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          Preface
        

      

      
        
          This book is about the life and times of a genius: Rene Descartes, a proud, private, sometimes solitary and often prickly man,
               who had a large impact on the intellectual history of the Western world. Just how large an impact can be gauged from the fact
               that his writings have been in print for nearly four centuries, and remain to this day on the reading lists of almost every
               university in the world.
            

      

      Because Descartes is important for the contribution he made to the development of modern thought, no book about him can fail
            to say what that contribution is. I do that in the appropriate places here. But my principal aim is to recount what is known
            of Descartes' life, and to situate his life in its tumultuous times—this latter being something that previous biographies
            have neglected, with the result that they miss what is possibly a significant aspect of his story. I stress the word "possibly,"
            for my suggestions amount to no more than a guess. Exploring the guess has made writing about Descartes something of a detective
            adventure, adding to the illumination and pleasure involved.
         

      
        As these remarks imply, this is not a specialist tome but a book for the general reader. I stress this for the benefit of
               my philosophical colleagues. Biographies of philosophers rarely meet with the approval of salaried professionals in the subject.
               This is because no two academics will always agree on what the right interpretation of this or the correct judgement about that should be, and when the discussion of someone's thought is summary—even when it is inevitably so as in a general biography—they
               think the worse of it. Hence the need for this reminder.
            

      

      But I also remind my colleagues that we professional philosophers have a duty to explain ourselves, our enquiries, and the
            traditions of thought we spring from and react to; and that one way of doing so is to engage in conversation with nonspecialists
            about our tradition's great figures. Descartes is one of the greatest. To try to make him something more than a name on a
            book cover, or an item on a reading list, is therefore to try to show that the adventure of thought is a living, important,
            and consequential thing, and that he and we—and indeed all who read and think, including the readers for whom this book is
            written—are engaged in that adventure too.
         

      

      Writing about someone at this distance of time—nearly four centuries—and relying on a highly partial and incomplete record,
            offers many temptations to speculate. In one respect, as noted, I frankly do this, though with suitable cautions always because,
            if I am even half right in my guess, I have stumbled upon an intriguing and unappreciated aspect of Descartes' story. It is
            an aspect that a richer understanding of his time both suggests and, if right, illuminates. For that reason I draw particular
            attention to Descartes' historical circumstances. In all other respects I adhere closely to the record, profiting from the
            work done by predecessors in the field, among the latest of them Stephen Gaukroger, Genevieve Rodis-Lewis, and Richard Watson;
            and of course the excellent scholarly work of John Cottingham, Robert Stoothof, and Dugald Murdoch, whose translations and
            editions of Descartes' work are indispensable. My thanks and admiration go to all these scholars.
         

      One thing all biographers seek is a sense of the person they write about. One listens for a tone of voice, one strives for
            a sense of the prevailing mindset: the humour or irritation, the warmth or coldness, that reveals something about the individual's
            inner character. Having lived biographically with Descartes for some years I can say with a degree of assurance that if, by
            some miracle of time-travel, I were to find myself in the same room with him, I would instantly recognise him. He was secret
            and proud, had a good opinion of himself-—justly so, as his work testifies—and in all but his religious outlook was strongly
            independent-minded. He lived at his own pace always, which was by no means a hectic one. He might give the impression that
            he was timid in religious matters and, in particular, afraid of appearing heterodox, whereas in fact it was not timidity but
            an unswerving faithfulness to his Jesuit-trained Catholic roots. He had a sense of humour, which no truly intelligent mind
            can lack. When provoked to enmity he was a combative, indeed vituperative, opponent, and was not very good at governing his
            temper. If his life had not been cut short by illness, he would probably have devoted a proportion of his energies to attaining
            office and advancement in his social status, having for a long period lived as quiet and retired a life as he could. He was
            just beginning to get more interested in this surprising direction when he died.
         

      These characteristics make themselves salient in Descartes' doings and his correspondence. Anything more private is hard to
            glimpse through the thick veils of time, though we see tenderness towards his daughter and, occasionally, to one or other
            of his friends. These glimpses are attractive and significant. Given the privacy, even secrecy, in which he cloaked himself
            always, it is certain that the domestic man was considerably less proud and closed, less rebarbative and quarrelsome, than
            the public man seems.
         

      He was very small in build, perhaps a mere five feet one or two inches in height. He was neither athletic nor graceful and,
            with his low brow, big nose and long upper lip, none of his various portraits succeed in making him even halfway handsome:
            but they all picture large, luminous eyes and a steady gaze. Reputation and influence supply all the rest of Descartes' stature
            in the history of the world: there the lustrous gaze remains, and he stands tall indeed.
         

    

  
    
      
        
          1
        

      

      
        Who Was Descartes?

      

      
        
          The fumes which rise from the bottom of a swamp produce frogs, ants, leeches, and vegetation . . . Cut a groove into a brick,
               fill it with crushed basil, and put another brick on top to seal the groove. Within a few days the vegetable matter will have
               turned into scorpions."1 So claimed a seventeenth-century savant called Jean-Baptiste Van Helmont. But although Van Helmont lived in the seventeenth
               century, he belonged far more to its past than its future, for he was one of those whose understanding of the world relied
               on ideas developed centuries before his own time. The ideas in question belonged to an intellectual tradition that encouraged
               belief in miracles, spontaneous generation, and phoenixes rising from ashes. In this tradition it was an unquestionable fact
               that the sun and stars go round a stationary earth, with God's heaven above and hell-fire at the earth's centre. Yet even
               as Van Helmont premised these notions in his writings, a new world of ideas was coming into existence around him. One of the
               chief of those bringing about this change was Rene Descartes.
            

      

      
        The world-view containing most of the elements on which Van Helmont relied, and which Descartes helped to demolish, had taken
               its start in late antiquity and gathered embellishments as it grew older. Closely associated with the Christian church, it
               adopted, adapted and assimilated the legacy of classical and, especially, Aristotelian thought, forming itself during the
               Middle Ages into the elaborate structure of Scholasticism, which was still dominant when the seventeenth century began. So
               firm was its grip that when the Jesuits formalised their educational policies in their Ratio Studiorum of 1586 they could simply state, "In logic, natural philosophy, ethics and metaphysics, Aristotle's doctrine is to be followed."
            

      

      
        This reflected the instruction issued two decades earlier by Francisco Borgia, head of the Jesuit order, in a memorandum stipulating
               that "[no one must] defend or teach anything opposed, detracting, or unfavourable to the faith, either in philosophy or theology.
               Let no one defend anything against the axioms received by the philosophers, such as: there are only four causes, there are
               only four elements, there are only three principles of natural things, fire is hot and dry, air is humid and hot. Let no one
               defend such propositions as that natural agents act at a distance without a medium, contrary to the most common opinion of
               the philosophers and theologians . . . This is not just an admonition, but a teaching that we impose."2

      

      
        But as Van Helmont and thinkers like him spun their theories from the comfort of their armchairs, reaching deep into Scholasticism's
               resources for their inspiration and the premises of their reasoning, the revolution in process around them was sweeping those
               very resources aside, in the same breath therefore challenging the official teaching of the church on matters of faith and
               philosophy alike. The two key documents of that revolution—documents that shaped Western thought for at least three hundred
               years afterwards— were the Discours sur la methode de bien conduire la raison et chercher la verite dans les sciences, published in 1637, and the Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica, published in 1687. The first was by Descartes, the second by Isaac Newton.
            

      

      
        Descartes' Discourse on Method—to give this book its standard English title—was an important instrument in providing impulse and direction to the new enquiries,
               today called the "natural sciences," by which mankind ultimately gained greater understanding and control of nature. Part
               of the contribution made by Descartes' Discourse was to restore human reason to a status which allowed it to address questions until then regarded by religious orthodoxy as
               dangerous. In this respect Descartes is to the modern world what Thales, the so-called "Father of Philosophy," was to the
               ancient world. The comparison is an illuminating one. Thales asked questions about the nature and origins of the world, and
               formulated answers that relied solely on reason and observation, making no appeal to supernatural explanations—to gods, legends,
               myths, or ancient scriptures. He assumed that the world is a place that makes sense, and that the human mind is capable of
               understanding it. His example unleashed a brilliant epoch of free thought in classical antiquity, which gave birth to the
               Western tradition.
            

      

      What Thales achieved for the human mind in ancient times, Descartes contributed to achieving for the human mind at the beginning
            of the modern age. He is therefore sometimes aptly described as the "Father of Modern Philosophy" to mark the comparison.
            He played a key role in helping to rescue enquiry about sublunary things from the stifling and long-frozen grip of religious
            authority. He did it not by rejecting that authority, for by his own testimony he was a devout Catholic all his life, but
            by separating things of heaven from things of earth, so that scientific reason could investigate the latter without anxieties
            over orthodoxy. This left the things of heaven untouched and unthreatened—so Descartes thought and hoped—by what scientific
            enquiry discovered.
         

      
        But Descartes had a seminal impact well beyond his ideas about method. His Discourse included three essays, one of them about optics, in which the law of refraction was first published (it had been independently
               discovered by the Dutchman Willebrord Snell fifteen years earlier3), another on meteorological phenomena, including the first satisfactory explanation of rainbows, and the third on geometry,
               in which Descartes presented to the world the foundations of analytic geometry, thereby contributing to the crucial growth
               of mathematical understanding which, in turn, helped the later progress of the seventeenth-century's scientific revolution.
            

      

      
        Thus history remembers Rene Descartes because he made permanently important contributions both to mathematics and philosophy,
               thereby counting as one of the major figures in the epoch that gave birth to modern times. He was aware that his achievements
               in these respects were significant: he had neither reason nor desire to underestimate them. But he also thought of himself
               as a physicist and a medical scientist, and devoted just as much of his intellectual energy to these spheres of enquiry. One
               of his abiding hopes was that use of the method of enquiry he had announced in the Discourse, and which he believed offered a key to all knowledge, would unlock the secrets of health and long life. Later, in response
               to the promptings of two royal admirers, he ventured into ethics and moral psychology too. But it is his mathematical and
               earlier philosophical legacy for which his name now endures, placing him in a pantheon which includes Francis Bacon, Thomas
               Hobbes, Galileo Galilei, William Harvey, Blaise Pascal, Pierre de Fermat, and other philosophical and scientific luminaries
               of the first half of the seventeenth century.
            

        

      

      Descartes was born in Touraine, France, in 1596, and after living most of his adult life in the United Provinces of the free
            Netherlands, died in Stockholm, Sweden, in 1650. His life therefore falls, chronologically and geographically, within the
            scope of that vast and momentous complex of events which the history books inadequately call "the Counter-Reformation" and
            the "Thirty Years War." In these events he was, in ways to be discussed, not just a spectator but a participant. The legacy
            of these events still blights the world, in more and less indirect ways; but Descartes' intellectual work transcended them.
         

      
        Given that Descartes' fame is so richly merited, it is odd now to think that it suffered a temporary eclipse among some of
               the philosophes of his own country in the eighteenth century, when Voltaire and others regarded him as outmoded by Newton and Locke. Philosophical
               fame, it is true to say, is to some extent the function of fashion, as exemplified by the fact that Descartes' two greatest
               philosophical contemporaries, Bacon and Hobbes, have retained less than their due in the university curricula which are chiefly
               responsible for sustaining philosophical reputations. When I was an undergraduate, courses in the history of modern philosophy
               were typically labelled "From Bacon and Descartes to Kant"; now Bacon has gone from the syllabus, to become undeservedly a
               footnote in the history and the philosophy of science. Likewise, Hobbes appears to retain interest only for political theorists,
               whereas his views in metaphysics and epistemology are effectively the inspiration for Locke's philosophy, to such an extent
               that the latter was even charged with plagiarism4. Descartes, by contrast, stands so firmly in the curriculum that he is often the first philosopher studied in detail by undergraduates,
               and his celebrated Meditations on First Philosophy is a classic both as an introductory text and as a focus of scholarly discussion.
            

      

      The fate of Descartes'major philosophical contemporaries reflects another curious fact about posthumous reputations. Although
            genuine merit often survives the neglect and calumny of its own time, contemporary renown is equally as often taken by posterity
            to be a reason to praise also, while contemporary attacks on a reputation can unjustly block the applause posterity ought
            to give. This latter is also part of what happened to Bacon and Hobbes, the first because of a bribery scandal late in his
            life, the second because he was an atheist, and atheism was once regarded with flesh-crawling horror: for what depths of depravity,
            what murders and dalliances with evil, could an atheist not stoop to? Descartes' high standing with many of his contemporaries,
            by contrast, continued unabated with his successors, ensuring (despite Voltaire) a continuous reputation ever since.
         

      
        
          • • • 
        

      

      
        Although Descartes has been lucky with the judgement of time, he has had mixed fortunes as regards his biographers. The work
               on which all subsequent biography has principally depended is the too-often-unreliable but suggestive early account by Adrien
               Baillet, La Vie de Monsieur Descartes, published in two volumes in 1691. It makes use of much lost material, which we know Baillet does not always accurately employ
               or even quote, because we have occasional independent checks and can see that he trimmed and shaped his sources to give a
               slant—frequently a too-positive one—of his own. But it is the fullest of the early sources, and is indispensable.
            

      

      
        Baillet's account, however, was not the earliest. Just three years after Descartes' death Daniel Lipstorp, a German savant,
               gave a brief biographical sketch in his Specimina, using extremely valuable firsthand material collected from among Descartes' Dutch acquaintances. The other contemporary biographer
               was Pierre Borel, who in his Vitae Renati Cartesii summi philosophi Compendium (the first edition of 1653 is lost; we have the second edition, published in 1656) gives a certain amount of information—perhaps
               more than is accurate—about Descartes' military career. Since much of Borel's information came from Descartes' friend Etienne
               de Villebressieu, scientist and engineer to the King of France, it is nonetheless a useful source.
            

      

      
        In 1910 Charles Adam, one of the editors of Descartes' collected works, published his Descartes: sa vie, son oeuvre. He improved upon Baillet and the other early sources because of his intimate knowledge of Descartes' writings, especially
               the letters, and he had of course the advantage of longer hindsight, and of the nuggets of information embedded in several
               intervening centuries of gossip and legend.
            

      

      
        Since Adam's book a few minor biographies have appeared, mainly French and almost all tendentious,5 but only one really significant one: Stephen Gaukroger's comprehensive and scholarly account, Descartes: An Intellectual Biography (1995). Gaukroger devotes more space to surveys and assessments of Descartes' work—all of it, including a great deal of uncompromising
               mathematics—than to purely biographical matters, about which he is commendably circumspect given the uneven reliability of
               the sources. Consequently, his book is a biography for specialists, and he would himself, I am sure, agree that it makes heavily
               technical demands on its readers. To date there has not been a satisfactory non-specialist biography devoted to the general
               reader: a gap that the following pages, with due modesty, aspire to fill.
            

      

      
        I have learned and profited from almost all the forerunners in the field, and came especially to appreciate the work of Adam
               and Gaukroger, together with an achievement worth praising again: the edition of Descartes' works translated into English
               and edited by John Cottingham, Robert Stoothof and Dugald Murdoch. My debts in the history of science and the general history
               of the first half of the seventeenth century are paid in the bibliography, but I should mention here an old classic which
               was thrilling and illuminating to re-read, and which gave me many clues to follow in pursuing an hypothesis about Descartes'
               early career. This is C.V. Wedgwood's The Thirty Years War, first published in 1938 as the clouds regathered over the legacy of that earlier epic struggle.
            

        

      

      In light of the animadversions cast above (and in the endnotes) upon some of Descartes'less disciplined biographers, I feel
            a certain hesitancy in turning now to advance an hypothesis I formulated while researching Descartes' life. It is necessary
            to mention it here, right at the outset, because it applies to much that is puzzling and hidden in the first half of Descartes'
            adult life, approximately the dozen or so years between the completion of his formal education and the early part of his sojourn
            in the United Provinces (the free part of the Netherlands). As the sequel will report, at the outset of this period Descartes
            joined the armies first of Prince William of Nassau and then Duke Maximilian of Bavaria, taking part in some capacity in the
            opening events of the Thirty Years War and, while doing so and afterwards, travelling very widely in central, eastern and
            southern Europe. The details of Descartes' military service and travels are extremely scanty; he himself did not speak or
            write about them, except in the vaguest and most passing terms. In this, together with the manner of life he subsequently
            chose, lie the seeds of a mystery.
         

      The year 1628 was pregnant with significance for politics and war in Europe. In that year Descartes, after a private audience
            with the notorious Cardinal Berulle—then one of the leading figures in French politics—decided to go into permanent, and apparently
            self-imposed, exile in the United Provinces, moving frequently from one address to another and for a long time keeping his
            whereabouts secret. The standard explanation of this is that he desired privacy and seclusion for his philosophical work,
            and chose the United Provinces because he found the climate, both meteorological and social, congenial for it. Some add or
            substitute the idea that he wished to keep hidden from his family, which disapproved of his choice of career.
         

      My suggestion is rather different. It is that Descartes was a spy. More circumstantially put, my suggestion is that he was
            in some way engaged in intelligence activities or secret work during the period of his military service and travels. Because
            of this, I further suggest, Cardinal Berulle warned him that he was no longer welcome in France. The thought is by no means
            far-fetched and, if correct, goes a long way to explain some of the many curiosities and inexplicabilities of Descartes' life
            and doings.
         

      The case for this tentative hypothesis rests on evidence that emerges as the story unfolds. But a background point to it is
            as follows: many intellectuals and clerics at this period engaged in intelligence activity because they were well fitted for
            the task by their command of languages, especially of the universal language Latin, and the fact that they corresponded widely
            and travelled more than any other class apart from aristocrats and merchants (but these latter did not have nearly as good
            access to political circles as scholars and clerics did). Some well-known examples support the thesis. Christopher Marlowe
            was stabbed to death in Deptford in 1593 because, it is thought on good grounds, he was engaged in espionage of some kind.
            The celebrated Huygens family engaged in intelligence for the British and the House of Orange throughout the seventeenth century.
            Peter Paul Rubens was an agent for the Habsburg interest in the Spanish Netherlands. Other examples could be cited, but the
            point is sufficiently made by these.
         

      If Descartes was an agent of some kind, he was by far most probably so in the Jesuit interest. The Jesuits were on the side—more:
            were instigators and coadjutors—of the effort by the Habsburg rulers of the Holy Roman Empire (the misnamed and complex empire
            of mainly German states) to reclaim for Roman Catholicism those parts of Europe lost to Protestantism as a result of the Reformation
            in the preceding century. That, in large part, was what the bloody and terrible Thirty Years War (1618-48) was about, and
            its chief prosecutor, Emperor Ferdinand II, had a Jesuit confessor and advisor, Wilhelm Lamormaini, who was the conduit between
            the throne and the Jesuit Order.
         

      For various reasons of their own, both France (chiefly because of its hostility to Habsburg Spain, and anxieties about the
            European balance of power) and intermittently the Papacy were opposed to the Holy Roman Emperor's endeavours, and indeed the
            former opposed them with arms; which means that if Descartes was an agent in the Jesuit-Habsburg interest, he could not have
            been comfortable with the policy adopted by his own country. As an unwavering and orthodox Catholic, educated by the Jesuits
            and always anxious for their approval and protection, and yet living as an independent layman, Descartes was a natural candidate
            for employment by them. Moreover, even though Descartes came into a share of his mother's estate in early adulthood, his income
            from it cannot have matched the level at which he lived, which makes one wonder where the extra money came from.
         

      I do not know for sure whether Descartes was indeed a spy or agent, and I would not bet my house on the notion. So I am neither
            asserting nor claiming that it is so; I am merely mooting the possibility, in the chapters to follow, pointing out how this
            hypothesis helps to explain gaps and puzzles in Descartes' story. At least it is a plausible hypothesis, and merits its place
            in his tale.
         

      Descartes was once actually accused by some of his enemies in the United Provinces of being a spy. But although this might
            be taken as evidence of a contemporary suspicion that strengthens the case, I suspect that, in that instance, mere malice
            was the motive (see the account of Descartes' quarrel with one Gisbert Voetius in Chapter 8 below). Still, smoke requires
            fire, and I happened to come across these allegations only after beginning to wonder about the full meaning of Descartes'
            chosen motto, "The hidden life is best."
         

    

  
    
      
        
          
            2 
          
        

      

      
        The Awakening

      

      
        
          The world Rene Descartes entered on 31 March 1596 was not a peaceful one. Europe was convulsed by religious conflicts, yet
               at the very same time mankind's greatest and most powerful achievement—science—was in the process of being born. Whereas the
               religious conflicts represented the death throes of one epoch in history, the scientific revolution marked the birth of another—
               the period we call modern times. Because the Reformation and Counter-Reformation were tearing holes in the certainties of
               religious belief, the scientific revolution could begin, by allowing the light of secular reason to shine through the gashes;
               and once people started to see by that light it became inextinguishable. Despite the terrors of intolerance, persecution,
               and recurrent bitter war, the turn of the seventeenth century was therefore a time rich in promise. Descartes entered it just
               at the right moment, because his interests and gifts tallied exactly with what was required for the longer-term intellectual
               revolution then beginning to happen.
            

      

      
        Descartes did not write an autobiography, but in his seminal Discourse on Method he reminisced about his education, which, when he looked back on it, seemed to him not as good as it might have been. He thought
               this despite having been a pupil at the best and most famous school of the day, the Jesuit college of La Fleche in France's
               Anjou province, now part of the Pays de la Loire. In the Discourse Descartes described his education in equivocal terms to provide a foil for his own mature views about how enquiry should be
               conducted in mathematics, science and philosophy. He believed that he had discovered a powerful method for finding the truth
               about everything, and his Discourse was written both to describe and to demonstrate that method. The question of method was an important one in his day. Most
               thinkers, including Francis Bacon in England and the Rosicrucians scattered about Europe, were eager to find an easy, direct
               and infallible way of discovering the truth about things. Some of them wished to help the advancement of learning, others
               wished to turn common metals into gold or to find the secret of longevity, and most desired a combination of both—including
               Descartes.
            

      

      
        The autobiographical details in the Discourse (and occasionally in Descartes' letters) are very sketchy, but they are of course useful for subsequent biographers, and highly
               characteristic of Descartes' way of doing things, for he always believed that if his readers could see things through his
               eyes, thus retracing the path he had taken to his insights, they could not possibly disagree with him. In Descartes' other
               famous work, the Meditations on First Philosophy—the book on which almost all students of philosophy in the Western world still cut their teeth—the argument is set out from
               the point of view of an "I," ostensibly Descartes himself, reporting his doubts, reasons and conclusions; but in fact this
               is a device in which each reader is himself or herself the "I" of the adventure, seeing things from a vantage point inside
               Descartes' mind, and thus from the outset sharing his perspective.
            

      

      Although what Descartes says about his early intellectual development is fascinating, it has to be treated with the usual
            amount of caution required by all autobiography. Autobiographies are frequently unreliable documents, a fact that biographers
            enjoy because they like discovering independent information which shows that autobiographers have been sculpting their lives
            into shapes either more agreeable than the truth, or perhaps closer to what they felt was (so to speak) the real reality,
            which only they could see because only they had lived it. Then again, autobiographies are generally written by people who
            have reason to believe that the story of their lives will interest others, and such people—most of them achievers, succeeders,
            discoverers or creators—have personalities to match; which is another reason (to paraphrase Bing Crosby's famous "Mister In-Between")
            why they might "accentuate the positive and eliminate the negative" too far.
         

      
        Descartes does a certain amount of accentuating and eliminating in his various autobiographical remarks, for example stating
               that his mother died a few hours after his birth, whereas in fact she died fourteen months later. But what he says in the
               Discourse about his education and mental development is almost certainly accurate, though sketchy; and it is the basis of most of what
               we most solidly know about his early life.
            

      

      But of course that life began before Descartes went to La Fleche, and it is pertinent briefly to note something of his origins.

      

      
        In the year Descartes was born Shakespeare's Richard II and A Midsummer Night's Dream were first performed, El Greco's famously bleak and stormy View of Toledo was painted, and three other births took place of people whose lives were to have an impact, directly and otherwise, on Descartes'
               own: Frederick V, Elector of the Rhine Palatinate and briefly King of Bohemia (the "Winter King" of 1618-19); Frederick's
               wife Elizabeth Stuart of Scotland (Frederick was born on 16 August 1596 and Elizabeth on 19 August); and the poet and scholar
               Constantijn Huygens, who thirty years later became Descartes' friend and protector in the free Dutch lands of the United Provinces,
               today called the Netherlands or Holland.
            

      

      If the language of the English class system were used to describe Descartes' family background, he would be said to come from
            well-off upper-middle-class stock comprised mainly of doctors and lawyers, a number of them holding senior official positions
            in the regional civil service of the royal government. One of Descartes' recent forebears had been mayor of Tours, another
            had been treasurer of that city's cathedral. A third (on Descartes' mother's side) had even for a time been physician to Queen
            Eleanor, wife of King Francois I of France. And a fourth, still more grandly yet, had been physician to Catherine de Medici,
            mother of all the last three Valois kings of France. This medical ancestor later became physician to the due de Montpensier,
            and dedicated a little book about fevers to him; so authorship and science as well as law and medicine were in the family
            genes.
         

      The Descartes family and their relations were thus well established and flourishing, with money, position and property in
            those beautiful stretches of France known as Touraine and Poitou. Descartes was born and raised there—born in Touraine at
            La Haye (now, in the interests of the tourist industry, renamed Descartes)—and brought up across the provincial border in
            Poitou at his great-uncle's house in Chatellerault. In France at that time people of Descartes' class were regarded as minor
            nobility, and if they owned property they could give themselves a title—which Descartes himself for a time did, calling himself
            "sieur du Perron" because he inherited from his mother a small farm at Perron. Like the equivalent expression "lord of the
            manor," which in English usage is a description rather than a title of nobility, such appellations could be bought and sold
            along with the corresponding property. When he entered his inheritance Descartes exchanged both his parcel of land and its
            associated title for cash to meet his needs.
         

      As this suggests, Descartes did not share the dynastic interests of his father Joachim or his older brother Pierre. Joachim
            was a distinguished lawyer whose own father had been a successful doctor well known in provincial circles, and at the time
            of Descartes' birth he held an official position in the high court for Brittany at Rennes. (Such courts had multiple functions;
            as well as being courts in the usual sense, they oversaw administration of the law for their region and heard petitions to
            the crown. They were called "Parlements," misleadingly for English speakers.) Joachim expected his sons Pierre and Rene to
            follow him in the family tradition, adopting respectable professions, marrying well, and by both means adding to the family's
            portfolio of dignities and properties. Rene, the younger son, disappointed him; Pierre obliged handsomely by becoming a replica
            of his father. There were other children too, only one of whom—a daughter called Jeanne—survived infancy.
         

      Rene Descartes first saw light in his grandmother's house on the banks of the River Creuse in La Haye, and he was baptised
            three days later, on 3 April 1596, in the town's Catholic church of Saint-Georges. A significant footnote to these innocuous
            facts is that Saint-Georges was his grandmother's parish church only because a closer church, Notre Dame, had been granted
            to the town's Protestants seven years before. So Descartes' first public act, that of being baptised, took place in a manner
            determined by the great religious divisions of the time.
         

      Another footnote concerns a legend—the evidence suggests that it was invented long after the philosopher became famous—to
            the effect that Descartes was born in a country ditch halfway between La Haye and Chatellerault. The story has it that his
            mother was en route from Chatellerault to her mother's house in La Haye, a distance of eighteen miles, and was overtaken by
            her labour pangs at the exact halfway point, outside a farm called La Sybilliere (providing a suitably prophetic association
            for the birth of a great thinker). This "halfway point" detail has the tinge of fiction to it, as does the additional detail
            that Descartes' mother was so weakened by giving birth that she had to rest at La Sybilliere for two nights, thus explaining
            why three whole days elapsed before Descartes was baptised. The most probable reason for the "delay," of course, is that Descartes'
            various godparents had to be informed, and then had to travel to La Haye. The eighteen miles separating Chatellerault and
            La Haye was a day's journey; so the sending of a messenger, and his return journey with the prospective godparents, would
            itself have taken two days.
         

      Fourteen months after Descartes' birth his mother was again at his grandmother's house in La Haye for a lying-in. This time
            the outcome was fatal. Descartes' mother died on 13 May 1597, six days after giving birth to a baby boy, who followed her
            into the grave a mere three days later. At the time of this tragedy Descartes' father Joachim was at his duties in the Parlement
            at Rennes, and young Descartes himself was most probably still with his wet-nurse. What happened after this direful event
            is a blank in the record, though it is probable that all three of the children, Pierre, Jeanne and Rene, went to live with
            their grandmother at La Haye for a time, and that the boys then moved to Chatellerault to be raised by their great-uncle Michel
            Ferrand (who was also Rene's godfather). Joachim remarried three years after being widowed, moved to Rennes to be close to
            his duties, and raised a new family of children, leaving his first family behind with their mother's relatives.
         

      This was not a bad arrangement. Descartes' great-uncle-cum-godfather Michel Ferrand was a substantial citizen. During the
            negotiations preceding the epochal Edict of Nantes in 1598 (the Edict giving protection to France's Protestants), Ferrand
            was lieutenant-general of Chatellerault—an office corresponding to that of mayor, though much grander-sounding—and in his
            town the Protestants of all France met to discuss the provisions of the Edict before it was enacted. He was still lieutenant-general
            in 1605 when another national meeting of Protestants took place there to protest against Catholic violations of the Edict.
            The man in charge of the 1598 Edict negotiations was the King's first minister, Maximilien de Bethune, due de Sully. Ferrand
            was likely not involved in any direct capacity with the discussions themselves, but he was probably Sully's host, and certainly
            would have been responsible for the local organisation of the event.
         

      
        One historian of Poitou, Alfred Barbier, claimed in an 1897 study that Michel Ferrand was a staunch Catholic who opposed concessions
               to the Huguenots.1 This seems improbable. Poitou had the largest Huguenot population of any French province (nearly a million by the mid-seventeenth
               century), and relations between Poitevin Catholics and Huguenots had been consistently good right from the beginning of the
               Reformation. As a leading public figure in a town with a large and influential Huguenot population, Ferrand was unlikely to
               have been anything but tolerant, if only because he could not afford to be otherwise. And if so, his was a good house in which
               to be brought up.
            

      

      
        The example of tolerance was not the only thing that made Ferrand's house a good one to be raised in; the physical environment
               of La Haye and Chatellerault contributed as well. The beauty of that region of France, and its warm summers, was one of the
               last things Descartes spoke about when he was dying, showing that the impression it left on him was a deep one. Farms and
               gardens, and the ubiquitous hedges after which the village of his birth was named, stood between half-timbered houses, those
               still remaining tile-roofed but probably thatched then. Rodis-Lewis perceptively notes that the swiftly turbulent river Creuse
               that runs through La Haye must have given Descartes his first ideas about the motion of matter, while the everyday occurrences
               and avocations of rural life provided him with similes he later used in constructing his scientific theories. He had seen
               bundles of damp hay steaming from the spontaneous heat generated within them, and new wine boiling when left to ferment on
               pomace (the pulp left after pressing). He had seen how wind, blowing through a hedge, carried off leaves and straw caught
               in the branches, and how dust was raised by the feet of passers-by. And he had watched milk being churned until it separated
               into cream and butter, and grains being sieved. Each of these mundane examples appear in his scientific writings as illustrations
               of such phenomena as "cardiac heat" (Descartes said that it is no more mystifying than the spontaneous heat in hay and fermenting
               wine); the way "subtle matter" passes through interstices in coarser matter (the wind through the hedges); and how the "humours"
               of the body work like sieves separating oats from rye.2

      

      
        These indirect glimpses of the world of Descartes' childhood so perceptively garnered by Rodis-Lewis are, with a very few
               others, the only ones that relate specifically to his early experience. Descartes otherwise said little about his childhood.
               He referred to it no more than a half-dozen times, and, except for the autobiographical snippets in the Discourse, always in passing merely. He related that because he was born in the "gardens of Touraine" he preferred a mild climate. In
               a letter, he said that his health was poor as a child because he had inherited a dry cough from his mother and was always
               pale, prompting his doctors into pessimism about his chances of surviving into adulthood. But he added that by the time he
               reached his twenties he had grown ruddy and robust, and for the most part enjoyed good health thereafter. In another letter
               he recalled having a tenderness for a girl with a mild affliction, which had a permanent effect on him: "When I was a child,"
               he wrote, "I was in love with a girl of my own age who was slightly cross-eyed; consequently whenever I looked at her unfocused
               eyes the impression of that vision of her on my brain was so linked to what aroused the passion of love that, for long afterwards,
               whenever I saw cross-eyed people I felt more inclined to love them than others."3

      

      
        But though the references are fleeting they are suggestive, for example Descartes' comment about inheriting poor health from
               his mother. The letter in which this occurred spoke also of his mother's death, misdating it to shortly after his birth. Written
               in the early summer of 1645 to Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia, with whom he had been having an absorbing correspondence and
               indeed friendship since 1642, it offered advice on the Princess's health—she had been suffering from a cough and a fever—and
               said, "The most common cause of a slow fever is sadness . . . My mother died a few days after my birth from a disease of the
               lungs caused by distress. From her I inherited a dry cough and a pale complexion, which remained with me until I was over
               twenty, so that all the doctors who saw me until that time condemned me to a youthful death. But I have always been inclined
               to look at things from the most favourable angle and to make my chief happiness depend upon me alone; and I think this inclination
               gradually overcame the weakness which was effectively part of my constitution."4 This passage suggests that as a boy and youth Descartes was, though his health was delicate, fortunate enough to have a naturally
               positive, independent and reflective outlook. All three traits served him well for the next chapter in his story, which was
               his going as a boarder to the newly founded and immensely prestigious Jesuit college of La Fleche in Anjou, not far from his
               home in Chatellerault.
            

        

      

      
        Despite the critical remarks Descartes made in the Discourse on Method about his education at La Fleche, he himself recognised it as the outstanding school of his day. Twenty-two years after leaving
               it, and a year after the Discourse was published, he replied to a request for advice on where the best schooling was to be found by singing the praises of La
               Fleche. The school attracted "so many young people from all parts of France," Descartes wrote, "and they form such a varied
               mixture, that by conversing with them one learns almost as much as if one travelled far." He praised also the "equality maintained
               by the Jesuits among themselves, treating almost in the same fashion the highest born and the lowliest." And the clincher
               for him was that "there is no place on earth where philosophy is better taught than at La Fleche."This mattered because although
               not everything taught in philosophy "is as true as the gospels, nevertheless, because philosophy is the key to the other sciences,
               it is extremely useful to have studied the whole philosophy curriculum in the manner it is taught in Jesuit institutions,
               before undertaking to raise one's mind above pedantry in order to make oneself wise in the right way."5

        

      

      The founding of La Fleche in 1604, when Descartes was eight years old, was in itself a notable event, given the religious
            and political complexities of the day. Its story is inseparable from that of its royal founder, Henri IV, and inseparable
            too from Descartes' story, in many different ways additional to the obvious one of his being educated there.
         

      Henri IV was one of France's most remarkable kings. Born in the Protestant faith in 1553 to Antoine de Bourbon, he was regarded
            by the Huguenots as the nominal head of their cause. In August 1570 the Huguenots and the Valois king of France, Charles IX,
            reached an agreement aimed at ending eight years of intermittently violent hostility between the country's Catholics and Protestants.
            They signed a treaty subsequently known as the Peace of Saint-Germain. To mark the occasion Charles IX betrothed his sister
            Margaret of Valois to Henri de Bourbon, a gesture intended not merely to symbolise but to cement the rapprochement between
            the two sides of the religious divide—or so it seemed.
         

      The marriage between Henri and Margaret took place two years later, on 18 August 1572. Six days after the wedding celebrations,
            on the night of the feast of St. Bartholomew, an appalling episode in France's history occurred: a massacre of Huguenots.
            It had long been meditated by Charles IX's advisors and especially his mother, the chilling and dangerous Catherine de Medici.
            The massacre started when the Huguenots' effective leader, the Admiral de Coligny, was murdered outside his house in Paris
            by royal troops, and with him a number of Huguenot nobles. Then the killing spread to Huguenot households elsewhere in Paris.
            Front doors were smashed down, whole families within murdered, their houses looted. A spate of royal orders to provincial
            cities encouraged officials to subject local Huguenots to the same treatment. Lyons, Toulouse, Bordeaux, and Rouen saw frightful
            slaughters; the river Rhone carried so many corpses from Lyons down to Aries that the Arlesians could not drink the water
            for three months afterwards. Instructions from Paris reached local officials in such a sporadic way that the massacres in
            Toulouse and Bordeaux took place respectively a month and two months after the initial events in Paris.
         

      Henri reacted by hastily converting to Catholicism. Nevertheless his father-in-law, the king, or more accurately the king's
            mother, Catherine de Medici, did not trust him, and kept him under house-arrest at court. In 1576 Henri escaped, reverted
            to Protestantism, and took arms against the Catholic monarchy as again one of the leaders of the Huguenot cause. Repeated
            outbreaks of fighting over the next several years at last prompted Spain to send troops to aid the French Catholic side; but
            by the time they did so Charles IX had died, his brother Henri III had succeeded him, and Henri de Bourbon had become heir
            to the throne because of the death of Henri Ill's immediate heir presumptive, Francois due d'Alencon. Henri III, last of the
            Valois kings, was assassinated in 1589, and Henri de Bourbon succeeded him. But in order to assert his rights as Henri IV,
            he had to fight France's Catholics yet again. He defeated them and then besieged Paris, but could not take the city until,
            in 1593, he converted to Catholicism a second time, saying (so legend famously has it), "Paris is worth a Mass." The city
            therefore opened its gates to him, and his victory was complete.
         

      More importantly, though, Henri IV won the peace that eventually followed. By means of the Edict of Nantes, which granted
            a large measure of religious freedom to Huguenots—a freedom they enjoyed for nearly a century afterwards—and successful economic
            policies, Henri IV restored France to order and prosperity in an astonishingly short time.
         

      And then, in 1603, Henri invited the Jesuits to return to France. He had banished them eight years earlier because one of
            their number had attempted to assassinate him. Now he not only welcomed them back but patronised them handsomely. He took
            a confessor from among them, and gave them the palace of La Fleche—his birthplace— so that they could open a school in it.
            He was deeply attached to La Fleche, leaving instructions in his will that both his and his wife's hearts were to be buried
            in its chapel. But his interest in the idea of founding a Jesuit college was not merely sentimental. He paid for the necessary
            renovations and alterations to the palace, and interested himself in the rules and curriculum for the pupils. He had always
            been keen to improve education, beforehand appointing regents for various colleges and providing salaries for teachers. When
            they returned he went further, entrusting an elite institution wholly to the Jesuits, whose idea of "total education" impressed
            him—a conception of education as a moulding of the whole intellect and personality by what might now be called "immersion"
            techniques (the pupils did not spend much time holidaying at home with their families in the course of a year), and by encouragement
            and reward rather than the more traditional method of the birch.
         

      
        Such was the institution Descartes entered in the spring of 1606, aged ten. His older brother Pierre was at La Fleche too.
               The two boys were known to the college's first rector, Pere Chastelher, a native of Poitou, and to its second rector, Pere
               Etienne Charlet, who was a relation of Descartes' mother. The Descartes boys were not, therefore, going into the keeping of
               strangers. Evidence that the Jesuit fathers were kind at least to Descartes himself is attested by the fact that when, nearly
               four decades later, he wrote to Pere Charlet, he did so in warmly affectionate terms, calling him "my second father."6

      

      Kindness has its appropriate limits, however. Descartes' earlier biographers repeated a story alleging that because of his
            delicate constitution he was allowed to stay in bed until noon each day, a habit that remained with him throughout life. It
            is true that as an adult Descartes spent his mornings thinking and writing in bed, but the idea of a ten-year-old at boarding
            school staying in bed until lunchtime seems improbable not only for the early seventeenth century, but even with a "second
            father" as the college's rector. Descartes was not the son of a grand nobleman (such—and there were quite a few at La Fleche—were
            housed in the main college buildings with their servants), and he therefore lived with the majority of the 1,200 pupils in
            one or other of the ordinary boardinghouses scattered round the village in the neighbourhood of the college. The legend of
            school mornings abed is doubtless a result of Chinese whispers: Descartes must have told someone that his preference for mornings
            in bed was acquired at an early age, and this was transmuted into a legend about an improbable indulgence at school.
         

      Still, the irrepressible Baillet offers us reason to believe that Descartes stood out among his school-fellows. When Henri
            IV was assassinated on 14 May 1610, his heart was brought to La Fleche according to his stated wish, and Baillet tells us
            that Descartes was one of twenty-four boys chosen to take part in the final ceremony of interment, after the heart in its
            urn had been carried in procession through the black-draped college buildings, accompanied by members of the royal family,
            nobility, priests, and a guard-of-honour of archers, all clad in profound mourning. A great arch was erected for the cortege
            to pass through, and the central court of the college was decorated with Henri IV's royal insignia and depictions of his soul
            being wafted to heaven by angels.
         

      
        Did Descartes help to carry the urn containing Henri's heart? His intellectual gifts might well have singled him out among
               his schoolfellows, and a mark of that distinction might equally well have resulted in his being chosen as one of two dozen
               acolytes to attend the murdered king's heart as it went to the chapel. But Baillet himself gives us cause for doubting the
               veracity of the story when he says that the twenty-four youths in question were "gentlemen" students. Descartes, like the
               majority of his fellow students, indeed came from the gentry; butamong this number were some five hundred sons of dukes, marquises, counts and other noblemen, and distinctions of rank were
               taken seriously. Since nothing else is reported of Descartes being singled out for special attention at the school, a grain
               of salt is obviously needed here. The porters of the urn containing Henri's heart were without doubt sons of ranking noblemen,
               and Baillet's claim that Descartes was among them has to be treated as legend-making.
            

      

      The interment of Henri's heart at La Fleche was nevertheless significant for Descartes. Henri IV had been murdered by a Jesuit
            called Ravillac, so there is black irony in the fact that, by his own wish, the king was buried by Jesuits among the Jesuits,
            whom he had patronised and supported with such generosity. The staff of La Fleche assiduously honoured Henri's memory with
            festivities and competitions on the anniversary of his murder for as long as the college thereafter lasted; but nothing could
            expunge the fact that the many assassination attempts made on Henri IV were motivated, as the final successful one was, by
            suspicion of him as a former Protestant who, in pursuit of his policy of containing the Habsburg power in its Spanish and
            German empires, sided with Protestant interests everywhere in Europe. The Jesuits, as already noted, were the advisors and
            encouragers of the Habsburgs, who, like their Jesuit mentors, saw themselves as the champions of the Catholic church, and
            who were soon to plunge Europe into three decades of hideous war in an effort—ultimately unsuccessful— to reclaim for Catholicism
            all territories lost to Protestantism.
         

      In short, Henri IV had nourished a viper in his bosom by sponsoring the Jesuits, and had been killed by its bite at last.
            Descartes, Jesuit-educated and for years afterwards a loyal adherent of the Jesuit cause, appears to have served the Jesuit-Habsburg
            interest against his own country. Given the historical circumstances and the great issue of the day, there were probably many
            unfaithful hearts in the courts of La Fleche on the day that the dead king's own heart arrived there for burial.
         

      

      One of the principal ways that the Jesuit movement sought to defend, fortify and potentiate the Catholic cause was by educating
            boys in such a manner as to make them secure in the faith forever. They saw themselves as soldiers in the van of the Counter-Reformation
            and, accordingly, one of their prime goals was to barricade young minds against heresy. By means of fine discipline, a military-style
            structure, and high standards, the Society had forged itself into a formidable instrument since its inception in the mid-sixteenth
            century. From its seminaries, including the prestigious Collegio Romano, it sent out an army of scholars and teachers to champion
            the faith. Given Descartes' lifelong adherence to the Catholic faith and to the Jesuit interest, he counts as a signal example
            of the success of their methods.
         

      
        If the Society was in the front line for the Catholic cause, its teachers were crucial frontline troops for the Society itself,
               and that they should succeed in the vital task allotted to them mattered greatly. They therefore thought carefully about education,
               and the methods they adopted now seem impressively modern. In the schools run by their rivals, the Benedictines, boys were
               kept at their books for long exhausting hours and drilled incessantly. The Jesuits' teaching manual, the Ratio studiorum, took from Quintilian the comparison of a boy's mind with a narrow-necked bottle: try to pour in too much too fast and little
               will get into the body of the bottle, but pour slowly and carefully, and the bottle will be filled. The Jesuits took the simile
               to heart. Using prizes and badges to mark achievement, allowing the boys to enjoy games, dancing and theatrical activities,
               giving each of them personal attention, promoting discussion, allowing the boys to govern themselves to some extent through
               a prefectorial system—by such means they won their pupils' confidence and therefore taught them well.
            

      

      
        The main forms of instruction were the study of texts, daily review of lessons, weekly debates and discussions, and monthly
               formal debates in which the participants were given marks for their performance. Everything happened in Latin; use of French
               was forbidden on pain of punishment. Apart from the fact that Latin was the lingua franca of all educated people, it was especially associated with the Roman Catholic church, in whose view the body of the faithful
               were one people under their earthly monarch, the Pope, sharing one language and one culture. Interestingly, some Catholic
               thinkers went so far as to suggest that use of vernaculars constituted a sin because it subverted the integrity of Christendom.
               Later, Descartes chose to publish in the vernacular, which in the light of these delicate questions counts as a significant
               gesture.
            

      

      A pupil's first five years at La Fleche were dedicated to the classical tongues and their literature, beginning with "grammar"
            and ending with "rhetoric." (In the sixth, seventh and eighth years, if they stayed that long, boys studied philosophy, mathematics
            and science.) During that time their main focus was on the style of the classical authors rather than on the content of their
            writings. In Descartes' day, as throughout the Renaissance, the most admired Latin writer was Cicero, whose texts were widely
            used as models of excellence for style and rhetorical structure.
         

      Most boys spent only five years at La Fleche, because what they acquired in that time was enough for university entrance.
            But some universities were hostile to the Jesuits and refused to admit their pupils, so the Jesuits made sure that the upper
            years of some of their colleges could more than adequately take the place of a university education. Descartes benefited from
            this arrangement. In 1611, when his five years of studying "letters" was over, he took the advanced curriculum, studying Aristotle's
            logic in the first year, science and mathematics in the second, and metaphysics and ethics in the third.
         

      
        This was the education Descartes described twenty years later in his Discourse on Method. "From my childhood I have been nourished on letters," he wrote, meaning the classical languages and their literatures, "and
               because I was persuaded that by their means one could acquire a clear and certain knowledge of all that is useful in life,
               I was extremely eager to learn them. But as soon as I had completed the course of study at the end of which one is normally
               admitted to the ranks of the learned, I completely changed my opinion. For I found that I had gained nothing from my attempts
               to become educated, except for an increasing recognition of my ignorance. And yet I was at one of the most famous schools
               in Europe, where I thought there must be learned men if any existed on earth."7

      

      
        This looks like a damning indictment of La Fleche, and on the face of it Descartes might be taken to mean that he had wasted
               his eight years there. But that is not what he meant. In the same passage he says he had made good use of the college library,
               reading beyond the curriculum; that he had not been accounted slow-witted by his teachers and peers; and that on leaving La
               Fleche he found the world to be as well equipped with intelligent people as at any time in history—and yet still he felt that
               "there was no knowledge in the world such as I had previously been led to hope for." Thus, he did not hold La Fleche particularly
               responsible for his expectations being disappointed. Rather, he realized that letters, and what passed in his day for philosophy
               and science, were either limited in value (this, he meant, was especially true of letters) or stood on shaky ground (this,
               he meant, was especially true of philosophy and science). He appreciated all these subjects as far as they went; he enjoyed
               stories and poetry, fables and oratory; and above all he loved mathematics. "I delighted in mathematics because of the certainty
               and self-evidence of its reasonings. But I did not yet notice its real use; and since I thought it was of service only in
               the mechanical arts, I was surprised that nothing more exalted had been built upon such firm and solid foundations."8

      

      For this reason, he said, he decided to abandon the study of letters, and to avoid metaphysics because it had been cultivated
            for centuries by the best minds and yet was still embroiled in disputes and doubts. Nor did he think he could venture into
            the sciences, which stood on the shaky foundations of metaphysics. And he had no intention of being involved with what he
            called "the false sciences" of alchemy, magic and astrology, of which he was frankly contemptuous. So, he wrote, "as soon
            as I was old enough to emerge from the control of my teachers, I entirely abandoned the study of letters. Resolving to seek
            no knowledge other than that which could be found in myself or else in the great book of the world, I spent the rest of my
            youth travelling, visiting courts and armies, mixing with people of diverse temperaments and ranks, gathering various experiences,
            testing myself in the situations which fortune offered me, and at all times reflecting on whatever came my way so as to derive
            some profit from it." The reason he gave for this empirical and pragmatic decision is as pertinent now as then: "For it seemed
            to me that much more truth could be found in the reasonings which a man makes concerning matters that concern him than in
            those which some scholar makes in his study about speculative matters. For the consequences of the former will soon punish
            the man if he judges wrongly, whereas the latter have no practical consequences and no importance for the scholar except that
            perhaps the further they are from common sense the more pride will he take in them, since he will have had to use much more
            skill and ingenuity in trying to render them plausible."
         

      

      Despite what these autobiographical remarks suggest, Descartes did not go travelling immediately after La Fleche. He left
            the college in the summer of 1614, aged eighteen, and his next documented appearance occurred in November 1616, when he graduated
            from the University of Poitiers with a degree in civil and canon law. All his biographers assume that he spent just one year
            at Poitiers, and therefore cite Baillet's claim that the missing year or even fourteen months between Descartes' quitting
            La Fleche and beginning his studies at Poitiers was spent in Paris; yet not in the way of youth, with its predictable and
            even required sowing of oats, but in retreat at Saint-Germain-en-Lay, then a small village on the city's outskirts. Some speculate
            that Descartes suffered a nervous breakdown, as David Hume and many other brilliant people have done when young— such a thing
            being almost a rite of passage for the creative intellect. But no evidence supports this idea, although it has a romantic
            attraction, and nothing in Descartes' later writings on the emotions suggests otherwise—these writings being where he would
            allude to his own example of emotional turmoil if he had suffered any, given his fondness for the autobiographical technique
            when explaining his views.
         

      
        Descartes may have had a breakdown, or even an illness of some kind, but more probably he was indeed sowing some oats in the
               capital city, perhaps acquiring the taste for gambling later imputed to him; and yet more possible still that a degree in
               canon and civil law took more than just one year of study, and that the whole of the "missing" year was spent over laborious
               texts in Poitiers. This latter, I suggest, was exactly the case. The source of Baillet's characteristically embroidered and
               inflated story about a "year" in retreat on the outskirts of Paris might have been that Descartes, for some reason, spent
               part of the summer at Saint-Germain-en-Lay immediately after leaving La Fleche and before attending Poitiers University in
               the autumn of 1614. Baillet, in retrospective obeisance to Descartes' genius, would see a sequestration at Saint-Germain as
               full of significance for the burgeoning young mind, far more interesting than studying jus scriptum and jus publicum, jus commune et speciale and jus universale et particulare at Poitiers. What Descartes thought about all this jus, given his later strictures on the contrast between useful and useless knowledge, can only be imagined; but at this juncture
               he had not quite ruled out pursuing a legal career at some future point and thus following in the well-heeled footsteps of
               his father and brother. Eight years later, in 1625, he wrote to his father asking whether he might apply for the post of lieutenant-general
               of Chatellerault (the job once held by his great-uncle Michel Ferrand) which required a legal background.9 But he had little intention of doing so immediately, nor of seeking a position in the Parlement. One good reason was the
               minimum age requirement for entrance to a Parlement, even though, as his brother Pierre had done, he might have entered the
               legal profession in some other capacity first to gain experience.
            

      

      
        If Descartes did indeed spend time at Saint-Germain-en-Lay, perhaps in those summer holidays between school and university
               as just suggested, an interesting connection between its sole tourist attraction and his later theories offers itself. Saint-Germain
               was the home of a royal pleasure garden designed by the Francini brothers, whose speciality was fountains—but not just of
               splashing water, for their expertise ran to hydraulic statues that moved, played music, danced, and even (reputedly) spoke.
               The garden was a labyrinth of grottos and mysterious passages containing water-powered organs, mechanical birds, and moving,
               speaking statues: a garden of wonders, and perhaps also of alarms, if Descartes indeed wandered neurasthenically there.10 More interestingly, though, the garden suggests part of the inspiration for some of Descartes' later theories about animals
               as soulless automata, biological machines without consciousness, who experience neither sensations nor emotions, though appearing
               to; mere robots barking and mewing, eating and running, as if blindly powered by Francini pumps, and no more conscious than
               they.
            

        

      

      After graduating from Poitiers in November 1616, Descartes next appeared publicly in the guise of a young godparent, signing
            the baptismal register in both October and November of 1617 at the church in Suce. This small town stood near the property
            that his increasingly well-off father had bought some years before: the estate of Chavagne-en-Suce, a commodious chateau set
            in fertile farmland among wooded hills. This suggests that Descartes may have spent the year after graduating from Poitiers
            at his father's house, perhaps assisting with the farm or his father's legal business, or reading, or all three, while considering
            what to do next. He might also have entered into an informal apprenticeship with a local doctor, out of curiosity; he later
            reported that he had studied some medicine as well as law when young. By the same token, he could have attended medical and
            anatomical lectures at Poitiers, though formally registered as a law student. If so, a two-year stay at the university becomes
            more probable still, unless Descartes was given (like Baillet) to inflationary reminiscences, turning attendance at a few
            lectures into a study of medicine. That seems unlikely.
         

      
        In any event, the answer to Descartes' question about what he should do next was soon found. He decided to join an army. Given
               the political circumstances just before the Thirty Years War, Descartes had several armies to choose from. The one he joined
               belonged to Maurice of Nassau, Prince of Orange, arguably the greatest general of the day. (He thought so himself; he generously
               acknowledged that the famous Ambrogio Spinola, a Genoese who commanded the King of Spain's armies, was second best in the world.)
            

      

      
        To enlist in Maurice's army Descartes travelled to Breda, just over the border from the Spanish Netherlands in the United
               Provinces of the free Netherlands. He arrived there in the summer of 1618, apparently intending to cut something of a dash,
               because he styled himself "sieur du Perron" after the small property his mother had left to him and which had recently come
               into his possession when he reached his majority.11

      

      
        His choice of Breda is partly explained by the fact that it was the base of a de facto military school, where military engineering
               and other technical skills of the art of war were taught.12 Descartes' facility with mathematics evidently inclined him to the idea of learning how to build such defences as bastions,
               ravelins, horn-works, and the like, and to construct siege camps, make temporary bridges and pontoons, calculate artillery
               ranges, dig mines (for placing explosives under city walls), and more.
            

      

      It was a fateful decision, for in the town of Breda one day Descartes met a man who was to give his life its first nudge in
            the direction of its later great achievements—not the definitive nudge, for Descartes still needed several years before settling
            on the vocation of philosophy, but the first major push. It was an accidental meeting too, and an improbable one, given that
            the Jesuit-educated Catholic Frenchman Descartes was there in Protestant Dutch Breda, standing in front of a poster pasted
            to a wall in a street, when the man in question happened to be passing by and stopped to look at the same poster. The man
            Descartes thus encountered was Isaac Beeckman.
         

      
        
          *
           * 
          *
          
          
        

      

      Beyond a suddenly acquired desire to be a military engineer, what could have inspired a Jesuit-educated Catholic Frenchman
            (or for that matter, any Jesuit-educated Catholic) to enlist in the forces of a Protestant prince whose country was corning
            to the end of a short armed truce with its bitterest enemy, the Jesuit-supported Catholic Habsburg power of Spain?
         

      Descartes had deliberately stepped into a situation by then more than seventy years in the making, the history of which he
            would have been well aware. In January 1579 the seven Protestant northern provinces of the Netherlands, which was then in
            its entirety under Spanish dominion, made a declaration of mutual support, thereby forming themselves into the "Union of Utrecht."This
            was a response to a similar declaration jointly made by the Netherlands' Catholic southern provinces, which wished to affirm
            their allegiance to the Spanish crown and the Catholic faith, and which had therefore formed themselves into the "Union of
            Arras." The seven dissenting Protestant provinces in the Union of Utrecht were Holland, Zeeland, Utrecht, Gelderland, Overijssel,
            Friesland and Groningen (without its city).
         

      The semi-formal nature of this pair of unions was ominous for the future of Spanish hegemony in the region. Within just two
            years the members of the Union of Utrecht had declared themselves independent of the Spanish crown by the Oath of Abjuration
            (1581), and a protracted war began. The longer term outcome of that war (and a fact of great significance to Descartes personally,
            as later events proved) was that the United Provinces— as the Dutch republic of the northern provinces became known— managed
            to secure their independence from Spain. The United Provinces flourished mightily in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
            becoming immensely rich as a result of their overseas trade and empire, with a superlative domestic cultural tradition in
            consequence. This was the great age of Dutch painting; the country's relative liberty of thought and life encouraged thinkers,
            scientists and writers to settle there, and political exiles with them. It was, literally as well as figuratively, the Dutch
            Golden Age.
         

      By contrast, most of the part of the Netherlands that remained under Catholic Spanish control eventually became Belgium.

      Phillip II of Spain tried hard to reconquer the United Provinces, but the Spanish empire was by then a moribund force, though
            dying slowly, and eventually Phillip realised that the task was beyond him. By the time he had reached this decision in the
            late 1590s the United Provinces had built formidable defences along the line of the Maas and Waal rivers, and had developed
            a flourishing and growing trade with the Mediterranean lands, Spanish America, and Indonesia. In the hope at least of limiting
            the United Provinces' progress, Phillip turned the Spanish Netherlands into a semiautonomous state under his daughter Isabella
            and her husband (and cousin) Archduke Albert of Austria, who had already been in post as governor-general at Brussels for
            several years. The husband-and-wife team became known as "the Archdukes," and although effectively under the control of the
            Spanish crown, they little by little increased their margin of competence, though never seeking to make the Spanish Netherlands
            wholly independent.
         

      The Archdukes hired Spinola to lead their army—a bold choice, because Spinola was a banker from Genoa and had never had military
            experience; people joked that he was a general before he was a soldier, and this was perfectly true. But he turned out to
            be a general of genius, and caused the United Provinces considerable anxiety before, in 1609, helping the Archdukes to arrange
            a twelve-year truce with them, which effectively recognised the United Provinces' independence. This move infuriated Phillip
            II's successor as King of Spain, Phillip III, who hated the idea of peace with the rebel Dutch Calvinists. But he was in no
            position to insist: Spain was bankrupt and unable to raise further loans, and moreover was on the brink of war with Venice,
            a most uncomfortable combination. After some enforced reflection, Phillip III was made to see that a dozen years of peace
            in the Netherlands might help to rebuild Spanish finances; the Dutch (so the Archdukes and Spinola told him soothingly) could
            be reconquered thereafter.
         

      When Descartes arrived in Breda, therefore, in the summer of 1618, the United Provinces had been at peace with its Catholic
            neighbour for nine years, and no military adventures were immediately in prospect. But the United Provinces was in a turbulent
            state politically. Maurice of Nassau had just succeeded to the Princedom of Orange in that year, having previously been Count
            Maurice of Nassau. He was captain-general of the federal army and Stadhouder of five of the seven free provinces (his cousin
            William-Louis was Stadhouder of the other two). Already some transprovincial institutions had grown up: the mint, the council
            of state for military affairs, the admiralty, and an audit board. But each of the seven provinces had its own independent
            assembly, each of which in turn sent delegates to the federal assembly, called the States-General. This was a small body,
            consisting usually of fewer than a dozen members. All its decisions had to be referred back to the provincial assemblies for
            ratification—a time-consuming and frequently divisive business, not least because the provincial assemblies themselves had
            to consult the magistrates of their larger towns and the nobility in their rural areas before reaching any decisions.
         

      This might have been a recipe for more paralysis and divisiveness if the richest province, Holland, in virtue of providing
            two-thirds of the United Provinces' tax revenue, had not usually had its way in most decisions, even major ones opposed by
            some of the other provinces. That in fact was what happened when the truce with the Archdukes was pending in 1609: some provinces,
            their hard-line Calvinist clergy to the fore, were as opposed to peace as Spain's Phillip III himself, and for mirror-image
            reasons. Also the United Provinces had enjoyed the expertise and canniness for some years of the States-General's leading
            permanent official, Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, who with the aid of a trusty standing committee arranged the agenda for meetings,
            before which he negotiated, cajoled, persuaded and twisted arms, and during which he took the chair—thus observing (or trying
            to) Sun Tzu's advice only to go into battle when the victory has already been won.
         

      Still, among so much fissiparating potential there was sure to be something really dangerous to the internal peace and unity
            of the Provinces, and—inevitably, one must suppose—religion provided it. In 1605 two theologians at the University of Leiden
            fell out over the question of predestination. One, a strict and zealous Calvinist called Francis Gomarus, held that each individual's
            salvation or damnation had been predestined from the beginning of time. Jacob Arminius, a liberal Reformed theologian, held
            that human beings had free will. Professors and students took sides; so eventually did the cloth workers of Leiden; and neither
            academics nor clothworkers were above throwing stones and breaking heads in defence of their preferred view. As civil unrest
            welled up, Oldenbarnevelt grew concerned; he called together a meeting of leading clergy to discuss a revision of the Reformed
            Church's Catechism and Confession of Faith, in order to settle matters. The clergymen angrily refused to consider changing
            the Confession, which to them was sacrosanct, and they told Oldenbarnevelt that the civil authorities must not dare to interfere
            with matters of doctrine.
         

      All this happened during the first decade of the seventeenth century, at the end of which Arminius died. But his followers
            were determined to continue the fight. They presented a "Remonstrance" to the assembly of the leading province, Holland, calling
            for a revision of the Confession of Faith, and demanding that church and state matters be kept completely separate. The Gomarists
            hit back with a "Counter-Remonstrance," which included a demand that all Arminians should be discharged from their teaching
            and preaching posts. The Arminians asked Oldenbarnevelt for his help; the great jurist Hugo Grotius, then chief magistrate
            of Rotterdam, attacked the Gomarists for threatening the safety of the state, the church's unity, and worst of all the principle
            of freedom of conscience.
         

      What made matters worse from the Gomarist point of view was that Roman Catholics, or at any rate most of them, were also believers
            in free will. In the pro-Gomarist section of the public mind this put Arminians into the same unspeakably vile category as
            Catholics. As a result Arminian ministers and their churches were attacked by mobs. Riots and disorder increased, and began
            to spread to other matters besides, as when in 1616 Delft saw several days of rioting over corn taxes, during which barricades
            were erected in the streets and the houses of the rich were stoned.
         

      Maurice of Nassau began to tell his friends that the dispute over predestination would only be settled by civil war. He and
            Oldenbarnevelt disagreed about how matters should be handled. Indeed, they quarrelled; and the quarrel brought into the open
            the real difference between them. Oldenbarnevelt was an Arminian, Maurice a Gomarist; and he then publicly took the Gomarists'
            side. As a result their cause began to get the upper hand. In towns with an Arminian preacher large crowds marched out to
            places where they could hear a Gomarist minister instead. Harassment of Arminians increased, and Maurice instructed his troops
            to do nothing to protect them.
         

      
        As matters grew worse Oldenbarnevelt decided that he had to act in the interests of public order. He persuaded the assembly
               of Holland to authorise each town in the province to raise waardgelders, in effect police or militia companies, if the local authorities thought they were necessary. The waardgelders were to swear loyalty to the town. At the same time, unfortunately for Oldenbarnevelt, but not for all, the proclamation stated
               that soldiers in the federal army who were paid by Holland had a primary loyalty to Holland rather than to the whole United
               Provinces. This provision incensed Maurice; he saw it as a personal affront, and a direct challenge to his power. Under his
               direction, the States-General voted by five provinces to two to disband the waardgelder companies and he immediately put the order into effect, going with a large force to Utrecht and disarming its waardgelders, and then purging the city of Arminians and installing Gomarists in their place. That happened in July 1618; in August the
               towns of Holland submitted to Maurice, who repeated what he had done at Utrecht, at the same time placing Oldenbarnevelt and
               Hugo Grotius under arrest.
            

      

      These events were unfolding just as the young Descartes arrived in the United Provinces in the summer of 1618. Given that
            the whole of Europe had been watching agog as the quarrel between Arminians and Gomarists heated to a boiling point, Descartes
            could not possibly have been unaware of the tense situation prevailing there. Nor could he have been unaware that an important
            crisis in the affair was impending. Nowhere else in Europe were such matters at that moment so delicately poised, or so important
            to the fate of Reformation and Counter-Reformation alike.
         

      What Prince Maurice did next effectively settled the future of the Dutch republic in both its religious and political character,
            and influenced the course of European history. He convened a great assembly of Calvinist divines, with representatives from
            Germany, Switzerland and England joining their Dutch counterparts in a general synod at Dort (otherwise known as Dordrecht).
            After debates lasting six months, the synod condemned Arminians as heretics and as "disturbers of the peace" both in church
            and state. Instantly, about two hundred Dutch Arminian ministers were dismissed from their posts, nearly half of whom went
            into exile. Maurice also sacked Oldenbarnevelt's followers in official posts in all the provinces, replacing them with new
            and inexperienced personnel, by this means drawing more power into his own hands. Grotius was sentenced to life imprisonment
            (he escaped two years later), and Oldenbarnevelt was condemned to death. He went the very next day, 13 May 1619, to the scaffold,
            carrying himself with great dignity. He was seventy-two years of age.
         

      
        These events were watched with thrilled interest all over Europe, which by and large accepted Maurice's representation of
               the affair as an attempt by Oldenbarnevelt and his Arminian supporters to seize power. It had indeed been a power struggle,
               for Maurice himself was intent on strengthening his grip on the United Provinces and had ambitions to be named King. Oldenbarnevelt
               stood in the way of that hope—although as matters proved, so did the republican instincts of the Dutch in general. Still,
               Dutch painters depicted the surrender of the waardgelders as military victories for Maurice. Within months the English playwrights John Fletcher and Philip Massinger had brought their
               "Sir John Van Olden Barnevelt" to the stage in London. Merchants there and elsewhere in Europe—and in certain of the other
               Dutch provinces too—were delighted that the old statesman had gone, because his canny policies had advantaged the merchants
               of Holland at their expense. And Calvinists everywhere believed that their view of Christianity had a great new champion in
               Maurice and that they were therefore poised to prevail.
            

      

      But with the experienced Oldenbarnevelt gone, and the less canny Maurice supreme in the United Provinces, this rejoicing was
            not merely premature but misplaced. What it really meant was that Spain, and by extension the Habsburg cause, had been given
            a marvellous chance to wrest back the initiative in international affairs. And just at that moment in 1618-19 events elsewhere
            in Europe were building towards an explosion of the volatile elements brewed by religious differences.
         

      So why was it that Descartes chose to go to the United Provinces in the summer of 1618, in the middle of the great upsets
            taking place there, as a volunteer in the army of the United Provinces, stationed in one of that army's main training depots?
            On the face of it there are good innocuous answers. One is that he wished to benefit from a solid grounding in the science
            of military engineering, in an army which was regarded as one of the most modern and effective of the day as a result of Maurice's
            innovations. Another is that he went to join one of the two French regiments in Maurice's army, led respectively by Baron
            de Courtmour and Gaspard de Chastillon. The regimental lists have long been lost, so no independent confirmation of this can
            be made; and neither Descartes nor any of his early biographers said which regiment, if any, he joined in Breda.
         

      That Descartes left Maurice's army, and the United Provinces, two weeks after Oldenbarnevelt's execution in May 1619 might
            of course be another coincidence. The fact that he was in the country during the Synod of Dort, and quitted it when matters
            were definitively over is, however, suggestive. If one accepts the possibility of his employment as an intelligence agent,
            he could well have been sent as a pair of eyes and ears to observe how matters stood in the Breda garrison of Maurice's army
            while the Arminian difficulties were going on. He would certainly not have been alone in doing such work in the United Provinces;
            scores of Jesuit or Habsburg and certainly Spanish or Spanish Netherlandish agents were at work all over the country.
         

      In any event, when Descartes left the Netherlands he joined another army intent on another, and by then pressing, task of
            hostilities. This second army was a Catholic one, led by Duke Maximilian of Bavaria on behalf of the Holy Roman Emperor, and
            Descartes enlisted just as it was en route to Bohemia to avenge the "Defenestration of Prague," the incident which, with Duke
            Maximilian's victory at the Battle of the White Mountain outside Prague, precipitated the Thirty Years War. And once again
            it was not as someone in a combatant role such as pikeman, halbadier or cavalryman that Descartes went with Duke Maximilian's
            troops to that epochal battle, but in some never-specified non-combatant capacity: engineer perhaps—or perhaps still, as a
            spy.
         

      

      Before his decamping to the Czech lands in Maximilian's army, however, the main event in Descartes' intellectual life during
            his stay in Breda occurred, this being the chance meeting with Isaac Beeckman. Because of the significance of this encounter
            for Descartes' later career, all biographers rightly dwell on it.
         

      While walking through Breda on 10 November 1618 (the date is significant as we shall see), Descartes came across a publicly
            displayed poster describing a mathematical problem and challenging readers to find its solution. Descartes' mathematical facility
            at school, and his reviving interest in the subject because of the mathematics in his military engineering studies, prompted
            him to stop and read the poster. As he tried to make out what the problem was (it was written in Flemish), a stranger stopped
            to read it too. Descartes asked him whether he could translate the Flemish into Latin. The stranger indeed could; and he and
            Descartes got talking.
         

      
        The man was Beeckman, who recorded the event in his diary for 11 November. A "Frenchman from Poitou" had tried a bit of mathematical
               sophistry on him, Beeckman wrote; but as they found that they had many like-minded interests, and were "the only people in
               Breda who could speak Latin," they took an instant liking to each other.13 During the remaining six months of Descartes' stay their friendship grew intense. To it is owed the later direction of Descartes'
               intellectual career, and the basis of his fame.
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