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I present to you a storied biography of the life of a remarkable man, Marquis, and later, Citizen Gilbert du Motier de la Fayette (1757-1834), known to us today as Lafayette. I write not so much for cataloguing factual events through the eyes of the meticulous historian, nor in glossing upon the rehashed mythical legends, but as the curious storyteller who seeks to understand the formation of a man’s character; to how this courtier-soldier-revolutionary-politician faced the tremendous challenges and terrors of the times in which he lived.

It may come as no shock to readers that Lafayette the politician, later in life, told his own story as he might want history to view himself, to control public perception where his own letters acted as press releases and propaganda of his accomplishments, purposefully skipping over certain less than happy times, including failed political situations. Thus, many gaps in telling his story required bridging the historical narrative with possible scenarios of what might have been.

Here also, shall be an attempt at solving the great mystery as to why, in these days, Lafayette is lionized as the warrior for liberty in America while all but disparaged by lyceum historians and forgotten in France, except for a name to a department store, when in fact he was more influential in imprinting on the soul of France the codification of the Rights of Man, and spent his life in uphill battles seeking to implement liberal ideals, finding as much a cross to bear as a target on his back. Even in Paris, his most prominent equestrian statue, once prominent in front of the Louvre, paid for by American not French school children, is hidden between the trees off the Cours Albert 1er on the right bank of the Seine. In today’s culture Lafayette would be have been a ‘superstar’ yet never ‘god-like,’ as he was harassed by his critics for his shortcomings, attacked at various career-defining moments from both sides of the political spectrum. Here, exists a similarity to the life of Winston Churchill, in youth a glory-seeker of medals, conceited and complex, offset with career highs and lows, lost in the political wilderness, but as an elder statesman called upon to help save a nation, the example of stalwart resistance. Lafayette in his travails found himself caught up in the politics of saving France at least four times! In the end, he gained the sobriquet, Hero of Two Worlds. Readers can judge for themselves if such a title is true and well-deserved.

And so, if my undertaking of this historical biographical novel finds an audience, I contemplate additional writings to best portray the breadth of Lafayette’s life and adventures. His own correspondence and books written of him and his times have come to equal the weight of any other literary footprint of the American Founding Fathers, including Washington, while less of him is written to describe his tragic role as a ‘flawed hero,’ losing control to the French Revolution, an innocent in the dungeon of Omültz, as a lone voice in the legislative Chamber of Deputies and, finally, the betrayed kingmaker of the Revolution of 1830. 

This novel of Lafayette[1] must be viewed more as a saga coming-of-age adventure than a biographical footnote in history; a Dantesque journey through major events of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, perfect for the popular masses accustomed to snapshot entertainment or to those more serious, those seeking guidance of spirit as they face this current world of violent turmoil.

S.P. Grogan
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Prologue
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July 13, 1824, Noon

Those in power were always afraid of him, fearful that he would sway the people to his side and rule with a democratic scepter. Twice he had been offered the mantle of dictatorship, once by his king, the other time by the howling mob, nearly 35 years ago. Though as one of the authors of The Rights of Man he had tried to save the royal family, yet the king and queen went to the guillotine; and the mob rose against him to become The Terror, and the rabble politicians called him ‘traitor’ forcing him to flee for his life. Even when he returned to Paris after five years in Austria as the famed ‘Prisoner of Olmütz,’ he was asked why during those dark days of The Revolution had he not seized power, the question coming from that man of the times himself who had stepped into the vacuum, Napoleon Bonaparte. There was never an easy answer to explain his core beliefs, why he held true to the mystic ideal of Liberté, so often tarnished by those less scrupulous. 

As his carriage jostled down the cobblestone street to the harbor at Le Havre he somberly watched the pressing crowd, hemmed in by the new king’s secret police and mercenaries’, a show of muskets, with mounted saber-drawn cavalry, implying horrible violence if there was outpouring of emotion for this politician, now out of office, defeated by subterfuge in last year’s elections, frozen out of a future in the people’s Chamber of Deputies by the stacked manipulations of the majority in the royalty party camp.

Even as the private citizen, they feared him. Into this uncharted political wilderness, his second banishment in his long public career, his fate could not be harnessed. From the President of the United States, his friend, James Monroe, came a timely letter attached to a resolution from the United States Congress, inviting the last living major general of the American Revolution to be feted as the ‘Nation’s Guest’ and to receive the adulation and accolades from the citizens of his second home.

And still there were political undercurrents. Perhaps, it was said by his political enemies, President Monroe would be able to promote this visit on the 40th anniversary of the overthrow of the British Crown’s ownership of its colonies to support his newly-pronounced ‘Monroe Doctrine’; that such recognition of this hero would send a message to other foreign governments to keep their hands off the fledgling revolutionary governments in Central and South America, the acceptance of revolution against old regimes that this expectant Guest espoused so publicly. And to the military presence in Le Havre this day, King Louis XVIII saw the U.S. President’s invitation as an insult and those in power surrounding His Majesty felt America was plotting to overthrow the French West Indies and make this Frenchman, this master of intrigue survival, this ‘republican liberal’ who, as the malicious rumors went, would be chosen as the governor of a new American province. After all, he had been offered though refused the governorship of the Louisiana Territory by President Jefferson.

All this lay beneath the surface as the carriage pulled to a halt quayside in front of the U.S. Merchantman, the Cadmus, held dockside for weeks awaiting the arrival of this special private passenger. Among a throng of well-wishers and personal acquaintances came the handshake with the awaiting American Consul. This was too much for those held silent by police intimidation. And when in the ship’s rigging, the American sailors began shouting, Huzzah! Huzzah! – the crowds of thousands surged forward, the people of France, who could not forget all he had suffered for them, and spread their voices across the harbor waters for the world to hear.

Lafayette! Lafayette! Lafayette!

He climbed the gangway, turned, his hat raised with a silent, ‘Merci. Merci.’ Throughout his life such recognition he had come to expect as his due. 

At sixty-one years old, he would be gone from his native country for two years. He would travel over 6,000 miles on a Grand Tour of his second home, the nascent United States of America, for which he held citizenship, and would visit each of the 24 states in that union. Over half the population of the country would turn out to greet him, and seven U.S. Presidents, current, former, and future would pay him their respects.

Upon his return to France, and five years later, once again he would be offered the ultimate control of national power and once again he would refuse such a lofty and dangerous honor. 

As the Cadmus slid out of the harbor, the light breeze whipping, then embracing the sail canvas, he stood on the stern deck, and they left him alone with his thoughts, and he watched the dockside populace, enthused and invigorated, hopeful of a better future return to their daily tasks, become moving ants against the distancing town. As the ship skirted the stone jetty that separated bay water from ocean currents, he saw two young boys darting among the rocks, playing at soldiering, stick fighting with pieces of warped driftwood.

And the memories flooded over him. And he said to himself, ‘This will be an adventure into distant memories, most of them good. It seems I have always been setting off on adventures. When did it all begin? Yes, I recall. The first heated iron pounded into my soul was the ghost of the man I never knew, my father.’ 
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Part One
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Enfant à Courtier (1757-1772)

[Child to Courtier]

The Year of 1759 


In North America, the French and Indian War (the Seven Years’ War in Europe) reached a high point as Britain captured Fort Ticonderoga and conquers Canada with the fall of Quebec. Earlier, in January, 27-year-old George Washington married the 28-year-old wealthy widow Martha Dandridge Custis, becoming one of the wealthiest land owners in Virginia. They will have no children, but will raise her two children and many children of near relations. This year Washington has resigned from his military command, upset at the poor showing of the militias, but more aggrieved that he has been turned down from his request to become an officer in the British Army. At this time, Gilbert du Motier de La Fayette is two years old.
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British Royal Artillery at the Battle of Minden
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Elsewhere, in Europe, near the Weser River, the Electorate of Hanover [modern western Germany]

“Captain, their guns are tearing into our men,” cried the artilleryman. “For the sake of God Almighty, we must open fire!”

“Brace yourself, man,” replied Captain Phillips. “Our boys will reform, and quick step soon enough. It is our cannon and cold steel which shall break the Frenchie’s back.” The rank of soldiers, marching in battle formation, far in front of their supporting battery, had twice beaten back French cavalry charging in on their flanks.

Captain William Phillips moved down the firing line of the 12th Royal Artillery Battery which he commanded, reviewing the field elevations on each gun piece for he alone had chosen their range to target. Through his spyglass, he had noted one particular company of French soldiers in the distance, the Grenadiers de France themselves, he presumed, by their brightly colored uniforms of the King’s own. ‘They were too prominent, too full of themselves,’ he considered. These French soldiers stood in ranks, seeming impervious to fallen shot, ignoring the man next to them suddenly a corpse on the bloody ground, standing brave to hold position on the command of their officer who waved his sword to invoke courage. ‘Well, that will end, soon enough,’ thought the Captain as he peered into the fog of battle setting over the crowded plain before the village of Minden.

‘It should be an equal match, I hear tell,’ considered the Captain, removing his cockade hat to wipe the sweat from his forehead, to make sure that the red rose he had plucked from a German garden the night before, lay tight in the band. “50,000 of French and Saxony troops against we, the British with our allies, the Hanoverian army, all total fielding 40,000 men. 180 cannon of theirs to our 170 field ordinance. Nearly equal in numbers but we have the skill, and the desire for comeuppance after that poor showing at Hastenbeck two years before; indeed, we can do better,” affirmed Captain Phillips, hearing the drum-beat cadence in the distance. “Today, my only concern is to give protection to the brigades of Waldegrave and Kingsley as they close distance to the enemy’s center.”

A staff officer, courier from divisional headquarters, raced his horse to a stumbling lurch, its mouth frothing. Williams knew the young 19-year-old, two years new to the army. He had only recently made his acquaintance on the march to this open plain with the French standards before them. The Captain’s first appraisal: “If this boy officer survives the day he has the makings of a good soldier.” 

“The order to march upon the enemy has been given. Marshall Brunswick pays his respect and requests your support.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Cornwallis. We shall do our duty.”

“Very good, Captain. Excuse me, sir.” And with a hasty salute, Lt. Cornwallis wheeled his mount and tore away down the left of the line which would end at the Waser River, making certain other waiting artillery batteries and troop regiments had spied and read the signal flags hoisted to hear the drum roll.

The distant drums pounded out the affirmation command to his received orders the artillery officer had been expecting. ‘Advance to the drums.’ Martial music of the regimental bands started the step cadence for the moving mass of soldiers. 

“Fire,” shouted Captain Williams, and his subordinates echoed his shout — “Fire!” And the eighteen cannon of the field artillery battery of twelve pounders consisting of ball and canister belched with fatal fury. 

The French Army lost the battle that day, with the cost of 11,000 men dead and wounded. 

The 2nd Duc de Broglie, Marshall of France, as commander of the Army’s Reserve, never received orders to bring up his troops which might have turned the tide of the battle. But that was in the past, and in the early evening hours, with the smell of gunpowder still heavy upon the air, he rode his horse, accompanied by his brother, the Marquis de Ruffec, and followed by several of his staff officers, to observe the retreat, to see if a rear-guard would be required to stave off the victors.

Amongst the dispirited and weary survivors, he noted a stretcher carried by four soldiers, each wounded in some fashion, yet still mobile in slow trudging motion.

“Who have you there, men” questioned the Duc, his voice gentle to the sorry bier they carried. He looked down at the epaulet jacket of an officer spread across a stilled body, a jacket dark stained as if it were fresh dyed by tanners, still in crimson wetness. The form underneath looked odd, strangely angled.

“It is the Marquis of the Grenadiers, your Lordship,” said one mournful soldier, as he shifted for a better hefting position. “Torn in two by a ball just before they attacked and broke our formation.”

“Mon Dieu,” cried Marshall de Broglie, “Tell me it is not so. I saw him this morning and he showed me a miniature of his wife and child, so proud he was. So alive then, now to be here laid so low.” The Duc de Broglie began to shed tears at the loss of this fellow brother-in-arms, not so familiar but a general acquaintance from the Court, such a young man, who had great promise of future high rank, and barely twenty-five years old. The Marquis de Ruffec looked on with a wry expression, wondering why his brother would display such emotion to a dead officer; one he personally knew was from the provinces and not of the Versailles Court. “I guess,” concluded the Marquis, “A dead hero had better value for morale than an army in retreat.”

“Your Eminence,” spoke up another soldier with his own dirt-stained tears, bowing his head as he spoke through his bandages. “There shall be better days, will there not? We all heard him shout, just before he was slain, “I shall make my son proud – Glory to France!”

Wiping away his tears, as much at the battle’s loss as for one soldier’s unkindly death, the Duc de Broglie was ready to move on to give new commands and set dispositions of troops toward an uncertain morrow. As a parting thought, he said to those within earshot, “Indeed it is a sad day for us all, but yes, like our beloved country, the Marquis’s son shall grow to know the rekindled glory of France!”
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Nine years later, 1767


Events of the year: The Colonies are pleased the Stamp Act had been repealed the year before, they will again become angered upon learning the British Parliament has passed the Townsend Act, placing duties on American imports. Upon hearing the news, George Washington, a plantation owner and member of the Virginia House of Burgess, states that he will not buy any British taxed goods [“paper only excepted”]. Benjamin Franklin, agent to the Pennsylvania Colony, is in France where, recognized for his experiments in electricity, he is presented at court of King Louis XV and Queen Marie. 



The Seeding of Purpose

‘True war on a battlefield must be extremely tiring.’ He considered this truism quite seriously as his sword flailed against his enemies and time and time again his blows smote down a threatening soldier, then subjugated a platoon, no, an entire battalion fell to mortal wounds. Around and around he sallied, lunging with hacking swipes, side stepping in riposte parries and in blistering demonstration he held the line, yelling to his comrades to mount the parapet and stand beside him to seize the castle.

Finally, in panted victory, he lowered his wooden sword and observed that such pounding against the aged oak had made but a few notches in the gnarled bark. 

He, alone, with no allied army at his back, no evil horde before him, sat exhausted, leaning against his sole opponent, the stalwart tree. He wiped perspiration from his eyes with a ruffled shirt sleeve. Only now, his eyes dilated by his body’s watered salt did he blink for clarity. He saw the prospect before him, the sharpness of the Auvergne country morning – fresh flowered smells, the honking of farm geese. From where he rested on the raised prospect of the Châteaux Chavaniac, his home, he watched his grandmother’s tenants, to be his tenants in the future, tilling the rich soil. Heavy in labor their hoes dug out weeds among new growth rows of corn stalks. Drifting up to him he heard their rasping, grunted sing-song cadence with each blow at Mother Earth:

Marlbrook the Prince of Commanders [their hoe strikes the ground]

Is gone to war in Flanders, [strike, dig]

His fame is like Alexander’s, [strike, dig]

But when will he ever come home? [strike, dig]

Mironton, mironton, mirontaine. [strike, dig, dig]

Milady in her watch-tower

Spends many a pensive hour,

Not knowing why or how her

Dear lord from England stays.

Mironton, mironton, mirontaine.

Away from the workers in their field, below the chateau was the small pond half covered with a mantle of green coated algae where the boy swam on hot summer days. Above the still water a rainbow of the late morning rose and shimmered with the mist. This moment struck him.

That could be an omen, he considered, where such a symbol might lead me to accomplish great things. He recalled his lessons: Like Constantine and his vision at the Milivani Bridge – In hoc signo vinces [‘with this sign you will conquer’]. He knew his Latin phrases well, so said his tutor, Abbé Fayon.

There the rainbow was, then gone, – poof – destroyed when behind a silver fluffed cloud a ray of sunlight struck and robbed the pond of its floral spectrum. Perhaps not the best allusion and symbol to his fate, he now concluded, but the mystery of nature had already left its imprint upon a young mind’s imagination. He was a boy of the outdoors.

Craaack! A breaking branch within the wooded grove caused the boy to jump reflexively, quick fear into a readiness to use his sword as a true weapon, then relaxed when he spied the old village woodcutter, his back crippled heavy, bent with a tied load of forest kindling, making his daily delivery to the chateau’s kitchen cooking hearth.

Looking up from under his burden, the ancient man said with a phlegmatic rattle. “Have you killed more of the English, today, my lord?”

“Do not jest with me, sir,” said the boy, his voice at first high pitched moved to seek a deep bass, masking his childish trill. “This is my daily practice if I am to be a good solider...” he paused, and reaffirmed his devotion, “as good as my father.”

“My comment means no offense, your grace. It is a noble calling to bear arms for the king. I too, many years back, served well with pike and in good service it was, in the army of our beloved King Louis. Perhaps you noticed my limp. At Fontenoy, in the heat of battle, a bayonet thrust in the back of this leg ended my marching days.” The old man held silence with a distant memory, and the boy, looked upon him admiringly as if this peasant-soldier was once Achilles of ancient. He sought his own thoughts to wonder what this savage ‘heat of battle’ must be like, and indeed if men must sweat torrents as they fought and died. A fear hit him. Perhaps such soldiers might expire without glory, more from the sun’s blaze than the blade thrust or musket ball. I cannot die bare of fame.

The woodcutter shifted his load with a groan, “So much blood a triumph on that day cost us all. But not to be for you, young lord, if you to be a general or a warrior duke. I hear great things about your adventures from the children in the village. The children, I mean, sire, those troops that you command. It is said the master of the Château Chavaniac knows, by God’s curse, the English are his sworn enemies.”

“Indeed, it is so. My father, a colonel in the Grenadiers, was slain by the English artillery at Minden. It is my duty to uphold his honor.” He threw his frail sword of cut wood to the ground in disgust, as if realizing only hard metal could accomplish such blooded obligation. “I shall revenge him on the field of battle.” That sentiment expressed with true feeling for it was one of the few emotions he held in his early life with a certainty of purpose, tradition drilled into him by his tutor and by his family. 

A light smile broke through the woodcutter’s scarred, wrinkled face. “A worthy enemy are those heretics, and indeed a quest I am sure you will no doubt succeed to. But before I join you, and, as a loyal subject to you and your grandmother, I would most surely march to your command, I first must take my faggots to your house so that there may be light for your evening prayers and boiling heat to your meals. Adieu, mon general.”

And what he said was true of the boy’s playmates. He did command a small squad of younger children, who took his orders, seeing him as the leader of his imaginary adventures. They knew he must be important because of the large fortress manor he came from, understood he was the grandson of the landlord of all the property and tenants for miles around. These playmates were the very young of the scattered village hovels situated around the central estate house, Chavaniac, where those others of his age, those children six to ten years old, and he being the latter at ten years, were daily, except the Sabbath, hard at work in the fields or apprenticed out in crafts of the nearby village. In such games of play, Gilbert du Motier, was the accepted leader over the smaller boys, if not for rank then for exuberance, and in variety of their amusements, he became the Christian knight, el Cid, fighting the Moors, or Vercinetorix spilling the imaginary blood of Caesar’s legions within the forests of Gaul. This neighborhood within the province of Auvergne, 400 kilometers from Paris, bore such embattled histories and Gilbert had been raised in their story-telling.

The young boy found himself again alone, as he had been most of his life. The woodcutter had disappeared into a tangled path of wild roses climbing towards the back of the châteaux, the entry for all servants and vendors.

Gilbert picked up his sword and with an en garde salute to the tree, his implacable and immovable foe, he began a new battle, refreshed with purpose. I shall revenge my father, he swore, yet not so sure how that was to be accomplished in these times of peace.
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Birthplace – The Château de Chavaniac in the province of Auvergne

in south central France
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1767

Several weeks later, at the evening meal, his grandmother, Marie-Catherine de Chavaniac, within the family called Grandmère, responded appropriately to the boy’s announcement. [Formally, she went by her pre-marriage name, du Motier.]

“Gilbert, you cannot be serious?”

“Oh, but I am, grandmère. I intend to kill the beast. I am lord of this village and it is up to me to defend it.” 

“Is this why you had that huge monstrosity taken off the wall to be cleaned... for hunting? That musket might have been your father’s, but it was my father’s before that, a relic. I am surprised my papa did bequeath to dear Michèl this match-burning arquebus. Such old weapons are all that we have here for defense.”

Said Gilbert, “Pierre has cleaned the barrel of slight rust and says it will fire the ball. And I can shoot from the resting stand, though he said he would have to cut it down to my size.”

Four women around the roughed hewn dining table inspected Gilbert from different vantage points of their positioning. Two of them were his great aunts, Louise-Charlotte de Chavaniac and Marguerite-Madeleine du Motier. In their comparative gossip between themselves, they found the young red-haired noble, a hand-full. With no father to sternly punish the lad’s wild ramblings or abuse him of his character of pouting until he got his way, they had to reluctantly defer to their mother for the proper treatment of such stubbornness. 

Not present that evening was Gilbert’s own mother, Marie Louise Jolie de la Rivière, who had fled to Paris when her husband was slain by English cannon. As the widow La Fayette she would come to the country to see her boy and her dead husband’s family every summer for two months, and more so to seek the cooling of the Auvergne hills. Paris was an inhospitable place to raise a child for a widow and she did not want to have her life as a marquise at Court offset with motherhood problems from any nursemaids. Her mother-in-law could raise the boy. 

Marquise Marie Louise’s life course was determined by the indirect fate of war. To maintain her linked family, rural as they may be, within the lesser nobility of the royal court, she was the sole trumpeter of her lineage and required to be on the scene to protect the inheritances left from her husband’s untimely death. She accomplished such through her youthful beauty and art of conversational flattery and this visibility in the Versailles court enhanced the names of the La Rivière and the La Fayette family clans. 

Another at the table that evening was Charlotte’s daughter, Marie de Guèrin, a year older than the boy, and Gilbert’s playmate when he was confined to more domestic at-home play; Marie openly admired that Gilbert could always create so many worlds of adventure. It was she who spoke up.

“I have heard the Beast of Gévaudan has killed a hundred women and children,” she said in quiet awe at such a horror. “Abbè Fayon says it could be a gigantic hyena that escaped from a circus in Lyon.”

“A sickly wolf that feeds on the flesh of babies,” a babbled rumored guess whispered aloud from the servant girl clearing off the soup plates, trying to cross herself for protection but with hands full. A stern look from her mistress sent her scurrying out of sight. 

Gilbert’s grandmother, the true hands-on manager of the estate, studied the boy’s intensity, seeing the determination which had become his trait, not leading to tantrums as more to silent challenges of will against those who opposed him. She loved him like a true son, not a replacement to her lost son, dead these last eight years, a young man sacrificed to the Royal prerogative of duty. Instead of smothering the young marquis with motherly concern, she gave over to prudent release, like dropping the reins of a running wild stallion, wishing, though not once believing, this pent-up energy would drain him into a contemplative and serious student. 

She found him many days daydreaming when not at his studies for he could ignore the hard life outside since it had no bearing on his daily life in his grandmother’s chateaux. Gilbert was not pampered, but simply a child of privilege. Even his earnest desire when of age to go a’soldiering had never been considered to him a profession entailing sacrifice or any loss of comfort. To him and his relatives it was always the calling that he should go to the military, a fact, he never wanted to question. To his way of thinking, at least his tutor’s teachings to him, any self-suffering would receive God’s blessing and lead to enlightenment of the soul.

“And what are your plans to slay this demon, Gilbert?” asked his Aunt Charlotte.

“I shall leave tomorrow, perhaps be gone a week, until I find and kill whatever it is.” He sounded confident though his hesitant voice betrayed a strategy not yet worked out.

“Let us not be too hasty, young man,” a stiff firmness from his Grandmother. “A true hunt must be launched like a military campaign, something even I have some knowledge of, and first and foremost, is the importance of a good quartermaster.”

Gilbert smiled at his success of gaining permission. She raised her hand to stop him from grabbing the musket and running out into the dark.

“You cannot stray far. You are the true master of this house, and though you do not exercise your obligated rights or care less for the money it takes to run our household, you must bear the responsibility of your position.” Gilbert now recalled he did have a position of title, as had been drilled into him by his tutor and his grandmère. Heritage and tradition ran deep in his blood, all his family told him, though he had a hard time understanding how the abstract was attached. He had no patience for something he could not see. When he bled with cut or scrape that he could see, the pain he understood.

“Your hunt shall only be gone two nights into the forest. You will take Pierre as arms man, and I will ask Gamekeeper Jacques to accompany you. Certainly, you must bring back the pelt of this creature. I will have a servant go to prepare meals.”

“Only two nights?”

“Report back to me how went your travel, and we will see what comes next. Is that acceptable?”

Gilbert knew a small victory was still a victory. He slurped through the dinner of roasted lamb stew with onions and with a clatter of his spoon he begged a bowing excusè moi of etiquette and ran to find Pierre to tell the servant he had been promoted from coach valet to adjutant to the hunting party expedition. The Beast of Gévaudan was already bagged, as Gilbert saw the outcome as certain.

Later, immediately after dinner, before Mme du Motier began her devotions, she was drawn to the window overlooking the gardens. Late summer left redness in the darkening sky. Torches had been lit and she could see Gilbert with his father’s musket, marching, shouldering his weapon, shouting out commands to himself, “Prime and Load”, “Handle Cartridge”, “Prime”, “About”, “Draw Ramrods”, “Ram Down Cartridge”, “Return Rammers”, “Make Ready”, “Present”, “Fire”. Of course, no explosion occurred. Gilbert again marched and again repeated the drill of mastering arms the loading sequences to discharge.

She could not help but smile with a light laugh as when he went to raise the musket, struggling in his hands with its weight, wavering to gain any true target sighting on his imaginary charging beast. She knew if she had said ‘no’ he might exert his nature and run off to be a lone hunter in the woods, and, away from the bosom of familial security, and in this musket loading practice if suddenly real, as she witnessed, he could easily be hurt.

She did fear for him but not merely as the reckless boy prone to childish mishaps and wild dares but as the last in blood of his noble line. One had to think in those terms in Royal France in these years of King Louis XV. The boy’s bloodline had meaning, importance, and must be guided to its destiny and expected reward.

His baptized name when born on September 6, 1757 had all the protection from a litany of blessed saints: Marie-Joseph-Paul-Yves-Roch-Gilbert du Motier de La Fayette, inheritor of his father’s titles: baron de Vissac, lord of Saint-Roman, the property at Fix...to be addressed as the Marquis de La Fayette.
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In February, in Colonial America, Samuel Adams of Massachusetts writes a Circular Letter opposing taxation without representation and calling for the colonists to unite in their actions against the British government. The letter is sent to assemblies throughout the colonies and also instructs them on the methods the Massachusetts general court is using to oppose the Townshend Acts. – In September of this year, France begins the conquest of the island of Corsica. The next year Napoleone di Buonaparte will be born in Corsica, later declaring himself a citizen of France.



‘I would be an explorer like Champlain and build an empire in a new world, make friends of all the savages, and defeat them if they would not come to parley.’

“Daydreaming again, Gil?”

He blinked his eyes open to view the robin egg blue of the sky above him. Lying on the lawn, he turned on his side to answer Marie de Guèrin, his aunt’s daughter, his playmate for the quiet times. A year older than he, more refined in manners, she sat on a blanket, a picnic basket nearby and on her lap was an open book, and he knew which one, La Princesse de Cleves, by a distant ancestor, Madame de La Fayette, the first historical French novel, a thinking story he heard his grandmother say about it. The plot held intrigues of the court but no great battles so he had only read a few chapters and found the sentences tedious to follow.

Again, she questioned. “What were you thinking about?” 

“That we live in a house of 18 rooms once a fortified manor. That through our village marched the ancient Romans. All around me is history but I am not part of it. I am of today and these days do not offer events that some scribe would ever record and especially not write my name down as important to that record.”

“Gilbert, you are only eleven years old, plenty of time. When you become famous you can write your memoirs, so your victories are seen through the victor’s eyes.”

“A hero has no time to sit and write. To be historic you must do great deeds and have witnesses and let others write of your deeds. But, yes, it would not be to my benefit to accomplish much and not have anyone notice.”

“While you can have your one page of glory and find yourself in a history book I would rather have no words written of me but instead discover myself in a beautiful romance with everlasting love.”

“Of course, you would, but love might be as much tragic as blessed.” Gilbert pointed at her reading, “Does not your heroine marry wrong, falls in love with another and then when discovered, believes it her duty to follow the wishes of her dying husband; so in the end joins a convent? I have not thought much of these visions you have of romantic love. In fact, I have not thought of love at all except as it might be applied in the duty one has to love one’s family and strive for their happiness. A knight must have only pure love.”

“Oh, Gilbert, you know nothing, yet you own a romantic’s soul, that I do know. Your time of enlightenment will come.”

“I’d rather be an explorer of the wilderness, not of the heart.”

“Or a conqueror of both? If you would be a questing knight, I would gladly give you a handkerchief blessed by the Pope to carry on your lance.”

“And I shall give you my own silks or a locket of my hair to remember me by, and ask you burn a candle each day in the chapel, to pray for my safety.”

“I would certainly do so, Gil. And wear any token you give against my heart.” She let her eyes give him an intent look of a young girl’s own musings, but saw he was paying her no attention. “And when will such exploration of my knight errant begin? It seems we live in the midst of the wilds already, if not pastoral here and there.”

Gilbert looked around at his surroundings, squinting. “I have walked all this land even to the shrines on the top of the hills. This my home and I suppose forever, but I don’t know...” The conversation ended as they heard Abbé Fayon call from the house asking him to attend to his lessons.

“What are you now studying?” asked Marie, turning back to her book.

“Abbé Fayon, is much better than the Jesuits who pushed me to memorize catechisms as a five-year-old. At least the Abbé [tutor-priest] tells me the tales of our Auvergne neighborhood and allows me to read the histories of Plutarch, even if in Latin.” He rose from his repose but turned to Marie, “I would be proud to wear your favor into battle.” Such sudden comment of romantic maturity shocked her and she saw from his countenance a sprite of manliness, and like the heroine Princess in her readings something stirred in her. Then he ran, with laughter shouting “Nihil est conanti quod effici non possit!” [Literal: Nothing is impossible if tried by the courageous]

Dearest Gilbert, she sighed, smiling at his departure, what is the world to do with you? She spoke from her memory, from the book before her: Elle ne se flatta plus de l’espérance de ne le pas aimer; elle songea seulement à ne lui en donner jamais aucune marque... Her thoughts ran on jumbled in confusion. Better to quench these strange feelings inside her, she thought, and continue to play as children.

“To whom are you writing, ma mére,” asked oldest daughter Marguerite-Madeline, glancing up from her lacework, pleasantly sitting in the window’s casement, where she found the sunlight most convenient for the small detail of the design. Every once in a while, she could glance outside to see her widowed sister, Louise-Charlotte, directing the Chateaux ’s gardener at his pruning within the stone-fenced plot of herbs used for every-day meal preparation. Today’s gatherings would be used in tonight’s fare, Lapin a la Cocotte.

“I am composing a missive to Gilbert’s mother,” said Mme du Mortier, continuing with her quill pen flourishes. “I believe it is time she retrieved him and took the boy back to Paris. It has been eight years since she took her mourning grief of my son’s death and fled to the distraction of the Court. At that time, I accepted being left with Michel’s child as being the proper situation, who better than I to offer a secure home, and with you all present he has received a hayloft full of maternal nurturing. But I see he is growing too fast, child to youth. I can do no more. You have over-seen his education, Marguerite, along and with Fayon’s instruction; do you see what more can be imparted?”

“Yes, I would agree. As it is said, ‘The training of children is a profession, where we must know how to waste time in order to save it.’

“Such observation, my dear; those words sound more of your cynical philosopher Rousseau. I hope you have not been dousing Gilbert with too much of this ‘free will’ talk.” 

“I do not need to teach my nephew as he learns himself in his romps into the glens and up a mountain peak. I agree with you. It cannot go on forever. We here at Chavinac provide him the safety of a natural world. He must see the world as it is but I fear if you send him forth to Paris the corruption there will be the Devil’s temptation.”

“True, but are we not becoming malingers to his education when we only barely smooth the rough edges by our simple teachings of grammar and religion? That would suffice if he were to be just a country squire, only lord of this manor. Gilbert is much more. In his small grasp, he wields the future of several clans. 

“If I had not bought up these lands and their feudal rights we would be beholding to some other lord and at best we would have all lived in a stone cottage. As it is, Gilbert, if he stays here and when of age, will be such a high positioned country gentleman he will owe his allegiance to no other master but directly to the royal family. He needs to go to Paris, to the court, to be educated to his titled worth.”

“We all, dear mother, including Gilbert, appreciate your managerial acumen of the estates. But these responsibilities of inheritance are with your good health in the distant future, and what I was saying was of today. For Gilbert, we could continue to provide the basics of learning, especially his needs in math. It is certain Gilbert has no sense with numbers. Or value to money. He has no experience at all when it comes to such matters as he has no place here to spend for necessities of want, needful or even frivolous. He does need his mother’s artistry of fashion and poise, to become the proper gentleman. Yes, I see your wisdom, the time does approach, and this year is as good as any. Let some Parisian academy instruct his mind in more meaningful pursuits than his fancy in chasing and slaying dragons.”

“Or beasts of the forest. Yes, that hunting adventure last summer was for naught, returning with no slain predator, whether wolf or hyena. Poor boy. Such demoralization of spirit, and how he suffered with his horrid silence, no game killed except a brace of lowland pheasants. If I recall it took us all a week to set him off on a new obsession, catching the largest carp from the pond, as I recall.”

Mme du Motier finished her letter to Gilbert’s mother, Julie, and set it aside to dry. She continued on her rationalization of this heart-torn decision. She loved the boy and would miss his rampant energy, never walking but always charging forward, and his rambling chatter if many times bothersome merely masked her grandson’s inquisitiveness.

She continued her thoughts aloud.

“It is his mother’s side of the family, the La Rivière branch of Breton nobles with blood descent from Saint Louis himself that can do most for his approaching life choices. We of the Champetière were mere soldiers with little wealth.”

As usual, Madame Chavaniac-La Fayette, who had lived at Chateaux Chavaniac since the year 1701 spoke cryptic of the family lineage that impacted so prominently within the social caste aristocracy of France. Gilbert grew up hearing from his aunts, and Abbè Fayon, the puffed and embellished stories of chivalrous militaristic deeds of his ancestors. One military forebear, a Marshall of France, fought side-by-side with Joan of Arc. Another, an uncle, more recent, in the War of the Polish Succession, offered a captured Austrian prisoner, a gentleman officer, a ride on his horse for protection on the battlefield to be ignobly rewarded with a bullet in his back.

There was more underlying in these childhood stories. Details of births, deaths and situations lay within the archives of the palaces where scribes took great care in tracking lineage, legitimizing the herald rights by genealogical maps of what a child might expect to become as one grew into adulthood. A title helped the first advantage in career advancement, a definite placement within the society that formed around the King and his court, those 3,000 souls of the noble aristocracy living in Paris or at the palace of Versailles all inter-linked and dependent upon the King’s favor to provide sustenance and further pecuniary grants of land and pensionnes for achievement or rewards for mere entertainment pleasure. 

In Gilbert’s background, on his father’s side, there was a tenuous tie to the historical ranking, for only two or three generations earlier, the family was neither of the Motiers nor Champetière direct line, merely offshoot branches of second sons, and only by death without issue among other distant family scions, most notably in the 1690’s, did titles and land by legal default end up offering up to the current clan the distinguished name de La Fayette, with a marquis appellation attached.

From his mother’s line, he gained further titles, including a drop of historic royal blood dating back to the 1100’s. His family relations were of importance, and critically, came with comfortable wealth. Gilbert may have been a boy without a father but the La Rivière relations, as his Grandmother knew them, were entrenched, or entangled as other opinions might consider, within the Court of Louis XV, far better situated to help the boy. Gilbert du Motier only required proper training by his mother and her ‘uncles’ to walk the treacherous halls of court life and its dictums, to become a courtier. 

His grandmother feared, and rightly so, that the boy might gain his true wish and become a soldier like his father, and worse as he before, slain too young, leaving more sadness in her heart. She rang her desk bell for the chambermaid to post the letter, while at the same time, she could smile, on hearing the boy’s voice, arising from the main floor below, the clopping of running shoes, shouting and yelling, in mirth and happiness. All too soon this Chateaux would have to muddle on in awkward silence. How would those in the city, at court, accept this ‘countrified lord’? Even with making this hard choice for the boy’s future, accepting that further higher education to mold a young man was required, she felt she had sheltered him much too long and worried that he would be unprepared for the real world, especially, the world of Paris and its vices.
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As the two-horse coach wheeled forward to discover all ruts and rocks upon the rural road leading away from Chavaniac towards Paris, Gilbert resigned to this jostling, swallowed hard, recalled the pain to his parting from those of his extended family. I am a man for I did not cry, considered the boy with satisfaction. The women, even the kitchen cook, let flow torrents of tears. All wondered if the separation would be for months or years or forever. A person in these times living to the age of 40 years was considered to be a very old person since life faced many tribulations. Not too long back his grandmother, Mme du Motier, as a young widow, could vividly recall the pestilence of 1722 which cut wide swaths of Black Death through Marseilles and Toulon, victims covered with pustule lesions, drowning in bloody coughs.

Such fears or not, Marie, his cousin and playmate, sobbed the loudest and threw her arms around him. Grandmère broke up this demonstration by thrusting a parcel-wrapped book at Marie who then reverently placed the package into his hands as he entered the coach. Standing on the steps of the chateau, Marie dabbed her eyes in exaggerated fashion with a blue handkerchief to stand on the steps and waved. It was his silk handkerchief, his farewell token to her, a fairy tale princess for the moment seeking to staunch the flow of sadness as her brave knight disappeared down the hill and into the broken forest.

A few miles later, as the carriage slipped in and out of the mire left on the road from a passing storm, the passengers trying to adjust to the awkward rhythm of grinding wood wheels and squeaky axle, poorly smeared with pitch, the question was asked of him.

“Are you not going to see what your la petite ami gave you?” 

He would not be alone on his journey. Besides the hired carriage driver, sitting outside on the box, the name he had no reason to recall, his great grandfather, the Comte de La Rivière had sent a servant from his estate at Keroflais in Brittany. The man introduced himself as one Giles Blasse. And sitting next to that servant, absorbed in a book of psalms, sat Abbè Fayon, directed to attend and remain in Paris as the boy’s tutor.

The question concerning the gift came from the servant, which the boy felt was an inquiry made too forward in the asking as by the comparative social status in this traveling companion. The man must be regarded with high esteem by his great grandfather, thought Gilbert, if to travel such a distance just to convey him to his mother to her residence in the apartments of the Luxemburg Palace. 

“I am sure the gift is from all of them. They do wish me well.” Gilbert undid the twine and pulled away the soft leather covering. He opened to the title page and his eyes widened and he beamed only as a gift receiving child might.

“Robinson Crusoe. I did indeed want to read that.” He read the entire title aloud as if it would reveal all mystery to the interior contents. “The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, of York, Mariner: Who lived Eight and Twenty Years, all alone in an un-inhabited Island on the Coast of America, near the Mouth of the Great River of Oroonoque; Having been cast on Shore by Shipwreck, wherein all the Men perished but himself. With An Account how he was at last as strangely deliver’d by Pirates.” Inward, this book gave him excitement. More times than he could count had he devoured the books in the library at Chavinac, wearing down the pages of stories of Crusaders or the wars of Caesar’s legions.

Servant Blasse gave his opinion.

“Crusoe. A good adventure and better to be the reader than to live the woes that befall the stranded sailor.”

The Abbè, an educated man if limited to those basic texts of education and religion, gave reply.

“That is to be expected of this Crusoe, I heard, when a man goes to sea and does evil against God.” 

“Could not, good teacher, an innocent be faced with such tribulation?”

“In all tragedy, there is, first, a root fault in the man.”

“Could not God forgive first, if he is a just God, and spare any man or woman of future misadventure?” 

As the two men carried on this dialogue, Gilbert knew it would be a long trip.

The boy observed that as the servant Blasse discoursed his eyes were not on him or the Abbè but always to the passing panorama outside the coach, like he wanted to feel the closeness of the deep forests they were traveling through, listening to branches swipe the sides of their carriage. Gilbert gave regard to the man who would spend the next two weeks with him on the road, who would take care of all his comforting needs at the various taverns, inns and way stations; who held the purse and would deal with all accounts. The man seemed to be in his late twenties, yet his face suggested much wear. A scar from his ear down his neck went hidden beneath his livery uniform, his teeth brown with a side tooth rotted away. He had spoken little as the journey began, and part of the time he would ride on the box with the driver with a plan to trade off the tasks to keep the travel less boring. But Blasse, senior to the driver, and liege servant to Gilbert’s great grandfather, the Comte de Reviere, seemed to believe, as Gilbert noticed the order of activity, that Blasse held the right to ride with the boy and occasionally speak without being first prompted. And every once in a while, a word or two unknown to Gilbert slipped into the conversation, and he guessed such words were of Spanish or Portuguese origin, which gave a better opinion of Blasse, in the boy’s mind. Gilbert had already noticed that Giles Blasse spoke his tongue with a little more education than a tenant field worker, suggesting his rank in his great grandfather’s household was perhaps as a senior valet, master of horse perhaps, as he seemed of the rough sort.

To Gilbert’s other coach companion, his teacher, Abbè Fayon, he would be tolerated as the unruly student accepts the taskmaster. Neither cold nor compassionate, the Abbè, the religious term applied to teachers as well as priests, Fayon being the latter from an Auvergne parish school, took the charge of educating his pupil with deep seriousness. Gilbert did not respond with revolt against the severity of those books of tedium he was required to read and at times the arduous task in memorizing passages. Nor did he embrace cold teachings. There was still a sense of duty in his learning process. Drummed into him to from an early age was the prime factor that to follow in his father’s footsteps he must bear the unpleasant and become educated.

As the men sought to make their points of debate, Gilbert thumbed the pages of his gift, happy for something to hold his attention and to pass the time. Finally, he asked of both men.

“This mariner, Crusoe, to be marooned, was an adventurer, was he not? To brave the ocean, at least?”

“Any man who must look to his own wits to survive, indeed faces adventure,” said his great grandfather’s servant, Giles Blasse.

The coach took a fair size bounce that the metal springs did not cushion and all three of them left their seats for air, and a plop in return.

“It will be hard to read on these bad roads but I shall try.”

“Would be better to smell the scents of the woods,” replied Blasse, “and try to name the birds by their calls. As we get closer to the city your nose will begin snorting all ill odors we call ‘civilized’ and there is a roughness to all you shall meet. Everyone will have their hand held out for alms or seeking a way to find your pocket. Be wary. If you wish to become a great gentleman listen to those who have found success and gauge their wisdom.”

Gilbert did listen upon that remark as being a wise course to follow.

“Paris is a wicked place,” stated the Abbè with certain conviction.

“But the place is rife with cathedrals,” intoned Blasse with a smile, “whose spires reach heaven and thick in each neighborhood small parish churches and convents; should not the flood of sin be dammed away by now?”

Another lively conversation ensued, and Gilbert, turned to the first page of Robinson Crusoe, a man who he suddenly empathized with as the young boy knew he would come to understand the concept of being stranded over the next two weeks of dry-land sailing.
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Into the fifth day of the trip, when the roadway seemed to be a little wider and in some places before and after passing through sizable villages the track whence they followed shuffled over crushed rock, all of a sudden, the coach lurched to a halt, and the driver shouted out, “Fallen tree!”

Gilbert had never seen a man as Giles Blasse, like a cat startled, so quickly dart from a sleeping snore to eyes wary. In a fluid motion Blasse thrust his hand under a cushion into a hidden shelf, the boy had not previously noticed. A polished wood box was retrieved.

“By the Saints,” exclaimed the Abbe, “what are you doing?”

“Here take this. Cock it. Powder and ball are fresh.”

The pistol first thrust at the tutor was immediately refused with a facial expression of being aghast at such a thought. Gilbert now found himself grasping the weapon. Somewhat alarmed he thought, what danger do we face? The pistol was a flintlock but not cumbersome with a slower pull on the trigger. What he held was a weightier dueling pistol, a longer barrel, primed for action. With the match of the lethal pair in his hand, Blasse jumped from the carriage as he heard the driver shout and another man’s voice return in anger. Gilbert stuck his head out the window to see. Highwaymen. Two of them were in front of the fallen tree, waving menacing short swords.

Just that moment, a glance to his side vision, revealed another man racing from the woods, holding a sharp-bladed dirk. Grasping the door handle he shouted, ‘Give up your d’or or écu, or give up your health!’ Abbé Fayon winced and pushed his own body into an opposite corner. Gilbert faced in close quarters a scoundrel in ragged apparel, far dirtier than dirt itself, his scowling face abruptly changed to surprise as Gilbert pointed the pistol to the robber’s head.

Unfortunately, the pistol’s weight was awkward, and either the heftiness of the weapon or Gilbert’s own trembling gave the brigand a moment of new courage, and the knife blade the man held extended for a lunge, when with a jerked motion the highwayman was yanked from behind and flung to the ground.

Shaken and angry the man rose quickly to his feet with a curse to his lips, his blade swinging at a threat, but the loud report of a pistol’s discharge flung the man back, wailing, “I am murdered!”

Blasse leaned into the carriage. “Might I trouble you for your weapon, my lord? There are two more of the rascals who need convincing of our determination.”

Shaking, and visibly so, Gilbert moved to catch his breath, to listen to more pistol shots, but there were none. Gaining dominance over his emotions, he carefully eased his head out to see the driver with a blunderbuss swinging between the two surviving highwaymen who under silent protest were lifting the deliberately placed tree to the side of the pathway. Blasse held the lead horses to steady them with one hand, a retrieved cutlass stuck in the ground at his feet. The man, his servant, looked like a fearsome pirate, the other cutlass along with Gilbert’s unfired pistol stuck in the servant’s waistband.

As he edged out of the carriage, letting his feet gain strength to fully stand without fainting he saw the dead man. Curiosity, even if feeble, brought him closer. The blood stain on the man’s shirt covered the front. He did not look peaceful, nor at sleep. Frozen in grimace, that’s what Gilbert saw.

“First time to view a man’s end,” questioned Blasse.

The boy nodded numbly viewing the corpse. “I have seen the deaths of cows and sheep, but never this, so violent.”

“Remember my lord, our world and lives are of a violent nature. God has made birthing terrible, and he smites all around us with affliction and poxes. Like your Monsieur Crusoe you must endure to out survive your adversaries and unforgiving Nature. God, Himself, will let you know when you must join him. And usually, like this lawbreaker, it comes as a surprise.”

“And what of the other rogues?” Gilbert looked to the sorry-looking men sitting now on the fallen tree, pushed to the road’s edge, their heads bowed before the driver’s angry guard.

“Well, if I were a King’s man, I’d hang them from that tree over there and give the crows a feast.

“But, sire, I can understand where this evil might spring from, out of empty stomachs. These men are not professional cutpurses, no, merely lost souls without a future. See their weapons. Naval cutlasses, I can tell. See the sun burned in their faces, the rough hands. I would guess they were former high yard men in the King’s navy. What with the peace, there are probably more like these unfortunates on the road before us. I can’t pave the highway with their blood. We shall keep good counsel and be watchful for the rest of the trip. Let this dead knave rotting be a signpost for any other scoundrels. Keep in mind, my lord, we are the law and the judges in this wicked world, and morality must remain pure in your heart. Shall we hang them, my Lord?”

Gilbert saw his shaking under better control and bit back his bluster to demand immediate execution of the two remaining villains, but instead listened to the servant Blasse, who seemed to have a broader view of the world, of worldly justice, something I must be tolerant to understand, Gilbert came to accept.

“No,” said the young marquis, “you hopefully scared them back into a better employment.”

Gilbert and the servant Blasse turned to watch the Abbè who had regained his own calm giving a prayer of future redemption to the dead man. Blasse’s opinion was a grunt, and he turned away to settle down the horses and certainly to give dire threat against further careers in thievery to the two surviving yet unsuccessful knaves.

At the evening meal where they found lodging, Gilbert and Blasse ate at their bread and pork stew, a tankard of mead in front of them both. Gilbert hardly drank of spirits, perhaps occasional watered wine. His taste buds preferred the fruity wines of the grapes found along the Allier River, so he could not distinguish if the grog before him was good or swill, but in these times, after this day’s adventure, any drink was accepted and probably far better against where the local water might have been drawn from.

Their other trip companion, Abbè Fayon, had absented himself with an excuse of exhaustion and the coachman would take his meal and lodging in the stables to guard both horses and carriage from petty larceny.

Gilbert finally had deciphered the events of the day into a plausible question.

“You were not sent as my valet but more as my protector?”

“My lord, you are to be a man of importance, and I have been tasked to deliver you to the bosom of your mother. Safely.”

“Until I win fame I will only be a country squire, nothing greater than that. And seem to be lesser than that the closer we come to the city. It is a fact that I noticed more recently in the last way stop the people of the villages did not doff their hats to my presence. Shall that be the same in the city?”
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