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Foreword

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



CHAPTER ONE

This Magnificent Age

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




* When the Encyclopédie reached its seventh volume, it was placed on the banned Index and its authors, the philosophes, were labelled as sexual deviants. Sodomy was known as le pêché philosophique, the philosophers’ sin, and philosophical texts as pornography.
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