mid-twentieth century. Best known for creating the Scarlet Pimpernel, she helped define the popular historical-adventure romance and introduced a durable archetype: the chivalric hero with a secret identity. Her fiction combined brisk plotting, theatrical flair, and unapologetic loyalty to monarchy and tradition, resonating widely with readers and theatergoers. Though often categorized as popular entertainment, her stories left a lasting mark on genre fiction, influencing later narratives of masked heroes, espionage, and derring-do set against vividly imagined revolutionary and Napoleonic backdrops.

Born into the Hungarian nobility, Orczy spent her early years in continental Europe before settling in London in the late nineteenth century. English was not her first language, but she adopted it for her literary career. She studied art at the West London School of Art and at Heatherley’s School of Fine Art, initially pursuing work as an illustrator. The training honed her eye for costume, gesture, and scene—qualities that later animated her fiction and plays. Her marriage to the artist Montagu Barstow became professionally significant; they collaborated on theatrical projects that helped ease her transition from visual art to the written and performed word.

Before the Scarlet Pimpernel, Orczy established herself in periodicals with mystery and crime sketches. The best-known of these featured the Old Man in the Corner, an armchair detective who solved cases through observation and deduction rather than fieldwork. These stories blended puzzle plotting with a conversational, almost theatrical intimacy, reflecting her comfort with performance and audience. They gained steady readership and helped position her within the expanding market for popular fiction. The success confirmed her instinct for character-driven series and recurring protagonists, a strategy she would refine further in historical settings where moral stakes and dramatic reversals could be staged with maximum effect.

Orczy’s defining breakthrough came in the early 1900s with a stage play co-written with her husband that introduced the Scarlet Pimpernel. Set during the French Revolution, the drama followed an English aristocrat who conceals his daring rescues behind a frivolous public persona. The play’s success in the provinces and the West End was quickly consolidated by a novelization published soon afterward. Readers embraced the blend of romance, intrigue, and patriotic dash, and the character’s emblematic flower became shorthand for audacity and disguise. Orczy expanded the saga across numerous sequels and prequels, deepening the legend’s timeline and elaborating the hero’s network of allies and adversaries.

While the Pimpernel series dominated her reputation, Orczy ranged widely. She returned to mystery with further Old Man in the Corner collections and explored pioneering female detection in Lady Molly of Scotland Yard, emphasizing intellect and intuition over brute force. In historical romance, she extended the Pimpernel universe with backstory novels and related adventures, including a notable prequel that traced an ancestor’s exploits in the Dutch Republic. Across forms, her work favored high stakes, clear moral lines, and set pieces designed for swift revelation—habits that reflected her theatrical origins. The writing prized momentum and atmosphere, inviting readers to savor reversals, disguises, and climactic rescues.

Orczy’s politics—monarchist, patriotic, and wary of revolutionary upheaval—were integral to her themes and public activities. During the First World War she supported recruitment and morale through writing and organizational efforts, notably founding a women’s league that urged enlistment. Critics sometimes dismissed her books as melodramatic or ideologically simple, yet audiences prized their verve and clarity. Her fiction offered comforting certainties in unsettled times, presenting aristocratic honor and national loyalty as bulwarks against fanaticism. Even detractors acknowledged her instinct for story architecture: the cliffhanger chapter, the misdirection, the final unmasking. These devices, honed on stage, proved enduring in print and later on screen.

Orczy continued to publish through the interwar years, maintaining a loyal readership while her creations migrated to new media. The Scarlet Pimpernel inspired popular adaptations for film, radio, television, and stage, ensuring that successive generations encountered the character’s blend of elegance and subterfuge. She spent periods in Britain and on the continent and remained active as a writer into the 1930s, passing away in the late 1940s. Today her legacy is twofold: as a cornerstone of historical-adventure romance and as a progenitor of the masked, dual-identity hero. Scholars and fans alike revisit her work for its narrative craft, theatrical kinetics, and cultural afterlife.
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Among the many petitions presented that year by émigrés desirous
    of returning to France under the conditional amnesty granted to them by the
    newly-crowned Emperor, was one signed by Mme. la Marquise de Mortain and
    by her son Laurent, then aged twenty-one years, and one signed by M. le Comte
    de Courson for himself and his daughter Fernande. Gaillard says in his memoirs
    of Fouché[1] that the latter was greatly averse to the petition being
    granted; but that Napoleon, then on the point of starting for his campaign
    in Prussia, was inclined to leniency in this matter—leniency which
    roused the ire and contempt of the Minister of Police—the man who,
    of a truth, and above the Emperor himself, was virtual dictator of France
    these days.

“A brood of plotters and intriguers,” he said scornfully. “I
    should have thought your Majesty had had enough of those soi-disant great
    ladies and gentlemen of Normandy and Brittany. I wouldn’t have them
    inside these dominions if I had my way.”

It seems that this phrase: “If I had my way,” highly amused
    the Emperor. Was it not a well-known fact that in all matters pertaining
    to the internal organization of the new Empire of France, Fouché ruled
    far more absolutely than did Napoleon? He knew more. He suspected more. Minister
    of Police and Minister of the Interior at this time, Fouché had made
    himself feared even—so it was said—by his imperial and capricious
    master.

And so—the obscure secretary who was present at this interview tells
    us—the Emperor laughed, and for once Fouché did not have his
    way. On the eve of the campaign which was to culminate in the humiliation
    of Prussia and the Peace of Tilsit[2], the soldier-Emperor had a throe of compassion,
    of mercy, a shrugging of the shoulders which meant immunity from exile for
    hundreds of men and women—a home for countless wanderers in foreign
    lands.

Fouché  argued. “The Fouvielles I don’t mind, nor yet
    Joubert, nor those Fumels. They won’t do much harm. We might allow
    the Liancourts to return, though their property has been sold by the State,
    which always leads to trouble. But the Mortains!!! and the Coursons!!...
    Why! I would as lief grant the shades of Fox and Pitt a free permit to wander
    through France at will.”

But we may take it that for once his arguments were of no avail. Napoleon’s
    clemency was extended to the Mortains, as it was to the Coursons—this
    we know, seeing that both the young Marquis and the Comte de Courson, his
    maternal uncle, figured so prominently in the events which this true chronicle
    sets forth to record. As to the cause of this clemency, or, rather, as to
    the cause of Fouché not getting his way this once ... well, ’tis
    our turn to shrug our shoulders.

Had Fouché really desired to keep the Mortains and the Coursons out
    of France, Fouché would have had his way. Of this there can be no
    doubt, seeing that Napoleon left the country at the head of his army soon
    after the day when he had that interview with his Minister of Police, leaving
    the latter more absolutely master of France than he had ever been before;
    so why should Fouché  not have had his way with the Mortains and with
    Baudouin de Courson and his daughter Fernande?

Have we not cause for shrugging our shoulders? and for giving credence to
    the rumours which were current throughout France at this time—namely,
    that the dreaded Minister of Police had at this time begun to coquet with
    the Royalist party, as well as with the Jacobins and the English agents,
    with Talleyrand and with the Comte d’Artois—with any and every
    party in fact, who plotted against the master whom in his heart he had already
    betrayed.
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The aforesaid obscure secretary who hath so aptly described the interview
    between the Emperor and Fouché, tells us that the latter, after he
    had bowed himself out of the Presence, returned to his private chamber in
    the ministry, and promptly sent for M. Dubois—then Chief Préfet
    of Police.

“M. Dubois,” he commanded, “I want the dossier of the
    Mortains and also of the de Coursons now at once. The Emperor is inclined
    to grant them leave to return ... but I don’t know ... I must consider....”

“I can tell you all about the Mortains and the Coursons without referring
    to their dossier,” retorted Dubois gruffly.

“Well?”

“The ci-devant Marquise de Mortain....”

“Not ci-devant any longer, M. Dubois,” broke in Fouché with
    a suave smile. “The lady is Mme. la Marquise now ... you yourself are ‘Monsieur,’ are
    you not? We have left the ‘citizen’ and ‘citizeness’ of
    our revolutionary era well behind us, remember, since our illustrious Master
    placed the crown of Imperial France upon his own head. France is an Empire
    now, Monsieur Dubois. There are no ci-devants any more, and quite a number
    of aristocrats.”

Dubois gave a growl of understanding. It was not easy for his rough, uncultured
    mind to grasp all the various subtleties of Fouché’s irony.
    He hated Napoleon’s all-powerful Minister, hated him all the more that
    Fouché’s astute and tortuous mentality was beyond his comprehension
    and that he never knew whether the great man was laughing at him or not.

“Well,”  he said finally, with a shrug of his wide shoulders, “Marquise
    or ci-devant I care not; but, anyhow, she is not a woman I would care to
    trust, and the Emperor is very ill-advised....”

“The Emperor, my dear M. Dubois,” once more broke in the Minister
    urbanely, “takes advice from no one. He starts next week for Prussia
    at the head of his army; he will return anon, having won fresh laurels for
    France and further undying glory for himself ... to-day he is inclined to
    clemency. Mme. la Marquise de Mortain and her son will be allowed to return
    to France, so will M. le Comte de Courson and his daughter Fernande; they
    will be allowed to retake possession of their château and of such of
    their lands as have not been sold by the State....”

“The lands have all been sold,” rejoined the préfet curtly, “to
    worthy farmers whom it were a scandal to dispossess....”

“Are we dispossessing any one, my dear M. Dubois?” queried Fouché,
    with an indulgent smile directed at the other’s Republican ardour—“any
    one, I mean, who happens to have bought confiscated land?”

“Not yet,” muttered the other under his breath; “but....”

“As you were saying, M. le Préfet?...” here interposed
    the Minister more haughtily,  “Mme. la Marquise de Mortain is a widow,
    I think.”

“Yes. For the second time.”

“She was first the wife of Bertrand de Maurel....”

“Who would have been a good patriot had he lived.”

“We must imagine so,” said Fouché, with a smile.

“He died in ’82—separated from his wife whom he hated.”

“But there was a child of that marriage.”

“Yes, Ronnay de Maurel, a loyal patriot ... a fine Republican....”

“Shall we say a fine Bonapartist, my good M. Dubois?” said the
    Minister of Police significantly. “I like and trust Ronnay de Maurel.
    I would not like to see him tarred with the worn-out brush of the past decade.”

“Well ... Republican or Bonapartist—’tis all the same—what?
    I was one of those who voted for the proclamation and Ronnay de Maurel was
    another. First Consul for life, with all the splendours of past monarchies,
    or frankly Emperor of the French, there was not much to choose. You were
    an ardent Republican, too, at one time—eh, M. le Ministre?”

“Quite so—quite so. But we were not speaking of mine unworthy
    self, but of Mme. la Marquise de Mortain and of her son Ronnay de Maurel.”

“Son, indeed!” retorted Dubois, with a gruff laugh. “M.
    de Maurel has been taught to execrate his mother. He was only four years
    old when his father died, but an uncle brought him up—old Gaston de
    Maurel—a magnificent patriot if ever there was one. Nothing of the
    whilom aristo about him ... eats peas with his knife and wears sabots and
    a blouse ... he voted for the death of the King ... just as you did—eh,
    M. le Ministre?”

“Just as I did, my dear friend—and I am proud of it. Gaston
    de Maurel and I sat in the Assembly of the Convention as representatives
    of the people of France, and in the name of the people we decreed that the
    tyrant Louis Capet, known to the world as Louis XVI., King of France, should
    die upon the scaffold as a traitor to the nation which he had set out to
    govern. Gaston de Maurel may eat peas with a knife, but he rendered the Republic
    and the Directorate infinite services in quelling the so-called Royalist
    risings in his own province of Normandy.”

“Now he is old. Some say that he has not many months to live. Ronnay
    de Maurel dwells with him in his Château de la Vieuville, near Villemor.
    They both live like peasants in a couple of rooms in the sumptuous château.
    The old man is a miser: he has accumulated immense wealth in these past twenty
    years. Ronnay de Maurel, on the other hand, owns the sumptuous demesnes of
    La Frontenay, which he inherited from his father, together with the foundries,
    where he employs five thousand men and manufactures war material for the
    Grand Army. He is already one of the richest men in France—and he is
    his uncle’s sole heir; when old Gaston dies the de Maurel riches will
    be uncountable....”

“And he, too, eats peas with his knife,” concluded Fouché,
    with a sardonic smile.

“And hardly knows how to read and write,” assented the préfet
    of police. “A succession of tutors at La Vieuville testify to the rough
    temper and the obstinate savagery of this descendant of aristos.”

“Yes, so I have been told,” mused Fouché. “I understand
    that a de Maurel fought in the First Crusade, that another was Captain of
    Musketeers under Louis XIII.; but the present holder of the historic name
    is an ardent Bonapartist, as you say. He fought like a lion against the Royalists
    in Vendée; he crossed the Alps with Napoleon, and was wounded at Marengo
    and at Hohenlinden. At Austerlitz, where he accomplished prodigies of valour,
    an Austrian bullet lamed him for life. He is a Grand Eagle of the Legion
    of Honour. His religion is Bonaparte ... he knows no science save that of
    arms—reads no books and does not know the Carmagnole from the Marseillaise—he
    is illiterate, uncultured, almost a savage.... These are all facts, are they
    not, M. Dubois?”

“Aye! Ronnay de Maurel is all that and more. He lives at La Vieuville,
    not ten kilomètres from Courson, where Mme. la Marquise, his mother,
    will now be taking up her abode. Oh!” added the préfet of police
    with a malevolent grin, “how those two will execrate one another!”

“And watch over one another,” commented Fouché with his
    enigmatic smile. “Ronnay de Maurel will act as a check on the intrigues
    which might be hatching presently in Mme. de Mortain’s fertile brain.”

“Nothing—and no one can act as a check on that woman’s
    love of intrigue,” growled Dubois surlily. “She and her son Laurent
    will give us all plenty to do until....”

He made a significant gesture with his hand against his neck. Fouché smiled. “We
    can always give them plenty of rope,” he said. “How old is Laurent
    de Mortain?”

“Twenty-one or two ... but he has fought against his own country since
    he was sixteen. Mme. de Mortain favours a marriage for him with Fernande
    de Courson, his cousin.”

“The daughter of Baudouin de Courson?”

“Yes. His only daughter. He is Mme. de Mortain’s only brother.
    Their properties adjoin.”

“I know. He, too, has been granted leave by the Emperor to return
    to France.”

“A whole pack of those confounded émigrés,” once
    more growled the préfet of police—this time with a savage oath, “settled
    down in the most disaffected province of France. Joseph de Puisaye still
    at large ... the department seething with discontent ... everything ready
    for rebellion ... the Emperor away.... Ah! we shall have a fine time down
    there, I reckon.”

“Bah!”  quoth Fouché lightly, “they are not very
    dangerous now. For one thing, the Mortains, the Coursons and the whole pack
    of them are as poor as church mice. Their lands and farms have all been sold;
    the Mortains have not even a château in which to live.”

“The Château of Courson stands.”

“A dilapidated barrack.”

“Quite so—but large enough to harbour every rebel who chooses
    to hatch a plot against the safety of the Empire. The Mortains and Coursons
    will herd together there: Joseph de Puisaye, François Prigent and
    D’Aché will use it as their headquarters. From there their bands
    of brigands will be let loose upon both departments—highway robbery,
    intimidation, pillage and arson—those Chouans stick at nothing nowadays.
    England no longer supplies them with money for their so-called Royalist cause,
    and they must get money somehow. You remember their criminal outrage upon
    old M. de Ris, and their theft in his château of money, valuables and
    jewellery. You remember the murder of Andrein, the Constitutional Bishop
    of Quimper, and the abduction of the Bishop of Vannes—all for purposes
    of robbery.... Well, in my opinion, those exploits will sink into insignificance
    beside the ones which will be invented and organized in Courson under the
    presidency of Mme. la Marquise and her precious son and brother.”

M. Dubois, préfet of police, had, while he spoke, worked himself
    up into a passion of fury. He gesticulated wildly with both arms, shrugged
    his wide shoulders, and banged his fist from time to time upon the desk in
    front of him, so that the inkstand and the papers rattled unceasingly and
    M. le Ministre’s nerves were irritated beyond endurance. Now M. Dubois
    had perforce to pause for want of breath. He drew his large coloured handkerchief
    from his pocket and mopped his forehead, which was streaming.

“You exaggerate, my good M. Dubois,” said Fouché soothingly. “You
    have an excellent colleague at Caen in the person of M. Vincent....”

“Bah!”  ejaculated Dubois contemptuously. “He is hand
    in glove with the Royalists.”

“And there’s M. Caffarello, the préfet....”

Again an expressive shrug of the shoulders from M. Dubois, who apparently
    had not much faith in the capabilities of his subordinates.

“And in Ronnay de Maurel you will have a valuable adjunct,” added
    the Minister, “unless....”

He paused, then continued with seeming irrelevance:

“Is Fernande de Courson pretty?”

“She has a reputation for beauty,” replied Dubois. “Why
    do you ask?”

“Nothing ... nothing ... a passing thought ... a dart shot at random....
    You will have to keep your eyes very wide open, my good M. Dubois.”

“You may trust me to do that, M. le Ministre,” rejoined Dubois,
    with a leer of comprehension; there was no subtlety about the suggestion,
    and he had understood it well enough this time.

“There’s not much of the lady-killer about Ronnay de Maurel,” he
    added, laughing.

“Perhaps not,” rejoined Fouché dryly.

“And he may rejoin the army, after all.”

“No. He cannot do that. The Emperor won’t let him. He is far
    too useful in Normandy just now to be mere food for Prussian cannon.”

There was a pause. The préfet of police was tacitly dismissed. M.
    le Ministre drew some papers close to him, and his delicate, blue-veined
    hand toyed with the pen.

“You don’t want me any more?” queried Dubois abruptly.
    He was always thankful to shake the dust of the ministerial chamber from
    his feet.

“Well ... unless you have anything else to report, my good M. Dubois,” rejoined
    Fouché pleasantly, “or any further information to impart to
    me about those Mortains—or the Coursons.”

“There’s nothing else. But I wish to God that the Emperor would
    reconsider his decision.”

“The Emperor seldom reconsiders any decision, my dear Dubois ... once
    it is a decision. The Mortains and the Coursons have probably landed in France
    by now.”

“May they break their necks on the gangway,” growled Dubois.

“Amen to that,” quoth Fouché lightly. “In the meanwhile,
    will you see M. de Réal on that subject and send special recommendations
    to the préfet and the commissary of police at Caen?...”

“And to Ronnay de Maurel, I should say.”

“No,”  interposed the Minister peremptorily, “leave de
    Maurel alone. I will write to him myself.”

Such in substance was the interview between the Minister of Police and the
    chief préfet. The secretary, among whose papers was found the above
    account, goes on to say that M. Dubois, having taken his leave, the great
    man was busy for the next half-hour writing a letter with his own hand. With
    his own hand also he folded it, sealed it and addressed it. Then he handed
    it to his secretary with the express order that it should be sent to its
    destination by the next ministerial courier.

The letter was addressed to M. le Comte Ronnay de Maurel, at his Château
    de la Vieuville, near Villemor, Département de l’Orne.
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“What devastation! What wanton devastation! Oh, those fiends! those
    cruel, callous fiends!”

Mme. la Marquise de Mortain, for once in her life, was thoroughly unnerved.
    She was ready to cry ... but tears had not come to her eyes for the past
    twenty years; their well-spring had run dry under the influence of an unconquerable
    energy and of a glowing enthusiasm for a cause which, at any rate, for the
    moment was doomed. Mme. la Marquise did not shed tears when she first arrived
    on a cold, showery night early in May to what had been the luxurious home
    of her childhood. She did not cry when she wandered half aimlessly through
    the salons and apartments of the Château de Courson—all that
    was left to her brother of his once splendid patrimony—a mere barrack
    now where most windows were cracked, where the paper hung in strips from
    the walls and the ceilings painted by Boucher were stained with smoke and
    damp.

It was just fourteen years now that the château had been standing
    empty and desolate—fourteen years during which snow, rain and tempest
    had worked their cruel way with shutters and window frames, with stucco,
    plaster and roofs. It was only the fabric itself—the fine solid stone
    walls of sixteenth century architecture which had remained intact—the
    monumental staircase, with its marble balustrade, the terraces and façades.
    True, the stone was stained by damp and mildew, and the ivy, which fourteen
    years ago had been a pretty and romantic feature of the copings, was now
    a danger to them through the vigour and rankness of its growth; but these
    were matters which could easily be remedied, and which in themselves enhanced
    rather than detracted from the picturesqueness of the stately pile.

It was the aspect of the interior of the château which had wrung from
    Mme. la Marquise de Mortain that cry of bitter sorrow. Fourteen years!!!
    She herself had been staying at Courson when her brother was at last compelled
    to dismiss all his servants, and to flee from the country, as many an aristocrat
    had done already in order to save not so much himself as his family—his
    young children—from the terrible doom which daily appeared more inevitable.
    Baudouin de Courson was then a widower, his daughter Fernande was a mere
    baby. He himself intended and did join the army of the Princes at Coblentz,
    together with Arnould de Mortain, his brother-in-law; Mme. la Marquise, with
    her son Laurent and with little Fernande de Courson, found refuge and hospitality
    in England, as many fugitive Royalists had already done; and the Château
    de Courson remained for a while under the care of old Matthieu Renard and
    of his wife Annette—faithful servants of the family.
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