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Characters in the Book




Lucie’s family and friends

Arthur, Comte Dillon (1750–94) (father). Colonel-proprietor of the Dillon regiment serving under Louis XVI. At 18 married his cousin Thérèse-Lucy de Rothe, and after her death Comtesse de la Touche, first cousin of the Empress Josephine. Arthur fought in the American Revolution, was promoted General and made governor of Tobago. He returned to Paris to represent Martinique at the Estates General, then fought on the side of the republican army. Having tried to save the King’s life, he was himself arrested and guillotined on 13 April 1794.

 

Lucy de Rothe (?–1804) (grandmother). After the death of her only daughter, Lucie’s mother, Mme de Rothe brought up her granddaughter with great severity. Assumed to be the mistress of her uncle, Archbishop Dillon, she presided over his household until the revolution, when they fled to Germany, and then to England.

 

Thérèse-Lucy de Rothe (1751–82) (mother). Married at 17 to her cousin Arthur whom she thought of as a brother, she had two children: Georges, who died before his second birthday, and Lucie. She became lady-in-waiting to Marie Antoinette, but died of tuberculosis at the age of 31.

 

Richard-Arthur Dillon, Archbishop of Narbonne (1721–1806) (great-uncle). A worldly administrator rather than a pious prelate, the Archbishop kept a famed hunt at Hautefontaine north of Paris. Lucie accompanied him on several occasions to his see, Montpellier, where he lived in great splendour. Forced to flee France after the attack on the clergy, he spent his last years in exile in London. He was the life-long companion and lover of Lucie’s grandmother, Mme de Rothe.

 


Frédéric-Séraphim, Comte de Gouvernet and later Marquis de la Tour du Pin Gouvernet (1759–1837) (husband). A soldier by profession, Frédéric served with Lafayette in the American Revolution. Briefly a diplomat, he was forced into hiding by the revolution and fled with Lucie to America. Later he was chosen by Napoleon as Prefect of Brussels and then Amiens. He represented France at the Congress of Vienna and was appointed Ambassador to Turin.

 

Jean-Frédéric de la Tour du Pin Gouvernet (1727–1794) (father-in-law). A prominent soldier and Minister for War under Louis XVI, he was arrested during the Terror and sent to the guillotine.

 

Adelaïde-Félicité-Henriette d’Hénin (1750–1820?) (Frédéric’s aunt). Married at 15 to the Prince d’Hénin, from whom she lived separated, she became the centre of a group of clever, influential women in Paris. By nature irascible and impetuous, but also generous and devoted, she played an important part in Lucie’s life. The Princesse d’Hénin was lady-in-waiting to Marie Antoinette and spent much of her life–after her husband went to the guillotine–as companion to Trophime-Gérard, Marquis de Lally-Tollendal, deputy to the Estates General in 1789 and later member of the Académie Française.

 

Félicie de Duras, Comtesse de la Rochejacquelein (1798–1883) (goddaughter). Daughter of Lucie’s friend Claire de Duras, Félicie became Lucie’s main correspondent for the last 30 years of her life. Boyish and impetuous, she embroiled Lucie’s son, Aymar, in a disastrous escapade.

 

Lady Jerningham (1748–1825) (aunt). When Lucie and Frédéric fled to London in 1798, they found a home with Lady Jerningham and her family at Cossey Hall in Norfolk. Lucie was very attached to her English aunt.

 

Fanny Dillon (1785–1836) (half-sister). The only surviving daughter of Arthur and his second wife, Fanny married General Bertrand, faithful follower of Napoleon, and had four childen. They accompanied the deposed Emperor to St Helena.

Lucie’s six children:

Humbert (1790–1816) Sous-Préfet under Napoleon and lieutenant in the Black Musketeers; Humbert was killed in a duel.

 


Séraphine (1793–5).

Alix, known as Charlotte (1796–1822) who died of tuberculosis.

Edward (1798) who died aged a few months.

Cécile (1800–17) who died of tuberculosis soon after her 17th birthday.

Aymar (1806–67) who was the only one of her children to survive her.

Lucie had two grandchildren to whom she was close:

Cécile (1818–93), daughter of Charlotte and brought up by Lucie.

Hadelin (1816–90), son of Charlotte who rose to prominence in the political and social world of Brussels.

Characters in France

Angoulême, Marie-Thérèse d’, (1778–1851). The only surviving daughter of Louis XVI, she accompanied her uncle, later Louis XVIII, into exile in England and married her cousin, the Duc d’Angoulême. During the Bourbon restoration she presided over a starchy court, but remained unpopular.

 

Beauharnais, Hortense de (1783–1837). The only daughter of the Empress Josephine by her first marriage, she was later married to Napoleon’s brother, Louis, and became Queen of Holland. Her son became Napoleon III.

 

Berri, Marie Caroline de Bourbon-Sicile, Duchesse de (1798–1870). Married to the Duc de Berri, she followed Charles X into exile and tried to inspire the royalist insurrection in which Aymar and Félicie de la Rochejacquelein took part.

 

Cambacérès, Jean-Jacques, Duc de Parme (1753–1824). A lawyer and judge, who became Second Consul and worked on the Napoleonic Code.

 

Charles X, King of France (1757–1836). Younger son of Louis XVI’s brother. While still the Comte d’Artois, he was one of the first to flee the revolution. On his return, he became head of the ultra-royalist party, and succeeded his brother Louis XVIII as King in 1824. His fall marked the end of the Bourbon reign in France.

 


Chateaubriand, François-René (1768–1848). Poet and writer, he spent the first years of the revolution in England, returning to France to have a troubled relationship with Napoleon. He inspired great devotion in women.

 

Danton, Georges (1759–94). The first president of the Committee of Public Safety in the French Revolution, he was considered a moderating influence on the Jacobins. Accused of leniency towards the enemies of the revolution, he was sent to the guillotine.

 

Desmoulins, Camille (1760–94). A political journalist and lawyer, Desmoulins played an important part in the revolution through his writings. He was a friend of Lucie’s father Arthur, and refused to condemn him before the Tribunal. Falling out with Robespierre, he was tried with other moderates. His wife Lucile followed him to the guillotine, going to the scaffold on the same day as Arthur and leaving two small children.

 

Fouché, Joseph, Duc d’Otrante (1759–1820). One of the most efficient organisers of the Terror, his political skills contributed to the fall of Robespierre. Later, as Minister for Police under Napoleon, he created a formidable network of spies.

 

Josephine de Beauharnais, Empress, first wife of Napoleon (1763–1814). Imprisoned under the Terror, in which her husband was guillotined, she married Napoleon in 1796, but was unable to give him a child. He divorced her, and she lived at Malmaison until her death.

 

Louis XVI, King of France (1754–93). Married to Marie Antoinette at 15 and King at 20, Louis XVI was serious-minded and vacillating. Unable to respond to the challenges of the liberals and democrats, and arrested after the failure of his plans to escape, Louis was accused of secret dealings with foreigners. Brought to trial for treason, he was executed on 21 January 1793.

 

Louis XVIII, King of France (1755–1824). Brother to Louis XVI, and known by the title Monsieur, he fled France on the revolution and tried to put together an army of émigrés to challenge the French republican forces. After the death of his nephew in June 1795, he took the title of King and remained in England until returning to Paris in 1814. He had to flee once more during Napoleon’s Hundred Days. Immensely fat and suffering from gout, he found it increasingly hard to oppose the ultra-conservative members of his court.

 

Louis Philippe, Duc d’Orléans (1747–93). Cousin to Louis XVI, he lived in the Palais-Royal where he was thought to be plotting against Versailles. In the revolution, adopting the name Philippe-Égalité, he sided with the Third Estate. He voted for the death of the King, but was himself guillotined soon after.

 

Louis-Philippe, Duc d’Orléans, King of the French (1773–1850). After fighting for the revolutionary army, Louis-Philippe lived in America. During the reign of Charles X, Louis-Philippe became the centre of the liberal opposition and was proclaimed King of the French after Charles X was deposed. He reigned for 18 years and was ousted by the revolutionary movement which swept through Europe in 1848.

 

Marat, Jean-Paul (1743–93). A Swiss-born philosopher and political theorist whose journalism was central to the revolution. Briefly one of the most important men in revolutionary France, together with Danton and Robespierre, he was stabbed to death in his bath by Charlotte Corday.

 

Marie-Antoinette, Archduchess of Austria, Queen of France (1755–93). The pretty, frivolous 14-year-old bride of Louis XVI remained childless for eight years and became unpopular with the conservative court at Versailles and with the people of France. When the revolution broke out, she was perceived as a reactionary influence. Accused of secret dealings with the Austrians, she was imprisoned with her family in August 1792 and guillotined in October 1793.

 

Marie-Louise, Empress of the French (1791–1847). Born Archduchess Maria Louisa of Austria, she was the great-niece of Marie Antoinette. She was Napoleon’s second wife, and mother of Napoleon II, King of Rome. After Napoleon’s abdication, she fled to Vienna, becoming Duchess of Parma. Later she remarried and had three more children.

 

Napoleon, Emperor of France (1769–1821). A general with the revolutionary army, he organised the coup of 18 brumaire and set up a new government, the Consulate. He was First Consul from 1799 to 1804, then Emperor until 1814. Sent into exile in Elba, he returned for a Hundred Days in 1815 before being defeated at Waterloo. He died in exile in St Helena.

 

Robespierre, Maximilien (1758–94). A disciple of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and one of the main architects of the Terror, when he was known as the ‘Incorruptible’. With his execution in 1794, one phase of the French Revolution came to an end.

 

Staël, Germaine de (1766–1817). A woman of letters who wrote novels, plays and political essays and whose salon flourished after the Terror. Banished from Paris by Napoleon who found her hostile and outspoken, she spent many years in Coppet in Switzerland.

 

Talleyrand-Périgord, Charles-Maurice de, Prince de Benevento (1754–1838). A statesman and diplomat renowned for his political intrigues and his capacity for survival. He held office during the French Revolution–spending the two years of the Terror in the United States–and under Napoleon, Louis XVIII, Charles X and Louis-Philippe.

 

Tallien, Jean-Lambert (1767–1820). An active popular leader in the storming of the Tuileries in August 1792, he was also a direct participant in the September massacres, before being sent to Bordeaux to enforce revolutionary Terror on the provinces. Influential in Robespierre’s downfall, Tallien later accompanied Napoleon to Egypt. He died of leprosy, in great poverty.

 

Tallien, Thérésia (1773–1835). A famous beauty who fled revolutionary Paris for Bordeaux where she acted as a moderating influence on Tallien, whom she later married. She became one of the leaders of Parisian social life and set the fashion for the Directory. She married three times and had 11 children, several of them by other liaisons.










Foreword




On 1 January 1820, shortly before her 50th birthday, Lucie Dillon, Marquise de la Tour du Pin, decided that the moment had come to write her memoirs. Until that day, she had never written anything but letters ‘to those I love’. ‘Let me take advantage,’ she wrote, ‘of the warmth that is still in me to tell something of a troubled and restless life, in which the unhappinesses were caused less, perhaps, by the events known to all the world, than by secret griefs known only to God.’

So saying, Lucie sat down and began writing what would be one of the finest memoirs of the age, full of humour and shrewdness and affection. She wrote boldly and dispassionately, for there was nothing retiring or falsely modest in her character and she had much to say. It was, she had decided, to be a diary, for her son and grandchildren, for she had no plans for publication, either before or after her death. And it was as a diary that she wrote it, simply and without artifice, describing precisely what she saw and heard, not only of her own extraordinary life, but the exceptionally turbulent period of French history that she lived through. She wrote about domestic matters and affairs of state, about personal tragedies and public mayhem, with optimism and robustness–despite the secret griefs–and a mixture of innocence and knowingness, which makes her voice very much her own.

When her memoir was finally published, 50 years after her death, it was immediately recognised as a faithful testimony to a lost age. Never out of print since then, it has provided countless scholars with detailed, vivid information, made all the more remarkable by the fact that, for most of her very long life, she happened to be precisely where the transforming events of her time were taking place. But her many letters–which have never been published, and which cover the 40 years of her life that followed the events described in the memoirs–are just as remarkable. In some ways, they are even more so, for they show a woman without guile or malice yet possessed of considerable shrewdness about the workings of the world.

Born in Paris in 1770 in the dying days of the ancien régime, into a family of liberal aristocrats with many links to Versailles and the court of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, she survived the French Revolution, which saw many of her family and friends die or lose all they possessed. Escaping to America, she and her husband bought a farm and became increasingly concerned about the injustices of slavery. Later she lived through the eras of Napoleon and the restoration of the French kings, Louis XVIII, Charles X and Louis-Philippe. At the time of her death in 1853 Napoleon III had just ascended the throne. Almost nothing of the world into which she was born remained, neither the grandeur, nor the idea of absolute monarchy, nor the privileges; but she herself was singularly unchanged.

Because of her parents, she grew up at the court of Marie Antoinette, but it was a court riven by corruption, vendettas and profligacy. Because of who she became, her friends included Talleyrand, Wellington, Mme de Staël, Lafayette and Josephine Bonaparte–many of whom left descriptions of her. Because of who she married–Frédéric de la Tour du Pin was a soldier, administrator and diplomat–she saw the Terror unfold in Paris and Bordeaux, attended on Napoleon and Josephine, was in Brussels during the Battle of Waterloo and observed the early days of Italy’s unification. Along with a taste for hard work, she possessed a natural curiosity, an enormous need to understand and to remember, not only the grandeur and the politics, but the ordinary everyday events, the food, the clothes, the expressions on people’s faces. It made her a formidable witness.

Unremittingly tough on herself, she was extremely demanding of others; but she had a shrewd and self-mocking sense of humour and she possessed a generous and loving heart. When one personal tragedy followed another–the ‘secret griefs’ of her life–she did not complain. On the contrary, they made her more determined than ever to show fortitude. The memoirs are a portrait in resilience, the way that great pain can be endured and overcome. Lucie was not merely courageous: she was resourceful and imaginative.

Because Lucie’s own life and character were so remarkable, her story offers a fascinating portrait of an 18th-century woman. But it is more than that. The times she lived through were indeed exceptional, and it is in that context that she has to be seen, against a constantly changing, frightening and troubled background, broken by periods of domestic happiness and public prosperity, with her life running like a thread through her times. It is impossible to understand why she was so admirable without understanding the world that she looked out on; and which she survived.

What she witnessed was not just the end of an era both of extremes of privilege and extremes of poverty and backwardness, but the birth of a recognisably modern world, a new ordering of society. She saw and recognised the changes and the need for them, and most she approved of. Given her intense self-awareness and her experiences of loss and tragedy–universal experiences she shares with women at all moments of history–it is sometimes tempting to think of her as a modern woman. But Lucie belonged firmly in her times, and she dealt with her life in the ways that her 18th-century upbringing had taught her; which is why it is so important to set her clearly in her background and the age she lived through.

What Lucie discovered, as she started writing, was that she had a natural talent for description, a canny eye for the telling detail and strong feelings about right and wrong. She had feared that her memory might be poor: on the contrary, it was precise and deep. And as she wrote, so the age that she had lived through and survived came alive under her pen. Others had endured the same hardships and recorded the turmoil that consumed France in the closing years of the 18th century and the first decades of the 19th. What gave Lucie’s memoirs and her letters their edge was something quite different. It was to do with a kind of purity. In an era of licentiousness and expediency, when the world of seduction and deceit depicted by Choderlos de Laclos in Les Liaisons dangereuses offered a mirror to the aristocratic life around her, when Catholic prelates thought nothing of fathering children, and preferment owed more to intrigue than to natural talent, Lucie retained all her life a moral clarity and simplicity. It might have made her dull and priggish. Instead, it turned her into an impressive reporter who observed and recorded a lost age with candour and humour. It made her a loving and faithful wife and a devoted mother. And it made her brave, which was fortunate, for the events that befell her would have broken a frailer spirit.









CHAPTER ONE

This Magnificent Age




When Lucie-Henriette Dillon, who all her life would be known as Lucie, was born at 91 rue du Bac on 25 February 1770, the Faubourg Saint-Germain was one of the most fashionable quarters of Paris. It was here, behind heavy wooden doors opening on to courtyards with stables and coach houses, that France’s noble families lived. Abandoning the overcrowded and unhealthy Marais on the right bank of the Seine, they had crossed the river in the middle of the 17th century and settled in great stone mansions, three and four storeys high, surrounding their properties with high walls and vying with each other in grandeur.

Of all the faubourg’s streets, the narrow rue du Bac, wandering down towards the river, was considered by many the most desirable. The first house, along the embankment, belonged to the Comte de Mailly; on the same side was the Marquis de Custine and further up, not far from number 91, was the Princesse de Salm, who wrote verse. Just around the corner lived the Duc de Biron, as did the Rochechouarts, where another baby, Rosalie-Sabine, was born a little before Lucie. In these houses, women held salons and sang, for the Faubourg Saint-Germain was both scholarly and musical. It was on the Duchesse de Castries’s harp in the rue de Varennes that Mozart, a few years later, composed his concerto for flute and harp.

At the far end of the rue du Bac, where the road ended and the open countryside began, a missionary order had built a clergy house, with lintels of carved griffins and cherubs; its orchards and a kitchen garden looked out to the woods behind. On all sides, Paris was surrounded by forest. In the spring and summer, when Lucie and her nurse walked towards the fields, the road smelt sweetly of lime from the pollarded trees, of roses, lavender and lilac and the rare and exotic plants grown by the Swiss gardeners employed by the nobility towards the end of the 18th century. Across the river lay the open countryside of the Champs-Elysées, where on Sundays Parisians brought their children to picnic and stroll under the avenues of chestnut trees.

Number 91 was an imposing, unadorned building, its main reception rooms on the first floor reached by a handsome exterior circular staircase. Inside, the drawing rooms were hung with crimson and yellow damask, and the gold and silver threads of the embroidered armchairs were reflected in mirrors that hung around the walls. Lucie’s mother, who was 20 at the time of her daughter’s birth, had a room elegantly furnished in acacia. Her singing voice was pleasant and she owned a pianoforte, one of the first to be seen in Paris and which Lucie, as a small child, was not allowed to touch.

The house was known locally as l’Hôtel de Rothe, after Lucie’s maternal grandmother, an imperious and ill-tempered woman, whose husband, Charles Edward de Rothe, a French general of Irish extraction, had died some years before; and it was here that Lucie and her parents lived.

On both sides of her interwoven family, Lucie was descended from the Irish Dillons of Roscommon. Her parents were second cousins. Their mutual ancestor, Theobald, 7th Viscount Dillon, had raised an Irish regiment in 1688 and followed James II to France, entering into service with the French, and remaining after James II’s Jacobite court in exile had found a home at the palace of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, west of Paris.

Lucie’s father, Arthur, had been a soldier since childhood, waiting in the wings until judged old enough to inherit the family vacancy of proprietory-colonel of the Dillon regiment, caused by the death in battle of two older uncles, whose heroism was part of family lore. He was a good-looking man, tall, with receding hair and an aquiline nose, a small mouth and large black eyes; a friend once said of him that he resembled a parrot eating a cherry. Serving in his regiment since the age of 16, he was passionate about all things military. Lucie’s mother, Thérèse-Lucy, was also tall, with ‘a pretty complexion and a charming face’ and the fair colouring of her Irish ancestors, though some considered her rather too thin. She was good-natured and light-hearted, if not always averse to using Lucie in her battles with her own mother. She was also poorly educated, and she loved everything Versailles and the court provided.

Soon after their arranged marriage in 1768, when Arthur was 18 and Thérèse-Lucy 17, a son was born. They christened him Georges, but like a great many children in the 18th century he died in early infancy. Lucie was born two years later. Neither Arthur nor his wife had any money of their own, and Mme de Rothe, who held the family purse-strings in a grip of iron, was extremely reluctant to pass on to Thérèse-Lucy, her only child, any of the fortune that should by rights have gone to her.

More significant, perhaps, in a household in which the young Dillons and their new daughter seemed merely to perch, tolerated but disapproved of by the domineering Mme de Rothe, was the presence of another member of the Dillon family. This was Arthur Richard Dillon, Archbishop of Toulouse and Narbonne, President of the Estates of the Languedoc and widely accepted to be the lover of Mme de Rothe, who was the daughter of his sister, Lady Forester. Though this was not a liaison of much matter in an era of worldly prelates, there were some at court who disapproved, and Mme de Rothe felt their disdain keenly. The Marquis de Bombelles, a celebrated chronicler of the ancien régime, who admired Thérèse-Lucy’s grace and charm, spoke openly of her as having been raised by a ‘mother without principles and an uncle, believed to be her father’. The Archbishop’s ‘indecency’, he remarked, should certainly have excluded him from his exalted position in the Church. Like Arthur and his young wife, the Archbishop, a somewhat portly figure of medium height, with a round moonlike face and a great passion for hunting, found it best to abide by Mme de Rothe’s wishes. In the Church, he was known as an administrator rather than an evangelist, though his thesis had been on the doctrine of grace.

On both counts, then, Lucie was closely related to France’s powerful elites: the nobility and the clergy.

February 1770, the month of Lucie’s birth, was extremely cold. The men at work on the new Salle de l’Opéra had fallen behind and the stage was still not ready, but at the Comédie-Française Beaumarchais’s new play, Les Deux Amis, an intricate tale of love and money, opened to a good reception, and the young Talma, with his clear voice and commanding presence, was being hailed as the great coming tragedian. In the Mercure de France, Paris’s most popular paper, there was a long article about an eclipse of the sun, and much comment on the new inoculation–still in its experimental stage–against smallpox; and there was talk of James Cook’s recent discovery of Australia, as he sailed home from plotting the transit and eclipse of Venus in Tahiti. De Bachaumont’s Secret Diary, put together by a group of freethinkers and sceptics calling themselves les Paroissiens, kept all Paris entertained with gossip, rumour and court scandals. Due to a series of bad harvests, the economy, all over France, was reported to be faltering. The Foreign Minister, the Duc de Choiseul, was losing his struggle to impose reform through ambitious plans to alleviate poverty and improve agriculture, while trouble was brewing between the King, Louis XV, and his parliamentarians.

Thérèse-Lucy, in her elegant but cold room in the rue du Bac, took some time to recover from her daughter’s birth. The new baby was fair and it was thought likely that she would take after her mother and be tall.

 

On 16 May, when Lucie was three months old, Marie Antoinette, the 15th child and 8th surviving daughter of the Emperor and Empress of the Holy Roman Empire, arrived at Versailles from Vienna to be married to the 15-year-old Dauphin. She was 14, a graceful, fair-haired girl, with blue-grey eyes, a long neck, an aquiline nose and the famous Habsburg projecting lower lip, which gave her a pouting air. Her forehead was somewhat high and her hairline a bit uneven, which would pose a challenge to her dressmakers. Pretty rather than beautiful, Marie Antoinette was almost totally uneducated, though she sang charmingly and loved to dance. Both her written French–the lingua franca of all European courts–and her written German were extremely poor; her spoken French was far from perfect.

Her bridal journey, in 57 carriages, had been as splendid and luxurious as all the wealth and artistry of the Austrian court could make it, and she travelled in clothes of crimson taffeta, red velvet and gold embroidery in a gold and velvet coach. Parting from her Austrian suite on an island in the middle of the Rhine, after two and a half weeks on the road, she had been stripped, as ritual demanded, of everything belonging to her past, down to her undergarments and her much loved dog, a pug called Mops. The future queen of the French was permitted to retain nothing that belonged to a foreign power. Before Marie Antoinette left Vienna, her formidable mother, Maria Teresa, had instructed her never to display too much curiosity or to be over-familiar with those beneath her in rank; and, she had added, she should take great care to provoke no scandals.

Waiting to greet her in the forest near Compiègne, two days before her entry into Versailles, was her betrothed, Louis-Auguste, Dauphin of France since the death of his two older brothers. A heavily built youth in a long line of notoriously greedy and fat men, he was clumsy, tone-deaf and short-sighted, but also possessed of intelligence, curiosity, studiousness and a passion for hunting. With him had come his grandfather, Louis XV, now in the 55th year of his long reign, no longer the bien aimé, the much loved king, but the mal aimé, for a rule perceived as repressive and corrupt; and the Dauphin’s two younger brothers, the Comte de Provence, at 14 even stouter than Louis-Auguste, and the Comte d’Artois, 12, and widely acknowledged to be extremely good-looking. Accompanying these four were several high-ranking members of the French court, as well as three of the Dauphin’s aunts, Adélaïde, Victoire and Sophie, all in their late thirties, memorably described by Horace Walpole as ‘clumsy, plump old wenches’. Only later would Marie Antoinette meet the two princesses, her future sisters-in-law, 9-year-old Clothilde, whose girth was said to exceed her height, and 6-year-old Elisabeth. Life at Versailles, with its thousand rooms, its squabbling courtiers and legions of liveried servants, its rituals and its dramas, would prove to be far more public than that at the Austrian court.

Not a great deal had changed at Versailles since the King’s great-grandfather, Louis XIV, had moved the court from Paris in 1682 to the former hunting lodge on the main road to Normandy. Now, as then, ceremony and etiquette framed the royal day. In 1770, as in the 1680s, the King of France ruled by divine right, ‘rendering account…to God alone’, with wide powers over most temporal as well as ecclesiastical affairs. His court consisted of some 60 aristocratic dynasties and more than 200,000 nobles, split between the Noblesse de Robe, deriving their status from royal service, and the Noblesse d’Epée (sword) whose status came from military prowess. Public display, modes of address and formal ritualistic meals, rights and prerogatives, designed by the Sun King as a way of controlling his nobles, all remained in place, like an ancient and formal dance, even if, over the years, the squabbles had become more bitter and the rivalries more vicious.

With the years France’s unwieldy administration, a patchwork of provinces, municipalities, judicial territories and bishoprics, many with their own laws and dialects, had grown steadily more complicated and arcane. Nothing, in fact, was more bewildering than the absurd array of taxes, both direct and indirect, shot through with anomalies, and from which the nobility and clergy were largely exempt. Like Spain, Prussia and the Austrian Empire, France remained a hereditary absolute monarchy, under a king who governed centrally, using the much hated and feared lettres de cachet, the right to imprison at will, through secret orders.

Some 6,000 people, of all ranks but admitted only by ticket, attended Louis’s and Marie Antoinette’s wedding at Versailles. As courtiers, Mme de Rothe, the Archbishop, Arthur and Thérèse-Lucy would have been among them. The nobility wore full court dress, the women in hooped skirts, boned bodices, puffed sleeves and trains, their hair dressed and powdered, the men in swords, silk coats and breeches. Men and women alike glittered with jewels. Marie Antoinette, in white brocade and looking more like a child than a young woman, was presented with diamonds and a collar of pearls that had once belonged to Anne of Austria; her gifts from the King, delivered in a crimson velvet coffer, included a fan encrusted in diamonds. The Dauphin, for his part, appeared sulky. The Archbishop of Rheims was on hand to bless the marriage bed, into which the Dauphin was handed, as custom dictated, by the King. When, some time later, Paris celebrated the royal marriage, the day was marked by disaster: trenches, left by workmen, blocked the exits from the Place Louis XV and as the crowds pressed forward to watch the fireworks, 132 people were crushed or smothered in the rue Royale.

Soon after Lucie’s 4th birthday, just over four years later, smallpox took the life of Louis XV, and Marie Antoinette’s portly, serious, 20-year-old husband mounted the throne as Louis XVI, determined to be a virtuous ruler, responsive to the interests of his people. Appointing Jacques Turgot as his first Controller General, the new King declared: ‘I wish to be loved.’

 


In the 1770s Paris was noisy, smelly and the largest city in Europe after London. The narrow streets of the Marais were medieval stews of fetid, slippery filth. Vast crowds thronged damp, dark lanes down which, along central gutters, ran pungent rivers of rainwater and sewage, the mud so acid that it rotted anything it touched. Saltpetre caused the walls to ooze and form crusts. An appalling stench surrounded the tanners’ workshops and the slaughterhouses where butchers carved up the carcasses in the open, leaving grease, blood and entrails, while live animals, mainly cows and pigs, wandered at will. There were no pavements, no numbers on the houses and very little street lighting. To advertise their wares, shops hung out wooden or even stone signs, which swung dangerously in the wind. Louis-Sebastien Mercier, devoted and tetchy chronicler of 18th-century Parisian life, remarked on a glove hanging outside a glove-maker’s which was the size of a 3-year-old child. In their window boxes, dangling high above the streets, people grew flowers and herbs; and in their courtyards, they kept rabbits and chickens.

There was a constant wail of sound, as town criers shouted and merchants pushed through the people carrying produce brought in from the country; and among all this chaos sped carts and carriages causing frequent accidents. Typhus, typhoid and smallpox were rife. Bicêtre, the lunatic asylum and prison, was crammed with people who were simply poor or very old, as well as epileptics, cripples, the mad and those with venereal diseases. The year that Lucie was born, over 6,000 babies, lice-ridden, stinking of urine, bundled into filthy rags, were abandoned in doorways and church porches, the more fortunate left at l’Hôpital des Enfants Trouvés in the shadow of Notre-Dame. Very few of them reached their first birthday. Unwanted children in the provinces were often sent to l’Hôpital in Paris, strapped on to a man’s back in a lined box with room for three babies, occasionally fed from a sponge soaked in wine or milk. On arrival, it was usual to find at least one dead.

Much of the life of the capital revolved around the Seine, which flowed through the centre in a south-westerly curve, and down which, from before daylight, came thousands of boats and barges bringing wood, flour, vegetables, wine and building materials to docks along the banks. Just as artisans were ruled over by guilds, so every movement of the river was regulated and taxed; oil, soap, coffee, herrings and blocks of marble from Dieppe and Holland were delivered to one place, wood to another. Fresh flowers were to be found on the Quai de la Mégisserie; wigs at the Quai de l’Horloge. On the bank by the Châtelet, six families had the concession to cook and sell tripe.

The Seine brought people too, passengers arriving by coches d’eau, water carriages run by the Diligences et Messageries. Smaller skiffs ferried people across from one bank to the other. Some of these passengers, like the wet-nurses who fed most of the children born in the city, were allowed to travel at reduced rates. Anchored here and there were barges where people could take baths, doing business between spring and late summer. It was forbidden to bathe in the open river in hours of daylight, and there were endless quarrels between those competing for the river, and fines for those who broke the rules.

But this was only one part of the capital, the part lived in by the poor. To the west, Paris was an enormous garden, dotted with magnificent houses and thickly covered in trees. Approaching the city in 1767 along the tree-lined road from Versailles, Benjamin Franklin marvelled at Paris’s ‘prodigious mixture of magnificence and negligence’, and at the blinding pearly splendour of the steeples bathed in hazy light. The flour windmills on the hills of Montmartre reminded him of a majestic family of eagles taking flight. Franklin was not the only late 18th-century traveller to remark on the perfectly manicured paths of the Tuileries leading to the Louvre, nor on the size and majesty of the new Place Louis XV with Edmé Bouchardon’s fine equestrian statue of the king. Others, coming from England, Germany or Italy, were overwhelmed by the grandeur in which the French nobility lived–though disapproving of the dirt–and by the opulence of the gold, silver and velvet liveries worn by their servants.

The Parisian garden was a world of perfection, of art and nature shaped into an oasis of delight, in which fountains trickled and caged birds sang. In the Faubourg Saint-Germain visitors stopped in the cafés which served coffee–introduced to Louis XIV by the Sultan Mahommet–to sit at marble-topped tables, read newspapers and observe the ladies who ordered their coachmen to pause while they sent a servant in to collect a cup. For Lucie’s English relations, who often crossed the Channel to visit the Dillons, Paris, with its ebullient public street life, its street vendors selling sorbets, fruits glacés and fresh raspberries, was a source of endless entertainment and wonder. When, not long after Lucie’s birth, an animal with the head of a leopard, large shining eyes, the teeth of a lion, long moustaches and feet webbed like those of a goose was captured in the Straits of Magellan and brought to France, it was the first seal ever seen in Paris and it caused a sensation.

During the Orléans Regency and the long reign of Louis XV, very little had been done to change the face of Paris. But by 1770 the city’s economy, stagnant during the Seven Years War, had revived and Paris itself was in what Mercier called a ‘fureur de bâtir’, a fury of building. Streets were being straightened, new squares built, the old wooden houses on the bridges over the Seine demolished. Pavements were being created, to lift pedestrians out of the mud. Windows were enlarged and given glass panes. The dark, dank, medieval streets were to be opened up to the light, illuminated, made cleaner. Religious orders, exorbitantly rich in property and land, perceiving the steep rise in land prices, were negotiating sales of some of their extensive grounds.

To fill and decorate their new hôtels particuliers in the up-and-coming Chaussée d’Antin, in the Faubourg Saint-Honoré and along the Champs-Elysées, with their intimate, ornate interiors and their Boucher ceilings of amorous shepherds, the nobility and the rich financiers needed furniture, hangings and portraits. They found their pictures in the biannual exhibitions mounted in the Salon Carré of the Louvre, densely hung from eye level to ceiling with Chardin’s still lives and interiors, Greuze’s moral tales and the new high-minded scenes of classical antiquity, inspired by recent archaeological finds at Herculaneum and in Greece and Asia Minor. The first griffins and sphinxes, returning with travellers from Baalbek and Palmyra, made their appearance not long before Lucie’s birth. On panels in the new drawing rooms and libraries, Bacchus and Ceres cavorted among fawns. It was a time for collecting: shells, thimbles, lacquer boxes, telescopes, flowers–real, painted, artificial, embroidered, woven–stools, screens, porcelain from China, tiles from Delft, cups from Sèvres. Never before or since, it would be said, was so much effort expended on dress, fashion, luxury and comfort.

Architects now looked to Palladio for façades that would follow classical proportions. Rococo, the last swan song of the baroque, was fast falling from favour. The rich wanted their buildings majestic, but they also wanted them pleasing to the eye, ornamented with medallions and arabesques, with lyres, ribbons and roses, with painted wallpapers showing pastoral scenes. Whether in painting, statuary or stucco, there were to be allegories of nature, childhood and love, embracing the art of living and of happiness. ‘A young gentleman,’ observed Voltaire, ‘is fortunately neither a painter, nor a musician, nor an architect, nor a sculptor, but he causes these arts to flower with his magnificence.’ Salons were to be square if the intention was to hold serious conversation, oval if the purpose was voluptuous. Bedrooms were to be green, the colour of rest. Louis XIII’s stiff high-backed chairs had long since given way to rounded sofas, ottomans, Turkish carpets and cushions. Unseen hands fed stoves through openings in other rooms. Skilled masons were summoned from the Limousin, carpenters from Normandy, armies of plasterers, roofers and joiners, who left trails of white footprints along the roads.

Nor was sculpture limited to buildings. Lucie’s first sight of a formal dinner was of liveried servants bearing vast platters of sculpted food. By the 1770s master pastry cooks were vying with architects to construct miniature landscapes down the centre of dining tables, rococo scenes spun in coloured sugar, biscuit dough, wax and silk, amplified by artfully placed mirrors. People talked of food and cooking as a kind of chemistry, in which ever more arcane ingredients were blended into imaginative combinations. Larks, bunting, teal, herons and egrets appeared on menus, but peacock had been replaced by turkey as the preferred roast for banquets. One of the first lexicons of French food, the Dictionnaire portatif de la cuisine, published three years before Lucie’s birth, listed 40 ways to prepare a bird. The potato was regarded as suitable only for pigs. There was a growing demand for freshness, for meat and game served pink and roasted, browned with dotted pieces of fat which burnt crisply. Food was glorious, elaborate, absurd: when the Prince de Ligne wanted to send a gift to the Prince de Conti, he sent him a beautiful young girl, buried under mounds of pigs’ heads, with cheese from the Hainaut, capons from Campire, rabbits from Os, oysters from Ostend and shrimps from Antwerp.

Mercier left a picture of the typical Paris day, in the years just before the revolution. At one in the morning, came 6,000 peasants, bringing food and vegetables to Les Halles, the largest of the capital’s many markets; at six, came the bakers, bringing fresh bread; at seven, gardeners, going to their plots; at nine, wig-makers, carrying freshly powdered wigs to clients; at ten, lawyers and plaintiffs on the way to their court cases at the Châtelet; at two, those dining in town, be-wigged, powdered, walking on the tips of their toes to keep the hems of their clothes clean. From five in the afternoon, chaos and confusion, as the aristocracy set out on their social rounds; at midnight, the sound of carriages and horses, carrying the revellers home.

 

It was a world, for a rich, pretty child of the nobility, heiress to a great fortune, of fêtes champêtres, of ceilings covered in nymphs at play, of picnics in the shade of fake ruined Roman temples, of blind man’s buff played by men in tall silvery wigs, of black servant boys in turbans laying out food on white tablecloths. But for Lucie, who had all this and more, her first years were lonely and confusing.

Her father, Arthur, who loved her, was often away with his regiment. Her mother, Thérèse-Lucy, whom Lucie would always remember as ‘beautiful and sweet-tempered as an angel’, was completely in the power of Mme de Rothe. Married at 17 to a boy only a year older than herself, whom she had known and played with as a child and for whom she felt only sisterly affection, Thérèse-Lucy was far too afraid to ask for anything for herself, her husband or her daughter. On the very rare occasions when Thérèse-Lucy summoned up the courage to talk about money, Mme de Rothe ‘flew into a passion and maternal affection gave way to one of those incredible hatreds so beloved of writers of romances and tragedies’.

How Lucie’s grandmother came by her grim character is nowhere revealed; she remained a strangely one-dimensional figure in Lucie’s memoirs. But it cannot have been easy for her, even in such licentious times, to carry off a liaison so at odds with Church and society. Archbishop Dillon was, after all, a leading figure in the French Catholic Church, and the court, often forgiving towards men who transgressed, could be merciless towards women. Whatever the reason, Mme de Rothe’s dark nature seems to have cast an unremittingly bleak light over Lucie’s childhood; never, in anything she wrote later, would she recall a moment of tenderness or affection. Duty, obligation, occasionally; but never, towards her or towards anyone else, love.

Lucie herself, an only child in a house at war, in which both her mother and her grandmother wished to use her as their spy, was aware, even when very young, of the powerlessness of her frail mother and the strength of her malicious grandmother, who, when crossed, would beat and lock up the small girl for the most minor misdeeds. ‘The continual warring in the house,’ Lucie would write, ‘meant that I was perpetually on the defensive…If my mother wanted me to do something, my grandmother would forbid it. I was silent, and therefore accused of being surly and taciturn. I became the butt for the moods of all and sundry.’ Caught between her somewhat frivolous and weak mother and her angry grandmother, Lucie, while pretending to play with her doll or read her books, observed and remembered. ‘I acquired the habit of hiding my feelings and judging for myself the actions of my parents.’ To escape, she took refuge in fantasy, as many small children do, imagining another world, inventing changes of fortune where her own resourcefulness would bring her freedom and happiness. Already, at an age when more fortunate children begin to comprehend the love that binds families together, Lucie was learning about duplicity, guile and power. Later, she would write that her first thoughts were all connected with this hatred, and that ‘reserve and discretion’ became her earliest and most useful weapons.

Forty years later, recalling her years in her grandmother’s house, Lucie would write: ‘I had no real childhood.’

 

Number 91 rue du Bac was a restless, uneasy house, but it was also an extremely cultivated one. In Lucie’s grandmother’s drawing room, and among her father’s friends, there was constant talk of natural history, of exploration and of the possibilities offered by scientific enquiry. The house contained a large library, exceptionally well stocked for the period, and by the age of 7 Lucie was reading ‘voraciously and indiscriminately’. A tutor was found to teach her the harpsichord, a young organist from Béziers called M. Combes, who, discovering his pupil to be full of curiosity, tried to share some of his other studies with her. Lucie was fortunate in that she was born not simply at the moment when the Encyclopédistes were completing their monumental reordering of human knowledge, but into a family with roots and connections among philosophers and writers. Lucie was exposed, not only to the works of the great Encyclopédistes, but to those of their number still alive in the 1770s–men such as Voltaire, Rousseau and Condorcet–who were all visitors to the salons frequented by Arthur and Thérèse-Lucy. It was these ideas, enormously exciting and often very daring in Paris just before the revolution, that provided Lucie with her first taste of knowledge. M. Combes would later say that he was sometimes forced to slow down her studies in order that she should not overtake him. Curiosity and loneliness became Lucie’s spurs towards a world of the mind.

Ever since Aristotle, philosophers had been arranging and re arranging the map of mental knowledge. The origins of the remarkable intellectual experience that became known as the Enlightenment lay neither in the 18th century nor in France; but in the Paris of Louis XV. The quest to sort out and clarify phenomena, to open man up to scientific scrutiny, took a particular form, shaped by men such as Diderot and Montesquieu and promoted and even paid for by the women who, for well over a century, perfected the art of the French salon. Neither Mme de Rothe nor Thérèse-Lucy held a salon of their own, but their friends and relations did, and what they discussed there was much talked about in the rue du Bac.

The Encyclopédie, published in 17 volumes between 1751 and 1772, was the work of 150 known and dozens of unknown contributors, who, under the driving spirit of Denis Diderot, set out to draw up a systematic account of the ‘order and concatenation of human knowledge’. It was to be, said one of its founders, Jean d’Alembert, a ‘kind of world map’ showing not only the principal countries of the mind, but the roads leading between them, a ‘history of the human spirit, not of men’s vanity’. He saw it as a Lockean version of Bacon’s tree of knowledge, starting from the premise that we can know nothing beyond what comes to us from sensation and reflection, and that, as sentient, cogent beings, we have no choice but to sweep away the cobwebs of superstition and darkness.

Knowledge, said Diderot, was power; by charting its contours, the Encyclopédistes thought that they might conquer the world. No longer would the universe be a mystery, but a machine that could be taken to bits, examined, altered and improved. Even death, with its ritual of confession, resignation and absolution, was no longer to be feared, but accepted as a natural and gradual process. The frontispiece to the first volume showed Reason pulling a veil from the eyes of Truth, while grey clouds behind it drifted away. Hardly surprising, then, that the Encyclopédistes found themselves increasingly unpopular with the Church and the court, or that Diderot spent some time in prison for an essay on heresy.* Or that Lucie, an only child in a house full of adults, permitted to sit silently in her grandmother’s drawing room, was intrigued by what she heard.

To delineate this new order of knowledge and draw fresh lines between the known and the unknown, d’Alembert, himself a mathematician, commissioned entries on astronomy, architecture, food, the arts, mathematics, literature, the occult, love, mechanics, optics, and these were available to Lucie as she grew up. ‘I was,’ she would write, ‘remarkably eager to learn. I wanted to know about everything, from cooking to experiments in chemistry.’ Appetite for the printed word was rising year by year. The timing for the Encyclopédie had been good: though the sources of many of the great rivers remained mysterious, the surface of the oceans was being explored and mapped, while exotic new species of plants and animals were being brought back from the colonies. Even so, it was inconceivable that any other part of the world would match Europe: ‘All Asia is buried in the most profound darkness,’ observed the Comte de Volney. ‘The Chinese…offer to my view an abortive civilisation and a race of automatons…The Indian vegetates in an incurable apathy. The Tartar…lives in the barbarity of his ancestors.’

Among the most celebrated of the philosophers was Voltaire, whose ideas on personal and religious freedom and material progress had been refined during a visit to England in the 1720s. What Voltaire called for, before retiring to his house at Ferney on the Swiss border, was a representative government, a spirit of tolerance and material happiness, even, if need be, luxury, providing it was of the right kind, ‘polite’ and not ‘frivolous or lazy’.

In these views, he was opposed by another of the great figures of the Enlightenment years, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who argued that, on the contrary, man, in becoming modern, had lost his innocence and health and was now miserable: born free, he wrote in his widely quoted Social Contract, which appeared in 1762, man was now ‘everywhere in chains’. The material prosperity born of progress had served only to corrupt his pristine purity. In the years immediately before Lucie’s birth, Rousseau published two of the 18th century’s best-selling novels, Émile and La Nouvelle Héloïse, in which he called for readers to abandon the false lures of society and retire to nature and solitude, there to ponder the unmediated word of God. In Rousseau’s novels, lovers teach each other to love, and to read so deeply that literature is absorbed into life.

Both Voltaire and Rousseau feared for France’s future. In 1764, Voltaire wrote that he regretted that he would not be alive to witness a ‘revolution that cannot fail to happen’. Rousseau, for his part, believed that it was not only the French monarchy, but the royal families of all Europe who did not have much time left on their thrones. ‘They have all shone brightly, and every state that shines so brightly is on its path to decline…We are approaching a moment of crisis and a century of revolutions.’ But that was in the 1760s, and neither Versailles nor the court was listening, though the message did not go unheard in the Faubourg Saint-Germain, where the Dillons were not the only family drawn to the heady world of new freedoms.

The Enlightenment, as it unfolded, touched most of educated Europe, but in France, and particularly in Paris, its direction was determined early by a succession of highly intelligent, imaginative, bold women who invited into their salons ‘honnêtes gens’, men of letters, scholars and socialites who were, like themselves, tolerant, reasonable, full of restraint and self-respect, hostile to the idea of a powerful and controlling Church and monarchy. The life of the Parisian salon had started in 1613 when Madame de Rambouillet opened her famous Blue Room to a collection of witty, erudite friends. And it had been carried on down the years, one hostess succeeding, and sometimes rivalling, another, handing down their guests as one died and another took over. It was into this world that Lucie was born and where she grew up, and it left an indelible print on her.

In rooms that were themselves especially charming, intimate and conducive to conversation, her mother’s and her grandmother’s friends presided over talk that embraced gallantry but not love; morals but not religion; philosophy, literature and the sciences but neither domestic matters (too boring) nor politics (too dangerous). Over dinners habitués debated moral dilemmas, composed maxims and satirical verses, discussed free will, geometry, economics, and read aloud to each other from their new works. In the second volume of the Encyclopédie, published in 1752–and immediately viewed as subversive–conversation was described as a river of talk, flowing lightly, without affectation, moving from topic to topic, neither a game of chess nor a contest of arms. (Rousseau complained that this exquisite courtesy was nothing but a mask for sterility and sophistry.) For the philosophers of the Enlightenment and their friends, the salons were the one place where ideas of this kind could be aired in safety, where no questions were deemed too sensitive to debate, no thoughts too perilous to think. Many severed their links with their religious upbringings.

It was not all, of course, about ideas. For it was in the Parisian salons of Mme du Deffand and Mme Geoffrin–the latter was the last real patroness of the Encyclopédie, a woman neither clever nor educated enough to join in the conversations but shrewd enough to preside and keep control–that the idea of the ‘douceur de vivre’, that elusive and untranslatable concept, was born. It was an art that consisted in living well, with courtesy, elegance and mutual pleasure, in which pleasing others was a form of pleasure in itself, and where etiquette, ‘politesse’, and ‘bon ton’ provided protection from confusion and the uncertainties of the outside world. Voice, gesture, self-awareness, amiability, and even silence, all possessed meanings. Even Hume, who held that English political life was greatly superior to French, agreed that the French, in their salons, had ‘perfected that art, the most useful and agreeable of any, l’art de vivre, the art of society and conversation’. Mme du Deffand and Mme Geoffrin did not die until Lucie was nearly 10, and their influence was felt strongly throughout the Faubourg Saint-Germain.


And as the nobility, across the 18th century, became more and more alienated from the governance of France, stifled by those in power at Versailles, repelled by the licentiousness of the Orléans Regency, so in their salons these women and their friends re-defined themselves through their attachment to exquisite manners, and through their wit and epigrams and word games. Flattery was tolerated, provided it did not turn into adulation; teasing was permitted, but not malicious mockery, for that would transgress against courtesy. And it was happiness, that concept dear to Voltaire, defined by Montesquieu as the perpetual satisfaction of endlessly deferred desires on one hand and a state of tranquillity on the other, that most interested them. ‘It is to this noble sub-ordination,’ wrote Talleyrand, the man who would later mourn the loss of the ‘douceur de vivre’, ‘that we owe the art of seemliness, the elegance of custom, the exquisite good manners with which this magnificent age is imprinted.’ It was in Talleyrand’s world that Arthur and Thérèse-Lucy moved.

And nor was it all serious or all very kind. The elderly Princesse de Ligne, whose pale, plump, shiny face ended in three chins, was described as resembling a melting candle, while of the Duchesse de Mazarin it was said that she had the freshness not of the proverbial rose, but of meat in a butcher’s shop. It was at her reception that a flock of sheep, newly washed and guarded by a shepherdess, a dancer at the opera, intended to look decorous in the garden, panicked and got loose among the guests, bleating and crashing into the wall of mirrors that ran the length of a long gallery.

For her entire childhood, until the revolution put an end to it for ever, Lucie lived in a world in which elegance of performance was a form of freedom of expression. The people who filled her life were witty, full of curiosity, eager to learn, attentive to the meanings of words and their most subtle nuances, convinced that culture could overcome prejudice, ignorance and the brutality of the instincts. And they sincerely believed that France itself was more cultured, more intellectually interesting, more attuned to manners and taste than any other country in the world. It gave her a cast of mind she never lost, a taste for conversation that went well beyond the simple imparting of ideas, and an attachment to manners and the need to give pleasure to others before oneself. Allied to her own innate intelligence, and her too early understanding of unhappiness and the importance of self-reliance, it gave her a strength remarkable in so young a girl.

 

Rousseau’s call for a return to nature and behaviour that was natural, rather than artificial, had struck a chord with the French nobility. By the 1770s they were beginning to look to the countryside for a retreat into a welcome and healthy simplicity. The habit of swaddling newborn babies and sending them to wet-nurses was abandoned in favour of breast-feeding them at home. (Crawling, however, was discouraged as ‘animal-like’.) In the wake of Émile and La Nouvelle Héloïse, people flocked to the country, to picnic, to walk, and to look for plants. Increasingly, the nobility took to spending longer periods of time in their country estates, though many of their pleasures travelled with them from Paris. By the 18th century such was the obsession with theatre that country houses had miniature halls complete with boxes built for amateur theatricals, in which house parties acted out proverbs, staged comic operas and wrote their own plays. Where there were no little theatres, they used the orangeries or outhouses.

In 1764, Lucie’s grandfather, General de Rothe, had bought a château at Hautefontaine, 20 kilometres west of Compiègne, perched on the side of a hill overlooking a gorge above a hamlet. The wooded valley, of beech and oak, was surrounded by lakes, by fields of wheat and meadows, by a few vines, and by quarries which sent stone to Paris, 60 kilometres away. The château, rebuilt in 1720 round a central hall, with a large dining room giving a view down a long avenue of trees to a fortified 12th-century church, had a particularly fine staircase, rising to the first floor in stone, continuing in wood above. There were 25 separate apartments for guests, each with its own adjoining bedroom, plus a closet, a dressing room and a room for a servant, reached by an internal staircase. The fireplaces were of marble and the house, unusually for the times, had a bathroom attached to the main bedroom. Surrounding the château were walled gardens, a park, a field for archery and a dovecot, this last a status symbol reserved for the nobility. The General lived to enjoy his retreat for just two years.

Archbishop Dillon, however, loved Hautefontaine and as it now belonged to Mme de Rothe, it was his to use. Early each spring, Mme de Rothe, Thérèse-Lucy and Lucie moved from Paris, bringing with them servants, horses, carriages and books from the Archbishop’s library. They were joined in late summer by Arthur, back from his annual four months’ service with his regiment. Together with extra people brought in from the village there were 40 servants, from a maître d’hôtel to a frotteur, a man whose sole job it was to keep the floors of the château polished. The Rothes were liked locally, having brought prosperity to the valley, and the village now had among its inhabitants a tailor, a locksmith and a shoemaker to serve the château. Mindful of Rousseau’s celebration of the simple life, the Archbishop and his guests attended local weddings and feast days and acted as witnesses to the marriages between their servants. For the Fête des Roses, the prettiest and most virtuous village girl was crowned with flowers and given a dowry. On Sundays, Lucie accompanied her mother, grandmother and great-great-uncle to the wooden pew reserved for them at the front of the church, though it would be said that the books carried by their guests were more likely to be novels of a scabrous nature than prayer books. Something of the irreverence of the household, its disdain for conventional religious observance, marked Lucie, even as a small child.

In the 1770s, the English were much in vogue for their horses and their hunt, and the Archbishop, along with his other worldly pursuits, was a keen follower, keeping a pack of hounds just outside the village, in order that their barking should not disturb his guests. The hunt servants, in their Dillon liveries, were all English, as was the gardener’s wife, and with them Lucie read Robinson Crusoe and practised her English. The surrounding forests of Compiègne and Villers-Cotterêts were rich in stag and boar, and as soon as Lucie was able to ride she was allowed to join the hunt. Out hunting one day as a small child, she fell off her horse and broke her leg. Borne home on a stretcher made of branches, bearing the pain without complaint, she was put to bed for six weeks while it healed. During the day, her mother and her friends sat by her side, reading to her from the Arabian Nights. In the evenings a small puppet theatre would be wheeled into her room, Thérèse-Lucy and her Parisian visitors taking different parts, which they either sang or spoke, giving Lucie a delight in plays and ‘works of romance and the imagination’ that she never lost. She would remember the time she spent in bed with her broken leg as one of the happiest moments of her childhood.

It was at Hautefontaine that she made a companion and a friend of a servant, a young woman from nearby Compiègne who could neither read nor write but who was evidently as devoted to her small charge as Lucie was to her. Marguerite would remain with Lucie until her death. She had, Lucie wrote, ‘the heaven-sent gift of healthy judgement, fairness of mind and strength of soul…She helped me to see evil wherever it existed and…encouraged me in virtue.’ Wary of the bickerings and jealousies of the household, and lonely, Lucie had found an ally. It was as well that she had, she noted later, for the things she witnessed ‘might have been expected to warp my mind, pervert my affections, deprave my character and destroy every notion of religion and morality’.

At Hautefontaine, the Archbishop kept open house, even if some of the guests complained that Mme de Rothe was a trouble-maker with disagreeable manners. Members of Paris’s beau monde came for long stays, and with them many Dillon relations, Irish and English and French, descendants of the soldiers who had come to France with James II, and others who had followed in their wake to become merchants and bankers. There was Édouard, ‘le beau Dillon’, a famously handsome man, popular at court, and Arthur’s sister Frances, married to Sir William Jerningham. François Sheldon, Lucie’s cousin, celebrated his marriage in Hautefontaine Church. Not all the Dillon diaspora had prospered. Robert, a wine merchant in Bordeaux, had died some years earlier leaving a widow of 32, expecting her 13th child, and as they grew up these impecunious children looked to the Archbishop for patronage.

The Archbishop shared the considerable expenses of his excellent hunt, said to be the envy even of the King, with two younger men, both courtiers at Versailles. One was the Duc de Lauzun, a soldier and friend of Arthur’s, a buccaneering figure rapidly going through the fortunes of his pale and unhappy wife, Amélie. The other was the Prince de Guéménée. Both men were said to be in thrall to Thérèse-Lucy’s charm and gentle manner. On New Year’s Day 1777, Lauzun presented Lucie with a doll, with a full wardrobe of exquisite clothes, of the kind that did the rounds of foreign courts, advertising French fashions, la grande Pandora in court clothes, la petite in everyday wear. He had ordered it from the Queen’s dressmaker, Rose Bertin, and the doll had a ‘well-made foot and a very good wig’ as well as silk stockings, high-heeled shoes, a petticoat hemmed in embroidery, a bone corset, and a number of caps, hats and bouquets of flowers. The Prince de Guéménée, whose own wife was frequently detained at court by duties, became a constant visitor to the château, often bringing with him sheet music and sometimes even musicians from Paris. In Paris, Lucie’s mother sang with Niccolò Piccinni, the new Italian favourite, ‘a lively agreeable little man, rather grave for an Italian, so full of fire and genius’, whose compositions were rapidly rivalling those of Gluck in popularity and causing bitter feuds between Gluckinistes and Piccinnistes. (Gluck’s compositions, noted Lord Herbert, on a visit to Paris, were ‘worse than ten thousand Cats and Dogs howling’.)

Adèle d’Osmond, a distant cousin of Lucie’s, whose acerbic memoirs dwelt at some length on the Dillon family, would later write that her mother was so appalled by the libertine tone of Hautefontaine during her visits that she was frequently in tears. Unable to leave because of her need for support, she found herself mercilessly teased for her prudery, until the day when a visiting prelate, as worldly as the Archbishop, took her to one side. ‘If you wish to be happy here,’ he said, ‘you must conceal your love for your husband. Conjugal love is the only kind that is not tolerated here.’ It was all, as the habitués of the salons had perceived so clearly, a question of ‘politesse’ and ‘bon ton’, at both of which Thérèse-Lucy excelled. Etiquette dictated that while there could be no display of physical intimacy–for a man to place his hand on the back of a woman’s chair was considered a grave breach of manners–a play on words, however risqué, was all part of the wit and art of 18th-century conversation. Later, Adèle d’Osmond would admit that when she arrived at Hautefontaine for the first time she had been convinced that Mme Dillon and the Prince de Guéménée were lovers; but after six months, she doubted it. Even Lucie, however, wondered later whether her mother was ‘sufficiently distant in her relations with the men she liked’. Arthur, much disliked by his autocratic mother-in-law, seldom came to Hautefontaine, and there had been no child born after Lucie. Thérèse-Lucy’s arranged marriage had not brought happiness to either one of them.


In the evenings, after meals that were more like banquets, in the large dining room with its carved wooden furniture and sumptuous hangings, the party would sit down to the gaming tables, to gamble at tric trac–a form of backgammon–or to play whist. Some evenings there were charades or short plays, in which all the guests, and some of the servants, had parts; on others, the visitors gathered round to listen to Thérèse-Lucy play.

When Lucie was seven, Thérèse-Lucy was named lady-in-waiting to Marie Antoinette; much of her time would now be spent at court, and Lucie was left to the mercy of Mme de Rothe’s whims. But long after Hautefontaine had disappeared, Lucie remembered how she had grown up, the only child in this large, rich, hospitable, ungodly family, in which they rarely sat down to meals without guests, knowing that one day it would all be hers.









CHAPTER TWO

A Talent for Deception




That Lucie would receive a good education was never in doubt. The Encyclopédistes and the salons of Mme du Deffand and Mme Geoffrin had made certain of that. Lucie was also extremely fortunate in the timing of her childhood. With the revolution would disappear much of the equality won for women by men such as Diderot–who taught his daughter Angélique to ‘raisonner juste’, think clearly, saying that knowledge would make the world a place in which ‘children, becoming better instructed than us, may at the same time become more virtuous and happy’. It was Diderot who pointed out that girls needed to accept their biological condition, but that their education could provide the way for making that prison as comfortable as possible.

The only question was what form Lucie’s schooling should take. By the 1770s, Saint-Cyr, the celebrated school started by Madame de Maintenon–where nobly born girls were urged never to forget that they descended from warriors, and that their appearance mattered, since beauty was a gift from God–had long since closed. But convent schools, many of them run by the Ursulines, survived and much of the nobility continued to send their daughters away at 7, seeing them only occasionally until they emerged to marry and even then only in a parlour and in the presence of a nun. One possibility was that Lucie might join her English cousin Charlotte, Lady Jerningham’s daughter, in a convent not far from the rue du Bac. From time to time, Lucie was taken to visit her, but Charlotte herself never left the convent or its grounds. But Mme de Rothe and Thérèse-Lucy, schooled by Diderot and the salons, had no sympathy for what they regarded as the meagre offerings of the fashionable Parisian convents, where girls studied little beyond literature, dancing and mathematics and where the emphasis was on learning to please, while mastering and understanding nuances of gesture and demeanour.

To Lucie’s great relief, Arthur and Thérèse-Lucy decided to educate their only child at home. Nothing could have pleased her more, for she continued to show signs of being hugely curious about the world, certain that some great adventure lay in store for her. She envied Marguerite her village life and, when the young woman returned from visits to her family, begged her to describe in detail every minute of her time away. She was already conscious, she wrote later, of longing for a world in which people were not forced, as she was, ‘to hide their tastes and ideas’.

M. Combes was asked to stay on and teach her French, mathematics, history, geography and the sciences, and a maid was brought from London with whom she could practise her English. At Hautefontaine, whenever she could escape this Englishwoman who was meant, to Lucie’s distress, to replace Marguerite as her daily companion, she would walk down to the village to watch the apothecary conducting experiments in his small laboratory. Learning was rapidly becoming not just a pleasure but a necessary distraction. With the shrewdness of a lonely child, she was discovering that the way to escape punishment and ridicule was to appear at all times impassive and obedient. ‘How careful,’ Lucie would write, almost 50 years later, ‘one should be when bringing children up not to wound their affections, nor to be deceived by the apparent shallowness of their natures.’ In old age, recalling the indignities to which Marguerite was subjected, she would still feel angry.

Like her mother, Lucie was musical. Round the corner from 91 rue du Bac, at 110 rue de Grenelle, lived Thérèse-Lucy’s closest friend, Mme de Rochechouart, whose daughter Rosalie-Sabine had been born just before Lucie. It was here, as she grew up, that Lucie went to play the violin with other members of the family. In 1770, Paris was full of music teachers and organists, many of them embroiled in the squabbles between those who followed Piccinni’s tender and intimate melodies, and those who supported the Bohemian Gluck and argued that music should take on all the grandeur and pathos of great theatre, with dignity rather than gallantry, and a minimum of unnecessary dances.

Up and down the Faubourg Saint-Germain, celebrated musicians and singers, come from Germany, Italy and England, performed at small private gatherings in special rooms painted with nymphs and Pans, clutching hautbois, lutes and tambourines. Paris, rather than Mannheim, was rapidly becoming the most important European musical centre, especially for symphonies. In 1778, when Lucie was 8, Mozart composed his Paris Symphony, the 31st. On the Quai Voltaire, the Marquise de Villette seated her guests on chairs carved in the shape of lyres. Thé à l’anglaise, a meal much in fashion in the 1770s, at which guests not only drank tea but consumed large quantities of food, was invariably taken to the sound of a harp or a violin. In the Rochechouarts’ house, Lucie learnt the art of graceful performance.

Lucie herself, with her quick ways, was growing up to be interesting-looking rather than conventionally pretty. She lacked the perfect 18th-century oval face with small straight nose and delicate features and her grey eyes were rather small. After an attack of smallpox at the age of 4–which had left her face remarkably unscarred–her eyelashes and eyebrows were somewhat sparse. Her nose, like her father’s, was long and a little heavy at the tip, but her mouth and her lips were full, her teeth excellent, and she had thick ash-blonde hair. She also had a charming smile.

 

There was another strand to Lucie’s life, and it came not from Paris and the world of the French nobility, but from America, where, after the colonies united against British rule and mobilised a militia, and Britain sent troops, fighting broke out in 1775. In 1776, 13 colonies voted to adopt a Declaration of Independence. As a soldier, the commander and proprietor of a regiment, Arthur had been following the rebellion closely. From her earliest childhood, Lucie had heard constant talk about this vast land, much of it of a wildly contradictory nature. The most damning picture came from a Dutchman who had never been there, Cornelius de Pauw. In his Recherches philosophiques sur les Américains, published in Paris in 1768, de Pauw reported that the New World was putrefying and swampy, covered in snakes, insects and lizards of monstrous size with odd numbers of toes. The men who inhabited this land of ‘noxious vapours’ were themselves very strange, more like orang-utans than humans, degenerate, sexless and absurdly small. The Indians, observed de Pauw, from a safe distance of 12,000 miles, were not only sexually frigid, but insensitive to pain, cowardly, indolent, and lacking in all curiosity; the same fate, he warned, would surely befall Europeans who ventured to settle in America. (Blacks who came to Europe, however, could hope to turn white.*)

Hector St John de Crèvecoeur, a Norman nobleman who had actually seen America for himself, described on the other hand an Arcadia of meadows and orchards, in which even the kingbirds guarding the cornfields were known for ‘their extreme vigilance, indefatigable perseverance, and their audacity’. Arthur and his military young friends warmed to this vision of a Utopian land of plenty, settled by wise farmers at peace with themselves and the world, which they seemed to be refashioning in the very mould the 18th-century rationalists aspired to. Arthur had read Voltaire, and with him admired William Penn and the Quakers in tolerant, contented Philadelphia. And when in 1767 and again in 1769, Benjamin Franklin had visited Paris, where he became very popular with the nobility and the court, Arthur and his friends were delighted to learn about life in this country of free trade and political radicalism. Arthur’s sympathies increasingly lay with the reformers and radicals whose unease about the profligacy of the French court was growing all the time.

Benjamin Franklin, for Arthur and his friends, was the perfect American emissary. Celebrated by Voltaire as a man of genius, discoverer of electricity, instrumental in bringing pavements and lighting to Philadelphia’s streets, he was courteous, sweet-tempered, prudent and wily; and he spoke passable French. He also looked the part. In a Paris of men in powdered wigs, ruffled lace and silk stockings, he wore a rebel’s plain brown coat when visiting Versailles, and wandered around Paris with a fur hat perched on his high domed forehead. Soon, a hairstyle à la Franklin was all the rage. The Comte de Ségur, contrasting the polish and magnificence of the French courtiers with the rustic simplicity and directness of Franklin, said that it made him think of sages of the time of Plato or Cato, introduced into ‘the midst of the effeminate and servile refinement of the 18th century’.

Franklin was also extremely shrewd. Perceiving the French fascination with the natural world, he played his homespun card to perfection. In the salons of Mme du Luxembourg and Mme du Deffand, where Arthur and the Duc de Lauzun met to debate metaphysics, he charmed his audience with his skill at mastering the rules of ‘bon ton’, his subtlety and understatement. He was ‘sensible’, sensitive, like the best of the salon habitués, and simple, and thus pleasing to the followers of Rousseau; but equally, he was scientific-minded and rational, which endeared him to Voltaire. The French philosophers, the liberal aristocratic soldiers, the worldly prelates and the essayists, all liked his energy and his versatility and they enjoyed listening to him talk about his glass-works and his tannery. And when, on 4 July 1776, word came that the 13 United States of America had declared independence from England, and, in Thomas Jefferson’s words, proclaimed the equality of all men and their ‘inalienable right’ to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, the young French officers, longing to see action, began to think that an American campaign, among people like Benjamin Franklin, was exactly what they wanted. The American rebels themselves were desperate for French aid: they needed money, weapons, gunpowder and material for uniforms.

Franklin himself, back in Paris in 1777 to promote the cause of American independence as ambassador to the court of Louis XVI, in his spectacles and tall beaver fur hat, encouraged them, making friends with the influential philosopher and mathematician Condorcet, and becoming a member of the Académie des Sciences and of a Parisian masonic lodge. One night, at a dinner attended by the Abbé Raynal, a convinced sceptic about the charms of the New World, at which the meagre size of the American people was brought up, Franklin asked first the Americans present, and then the French, in two separate groups, to stand up. As it happened, the Americans at the dinner were tall, vigorous men, and the French rather small; afterwards, Franklin referred to the Abbé as a ‘mere shrimp’.

In January 1777, the King, spurred on by visions of the economic and political rewards that might follow for France, granted the American rebels 2 million livres, without interest, to be repaid only when ‘the United States are settled in peace and prosperity’. The deal was to remain, for the moment, secret, the idea of insurgency terrifying to those Frenchmen who believed in absolute monarchy.

The risk was considerable. France, though politically at its most stable for some time, was financially faltering. There had been a series of bad harvests, and attacks on farmers and bakers. Turgot, the King’s Controller General, the man committed to humane reform and the sway of reason, who had spoken of ‘six years of despotism to establish liberty’, who had sought to unfetter trade from crippling restrictions, abolished forced labour for road-making and tried to curb expenditure, had been dismissed the previous year. ‘Monsieur Turgot wants to be me,’ the King had declared, ‘and I do not want him to be me.’ It was Jacques Necker, a rich Swiss banker, who had made his money from successful speculations, who would now, as Director General of finance, steer France’s fortunes through the costly coming American war, with a commitment to greater transparency in financial affairs, a leaner and more efficient tax policy and greater central control. Necker, a rather effeminate-looking man, with a severe expression and little interest in leisure, was humane and imaginative; he was also a master at floating loans.

A friend of Arthur Dillon’s, the Marquis de Lafayette was the first to slip away to Philadelphia where he offered his services as soldier to Washington. He was soon followed by other young aristocratic officers, longing for military glory. Expecting to be greeted as saviours, many were disappointed by their reception; they complained that the sheets in the inns were filthy and that the American soldiers lacked discipline. There were not enough commissions in the American army for all these aristocratic majors and colonels, few of whom spoke English, and no money with which to pay them. For their part, the Americans found their saviours arrogant. There was a humorous moment when a Bostonian grandee offered to give a banquet for the French. Informed that they lived on frogs and salad, he sent his servants to scour the surrounding swamps, and when the soup plates were handed round, each was found to contain a large green frog.

As Franklin’s popularity in Paris grew, and his likeness began to appear on medallions and snuffboxes, and the Comédie-Française staged two little-performed Molière plays because he expressed regret that he had never seen them, so his ceaseless lobbying began to pay off. A French expeditionary force of 8,000 men, under the Comte de Rochambeau, was despatched to fight alongside the rebels, now increasingly hungry, cold and ill-equipped.

In the spring of 1777 Arthur was 29. Quick-tempered and enthusiastic, he embarked on 5 April with the 1,400 men of his regiment, flying their distinctive white and green flag of harp and crown, in a squadron destined initially for the West Indies. Lucie was allowed to go with him as far as Amiens, but Thérèse-Lucy and Mme de la Rothe accompanied him to Brest, where the French fleet was assembling, and where the Archbishop blessed the ships as they sailed out of harbour. Among the officers on the Diadème and the Annibal were four Dillons; three others sailed with a regiment led by Lauzun.

On their way home from Brest, Mme de Rothe and the Archbishop purchased the entire cargo of a ship that had just put in from the Far East, and returned to Hautefontaine with porcelains from China and Japan, chintzes from Persia, hangings, silks, damasks of every colour. On wet afternoons, Lucie and Marguerite went and watched as the crates and bales were unpacked and sorted out in a warehouse. ‘I was often told,’ she wrote later, ‘how it would indeed one day all be mine…But some presentiment of which I said nothing kept me from dwelling too much on future splendours. My young imagination was more inclined to dwell on thoughts of ruin and poverty.’

With her father’s departure, Lucie had lost an ally. Her mother, who had taken up her appointment as Marie Antoinette’s lady-in-waiting, was often away at court. With Arthur in America and without companions of her own age, she became ever quieter and more reserved. Mme de Rothe’s moods remained tempestuous.

 

Arthur was a good soldier, brave and resourceful. His superior officers said of him that he was ‘intrepid and swashbuckling’. He fought at Grenada, leading a column storming British fortifications above the harbour; though he lost 106 men dead and wounded, he captured or killed 700 English, together with their flags and cannons, which earned him a Croix-de-Saint-Louis. By September 1779, he was at Savannah, part of a French force of 3,500 men, where he led a pre-dawn attack against the British lines through a swamp, fired on from both front and flank. Conditions at Savannah were appalling: there were almost no tents and the men sat out the three-month siege in deep mud. Fighting alongside his close friends, the Comte de Noailles and Théodore de Lameth, Arthur was decorated again, rising to the rank of brigadier, though not without complaints by his superior officers that he was too prone to get into quarrels. By 1781, Arthur was in Tobago, preparing for a surprise raid on Saint Eustatius.

The war was in its closing stages. In June 1781, the French troops marched through Connecticut to join Washington’s men and the two armies proceeded south to New Jersey, Philadelphia, Maryland and Yorktown, where the French were waiting with naval support. And it was here, after a three-week siege, that General Cornwallis and the English surrendered. When news of the American victory reached Paris, a confectioner created a model of the blockade in spun sugar.

By now, Arthur and most of the liberal aristocratic French officers had come to like and appreciate their American fellow officers, who took them fox-hunting when the hostilities permitted. When they returned to France, after two years’ campaigning, they brought with them praise for a society both virtuous and egalitarian, in which land was owned without restrictions, even if they considered the Americans somewhat insensitive to beauty. The essence of art in all its forms, promoted and nurtured through the court at Versailles and the salons of Paris, was not, they claimed, to be found in Boston or Philadelphia.

For the French, the American war had been expensive. By early 1782, France had lent or given outright to the rebel cause $28 million. Another $6 million would follow. It was money France could ill afford. The previous year, Necker, whose strategy of no new taxes, no state bankruptcy and money to be levied through loans on international money markets had failed, had resigned after his attempts to limit spending had been foiled by the irresponsible nobility. He had also made himself unpopular by his attacks on venality and lack of accountability. For all his professed transparency, his famous Compte Rendu du Roi, an overview of France’s financial position, suggested a totally erroneous surplus instead of showing the actual enormous deficit, and had been ridiculed as a conte bleu (a fairy story). Crucially, Necker had concealed not only the vast sums eaten by the American war, but the extremely parlous state of current finances. Interest on the loans was already proving almost impossible to meet.

 

News of the American victory at Yorktown reached Paris soon after Marie Antoinette, after 11½ years of marriage, at last gave birth to a son. A daughter, Marie-Thérèse, known as Madame Fille du Roi, had been born in December 1778 (after childless years caused, it seemed, by the sexual awkwardness of the King); but girls could not succeed to the throne of France. Louis XVI ordered Paris to be illuminated, so that for several weeks the normally darkened city was visible for miles around. Masses and celebratory concerts were held and delegations of artisans arrived at Versailles, tailors with tiny uniforms, shoemakers with minute boots, musicians with child-sized instruments. The baby had been welcomed into the world, as custom and etiquette demanded, in a room full of people: the King, the royal family, the Princesses of the Blood, and a number of noble women with ‘honneurs’, certain rights at court. This time, Marie Antoinette had not fainted, as she had at her daughter’s birth, from heat and the press of people. The Princesse de Guéménée, wife of Mme Dillon’s friend the Prince and governess to the royal children, had then paraded the newborn baby through clapping crowds. He was given the name Louis-Joseph-Xavier-François.

The Archbishop had excellent connections at Versailles. Madame Adélaïde, Louis XV’s favourite daughter, painted in her youth by Nattier as a reclining nymph in a woodland setting, found his company amusing. It was through this friendship that the Archbishop was able to obtain favours at court for some of his impecunious Dillon relations, a matter of great import at a time when preferment ruled the fortunes of much of France’s nobility.

Marie Antoinette had never made any effort to conceal her dislike for Archbishop Dillon, and an even greater distate for Mme de Rothe. It was a measure of the Queen’s real fondness for Lucie’s mother that she had nonetheless taken Thérèse-Lucy into service at the court, where she constantly urged her to stand up to her domineering mother. Lucie would later say that Marie Antoinette, who appreciated high spirits and charm, had been dazzled by her mother’s many admirers. And when a ball was held at Versailles, by the Gardes du Corps, the royal bodyguards, to celebrate the birth of the Dauphin, Lucie was allowed to accompany her mother to the palace. It was her first visit to Versailles. She was 11 and she was expected to wear a miniature version of her mother’s full court dress, including a hooped skirt and powdered wig. In the Grande Salle des Spectacles, she watched as Marie Antoinette opened the dancing in a blue dress dotted with sapphires and diamonds. It was a spectacle Lucie never forgot. The young Queen had been so ‘young, beautiful and adored by all’. Many years later, when writing her memoirs, Lucie was haunted by the thought of how short a time Marie Antoinette had left to her.

The court at Versailles was still extremely youthful. Marie Antoinette was 26, the King 28, his brothers 27 and 25. But Versailles had retained much of the formality of earlier reigns. The court itself consisted of some 5,000 people, their separate roles filling 156 pages of the Almanach de Versailles, and their routines, duties and prerogatives were minutely observed. Who carried what, sat where, ate how, followed or preceded whom, wore what on which occasion, was all listed and followed. Women were admitted to court only if they could prove titles of nobility dating back to 1400. The ritual of the lever and the coucher, semi-public events in a royal life that was conducted on a permanently public stage, continued, and the morning toilette de la reine, at which Thérèse-Lucy, the other ladies-in-waiting and princesses of the royal family assisted the Queen to dress, remained a fixed point of Marie Antoinette’s day.

Clothes, like meals, were elaborate–Louis XVI was famously greedy–costly, and subject to rigidly orchestrated rules and fashions. For the men, this meant special uniforms worn to accompany the King to particular residences–green at Compiègne, green and gold at Choisy–and to the hunt: blue, silver and red for deer, blue and crimson, with gold and silver lace, for boar. For the regular Sunday reception at court, the King put on the Order of the Holy Spirit, in diamonds. Wigs of all kinds, worn even by children at court, in all shades, natural, powdered or dyed, had been court uniform since the days of Louis XIII, who became bald when young. Arthur Young, the English agriculturist, complained during a visit to Paris, that once in silk breeches, stockings and powdered hair, it was impossible to ‘botanise in a watered meadow’. Young had a keen eye for what he called ‘trifles’, saying that ‘they mark the temper of a nation, better than objects of importance’.

For Lucie and her mother, as for all the women and girls who attended court, it was considerably more cumbersome. The enormous paniers, or hoops, named after a type of wicker frame under which hens were kept, and which were de rigueur for formal wear, meant that women had to enter rooms shuffling sideways, and sit like puppets, their feet sticking out. The wigs favoured by Marie Antoinette, elaborate pyramids stuffed with horsehair, sustained by gum arabic, tallow and hog’s grease and a forest of pins, sprinkled with flour and held in place at night by swathes of bandages, were often so tall that the women underneath them had to stick their heads out of carriage windows. They also itched unbearably and quickly smelt rancid. On top of this edifice was a pompon, named after Mme de Pompadour, composed of feathers, flowers and diamonds.

At court, guests were meant to glitter in jewels: diamonds, pearls, rubies, sapphires and emeralds fashioned into bouquets of flowers, worn in the hair, around the neck or sprinkled over dresses. There were ribbons, fans, gloves, muffs made of silk, feathers or fur. For walking, shoes were in leather; for an evening at court, in damask, trimmed with gold or silver braid, with narrow heels 3 inches high that made Lucie feel as if she was standing constantly on tiptoe. It made dancing, she wrote, ‘a form of torture’. The material used for the dresses changed with the seasons: flowered silk for spring and autumn, satin for summer, damask for winter, all of which, given the muddy state of the streets in Paris and Versailles, needed the constant attention of several maids. Since gold, silver and gauze could not be washed, a primitive form of dry cleaning with the vapour of sulphur was used. The heavy dusting of powder for wigs, delivered as a fine spray by an houppe de soie, left the room and everyone in it coated in white flour. Smell, ever a problem of 18th-century life, was countered by scented soaps, pellets, ‘odiferous balls’ and powders, the mouth washed out with rose water and a paste made of irises, though doctors warned that too strong odours could exhaust the psyche and cause anxiety.

By the time Lucie paid her first visit to Versailles in 1781, the court was enjoying Marie Antoinette’s new passion for flowers, which now decorated tables, filled sachets, perfumed gloves, fans and handkerchiefs, and were worn draped over the head or wound around bodices, kept alive in artfully concealed ‘bosom bottles’. Musk, once popular, had been abandoned in favour of honeysuckle, ranunculus and hyacinth, lily of the valley and convolvulus. And some of these flowers at least made their way into Versailles’s gardens, in which Lucie strolled with Thérèse-Lucy when court duties allowed her mother a few hours off.

It was under Louis XIV’s landscape gardener Le Nôtre that Versailles had been transformed from what the Duc de Saint-Simon, the celebrated memoir writer, called ‘that most dismal and thankless spot’ into the most extravagant and influential garden in European history. As it grew, so it reflected the Sun King himself, his power, his concept of monarchy, even his love affairs. Versailles evolved into a vast and ever-spreading geometry of intersected walks, landscaped circles and squares, paths, parterres, copses, lakes and fishponds. Louis XIV’s gardens became his court, with a theatre, a concert hall, a conservatory and pleasure grounds, and fabulous water displays, all designed to distract his jaded court and keep them loyal. As at Tivoli near Rome, where water obsessed Hadrian, so Louis XIV had been in thrall to his cascading waterfalls, bubbling artificial springs, jets that spurted far above basins and fountains. Versailles was designed to provide a model of tranquillity and order in the tradition of great Renaissance gardens, reflected in regular avenues, in contrasts between light and shade and in the tensions of sudden vistas. Like Louis XIV, Le Nôtre hated flowers.

Reduced in scope and splendour first by the bankruptcy of Louis XIV’s last years, then by the Regent’s dislike of formal gardens, Versailles, by the time of Lucie’s first visit, was once again in the process of changing. Under the influence of Rousseau’s appeal for a return to the natural, sharp angles were being replaced by winding walks, formal parterres abandoned in favour of softer new arrangements of plants, and lakes and rivers created, artificially, to convey the simple, artless life.

This taste for simplicity found favour with Marie Antoinette who, not long after becoming Queen, asked Louis XVI’s permission to let her take over Le Petit Trianon, Louis XV’s gift to his mistress Madame de Pompadour. There Marie Antoinette set about creating a garden, in what was then known as the English style, of canals, winding paths and curving lakes, with screens of trees and trellises to preserve an impression of intimacy, and the sound of caged singing birds and tinkling water. It was in Le Petit Trianon and its famous hamlet, with its fake Norman farm buildings, that she escaped the stuffiness of court; and there that she created a theatre, with blue and gold papier mâché boxes, for the amateur theatricals in which she took the parts of shepherdess and village maiden.

 

Though the Prince de Guéménée had often tried to warn Thérèse-Lucy about the scandals increasingly engulfing the court, urging her to take great care not to become embroiled, Lucie’s mother, like Lucie, had a trusting and almost innocent nature. While others of Marie Antoinette’s favourites were busy furthering their own fortunes, through graft and financial deals, she played no part in their intrigues. But it was not only a matter of temperament and honesty: Thérèse-Lucy’s health was failing. She had not in fact felt well since the birth of her first child, Georges, when she was 18. Now, approaching her 30th birthday, she had little appetite, something the doctors ascribed to a ‘lacteal humour’ that had settled on her liver, but which Lucie ascribed to Mme de Rothe’s nastiness. In spite of being told that her blood was thin and inflamed, Thérèse-Lucy made little effort to take better care of herself, preferring to sing with Piccinni and to ride and hunt with the Prince de Guéménée in the forests around Hautefontaine.

Early in 1782, while Arthur was still in Tobago, where his military exploits had earned him the post of governor, Thérèse-Lucy began to cough blood. Mme de Rothe, maintaining that this was just an excuse to prevent her going to Hautefontaine, refused to believe that there was anything very seriously wrong with her. ‘Her invincible hatred and her suspicious nature,’ Lucie wrote later, ‘led her to see in my poor mother’s every action a calculated attempt to free herself from her authority.’ It was not until a doctor, diagnosing in Thérèse-Lucy’s now repeated haemorrhages a stomach complaint, insisted that she take a cure, that Mme de Rothe reluctantly consented to a visit to Spa, a fashionable health resort in the Ardennes, between Aix-la-Chapelle and Liège. Here frail patients were thought to benefit both from the calm life and the combination of acids and gases in the waters. Even so, it was Marie Antoinette, and not Mme de Rothe, who gave Thérèse-Lucy the money to make the journey.

Despite the efforts of the Enlightenment philosophers to clarify and categorise disease, it remained common in 18th-century France to attribute most illness to bad air, stemming from decomposing organic matter or ‘putrid exhalations’ rising out of the earth, or even to sorrow. Smallpox, measles and mumps were all known diseases, but ‘fevers’ could be bilious, autumnal, ephemeral or malignant, and whether ‘terminal diarrhoea’ meant gastric upset, dysentery, parasites or food poisoning, no one was sure. Equally, how disease was transmitted from one person to another remained a mystery. For the poor, and particularly the city poor, weakened by malnutrition, living in damp, dark rooms with bedding infested with vermin and using copper pots to cook with, illness was a long and baffling sequence of coughs, fevers, rashes, scabs and infected sores, most often ending in death. Water was polluted and alive with germs. Delicate children were doomed. Even the rich could not be cured of tuberculosis. As Thérèse-Lucy grew weaker, two of Lucie’s aunts were also coughing blood.

On the way to Spa, Thérèse-Lucy and Lucie stopped in Brussels, where Charles Dillon, Arthur’s brother, lived, not daring to return to London on account of vast debts at the gaming tables. Lucie liked his beautiful young wife, who had visited Paris the previous year to attend a ball at Versailles, and she enjoyed the company of her two small cousins. Thérèse-Lucy was very fond of her sister-in-law and in her letters addressed her as ‘ma chère soeur’, my dear sister. The Low Countries belonged to Austria, and Lucie and her mother called on the reigning Archduchess, Marie-Christine, Marie Antoinette’s sister. At Spa, a place much frequented by European royalty, Thérèse-Lucy took her small daughter dancing and soon the town was talking about the precocious French child who could dance the gavotte and the minuet with such grace. It was there, wrote Lucie that ‘I tasted for the first time the heady poison of praise and success’. It was also one of the rare moments in her childhood when she had her mother to herself, and Lucie, who was reading a romantic novel by the Abbé Prévost, extolling the virtues of devotion, longed to bestow her own loving feelings on her mother. But Thérèse-Lucy, evidently alarmed by her sickness and fearful that her daughter might catch it, kept her at a distance. ‘I often wept bitter tears,’ wrote Lucie, ‘because she would not allow me to nurse her, and I had no inkling of the cause of this strange aversion.’

Spa did not improve her mother’s health; rather, the haemorrhages increased. Thérèse-Lucy was very reluctant to return to Hautefontaine and to her mother’s tantrums and dreamt instead of travelling down to Naples, where the warmth and change of air might do her good. The spring and summer of 1782 were exceptionally cold in northern Europe and it rained ceaselessly. But when Thérèse-Lucy and Lucie reached Paris, it was clear that she was too ill to travel further.

Only now did Mme de Rothe realise that her only daughter was dying. Her manner underwent a profound transformation: from spiteful and tyrannical, she became tender and solicitous, insisting on giving up her own better rooms to the patient and personally seeing that she lacked for nothing. All this was witnessed by the 12-year-old Lucie with disbelief, and it was only many years later, looking back on the events of that terrible summer, that she understood that Mme de Rothe was a woman of passion and extremes and that her generosity now was simply another facet of her domineering character. For her own part, she continued to mind not being allowed to nurse her mother. One day, Marie Antoinette came to the rue du Bac to visit her former lady-in-waiting; and as Thérèse-Lucy grew weaker, so she sent pages from Versailles every day to enquire about her health. Arthur did not return to Paris.

Early on the morning of 8 September 1782, Lucie was woken by Mme Nagle, a friend of her mother’s, and told that Mme Dillon had died in the night, in Marguerite’s arms. Mme Nagle had come to counsel her. Lucie was to go, immediately, to her grandmother, throw herself at her feet, and beg for her protection and care, without which, with her father away and in any case not in favour, she might well find herself banished to a convent, like her cousin Charlotte, and also very likely disinherited.

Though Lucie was repelled by the need to fawn and deceive, finding it ‘utterly repugnant’, she did as she was told. Dry-eyed and frozen with grief in the face of Mme de Rothe’s hysterical tears, she was accused of being cold and hardhearted. Later, she would wonder why, in this clerical household, there had been no chaplain on hand to give her mother the last rites. At the time she was conscious only of glimpsing, with a sudden adult understanding, a vision of the ‘long years of deceit into which I was being forced’.









CHAPTER THREE

A Sparkling Picture




Soon after the death of Lucie’s mother, the Archbishop set off south for his annual visit to Narbonne and Montpellier. As one of 158 senior prelates governing the immense French Church, he had presided since 1764 as a kind of viceroy over the states of the Languedoc, one of the largest and most independent provinces, stretching from the Pyrenees to Lyons. Some of the more spiritual bishops chose to remain in their sees, but since Louis XIV had dispensed with obligatory residence, Archbishop Dillon preferred to rule from afar, pressing the interests of the Languedoc at court, and descending to Montepellier only for the two months, November and December, when the Estates convened. It was then that the all-important question of the taxes voted by the clergy, the don gratuit, or free gift, were debated, along with public works for the region, for the Church was both extremely rich and very powerful.

There was little theological debate, for the great doctrinal battles between the Jansenists, with their puritanical stress on Augustine austerity and the innate corruptibility of human nature, and the Jesuits, who claimed that a formal observation of church practices was sufficient to achieve God’s grace, lay mostly in the past. A skilled and canny administrator, the Archbishop was frequently criticised for a lack of piety, but he was widely admired for what he did for the Languedoc. ‘With Monsignor Dillon,’ remarked a sharp-tongued local priest, ‘it was always the statesman first, the churchman second’, something that Lucie, even as a small child, had instinctively understood. But during the quarter-century of his administration, more roads, bridges and canals were built, and more schools to train engineers, miners and hydrologists opened, than in the entire previous century.


Left alone at Hautefontaine with Lucie, Mme de Rothe, who was still only in her early 50s, grew extremely bored. Few of the aristocratic young officers who had once hunted in the forest of Compiègne had returned from America. In any case, the Archbishop’s famous hunt, so envied by the King, had been disbanded in the wake of the charming, philandering Prince de Guéménée’s spectacular bankruptcy, rumoured to stand at over 25 million livres and to have left penniless 3,000 separate small creditors, shopkeepers, bookmakers and servants.* ‘Most of our great lords,’ noted the Marquis de Bombelles drily in his journal, ‘believe that they can get away with anything.’ The Duc de Lauzun paid some of the debts, and the King bought up part of the Guéménée estates, but the size and suddenness of the bankruptcy stunned Versailles, where the Prince was not the only courtier with debts. His wife, the somewhat eccentric Princesse, of whom it was said that she believed that her lapdogs were in touch with the spirits, was forced to step down as governess to the royal children. She retired to her father’s estates, and the Queen soon ceased to mention her name. This callousness came as no surprise to Lucie, who had learnt that the Queen, apparently so fond of Thérèse-Lucy, had entirely forgotten her within days of her death, to the extent that she had planned to go to the Comédie-Française on the day of her funeral. A reproachful courtier had to remind her that her carriage would have crossed with the cortège and the coffin.

Having nothing to distract her, Mme de Rothe took out her irritation on Lucie. When Thérèse-Lucy had died, she had taken possession of all her daughter’s papers and correspondence, and Lucie thought it likely that she had found extremely unflattering references to herself. ‘Her despotism,’ Lucie wrote, ‘ruled my entire life.’ Her tutor M. Combes told her over and over again that as a 12-year-old girl, whose mother was dead and whose father was still away in America, she could at any moment find herself disinherited. ‘And so,’ wrote Lucie, ‘I had to resolve to endure the daily trials which were the inevitable consequence of the terrible nature of this woman on whom I was dependent.’ For the next five years, she said, ‘not one day passed without my shedding bitter tears’.

 

Wishing to move closer to Paris, Mme de Rothe now bought a small property at Montfermeil, near Livry, called La Folie Joyeuse–folie after folia, the Latin for ‘leaves’, the currently fashionable name for country residences, and Joyeuse after a M. Joyeuse, who had completed only two very pretty wings with pavilions, before running out of money. The estate had a park, enclosed by a wall with gates leading directly out into the forest of Bondy. Carts, piled high with furniture, were despatched from Hautefontaine, but no further work was started on the house for, under French law, the manorial owner of the land, in this case the Comte de Montfermeil, could demand the house for his own at any time in the first year.

Mme de Rothe, distracted by the architects with whom she planned to build, found less time to criticise Lucie; who was in any case fascinated by their work and eager to be involved. Lucie was becoming fonder of her weak but clever great-uncle, the Archbishop who, discovering that she had a talent for numbers, took to discussing with her the plans and drawings for the new house, and asked her to ‘calculate and measure with his gardeners the slopes and other surfaces…and go through every detail of the estimates, checking the figures’. To pass the hours of her solitary day, Lucie set about learning: to sew and to embroider, to cook and to iron. Along with reading she was acquiring a taste for hard practical work. ‘I found time for everything, losing never a moment, strongly aware in my mind of all that I was taught and never forgetting it.’ Something about the bleakness of the household made her resolve to equip herself for anything that might come her way. ‘This prophetic instinct was always present in my mind and made me want to learn all the handicrafts necessary to a poor girl, and drew me away from the usual occupations of a young lady and an heiress.’ There was already something shrewd and resilient in Lucie. When visitors came to Montfermeil, she listened closely to their conversation, storing away bits of knowledge and information for later use.

Life was yet more lonely when they returned to Paris, where the Archbishop had been persuaded to move into a house in the nearby rue de Bourgogne, taking Mme de Rothe and Lucie with him, and letting 91 rue du Bac to Baron de Staël, Sweden’s ambassador to Paris. In theory, both the house in the rue du Bac and 4,000 francs in bonds on the Hôtel de Ville were Lucie’s inheritance, but no money seemed to come her way, not least because the Archbishop himself, living in a style far above his considerable ecclesiastical revenues, was fast getting into debt. None of this was known to Lucie. In Paris, Mme de Rothe was systematically driving a wedge between Lucie and her childhood friends, ‘by a refinement of cruelty’ making it seem that the break was instigated by Lucie herself. One of these girls was Rosalie-Sabine de Rochechouart who had recently been married, at the age of 12, to the 17-year-old Comte de Chinon, though she was not expected to live with him until she was older. At the slightest provocation, Lucie was reminded of the fate of one of her Dillon aunts, who had been sent to a convent at the age of 7 and had never left it.

 

In the late autumn of 1783, when Lucie was a tall, bookish, independent-minded girl of 13 who spoke good English and had perfected the art of concealing her feelings, Mme de Rothe decided that they would accompany the Archbishop on his annual journey to the south. Lucie had never been further from Paris than Amiens. The party, which included the Archbishop’s secretary, four servants, a ladies’ maid, Lucie’s own English maid Miss Beck, two footmen, a butler and a chef, travelled in two berlines, enormous, cumbersome six-horse coaches. They took with them 18 horses and three couriers to act as outriders for there was a constant threat of highwaymen. M. Combes was sent on ahead to prepare their rooms at the inns, travelling by turgotine, a rapid one-passenger wagon on shafts, named after Turgot, the reforming minister of whom it was said that he was always in a hurry.

France’s roads, in the 1780s, were appalling: rutted, uneven and stony, long stretches virtually impassable. There was a constant risk of carriages overturning, and the party’s progress was frequently delayed when heavy rains flooded the route and the carriages had to be floated across swollen fords. Inside, Lucie and Mme de Rothe held up their long skirts to prevent their getting wet. Montpellier, their destination, lay over 600 kilometres from Paris. They travelled from before dawn each morning until early evening when they stopped at a post house for dinner, ordered in advance by M. Combes, and to which their own chef put the finishing touches, having brought with him meat jellies and sauces prepared before leaving Paris. Lucie shared a room, and a bed, with Mme de Rothe and the scolding was merciless. ‘I was never allowed to go to bed on arrival,’ Lucie wrote later, ‘despite the fact that each evening I was exhausted with weariness, for she would not allow me to sleep in the carriage or even to lean back.’ Mme de Rothe’s ruthless insistence on polite behaviour could be sadistic.

The Archbishop preferred to spend no time in Lyons, a natural stopping place, because he did not admire the current incumbent, Archbishop Montazet, considered too godly by the wordly Versailles cleric, and so the two great coaches and their outriders lumbered on, down the valley of the Rhône, to Montélimar. At La Palud, the cortège stopped to allow the Archbishop to change into his purple robes, his shoes with gold buckles, his tricorne hat with gold acorns and the Order of the Holy Ghost. Entering the Languedoc proper at Pont Saint-Esprit, they were greeted by an entire garrison in ceremonial dress, and all the local civil and ecclesiastical dignitaries in full regalia. The Archbishop gave a short speech; he was an elegant figure, if somewhat haughty, and his voice was pleasant. Arrival at Montpellier, after a night at Nîmes, was timed for after sunset, to avoid the necessity of a salute of guns, which would have offended the feelings of the Comte de Périgord, commander of the Languedoc, who was not entitled to one. Even so far from Versailles, the minutiae of etiquette and rank were jealously observed.

Medieval Montpellier was a rich city, a centre for wine, wool and verdigris, and it had traded in eau-de-vie and leather with the Levant for many years. It had a renowned medical school, a Royal Society of Science, a flourishing theatre with monthly comic operas, and a powerful masonic lodge. Its Société des Beaux Arts ran classes in drawing and engraving. In the dark, narrow streets, little altered since the Middle Ages, tailors sat cross-legged in their windows, and in the counting houses merchants weighed coins. Though Narbonne was neither the grandest nor the most opulent of the bishoprics, the Dillons lived and entertained in considerable grandeur.


Wherever they were, the household followed the same, impeccably organised ritual, the servants in their places, liveried and powdered, Lucie properly turned out, her hair dressed, within hours of arrival. Every year, the Archbishop rented the same palatial house, furnished in crimson damask, with Turkish carpets and vast stone fireplaces; the dining room sat 50 guests. He set aside his mornings for work, for which he wore a clerical robe in crimson velvet; as president of the Estates, he was left free to carry out his duties and enjoy his revenues and exalted status without interference. Lucie was allowed to study physics with the Abbé Bertholon, helping in his laboratory with his experiments, while her English maid Miss Beck cleaned and dried the apparatus. Though harsh towards her granddaughter when it came to behaviour, Mme de Rothe’s desire for her to receive all the benefits of Enlightenment education was genuine.

Dinner was at three o’clock, in full dress and jewellery, the Archbishop by now having changed into black velvet, with diamond buttons. Whenever there were Englishmen present, Lucie was placed next to them; it taught her, she wrote later, the art of conversation, deciding which subject would most interest her neighbours. With the cool and appraising eye that would later mark her memoirs, she noted that they were often people of ‘importance’, and that just occasionally they were ‘of learning too’. Each of the male guests brought his own servant, who waited on him, fetching wine from the sideboard–it was seldom kept on the table–and finding dishes his master liked from among the dozens that covered the long table. The food, on such occasions, would all be put on to the table at once, for maximum effect, the grandest dishes in the middle, artfully arranged so that they complemented one another. Jellies, moulded and dyed in blue or violet, were created with expensive indigo. With the help of their own servants, the diners worked their way towards the centre. As Voltaire had remarked, there was bon ton in food as in all else, and a man of taste would recognise in an instant the good from the bad.

Lucie’s servant wore her own livery, which should have been blue but was in fact red, since her blue English livery was considered too close to the Bourbon blue reserved for the royal family. He also dressed and powdered her hair. Lucie and her grandmother were the only women present, something much remarked on in the town, where there was talk of a ‘harem’, the gossip of Paris having preceded the party south. ‘The Archbishop,’ recalled a visiting prelate later, ‘divided his time in two: in the mornings, he chased a Cardinal’s hat; in the afternoons, he looked for amusement.’ Despite an unfortunate rumour that he had had a hand in the murder of an unruly Jansenist, who refused to be evicted from his monastery, the Archbishop was well liked for the prosperity he brought to the area. He was also feared, for he could be intimidating. ‘Monsignor,’ he told one troublesome bishop, who had foolishly voiced some contrary opinion, ‘this is not a parliament: our assemblies permit of no discussion.’ The political economist Adam Smith, visiting France to study the administration of the Estates and stopping in Montpellier, came away impressed; the Archbishop, he declared, was a most effective administrator.

For the Languedoc, the annual meeting of the Estates was the peak of the social year. In the mornings, Mme de Rothe and Lucie set out along the narrow streets, carried in sedan chairs, to pay visits; in the evenings, there were balls and receptions; on Sundays, after Mass in the cathedral, walks along the Promenade du Peyrou. Processions, an important part of 18th-century French life, were colourful and imposing affairs, with trumpeters, mace bearers, halberdiers with spears, orphans in coarse uniforms of the poorhouse, consuls in ceremonial robes of scarlet with purple hoods, magistrates in black silk soutanes and ermine hoods, and crosses borne high above the crowds, a long river of wealth, privilege, silk, uniforms and corporate order, weaving its way down the narrow streets. As Archbishop of Narbonne, Dillon was allowed to wear pink. Never had the splendour of the immensely rich and powerful French Church seemed so entrenched.
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