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CHAPTER ONE


THE ORPHAN MARQUIS


[1757–1772]


NESTLED IN THE HILLY COUNTRY OF PROVINCIAL AUVERGNE sat an unremarkable château in the unremarkable village of Chavaniac. Then, as now, Auvergne was rustic and sparsely populated—far from the modern world. It was beautiful and natural, with huge outcroppings of volcanic rock erupting from the rich soil. Pastures, fields, and ancient primordial forests sprawled in all directions. Isolated in the vast empty space of south central France, Chavaniac was little more than a few dozen poor houses huddled together around the château for protection. 


Elsewhere in the Kingdom of France, noble families embraced the Renaissance, the scientific revolution, and the Enlightenment. They rebuilt their homes in the latest and most expensive styles. But the château in Chavaniac was a product of its environment—simple and sturdy, bereft of adornment, splendor, or ornamentation. There was no need to show off, for there was no one to show off to.


In the late summer of 1757, Château de Chavaniac was the home of Gilbert du Motier, the marquis de Lafayette. The Lafayettes claimed an ancient noble lineage stretching back to the year 1000, which included a maréchal de France who fought alongside Joan of Arc; a knight who participated in the Crusades; and most recently, the celebrated novelist Madame de Lafayette. But despite these ancient claims, the Motier branch of the family descended from the younger sons of younger sons. It was only thanks to a cascade of sonless deaths in the main branch of the family a century earlier that the title “marquis de Lafayette” landed on the shoulders of their obscure Motier cousins.


Gilbert du Motier married up in the world. His wife, Julie de La Rivière, now styled the marquise de Lafayette, came from a family of Breton nobles who traced their lineage to the great medieval king Louis IX. Wealthier and more respectable than the Lafayettes, the Rivières made their home in the center of Paris rather the peripheral outskirts of the kingdom. Julie’s grandfather was a legendary colonel once awarded the Cross of St. Louis, and who remained a fixture of the French military establishment. Her father, the comte de La Rivière, owned lucrative estates in Brittany. Rare among his noble brethren, he possessed a head for business and parlayed shrewd investments and modern agricultural techniques into an enviable fortune.


Gilbert and Julie married in May 1754. In the world of the French nobility, marriage was about dynastic alliances and the consolidation of property. Love was irrelevant. By these standards, their union was a huge success for both families. As an aspiring young soldier, Gilbert’s new connection to the Rivières promised to advance to his career. In exchange, they gave their daughter’s hand to a poor rustic noble willing to accept a modest dowry that wouldn’t strain the family fortune. It was only by happy accident the newlyweds discovered they actually liked each other. Julie didn’t even mind relocating from the heart of Paris to the rugged pastures and hills of Auvergne.


Thanks to his entrance into the Rivière family orbit, Gilbert du Motier secured a commission as a colonel on the eve of yet another European war of dynastic ambition. In the history books, this latest round of royal bickering and imperial maneuvering is called the Seven Years’ War. It started in 1756 as a limited contest in central Europe between Prussia and Austria, but soon drew in all the great European powers and spread across the world from India to the Americas. After receiving orders to join his regiment along the Rhine river, Colonel Gilbert du Motier left Julie in the company of his widowed mother, Marie-Catherine de Chavaniac, his unmarried sister Madeleine, and a small host of servants and staff. Emerging from this little pocket of quiet timeless peace, he rode off to join the destructive thunder of a modern global war.


Colonel Lafayette remained stationed along the Rhine as Julie gave birth to the couple’s first child on September 6, 1757. The next day, a priest baptized the baby boy Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier. Despite this mouthful of an official title, the boy would be called Gilbert, like his father. Acutely aware his parents saddled him with an absurd procession of names, Lafayette later said, “I was baptized like a Spaniard. But it was not my fault. And without pretending to deny myself the protection of Marie, Paul, Joseph, Roch, and Yves, I more often called upon Saint Gilbert.”1 Which is to say he relied on himself.
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AT THE TIME of little Gilbert’s birth, the Kingdom of France was divided into three social and legal “estates.” The First Estate comprised the clergy. The Second Estate comprised the nobility. And the Third Estate comprised… everyone else. The first two privileged estates numbered perhaps 5 percent of the population and enjoyed all the wealth, privileges, and power the kingdom had to offer. Of them little was asked and much was given. The Third Estate accounted for the remaining 95 percent of the population. Of them much was asked and little was given.


Gilbert was born into the Second Estate—the nobility. He joined the tiny elite of ducs, comtes, vicomtes, and marquises who ruled the kingdom and claimed a litany of special privileges, exemptions, powers, and responsibilities carried over from the ancient days of feudal society. Young Gilbert was destined to be the noble lord of Chavaniac—where the common peasants who lived around his family estates were obligated to pay certain rents and taxes while displaying social and legal subservience. The Lafayettes enjoyed a local reputation as honest and fair masters. But they were still masters, and they never failed to collect what their vassals owed.


Not all nobles were cut from the same cloth, and the Second Estate itself contained important legal, social, and economic stratifications. As the nobility originally derived from the warrior knights who supported the kings of medieval France, families who traced their lineage back to those armor-clad retainers were called the noblesse d’épée—the sword nobles. But in recent years, a new breed of noble rose up alongside them: the noblesse de robe, or robe nobles. Chronically short of cash, the Crown sold offices and titles to rich members of the Third Estate who ambitiously hoped to transcend their common origins and enjoy the privileges of nobility, particularly exemption from taxes. A one-time payment to the cash-starved Crown secured such titles and privileges. The old sword nobility scorned this upstart class of robe nobles. They were especially bitter because the economic fortunes of many of the sword nobles declined as those of the robe nobles improved. The sword nobility believed they deserved their rank and status because their ancestors once stood courageously by the king at Agincourt and Castillon, not because their father recently made a fortune selling barrels of salted fish.


At the very apex of French society were those who boasted ancient titles and still retained vast personal wealth. The kings of France called upon this innermost elite to make their homes at Versailles, where they were systematically domesticated, tamed, and transformed from independent lords of the realm into pampered courtiers maneuvering for the right to hand the king his stockings or watch him eat dinner. There was very little chance baby Gilbert would ever lay eyes on this world. The Lafayettes were poor provincial sword nobles. Their job was to make sons to inherit their modest family title, then go die in service to the king. This was the fate of many Lafayettes. It would be the fate of Lafayette’s father. It was likely the fate Lafayette expected for himself.
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THE NEXT TWO years passed happy and contented. Julie and baby Gilbert lived at Chavaniac under the care of the elderly Madame Chavaniac. Colonel Lafayette remained tied to his regiment on the frontier, only making brief visits home. There was little action on the front lines, though, and he wrote home in July 1759, “We are always in the greatest tranquility, I send this to you with as much pleasure as in the hope of calming your worries. The enemies are in the same position, and we in our unassailable camp.… As we are not in any of the sieges to be made, you can, my dear mother, be in the greatest security on my account.” He closed with expressions of tender affection for his wife and his sister, but he reserved the final line at the bottom of the letter for his only child: “I kiss my son.”2 This was the last letter he ever wrote home. 


After a long period of inactivity, the French army finally launched an offensive at the end of month. This advance swept Colonel Lafayette into the thick of the Battle of Minden, one of the largest battles of the war. On August 1, 1759, Colonel Lafayette’s commander brazenly advanced onto an exposed ridge in an apparent show of reckless bravado. British artillery sighted this surprisingly exposed French regiment and pummeled it with shells. The reckless commander was killed immediately. Colonel Lafayette briefly took his place, before a shell blew him to pieces. He was just twenty-seven years old.


An older Lafayette noted ruefully his father’s death fit into a long Lafayette family tradition. Historically the family produced “such a large proportion of people killed on the battlefields, from father to son, that it had become a kind of proverb in our province.”3 Colonel Lafayette left behind a young widow and a two-year-old son who now bore the auspicious and possibly cursed title “marquis de Lafayette.”


Julie, pregnant with the couple’s second child, was grief-stricken. She returned to live with her own family in Paris, where she would give birth to a baby girl a few months later. She left little Gilbert behind under the care of his grandmother Madame Chavaniac. Julie leaving her young child was no great scandal. It was common enough for tutors, nurses, or older relatives to raise the children of the aristocracy. Lafayette’s contemporary Talleyrand, who would serve as foreign minister to multiple French governments, said in his own memoirs he did not enjoy “the sweetness of being under [my] parents’ roof” for a single week of his childhood.4


Despite a dead father and an absent mother, little Gilbert enjoyed a happy childhood. As the little lord of Chavaniac, he stood at the exuberant center of a warm circle of caregivers. His grandmother was revered locally for her prudence, generosity, and judgment. Madame Chavaniac was also a canny estate manager who carefully supervised her grandson’s inheritance. His dead father’s two sisters also joined the household: Aunt Madeleine, who never married, and Aunt Charlotte, who was herself recently widowed. Charlotte came bearing a daughter, Marie, who was just a few years older than Gilbert. Marie became a beloved surrogate sister, for whom Lafayette bore nostalgic affection his entire life, saying, “Never did brother and sister love each other more tenaciously.”5 These women ran the household and watched over the little lord as he romped through the fields, hills, and forests surrounding Chavaniac.


Shortly after the death of his father, two more deaths shaped the course of the little lord’s young life. In April 1760, his younger sister Marie-Louise Jacqueline died after just three months of life. Gilbert would forever after remain an only child—and thus the sole receptacle of all the family’s titles, fortunes, and expectations. The following year his maternal uncle died. As the only heir to the Rivière fortune, his death meant Julie’s three-year-old son Gilbert was now destined to inherit property and riches dwarfing the rustic Lafayette estates—however well they were managed by Madame Chavaniac. The little marquis now represented the future of the Rivières as much as the Lafayettes.


When Gilbert turned seven, Madame Chavaniac hired a young local priest, Abbé Fayon, to serve as a live-in tutor. Fayon taught young Gilbert reading, writing, and math. He introduced classics like The Iliad, The Odyssey, and Julius Caesar’s Commentaries on the Gallic War, which was the story of the conquest of Lafayette’s own homeland. The province of Auvergne derived its named from the Arverni, an ancient Gallic tribe that produced Vercingetorix, the last and greatest leader of the Gallic resistance to the Roman conquest. The Battle of Gergovia, one of Caesar’s rare defeats in the war, occurred practically in Lafayette’s backyard. The boy thrilled with these tales of daring, adventure, courage, rebellion, and glory. He said later, “I can recall no time in my life when I did not love stories of glorious deeds, or have dreams of traveling the world in search of fame.”6


Under the guidance of Abbé Fayon, Gilbert blossomed. An older cousin, the marquis de Bouillé, visited Chavaniac and found the young lord of the house “singularly well-informed for his age… remarkable for his thinking, his wisdom, his discretion, his self-control, and his powers of judgement.” But he also said he detected in the boy “the seed of self-esteem and even ambition.”7 In that time and place, this was not meant as a compliment, but a warning.


No biographer can resist illustrating Lafayette’s emerging character with the story of the Beast of Gévaudan—especially as it is a story Lafayette himself used to illustrate such points. In the late 1760s, local shepherds attributed a string of mysterious attacks on their livestock to a half-mythical beast living in the dark forests. The story of the beast spread, drawing the best hunters in France hoping to win fame by killing the monster. Eight-year-old Gilbert convinced himself that as a local lord, he bore a special responsibility to find and kill the creature. But despite bold marches through the forest, he found no trace of the beast. 


This vignette of boldly adventurous youth also shines a light on another side of Lafayette’s personality. One day he was mortified by a notice he read in the newspaper. He later wrote, “I was furious that, by an error in name, they gave mine to another man who was said to have been unable to kill the beast because he was afraid.”8 Intuitively aware of the importance of projecting a heroic public image, this eight-year-old boy went so far as to write an angry letter to the journalist demanding a correction. His guardians possessed the good sense not to send it.
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AFTER GILBERT TURNED ten, Julie called him to Paris. The change could not have been more drastic. Chavaniac was an isolated rural hamlet. Paris was one of the largest cities in the world. Gilbert moved from a tiny rural village to a sprawling world capital. Chavaniac was frozen in timeless feudal tradition. Paris was at the cutting edge of art, science, literature, architecture, and philosophy. The natural serenity of the forests, hills, and pastures were replaced by the cacophonous bustle of human civilization: porters, merchants, travelers, artisans, bankers, aristocrats, laborers, and students all sharing the same crowded, muddy, and noisy streets. In Chavaniac, the Lafayette family governed a small collection of peasants—humble and impoverished people led by humble and impoverished nobles. In Paris, the richest aristocrats in France indulged their pretensions to rule the whole world.


After a two-week carriage ride across bumpy roads, Gilbert entered Paris and joined his mother in family apartments at the Luxembourg Palace, a sparkling and ornate monument to the high Renaissance surrounded by meticulously cultivated gardens. Here, the Rivière family rented a cluster of apartments in one of the most opulent buildings in the world. He was very far from the simple and sturdy Château de Chavaniac.


For Gilbert, the move to Paris in 1768 also meant leaving behind a world where he was the star of the show—where even the village elders doffed their caps—to enter a world where he was a nobody. Just some boy. Adults ignored him. Other children gawked at his provincial accent and clumsy manners. But over time, Julie helped him adapt to this new environment, and after years apart, they forged a special bond as she guided him through this bizarre new world.


Though Abbé Fayon escorted Gilbert to Paris, the boy needed more rigorous and formal education to prepare him for life as a Parisian noble. Gilbert’s grandfather enrolled him at the Collège du Plessis, a secondary school operating alongside the Sorbonne since 1322. His classmates did not come from the highest rungs of the French nobility—those types were all at Versailles. Gilbert’s classmates were, instead, sword nobles headed for a career in the military; recently elevated robe nobles bound to become lawyers, civil servants, or clergymen; or particularly bright young boys from the Third Estate attending school on scholarship. This last group produced many future revolutionaries, including Maximilien Robespierre and Camille Desmoulins, who were just a few years younger than Lafayette and attended the Lycée Louis-le-Grand around the corner.


The curriculum of these schools later became infamous for the contradiction of ideals and reality planted in the generation raised in the 1760s and 1770s—the generation who would tear down the world they inherited in the 1780s and 1790s. On top of standard courses in grammar, rhetoric, and mathematics, students learned the latest in natural science and philosophy. They read Newton, Voltaire, and Montesquieu, drinking from intellectual waters laced with science, skepticism, and rational idealism. But the core of the destabilizing contradiction was the heavy emphasis on the classics: Cicero, Virgil, Livy, Polybius, and above all Plutarch’s moralizing biographies of famous Greeks and Romans.


It was not lost on observers, then or now, how crazy it was for this most absolutist of monarchies to require an entire generation of students to steep themselves in the literary, moral, and political virtues of the ancient heroes of Athenian democracy and the Roman Republic. Louis-Sébastien Mercier, a famous writer and dramatist slightly older than Lafayette, later wrote of his own education, “The name of Rome was the first to strike my ear.… The names Brutus, and Cato and Scipio pursued me in my sleep, the familiar epistles of Cicero are stuck in my memory.”9 He said when he read Livy, “I was a republican among republicans.”10 He further noted the difficulty of readjusting from a fantasy life as a citizen of republican Rome to the reality of being a subject in an absolute monarchy.


Others were less willing to make this readjustment. Desmoulins later wrote, “The first Republicans who appeared in 1789 were young people, who, fed on the reading of Cicero in the colleges, were passionate about freedom. We were raised in the schools of Rome and Athens and in the pride of the republic.”11 He thought the government insane for believing they could exalt the old Romans without naturally abhorring “the man-eaters of Versailles,” or that young men like himself could “admire the past without condemning the present.”12 And condemn it they would.


Gilbert staked out his own unique position in this tense frontier between ancient freedom and modern oppression. Unlike his friends, who worshipped Cato, Brutus, and Cicero, Lafayette preferred to idolize the free, independent, and martyred glory of his ancient Gallic ancestor Vercingetorix. Vercingetorix was a great leader who lived and died fighting for liberty from the Romans his classmates worshipped. Lafayette even preferred the independent Gauls to their Frankish successors who founded what became the Kingdom of France: “I will not tell you if I am Gaul or Frank,” he said. “I hope to be Gaul… I prefer Vercingétorix defending our mountains than Clovis and his successors.”13


This early attachment to the spirit of freedom is further illustrated in a school assignment that gives us, like the Beast of Gévaudan, another animal avatar through which the young marquis channeled his identity. “I was given one task,” he later wrote, “of composing the description of a perfect horse.” But instead of following his classmates by highlighting ready obedience or an eagerness to please, Lafayette said, “I painted this perfect horse throwing, on the main street, its rider on the ground.”14 Lafayette believed a truly perfect horse would live free of the whips and whims of mankind.






[image: image]








GILBERT’S HAPPY CHILDHOOD came to a startling and tragic end in the spring of 1770 when his mother came down with a sudden illness. She was young and healthy, however, so at first her illness was merely worrisome, not cataclysmic. After a week, her health improved, but without warning she took a sharp turn for the worse. On April 3, 1770, Julie de La Rivière de Lafayette died at the age of just thirty-two.


Twelve-year-old Gilbert was shattered. He was unmoored, left emotionally and psychologically alone in the world. His love for his mother, and hers for him, had become a solid foundation of his life. In our contemporary age of advanced medicine, there reigns a persistent myth that people in the past must have somehow been emotionally tougher and harder than us. More distant from each other. How else can one explain living in a world filled with so much death? But the truth is they were not harder and more distant. They loved each other and were loved by each other. The death of a small child was a deep tragedy. The sorrow, tears, grief, and rage were real. When a twelve-year-old boy is told his mother has died, the wretchedness of lonely depression haunts him no less in the eighteenth century than in the twenty-first century. Just a few weeks later, the family tragedy was compounded by the sudden death of his grandfather—widely considered the result of heartbreak over the death of his beloved daughter Julie.


After the death of his mother, loving guardians no longer protected Gilbert. Now detached agents supervised his development. To this new coterie of minders, he was not Gilbert, a twelve-year-old boy with hopes and dreams and feelings, but the marquis de Lafayette, a young nobleman with lands and estates to manage. And there were lots of lands and estates to manage. He inherited a fortune. After merging the Lafayette property and the Rivière property, the ledgers now bearing Lafayette’s name showed the young marquis to be one of the richest people in the kingdom. He ultimately inherited land generating 100,000 livres annually, in an age where common laborers might make 1,000 livres over the course of their entire lives. In his grief, Gilbert hardly registered this increase in fortune. He said others were more impressed with the revelation than he was, while he “only thought of regretting my mother.”15


This windfall of riches changed his life in ways he could not expect or anticipate. For example, it immediately made him one of the most eligible bachelors in France. Word circulated through society the young marquis de Lafayette just inherited a massive portfolio of estates. As both an orphan and an only child, the boy would not have to split his fortune with anyone. He was a rare unicorn and attracted suitors from the best noble families in the kingdom. Among the first to come calling were representatives from the very best noble family: the Noailles.


The Noailles were the highest of the high nobility, as ancient as they were rich. When John Adams arrived in Paris a few years later, he wrote, “I was very inquisitive concerning this great family of Noailles, and I was told by some of the most intelligent men in France… that there were no less than six marshals of France of this family; that they held so many offices, under the King, that they received eighteen millions of livres annually… this family was in short become more powerful than the house of Bourbon.”16 The most important family in France now aimed to make this orphan marquis from the provinces one of their own.
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JEAN DE NOAILLES, duc d’Ayen, was the quintessential enlightened courtier. He was the eldest son of the aging duc de Noailles, the grand patriarch of the Noailles clan. Plump, intelligent, and confident, the duc d’Ayen was a patron of the arts, literature, and culture. He was also an amateur scientist who used every string, lever, and favor at his disposal to secure an appointment to the famous Académie de science. In those chambers he was respected for diligently respecting the scientific method. In the high society of Paris and Versailles, he was praised for his wit and casual ease in the grandest of settings. 


But d’Ayen had a problem. His marriage to Henriette d’Aguesseau, now styled the duchesse d’Ayen, produced a happy brood of five young girls. But in patriarchal France, the social and legal ramifications posed by this happy brood were enormous. No sons meant an uncertain future for the great House of Noailles. On a strictly financial level, it meant carving out money and estates to pay the expected dowries of each of his five daughters. A practical man, and not one to avoid unpleasant puzzles, d’Ayen started hunting for husbands even before his eldest daughters reached puberty. For Louise, the oldest, a match had long since been made to her cousin Louis, who already bore the title vicomte de Noailles. This positioned the young man to play the role a natural son would have otherwise played. And as he already bore the name Noailles, the dynastic sleight-of-hand would hardly register in the all-important tables of genealogical lineage.


The problem of family inheritance settled, d’Ayen kept his ears open for his second daughter, Marie Adrienne Françoise—known to all as Adrienne. She was pretty and intelligent and gracefully balanced sincere innocence with honest practicality. She was just twelve years old in 1772 when tales of an obscure provincial orphan who inherited a fortune reached her father’s ears. The marquis de Lafayette was perfect. His vast independent wealth meant the Noailles could lowball the dowry and, in lieu of estates, offer otherwise unattainable opportunities that came with marrying into such a great family. Even more enticing for d’Ayen was the absence of Lafayette’s mother, father, and both grandfathers. If the young marquis de Lafayette married into the Noailles family, they could absorb him completely. D’Ayen would not have to bid farewell to a daughter, but instead welcome a new son. It was almost too good to be true.


The biggest obstacle to the union was his wife, the duchesse d’Ayen. A religiously devout, strong-willed woman, who preferred a quiet life at home to the busy life at court, she objected to the proposed marriage. Not because Lafayette was unsuitable, but because Adrienne was too young. Even in these days of arranged dynastic marriages, the typical bride was in her late teens or early twenties. Adrienne was closer to ten than she was to twenty. For months, the duchesse refused all the duc’s arguments and protests. Adrienne and her sisters noticed their parents fighting, and it was not until much later Adrienne realized she herself was the cause of it. But Lafayette was ultimately too good an opportunity to pass up. After a few months, the duchesse relented—but only after it was agreed the engagement would last for two years and be kept a secret from both Lafayette and Adrienne.


It was thus in a state of complete ignorance Lafayette learned from his guardians the Noailles family had taken a benevolent interest in him and he was to go live at one of their homes in Versailles. It was also in a state of complete ignorance he made the acquaintance of his future wife. He found she possessed a loving disposition instilled in her by her mother. But the duchesse also raised her daughters to think for themselves. Adrienne did not have a hostile personality, but she didn’t have a docile personality either. She quickly took a compassionate interest in this tragic boy come into the family’s care. Adrienne later said her concern for this strange boy quickly turned from affection to love. It would take longer for Lafayette to see in her what she saw in him.
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MOST OF LIFE is out of our hands. Both the road ahead and the road behind set by accident, fate, or luck. Lafayette’s ancestors elevated themselves to noble status in the deep mists of the medieval past. This allowed a boy born eight hundred years later to have opportunities, privileges, and comforts denied his closest neighbors, those peasants over whom he legally reigned thanks to a prevailing social ideology planted deep in the minds of everyone: rich and poor, strong and weak, old and young, man and women, lord and commoner, king and subject. In all cases, the former claimed superiority over the latter. Lafayette was blessed with a privileged place in this society thanks only to the fact of his birth.


But though he was a rich nobleman in a world built for rich noblemen, Lafayette was still a powerless object of forces beyond his control. He had no say in anything happening around him. He could not stop the deaths of his mother, father, aunts, uncles, or grandparents. Strange adults arranged a marriage they did not tell him about. He was sent off to live in the home of a family he did not know. By any objective measure, Lafayette’s transfer to the Noailles family was a social promotion. But these arbitrary forces so generously shaping his material, social, and personal fortunes left him isolated and lonely. As all teenagers can and must do, Lafayette questioned his own lack of agency. When he realized the duc d’Ayen aimed to fit him for an uncomfortable saddle, Lafayette remembered his vision of the perfect horse, and would throw off his rider.
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CHAPTER TWO


A BIRD IN A GILDED CAGE


[1773–1776]


IN FEBRUARY 1773, THE MARQUIS DE LAFAYETTE MOVED INTO the Noailles family home at Versailles—a grand hôtel abutting the great palace built by King Louis XIV to ensnare the perennially rebellious French nobility. His move necessitated a change in schools. Lafayette was now expected to travel in the most transcendent circles of the kingdom, and the duc d’Ayen wanted to make sure his future son-in-law received the necessary training for such a life. Lafayette was removed from the Collège du Plessis and transferred to the Académie de Versailles, the elite grooming school for the future leaders of France. The academy did not emphasize book learning. These boys would always have men of business to handle reading, writing, and calculations. Instead, they practiced riding, dancing, swordsmanship, and etiquette to perfect the manners and mannerisms of the high nobility. For their lives would be performance, and Versailles would be their stage.


Stepping out onto this stage for the first time, Lafayette faltered. The other boys were raised in high aristocratic society. As children they watched and copied the prescribed methods for bowing, nodding, eating, drinking, and laughing. One could not simply walk. One must glide effortlessly. Lafayette, in contrast, spent his childhood charging through the hilly forests of Auvergne without a care in the world. The villagers doffed their hats whether he tiptoed, plodded, stomped, or skipped. Growing awkwardly into a tall and gangly frame, Lafayette found himself clumsy and deficient in nearly every way. He was not a naturally gifted rider. His earliest swordplay was waving sticks at imaginary Romans, not the meticulously choreographed dance of fencing. The comte de La Marck, one of the young court nobles who observed Lafayette’s arrival at Versailles with disdainful bemusement, later recalled, “He was awkward in all his ways… he danced without grace, rode badly, and the young men with whom he lived were all more skillful than he in the various exercises of the body then at the fashion.”1 Lafayette also discovered he lacked a ready wit. The art of chattering conversation, meant to resemble in its spontaneity the scripted dialogue of theater, eluded him. He was never quick with the bon mot that would steal the scene. To his credit, he also did not excel at the malicious gossip driving many of these conversations. Lafayette had neither the ability nor the desire to join these games. Both he and those around him soon noticed.


At the other end of the spectrum was a boy who could do all Lafayette could not—his sixteen-year-old classmate Charles Philippe, comte d’Artois. Artois was the youngest of the three royal princes. His oldest brother, Louis-Auguste, was heir to throne, currently waiting with some trepidation for the death of their geriatric grandfather, Louis XV. His second brother, Louis Stanislas Xavier, comte de Provence, was coldly pedantic and lived solely on the obsequiousness of craven social climbers for his social victories. But Artois was vibrant, dashing, and certainly the best liked of the three brothers. Everything came easy to him: he was graceful, sharp, and refined, where Lafayette was clumsy, dull, and gauche. In time, each of the three royal brothers would become a king of France. Lafayette would undermine each of them in turn.


As he floundered among his new “friends,” Lafayette was finally told why his guardians thrust him into a world where he did not belong. Near the end of 1773, both Lafayette and Adrienne were informed of their secret engagement. Adrienne was ecstatic. Lafayette was less passionately roused, but not displeased. He found his future wife pretty, kind, and affectionate. He considered himself lucky.


The couple wed on April 11, 1774, at the Noailles family chapel in Paris. The groom was sixteen, the bride fourteen. As this was a wedding for the great Noailles family, the archbishop of Paris himself presided, and the bride’s guest list boasted some of the most important names in France. The groom, meanwhile, brought only nine guests, all of far lower rank. After a massive reception that wasted more food than some poor families consumed in their entire lives, the couple retreated for the night… to separate bedrooms. The duchesse d’Ayen’s final condition for agreeing to the marriage was her fourteen-year-old daughter would not yet lose her virginity.
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THE MARRIAGE OF the Lafayettes was a small blip in the larger social calendar of Paris and Versailles. And it was a blip soon banished to oblivion by the arrival of an all-consuming social supernova. On May 10, 1774, King Louis XV died. Having ascended to the throne in 1715 at the age of just five, Louis XV reigned for fifty-nine years. Plenty of his subjects born after his reign began died before it ended. But now it was time for a new king of France.


The newly crowned king, Louis XVI—still not twenty years old—would have liked nothing more than to remain in undisturbed seclusion. He enjoyed reading, hunting, and tinkering with clocks. He found solace in these precise, detailed, and delicate machines all working together to perform a single unified function. A well-built clock was a beautifully engineered design he found nowhere in the kingdom he now ruled—so full of contradictions, paradoxes, tensions, conflicts, egos, misunderstandings, miscommunications, hopes, fears, corruption, blindness, and dysfunction. Clocks he understood. People he did not.


Louis ascended to the throne alongside his already infamous wife, Marie Antoinette. It was not necessarily Marie’s fault she was infamous. Her original sin was being born an Austrian archduchess. The Austrians had been the enemies of the French for centuries, and despite a recent treaty of alliance, old prejudices die hard. Her marriage to Louis in 1770 was meant to cement the unpopular Bourbon-Habsburg alliance, but in palace corridors, city streets, and village markets, the Austrians remained a bête noire for the French. The French public particularly blamed Austria for France’s humiliating defeat to the upstart British and Prussians in the recent Seven Years’ War. So when this fourteen-year-old Austrian girl was bundled up and presented to the French as their future queen, she was not exactly received with open arms. Nor was she received with open arms by her new husband, whose reticent diffidence was exacerbated by a physical defect making sex uncomfortable, which led to a quasi-estrangement for the young couple.


But if Marie Antoinette married into a difficult circumstance, she did little to ingratiate herself to her new people. She sought solace with a group of sympathetic friends who reveled in the carefree frivolity always bursting forth from teenagers of privilege. Witty critics in the press dubbed her “Madame Deficit,” and her lifestyle became a living symbol of the systematic and grinding inequality of ancien régime France.


For Lafayette and his friends, the most immediate impact of the couple’s elevation to the throne was a complete change in atmosphere at Versailles. Churlish stagnation and tedious sloth defined the last years of the reign of Louis XV. The king and his intimates neglected the balls, receptions, and parties that previously enlivened life at court. The palace had long since sunk into a stuffy, boring, lifeless malaise. That was all over now. Marie Antoinette reigned and anyone who wanted to keep up would have to indulge her penchant for drinking, gambling, and dancing. The young and irreverent rapturously embraced this radical change. Their taciturn elders furrowed their brows in disapproval.
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LAFAYETTE WAS NOT present for the first summer under the new regime of frivolity. The duc d’Ayen pulled strings and got his son-in-law a commission as captain in the family regiment, the Noailles Dragoons. Neither his age nor experience merited Lafayette this commission. In fact, d’Ayen only secured it after agreeing Lafayette would not become active in the chain of command until his eighteenth birthday. But still, both d’Ayen and Lafayette were happy about the appointment. It was hopefully the start of a long military career. This career commenced in the summer of 1774 when Lafayette reported to the peacetime army permanently garrisoned in the frontier city of Metz. It was the last time, for a long time, d’Ayen and Lafayette shared anything resembling mutual satisfaction.


While in Metz, Lafayette finally secured two close friends. The first was his new brother-in-law Louis, vicomte de Noailles. Everything came as naturally to Noailles as it did awkwardly to Lafayette. Noailles was dashing, witty, graceful, and boasted a prodigious capacity for alcohol—a trait that never fails to impress young men. The other was Louis-Philippe, comte de Ségur. Cultivated and cultured, Ségur was eventually destined for the diplomatic service, where sly conversation and unflappable intellectual dexterity count for so much. The three began an earnest and lifelong friendship that finally gave Lafayette allies and protectors in the viper pit of his elite social life.


The three friends arrived in Metz as inexperienced officers in immaculate uniforms unsullied by parade ground dust, let alone the mud and blood of real battle. In this era of European peace, young officers treated summer maneuvers in Metz as an endless party, occasionally interrupted by practice drills. But Lafayette had an acute sense he must find something he was good at or he wasn’t going to survive. In between the parties, he read manuals on strategy and tactics; during drills, he paid attention. Lafayette may have been young, clumsy, and inexperienced. But he refused to be ignorant and lazy.


When he returned home, he found an opportunity to finally bond with his new wife. While in Metz, Lafayette learned about the new theory of inoculation promising to free humanity of the myriad deadly diseases that so often turned loved ones into painful memories. Lafayette was determined to inoculate himself against smallpox, one of the deadliest and most frequent of these killer diseases—especially for those who lived their lives in army camps. The process required two weeks of seclusion, so he rented a house on the outskirts of Paris. Adrienne insisted on nursing him through the process, and the duchesse d’Ayen, who was herself immune to the disease after almost dying of smallpox years earlier, also insisted on helping—if only to keep an eye on the young couple. By the admission of everyone involved, Adrienne and Gilbert formed the first permanent emotional bonds of their long, mutually supportive, and relatively happy marriage during these two weeks. The duchesse, meanwhile, came away more affectionately protective of Lafayette, moving him decisively from well-liked ward to much-loved son.
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ONCE HE RECOVERED, the marquis and marquise de Lafayette rejoined the swirling milieu of Marie Antoinette’s court. Adrienne attended the queen’s weekly balls, but aside from these formal occasions, she tended to stay home. Lafayette, meanwhile, joined the unofficial escapades of the young nobility with his close friends Ségur and Noailles. They were joined by Noailles’s older brother, the prince de Poix, and partied with those in the circle of Marie Antoinette and the comte d’Artois. Also in this set was the duc de Chartres, a royal cousin from the house of Orléans—the branch of the family that would inherit the throne if the Bourbon line went extinct. The longstanding rivalry between the two royal branches was shared by this younger generation. After Chartres inherited the title duc d’Orléans in 1785, he would use his money, power, and position to promote himself at the expense of the king and queen. Marie Antoinette hated Chartres. She eventually blamed him—not unjustly—for cynically bankrolling the men and women who staged the French Revolution.


For now, this young crowd drank, danced, and made cutting remarks at each other. They dubbed themselves La Société de l’épée de la bois—the Society of the Wooden Sword—named after a particular drinking establishment they frequented. The members of the Société de l’épée caroused the cafés of the Left Bank and slummed their way through the dance halls on the outskirts of the city. They spent the rest of their time playing cards and racing horses. Through benders and hangovers, they gossiped endlessly about who did what with whom the night before. Lafayette barely kept up. He was a clumsy dancer, earning himself a permanent place as the butt of jokes after stumbling his way through a dance with Marie Antoinette with a witness recalling, “He showed himself so awkward and so gauche the queen could not help laughing.”2 He was also a bad drinker and envied his brother-in-law Noailles, able to drink his weight in wine. Determined to keep up, Lafayette once got so drunk his companions were forced to carry him to the carriage, and on the ride home he kept muttering, “Don’t forget to tell the vicomte de Noailles how much I drank.”3


Lafayette recognized more and more he did not fit in and shifted his demeanor to compensate. He smothered his naturally outgoing nature under a blanket of silence—heavily weighted by self-conscious resentment. It was an understandable defense mechanism, but in a world that prized sparkling wit and free verbosity, Lafayette’s descent into silence only further damaged his reputation. A contemporary referred to him as “pale, cold, and lifeless.”4 Word soon reached the Noailles family and they fretted over his behavior, at one point encouraging Ségur to do what he could to prod Lafayette back to life, “to rouse him from his indolence, and to add a little fire to his character.”5


Lafayette later said he knew full well his silence was socially debilitating, but turned aloof because “I did not think about and hardly heard things that did not seem to me worth discussing.”6 While admitting this was probably the result of “disguised pride,” he also said it was not “softened by the awkwardness of my manners, which, without being out of place on great occasions, never bowed to the graces of the court or to the enjoyment of a supper at the capital.”7 If court society disdained him, he was happy to dismiss them all as a flock of empty-headed pigeons. But Ségur remained an astute observer of his friend, and knew Lafayette was not what he appeared. He later said Lafayette’s “cold and serious bearing… sometimes created a false impression of timidity and embarrassment,” but it “concealed the most active spirit, and the most burning soul.”8


Court society also looked at Lafayette sideways because he was a virile young man who had yet to take a mistress. In the French aristocracy, love was not meant to take place in the home. By not cheating on Adrienne, he was committing quite a faux pas. Aware of this (and being a virile young man), Lafayette made a few stabs at carrying on an affair. One attempt was with a mysterious woman unknown to history that “came to nothing.”9 Another was a futile attempt to woo Aglaé de Hunolstein, the object of many men’s affections. She was well out of Lafayette’s league, and presently the acknowledged mistress of the duc de Chartres. But Lafayette got so caught up in his infatuation, and was apparently so eager to practice the peculiar rituals of manly honor, he accused Ségur of being his rival. He spent a drunken evening challenging Ségur to a duel. Ségur said Lafayette tried to “persuade me to fight, sword in hand, over the heart of a beauty over whom I had not the least claim.”10 Ségur could only laugh, attempt to talk his friend down, and wait until all was forgotten in the morning.


The duc d’Ayen’s increasing disillusionment with his clumsy son-in-law peaked when the duc pulled some strings to get Lafayette a permanent position in the entourage of the comte de Provence. Lafayette was horrified. He planned to be an army officer. A permanent attachment to Provence meant a life trapped in a world that despised him, and that he despised in return. Lafayette decided to spike the deal. At a masquerade ball, Lafayette found the unmistakably plump figure of the comte showing off his impressive memory. Lafayette worked his way into the circle surrounding Provence. At an opportune moment, he scoffed at the show-off, saying, “Memory is the intellect of fools.”11 Provence was left red-faced and seething beneath his mask.


The remark got back to d’Ayen, who could not believe how incompetently frustrating his son-in-law truly was. He arranged an opportunity for Lafayette to apologize and say he did not realize it was Provence under the mask—a convenient social lie allowing everyone to save face. At this arranged summit in a corridor at the palace, Provence asked Lafayette if he knew it was him behind the mask. Instead of playing along, Lafayette said yes. Furious at the insult, Provence turned on his heels and walked away. Lafayette would have no place in his entourage. Ever. D’Ayen raged at Lafayette for destroying this golden opportunity, thinking it the product of astonishing stupidity rather than calculated defiance. Lafayette later spoke for teenagers throughout history by saying of the incident, “I did not hesitate to be disagreeable to preserve my independence.”12


Despite the growing divide between Lafayette and d’Ayen, he could still count on a few supporters inside the family. Unlike her husband, the duchesse d’Ayen defended her son-in-law. As did d’Ayen’s sister, the comtesse de Tessé, who was an intelligent, witty, and iconoclastic fixture of Parisian society. Adrienne was also steadfastly in her husband’s corner. Over the winter of 1774–1775, the couple began defying the ban on sleeping together. As she later recalled, Lafayette snuck into her room at night where they demonstrated their “tender and stable affections.”13 These liaisons were not hidden for long. Adrienne soon became pregnant. Her first pregnancy eventually miscarried, but in the spring of 1775, she was pregnant again. This time for good. Adrienne was only fifteen years old. By the time the second pregnancy was discovered, Lafayette had already departed for another round of summer maneuvers at Metz.






[image: image]








THE SUMMER OF 1775 was, without a doubt, the most consequential summer of Lafayette’s life to date. The commander of the Metz garrison was the infamous Charles-François de Broglie. Broglie enjoyed a well-earned reputation for charismatic scheming. He was outwardly friendly, gregarious, and generous. But this was an invitation to sit at the table of a cutthroat pirate. Years later, Thomas Jefferson described Broglie as “a high flying aristocrat, cool and capable of everything.”14 For years, Broglie denied being the head of the never officially acknowledged secret du roi, the secret service of the late King Louis XV. Running a shadow agency of foreign operatives alongside the official channels of the Foreign Ministry, Broglie pursued every conceivable angle to restore French power and diminish the British. Broglie was not particularly well liked, and his service to the Crown was interrupted by two prolonged exiles from court. He had no connections whatsoever to the new king, Louis XVI, so instead of orchestrating a revival of French fortunes, he presided over a peacetime garrison in de facto exile. But he never stopped looking for opportunities.


Broglie welcomed Lafayette, Noailles, and Ségur into the ranks of his officer corps. All of them came from the best families in France and all of them ran in the same circles as the queen. They might provide Broglie a ticket back to the center of power. He was especially well disposed toward Lafayette. A lifetime ago, Broglie served as an officer at the Battle of Minden, where Lafayette’s father was killed in action. He reminded Lafayette of the connection and made sure to lament the cause of it.


Broglie also happened to be a master Freemason and invited the young men to enroll in a lodge for military officers at some point during the summer. The Freemasons have a longstanding reputation as the hidden architects of every revolution in history. Though Masonic conspiracy theories are exaggerated, it’s true many prominent intellectuals, politicians, and military officers throughout the European world were drawn into their ranks in the eighteenth century. There they left antiquated social classes and religious superstition at the door. Among their Masonic brethren, they discussed the progressive ideas with far more egalitarian freedom. They lauded the scientific method, and disdained the power-hungry hypocrisy of the Catholic Church; they lamented the oppression of subjects, and celebrated the rights of free citizens.


It is hard to pin down the precise moment Lafayette latched on to the great ideas that animated the rest of his life: liberty, equality, and the rights of man. But it seems reasonable to pinpoint this summer in Metz as the moment they first began coalescing in his mind. Whether plucked directly from a Masonic meeting, or picked up in adjacent conversations, Lafayette learned the language of freedom and liberty—though he did not yet have a clear idea what he was trying to say. For men like Broglie, these enlightened ideas were merely playthings to pass the time while waiting for an opportunity to continue his great game of realpolitik. But Lafayette took them seriously.


Of the adjacent conversations firing up his imagination, one in particular looms over the rest. On August 8, 1775, Broglie invited Lafayette to a dinner thrown in honor of the visiting Duke of Gloucester, younger brother of King George III. Gloucester and the king were not on the best of terms, and when the duke sat down to dinner with his French hosts, he had plenty to say about the extraordinary news from across the Atlantic. British colonists in North America had launched an armed rebellion against the Crown, and Gloucester, fortified by plenty of wine, was of the opinion the colonists had every right to revolt against his brother. It may have been in these discussions Lafayette first heard the name George Washington, the Virginia planter recently named commander in chief of the rebel army. Lafayette was inspired by the struggle between the brave Americans and the oppressive British and wrote later, “When I first learned of the quarrel, my heart was enlisted, and I thought of nothing but joining the colors.”15 His childhood ambition to win fame and glory now joined the romantic dream of fighting, and possibly dying, for a noble cause.


When Lafayette, Noailles, and Ségur returned home in the fall of 1775, they continued their moderately subversive education. In December, they attended meetings of the Saint-Jean de La Candeur Masonic Lodge in Paris. Probably thanks to his new social and intellectual connections, Lafayette became familiar with Abbé Raynal, a defrocked Jesuit intellectual who, with the assistance of a small army of researchers and uncredited coauthors, published the infamous History of the Two Indies. The book was billed as an innocuous history of the French colonial empire, but Raynal smuggled in extended tangents denouncing European colonial conduct in the Americas, including a devastating critique of African slavery. The thrust of these critiques would, in time, become meaningful to Lafayette. But many years would pass before he fully grappled with the incompatibility of liberty, equality, and slavery. The censors banned History of the Two Indies, turning it from obscure tome to celebrated masterpiece. The state deemed it dangerous, so now everyone had to read it.


In December 1775, Adrienne gave birth to a little baby girl named Henriette. Lafayette was now a father at the age of eighteen. Henriette’s life—and Lafayette’s relationship with her—would forever cast a sad shadow on his life. After following his ambitious heart to America he would write home, “Hug Henriette for me… those poor children have a father who is something of a rover, but who is basically a good and honorable man, a good father who truly loves his family.”16 But Henriette would barely know the sound of her father’s voice. He would leave her as an infant and she would be dead before he came home.
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MEANWHILE, FORCES OUTSIDE Lafayette’s control once again conspired to alter his destiny. Upon turning eighteen, he was awarded the rank of full captain. He was proud of his commission. It was a bright spot of success amid a social life marked by awkward frustrations and silent resentment. Lafayette worked hard to turn himself into a model officer, but unfortunately too many young men of his breed did not. The army was positively infested with well-connected teenagers from important families holding ranks they did not deserve. The absurd social farces of Versailles had long since drained the high nobility of their military spirit. The greatest nobles of the realm were now masters of theater rather than war. They were actors, not soldiers. But unfortunately for the army, the kings of France continued to appoint them colonels, generals, and marshals as if they were still the warrior knights who fought alongside Joan of Arc.


After the humiliations of the Seven Years’ War, it became obvious something must change. When King Louis XVI ascended to the throne in 1774, his new prime minister tasked a career soldier, the comte de Saint-Germain, with reforming the French military—ideally before they found themselves fighting another war. Saint-Germain was himself victim of an irrational and self-defeating system that promoted blood over merit. He considered himself a man of merit, experience, and talent unjustly passed over for promotion in favor of pompous buffoons who played at soldier while losing half the empire. His analysis of French society was scathing, and he denounced the “pernicious distinction between the nobility of the court, and that of the provinces… between the rich and the poor, in a way that one has everything without deserving anything and the other gets nothing no matter what they deserve.”17 Plenty of influential leaders appreciated Saint-Germain’s ideas, and he was invited to clean up the army. He went through the officer rolls hunting for places to cut, economize, and discharge.


High on Saint-Germain’s hit list were antiquated family regiments. In the days of medieval warfare, the kings of France relied on the ducs, comtes, and marquises of the realm to outfit their own regiments whenever the king declared war. But that was all in the past. Now they were breeding grounds for sloth, bloat, and unprofessional conduct. Most especially, Saint-Germain hunted for young officers from the best families who seemed to believe the army existed so they could put on a uniform and impress girls. Ironically, had Lafayette remained simply the marquis de Lafayette, a poor provincial noble working hard to make himself a dependable officer, he may have been saved. But now he was a Noailles, and a full captain at the age of eighteen—a rank secured only as a favor to his influential father-in-law. On paper, Lafayette was the personification of everything Saint-Germain hated. It was easy to strike Lafayette’s name from the active-duty roster. Though he did not know it, Lafayette’s career in the French army ended before it began. His entrance into the Noailles family was not the breath of life, but a kiss of death. On June 11, 1776, the king signed the order radically altering the officer corps of the French army. Lafayette found his name on the reserve list.


It was a cruel blow. Lafayette’s career path in the army evaporated. Glory, fame, and honor no longer lay ahead—not even garrison duty at Metz. No more drills or maneuvers. No more training and practice. No longer any hope of rising in the ranks and settling into an honorable career. At eighteen years old, the marquis de Lafayette saw his whole life flash before his eyes. He already burned his bridges at court. He had no head or heart for business. Expecting a public life of valor and accomplishment, he now faced an isolated existence of impotent obscurity. What on earth was he going to do?
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CHAPTER THREE


WHY NOT?


[July 1776–April 1777]


ON JULY 6, 1776, A MIDDLE-AGED CONNECTICUT LAWYER named Silas Deane arrived in Paris. He claimed he was a commercial agent representing merchants in British North America on a mission to increase trade with the indigenous tribes of the interior. But this was just a cover story. Really Deane was on a secret mission from the Second Continental Congress, the colonial assembly leading the rebellion against the British Crown and Parliament. Deane’s true purpose was soliciting aid from Britain’s most implacable foe, the Kingdom of France.


At first glance, an alliance between the colonial rebels and the Kingdom of France was ludicrous. Why on earth would French Catholic monarchists help a bunch of Anglo-Protestant republicans? Why would those Anglo-Protestant republicans even ask French Catholic monarchists for help? For 150 years, the principal enemy of the British colonists in America were the French. In fact, one of the major complaints of these rebellious subjects was the British Crown increasing the presence of the regular army in the colonies despite the neutralization of the French in 1763. The French had always been the enemy. But the time had come for enemies of enemies to become friends.


For the French, helping the American rebels held obvious allure. It presented an opportunity to avenge their defeat in the Seven Years’ War. True, the territorial loss of Canada could be exaggerated—Voltaire infamously dismissed Canada as “a few acres of snow.”1 It was also true the economic impact of the defeat could be exaggerated—France retained control over her Caribbean colonies, where enslaved Africans produced the sugar, coffee, and cotton generating the real wealth of the French colonial empire. But statecraft was not all hard economics: pride and prestige were important, too. Since the end of the last war, the French wallowed in national resentment. Any chance to knock the British down a peg was a chance worth taking. The public certainly seemed enthusiastic. When the rebellion in American broke out, the cause of les insurgents became all the rage in French society.


But there were risks. Lord Stormont, British ambassador to France and a seasoned diplomat, made it plain his government considered the conflict an internal affair. The consequences for a foreign power aiding the rebels would be dire. He was confident France would stay out of it, though. Despite the allure of humbling the British, the literal cost of getting involved appeared prohibitive. France’s national treasury faced growing budget deficits each year thanks to an archaic tax system exempting anyone who actually possessed real wealth. The French monarchy floundered in dysfunctional debt for most of the eighteenth century and things were only getting worse. It did not appear France’s dream of cleaving the British Empire in twain could survive the reality of her annual budget reports. King Louis XVI would be wise to focus on financial reform, not imperial war.


To fix the financial mess, the king’s elderly prime minister, the comte de Maurepas, brought in a highly skilled economist named Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot. Turgot’s modern theories about trade, commerce, and markets led him to express in French the same liberal economic philosophy expressed in English by his contemporary Adam Smith. Turgot embarked on a program of reform to aggressively cut expenses and increase revenue. It was a difficult task threatening entrenched interests—as was true for Saint-Germain’s military reforms. But if Turgot succeeded in overhauling how the Kingdom of France did business, he might set his country on a path to renewed glory.


Turgot’s project quickly ran into an unforeseen obstacle, further indicating France’s domestic problems would keep her out of expensive foreign entanglements. Just as the redcoats and minutemen traded gunfire at Lexington and Concord in the spring of 1775, France endured an acute grain shortage. Turgot’s deregulation of the grain trade happened to coincide with a terrible harvest. Limited supply and high demand drove prices up—a problem exacerbated by hoarders and speculators eager to exploit the crisis for personal gain. A wave of protests and riots swept across France as families found themselves unable to put food on the table. Later dubbed the Flour War, the unrest only subsided when the government canceled the deregulatory reforms and more bountiful harvests restored prices to normal. With the benefit of hindsight, the Flour War is seen as a precursor of the national crisis set to explode spectacularly a decade later. At the time, it apparently precluded the Kingdom of France from meddling in British colonial affairs while their own house was in such disorder. So it seemed.
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THERE WAS A small clique inside the French government undeterred by obstacles to backing the British colonists: people who continued to see the rebellion in America as the opportunity for France to avenge herself upon Britain. The leader of this clique was Charles Gravier, comte de Vergennes. A savvy old diplomat, Vergennes had recently been elevated to foreign minister by Louis XVI. Though not initially in the king’s inner circle of advisers, Vergennes was well on his way to forging an influential bond with the young king. This was a bond that would endure until the tragically mistimed death of Vergennes in 1787, right at the beginning of the great financial crisis that would hurl France into revolution, and that Vergennes helped create here in 1775.


Vergennes developed plans to covertly help the rebellious Americans even before the shooting began. He paid close attention to mounting tensions built up in the 1760s and early 1770s by the Stamp Act, the Navigation Acts, and the Intolerable Acts. His agents in England and America reported the British government was poisoning relations with their American colonists. Already listening attentively, Vergennes heard the shot heard round the world loud and clear in April 1775. He is, in fact, the principal reason the Battle of Lexington and Concord became a shot heard round the world, rather than fading away into the historical silence of so many skirmishes in long forgotten local uprisings.


Without official approval, Vergennes sent an emissary to America in December 1775 to open a back channel with the rebel congress. While Lafayette became a father and read Abbé Raynal, Vergennes’s emissary met a secret committee of American rebels led by the most famous American in the world, Benjamin Franklin. Silas Deane’s arrival in Paris the following summer was a direct result of the vague understanding the two sides reached the previous winter. The French could not, as of yet, do anything in the open. Certainly, they could not join the fight. But there were plausibly deniable ways to help. 


Vergennes’s principal agent in this exercise in plausible deniability was Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais, an adventurous polymath who was, at different stages in his life, an inventor, a musician, a watchmaker, a philanthropist, and a playwright. The last occupation earned him international fame as the author of deliciously subversive plays like The Barber of Seville and The Marriage of Figaro. But Beaumarchais was also, from time to time, a paid agent of the Crown. He entered government service after an unfavorable legal judgment stripped him of certain civil rights. To win back favor, Beaumarchais offered to perform delicate tasks for the government, beginning his shadow career as a secret agent and a spy. He was among those voices in London in the 1760s and 1770s eagerly reporting the latest bad news for Britain. Now Vergennes added another job to Beaumarchais’s eclectic resume: arms dealer.


Silas Deane’s official instructions from the Second Continental Congress were limited to seeking four qualified French military engineers along with “clothing and arms for twenty-five thousand men with a suitable quantity of ammunition, and one hundred field pieces.”2 Congress could not pay for these materials, and all Deane could offer was the vague observation that if the colonies broke away from Britain, their economy would, by necessity, orient toward France. But this was enough. Vergennes was more interested in international realpolitik than international trade. Beaumarchais was more interested in a fat commission than who was going to pay for it. To facilitate the transfer of French military surplus to the colonists, Beaumarchais established an allegedly Spanish trading company called Roderigue Hortalez et Cie and got to work shipping arms and supplies across the Atlantic.


The initial pipeline now opened, Vergennes and Beaumarchais led Silas Deane toward increasingly grandiose plans. Why stop at four engineers and a single ship’s worth of supplies? Why not think bigger? In his defense, Deane worked blind for most of 1776. Thanks to the Royal Navy, he was entirely cut off from the Congress he served. Though the Declaration of Independence was proclaimed before Deane even arrived in Paris, the rumor of its existence was not officially confirmed until November. Working without guidance or instructions, Deane allowed his projects to balloon in size and scope. Beaumarchais financed millions of dollars’ worth of artillery, gunpowder, uniforms, boots, bayonets, mortars, balls, tents, and muskets, ultimately resulting in ten fully loaded ships departing for America by the spring of 1777. To pay for it, Deane promised nearly twice the real cost of these supplies in colonial produce like tobacco. Beaumarchais eagerly agreed to the deal. One way or the other, he would make out like a bandit.
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THE BRITISH EVACUATION of Boston in the spring of 1776 raised high hopes for a quick and decisive victory. But this was the last good news from across the Atlantic. The British spent the rest of the year chasing George Washington and his Continental Army out of New York. These ignominious retreats led some in France to draw the conclusion it was necessary for professional European officers to lead the amateur Americans. Vergennes and Beaumarchais agreed with this assessment and encouraged Silas Deane to sign up experienced French officers for service in the Continental Army. The marquis de Lafayette was not the only young officer recently reformed out of the army, so Deane could draw from a deep well of potential recruits. Both because he thought it was a good idea, and because Vergennes hinted it was necessary to keep the supply ships sailing, Deane exceeded his original mandate and began commissioning officers.


When word got out Silas Deane was the head recruiter of the Continental Army, officers flocked to his doorstep. By November 1776, Deane was tearing his hair out, and griped of being “well-nigh harassed to death” by every reformed officer in France.3 These officers came brandishing inflated résumés and even more inflated demands. It was thus something of a relief when a German officer in the French service showed up one day speaking excellent English and offering to help Deane separate the wheat from the chaff. This is how Baron Johan de Kalb joined the American cause.


De Kalb was born a middle-class commoner in a tiny German principality in the orbit of the great Kingdom of Prussia. His lack of nobility precluded advancement in the Prussian army, so de Kalb took a novel path to satisfying his military ambition. Fluent in French, he crossed the Rhine in 1743 and presented himself to the French army, falsely claiming he was actually the noble “Baron de Kalb.” After securing a commission thanks to phony credentials, de Kalb invited his superiors to not ask too many questions by displaying an impressive talent for soldiering. Rising to the rank of lieutenant colonel, he served with distinction in both the War of the Austrian Succession and the Seven Years’ War.


De Kalb provided welcome relief for the beleaguered Silas Deane. Having himself traveled to America in 1768, de Kalb offered to act as a well-informed collaborator—to help pick and choose who should get a commission and who should be rejected. He also told Deane that French captains demanding to be colonels, and French colonels demanding to be generals, was perfectly reasonable—it was necessary to offer inducements to entice good officers to “quit their native country and friends to hazard life and all in a cause which is not their own.”4 Taking the hint, Deane signed Lieutenant Colonel de Kalb to a commission as a major general in the Continental Army. With de Kalb’s helpful guidance, Deane offered sixteen more men commissions in the Continental Army—not one of which Deane was actually authorized to offer.


But de Kalb was not all he seemed. During his years in the French service he attached himself to Charles-François de Broglie, Lafayette’s old commander in Metz. After the Seven Years’ War, de Kalb followed Broglie into the king’s secret service. His voyage to America, in reality, was a clandestine intelligence mission to report on conditions in the British colonies. Like Vergennes, Broglie was hardwired to look for ways to aggrandize France and undermine Britain. He was also hardwired to look for ways to aggrandize himself.


At some point in 1776, Broglie dreamed up a wildly implausible scheme: to replace George Washington as commander in chief of the Continental Army. Agreeing with the assessment that the backwoods rebels suffered from a want of real officers, Broglie imagined himself sailing to their rescue and becoming Stadtholder of America. He modeled this dream on the role played by the Prince of Orange in the Dutch United Provinces: a political sovereign and military commander in chief who presided over an oligarchy of powerful merchants. Had Broglie been in full possession of the facts, he would have realized this dream was ludicrous fantasy. The Anglo Protestants in America were never going to accept a French Catholic sovereign. Nor were the senior officers of the Continental Army going to replace Washington with some arrogant and condescending European interloper. But Broglie was not in full possession of the facts. All he saw was a ragtag insurgency that caught the British flat-footed in 1775, and now stood on the brink of defeat because they lacked a real leader. So he hatched a plan historians are pleased to call the “Broglie Intrigue.”


Broglie sent de Kalb to Silas Deane to advance this project. As de Kalb steered Deane toward men loyal to Broglie, he observed the Continentals might do better if they added not just officers of middling rank, but a real European commander in chief. Like, for example, Charles-François de Broglie. Deane was removed enough from the political and emotional realities back home that he allowed himself to get swept up in this idea. He wrote excitedly to Congress, “I submit one thought to you: Whether if you could engage a great general of the highest character in Europe, such, for instance… Marshal Broglio [sic], or others of equal rank to take the lead of your armies, whether such a step would not be politic, as it would give a character and credit to your military and strike perhaps greater panic in our enemies.”5 When Deane’s letters finally reached America, his colleagues were aghast at the alarming leaps made by their man in Paris. But back in France in late 1776, it seemed like it might be the last best chance of winning the war. 
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WHEN LAFAYETTE AND his two best friends, Noailles and Ségur, learned a recently arrived merchant from Connecticut was actually head of recruitment for the insurgent army in America, they hatched their own ludicrous plan. They would go fight for the Americans. With Lafayette reformed out of the army, and little promise of action in Europe anyway, the thought of a glorious campaign fighting for freedom was catnip to his stifled ambitions. Even better, he would get to fight their ancient enemy. Ségur later said the three friends resolved to go fight from a “desire to right the wrongs of the last war, to fight the English, to fly to the aid of the Americans.”6


Achieving their goal would be a delicate matter. The three boys were inner-circle members of the French nobility. The British might deem their participation an act of war. Lafayette first approached Broglie for advice, knowing only the older general was sympathetic to the American cause. Lafayette knew nothing of Broglie’s already unfolding plan to make himself Stadtholder of America. Broglie made a careful show of resisting Lafayette’s enthusiasm. Reminding Lafayette he was at the Battle of Minden, Broglie initially refused to help Lafayette connect with Deane, saying, “I don’t want to contribute to the ruin of the only remaining branch of the family.”7 But this was the calculated deterrence of an old Zen master testing a potential student. If Lafayette was serious, he would push through the resistance. If he was not, it was best to find out now before the boy disrupted Broglie’s own plans.


Still being minors, Noailles and Ségur both believed they needed permission from their parents. Though Lafayette was technically the head of his own family, he too was a legal minor and unable to simply do whatever he wanted. They all expected their parents to look askance at this far-fetched idea, and Lafayette’s own fraught relations with the duc d’Ayen led him to later recall, “Circumstances… had taught me to expect from my family only obstacles to the attainment of my goal.”8 Lafayette’s suspicions were confirmed when he and Noailles put the idea to their father-in-law. D’Ayen was surprisingly sympathetic—at least to Noailles’s eager wishes. To Lafayette he said, “This sort of thing is all very well for the vicomte de Noailles, who is strong, energetic, and sufficiently determined to undertake anything, but what on earth would you find to do over there?”9 D’Ayen agreed to sound out the government on behalf of Noailles, but not Lafayette. He was well past risking his reputation on the disappointing husband of his second daughter.


This rebuff only hardened Lafayette’s resolve. He felt trapped. His life, career, and future all hinged on the support of d’Ayen, and d’Ayen now withheld that support. So Lafayette went back to Broglie. Now convinced the rich young marquis was a potential asset, Broglie switched tactics entirely. Instead of putting Lafayette off, he sympathized with the stymied young man dying under the oppressive shadow of his father-in-law. “Good!” Broglie said. “Get even! Be the first to go to America. I will take care of it.”10 


At Broglie’s order, de Kalb met with Lafayette and opened negotiations with Silas Deane. Unlike most of the officers beating a path to Deane’s door, Lafayette was a fabulously wealthy young man, so he required no great salary. But he would need a high rank to turn heads and quiet objections, so Lafayette insisted on a commission as a major general. What he lacked in experience, he made up with the publicity his participation would generate. Lafayette hinted to de Kalb permission from the Noailles family hinged on being appointed major general. De Kalb hinted to Deane future support from the French government hinged on Lafayette becoming a major general. So, after some hesitation, Deane agreed to make Lafayette a major general.


On December 7, 1776, Baron de Kalb escorted the marquis de Lafayette to a meeting with Silas Deane. Deane presented Lafayette a commission specifically highlighting “his high birth, his alliances, the great dignities which his family hold at court, his considerable estates in this realm” as the main reason for this extraordinary appointment of an untested teenager to the rank of major general.11 Lafayette explicitly clarified, “I offer myself… to serve the United States with all possible zeal, without any pension or particular allowance.”12 After reading the contract over one last time, the two men signed the paperwork. And that is how the marquis de Lafayette joined the American Revolution.
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THE SAME DAY Lafayette signed up for the Continental Army, Prime Minister Maurepas refused permission for vicomte de Noailles to join the Americans. The scion of one of the most important families in France fighting alongside rebellious British colonists? It was out of the question. It would be an act of war. Lord Stormont already groused about secret French support and was only kept at bay by Vergennes’s steady stream of erudite lies. Maurepas did not want to risk a diplomatic incident. Or a war.


Stormont was actually better informed than Maurepas about French support for the colonists. As he sat through Vergennes’s steady stream of erudite lies, he knew he was listening to lies. Stormont knew everything because Silas Deane’s personal secretary, a thirty-one-year-old physician and natural scientist named Edward Bancroft, was a British spy. Trusted with the most sensitive paperwork, Bancroft used invisible ink to compose weekly letters for his British handlers and planted them in a certain tree in the Tuileries Garden. Stormont did not want to expose this valuable mole at the very heart of rebel plotting and never failed to listen with apparent credulousness as Vergennes lied his head off for hours on end.


The duc d’Ayen raising the subject of his son-in-law fighting in America was a gift to Stormont. The request became public knowledge, giving Stormont the excuse he needed to demand his French counterparts curb all meddling in internal British affairs. To satisfy the British, Maurepas issued a decree forbidding French officers to join the Continental Army. Port authorities would inspect passenger manifests of departing ships to seal off the leaks. Three ships arranged by Beaumarchais were already loaded in Le Havre when the order came down. One sailed away before the authorities got their act together, but two more were held in port, much to the frustration of de Kalb and the other officers loyal to Broglie scheduled to sail on those ships.


It was here Lafayette rendered his first real service to the American cause. Either at his own initiative, or at Broglie’s manipulative suggestion, Lafayette salvaged the expedition by offering to purchase a new ship with his own money. Eager to demonstrate his commitment in such a material way, Lafayette said to Deane, “Before this you have only seen my enthusiasm; perhaps it will now become useful: I shall buy a ship to transport your officers. Be confident. I want to share your fortune in this time of danger.”13 Broglie dispatched an agent to Bordeaux to purchase a ship before Lafayette changed his mind. They soon found a suitable vessel, made the sale, and rechristened the ship La Victoire.


It was likely here in these winter days of late 1776 the restlessly defiant Lafayette changed the motto on his family coat of arms. For centuries the family was guided by the stolid and workmanlike vis sat costa fatum—“determination is enough to overcome adversity.” Lafayette now altered it to the more whimsically adventurous cur non: “why not?”14
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THERE IS A great deal of historical speculation about the breadth and depth of Lafayette’s clandestine deceptions. He later claimed, “The secrecy of those negotiations and of my preparations was truly miraculous. Family, friends, ministers, French spies, English spies, all were blind to them.”15 It’s not clear how much of this is true. Both the French and British governments monitored Deane like a hawk. Lafayette let de Kalb believe his family tacitly consented to everything, but probably told the Noailles family nothing. It remains a mystery what, if anything, he said to Adrienne. If she was a secret confidante and knew his plan to disappear on a grand adventure for the sake of his pride, position, and future status, so much the better. But far more likely, he concealed everything from his wife, now pregnant with a second child and holding their baby daughter in her arms.


Either to curtail Lafayette’s plans, or console him for Maurepas’s apparent final word that adventure in America was out of the question, the Noailles family sent Lafayette on a short vacation abroad in February 1777. Ironically, they sent him into the belly of the beast he set his heart on slaying: London. While in London, Lafayette stayed at the home of the French ambassador to the Court of St. James, who just so happened to be Lafayette’s uncle-in-law. His traveling companion was the prince de Poix, the vicomte de Noailles’s older brother and himself something of an irrepressible rake. The boys planned to have a fine time.


The two young French nobles drank, danced, and chatted their way through London society. Now directly connected to the British colonial question, Lafayette quickly fell in with the opposition elements of London society who criticized their government’s antagonistic policy in America. He also happened to run into General Henry Clinton at the opera, neither suspecting they would soon face each other on opposite sides of a war. Lafayette also heard the first piece of good news from America for quite some time. After a year of retreats, the Continentals finally scored a victory with a daring Christmas raid on Trenton, New Jersey. Lafayette said that, while in London, he openly cheered the cause of the colonial rebels. He was also presented to King George III, and said later, “At nineteen, one may take too much pleasure in mocking the tyrant whom he is about to fight.”16 Lafayette delighted in the hidden knowledge that within a matter of days he would skip town to go pry North America from the king’s clutches.


Every day Lafayette awaited word La Victoire was ready to sail. Knowing it was coming, he composed letters to Adrienne and the duc d’Ayen explaining what he was about to do. To d’Ayen he wrote, “You will be astonished dear papa by what I am about to tell you…”17 And indeed d’Ayen was astonished by what he read: Lafayette was not coming back—he had accepted a commission in the Continental Army, purchased a ship, and would soon set sail for America. When the news finally arrived in London La Victoire was ready and waiting at the French port of Bordeaux, Lafayette did not linger. He departed England without telling anyone, skipping out on a ball meant to be held in his honor. For the next few weeks, Lafayette’s unknown whereabouts and intentions caused frustration, embarrassment, anger, elation, laughter, toasts, and denunciations in both England and France.


As he departed, Lafayette wrote joyfully to one of Deane’s secretaries that in one month’s time, “I hope to be able to take to your country the zeal that animates me for their happiness, their glory, and their liberty.”18 One suspects Lafayette was also talking about his own happiness, glory, and liberty.
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BEFORE STRIKING OUT for Bordeaux, Lafayette first traveled to Paris undercover. He holed up with de Kalb at an apartment on the outskirts of the city and did not make contact with his family. He did, however, find time to drop in on Ségur and probably receive a clandestine visit from vicomte de Noailles. This afforded him the pleasure of watching his amazed friends burst with jealousy. “One morning, at seven o’clock,” Ségur recalled, “he suddenly entered my room, closed the door tightly, and, sitting down near my bed, said to me: ‘I am leaving for America’… I did not need to express to my friend the sorrow I had at not being able to accompany him.”19 Lafayette told de Kalb he avoided the Hôtel Noailles to avoid any final emotional entanglements with Adrienne. But the truth was, nobody in the family yet knew what he was about to do. On March 16, the pair departed for Bordeaux, where La Victoire and the other officers commissioned by Deane awaited.


According to de Kalb, Lafayette did not reveal his family knew nothing of his plans until they reached Bordeaux. De Kalb was stunned at this confession, and dashed off a letter to Deane saying Lafayette “surprised me when he first confessed it to me on his arrival here… for we were both confident that all was done in the matter by the advice and consent of his nearest relations.”20 Lafayette himself drafted a letter asserting he was the unmanipulated author of his own actions. It is impossible to gauge precisely how much in these letters was cover story and how much was genuine. Everyone connected to Vergennes, Deane, Beaumarchais, and Broglie spoke out of both sides of their mouth, with fingers crossed just to be safe. But in the flurry of letters generated by Lafayette’s departure they all hammered the same note: Lafayette did everything of his own free will.


Just as Lafayette hoped, his departure caused a minor sensation. Secrets were impossible to keep at court, and the chattering gossip now revolved entirely around Lafayette’s escape attempt. Lord Stormont angrily confronted Vergennes about Lafayette’s insulting behavior in London—applauding rebellious colonists, then running off to join them. The British ambassador raged it was impossible to believe the duplicitous Vergennes was not the mastermind of the mission to send Lafayette to America. But, in truth, it is unlikely Vergennes orchestrated the plot. He did not believe France was ready to openly fight Britain, and now fretted Lafayette’s reckless haste would ruin everything. Prime Minister Maurepas, meanwhile, groaned under the weight of this unwelcome baggage. He had been assured this was all settled. Now he found himself engulfed in an international imbroglio he wanted no part of.


Meanwhile, the Hôtel Noailles filled with anger and grief in equal measure. Adrienne cried while her mother and sisters consoled her. D’Ayen stormed through the halls, corridors, and salons of Paris and Versailles. His anger turned toward Broglie and Deane, the pied pipers of his son-in-law’s demented behavior. Both men raced to disassociate themselves from Lafayette’s impetuous shenanigans, swearing they believed the Noailles family consented to everything. Why else would they have gone ahead with it? Broglie swore it was a misunderstanding. Silas Deane agreed to forward letters from the family to de Kalb demanding the boy return.


Having kicked up all this dust, Lafayette wrote one of Deane’s secretaries. “Do not worry,” he said, “once I am victorious everyone will applaud my enterprise.”21 This is exactly the kind of thing one says to rationalize leaping off a particularly dangerous cliff right before drowning in the waters below. But in Lafayette’s case, thanks to a mix of design, luck, courage, resilience—and what he would come to call “my good star”—events would, improbably, prove him right.
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BUT THERE WAS still one final comedic act to play out in Lafayette’s journey from clumsy adolescence to heroic maturity. Under diplomatic pressure from the British and the personal demands of the duc d’Ayen, King Louis XVI signed another proclamation forbidding French officers from serving in the Continental Army, singling out “notably Monsieur le marquis de La Fayette.”22 It was also strongly implied the king signed a lettre de cachet for Lafayette. The lettre de cachet was an infamous tool in the kit of royal absolutism allowing arbitrary detention of subjects who displeased the Crown. The lettre de cachet was a symbol of royal despotism later targeted for extinction by the French Revolution. But in practice, they were issued almost exclusively at the behest of noble families seeking to rein in embarrassing black sheep. Lafayette’s own case fit squarely in this tradition, though there is no evidence such a letter was actually drafted. The threat was supposed to have been enough to alert him of the severity of the Crown’s displeasure. It was further decided the duc d’Ayen and his sister, comtesse de Tessé, would take Lafayette on a six-month vacation to Italy. There, they could keep him under continuous watch until his spirit was properly broken. Lafayette was ordered to proceed directly to Marseilles to meet them.


If Lafayette did everything on the assumption his family would not resist a fait accompli, he found his bluff called. Rather than acceptance and best wishes, he faced thorough disapproval and a sentence of exile supervised by a terminally disappointed father-in-law. As he wrestled over what to do, La Victoire temporarily sailed from Bordeaux to a small Spanish port just over the border to escape the jurisdictional authority of French officials. After weighing anchor, Lafayette decided to return alone to Bordeaux to manage the situation. When the boy left, de Kalb did not expect to see him again. Though fond of Lafayette, his foolhardy deceptions frustrated de Kalb and risked the greater plan of putting Broglie in charge of the American army. But de Kalb would soon learn he was not playing a bit part in the story of Broglie, stadtholder of America, but a bit part in the story of Lafayette, Hero of Two Worlds. 


La Victoire likely would have sailed away and left Lafayette to his miserable fate if not for one crucial detail: Lafayette owned the ship. So the officers and crew waited to see how things played out. Lafayette nearly gave up and went to Marseilles, but outside Bordeaux he was intercepted by the vicomte de Mauroy, who, like de Kalb, was one of Broglie’s most trusted agents. Despite Broglie’s protestations of wide-eyed innocence, he dispatched Mauroy to persuade Lafayette to get on La Victoire and sail away. This, Broglie calculated, was the only way his own plans stood any chance of success. And having very publicly disavowed Lafayette’s actions, he would not suffer if the boy left of his own youthful impetuosity.


Mauroy came bearing a very different story for the vacillating young marquis. He said the duc d’Ayen was furious, but everyone else delighted in Lafayette’s behavior. There was no real lettre de cachet, the threat was just for show. The king and his ministers secretly supported him. Most importantly, the chattering classes of Paris and Versailles cheered his name. He was told the ladies admired his daring and the men were jealous he was about to go serve a glorious cause. Lafayette believed all of this, and to be fair, it was only partly fabricated. The government did not, in fact, want him to leave, but society was impressed. They never knew he had it in him. Lafayette wrote again to Deane’s secretary, “On the whole this affair has produced all the éclat I desired and now that everyone’s eyes are on us, I shall try to be worthy of that celebrity.”23 He turned around again and headed back to La Victoire.


De Kalb also did not know Lafayette had it in him. Instead of meekly submitting to six months of verbal tongue-lashings from his father-in-law, Lafayette returned and said he was ready to set sail. He drafted a final letter to Adrienne. “My heart is broken,” he said. “Tomorrow is the moment of cruel departure.”24 Adrienne herself was, at that moment, being consoled by her mother, who soothed her by saying Lafayette’s bold stab at independent glory to avoid life as a disappointing nonentity was a good thing. Adrienne should take pride in her husband for showing such spirit. Adrienne would adopt this attitude later in life. At the time, one imagines, she was not so confident everything would work out for the best. 


On April 20, 1777, La Victoire set sail for America. Against enormous obstacles, Lafayette achieved what his friends Noailles and Ségur had long since concluded was fantasy. Even though Lafayette changed his family motto from “determination is enough to overcome any obstacle” the old family motto continued to serve him well. Throughout Lafayette’s life, determination, far more than cunning, guile, or raw intelligence, was his greatest strength. But as he struck out toward a new world, on a new adventure, as a new man, he was guided by a new motto: Why Not?
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CHAPTER FOUR


BRILLIANT MADNESS


[1777]


LAFAYETTE HAD NEVER SAILED IN A SHIP ON OPEN WATERS. IT turned out to be his worst nightmare. He was trapped in confined quarters with no possibility of escape, powerless over a vast ocean that could swallow him whole whenever it wished. But beyond the existential dread, he also suffered from terrible seasickness. During his first week on La Victoire, Lafayette departed his bunk only long enough to vomit.


Even after physically adjusting to life on board the ship, Lafayette still suffered mentally. He discovered more than anything else life at sea was tedious and boring. To pass the time he wrote to Adrienne, “One day follows another here, and, what is worse, they are all alike. Always the sea, always the water, and again the next day the same things.”1 A long stretch of calm winds only prolonged Lafayette’s misery. “Since my last letter,” he wrote, “I have been in that most tedious of regions; the sea is so dismal, and I believe we sadden each other, she and I.”2


To pass the monotonous weeks of close confinement, Lafayette spent his time reading military manuals and books in English. His only military experience was two summers of maneuvers in Metz. He knew he needed to learn more to succeed in America. But his study of English was even more important to his success. The vast majority of French officers presenting themselves to Congress spoke only French. As French was the language of civilized peoples, they assumed this would not be an issue—much to the consternation of the English-speaking Americans. Lafayette, on the other hand, resolved to learn the language of the people one hoped to serve. If his wealth and title opened the door to America, Lafayette’s earnest commitment to speaking English made him truly welcome. 


Lafayette also became acquainted with his fellow passengers, especially vicomte de Mauroy, the one who convinced him the people of France were behind him. After fifteen years in the French army, Mauroy rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel, but then, like Lafayette, found himself abruptly reformed out of the service by Saint-Germain. His principal object in joining the expedition was clearing a path back to the French army by performing valorous service in America. Mauroy shared none of Lafayette’s boundless enthusiasm for the Americans or “the cause of liberty,” which the cynical veteran thought comically misguided. Mauroy took a shine to Lafayette, though, and so from a place of benevolent interest braced the boy for disappointment.


One day at sea, Lafayette said to Mauroy, “Don’t you believe that the people are united by the love of virtue and liberty?” Mauroy replied the Americans were not some novel species, they were simply transplanted Europeans “who brought to a savage land the views and prejudices of their respective homelands.” He proceeded to give Lafayette a brief moral history of European colonization: “Fanaticism, the insatiable desire to get rich, and misery—those are, unfortunately, the three sources from which flow that nearly uninterrupted stream of immigrants who, sword in hand, go to cut down, under an alien sky, forests more ancient than the world, watering a still virgin land with the blood of its savage inhabitants, and fertilizing with thousands of scattered cadavers the fields they conquered through crime.”3 This, Mauroy informed Lafayette, was the reality of the “new world” toward which they sailed.


Having departed Europe in April, La Victoire was still at sea in June. Uncooperative winds extended the long voyage, as did the decision to avoid Caribbean ports where arrest warrants might be waiting and head straight for Charleston, South Carolina. Eventually, the passengers saw birds—the unmistakable harbinger of land. As they approached civilization, their first encounter with another ship reminded them of their perilous situation: they were a pack of foreign soldiers of fortune attempting to insert themselves in the middle of a civil war. As the unidentified ship approached, the air was fraught with tension. What if it was British? But the ship turned out to American. But though they posed no threat, they bore a serious warning: two Royal Navy frigates blockaded Charleston harbor. A direct approach on the city was impossible. So La Victoire found an anchorage fifty miles north, off the coast of North Island. Lafayette, de Kalb, and a few others rowed ashore. On June 13, 1777, they set foot on dry land after fifty-four days at sea.
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LAFAYETTE’S ARRIVAL IN this land of freedom and liberty could not have been richer with ironic hypocrisy. The first people he encountered were a small group of enslaved Africans crewing an oyster boat. In his youth, haste, and idealistic fantasizing, Lafayette did not yet register the insurmountable contradiction of American liberty and African slavery. As a nineteen-year-old French aristocrat with a head full of adventurous excitement, Lafayette recognized these African oystermen as merely servants of a master, not property of an owner. And servants were common everywhere. Lafayette would not remain in this blinkered state forever, but for now he remained blind to what he saw. The oystermen agreed to take the Frenchmen to their master—their owner—Major Isaac Huger, an officer in the South Carolina militia and operator of a lucrative rice plantation.


They did not arrive at Major Huger’s house until midnight, and after a few tense minutes of interrogation to discern whether the strangers were dangerous, Major Huger invited them in to eat, drink, and sleep. Lafayette spent his first night in America on a slave plantation. The next morning, Huger arranged for a local pilot to navigate La Victoire to a safe harbor, but suggested Lafayette and his companions walk overland to Charleston. Warned that escaped slaves lived in secret settlements and survived by stealing from their former masters, the party of French officers loaded themselves with guns and ammunition rather than a change of clothes. Then they departed for Charleston.


After three days and two nights tromping southwest through blazing coastal sands, they finally made it back to civilization. One of Lafayette’s companions said they arrived “looking very much like beggars and brigands.”4 They were greeted as such. De Kalb attempted to explain they were French officers come to serve in the Continental Army. The residents of Charleston scoffed. The city was full of French mercenaries spinning such tails, claiming impeccable credentials and legendary feats of strength, almost all of them liars and charlatans. Most of these adventurers were inferior officers who migrated up from colonial garrisons in Martinique, Guadeloupe, or Saint-Domingue. While it was true they carried letters of recommendation from their superiors, those superiors happily sung the praises of the most disreputable, drunken, and unreliable men in their units—eager, as they were, to be rid of them. These shiftless French officers laughed when Lafayette claimed he was a marquis. They heard that story a thousand times before.


The jeers ceased the next morning. A sharp wind blew the two Royal Navy frigates out to sea, leaving an opening through which La Victoire entered Charleston harbor. It turned out the bedraggled strangers told the truth. One of Lafayette’s companions said the arrival of the ship caused “a complete reversal of opinion about us… we now received the warmest welcome possible, and the French officers, who had been the first to jeer at us, came in crowds to fawn upon the marquis de Lafayette and try to join his party.”5 Lafayette’s group spent the next eight days in Charleston, dining and drinking with the best of local society. He toured the famous fortification that defended the city so admirably during a failed British siege the previous summer—one of the rare military triumphs in an otherwise dismal year of retreat and defeat. After this inspection, Lafayette grandly pledged enough cash to outfit a hundred men, a display of spontaneous generosity reported in newspapers as far away as Boston, who noted with interest the arrival of this rich and generous French marquis.


Lafayette and de Kalb believed they were going to sell both the cargo and La Victoire to earn the money they needed to live in America. But young Lafayette signed his purchase agreement without reading or understanding the fine print. He did not know the proceeds from the sale of La Victoire’s cargo were earmarked to repay the debt he contracted to buy the ship in the first place. Nor did he know La Victoire was required to load herself with American cargo and return to Bordeaux. Lafayette was forced to take out a high-interest loan to pay his expenses—cosigned by de Kalb since Lafayette was still a minor. They used the money from this loan to outfit themselves with supplies, clothes, horses, and carriages for the nearly seven-hundred-mile trip to Philadelphia. Lafayette envisioned a comfortable ride in a fine carriage through an American Arcadia. This would soon prove to be a pipe dream.


A few days after depositing his passengers, the captain of La Victoire commenced the return voyage to France. But as the ship sailed out of Charleston harbor, she struck a sand bar and sank. Having performed her one historical service of delivering the marquis de Lafayette safely to America, La Victoire was swallowed by the sea and never seen again. 
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TO REACH PHILADELPHIA, the former passengers of La Victoire split into three groups. Lafayette and de Kalb led one group, vicomte de Mauroy led another, while a third elected to make the trip by sea. Though the nautical approach was more dangerous, it was certainly more comfortable. As it turned out, the carriages Lafayette purchased were unsuited for cross-country travel. Four days into the trip, the axles broke. Lafayette and his companions abandoned the carriages, along with the supplies they hauled—most of which were subsequently stolen. But the horses they now rode were also unsuited for such a long trip. One by one, they pulled up lame or collapsed from exhaustion. The party was forced to detour and purchase new ones.


Lafayette kept up a continuous letter-writing regimen during the trip, asking in every coastal town whether ships were leaving for France. Still guided by irrepressible enthusiasm, Lafayette remained upbeat and bore his trials with good humor. “You know that I departed most handsomely in a carriage,” he wrote Adrienne, “we are all now on horseback after having broken the carriages… I expect to write you in a few days that we have arrived on foot.”6 Lafayette described America as a glorious land full of magnificent people. Wherever Lafayette looked he saw egalitarian republicans of simple homespun virtue. The Americans, he said, were defined by “a simplicity of manners, a desire to please, a love of country and liberty, and an easy equality prevails everywhere here.”7 In one letter, Lafayette marveled, “The richest man and poorest are on the same level,” because “every individual has an adequate amount of property.” In the original paper manuscript of this letter, someone later crossed out young Lafayette’s observation Americans were equal because everyone owned “a considerable number of negroes.”8 This embarrassing remark did not fit with the beliefs of an older and wiser Lafayette, so someone crossed out the line when the family posthumously published his correspondence.


His companions were less thrilled by what they found in America. Where Lafayette saw simple goodness, they saw only backward simpletons. They felt acutely self-conscious of the deep anti-French, anti-Catholic sentiment of these Anglo settlers and detected latent hostility in people they encountered. Pierre du Rousseau de Fayolle, a member of Lafayette’s party who later wrote a journal of his experiences, observed, “One thing is certain, we have not been flattered with attentions… I do not know whether the future will be better for us, but things are not at all as they were described to us in France.”9 But, then again, none of them were a young, rich marquis speaking delightfully broken English with rapturous delight.


Neither Lafayette, in his enchantment, nor his companions, in their misanthropy, told untruths. Their observations and experiences reflected their own perceptions, beliefs, and projections. But one thing was painfully clear to all of them: the war was going badly. Rousseau de Fayolle said, “The people are not united in a common cause, and I do not think they will ever do anything spectacular.”10 As they trudged wearily toward Philadelphia they learned the British captured Fort Ticonderoga, sentinel of the northern border with Canada. If they did not hurry, the war might be over before they even had a chance to fight.
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ON JULY 27, 1777, Lafayette’s party arrived in Philadelphia, thirty-two days after leaving Charleston; forty days after landing in America; ninety-four after departing Europe; and more than one hundred fifty days since Lafayette bid adieu to his family and left Paris for London. They said goodbye under the assumption he would return within a matter of weeks. Now, many months later, the time had finally come to justify the consternation, pain, disappointment, anger, and doubt he caused in the meantime. But Lafayette’s reception in Philadelphia became an even greater farce than his reception in Charleston.


The Frenchmen arrived on a Sunday, so the Second Continental Congress was not in session. They first approached the residence of Mr. John Hancock, Boston merchant, ardent patriot, and current president of the Congress. But rather than greeting the officers with open arms and praises to God for arrival of saviors from France, Hancock informed them brusquely foreign officers were not his responsibility. Hancock told them to go see Robert Morris, the Philadelphia financier, banker, and speculator who sat on the foreign affairs committee under whose direction Silas Deane allegedly operated.


Not suspecting anything was wrong, the French officers walked over to Morris’s house. Morris was no more accommodating than Hancock. He told them to return the next day to the Pennsylvania State House where their claims would be heard and addressed. Put off and put out, but not yet realizing the scope of congressional hostility, Lafayette, de Kalb, and their companions found lodgings for the night.


The next morning, Lafayette and thirteen other officers arrived at the State House, clutching commissions from Deane. All they needed was Congress’s stamp of approval and directions to the nearest battlefield. But no one met them. So they waited. And waited. Eventually, Morris arrived alongside James Lovell, a stern New England schoolmaster fluent in French. Hardly even pausing to stop, Morris indicated the Frenchmen were Lovell’s responsibility. Thoroughly confused, they introduced themselves, but Lovell cut them off and launched into an irritated diatribe denouncing Silas Deane for overstepping his authority. Lovell said Congress sent Deane to get four engineers, and instead he sent every French scoundrel with delusions of grandeur he could find—each more pompous, useless, and offensive than the last. Luckily, Lovell went on, Benjamin Franklin secured the needed engineers, who arrived back in April. As no further foreign officers were needed at this time, Lovell said goodbye and walked away. One of Lafayette’s shocked companions later said Lovell “left us after calling us adventurers.” But in quintessentially French fashion, the officer noted Lovell did so “in very good French.”11


There was nothing they could do but return to their temporary lodgings in baffled confusion. Only later did they discover how much they did not know. First, Deane really had exceeded the bounds of his authority when signing their commissions. Then they learned more about the various French officers who preceded them. These lone mercenaries wore out their welcome, demanding rank and pay well above their station, and treating the colonials like inferior dullards. George Washington was among those sick to death of the influx of French officers. “I have often mentioned to you the distress I am in,” Washington wrote John Hancock, “laid under by the application of French officers for commissions in our service… this evil, if I may call it so, is a growing one… they are coming in swarms from old France and the [Caribbean].”12 In another letter to Hancock he pleaded, “You cannot conceive what a weight these kind of people are upon the service, and upon me in particular, few of them have any knowledge of the branches which they profess to understand, and those that have, are entirely useless as officers from their ignorance of the English language.”13 He further begged Major General Horatio Gates, “I shall be much obliged for you to stop the shoals of Frenchmen who are coming.”14 In the summer of 1777, he drafted his latest scathing opinion of French officers: “I have found by experience, that however modest they may seem to be at first, by proposing to serve as volunteers, they very soon extend their view and become importunate for offices they have no right to look for.”15 He wrote this last remark just days before the marquis de Lafayette arrived in Philadelphia.


As a result of all this, Congress created a new committee to handle applications from foreign officers. They named James Lovell chair of the committee because he was hostile to Silas Deane specifically, and the French generally. It seems Lovell believed his job was to use his very good French to tell arrogant European impostors to get lost, just as he did with the latest batch who came up from Charleston. Returning home after curtly dismissing the Frenchmen, Lovell wrote a fellow delegate about Deane, saying, “Ought not this weak or roguish man be recalled?”16
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IT TOOK A full day for Congress to finally read the letters from Deane accompanying the commissions, as well as letters from Charleston notables, confirming the story that the lanky and sandy-haired teenager was, in fact, a real marquis. He was a scion of one of the best families in France. He was an intimate of the queen. His uncle was the French ambassador to the Court of St. James. And best of all, he was rich. The boy could be a major asset in the dream of securing the support not just of penniless French rogues, but the full might of the Kingdom of France.


Lovell returned to Lafayette’s lodgings accompanied by another French-speaking American named William Duer. Clearly there had been some misunderstanding. Lafayette confirmed everything said about him. As every previous French officer demanded exorbitant pay, they double- and triple-checked the bit about Lafayette serving without a salary. Lafayette reiterated his pledge to pay his own way. After more back-and-forth, Lafayette promised to serve under three simple conditions: he would serve without pay, he would serve as a volunteer, but he wanted to serve directly under George Washington. If Congress met those three conditions, he would happily lend his name, rank, and fortune to the American cause.


When Congress debated the matter, they concluded there was nothing to lose and everything to gain. Lafayette’s commission cost them nothing, and he might serve as conduit to the inner circles of French power. They approved his commission. On July 31, 1777, Congress proclaimed the marquis de Lafayette a major general in the Continental Army. The proclamation made no mention of his military experience, but instead went out of its way to note the rank was bestowed “in consideration of his zeal, illustrious family and connections.”17


In making this appointment, Congress believed they bestowed upon Lafayette an honorary rank for political reasons. Henry Laurens, a recently elected congressmen from South Carolina, wrote they expected Lafayette to “have a short campaign and then probably return to France and secure to us the powerful interest of his high and extensive connections.”18 But Lafayette walked away under the impression he was now a real general. George Washington—already sick to death of French officers and their grandiose demands—was left to sort out the confusion.
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THE DAY LAFAYETTE received his commission, Congress held a dinner for Washington at City Tavern. Having just marched down with his army from New Jersey, Washington was in Philadelphia to confer with his civilian masters. Before he arrived, Washington was briefed on the appointment of the curious young French marquis. No doubt chagrined, Washington provisionally accepted the story this Frenchman was different. At the dinner, the two sat at opposite ends of the table, but afterward Washington “took Lafayette aside, spoke to him very kindly… and then told him he should be pleased if he would make the quarters of the commander in chief his home… and consider himself at all times one of the family.”19 Washington always referred to his circle of aides and fellow officers as his “family.” Lafayette took it to mean he was being invited into Washington’s personal household. He was thrilled by this unexpected gesture.
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