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  FOREWORD

  I pity anyone who has not given half his heart to Lafayette.

  —JOSEPH DELTEIL

  RECENT FRANCO-AMERICAN RELATIONS HAVE BEEN afflicted with mutual misunderstanding. As happens whenever warm feelings are succeeded by a dawning sense of estrangement, the gap created by differences of opinion, magnified by unequal status and disparity of circumstances, has appeared unbridgeable. At the time of the invasion of Iraq, Americans considered the French cowardly and ungrateful, while the French saw the Americans as warmongers heading in the wrong direction and destroying everything in their path.

  Everything was different in the century of the Enlightenment, when Lafayette embodied the highest qualities: the spirit of perfection allied to the spirit of progress, real courage and passion in harmony with the sincere desire to promote both political and philosophical progress. Both sides of the ocean experienced the finest version of our exchange: the insurgents displayed the bravery of pioneers in building a new world, while the kingdom of France was represented by the boldness and spirit of a young libertarian marquis notably lacking in caste prejudice and eager to do battle for the shared ideal proclaimed in Philadelphia, the ideal of brotherly love. It was the happy time of the Hero of Two Worlds, the go-between, when America looked toward Europe, when freedom and enterprise came together, under a combination of influences, in the formulation of an unprecedented model of democracy that for the first time proclaimed as a goal the pursuit of happiness. Since then, the old friendship has been shaken and the two-hundred-year alliance deeply troubled. While the two world wars had brought the countries together in shared sacrifice, recent events in the Middle East seemed for a time to threaten a definitive end to the alliance. But the realization seems to have been growing that a divorce would be futile between cousins estranged by the turmoil of immediate events or brothers temporarily divided by different interpretations of history. We have much to contribute to each other: lessons from a society founded on diversity and free enterprise where everyone has a chance to succeed, and those from an old nation that has remained young because it has never stopped believing in the reality and the future of its dream of liberty, equality, fraternity. With such powerful common and deeply intertwined roots, France and America are congenitally united.

  Because of the incredible breadth of his career, Lafayette still embodies the spirit of freedom. His reputation is secure in the United States: forty cities, seven counties, and even a mountain bear his name. And in France, ever since the celebration of the bicentenary of the Revolution, he has enjoyed increasing favor in public opinion.

  In a 2006 survey, he was rated favorably by 57 percent of respondents. In answer to the question: “Among the figures of the period of the French Revolution, which are those you view most favorably?” Lafayette came ahead of all the heroes of the period, even widely distancing Napoleon Bonaparte. A later survey confirmed his privileged position. Not only did Lafayette remain in first place, but he left far behind him, in a veritable rout, Danton and Saint-Just at 21 percent, followed by Mirabeau at 17, Louis XVI at 15, and Marat dead last at 8. Moreover, Lafayette drew only 6 percent of negative opinions, whereas Danton and Robespierre had twice as many enemies as friends.

  Indeed, the principles of the Revolution appear to be the founding myth of national consciousness—70 percent of the French consider it a positive event in the long run—while the violence that ensued has been deeply rejected by our contemporaries. The leaders of the Committee of Public Safety are no longer admired. The very idea of terror as a means of government traumatized the French people. Lafayette is admired among all age groups and all political tendencies as much for what he excludes as for what he represents. In him, the French salute the hero of American independence, the champion of the rights of man, and a symbol of national union and freedom, along with an enemy of violence and intolerance. In the survey, the French condemned the shedding of blood; the national consensus has formed around the year 1 of the Revolution and not the excesses of the Jacobin period. At the time of the 1989 celebrations, domestic opinion came into agreement with international opinion, which had always taken 1789, not 1793, as the reference point for the French Revolution.

  Two hundred fifty years after his birth is an appropriate occasion to present Lafayette as he was and to display the brilliance of his modernity, because he was in every way a man ahead of his time. It is not accidental that he enjoys such a favorable opinion today; it echoes the prodigious popularity and extraordinary acclaim he experienced in his lifetime. He was a champion of the rights of man who stood up for Indians and blacks in America and Protestants and Jews in France, and also fought for the Italians, the Irish, the Poles, the Belgians, and the Dutch. With the awakening of the nations, he showed his devotion to the idea of Europe. He anticipated a new political prototype, a man who synthesizes. Neither an extreme leftist nor a benighted conservative, he was an open-minded liberal and a dynamic centrist. The precocity he showed as major-general in the army of the United States at the age of nineteen marked his entire career.

  Like a figure out of legend, Lafayette was a hero from the age of seven to seventy-seven; his celebrity was matched by the length of his active career. A media figure before the media existed, Lafayette handled crowds like a great communicator. For his entire life, he preferred popularity to power. He chose what he called “the delicious sensation of the smile of the multitude.” This aspect of his personality has not always been understood or explained, and yet he constantly acted as a public relations agent for the cause of freedom. My aim is to do justice to this great man whose role has unaccountably been glossed over by history. Why has Lafayette been generally misunderstood, widely underestimated, and perpetually criticized? This man between two shores, two regimes, two worlds, was an extraordinary bridging figure whose value has been lost sight of, even though the great figures of his time eagerly testified to the major importance of his activities. He was of the generation that gave birth to a new world. When Voltaire presented Benjamin Franklin and John Adams to the Académie Française, he called them “the precursors in Europe of the Star of Liberty rising in America.” It is fitting that the voice of a woman, Mme de Staël, was raised in defense of the hero of two worlds. When he was taxed with naïveté, she declared: “If this is how you incur the reproach of foolishness, may our men of intelligence for once deserve it!”

  Surrounding the subject of this biography, I have attempted to paint the multicolored portraits of a galaxy of figures whose unique and fascinating personalities animated the two revolutions. An astonishing century seemed to be coming into being between the eighteenth and nineteenth, the century of Lafayette and his contemporaries in all their vivid contrasts. In this connection, it is worth considering Benjamin Franklin’s description of Louis XVI: “He is the man I have known whose appearance merits Shakespeare’s expression ‘the milk of human kindness.’” In an unparalleled cast of historic figures, one can glimpse the paradoxes lying beneath the polished surface of history. While the principal figure is fascinating, I have been unable, as I have retraced his life—five kings, two revolutions, two republics, and an empire—to shake off the impression that I was witnessing the extraordinary spectacle of an age.


  CHAPTER ONE
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  ENDGAME: A TROUBLESOME CORPSE

  AT THE CHÂTEAU DE VERSAILLES, ON MAY 10, 1774, AT 3:30 in the afternoon, a valet dressed in blue approached a candle that had been burning on the ledge of a balcony looking out on the Cour de Marbre since that morning and blew out the flame.

  It was more than a signal, it was a message. Hundreds of watchful eyes had seen it and transmitted it throughout the palace and to the capital. By evening, all Paris was informed: one of the longest reigns in the history of France, fifty-nine years, had just come to an end with the death of Louis XV. It was a terrible death. On April 27, he was in the Petit Trianon, his palace of pleasures, with his favorite Madame du Barry, and a few courtiers, when he felt the first signs of a discomfort that continued to increase. There was talk of indigestion and fever, but until May 3, the king was told nothing about the real nature of his disease. The surgeon La Martinière had, however, recognized its seriousness by April 28, since he had not been afraid to declare with a bluntness that would have been unthinkable in any other circumstances: “Sire, you have to be in Versailles when you are ill!”

  In Versailles implied in surroundings worthy of harboring the death throes of the most important monarch in Europe. In Versailles, death itself would be imbued with majesty. In the Petit Trianon it would be shameful and hidden. There was a time and place for everything, and the king understood that. The time for symbols had come. They would now be more important than realities and even more so than feelings. The favorite was immediately dismissed. Du Barry, who had represented in the public eye all the king’s weaknesses, no longer had a place at Versailles. Vice left and virtue entered the room where the king would experience the degrading ordeals that smallpox inflicted on its victims. Virtue was represented by his daughters: Madame Adélaïde, Madame Victoire, and Madame Sophie, foul-tempered and conspiratorial old maids; the youngest, Madame Louise, who was in a convent, joined them. They watched over their father’s last days with such devotion that they fell ill themselves after the king was buried. The Dauphin, the Dauphine, and the princes and princesses were kept away because of the risk of infection. The king wanted to have an edifying Christian end. He confessed his sins and publicly repented through the voice of Cardinal de la Roche-Aymon, head chaplain of Versailles, for having “scandalized his people,” for which “he was heartily sorry.” For the two final days, his body was covered with scabs and gave off an increasingly fetid odor that grew shocking, horrible, unbearable.

  Fortunately, the intolerable odor did not reach Paris and the most delicate nose in France. Its owner grew up in a sunny southern province so aromatic that it was known as “the perfumed wench.” He was born in Provence, surrounded by orange, lemon, and bergamot trees, and raised in the perfume town of Grasse. He was alert, witty, and passionate, a plump and high-spirited man. His refined nose breathed sensuality and took in all these aromas as invitations to happiness. He had breathed in the odor of paint in the studios of Boucher and Chardin and then the aromas of the royal court. He had traveled through the frivolous and sensual delights of society, and found happiness in the fragrances of pastoral masquerades and erotic encounters. This delicate, bold, and sensuous nose was joined to an acute painter’s vision in the person of Jean-Honoré Fragonard.

  Fragonard was born in Grasse, the luminous capital of perfume, and its light was a constant inspiration for his art. When he was six, his merchant father took the family to Paris. At thirteen, he was placed as a notary’s clerk, where he spent more time drawing than copying documents. Recognizing this promising talent, his parents were acute enough to send him to the master of still-life, Jean-Siméon Chardin. He soon moved into the orbit of the celebrated and fashionable painter François Boucher, who suggested that he enter the competition for the Prix de Rome. He was accepted at his first attempt in 1752, with Jeroboam Sacrificing to the Idols. With the support of his new patron, Carle van Loo, head of the École Royale, he traveled to Rome, where he set up his easel. He examined the works of Michelangelo and glanced at those of Raphael, but he preferred the baroque masters Tiepolo and Pietro di Cortone to the giants of the Renaissance. His traveling companion through the cities of Italy was the young painter Hubert Robert, his fellow student at the academy. They drew views of the Roman countryside, and then moved on to Bologna, Venice, and Genoa. They shared a gentle passion for the delicate and gilded, the pink and blue of love and libertinage, creating masterly images of moments of beauty. When Fragonard returned to France in 1761 the Paris public saluted his talent, although his acceptance piece was transformed, by royal command, into a Gobelins tapestry. France was living through a refined decadence that recalled the Regency but was even more excessive. How better to react to the collapse of the banking system and the threat of instant ruin than by the pursuit of pleasure? Words mirrored the boldness of behavior and contemporary thought—the libertine spirit had found its champions: Crébillon, Restif de la Bretonne, and Duclos. Voluptuousness was everywhere, but it found sovereign expression in the paintings of Fragonard, ruling with subtlety and an air of freedom. Fêtes galantes, laughing masks, games of blind man’s buff, furtive embraces in shady groves, and licentious conversations in secret rooms all seemed to anticipate Les Liaisons dangereuses. The bedroom became the theater of this society that turned the aesthetic of pleasure into high art. In The Adoration of the Shepherds, Fragonard depicted raw nature as a pastoral backdrop for the ballet of desire. As a poet of the erotic, he had no equal in transforming a natural setting into a theater of sensuality. The pinnacle of this earthly paradise was clearly The Lock, poised between reality and fantasy, the forbidden and the permitted. Is the door being bolted before or opened after the pleasures of love? Fragonard created a sequence of paintings for the last of the favorites of Louis XV, the Countess du Barry, intended to decorate her pavilion at Louveciennes, four panels of intense eroticism: The Pursuit, The Meeting, Love Letters, and The Lover Crowned, collectively known as The Progress of Love. It might be seen as his farewell to fleeting pleasures, a final embrace before the storm that would sweep away everything in its path, including the golden-haired royal mistress.

  In the year of the king’s death, Fragonard began to paint The Fair at Saint-Cloud, a commission from the Duke of Penthièvre, the legitimate son of Louis XIV and Mme de Montespan. This was the period of his most tender, domestic canvases, a period when he still knew nothing but happiness.

  All of France was intoxicated with perfume. Ninon de Lenclos, Mme de Pompadour, and Mme du Barry covered themselves with scent, women adored violet and rose, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau consecrated the craze in a striking pronouncement: “The sense of smell is the sense of the imagination.” The family trees of the great court dynasties were graced with marvelously aromatic flowers. The great families turned the court into a sweet-smelling bouquet. The intoxication with aromas was so powerful that Marie Antoinette, who loved violet and rose, capriciously imposed the use of scents on the men of the court. The men joined in, even the clergy, in a kind of high mass of aromas, powder, and lavender water. Powder for wigs, floral extracts, oils, pomades, creams, and soaps were all the rage. Scents seemed to make free-spirited women lose their heads; the wildest of them took baths of strawberry and raspberry, and washed with sponges soaked in milk. While the folly of perfumes ran its course, history was preparing its revenge: in the midst of the Revolution a perfume appeared insolently named “Elixir of guillotine.”

  Fragonard, too far from Versailles to have sensed the death of Louis XV—whose odor was so overpowering that the candles in the palace were said to have gone out by themselves—did however encounter the Revolution through his senses. His past companions, laughing dancers, flighty princes, and bold women, had disappeared. Many of his friends had been or were about to be guillotined. His clients belonged to a world that had literally been decapitated. Even his charming friend Hubert Robert was behind bars. Fragonard, now gray, survived and continued to paint, but he was out of fashion. Only the protection of David kept him alive and provided him lodging in the Louvre. His artistic career was at an end. A year before the Revolution, misfortune had struck like a warning. His daughter, Rosalie, a gifted painter who gave promise of a brilliant career, died at the age of eighteen. Fragonard was devastated and fell ill with acute gastroenteritis. When people spoke to him of his former appetite for life, he lifted his nose in the air, the nose that had taken in the morning mists and the perfumed twilight, and said: “Get by any way you can, nature told me when she pushed me into existence.” The Revolution had shattered forms and revolutionized colors. The Goncourt brothers wrote: “Sunlight and smoke were mingled together; the temple was smoldering; day turned into night; the sun sank into the shadows emitting showers of flame. The emanations of a sulfurous fire illuminated the faces of the crowd. Clouds and fabrics swirled, horror showed in the way people stood and on their faces, and an immense cry seemed to arise from this entire temple. This cry, so new for the eighteenth century, was passion. The romance of Callirhoe traces the origin of art to Euripides; it showed a way forward for French painting: pathos.”

  Fragonard heard this cry from the window in the Louvre from which he gazed on December 8, 1793. The pathos his painting had anticipated had become an everyday reality in Paris toward the end of that terrible year. Every morning two or three tumbrils left the state’s prisons to feed the bloodthirsty guillotine, and that day the neck of a pretty woman that had been covered with kisses by Louis XV had just been severed. The shedding of Mme du Barry’s blood struck Fragonard with great force. He knew that the joy of life had ended when the infernal machine severed the head of his former patroness. Her decapitation, after she had begged the executioner for “just one more minute of life,” signaled the end of a century that had been dedicated to delicacy and charm. At his window in the Louvre, Fragonard recoiled, attempting to deny the facts. He was like the horses refusing to advance down the streets of Paris because they had smelled the dreadful odor of the slaughterhouse. From that moment on, Fragonard did nothing; he considered himself dead. The most refined sensibility and the gentlest painter in France refused to even look at a canvas. The end of a perfumed world was ushered in by a tenacious odor of death.

  Nineteen years earlier that same odor of death had filled the château of Versailles in the final hours of Louis XV. All doors and windows had to be kept open. The ordeal for the few loyal souls who approached the dying man was close to unbearable. The Dauphin Louis, duc de Berry, and his wife, Marie Antoinette, gazed briefly from a safe distance, then withdrew to their apartments, where they heard the news that made them the new king and queen of France; they went immediately to the royal residence in Choisy.

  Hardly had the death been certified—the priests were still praying—when the stinking corpse, whose decomposition made embalming impossible, was set in a double-lead coffin after being doused with hydrochloric acid and swiftly carried off to the tomb of the kings of France in the crypt of Saint-Denis. But the remains of the king ironically known to history as Louis the Well-Beloved were not permitted to cross through the capital. The corpse, reeking despite the coffin, was hastily carried to the grave under cover of darkness in a carriage used for the hunt. The funeral procession contained only two others, one for the dukes of Aumont and Ayen, the other for the chaplain and a priest of Versailles. Pages covering their noses with handkerchiefs and carrying torches and fifty guards brought up the rear. The route chosen to go from Versailles to Saint-Denis avoiding Paris bore the symbolic name of the Route de la Révolte.

  [image: tahir]

  It had been a wise decision to avoid ceremony for the funeral of Louis XV. Going through Paris would have risked provoking unfortunate demonstrations damaging to the position of France as a great power, for Louis the Well-Beloved had long ceased to be loved by his people. It was not so much the loss of India and Canada following the disastrous Seven Years’ War, nor his disputes with the parlements, nor the expulsion of the Jesuits that was held against him: opinions were divided on these questions. What had made the king lose the respect of the majority of the French, especially of the population of Paris, the best informed in the kingdom, was the scandal of his private life. Dominated by his senses, the monarch had sacrificed the duties of his office to his pleasures. The trouble was not that he had mistresses—all kings did—but that he imposed his favorites on the court and that they interfered in policy. And the fact that they procured for their illustrious lover ever younger bedmates, often recruited from Paris brothels, went beyond all bounds. With the last of the “sultanas,” Mme du Barry, to whom even the Dauphine had to defer, a disreputable world of procurers and swindlers had infiltrated the anterooms of power through the Deer Park and her notorious “little suppers.”

  Despite its pastoral name, the Deer Park so stimulated historians’ imaginations that some of them thought it was a real château surrounded by a park. Jean-Charles de Lacretelle gave voice to this rumor: “It was said that the king had young girls of nine or ten brought there to be raised. Their number was beyond measure. They were given dowries and married off to base and credulous men.” This image befitting a prince of pleasure and sovereign of sexuality was, however, far from the reality. At the time, the king had lost much of his vigor, and although he still had a fair number of mistresses, the Deer Park was by no means Bluebeard’s Castle.

  The Deer Park was neither a château nor a park dating from the reign of Louis XV but an enclosure set up by Louis XIII for the raising of deer. The walls were torn down late in the reign of Louis XIV, when a number of private residences were built in Versailles and new avenues laid out. A new quarter of the town had sprung up, and all the houses built there kept the name Deer Park. In 1755, a minor court official bought a small house on a dead-end street on behalf of Louis XV, declaring in the deed that it was “for the benefit of the king.” A historian of Versailles, J. A. Leroy, notes the modest dimensions of the house: “In such a small house, it was impossible for more than one lady at a time to stay with her lady in waiting and one servant. It must be said that each one stayed for at least a year, because most of them left only to give birth to a child.” When it is said of Mme du Barry that she went “from a place of debauchery to the royal bed,” this refers to her activities before she knew Louis XV. As the Goncourt brothers point out, she worked as a prostitute for Jean du Barry. She may also have been under the control of two madams just a few days before encountering the king. At the time, everyone wanted to please the king by supplying young flesh. The Deer Park was known in licentious circles. Young women who had spent time there had increased value in the pleasure market; they were more desired and sought after than those who had not. The king’s liaisons with lower-class women were numerous. His entourage sought discretion, but accidents did occur, for example at the time of the La Chalotais affair. It was feared that a secret exchange of love letters between the king and Mademoiselle de Romans might be revealed, provoking a political scandal. Activities continued in the Deer Park despite these dangers. In 1753, Marie-Louise Murphy became the king’s mistress at the age of fourteen. She was the daughter of a cobbler and a street seller, whose sisters, according to the police, were on the game. Two of them had been camp followers with the army in Flanders, and three had been involved in various notorious licentious parties. The king’s valet de chambre, Le Bel, who was in charge of populating the Deer Park, was heavily solicited, and the girls who pleased him were likely to be introduced to the king. Marais tells of Mme de Montréal, who had “a young girl she wanted to place in the Deer Park, and did everything in her power to succeed.” Procurers sought out Le Bel, the king’s provider. Even Casanova joined in, priding himself on offering Louis “a little slut who would be cleaned up for love.” From 1755 on, women followed one another at the Deer Park at ever shorter intervals; the king was declining, caught in the web of the basest prostitution. A whole network had been established to serve his pleasures, including procurers, madams, and even great nobles such as Richelieu, all of whom labored to bring women and girls to Versailles for the king. The marquis d’Argenson wrote in 1756: “The king surrenders to nature and tries to stimulate his appetite with very fresh young girls brought to him from Paris. He takes pride in carrying off prostitutes of fifteen: they brought him one the other day who was half naked.”

  So the king’s death inspired among the people, who were crushed by taxes, nothing but sarcasm, jeering, and rhymes in dubious taste, such as this very popular one:

  

  


  Smallpox a victory has won,

  And Louis now is gone.

  In ten days the small has got

  What the great pox in twenty years had not.

  Idlers were heard mocking even on the steps of the abbey of Saint-Denis as the coffin was carried in: “Here comes the ladies’ pleasure.” On this day of mourning, under a bright spring sun, the cabarets and dance halls were full of customers.
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  In a sumptuous château in Touraine where he had been confined since late 1770 in great luxury, the lord of the manor shed no tears when he learned of the king’s death; it might even be said that he greeted the news with quiet delight. This luxurious and brilliant great lord, a friend of Voltaire and the Encyclopédistes, whom Catherine II of Russia nicknamed “Europe’s coachman,” who was adored by the empress of Austria and a few other monarchs and feared by the others, was the duc de Choiseul, who had been the most powerful man in the kingdom, after the king. At the head of successive governments for a period of twelve years he had knitted the threads of international policy, sometimes without his master’s knowledge, until the day when the king, under the urging of a peculiar coalition between the friends of the Jesuits and the friends of Mme du Barry, exasperated by Choiseul’s thirst for power and his independent initiatives, decided to send him into indefinite exile on his estate of Chanteloup near Amboise. There he could meditate, indulge his taste for gardening, interior decoration, and reading, not to mention music, since he had an orchestra with which to charm his guests.

  Having served with unquestionable brilliance—he can be credited with the acquisition of Lorraine and Corsica and the Dauphin’s marriage—before being sent into luxurious retirement in a gesture of royal ingratitude, Choiseul in his memoirs judged the king with a severity that no historian of today would fully adopt.

  After extensive study from which nothing ever distracted me, I saw the king, a man with no soul and no spirit, loving evil as children love to torture animals, with all the defects of the basest and least enlightened soul, but lacking the strength at his age to enable his vices to flourish as vigorously as nature drove him to express them; for example, he would have been delighted to watch Paris burn from Bellevue, but he would not have had the courage to order it done. He is incomparable in his vanity, a valet’s vanity, raised to the highest possible pitch, but he does not have the strength to assert it, for he has the virtue of sensing that he is capable of nothing, and he inwardly acknowledges that his unfortunate character is lower than all characters in nature. I have heard him say that he was thoughtlessness incarnate, for, through foolish vanity, being jealous of his authority, he has no will and surrenders out of weakness to the will of the various ministers working with him; he shows them the most disgusting indifference no matter the issue and no matter the individual concerned; his vanity leads him to believe that to maintain his authority it suffices for him periodically to dismiss the ministers in whom he has shown trust, which is always enormous because he does everything they wish.

  He believes that the splendor he displays in his love affairs is evidence of his authority and the servility that results a sign of submission; he regards resistance against the object of his fantasy as a lack of respect for the royal person; in this regard, he recognizes neither decency nor rank, shows neither consideration nor honesty; he believes that everything must give way before his mistress because he honors her with his intimacy.

  The weakness of his soul, his timid air which is largely accounted for by his stupidity, his handsome figure which has the appearance of decency, his age, the example he should give to children as young as his, and the coming marriage of his grandson all pointed toward the rejection of the uproar caused by such a contemptible action as the [official] presentation of a woman said to be married, against all decency, to the infamous brother of a nobody, who ran a public school of swindling and prostitution in Paris.

  It is understandable that rancor brought forth such merciless language from a great dignitary who had demonstrated loyalty and effectiveness. But setting aside his qualities as a statesman, Choiseul’s morality was not so exalted that he could speak with such disdain of his former master. Had he not attempted to slip his own sister, Mme de Gramont, into the king’s bed to increase his hold on the monarch? He, too, kept mistresses, while happily spending the fortune of his tender, intelligent, and patient wife, the daughter of a farmer-general and financier. But one should not forget that the age was marked by a libertine view, allied with the intelligentsia and with culture. The time of austere virtue had not yet come, if it ever truly would.

  There was, however, one point on which the late king and Choiseul had been in complete agreement and that he might have recalled: the necessity of taking revenge on arrogant England, and of rebuilding a powerful navy for that purpose. The king and his minister also shared the conviction that a conflict between the British throne and the North American colonists was inevitable. Events over the preceding four years had confirmed their belief but had not produced their reconciliation. Five months before the death of Louis XV, in December 1773, angry Americans had dumped the cargo of tea on the British ship Dartmouth into Boston harbor. George III had responded to the Tea Party with very harsh repressive measures, which the Bostonians labeled the “Intolerable Acts.” The port of Boston was shut down and local courts were barred from trying cases involving offenses against the Crown. By the time the king of France died in May, agitation had spread through most of the North American colonies outside Canada. The news, had it reached him in time, would have given the king a final pleasure. Within four months the first Continental Congress met in Philadelphia, and within eleven months the first bloody confrontations between British troops and American militia erupted in Lexington and Concord, signaling the beginning of a new era.

  As his enemy’s stinking corpse was hastily being buried, Choiseul hoped that he would play a prominent role in this new era. The new queen, Marie Antoinette, whose qualities and political intelligence he had the presence of mind to praise publicly, seemed to look favorably on him. Moreover, he was the friend of Voltaire, and the American patriots, whose action he had anticipated, were working for him. What happened to those hopes will be considered later.

  We turn to an adolescent of sixteen, to whom the death of the king gave much food for thought. He knew everything about it from the account of one of the most respected and influential men of the court, who had had the signal and fearsome privilege of escorting the royal coffin from Versailles to Saint-Denis, and of having borne more than most the odor of the decomposing corpse. This distinguished figure was Duke François d’Ayen, and the young man, despite his youth, was the duke’s son-in-law, married a month earlier to his daughter Adrienne, who was only fourteen and a half.

  Himself the offspring of a notable family from Auvergne, the son of a colonel in the king’s grenadiers who had died at the battle of Minden in 1759, the young husband was very interested in what happened in Versailles. Besides, he had had the honor of being reviewed by the late monarch when he was a cadet at the Military Academy.

  Even though he was an accomplished courtier, the Duke d’Ayen was an enlightened man, who was very cultivated, fascinated by science, and in some ways close to the philosophes and liberal aristocrats with whom he fraternized in Masonic lodges.

  The son of Marshal Louis de Noailles, the Duke d’Ayen had married Anne Louise Henriette d’Aguesseau in 1755. They had eight daughters, only five of whom reached adulthood, and two sons, who died young. Marie Adrienne Françoise, the third daughter, was the bride of the Marquis de Lafayette. The future hero could look on his father-in-law with sincere respect. His military record was impressive: a colonel of cavalry at sixteen, brigadier in 1770, and lieutenant general in 1784. He had fought at Fontenoy, Kehl, and Hastembeck, and ended his military career as Marshal of France. He was, in addition, a humane man who, when he served on the Supreme War Council, suggested reforms to improve soldiers’ living conditions. A member of the Royal Academy of Science from 1777, he presented papers on physics and chemistry. But the duke also had the rare privilege of being a friend of the king’s; as an accomplished courtier, he had been able to charm the monarch and become a close associate. They shared a passion for botany, and the duke often showed the king around his experimental garden in Saint-Germain-en-Laye. He was also beside the king at two decisive moments: as aide-de-camp at the battle of Fontenoy and as captain of the guards the night of the Damiens assassination attempt. His pleasant singing voice gained favor with Mme de Pompadour, and his witty remarks amused Louis XV even when they were at his own expense.

  The duke spoke freely to his son-in-law, who looked on him as a father. Lafayette was told everything about the king’s frightful death throes and his virtually clandestine burial. He also learned everything about the intrigues and cabals agitating the court, the role played in the final weeks by the king’s daughters, ferocious enemies of the favorite, Mme du Barry. Despite their sanctimony, they were patrons of a clockmaker who had become famous (after repairing the Versailles clocks) through his talent as a dramatist and skill at public relations, Pierre-Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais, the author of Figaro. He would soon play a significant role in the international conflict in which Lafayette was to achieve lasting glory.

  Lafayette could not, of course, predict the future. But he could reflect on both the immediate past and on what had occurred sixty years earlier. While Louis XV had indeed had a sad end, his great-grandfather and predecessor on the throne, Louis XIV, had not been mourned by the people either. They saw his death, according to Saint-Simon, as “an ardently desired deliverance.” These two funereal episodes might well impel the young Marquis de Lafayette to reflect on the relative nature of absolute monarchy.


  CHAPTER TWO

  [image: tahir]

  CHILD OF NATURE

  IF THE END OF THE REIGN OF LOUIS XV CAN BE SYMBOLIZED without exaggeration by the horrible odor of the royal corpse, it is legitimate to locate the beginning of the reign of his grandson and successor, Louis XVI, and his sparkling wife under the emblem of perfumes. They were all the rage at court and in the capital. The young creator of scents Houbigant opened his shop in a fashionable quarter of Paris, drawing clients not only from the capital but from the provinces and even among fashionable foreign visitors. It was a must for women from England, Germany, Austria, Russia, Spain, and Italy, and their admirers. Everyone knew that the queen of France had a decided preference for violet and rose water, for delicate, fresh scents that were alluring rather than intoxicating. Less favored were heady, intense perfumes that were linked to perversity, love potions, and erotic witchcraft. The simplest flower scents were in fashion, in keeping with the renewed taste for nature inspired by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Happiness moved out of confined and mysterious places into the woods and fields watered by springs and streams. Mills and sheepfolds became highly poetic places. The flowers that pretty women adorned themselves with, particularly in their hair, where they were set off by multicolored feathers, evoked youth, beauty, and the world of dreams. The reign began, with the king age twenty and the queen nineteen, in an atmosphere that fostered dreams. It seemed to be the sign of a new spring for both monarchy and nation. Exoticism enjoyed great success in literature, art, and fashion, because nature in the islands, and especially in America, was seen as richer, more favorable, more perfect, as if it were more natural than in the most fortunate regions of Europe.
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  One person whose almost violent attraction to nature owed nothing to fashion, to the fantasies that governed the imagination of the privileged and cultivated classes, or to the literature that nourished them was the young Marquis de Lafayette. Even though he had been in Paris for six years when Louis XVI acceded to the throne and had been enrolled (rather briefly) in a school for young nobles destined for great things, he remained in many ways a country boy, a child of nature.

  He was born in the château of Chavaniac in a remote region of the Auvergne mountains on September 6, 1757. He was christened Marie Joseph Paul Roch Yves Gilbert Motier de Lafayette, baron of Saint-Romain, Vissac, and other localities, but was most frequently called Gilbert. The name was that of his father, a colonel in the grenadiers, who was fighting in Germany when his only child was born. He was killed by a British cannonball at the battle of Minden in 1759 in the midst of the Seven Years’ War, which had begun in 1756. The British commanding officer was named Philips, a name that Lafayette, who had no memory of his father, never forgot. Indeed he never forgot anything, kindnesses or offenses, although he was capable of forgiveness. His unfailing memory was linked to his great sense of loyalty that was universally recognized in his later life. Colonel Philips providentially reentered Lafayette’s life, twenty-two years after his father’s death, thousands of miles from Lafayette’s birthplace.

  The birth of a boy was at the time always a matter for celebration, especially in a household that was made up of four women: his mother, maternal grandmother, and the latter’s two daughters, Charlotte and Madeleine. The four noble ladies were unsurprisingly delighted by the birth of the heir who, in two short years, became the head of one of the oldest families in France and allied to two of the most illustrious noble families in the country. Among his illustrious ancestors were a marshal of France who had fought with Charles VII against the English in the fifteenth century and, in the seventeenth, Mme de Lafayette, author of one of the greatest novels in the history of French literature, La Princesse de Clèves.

  But this illustrious family was relatively poor, in a region that was poor and undeveloped, sometimes known as the “country of red cows,” after the mahogany color of its cows. Chavaniac in the eighteenth century was a small village with houses resembling huts, with thatched roofs. In clear weather, the château, located on a height, commanded a panoramic view of the surrounding countryside. The soil was volcanic, the climate windy, rainy, and snowy, producing a sober and thrifty population that struggled endlessly to grow crops to feed itself and its livestock. The cautious and honest Auvergnats were known as peaceful people, but they were capable of fighting fiercely when called upon.

  Lafayette’s grandmother ruled over the château, which she had brought to the family in her dowry. It was not a fortress, nor was it an architectural masterpiece, rather a large pile with only twenty rooms, meriting the name château only because of its location, its towers, and particularly its history. At the time it did not have the appealing look it has now thanks to a series of restorations. Chavaniac was a very old building, parts of which had been restored as early as the fourteenth century. In 1701, following a disastrous fire, it was almost entirely rebuilt.

  Lafayette’s grandmother, Mme de Chavaniac, was a strict and kindly woman, who had an elevated idea of her duties as a chatelaine. She was hospitable when the circumstances required it but indifferent to society life. She governed the peasants as though she were a mayor, an administrator, and a company head, and when necessary, she acted as a doctor. She supervised the distribution of seeds, seedlings, fertilizer, and other farm supplies to ensure fairness; she defended the weak and comforted the suffering. She was not too proud to allow her grandson Gilbert to play with peasant children or to wear patched trousers that she had repaired herself. Her daughters assisted her in running the château and the village. Charlotte, the elder, a widow with a daughter one year older than Gilbert, who considered her a sister, was authoritarian like her mother and always wore a frilled cap. Both sisters were cultivated women interested in new ideas. They read Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who was not a model of Christian virtue but who wrote so well of the simple things around them. Lafayette’s mother spent only the summers at Chavaniac, but her absence was filled for him by his grandmother and his aunts, who loved to chatter with him and read to him. Beginning at the age of five a Jesuit tutor taught him Latin. At night by candlelight, he liked to read Plutarch’s Lives, the classic text that inspired generations of boys with a taste for action. After the Jesuits were banished in 1762, Gilbert was entrusted to Abbé Fayon, a modest and erudite man who was very attached to his pupil and taught him a great deal: history, math, geography, along with Latin, in which he was quite accomplished for his age.

  But most of his years of childhood were spent outside the classroom in the surrounding woods, fields, and mountains. He took great pleasure in leading kids in expeditions into the country, climbing trees and cliffs, exploring the nearby forests that he knew like the back of his hand, and climbing to the bottom of the deepest ravines. He was in such need of physical activity that villagers compared him to a runaway horse that had broken its traces. He was an excellent swimmer who loved to challenge the swiftest river currents. He even knew the secrets of poaching game. Often, when his lessons were over, he would disappear for hours, reveling in solitude in the depths of the forest or at the top of a hill, contemplating the distant prospect like a romantic hero.

  The air in Auvergne was very pure, and the scene before him was green and dark, echoing with the sounds of water. The fog covering the plains amid the volcanoes seemed to form solid waves of a blue ocean, a forecast of his future ocean voyages. The château to which he returned was surrounded by mountains populated by cows and woods full of wolves. Despite the harshness of the surrounding countryside, the terraces overlooking the valley gave the château an air of Provence, or, thanks to the gardens, even of Italy. As an adolescent he put spiked collars on his dogs to protect them from the wolves, of which the region had many. He had great tenderness for domestic animals and hunted only to kill predators.

  Aside from his times of meditation, daydreaming, or sporting activity, the countryside was not a place of leisure for him. Unlike a young aristocrat on a country holiday, Lafayette participated willingly in the work of the harvest. He did not lose consideration because of that, but was rather well-liked by the residents of the region, who remained attached to him throughout all his subsequent ordeals.

  Just as the château was built on a height not as a challenge but to keep watch and protect, Lafayette saw himself as the protector of the peasants of Chavaniac and the surrounding countryside. For example, when as a child he joined in the wolf hunt, it was not only for pleasure but also to protect the possessions and the safety of the inhabitants, giving precocious evidence of the sense of chivalry that was one of the deepest and most constant aspects of his character. Even before he was ten, he dreamed of playing a great role in seeking and destroying the “beast” of Gévaudan, a monstrous animal that since 1765 had been devouring shepherds and shepherdesses as well as their lambs and sheep, not to mention calves and cows. He dreamed of the opportunity this would provide to demonstrate the heroism of his father and his ancestors, because the beast was known well beyond Auvergne. Its sinister exploits had been talked of in Marseille, Lyon, Paris, Versailles, and abroad, appearing frequently in the London papers.

  This was an affair with international dimensions that had begun with a rumor. The bishop of Mende was the first person to make it credible, when, in January 1765, he spoke from the pulpit of the gravity of the danger posed by this man-eating animal and asked his parishioners to make public prayers for its disappearance. Hitherto unknown in France, was it not an expression of divine anger against the population of the region? The terror was so great that the first victim, a cowgirl, was buried without the sacraments. Deadly attacks proliferated and the most carefully organized hunts were fruitless. Even when wounded, the beast always managed to escape. Forty men on foot and seventeen on horseback, commanded by a Captain Duhamel, went through Gévaudan with a fine-tooth comb. The population was terrified, because the abuses committed by the dragoons during the repression following the revocation of the Edict of Nantes were still vividly recalled. But the unfortunate Huguenots were much easier targets than the beast. The dragoons feasted on the farms, where the frightened peasants could refuse them nothing, but there was no sign of the monster. Several people who had seen it and managed to escape were assembled, and on the basis of their testimony, excluding what seemed fantastic, a profile of the animal was drawn up. It resembled both a dragon and a hyena, with a broad black stripe on its back. An appeal was made to the greatest wolf hunter in the kingdom, M. Denneval, who had twelve hundred of the predators to his credit, with no result. The beast even attacked a horse and its rider. Emotion ran so high that the king sent his own gun bearer at the head of an experienced team, who finally killed the mysterious animal, earning him the cross of Saint Louis.

  The beast was stuffed and presented to Louis XV at Versailles. There was not much resemblance to the profile—it was in fact a gigantic wolf, a monstrosity of nature weighing 130 pounds (the average wolf weighed 50) and measuring four feet eight inches from head to toe. The only element of the profile that was confirmed was the black stripe on its back.

  A second beast appeared in the Margeride in 1767, and was killed by a celebrated hunter with the help of his three sons. Buffon viewed the remains and concluded that it was indeed a wolf. There was serious speculation later that a sadistic criminal had taken advantage of the wave of attacks attributed to the beast to commit murders with complete impunity.

  In any event, Lafayette was much too young to join the thousands of hunters mobilized to track down the monster, and he regretted it. And when another opportunity arose to conquer glory, he did not let it slip away.

  But now the time had come for him to leave his cherished countryside. His mother, who spent most of her time in the capital with her father, the Marquis de La Rivière—an extremely rich and extremely miserly old man—insisted that he undertake serious schooling in Paris. Aware of the possibilities open to him because of his illustrious name, she had ambitions for her son. His aunts reluctantly saw him off, hoping that he would soon return to his home country, at least for vacation, although a carriage trip to Paris then took a week.
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  Lafayette was only eleven, so he was naturally accompanied by Abbé Fayon. His intellectual baggage was not very weighty, but the life he had led in the country had given him two assets that would influence his future. His sometimes violent physical exercise had shaped his body, and he had acquired a feeling for terrain and a sense of direction, so that he could adapt to extremely harsh conditions. Sleeping on a bed of moss or dead leaves, holding out for several days on short rations, confronting extreme cold, crossing freezing torrents, mastering a wild horse—none of it frightened or repelled him. He was therefore not in the least out of place several years later among American fighters: trappers, pioneers, woodsmen, to whom he showed that he was totally unlike the officers in powdered wigs and lacy sleeves who won their stripes in Europe in court intrigues.

  Besides, his early experience of rural life in all its forms prepared him to become a model farmer when the vicissitudes of politics forced him to retreat to his land in order not to renounce his ideas.


  CHAPTER THREE
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  A MILLIONAIRE ORPHAN

  JULIE DE LAFAYETTE, WHO HAD BEEN TRYING TO SOFTEN THE harsh character of her father the Marquis de La Rivière, had secured a place for Gilbert at the Collège du Plessis in Paris. She had no intention of allowing her son to become a country gentleman, however powerful the attraction nature held for him. The young woman, who was, of course, unaware that she was soon to die, saw herself and her grown and distinguished son at the court of Versailles, among the most brilliant figures of the nobility and noticed by the king and queen. She had no doubt that his name would secure him a prestigious position, but he had to be prepared to deal with society.

  The first step was to deal with daily life in school. The building was dark and rather gloomy, and he found it especially distasteful because he had enjoyed such complete freedom in his childhood and because his mother and her interesting society were so nearby. But since the classrooms, each one identical to all the others, the dark corridors, and endless sessions of Latin conjugations were to make up his entire world for several years, he set to work with courage. His melancholy found consolation in poetry, and he even went through a phase of religious fervor that was short-lived and never returned. He got along well with his more sophisticated classmates, who looked down a bit on this countrified boy. He was not a star pupil, but he did well enough, particularly in Latin, literature, and history, and was disappointed not to be accepted in Greek class. He was an average student who satisfied his teachers, and he was proud to wear the school’s navy blue uniform. He remained fond of handsome uniforms throughout his life.
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  The Marquise de Lafayette did not to go with her son to Versailles, did not attend his first ball, did not hear the flattering comments of the nobility about this fine young man. The winter of 1769–70 was fatal to the young woman with delicate lungs, who left Lafayette an orphan at thirteen. Gilbert may have found refuge in hard work. In any event he received scant comfort from his grandfather, who followed his daughter to the grave a few months later.

  Lafayette would have had few memories of this harsh and austere old man but for the fact that, despite his youth, he inherited his grandfather’s considerable and hitherto well-concealed fortune. It consisted of large tracts of land, forests, and farms in Brittany and the Val-de-Loire, shares in the Compagnie des Indes and other enterprises, and various bonds. All of these resources combined provided an annual revenue of 120,000 livres, the equivalent of more than $600,000.

  Such a great fortune coming unexpectedly to a boy of thirteen who, a few short years before, had been wearing patched trousers might have been expected to go to his head. It did nothing of the kind. This unexpected wealth did not console him for the loss of his mother and grandfather, nor cure his nostalgia for the countryside, but by providing him with the means for complete freedom of action it gave him an intoxicating sense of liberty.

  From an object of slight condescension among his classmates, the marquis from Auvergne, looking oddly Scottish with his red hair, freckles, and blue eyes, became the center of attention. Although his fortune was carefully administered by his great-grandfather—who was still alive—and his uncle, they nonetheless allowed him to buy very fine horses. He generously loaned them to his classmates, who promptly forgot their earlier prejudices against him. That was his only revenge.

  School discipline began to weigh on the young millionaire, but it was out of the question for him to run away. He was drawn above all to a career as a soldier, and as a compromise, while he continued his studies part time he enrolled in the training course for the king’s musketeers—his grandfather had commanded a company of musketeers—while remaining a student at the Collège du Plessis. He remained a student officer until 1772, when he definitively left school.

  In the summer, the wealthy orphan spent the vacation in Chavaniac. Despite his fortune, he conducted himself as before with his former peasant playmates. But although his home in Auvergne remained dear to his heart, he knew that his future did not lie in this corner of France. He was fired with ambition, felt called on to perform great deeds, and the paths of glory led through Paris and Versailles, not a small provincial town. With the end of vacation he was back in a musketeer’s uniform. Like his fellows, he had taken a training course at the Military Academy of Versailles and had had the honor of being inspected by the king. His direction remained to be determined.

  The great fortune of the young student officer had, of course, drawn much greedy attention. His guardian and trustee were careful to protect him from entrepreneurs seeking capital. There were also families with daughters to marry off. In that age of arranged marriages, finding a suitable bridegroom involved serious and sometimes lengthy research, followed by difficult negotiations about material arrangements. Since divorce did not exist, consideration had to be given to the long term. If there were several sisters, the parents had to exercise a good deal of diplomatic tact and economic management. The higher one went up the social scale, the more delicate was the work of negotiation and settlement. Some families preferred to work through helpful intermediaries, family members or allies, noble ladies known as matchmakers, or worldly clerics. It was not unusual for a mother to begin thinking of her daughter’s marriage when the girl tried on her first dress. In royal courts, future marriages were programmed. Marie Antoinette was promised to the grandson of Louis XV when she was only two. It would have been an anomaly had Gilbert de Lafayette—who bore an illustrious name, had a great fortune and good health, and was moreover an orphan and an only child, which greatly simplified things—not drawn the attention of families with daughters to marry.
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