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Preface


Although an enormous amount has been written about various aspects of his reign, there is no satisfactory comprehensive biography of Stanisław Augustus in any language. This is not surprising. The subject is so immense that it would require two fat volumes to begin to do it justice. My overriding feeling in writing this book has been one of frustration at not being able to dwell at requisite length on the many threads that make up this exceptional story. Much more needs to be written about Stanisław’s political activities, about his influence on the hundreds of people with whom he worked and corresponded, about Polish politics, about the diplomatic kaleidoscope that swallowed up the Polish Commonwealth, about the relationship between the political awakenings in Poland, America and France, about the connections between the arts, sciences and thought that produced the cataclysms at the end of the century, and about the economic factors that underlay all of these. More work needs to be done in the archives and libraries of Poland, Russia, Germany and Austria before the real causes and effects of those events, and Stanisław’s part in them, can be properly assessed. I can but hope that this book might be a step in that direction.


I have based my work principally on Polish and Russian archival sources, though for the latter I relied heavily on the remarkable 146 volumes of the Sbornik Imperatorskovo Russkovo Istoricheskovo Obschestva, as considerations of time and expense prevented me from delving into archives in Russia.


Dates are given in new style throughout, for simplicity’s sake. I do not give the nobiliary titles borne by some Polish families, as these were rarely used at the time, and can only confuse the foreign reader as to the relative standing of families. Polish names appear in their original form, and I use the spelling of Seym current at the time in preference to the modern Sejm. Stanisław himself is called Stanisław August in Polish, Stanislas-Auguste in French, and usually Stanislas Augustus in English. Since he was actually Stanisław II, to which he added ‘Augustus’ in an allusion to his immediate predecessors and to the Roman emperor Augustus, I have decided to refer to him as Stanisław Augustus.


I owe a debt of gratitude to the librarians and staff of the Archiwum Główne Akt Dawnych and the Biblioteka Narodowa in Warsaw, the Biblioteka Czartoryskich in Kraków, the Bibliothèque Polonaise in Paris, and the Polish Library and Polish Research Centre in London. I am grateful to Prince Philippe Poniatowski for permission to view the Poniatowski papers at the Archives Nationales in Paris. I am also grateful to Miss Joanna Wódke and Mr Jerzy Gutkowski of the Royal Castle in Warsaw for their assistance with obtaining the pictorial material. I should like to thank Mr Trevor Allen for the hard work he put into drawing the maps.


I am deeply indebted to Dr Andrzej Ciechanowiecki, Professor Andrzej Rottermund, and particularly Professor Andrzej Zahorski and Professor Isabel de Madariaga, for reading and commenting on my manuscript. I should also like to thank Shervie Price and Roger Hudson for their editorial help.


Adam Zamoyski
June, 1992
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Bedchambers and Cabinets


On the night of 28 December 1755 Stanisław Poniatowski, the twenty-three-year-old secretary to the English ambassador in St Petersburg, set off on a clandestine escapade that was to alter the course of history.


He left his lodgings secretly, climbed into a sleigh with Lev Alexandrovich Naryshkin, and drove towards the Winter Palace. The sleigh stopped a little way from the palace, and Poniatowski followed his companion on foot through the snow to a side entrance. They passed a sentry, climbed the servants’ staircase, and went into the private apartments of the Grand Duchess Catherine Alekseyevna. Naryshkin, who bore the rank, appropriately it seems, of Gentleman of the Bedchamber to the grand duchess, showed him in and then vanished. Poniatowski was nervous at meeting her alone for the first time. He was also terrified. He had heard stories of savage punishments meted out to those who had incurred imperial displeasure, and visions of Siberian mines haunted him.


In the bedroom he found a young woman of twenty-five, dressed in a simple white satin gown trimmed with lace and pink ribbons. ‘She had reached that moment when beauty is at its height in any woman to whom it has been granted. With black hair, she had a complexion of radiant whiteness and a high colour; she had large, prominent and very expressive blue eyes; long black eyelashes, a Greek nose, a mouth that seemed to beg for a kiss, perfect hands and arms, a slender figure, tall rather than small, a vivacious yet deeply noble deportment, a pleasant voice and a laugh that was as gay as her humour,’ he wrote. ‘Such was the mistress who became the arbiter of my destiny.’1


That night they became lovers. Seven years later, she became Empress of all the Russias, and two years after that she used her influence and her troops to place Stanisław Poniatowski on the throne of Poland. ‘These two philosophical beings seem made to be united,’ wrote Voltaire, dreaming of a match that would give birth to a great northern utopia.2 Yet the story that began in love and mutual esteem ended forty years later in misunderstanding and recrimination. Catherine humiliated Stanisław, carved up his kingdom, and erased the name of Poland from the map of Europe.


This did not come about as a result of some lovers’ tiff. It stemmed from a collision of reasons of state, from the conflict of some of the strongest personalities ever to sit on European thrones, and from the political upheavals that shook the Continent in the second half of the century and culminated in the French Revolution. Poniatowski’s reign was to see not only the demise of Poland, but the transformation of the whole of Central Europe and the rise of a system of power-relations that governed political life for the next two centuries.


The eighteenth century was punctuated with wars – the Northern War, the Wars of the Spanish Succession, of the Polish Succession, of the Austrian Succession, the Seven Years’ War, the Turkish Wars – each involving the whole of Europe. These wars were the levers of diplomacy, and their objectives and prizes were negotiable. So were alliances. Prussia’s favourite tactic under Frédérick the Great was to goad an ally into starting a war, and then change horses and collect a prize from the injured side for having come to its rescue. France had two distinct diplomatic networks pursuing sometimes diametrically opposed aims. Which course was ultimately embraced depended on the whim of a monarch and his advisers, and sometimes on little more than the temper of a royal mistress.


Sheaves of alternative projects cluttered the shelves of every chancellery. Dubious justifications for claiming some province could be run up at short notice and brandished at opposing diplomats like newly dealt cards. The diplomats were often not natives of the country they represented but Baltic barons or Italian marquesses who treated their assignments in terms of professional pride rather than patriotism. They skirmished daily at balls, banquets and at tables of ombre or piquet. They played a convoluted game, making use of spies, courtesans, venal postmasters, servants and tradesmen in order to obtain intelligence, purloin letters or plant disinformation in the enemy camp. They worked in a curious interplay of dishonesty and probity, and while bribes were often given and taken quite openly, everything had to be done with the requisite decorum. Correct form, titles and above all precedence had to be scrupulously observed.


Two states stand out as consistently successful players of this game, a reflection of their well-defined aims and strong motivations. Russia absorbed decaying states on her periphery through a combination of military saturation and able diplomacy, driven by the demands of a state structure that seemed to subordinate even her rulers. Prussia, which began the century as a mere electorate, managed to treble in size and turn herself into a powerful kingdom, by thrifty management, crafty diplomacy and military success, all of which were tightly harnessed to the fulfilment of a family’s dynastic dream.


Between these two expanding states lay the Polish Commonwealth, comprising the Kingdom of Poland, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, Royal Prussia and the vassal Duchy of Kurland. It was the largest state in Europe after Russia, but it was also the most passive. It had fallen into sharp decline, and after the death of King Jan III Sobieski in 1696 became a diplomatic and military playground for other states. They decided who would sit on its throne. The Poles’ chosen rulers, the Bourbon Prince de Conti, and later Stanisław I Leszczyński, were seen off by foreign troops, and from 1697 to 1763 the throne was occupied by Augustus the Strong and then his son Augustus III, both Electors of Saxony of the Wettin dynasty. They reigned in Poland by the grace of Russia. By the Treaty of Warsaw (1717) Russia turned Poland into a demilitarised zone with a skeletal army of 18,000 men, and guaranteed to defend her territorial integrity. Theoretically an independent country, Poland had become in effect little more than a protectorate. Her king could go to war as Elector of Saxony, but the Polish Commonwealth remained neutral.


This state of affairs was the product of a curious evolution. In the sixteenth century the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania had turned themselves into a republic or commonwealth, in which the entire nobility, the szlachta, represented the source of power. The monarchy was retained by making the throne elective and absorbing the king into the constitutional structure. But the process was interrupted by a series of wars in the seventeenth century and subsequently distorted. Poland and Lithuania were ruled as one but retained their separate ministries, treasuries and armies. The centrifugal tendencies implicit in this encouraged regionalism and weakened the very notion of the state. The essence of all political activity became the struggle inter majestatem ac libertatem, as the szlachta obsessively defended their rights against imputed encroachments by the Crown. The szlachta’s right to protest against royal absolutism was perverted into the liberum veto, which permitted a single deputy to bring the whole parliamentary process to a standstill. The right of a province to confederate against central dictates became a licence to start civil war. None of the state’s institutions was strong enough to guarantee continuity or public order: even the judiciary was democratically elected.
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1 The Polish Commonwealth in 1764


The political structure of the Polish Commonwealth was like a house that had been gutted by fire before it was completed. A fatal combination of economic, intellectual and moral decline within Polish society vitiated all attempts at repairing it, and the situation was institutionalised by the two neighbouring states, for whom a sick and powerless Poland was convenient. With a population of 10 million, invaluable mineral resources, agricultural capacity that could feed half the Continent and enough forest products to build and equip all the navies of Europe, Poland was too rich a prize to be allowed to fall into any single pair of hands, and potentially too powerful to be allowed to revive.


Happily for Russia and Prussia, the Poles showed few signs of wishing to alter this state of affairs. To outsiders, they seemed determined to remain in the Middle Ages. In England and the Netherlands, the transition from medieval attitudes to modernity was accomplished through the Reformation. France underwent a philosophical reformation in the eighteenth century which achieved the same result. Other Catholic states, such as Spain and Portugal, did not break the mould until the nineteenth. In Poland, the Reformation had created a profoundly secular culture, but this process had been reversed before it had time to set, with the result that the two traditions co-existed. Polish social and political life therefore consisted of a conflict between lay, modern and national perceptions, and religious, archaic, hierarchical ones.


At the root of this political culture lay a strong democratic instinct inimical to central authority and a conviction that all government was tyranny. The szlachta, which made up some 7 per cent of the population, was a caste rather than a class, and it included paupers as well as fabulously wealthy magnates. But it clung tenaciously to a theoretical equality, which endured only in its personal liberties and its political rights. Rich and poor alike kept a jealous watch for any threat to these. The Russian protectorate was convenient because it precluded the development of central government in Warsaw, which meant no state interference with the liberty of the individual and minimal taxation. Poland’s state revenue was one-seventy-fifth that of France, and the entire budget was smaller than England’s revenue from stamp-paper.3 Parish-pump wisdom held that since Poland threatened nobody, nobody would bother to threaten her back, while the mutual jealousy of her neighbours would prevent any one of them conquering her. The foreign armies which regularly passed through the country caused little disruption, and were a source of profit.


Polish grain, cattle, horses and cloth were indispensable to her warring neighbours and commanded high prices. Every year a multitude of boats laden with grain or timber was floated down small rivers to the Bug and the Vistula and thence to Gdańsk, to the Warta and thence to Stettin, or the Dvina to Riga for shipment. In winter over 500 corn-laden sledges would arrive at Königsberg every day. Herds of horses and cattle were driven across the country, to Silesia or Brandenburg. The easy profits obscured the fact that Polish agriculture was hopelessly backward. Only half of the land was cultivated, and its productivity, acre for acre, was one-sixth that of English farmland.4 Land values in some parts of the country went up tenfold in the second half of the century. Poland’s terms of trade – the real value of the commercial results of production – improved steadily as new methods of production made foreign manufactured goods cheaper in relation to foodstuffs and raw materials. It is estimated that between 1600 and 1750 the terms of trade of the magnates went up threefold, those of the landowning szlachta twofold, and those of the peasants were reduced by three-quarters.5 The peasants were not, in theory, serfs that could be bought and sold. But, whether they were landowning or labour-renting they floundered in chronic poverty, and the rights that distinguished their condition from serfdom became academic.


In the 1750s Frédérick the Great of Prussia began to take forage, horses and even recruits without paying for them, or, worse, paying for them in debased currency. He hit on the idea in 1753, and began to flood Poland with coinage whose silver content was up to 70 per cent lower than face value. Before everyone learnt to recognise the bad coins, an estimated 200 million złoty (twenty-five times the annual budget) had been siphoned out of the country in silver alone.6 This impoverished the country, and the resulting shortage of reliable currency impeded economic recovery.


The cities, which had flourished during the Renaissance, were devastated by the wars of the seventeenth century and their potential for recovery was undermined by unfavourable legislation and lack of political representation. The szlachta had encouraged the large Jewish community to set up a virtual monopoly on internal trade, which inhibited the development of a native merchant class. The landed szlachta saw no reason to spend money in Poland, since foreign goods were cheaper. This had a suffocating effect on the development of industry. Only in western Poland and the city of Gdańsk was there an entrepreneurial class indulging in industry to any significant extent: the largest industrial complex in the country belonged to the bishopric of Kraków, the richest in Europe after Strasburg and Toledo. Magnates set up factories on their estates, but this was in order to force the local peasants to spend their money in the company store, and had the effect of cutting these areas off from the national market. The magnates were also, in effect, the only banks in Poland, since only they had capital to lend, and only they, with their well-fortified palaces and private armies, provided a secure deposit. As a result, lesser szlachta would lodge their savings with them, at a rate of interest.


What had evolved was a grotesque form of baronial feudalism based on capital. And the political implications of this were magnified because there was no state structure in Poland. In most countries, penniless noblemen took service with the state, either in the army or the administration. In Poland the only alternatives were to enter the Church or to take service with a magnate. Thus it was the magnate who saved the poor nobleman from the ignominy of having to turn to trade and lose his standing, and he who gained military and political power in the process.


Having curbed the power of the Crown and reduced the parliament, the Seym, to a talking-shop, these oligarchs ran the day-to-day business of the country as they liked. It was they, and not the king, who decided who would get the lucrative starosties (Crown lands granted for life to the deserving on condition they paid a quarter of the revenues to the Treasury). They arrogated the best to themselves and awarded others to their followers. The magnates also exercised a monopoly over the higher offices of state. These all provided opportunities for graft, and those of Treasurer and Hetman (commander-in-chief) for embezzlement as well, but their principal attraction was the prestige they carried. The same went for the titles of count or prince picked up at foreign courts, which were not legally valid in Poland. Aped by the lesser szlachta, who vied for purely honorific and obsolete titles, such as Ensign of Mazovia or Cup-bearer of Sandomierz, these magnates lived out their own dynastic aspirations in a kaleidoscope of baroque splendour.


There was a score of them who were richer than any other private individual in Europe, and they knew no law but their own. They passed their time in increasingly lavish and eccentric amusements in order to escape the boredom that was the concomitant of their lack of education. A Sułkowski, bored by the colourlessness of game-birds in Poland, imported parakeets by the shipload from Africa for his shoots. A Radziwiłł divided his private army of 6,000 in two, put one of his courtiers in charge of half of it, and then made war on him. ‘Nowhere is there a more magnificent nobility, and nowhere such bad citizens,’ commented Bernardin de Saint-Pierre.7


Others saw it differently. ‘The manner in which the Polish magnates lived, their power, the consideration which they enjoyed, all this struck me and convinced me that there was no condition to be envied more than that of a grandee of Poland,’ wrote Alexander Vorontsov, future chancellor of Russia, who spent several months in Warsaw in 1758.8 Foreign governments pensioned the magnates in an effort to control the internal affairs of the country, but their money had little effect, as the magnates acted according to their own reasons of state. They milked Versailles and St Petersburg, and did exactly as they pleased. Poland, in the words of one English traveller, had fallen ‘into a state of almost total aristocracy’.9


‘This republic had considerable standing and weight in Europe at the time,’ opined Vorontsov. ‘Although its condition did not permit it to play an active role in foreign affairs, I do not see that such a role is essential to the happiness of a nation.’10 There was certainly something to be said for the absence of state interference, and an English diplomat coming from Prussia ‘found the air of a Republic refreshing’ by contrast.11 But any such advantages were the result of indolence rather than idealism, underpinned by a stagnant educational system. The sons of magnates for the most part eschewed school altogether, and were taught the rudiments of a life of unruly drunkenness by local clerics or foreign charlatans. Apart from colourful family mythologies, the only part of their education that was strictly applied was the inculcation of all the forms and ceremonies of post-Tridentine Catholicism.


Polish society flattered itself that it was ardently attached to the Faith of Rome, and this was certainly reflected in the amount of time and effort spent in elaborate religious ritual, which flourished in pilgrimages and processions, and in the erection of magnificent shrines and churches at every turn. But religious orthodoxy co-existed with laxity of morals, and a strong mystical tradition with the most cynical observance. Morals were rigid in the recesses of the countryside and loose in Warsaw, where divorce was rife, and where, in the words of the visiting English diplomat Wraxall, ‘Women of the first distinction derive more pride and respect from the rank or qualities of their lovers, than from those of their husbands.’12


Warsaw received enthusiastic praise from all travellers, who found it cosmopolitan, refined and joyful. But the rest of the country presented a depressing aspect, with appalling roads and filthy inns, villages of crumbling wooden hovels and sleepy decrepit towns. The manor-houses of the szlachta were little better. They were typified, in the words of a French traveller, by ‘a great number of servants and horses, and almost no furniture; an oriental luxury and none of the amenities of life’.13 The magnates inhabited magnificent palaces stuffed with French furniture and fine pictures, but these were imported baubles bearing little relation to the landscape in which they nestled, and often even less to the cultural level of their owners. These, for the most part, clung to a set of values and a cultural identity defined as ‘Sarmatism’. This was based on an erroneous historical thesis that the szlachta were not Slavs at all, but the descendants of a noble warrior race, the Sarmatians, who had allegedly conquered Poland in the Dark Ages. This theory, which underlined the szlachta’s racial superiority over every other class and accommodated the taste for things oriental that had swept Poland in the previous century (giving rise to, among other things, their distinctive dress), produced a mongrel growth of a culture that sanctioned extravagant behaviour and a xenophobic conviction that Polish was best.


Such attitudes did not go entirely unchallenged. A tenuous movement for national regeneration manifested itself in the 1720s and 1730s through a number of books and pamphlets advocating reform and exhorting society to save the country before it was too late. Their tenor was hardly revolutionary. They referred to the past, suggesting measures intended to revive, or at most develop the constitution, which, like all existing systems, was believed to be nearly perfect. Foreign models could not be invoked: all the other major states of Europe were monarchies, and therefore ‘tyrannical’ in the eyes of the szlachta. Thus all reform programmes steered an uneasy course between the Scylla of despotism and the Charybdis of anarchy.


The disciples of reform realised that the key was education. This was monopolised by the Jesuits and assorted clerical scholastics, who kept the country’s four universities, ten academies and ninety-odd colleges wedded to the philosophical outlook of the counter-Reformation. In this they were ably supported by the mendicant orders, who went about the country preaching bigotry. A few magnates attempted to give their offspring a modern education, and a small academy at the enlightened court of the exiled Stanisław I Leszczyński at Lunéville in Lorraine offered free education for the sons of those who believed in such things.


Yet it was from the ranks of the Church that the reformers sprang. Stanisław Konarski, a Piarist priest (the Fratres Scholarum Piarum, founded by Joseph of Calasanza, known variously as i Scolopi, Piarons and Piarists) who had travelled widely and absorbed Locke’s Thoughts Concerning Education, returned to Poland in the 1730s bent on changing the system. He met a kindred soul in Andrzej Załuski, Bishop of Kraków, who had amassed a vast library and attempted, and failed, to reform the Jagiellon University in Kraków. Together with the bishop’s brother, Józef, himself Bishop of Kiev and also founder of a great library, they began publishing – first the laws and constitutions, which people knew only by rumour, then the classics of political literature, which explained how they should work, and then Polish literature from the past, which helped reveal the true meaning of words. In 1747 the Załuski brothers endowed their pooled library and gave it to the nation.


In 1740 Konarski opened a new school, the Collegium Nobilium, which removed the sons of magnates from the corrupting influence of their homes and gave them a modern education. He then reformed the twenty-eight colleges run by the Piarists in Poland. The language of instruction was changed from Latin to Polish; modern languages, political studies and cartesian philosophy replaced theology and rhetoric, and debates and dramatics were also included. Panicked by the competition, the Jesuits followed suit, introducing modern subjects into their sixty-six existing colleges and founding their own versions of the Collegium Nobilium in Warsaw, Wilno, Lwów, Lublin and Ostróg.


Following on the heels of education, the movement for reform and regeneration gathered in strength in the 1750s, and came to fruition with the election of Stanisław Poniatowski to the throne in the following decade.


It came too late. The Polish Commonwealth had fallen so far behind her neighbours that only a miracle could have saved her. It would have needed to be a double miracle, restoring power and wealth to the state at home, and ensuring the benevolence of her neighbours. The second of these was the least probable. A pasquinade that appeared in the London press in 1763, just as the peace conference at the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War was to convene, admirably catches the policies and possibilities of the European powers:


Hôtels pour les Ministres des Cours Étrangères:




De l’Empereur; À la Bonne Volonté, rue de l’lmpuissance.


De Russie; Au Chimère, rue des Caprices.


De France; Au Coq Déplumé, rue du Canada.


D’Autriche; À La Mauvaise Alliance, rue des Caprices. D’Angleterre; À la Fortune, Place des Victoires, rue des Subsides.


De Pologne; Au Sacrifice d’Abraham, rue des Innocents, près la Place des Dévots.


De Prusse; Aux Quatre Vents, rue des Renards, prés la Place des Guinées.


De Suede; Au Passage des Courtisans, rue des Visionnaires.


Des Princes de l’Empire; Au Roitelet, près de l’Hôpital des Incurables, rue des Charlatans.


De Württemberg; Au Don Quichotte, rue des Fantômes, près la Montagne en Couche.


D’Hollande; À la Baleine, sur le Marché aux Fromages, près du Grand Observatoire.14





European diplomacy was devoid of any sense of collective responsibility, and those powers with no direct interest in Poland left her to the tender mercies of her neighbours. Russian reason of state could not countenance a strong Poland, while Prussia was almost pathologically afraid of a Polish resurgence. Poland was acceptable to both only if she remained impotent. Ultimately, it was the political and cultural renewal taking place in Poland that condemned the country to annihilation at their hands.


The annihilation of Poland in 1795 brought Russia into the very centre of Europe and established her as the greatest continental power for a century. The territories she acquired from Poland between 1772 and 1795 had a population of nearly 40 million by 1914, forming one-third of the population of European Russia. Prussia also gained manpower. More important, she acquired prosperous territories and linked up her own provinces, which gave her a power-base from which to pursue her nineteenth-century apotheosis. The demise of Poland therefore stands in very close connection to the unification of Germany and the outbreak of the two world wars in the twentieth century. While Austria gained relatively little from the partitions of Poland, her share in the loot placed her in an ambivalent role.


The dismemberment of Poland, coinciding as it did with the French Revolution, gave the three powers a common interest in the suppression of liberalism and socio-economic evolution, which in turn arrested economic growth. It was this that created the division between Eastern and Western Europe, and even if the watchtowers have been dismantled, this does not affect the deep social and economic differences which create that division.




2


Stars and Signs


The man who would reign over the demise of Poland was not elected in Catherine’s bed. The path that led him to the steps of the throne was not direct, yet every curve and obstacle along it brought him nearer the throne in a way that could easily justify his own belief in predestination. It started with his birth, on 17 January 1732 in a country house at Wołczyn. Although it stood in a formal garden intersected by a canal with a fountain representing Neptune and his suite, surrounded by a park in which roamed fallow deer – an ensemble that reminded one contemporary faintly of Versailles – the house itself was an unpretentious wooden structure. The child’s father was a fifty-six-year-old general of mediocre lineage, but his mother was of the blood of kings. It was as though Providence, that concept which was to hold the future king in thrall throughout his life, had taken a hand in the event, reproducing a parentage with curiously Christ-like connotations.


Stanisław was fascinated by these, and equally by the constellation of the heavens at his nativity, which was meticulously recorded. He was born in Capricorn, in a year when Saturn was in the ascendant. This god, together with his attributes – such as the black horse and the yew tree – would recur throughout his life and feature prominently in his artistic arrangements. Saturn is the sign of the return of the golden age, and astrologers deduced from the stars that the child would have a great future, strewn with obstacles over which he would triumph.1


A skein of legends was woven around Stanisław’s origins. There was a story that a passing Italian doctor from Messina called Antonio Fornica had looked at the baby and prophesied that one day he would be king. Similar prophecies were attributed to a Swedish cabalist and an ancient rabbi. It was said that his father was the bastard son of a Lithuanian magnate of the Sapieha family and a local peasant girl, or even a poor Jewish girl. Some Poniatowskis later retaliated by forging a genealogy which used the bull in their coat-of-arms as a link with the Italian noble house of Torelli, which also sported a bull in its arms as well as its name. The Torellis were then tenuously traced back to a warring duke of Saxony in the ninth century.2


The reality was more prosaic. General Stanisław Poniatowski came from a family of minor szlachta, the Ciołeks, who settled on the estate of Poniatowa near Lublin in the fifteenth century. They sold Poniatowa in 1620, and moved south to the Rzeszów region. Franciszek Poniatowski, the general’s father, managed not only his own estates but also those of the magnate Hieronim Lubomirski. He acquired more property in the region of Kraków, held local honorific posts, and served in the army when the need arose (he was wounded at the relief of Vienna from the Turks under King Jan III in 1683). He had four children. The two younger ones were, in traditional fashion, destined for the Church, while the elder two, Józef and Stanisław, were educated in Kraków, and then, in 1690, aged fifteen and thirteen respectively, sent off to Vienna under the care of a cleric.3


From Vienna, where they spent a couple of years learning German, they were supposed to travel on with their tutor, but they turned out to have minds of their own. The Emperor was massing an army for war with the Turks, and the two young men enlisted as volunteers. Stanisław distinguished himself at the battle of Temesvar, and was promoted to command a company in the regiment of Michał Sapieha, a Lithuanian magnate serving under Prince Eugene of Savoy. When the war ended with the treaty of Karlowitz in 1699, Poniatowski returned to Poland with Sapieha, who took him under his wing. Sapieha arranged a marriage for him with a supposedly wealthy widow, but this turned out to be a financial disappointment, and the couple soon separated.


The Sapieha clan were making one of their perennial bids for political control of Lithuania, which was vigorously resisted by the Radziwiłł family. Matters came to a head in November 1700, when the 3,000-strong army of the Sapiehas faced their rivals in pitched battle at Olkieniki. They were routed, and they began to cast about for allies. They did not have to look far. Charles XII, the eighteen-year-old king of Sweden, had been challenged by a formidable alliance of Peter I Tsar of Muscovy, the king of Denmark, and Augustus II Elector of Saxony and king of Poland. He defeated the Danes and then Tsar Peter, at the battle of Narva in Livonia. In the winter of 1701 the Sapiehas despatched Poniatowski to Charles XII’s camp with a plea for help. The following year Charles invaded Lithuania and took the Sapiehas under his protection. Their rivals appealed to Peter, who also obliged by invading. A civil war ensued, as Peter and Charles moved their quarrel into Poland. Charles forced Peter’s ally Augustus II to abdicate the Polish throne, and arranged the election of the Polish magnate Stanisław Leszczyński as King Stanisław I.


Charles XII had quickly spotted Poniatowski’s qualities, and took him into his own service, making use of him as both soldier and diplomat. In 1709 Poniatowski accompanied Charles on his invasion of the Ukraine and took part in the fateful battle of Poltava, in which the Swedes were routed. Charles was badly wounded and in imminent peril of being taken prisoner. Poniatowski rallied a handful of troops, placed the king on a stretcher slung between two horses, and fought his way out of the trap. By the time they were free of the Russian pursuit, they had only twenty men left, and Poniatowski had no less than seventeen cuts and bullet-holes in his tunic. They were now in the wilds of the Ukraine, with no food and no allies. Poniatowski managed to persuade some Cossacks to join them, and led the whole group to the safety of Turkish territory beyond the Dniester. He himself went on to Istanbul and persuaded the Porte to make war on Russia.


The army the Turks sent turned out to be unwilling to fight, principally because Peter had managed to bribe its commander, the Grand Vizir. Back to Istanbul went Poniatowski, to conspire – with ministers, women, harem doctors, and anyone else who might have any influence – to get the commander dismissed. His efforts were crowned with success, and a new Vizir was appointed. The Turkish army advanced and Poniatowski could see victory within reach, but then the new Vizir decided to negotiate with the Russians. Undeterred, Poniatowski tried, and nearly succeeded, in raising a mutiny against the Vizir and taking command himself.


The Turks made peace with Russia in 1711. This opened the door for Russia to extend her hegemony over Poland. A weakened Augustus recovered the Polish throne, King Stanisław I went into exile, and Charles returned to Sweden. Poniatowski continued to serve him in various capacities. He saved his life in battle a second time at Rügen in 1715, and was eventually given the post of governor of Charles’ province of Zweibrücken in Germany in 1718. Charles’ death shortly afterwards left Poniatowski without a job. His reputation was such that he was approached on behalf of George I of England and by the Regent of France, but he decided to return to Poland. He made his peace with Augustus II, and was immediately put to work by his new master on various diplomatic missions. It was in the course of one of these, in Brunswick in 1720, that he met Michał Czartoryski. This meeting decided his future.


The Czartoryskis were descended from the Grand Dukes of Lithuania, one of whom ascended the Polish throne in 1386 and founded the Jagiellon dynasty. But their branch of the family had dwindled to financial and political insignificance over the centuries, and had only just begun to recover its position. A rich marriage in 1693 had put Kazimierz Czartoryski back on the political map, and his children began to annexe extensive territories on it. There were five of them. One became a bishop, one an abbess, and the three others, Michał, August and Konstancja, were to forge Poland’s political destinies. On 14 September 1720, only a few months after meeting Michał Czartoryski, Stanisław Poniatowski married his sister Konstancja. The young Czartoryskis were just starting out on their political career, and in the person of Poniatowski they welcomed a skilful and experienced ally. They nurtured ambitious plans for the reform of the Polish Commonwealth, but their first priority was to manoeuvre themselves into a position of strength.


In 1721 Poniatowski became commander of Augustus’s court troops, and it was the wish of the king that he should in time become the Grand Hetman of the Crown. But when the king attempted to give him this post in 1728, the Potocki family, who felt it to be their preserve, made so much trouble in the Seym that he had to leave the post vacant. Poniatowski was made Crown Regimentary instead, effectively commander-in-chief of the Polish army. Three years later, in 1731, he was given a seat in the Senate, as Palatine of Mazovia. The Czartoryski brothers had also attained positions of power, and acquired a following of friends and clients, the beginnings of a political party. Since it was led jointly by the two brothers and their brother-in-law, it was known as the Czartoryski Family, or simply as the Familia. By 1733 the Familia felt strong enough to press for Poniatowski’s appointment as hetman once more, as well as for a number of constitutional reforms. They were working closely with the king, who was eager to reassert his independence from Russia. But Augustus II died unexpectedly shortly after the Seym opened.


Russia, Prussia and Austria favoured the election of his son Augustus to succeed him, but the Familia had other plans. Initially they considered trying to get August Czartoryski elected, but when the ex-king Stanisław Leszczyński announced his candidature, they threw their support behind him. His cause was espoused by France, whose king Louis XV was married to his daughter, and was backed up by France’s allies Sweden and Turkey. In Poland itself the support of the Potocki faction was purchased at the price of Poniatowski’s agreeing to let them have the hetman’s baton.


Leszczyński was duly elected King Stanisław I of Poland, and Voltaire composed an ode of joy. But within days Russian troops were on the march. On 5 October 1733 less than 1,000 szlachta were assembled outside Warsaw under Russian guard and forced to elect Augustus. Once again, there were two kings in Poland, one supported by Russian troops, the other by detachments of szlachta dispersed all over the country. King Stanisław and his supporters fell back on Gdańsk to await the arrival of a French fleet. Although she had declared war over the Polish succession, France was more interested in wrenching provinces from Austria than helping Stanisław, and no fleet appeared in the Gdańsk roads. He eventually fled the encircled city in disguise, and made his way to France. Ironically, he was given one of the provinces France gained from Austria, the duchy of Lorraine and Bar, in which to reign as titular king.


The Familia were left in Gdańsk to make their peace with King Augustus III, which would not be easy. Poniatowski had been in worse straits. He quickly worked out how to gain the support of Russia, whose influence was paramount in Poland. The Tsarina Anna had promised to make her favourite, Ernest Bühren (Biron), Duke of Kurland. This was technically a Polish fıef, and the appointment needed the assent of the Polish Seym. Poniatowski wrote to Anna offering to obtain this for her. By September 1734, he was receiving cordial letters from her, and by December she was writing to Augustus insisting that he treat Poniatowski and his family with due respect. At the same time, Poniatowski approached Augustus, explaining that only the Familia could bring the remainder of Leszczyński’s supporters round to his cause.
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1 The Poniatowskis


Augustus could hardly ignore the benefits of such an arrangement. He was a profoundly indolent man who avoided all serious pursuits and handed over the business of governing Saxony to a former lackey, Count Heinrich Brühl. The only question he ever asked his minister, very frequently, was: ‘Brühl, have I enough money?’ to which the answer was always: ‘Oui, Sire!’4 By one disreputable means or another, the minister kept up the flow of cash, and that was all that mattered. Anyone who promised to make life easy for Augustus in Poland could expect a sympathetic hearing, and by the early 1740s Poniatowski had manoeuvred the Familia back into favour. In 1752 he was made Castellan of Kraków, the highest temporal post in the Senate, an honour that set the seal on his career.


Poniatowski’s was a remarkable life by any standards. ‘He was a man of extraordinary merit,’ wrote Voltaire, ‘a man who at every turn in his life and in every dangerous situation, where others can show at the very most only valour, always moved quickly, and well, and with success.’5 The words Voltaire chose are very telling. Poniatowski was perceived as an ideal modern man by people of the Enlightenment, because his highest attributes were not old-fashioned virtues, but intelligence and successful decision-making. He was a pragmatist who gauged his aims by the bounds of the possible, not a quixotic champion of lost causes. Fundamentally irreligious, he was guided by a rationalist view of what was good, and showed energy and conviction in its pursuit. He was the perfect honnête homme. He was trusted by the kings he served, and he kept the respect of the exiled Stanisław Leszczynski after he had taken service with Augustus. Personal gain was not as important to Poniatowski as to most of his contemporaries, and he did not take the opportunity to amass great wealth.


He fitted the ideal of the honnête homme too in that he was a model husband and father. His marriage to Konstancja Czartoryska may have been a great social and political coup, but it was also a love-match, and the two remained a tender and loving couple to the end of their lives. Such marriages were unusual in the eighteenth century, and so was the care and attention given by the parents to the upbringing of their eight children.


None of them quite lived up to their father. But they all inherited his intelligence, they were all brought up with the same set of ethics that had guided him through life, and they were all expected to fend for themselves. The two daughters were brought up to make brilliant marriages. Two of the sons were destined for the priesthood. The other four were to be prepared for careers in public life, a preparation which involved a modern education, some foreign travel, military service, and political work at home.


The eldest child, Kazimierz, was perhaps the most gifted and most closely resembled his father, but lacked his moral qualities. The second, Franciszek, was well-launched on a career in the church by the time he died, aged only twenty-six. The third, Aleksander, was the father’s favourite, and showed promise as a soldier. ‘If God preserves him, he will one day be a great general,’ the proud father wrote to Konstancja from Paris in 1741.6 But he was killed in battle at Yprès three years later, aged nineteen. Then came the two daughters, Ludwika and Izabela. The sixth child, born in 1732, was Stanisław, and he was followed by Andrzej, who became a soldier, and Michał, the youngest, who was to become Primate of Poland.


Although their father ultimately attained the highest offices, his future was anything but certain when the children were growing up. They were therefore not brought up comfortably on some country estate to slip easily into a world which belonged to them by rights. Their education was disrupted in 1733, when the eldest was twelve and Stanisław only a year old, as the Familia found themselves engaged in the civil war over the Polish succession. And most of the next decade saw the family living out of the way in Gdańsk, while Poniatowski gradually mended his bridges. In 1734, the baby Stanisław was actually kidnapped by Józef Potocki, who was incensed that Poniatowski had abandoned Leszczyński’s cause so quickly. But in the following year, the child was returned to Gdańsk and the tender care of his mother.


Konstancja was a deeply religious woman. She was referred to by some as ‘the hail-cloud’ on account of the severity of her looks, but she was a kind and loving mother, and positively doted on her favourite, Stanisław.7 She exercised a strong influence over the education of all her children, but when his turn came, hers became the dominant one, since the father was often away from home. She reacted strongly against the accepted manner of educating young noblemen, which consisted in letting them run wild until their teens, and then giving them a smattering of surface accomplishments. In some cases, even these were dispensed with. Karol Radziwiłł, a contemporary of Stanisław’s and the head of one of the most powerful families in Lithuania, was kept away from books, but not from the bottle, with the result that he was an alcoholic by the age of twelve. He was taught to read as an afterthought during his teens, by the curious method of metal letters hung up in a tree as targets for pistol-practice.


Konstancja’s determination to give her children a thorough education took her to the opposite extreme. Stanisław’s education began very early, and it was entrusted to eminent scholars, such as the Gdańsk historian Gotfryd Lengnich. As Stanisław later explained, ‘She applied herself above all to give my soul a temper of austerity and to elevate it, which, as she intended, raised me above the normal behaviour of children, but which also gave rise to several of my defects; I began to think of myself as being superior to my fellows, because I was not prone to the usual faults of children, and because I knew many things which they had never been taught. I became a little person who seemed very arrogant.’8


He was a delicate, even sickly, child, and this encouraged her to keep him away from what she believed to be at best a waste of time, and at worst a corrupting influence – other children’s company. She taught him to think, to treat life as a challenge, both moral and rational, and to despise ignorance and stupidity. Since the latter were the norm among his contemporaries, this set him apart. ‘As a result of always seeking only perfect companions’, he later observed, ‘I ended by speaking with no one.’9


In 1739 the family moved from Gdańsk to Warsaw, where they occupied a spacious mansion Poniatowski had built on Krakówskie Przedmieście, the city’s principal artery. They lived a comfortable but quiet life, spending the holidays on the modest estate of Malczyce in Podolia (Poniatowski had sold Wołczyn to August Czartoryski in 1744). The seven-year-old Stanisław now abandoned the Polish costume and donned French dress to face the world and go to school. His education was entrusted to the Theatine Fathers. Theirs was an unusually liberal programme, heavily marked by the ideas of the Enlightenment. It was, in the 1740s, the only Catholic establishment in Poland to use Polish as the language of instruction, and the only one which taught modern philosophy. Along with the traditional subjects, and a range of scientific ones, Stanisław learnt French, in which he quickly became fluent, German, Italian, and English.


He was exposed to some singular influences during these first years in Warsaw. The Principal of the Theatine priests, Father Antonio Portaluppi, was irreligious and had a reputation for depravity. According to one contemporary, he lived in ‘a beautifully arranged apartment closed to the profane, but well known to all the Italian ballerinas and singers of the Warsaw stage’.10 Additional education was provided by individuals such as the Abbé Allaire, a freethinking Frenchman in the service of Poniatowski, who was later to be tutor to the regicide Duc d’Orléans, Philippe-Égalité. Count Hermann Keyserling, the Russian ambassador in Warsaw and a friend of Stanisław’s father, contributed lessons in logic and mathematics. Later, the boy was taught military studies by Colonel Thoux de Salverte, an active Rosicrucian and one of the founders of Freemasonry in Poland. These people were all either Deists, freethinkers, or devotees of the secular ideals of the Enlightenment, and their influence was in apparent contradiction to Konstancja’s principles. But, for all her piety, she was far from orthodox in her beliefs. Her confessor, Father Sliwiński, who was also Stanisław’s spiritual instructor, was a quietist, even a Jansenist at heart, believing in predestination.


The child’s mind was soon overloaded, not only with information, but with the philosophical and theological concepts fashionable at the time. He had a breakdown at the age of twelve as a result of trying to resolve questions of predestination and free will. He soon recovered, but this joyless education left enduring marks. ‘I was, you might say, never allowed the time to be a child: it is as if one took the month of April out of the year,’ he later wrote.11 The whole tenor of his education suggested the futility of combating fate, stressed the virtue of resignation, and undoubtedly helped to develop the passive streak which friends often noted in Stanisław. The heavy dose of philosophical fatalism drummed into him at such an early age imbued him with a lasting melancholy and a sense of the pointlessness of human life.


By the middle of his teens, he was, by his own confession, overeducated, excessively submissive to his parents, in awe of their qualities, and incapable of taking an interest in anything that was not intellectually worthy. He was more at ease in the company of older people and women than that of his peers. He lacked gaiety and often seemed preoccupied or even depressed. This was compounded by the fact that he was small, stocky and clumsy.


When he was sixteen his father decided it was time to make a man of him. To the old general, a military campaign was ‘worth all the academies on earth’, and the two older boys had already been subjected to the experience. In 1748 a Russian army was marching across Poland to take part in the War of the Austrian Succession, and Poniatowski arranged for Stanisław to go with it.


But just as he was about to set off, news came of the signature of the preliminaries of peace at Aix-la-Chapelle. Stanisław was disappointed. ‘Any man called to lead a nation and who has not known war is like a man to whom nature has refused one of the five senses,’ he later commented.12 Since the preparations had been made, it was decided he would go anyway. Even if he could not take part in a campaign, he could at least see assembled armies and meet a few of Europe’s great generals. Foreign travel was always instructive, and it was felt that as well as being worthy of curiosity, the United Provinces of the Netherlands, as a republic, held particular relevance for Poles. He set off in the spring of 1748, accompanied by an old German soldier who had ended up as a factotum for the Poniatowskis. The parents probably had the example of their eldest son in mind – Kazimierz had been sent off over eight years before to campaign under the Maréchal de Saxe, and while he had distinguished himself in battle, he had also turned into something of a profligate – and they made Stanisław solemnly swear that he would not gamble, drink wine or marry.


Thus armed against the perils of the outside world, Stanisław left home. He travelled through Prague, Bayreuth, Frankfurt and down the Rhine to Cologne. On 10 June he reached Aix-la-Chapelle, where he met some of the statesmen assembled for the peace congress, most notably Count Wenzel Kaunitz, the Imperial minister. Thence he went to Maastricht, to see Marshal Löwendahl’s army, and on to Brussels, to meet the Maréchal de Saxe, who received him with much honour, in recognition of his father and his brother Kazimierz. Stanisław toured camps, battlegrounds and sites of sieges in the Low Countries and Flanders; everywhere he was cordially greeted by commanders who had served with or against his father in one or other of the wars of the last thirty years.


From the military point of view it was a waste of time. The armies he saw, mostly French, were enjoying the leisure of peacetime, and the officers were engaged in amateur theatricals rather than exercises. Löwendahl took him rabbit-shooting and invited him to come to Paris. But there were other things to catch his attention. He visited shipyards, factories, banks and botanical gardens, taking in all the usual ‘curiosities’ on the way, and if most of the things he saw made only a superficial impression, the progress and prosperity in evidence all around him set him thinking about the backwardness of Poland.13 And while exploring the Dutch cities he discovered the pleasures of art. ‘I would get entirely carried away while looking at a Rubens or a Van Dyck,’ he wrote.14 In Brussels he bought a little painting, and felt he had acquired something priceless. The picture was probably Pompeo Batoni’s repentant Magdalen, which later hung above his bed, and it awakened in him the joy of collecting that was to develop into a passion.15


With his return to Poland in October 1748, the sixteen-year-old Stanisław began his political apprenticeship. The Familia were strong in the Seym and in favour at court, and they attempted to implement a programme of reforms which had been set out by Stanisław’s father in 1744 in a pamphlet entitled Letter from a Country Gentleman. It proposed an increase in the army, to be paid for by a reorganisation of the fiscal system, and measures lifting some of the social and economic restraints on city-dwellers with a view to encouraging trade and industry. On the constitutional side, the programme included limiting the power of the liberum veto, the introduction of salaries for deputies to the Seym, and the reform of the judiciary. On the face of it, there should have been no problem, since Poniatowski’s pamphlet was answered by another, written by a member of the rival faction, Antoni Potocki’s Appeal to Men of Every Condition, which voiced similar thoughts.


Matters were not that simple however. The Potocki and Radziwiłł families were suspicious of the Familia’s real intentions, while the neighbouring powers were wary of any Polish proposals. ‘It is in my interest that matters should remain in a state of some confusion in Poland, and that no Seym should maintain itself,’ Frédérick of Prussia wrote to his agent in Warsaw.16 As a result, the Seym was broken up by a veto before the reforms could be proposed.


The Familia’s response was to consolidate their position further, and try again. Michał Czartoryski was now Vice-Chancellor of Lithuania, where he had a great following, his brother August was Palatine of Ruthenia, his other brother Teodor was Bishop of Poznan, Poniatowski was Palatine of Mazovia, while their Flemming, Massalski, Ogiński, Mostowski and other allies were entrenched in various key posts. Almost as important as offices were the starosties which gave them and their supporters financial bases. Between them, the members of the Familia were in possession of an impressive number of these, and, being in favour at court, could procure others for supporters or would-be supporters. Another avenue of political manoeuvre was the dynastic marriage. Stanisław’s sister Ludwika had recently been wedded to Jan Zamoyski, Palatine of Podolia, and in November 1748, on his return from the Netherlands, Stanisław attended the marriage of his other sister, the eighteen-year-old Izabela, to Jan Klemens Branicki, the sixty-year-old Palatine of Kraków and Field Hetman of the Crown. The wedding was held jointly with that of Michał Czartoryski’s daughter Aleksandra to Michał Sapieha, Palatine of Podlasie. But even this impressive array of power and influence, behind which was ranged a strong parliamentary party, was powerless against a solitary veto, and the Familia’s programme was blocked once again in the Seym.


Stanisław was politically apprenticed to his uncle Michał Czartoryski, who initiated him into the business of keeping clients and allies in line, and gaining appointments or favours for those who could be of use to the cause. Morale was low in the wake of the recent failure, and Stanisław’s first direct political experience was unedifying. In October 1749 he was sent down to Piotrków for the elections to the post of Marshal of the Supreme Tribunal of the Crown, and was a witness to the events which marked the nadir of Polish political life. The Familia sent prodigious numbers of supporters, while the Potocki faction bolstered their ranks with a few regiments of private troops. This nearly led to a pitched battle in the church where the electoral meeting was held. Kazimierz Poniatowski, who was leading the Familia faction, saved the situation through courage and tact, but the constitution of a Supreme Tribunal was prevented for the first time in the country’s history. Stanisław did not know whether to be more amazed at the travesty of politics he had seen or at the indifference with which the outcome was accepted. In the following year, he was elected to the Seym, but this was promptly dissolved by a veto from one of the Potocki faction.
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2 The Familia


Stanisław was depressed by the futility of this activity, and he was not enjoying life in Warsaw. He found working with his uncle Michał demanding as well as dull. The austere Poniatowski house hold offered little to stimulate a young man in the eighteenth year of his life, and he seems to have had no close relationship with any of his siblings apart from Kazimierz, who doted on him. But Kazimierz was eleven years his senior and much taken up with political activities of one sort or another. He held the influential rank of Crown Chamberlain, in 1744 he was made a knight of the Order of the White Eagle, and he had his eye firmly focused on the hetmanate as the ultimate goal of his career. He was the leading skirmisher of the Familia in the Seym and one of its best negotiators out of it. Handsome, extrovert, active and temperamental, he was hardly the ideal companion for the farouche adolescent.


Stanisław was finding it difficult to make friends, being ‘of a disposition that easily adopts a decisive tone’, in Kazimierz’s words. ‘Do not expose yourself to a discussion with him, yet do not indulge him too much,’ Kazimierz advised his sister Ludwika Zamoyska when their brother went to stay with her. ‘When he has hurt someone by his criticism or his misplaced wit, you will be able, if you show much kindness and friendship, to make him see the harm he can do himself, and that he daily does himself; and I assure you that if you accompany your gentle admonitions with professions of the interest you take in everything that regards him, he will take it all in very good heart, and will even be grateful to you for it,’ he went on. ‘I have often found this to be so when I have had occasion to speak my mind to him … as for me, I have high hopes for him, and I love him very dearly.’17


Stanisław was showing all the signs of adolescent alienation. Things were not made any easier by the fact that he was also in poor health, perhaps as a result of depression. In 1749 he fell ill. The family grew alarmed. Count Keyserling, the Russian ambassador and family friend, suggested that he be sent to consult a Doctor Lieberkühn in Berlin, for whom he professed great veneration. So in the early months of 1750, Stanisław set off for the Prussian capital. He spent a couple of months there. The cure did indeed do him good. What did him much more good was the influence of someone he met there, someone who would be probably the greatest single influence in his life.




3


A Second Father


Stanisław’s impressions of Berlin were far from favourable. He had two interviews with Frédérick the Great, who had ‘the embarrassed air of a man who feels he should always speak more brilliantly than others and fears he might not succeed; he had an anxious look, haggard eyes, a nervous countenance, dirty clothes – in all not a very noble figure’.1 While he admired the architecture of Sans-Souci, Stanisław deplored the scruffiness and the meanness he saw in the royal apartments. He found Berlin society depressing. Most of the menfolk seemed to be perpetually absent on active service, while the ladies suffered from a ‘voltairomania’ which rendered them vulgar rather than entertaining in his eyes. The only person he did like was the English ambassador, whom he met on 9 July 1750 at a dinner given by Count Bülow, the Saxon minister in Berlin.


Sir Charles Hanbury Williams was an intriguing figure. A wealthy Monmouthshire gentleman, he had married well, represented his county in Parliament, and in 1744 became a Knight of the Bath. He wrote poetry and was prized as a conversationalist. A school friend of Henry Fielding, he numbered among his close friends people such as Sir Hans Sloane, Horace Walpole, Henry Fox, the first Lord Holland, and his brother Stephen, later Lord Ilchester. His notorious affairs with actresses, his outrageous behaviour, and his caustic wit made him a prominent member of the gilded set (which included his cousin George Selwyn, Sir Francis Dashwood and John Lord Hervey) that founded the Society of Dilettanti and the Hell-Fire Club. His enemies imputed secret vices to him, and priggish nineteenth-century historians depicted him as the epitome of the corruption and perversion they saw as the essence of the eighteenth century. But his friends revered him, and Walpole considered him ‘a bright genius, dangerously great’.2 He certainly had a dangerous capacity for offending people, and his vicious poetic squibs eventually made it politic for him to find an honourable escape from London. The result was that in 1747, at the age of thirty-nine, he was posted ambassador to the Court of Saxony at Dresden, and in 1750 to that of Berlin, which he hated. He thought Frédérick II ‘the compleatest Tyrant that God ever sent for a scourge to an offending people’, and found Berlin society very dull.3


The reticent Stanisław was struck by the cultivated and witty Welshman. Williams had already met Kazimierz Poniatowski, to whom he took a great liking, and he was intrigued by his little brother. Among the many contradictory traits of his complex character was a pronounced avuncular streak, and this immediately focused on the awkward youth, of whom he saw much over the next three weeks.4 His inclination was undoubtedly backed up by professional considerations. Stanisław’s family were the foremost party in Poland, and Williams’ mission was to further a Russo-Austro-Saxon rapprochement based on a stabilisation in Poland. Stanisław was therefore a useful contact, and when the young man left Berlin Williams proposed that they should keep up a correspondence on matters of mutual interest, and gave him a set of cyphers for the purpose.


As soon as England had begun to take an interest in the affairs of the region, the Familia sought to engage her on their side. Stanisław was therefore encouraged to cultivate Williams. When, a few months later, Williams arrived in Warsaw for the Seym, the Czartoryskis hardly let him out of their sight. Stanisław would call on him in the mornings to take him to lunch with August Czartoryski at Wilanów or dinner at the Branicki Palace. Williams was enchanted. ‘Of all the countries I was ever in, I think I like the manner of living here the most,’ he wrote to Henry Fox in London. ‘You meet with numbers of sensible people with whom one converses agreeably, and numbers of noble houses always open to one. I could name five or six, where they all live better and more at their ease than in any parts of Europe I have seen … I could stay here with pleasure for some months. The ladies are handsome and polite to a degree, and, tho’ educated at home in the forests of Lithuania, have all the noblest carriage and are as accomplished persons as I ever met with.’5 He was impressed by the Familia, particularly August Czartoryski, ‘a man of good sense and clear judgment, of great resolution and courage’, as he reported to his superiors. He was more cautious about Michał, but liked Jerzy Flemming, and particularly old Poniatowski, ‘a great friend of mine, & tho’ near fourscore as active as he was at eighteen’.6


In 1751 Williams was back in Dresden, and it was partly on that account that it was decided Stanisław should go there. He was overjoyed at the opportunity to escape from the drudgery of party politics at home and to see the renowned Saxon court. In the autumn he set off for Leipzig, where he found Augustus, his queen Maria-Josepha, who was, in Williams’ characteristically succinct phrase, ‘ugly beyond painting and malicious beyond expression’, and Count Brühl, who remained unmistakably parvenu in his frills and diamonds.7 Always in high spirits, Brühl was a cool, implacable schemer, and operated through a web of cronies and spies, playing people off against each other and keeping his royal master isolated from anyone who might expose his titanic embezzlements. Happily for Stanisław, Countess Brühl took a liking to him. The king conferred the title of gentleman of the bedchamber on him, and invited him to accompany the court to Hubertusburg for the hunting season. This was the happiest part of the year for Augustus. It was also the occasion for an idyllic holiday for his court, for, as Stanisław put it, ‘the life one led at Hubertusburg could honestly be described as delicious’.8


The term ‘hunting’ is perhaps misleading. The obese Augustus did not tear about the countryside in pursuit of the nimble stag. After Mass at eight o’clock he drove to an ample breakfast in the forest. Those who could do so then mounted up and moved off with the hounds, followed at a leisurely pace by the king and queen in their carriages. ‘The blue, yellow and silver uniform of the court, the fine horses, the carriages filled with the ladies of the Queen’s suite, and above all the extreme beauty of that forest of three leagues in diameter, criss-crossed by twenty-four rides straight as a die, gave this diversion the appearance of a party,’ Stanisław explains.9


After the hunt, everyone went back to change and rest before the exertions of the evening, which included music and banquets. Before retiring for the night Stanisław would spend an hour or two in conversation with Williams. One only has to read Williams’ letters to appreciate the appeal such causeries must have held for the nineteen-year-old Stanisław. Williams combined the frivolity which his parents denied with the intelligence that most of his Polish acquaintances lacked. A cultivated man with a generous, secular outlook, he felt an almost missionary urge to help gifted young people expand their horizons. He had an enormous influence over young men such as his diplomatic secretary, Harry Digby, later Earl Digby, and Lord Essex, who was to marry Williams’ daughter. Stanisław presented a challenge he could hardly fail to take up.


Stanisław craved the avuncular influence, which compensated for certain shortcomings in the young man’s relationship with his father. Indeed, Williams would later call him his ‘adopted son’, and was as proud as a father of the rapid progress he made. He began filling in the gaps in his education, and, in Stanisław’s own words, ‘helped a great deal to give me in the grand monde a consideration and an aura of maturity that my age still denied me’.10 Stanisław was an ideal pupil, voraciously storing every morsel of knowledge in his capacious memory – he remembered everything about people he met, and could quote Shakespeare and Milton at the drop of a hat. ‘You will be surprised to see a person of nineteen years of age so formed and so knowing as this young gentleman,’ Williams wrote to Robert Keith, his colleague in Vienna, at the end of November 1751.11


Williams deplored the streak of melancholy in Stanisław’s character, and the tendency towards resignation implanted by his upbringing. He challenged his fatalism and urged him to assert himself. Stanisław’s outlook was transformed by the friendship, and for the first time in his life he began to enjoy himself actively. ‘I was in good health, I had little money, but enough for my needs, I had no worries, I was living in a very beautiful place, in a beautiful season, in very fine company,’ he recorded. ‘I have never in my life been as happy as I was during those six weeks.’12


Vienna, where Stanisław went next, seemed remarkably dull in comparison. The court was austere and formal, deeply marked by the stiff Spanish etiquette inherited of old. Maria Theresa’s piety cast a gloom over everything, and the only amusement permitted was card-games, which Stanisław detested. Fortunately, he had the companionship of Harry Digby, with whom he had travelled from Saxony, and soon fell into an adolescent romance with Angelika Kotulinsky, a lady-in-waiting to Princess Victoria of Savoy, with whom he exchanged solemn vows. His parents heard about it before he had even left Vienna, and on his return to Warsaw at the end of 1751, they knocked out of his head all thoughts of pursuing an engagement to a young lady who, well-born though she was, represented nothing either financially or politically.


The round of political activities Stanisław was obliged to resume back in Poland seemed more sterile than ever. But his morale was sustained by a regular flow of letters from Williams and Digby. They addressed him as ‘Mon cher Palatinello’ (when his father was promoted from Palatine of Mazovia to Castellan of Kraków, he became their ‘cher Castellanino’), and regaled him with advice, gossip and, during the Dresden carnival in February 1752, a certain amount of smut.13 ‘The young Poniatowskis have a hereditary right to surmount all difficulties,’ wrote Digby with bravado in response to a fit of despondency.14


In the spring of 1752, Stanisław was elected to the Treasury Commission for Mazovia, which spent its time in drinking and idleness rather than auditing accounts. In the summer he stood for election to the Seym which was to meet at Grodno that autumn. This was an exercise in futility, since it was known that Augustus hated having to go to Lithuania, and would find somebody to sabotage the proceedings so that he could return home as quickly as possible.


Although elections to the Seym were no model of democracy, there were no rotten boroughs in the English sense. ‘For several days before the seymik [the regional electoral assembly], one had to reason from morning till night with the rabble, admire their chatter, appear to be enchanted by their dismal wit, and on top of that continually embrace their dirty and lousy persons,’ Stanisław recalled. ‘In lieu of relief, one had, ten or twelve times a day, to go and confer with the grandees of the county, that is to say to listen, in an atmosphere of the greatest secrecy, to the details of their little domestic quarrels, humour their mutual jealousies, embrace the cause of their promotion to the dignities of the district, concert with them how much and to which of the most noble electors one had to give ready money, and breakfast, dine, tea and sup with them, at tables which were as badly cleaned as they were poorly served …’15


This was not the worst. After eight days of canvassing he and his victorious colleague, Antoni Glinka, had to celebrate their election at the nearby home of the Starosta of Maków.


The old Starosta, gout-ridden and incapable of movement, had no further aim to his existence beyond drink; his wife was the object of the most tender desire of the lord Glinka, who, a widower himself, could hardly wait for her to become one; in the interim, he had entrusted her with his daughter from an earlier marriage, aged eighteen, plump, white, a real Cunégonde … Glinka proposed a ball to these two ladies, who with him and myself made up a lone foursome, while the old husband represented the assembly. The place for the dance was a sort of wooden portico on half-rotten boards some twelve feet square, supported on four posts, where the family would come to take the air at the door of the house. The Starosta installed himself in a corner; a single tuneless fiddler occupied the other, and Glinka and myself held the floor with the two ladies from six o’clock in the evening till six o’clock in the morning. At the end of each dance Glinka raised a toast, bowing to the old Starosta, who joined him faithfully, draining his glass to the last drop, each one to my health, and since I did not drink, I would bow deeply each time. No, if I had not seen it with my own eyes, I would never have believed it possible. The hands moved right around the clock, and Glinka did not stop dancing and drinking; he only, on three occasions, made reductions to his attire, each time very humbly begging my pardon; he first removed his belt, then his coat, then his żupan, or vest; in the end he was only in his shirt, and to go with his voluminous Polish breeches and his shaven head, he donned the dressing-gown of the lady of the house, who delighted in all these charming gentilities. At six o’clock in the morning I begged for mercy; with great difficulty I obtained permission to retire to a separate room, where I had only just had time to change my shirt, when the lady of the house, along with my guide and his daughter, made a new irruption into it; I almost went down on my knees to obtain that I should be allowed to rest.16


To cap it all, his carriage broke an axle and one of a fine team of horses recently given by his father died on the way back to Warsaw. Stanisław was greeted with a thundering admonition from his father, who ‘forgot for a quarter of an hour that I was now invested with the sacred dignity of a parliamentary deputy, and predicted that I would never make a decent gentleman, because I did not know how to value what I was given, and above all because I did not know how to look after horses, whose merit, nobility and all other qualities I was duly reminded of.’17


Stanisław stood in awe of his father. Relations with his mother remained very close, and he wrote to her regularly whenever he was away from home, laying bare all his thoughts and feelings. Both were excessively strict with Stanisław, alarmed as they were at the way Kazimierz was developing. His talents and abilities were undeniable, but his cynicism, his violent temperament, and his profligacy worried them. He had also, in the previous year, married against their wishes. Neither the seventy-six-year-old patriarch nor the doting mother could be expected to understand the feelings and desires of the twenty-year-old Stanisław, and this made Williams’ friendship all the more welcome. Williams had become a fast friend of the whole family. He gave Kazimierz two English horses, and his father a couple of Irish wolfhounds. Konstancja was sent gifts of English beer, and she reciprocated with Polish sable caps for Harry Digby.


Beneath the pleasantries lay a solid political motive. England wanted to take Saxony out of France’s orbit and tie it in with Russia. The best way of doing this, and at the same time of preventing France and Prussia from muddying the waters during the interregnum after the eventual death of Augustus III, was to arrange for the election of his son Frédérick Christian to the Polish throne during the father’s lifetime. The Familia were prepared to help if they could obtain reforms and a dominant position for themselves out of it. There was no constitutional precedent for such a move, so the Familia, Williams and the Russian ambassador Keyserling began to consider achieving their ends through a confederation backed by Russian arms and English money.18


The first step was to capture all vacant offices for supporters of the Familia at the forthcoming Seym. Williams arrived in Warsaw in August, and at the beginning of September he set off for Grodno in the wake of the king. The royal party stopped at Białystok, the residence of Jan Klemens Branicki, Stanisław’s brother-in-law. ‘It is a good house, much like Ditchley (Ld Litchfield’s) only bigger & the wings much larger,’ wrote Williams to his brother. ‘There is a large village close by it which is all made up of little tenements pretty well furnished for the reception of strangers, and when I was there it was brim full, for we were not so few as 800 persons lodged and fed by the Master of the house. As Great General [hetman], he has his Guards like a King. I was lodged in one of the wings & before my window there was drawn up every morning a company of Janissaries exactly dressed like those of the Sultan, & at 5 of the clock I was usually awaked by Turkish musick which is very bad.’19


The marriage which the Familia had so carefully arranged had proved disappointing. The hetman neglected his wife Izabela, who consoled herself in the arms of his right-hand man, Andrzej Mokronowski. Branicki was a worthy and by no means unintelligent man, but he had little education, and he resented being steered by the cultivated Czartoryski brothers. He was drifting away from them and pursuing his own policy. He spared no effort in his desire to gain the favour of Augustus, and he knew what kind of sport the king liked. The day’s shooting he arranged at Horoszcz was entirely to the king’s taste, as Stanisław explains:


Wild animals, brought in cages and released in the groves of this charming place, were forced to climb along wooden ramps with tall sides to the tops of the trees which line the canal. There they found a pivoting trap which, by projecting them over the water at a height of thirty yards, gave the king the opportunity of shooting wolves, boars and bears in full flight. Hounds waited at the bottom of the trees, to chase them, across water or land, until such time as the king thought it proper to kill them. One of the bears, encountering a boat, climbed up onto its prow in order to escape the hounds; young Rzewuski, brother of the Marshal, and Saul, first secretary at the Saxon Ministry of Foreign Affairs, withdrew quickly to the back of the boat, and along with the boatman who steered it they made it lean backwards so far that it capsized on its end. The bear flew through the air for a second time and fell into the water beside these gentlemen, who had quite a fright, and whose adventure delighted the king to an extraordinary extent.20


Another day’s sport was organised in the forest of Białowieża. More than 3,000 beaters drove a herd of bison and an assortment of other game into an enclosure in the middle of which stood a raised stand from which the king, the queen, and their sons the princes Xavier and Charles disposed of forty-two bison and twenty-five elks, according to Williams’ calculations. The court dutifully applauded the royal prowess. But the greatest applause went elsewhere, as Stanisław records: ‘A stag had the honours of the day. He entered the enclosure with his female and proceeded to marry her in the presence of the king and the queen, who averted her eyes, and returned safe and sound into the depths of the forest through the throng of a thousand spectators.’21


A few days later the whole party moved on towards its destination. Grodno, the second city of Lithuania, was a decrepit dump. ‘Usk is a Paris in comparison,’ Williams wrote to his brother in Wales.22 There was a peeling castle, two brick palaces, seventeen monasteries and churches, a sea of Jewish hovels, and a collection of wooden houses, most of them mere shells which came to life as they were filled with fine furniture and hangings for the duration. With its unpaved streets and rudimentary buildings, the little town was like the encampment of some sybaritic army. ‘Tho the town is no bigger than Usk nobody makes a visit but in a coach and six,’ wrote Williams. ‘The Palatines come hither travelling like the ancient patriarchs, with their families, their household, their furniture, their dependants, their servants, their herds and their flocks. Their beds and their kitchen utensils come with them. In short everything that is absolutely necessary. I have lived here a month without being able at any price to purchase a chamber pot.’23 Williams, who had never known anything of Poland but the sophisticated luxury of Warsaw, was appalled by the ‘barbarous country’ he found it to be.


Stanisław and his English friends lodged with Jerzy Flemming, Treasurer of Lithuania, but spent most of their time at the various assemblies hosted by Michał Radziwiłł, Hetman of Lithuania and Palatine of Wilno, who owned one of the two brick palaces. The mixture of squalor and refined luxury in this abode gave it the air of ‘a poorhouse in triumph’, and the dim-witted though affable host was cut out to fit. ‘He would have been happy to have the whole Commonwealth to dinner and supper every day, as long as people appeared to respect him,’ Stanisław noted.24


The Seym did not last long. The only thing the magnates were interested in was a number of new appointments that had to be made. Who they went to would be decided by horse-trading between themselves and Brühl. While this went on, the deputies in the Seym were allowed to ‘harangue each other pointlessly, with no purpose and no aim, playing to the gallery and killing time’, in Stanisław’s words. A deputy from Kiev made a particularly stupid peroration, and Stanisław made his maiden speech in response. ‘I seemed to be in the right, and in favour with the assembly; this yielded no effective results, but it helped to give me confidence and to get me noticed.’ A stop was called to this the moment the appointments had been agreed. A deputy was given a present by Augustus and told to veto the Seym. The Marshal made a fine speech expressing surprise and sadness, Stanisław and a number of deputies signed a statement of protest, and the king set off for Dresden, delighted at having had to spend no more than two weeks in Grodno.25


The Seym had been a defeat for the Familia, who failed to obtain any important offices. Goaded on by the new French ambassador, the Comte de Broglie, by Franciszek Bieliński, most of the Potocki clan and his own son-in-law Jerzy Mniszech, Brühl had managed to turn his royal master against the Czartoryskis and their friends, and their influence at court came to an abrupt end. This suited Williams as little as it suited the Familia. Throughout the winter and spring he conferred and plotted with Keyserling, and in July 1753 they presented to their courts a legally watertight plan for a confederation to force the election of Frédérick Christian and put the Familia back in the saddle.26 Williams wrote to Lord Newcastle and obtained for them a formal profession of the English court’s friendship and protection.27 But while this afforded them some measure of security, the Familia were powerless.


The setback at Grodno brought out a number of tensions. The relationship between Michał, August and Stanisław Poniatowski had worked on the basis of a sound division of roles. Michał was the policy-maker, August lent wisdom and money to the enterprise, and Poniatowski was the executive. With time, Michał took less notice of the ageing Poniatowski. By 1752, when Poniatowski was made Castellan of Kraków, he was less active and, after the Grodno debacle, retired altogether. Relations were soured by the fact that years before, when Poniatowski had been Crown Regimentary, he had ceded the colonelcy of the Royal Footguards to August, on the condition that August would cede it to Poniatowski’s son Kazimierz when the latter came of age. When the time came, however, August avoided honouring the agreement. As the power of the Czatoryskis grew, so did their conception of their own grandeur. The Poniatowskis were treated more and more as poor cousins.


The young Poniatowskis felt this keenly, and resented their uncles for it. Stanisław did not like Michał Czartoryski. He was a hardworking, strong-willed man, good at party-political work, very popular on account of his sociability and his kindness. In Lithuania, his power-base, he stood out from the brutish and venal Radziwiłłs as a model of classical probity and wisdom. But he could be caustic at times, and he was a hard taskmaster. He was also vain. August was a much more likeable person, with ‘a sort of magic in his demeanour’, as Stanisław put it. ‘Nobody has more than he the gift of flattering the pride, of enslaving the heart and the minds of trusting characters.’28 As a young man, he had seen service on the galleys of the Order of Malta, and subsequently fought under Prince Eugene of Savoy. He had made the single greatest contribution to the Familia’s fortunes by marrying, after three years’ bitter rivalry with a number of other suitors, Zofia Sieniawska, who was the heiress to two vast fortunes, her father’s and her late husband’s. Although lazy and comfort-loving, August was a brilliant administrator and adroit in political affairs. But Stanisław disliked and mistrusted him. The feeling was mutual. It was based on very personal factors, and their first major clash inflicted a humiliation on Stanisław that he would never forget.


Stanisław’s upbringing had deprived him of easy contact with people, particularly those of his own age. One significant exception was his cousin, August Czartoryski’s youngest daughter, Elżbieta. They saw much of each other in their teens, and a natural sympathy soon turned into ‘a close and very tender friendship’. Elżbieta was serious-minded and sensitive, and gradually the two drifted into an intimacy which Stanisław described as ‘the sweetest pleasure of my heart’.29 His papers dating from this period are littered with fumbling amorous verse, fragments of love-letters and tender scribbles that testify to stirrings of an extraordinarily sentimental and melodramatic cast.30


Elżbieta’s father frowned on the friendship. With the usual dynastic considerations in mind, he arranged her marriage to Stanisław Lubomirski, the scion of the senior branch of one of the richest and potentially most influential families in the land, a valuable ally for the Familia. Although Lubomirski was an intelligent and personable man in his early thirties, Elżbieta disliked the idea of marrying him. Her father assumed that it was on account of her feelings for Stanisław. Stanisław claimed that August was in love with his daughter and resented him out of jealousy. Certainly, for August there could have been no question of wasting such an asset as Elżbieta on someone as insignificant as Stanisław. It hardly needs to be added that the social difference, which had played no part in 1721, when the Czartoryskis were poor, loomed large now that they had established their position. Elżbieta duly married Lubomirski in June 1753, and Stanisław was sent abroad on a long tour for good measure.
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Paris and London


Stanisław was not sent on a Grand Tour in the English manner. The very fact that his goals were Paris and London rather than Naples and Rome makes it clear that it was not ruins and paintings he was after, but political education. He had been brought up in a milieu which talked continually of reform, and the desire to revive the Commonwealth was the principal purpose of all those he worked with. And while the Poles would never be persuaded to embrace any foreign model outright, a knowledge of them was deemed essential. All the regimes of Europe at the time could be roughly reduced to two types, the absolutist monarchy, and the parliamentary state. The theoretical source as well as the best example of the first was France, and of the second England.


He set off in March 1753, travelling by way of Vienna, where he stopped for a couple of months. He met Williams and Keyserling, who were there on diplomatic business, and in their company he took a more favourable view of the place. From Vienna he proceeded to Dresden with Williams. One evening, at the opera, Stanisław was rudely shoved aside by a young man who wanted a better view. He demanded an apology, which the other, a haughty young prince of the house of Liechtenstein, would not tender. Stanisław had no option but to challenge him to a duel. Williams was impressed by Stanisław’s conduct. ‘He will never seek a quarrel, he will never avoid an encounter, and he will always defend his honour,’ he noted.1 But the Maréchal de Saxe, who had seen the affront, made Liechtenstein apologise.


Stanisław continued on his journey, travelling to Hanover with Williams, who was on his way back to England for the elections, and then on his own to The Hague. There he made the acquaintance of the British minister, Colonel Joseph Yorke, and the Dutch statesman Count Bentinck, with whom he struck up an immediate rapport. Bentinck was very taken by Stanisław’s accomplishments, and predicted ‘an extraordinary destiny’ for him.2 He introduced him to many people in Holland, including merchants and bankers, the first such contacts the young man had ever had. Stanisław revisited various parts of the country, taking a more informed interest this time, concentrating on factories and shipyards, and taking copious notes on commercial matters. At length he made for Paris, where he arrived at the end of August.


‘My debut in France has been more successful than I had expected,’ Stanisław wrote to a friend in Poland in November.3 There was no reason why it should not have been so. ‘Nature has not done as much for him (I speak of his person) as the care which has been given to his education,’ Williams opined in a pen-portrait composed a couple of years later. He considered that while ‘the head is fine’, his face was a little too pale, that ‘his hips are too wide and his leg not well turned’. But he pointed out that Stanisław was extremely clean, dressed well, and looked like a lord. ‘He has contrived to improve on all the good things that Nature has given him and to correct or hide all that was not to his advantage, and as a result can pass for a handsome man,’ Williams affirmed. ‘He is not built to dance well, yet he dances well.’4 ‘One cannot speak too highly of him,’ the Duchesse de Brancas wrote to Countess Brühl. ‘His conversation is agreeable, and far above that of most of our Frenchmen … There is nothing that does not interest him and of which he does not speak well, without ostentation, with modesty.’5 Williams also noted that Stanisław was ‘capable of learning everything and of understanding everything’.6 He had certainly understood some basic truths about the Parisians:


In a place like Paris, where so many people are occupied throughout their lives with mere nothings, they attach a great value to the knowledge of a thousand little things, new expressions, anecdotes, and various skills in the daily commerce of life, which distinguish them from the profane foreigners and elevate the elegance of France above all; one must respect these mysteries. One must deserve to be initiated to them by degrees: it is very useful to know them so as not to commit any gaucherie, but just as necessary to appear not to know them, so as to have the merit of humility before those to whom one expresses the wish to learn them, by treating them as masters. A foreigner starting out in Paris would be well advised, more than in any other capital, to pretend to regard himself as a being inferior to the sublime minds inhabiting it, because they like to condescend.7


Stanisław had letters of introduction to people in the highest places and, as everywhere, his father’s renown opened doors. It was with an old friend of his father’s that he stayed while he was in Paris. Though she was hardly an exalted personage, she was famous throughout Europe and something of a curiosity. Marie-Thérèse Rodet was the daughter of a footman, and had been married at fourteen to the forty-nine-year-old manufacturer François Geoffrin, who died in 1749 leaving her comfortably off. She was completely uneducated and rarely opened a book, but, as Marmontel wrote, ‘the knowledge of life was her supreme science’, and she built a remarkable reputation on it.8 Having nothing else to do, she began to frequent Madame de Tencin’s famous salon. She understood little of what the great figures who met there were talking about, but she listened quietly and soon acquired the knack of dealing with intellectuals. When Madame de Tencin died, she inherited her salon. The likes of Marmontel, Helvétius, Fontenelle, Voltaire, Montesquieu, Diderot, D’Alembert, Julie de Lespinasse, the Abbé Raynal and Grimm, gathered at Madame Geoffrin’s house on the rue Saint Honoré on a Wednesday afternoon, with occasional foreign visitors, such as Horace Walpole and David Hume. On Mondays, she held a similar salon for artists, frequented by Boucher, Van Loo, Vien, Vernet, Quentin de La Tour and Chardin. She was an energetic woman in her mid-fifties, soberly dressed, and she seems to have provided the perfect maternal foil for the swollen egos that visited her, sometimes teasing or even bullying them, but never venturing into their discussions. People sometimes mocked her lack of learning, but an invitation to her salon was considered an intellectual accolade. Hume said it was a pleasure to be scolded by her.9


Madame Geoffrin smothered Stanisław in affection, perhaps in memory of her own son, who had died aged ten, and he was quite happy to call her ‘maman as she demanded. Her knowledge of life and intuitive wisdom must have been most welcome to the young man venturing into the strange world of the French metropolis, while her salon provided him with an easy introduction to the luminaries he craved to meet. He always attended her literary Wednesdays, but for some reason she did not let him in on the artistic Mondays. He nevertheless absorbed a great deal of French artistic culture, as the future was to show.


Stanisław also had another ‘home’ in Paris. This was the house of Madame de Besenval, née Bielińska, a first cousin of his mother. The late Baron de Besenval had been France’s ambassador at the side of Charles XII of Sweden and subsequently Stanisław I of Poland. His son Pierre, ten years Stanisław’s senior, had acquired some repute as a soldier, but his later career did not vindicate this, and he has gone down in history as the commander of the Swiss Guards who failed to succour the Bastille on 14 July 1789. His only other claim to fame are his erotic Contes published posthumously. He was a witty fashionable young man, and a delightful companion for Stanisław, who also appears to have had a romantic entanglement with Besenval’s sister, the widowed Marquise de Broglie. Their friend Count Friesen, a nephew of the Maréchal de Saxe, was another regular companion of Stanisław’s in Paris.


It was Besenval who introduced him to the Duc de Richelieu, and it was Richelieu who presented him to Louis XV. The king, as was his wont, was anything but effusive, but the queen, Marie Leszczyńska, received Stanisław cordially. Although she hardly knew Poland, she affected great homesickness, and insisted on speaking Polish throughout their lengthy interview. She was not the only member of the royal family with Polish connections. Stanisław had to pay his respects to the Dauphine, a daughter of Augustus III, and to the Prince de Conti, whose grandfather had been elected king of Poland but prevented from ascending the throne by the armed intervention of Augustus II. For over a century the Conti line of the house of Bourbon had been destined by French diplomacy for the Polish crown, and it was said of the current prince that he would still be dreaming about it three days after the end of the world.


The member of the royal family who appealed most to Stanisław was the libertine Duc d’Orléans. He also enjoyed the company of Mademoiselle de Charolais, the daughter of the Duc de Bourbon, who had taken it upon herself to debauch Louis XV, personally selecting most of his mistresses – with the notable exception of Madame de Pompadour, whom Stanisław saw ‘in the full flower of her beauty’.


Stanisław explored Versailles in the king’s absence with a couple of Englishmen of his own age who were just completing their Grand Tour, William Legge, the second Earl of Dartmouth, and Frédérick North, Earl of Guilford, the future Prime Minister better known as Lord North. He then followed the king to Fontainebleau. Stanisław was fascinated by the workings of the French Court, a bewildering power-structure of unparalleled splendour in which the king presided over a curious mixture of bedroom intrigue and government. He found an authoritative source of information on the subject in the Duchesse de Brancas, first lady of the Dauphine. She was a Versailles veteran who still remembered Louis XIV and had known Madame de Maintenon. Stanisław loved listening to her stories and explanations of court ritual. It was people such as her, the Duchesse de Luxembourg, the Maréchal de Noailles and the ninety-seven-year-old Fontenelle among the literary, who made up for some of the other disappointments of Paris. ‘They say it takes two years to acquaint oneself with Paris,’ he wrote to a friend in Poland. ‘But I believe that one can know the French quite passably after four months here; they copy each other so closely that there are very few different moulds amongst them.’10


Something he found tedious in Paris, as he had in Vienna, was the preponderance of card-playing in society. There was a rumour, repeated by several more or less contemporary diarists, that he lost so heavily at cards that he could not pay and was locked up in the Petit Châtelet prison until Madame Geoffrin came to bail him out. It seems unlikely that such a rumour could have persisted without any foundation, but given Stanisław’s dislike of card-games and his natural profligacy, it seems more likely that, as some sources state, he simply ran out of money and was threatened with prison by one of his creditors.11


Stanisław was disappointed with the lack of gravitas he found in French society. Like many liberal-minded people in Europe, he had been horrified by the dissolution, in January of that year, of the Parlement of Paris and the exile of its members, and he expected to find bien-pensant Parisians in uproar, yet the matter was hardly mentioned. Court circles seemed interested only in what went on in their rarefied world, and the intellectuals did not seem to care much for politics either. When Stanisław met Montesquieu at Madame Geoffrin’s, he waited in awe to hear words of wisdom, but found only triviality. The author of de l’Ésprit des Lois chose to entertain the company by singing a ditty about Madame de la Vallière.


After six months in Paris, he was looking forward to moving on. ‘I have an idea that is perhaps false,’ he wrote to his friend, ‘that there are in most Englishmen enough good and bad things to make up three Frenchmen, and that in consequence, one needs three times as much time to get to know the English as the French.’12 He had liked much about Paris, but his feelings were ambivalent. In the event, they were to be completely overshadowed by his experiences in England.


He left in the last days of February 1754. The first thing he noticed on arriving at Dover after a nine-hour crossing during which he was copiously sick, was the quality of the drinking-water. For someone who hardly touched wine, six months of the notoriously bad and scarce water in Paris had been something of a torture. By the time he reached London, other impressions were crowding his mind.


He rented rooms in Suffolk Street off the Haymarket, and promptly called on Sir Luke Schaub, a Swiss native of Basel who had become a naturalised Briton and represented his adopted country as ambassador in Paris and later Vienna, and was a long-standing friend of Stanisław’s father. At his house in Bond Street, where he had a fine collection of pictures, Schaub introduced him to Lord Chesterfield. Stanisław thought him a little dotty, but Chesterfield was impressed by the Pole. ‘You do not travel like most young people’, he commended him, and later invited him to return to England.13


Williams was in Wales canvassing and did not appear in London until May. He entrusted his ‘adopted son’ to his wife. She was born Lady Frances Coningsby, and had married Sir Charles in 1732, but ten years later, after producing a son and a daughter, they had parted, never to see each other again, although they remained on excellent epistolary terms. Stanisław quickly became her ‘violent favourite’, as she wrote to her husband, ‘for he has none of the English brutality about him’, and she and her daughter Charlotte provided him with all the feminine attentions he could have wished for.14 But they were not alone in this, as Horace Walpole explained in a letter to a friend:




T’other night, a description was given me of the most extraordinary declaration of love that was ever made. Have you seen young Poniatowski? He is very handsome. You have seen the figure of the Duchess of Gordon, who looks like a raw-boned Scotch metaphysician that has got a red face by drinking water. One day at the Drawing-room, having never spoken to him, she sent one of the foreign ministers to invite Poniatowski to dinner with her for the next day. He bowed and went. The moment the door opened, her two little sons, attired like Cupids, with bows and arrows, shot at him; and one of them literally hit his hair, and was very near putting his eye out, and hindering his casting it to the couch Where she, another sea-born Venus, lay.


The only company besides this Highland goddess were two Scotchmen who could not speak a word of any language but their own Erse; and, to complete his astonishment at this allegorical entertainment, with the dessert there entered a little horse, and galloped round the table; a hieroglyphic I cannot solve. Poniatowski accounts for this profusion of kindness by his great-grandmother being a Gordon; but I believe it is to be accounted for by … 15





Stanisław’s principal interest in London was political, as his letters home reveal. He watched the parliamentary election in the Westminster constituency, in the course of which he was embraced by an old hag selling oysters, which must have reminded him of his own electioneering in Poland, and was alarmed by the mob that gathered on these occasions. He was presented to King George, who had heard of him through Williams and received him graciously. He went to the Houses of Parliament, where he could observe at his ease the workings of a system which interested him vitally. ‘I was not a little surprised to find this chamber, of which I had formed such an august impression,’ he wrote of the House of Lords, ‘so inferior in material terms, to both the size and the beauty of our Polish Senate Chamber,’ but he was impressed by the level of debate.16 As he sat in the gallery, he was recognised by the Lord Chancellor, Lord Hardwicke, the father of Colonel Yorke, Minister at The Hague, and formally greeted on behalf of the whole assembly.


Stanisław became particularly friendly with Lord Hardwicke’s second son, Charles Yorke, who was to follow in his father’s footsteps and become Lord Chancellor himself, and who had just entered Parliament in 1754. He was a brilliant young man ten years Stanisław’s senior, and a willing guide. He took him along when he went to Bath to see William Pitt, who made a strong impression on Stanisław. Another who interested Stanisław from the political point of view was Lord Lyttelton, whom he met through his Paris acquaintance Lord Dartmouth. The amiable, literary and slightly absent-minded Lyttelton had just joined the Duke of Newcastle’s ministry. They spent many evenings talking of different political systems, and Stanisław expounded with ardour his desires and plans for reforming his own country. Lyttelton sketched out ‘an imaginary republic’ for Poland, with Stanisław at its head, and later congratulated himself on having predicted the future.17


Stanisław did all the things tourists did. He went to Westminster Abbey several times, where he copied out some of the inscriptions on the graves, and also to the golden gallery at the top of St Paul’s, where he scratched his name.18 He called on the notorious Miss Chudleigh, the bigamous Duchess of Kingston, famous for her appearance at a ball wearing only a transparent shift. He went, with Jacob Sievers, a young secretary at the Russian embassy whom he had befriended, to the debtors’ prison to visit the deposed self-proclaimed king of Corsica, Theodore I.19 One of Stanisław’s new acquaintances, Lord Strange, son of the Earl of Derby, a very rich but exceedingly scruffy young man who was very active in Parliament, took him to a cock-fight, as well as to a Shakespeare tragedy. The cock-fight made Stanisław think of a witches’ sabbath, but the play had a profound effect on him. He had read plays by Shakespeare, and even translated part of Julius Caesar as a school exercise, but he had never seen one performed. ‘I took to this spectacle the memory of all the fine rules of the three unities, the observance of which gives the French dramatic poets reason to think themselves superior to the English,’ he wrote, ‘but I confess that the more of Shakespeare’s plays I saw, the more I felt a heretic on this point.’20 The only area in which he remained insensitive was music, for which he had no ear, and he refused an invitation to go with young Charlotte Hanbury Williams to hear Handel’s Messiah at the Foundling Hospital. He visited Bath with Charles Yorke, stopped at Wilton, went to see Stonehenge, spent a day in Oxford, and admired the gardens of Stowe, where he stayed with Lord Temple, Lord Lyttelton’s father-in-law. The gardens strongly influenced those he later laid out in Poland, but he could not muster the dogmatic passion with which the English embraced the cause of the natural landscape. When he ventured a regret for the odd straight line, canal or fountain, he found himself almost forfeiting the goodwill of his host.


Stanisław admitted to being disposed ‘to admire and like the English and almost all their tastes and their manner of being’, but he did have reservations.21 Apart from the cock-pit, he was horrified by the education system. He noted that the only incentive to learning was the cane, and that no manners or principles of civility were instilled in young men. But he was enchanted by English society, which was not as split, as it was in France, between the court, the city and the literary. His own position in Polish society made him warm to a family like the Yorkes, who seemed to embody all that was best in the concept of noblesse de robe. He was strongly attracted to them both individually and as a family, and spent much time at their house, whose atmosphere reminded him of his own home. Their self-esteem was based on achievement and work, and each one of them was a useful member of society, unlike most of the people he knew in Poland or those he had met in Paris. France had undoubtedly had a profound effect on him, stimulating his aesthetic sense and developing his taste. But England exerted a far greater influence on the development of his thought, and lent him a new self-assurance. On the Continent, it was his birth and connections that placed him, while in England he felt he was respected for what he was and the promise he showed – indeed, more than one person in England prophesied a great future for him.22


He was all the more vexed when, in June 1754, he received a letter from his father telling him to return home at once. Reluctantly, he obeyed, and after only four months in England, he sailed from Harwich for The Hague. There he ran out of money, and had to wait until his parents sent him enough for his journey, through Hanover and Dresden, back to Warsaw. His mother was overjoyed to see him back, but his father began to heap reproaches on him. He had displayed a complete inability to husband his resources, and had spent too much money. Just before leaving he had taken possession of the substantial Starosty of Przemyśl, which his father had purchased for him, and this should have provided for his needs. But whenever he had money he threw it around liberally, and his parents had had to bail him out several times in the course of the year. Stanisław was annoyed when he discovered that this had been the only reason for his recall from England. He had assumed that his presence was required by the Familia for the Seym of that autumn. In fact, his father would not let him stand for election, since his Czartoryski uncles were preparing to do battle against his brother-in-law Jan Branicki, now Grand Hetman of the Crown, and Stanisław Poniatowski did not want him to get involved.


The Familia had been caught out in an intrigue over the disputed entail of Ostróg. This had been created in 1609 out of the vast lands of Prince Janusz Ostrogski, who left detailed instructions as to who should inherit if his own family were to die out. If all the branches he specified were to become extinct, as indeed happened, the entail was to go to a senior Polish Knight of Malta, who was to use its resources in the defence of Poland against the Infidel Tatars and Turks. In the event, the entail had been appropriated by a distant relative belonging to the Sanguszko family, and the matter festered, surfacing at every Seym. Apart from various Poles, interested parties included the Order of Malta, the Papacy, Spain and France. In the 1720s, August Czartoryski, himself a Knight of Malta, had tried to gain possession.


In 1753, while Stanisław was in Paris, the Czartoryskis had constructed an elaborate deal whereby the debt-ridden Janusz Sanguszko ceded the entail to them in return for their taking over his debts. This aroused widespread outrage, since the entail was viewed as being public business, and the feelings were ably exploited by the Familia’s enemies. They managed to get Hetman Branicki on their side, since there was a military aspect to the matter, and he occupied the estate with Crown troops. The matter came up in the Seym, and the judgment went against the Czartoryskis.


The affair underlined that the Familia were not as free from venality as they liked to pretend. At the same time, they found themselves in a political wilderness, out of favour at court and powerless to affect policy. Williams, who had followed Augustus to Warsaw for the Seym, found them ‘in as low a condition as possible’.23 He had taken trouble to convince his government that they were worth backing, and while there had been some resistance in London to getting involved in Polish affairs, the Familia was accepted as the English faction in Poland. Their being out of favour reflected badly on England, as did the fact that Brühl was showering favours on the French ambassador, and that Branicki was showing off a snuff-box sent him by Louis XV. The English Secretary of State asked the Russian Court to exert its influence on their behalf. This Russia duly did, hinting to Brühl that she would be prepared to support the Familia with arms if necessary. The Familia wanted Williams to be sent to St Petersburg, in which post, they reckoned, he would be ideally placed to support them, and Stanisław wrote to all his English friends recommending the idea.24


‘Upon my return to Poland, I was obliged to revise all the ideas and the hopes that I gave voice to in England,’ he wrote to Charles Yorke.25 He was depressed because, instead of implementing sensible policies and reforms, all the Familia could do was fight for its own survival. Over the previous two years people had repeatedly encouraged his ambitions by predicting a bright future for him, and only recently Williams had written assuring him that he would become ‘a great figure’, but at the moment he seemed to be getting nowhere. Williams warned him to ‘correct those few strokes of what the French call Humeur that you still have about you’, but Stanisław found himself sinking back into ill-tempered gloom.26


He had by now made a few friends in Polish society, including August Sułkowski, the eldest of four sons of a former favourite of Augustus III. Sułkowski was a baffling character, both venal and principled, with ‘the face of an ape’ and unbridled ambition, but he was highly cultivated, which is probably why Stanisław befriended him. The same was true of the brothers Fryderyk and August Moszyński, natural grandsons of Augustus II. Another new friend was Franciszek Rzewuski, an amusing dilettante who became a lifelong and faithful friend. They did their best to raise Stanisław’s spirits and to encourage him to taste the pleasures of Warsaw, but he was in no mood for it. ‘First of all, my severe upbringing had kept me away from all sordid commerce,’ he recalled. ‘Then the ambition to get ahead and to maintain myself in what one calls (in Paris) good company, had preserved me during my travels.’27 As a result he was utterly inexperienced in the arts of gallantry, and was astonished when Franciszek Rzewuski announced that a greatly sought-after Warsaw beauty had set her heart on him, making him guess who it might be. ‘I named every lady in Warsaw before the one who, by her extreme gaiety, her youth and her fashion, seemed to me to have the least in common with a man as melancholy and as morose as I was with everyone then, and who had never spoken a word to her.’ The lady in question was Joanna Sapieha. He was flattered by her interest, and while he was not attracted to her, he felt obliged to go through the motions required by gallantry. ‘I was very new, and I took everything literally … she found it very amusing to unfreeze a sort of twenty-two-year-old misanthrope.’28 She teased him mercilessly for a couple of months, and then left Warsaw to join her husband in the country for the winter, leaving him in a state of confusion.


He was also seeing his cousin Elżbieta Lubomirska daily, and their feelings for each other flourished under the umbrella of intellectual affinity. ‘She always seemed to agree with me on every matter. We had the same way of seeing things; whether they were people, events, books, the arts, or amusements. We would discuss everything together, and we always met in our tastes and our judgments … [she] had my heart, my esteem and my confidence. I found more sense and feeling in her than I have in any other woman; she seemed then to be above all the weaknesses of her sex, so much so that she seemed to belong to a superior order of being, who made my happiness just by deigning to speak to me.’29


At the beginning of 1755 Stanisław went to Wilno for the elections to the Supreme Tribunal of Lithuania, to witness another parody of political life. Michał Radziwiłł, Palatine of Wilno, was determined to push his son Karol, aged eighteen and barely literate, into the post of Marshal of the Tribunal. The city was patrolled by armed gangs and Radziwiłł household troops, and those who were not of the Radziwiłł camp were prevented from casting their vote. Radziwiłł was duly elected. Shortly after, Stanisław went to Fraustadt on the Polish border nearest Saxony. Augustus III was constitutionally obliged to hold a Senate Council, which had to sit on Polish territory, but as he disliked leaving Dresden for long, he held it just inside Poland. Stanisław was there to be invested with the titular honour of Steward (Stolnik) of Lithuania, which his brother Kazimierz had obtained for him. Although the Familia were out of favour at court, Kazimierz was in a strong position. Brühl knew of the disagreements with his uncles, and wanted to detach him from the party, a situation Kazimierz knew how to exploit.
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